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   My wife Charlotte…
 
   Any man would feel fortunate
 
   To wake up to her sweet face every morning. 
 
   Out of all of the men in the world,
 
   I get to be that man.
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                                          PREFACE
 
    
 
        There are so many mysteries and secrets about the past that continue to go unexplained. Legends and myths, mysterious disappearances and deaths, baffling disasters and enigmatic events have plagued mankind’s history, leaving in their wake only speculation and the frustrating absence of truth. 
 
       Matthew Brooks, a young rookie journalist working for the Portland Herald, along with his beautiful photographer partner Kelly O’Hara, run head on into the mystery of their lives. As they pry open the mystery that has been purposely kept a secret for thousands of years, they discover that knowing the truth about the past, could very well cost them their lives. 
 
        Matt and Kelly soon discover that many mysteries; such as the disappearance of the dinosaurs and the ancient story of a global flood, to the real identity of Jack the Ripper and the disappearance of Amelia Earhart, to the kidnap of Charles Lindbergh’s son and the assassin of John F Kennedy, to the Hindenburg and the Space Shuttle Challenger explosion disasters, as well as legends; all possess one common thread of truth.
 
         Come along with me! Unearth the hidden secret about our past.  Learn the real truth behind the history of mankind, and the truth about the ‘Fathers of Myth.’
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               §
 
                                      ONE  
 
                
 
        The humidity must be 100% as I awake to the sound of the wobbling ceiling fan and drenched sticky sheets. My first thought of the day; on a scale of one to ten, my hangover headache is about twelve!
 
        It all comes back to me, like a fast train hitting a car stuck on the tracks. Last night, my boss gave me the ultimate motivating speech of my short, but uneventful career. If I don’t come up with something worth reading in the next two weeks, I will have my boss’s permission to explore other employment possibilities. 
 
        My so-called career: a newspaper writer for The Portland Herald. My boss: the very unlikable Lloyd Hatch, a somewhat tyrannical and sanctimonious, smirk-smiling, city desk Editor at The Herald. Instead of feeling motivated and exhilarated, I guess I felt like having a drink. The rest is kind of hazy.  
 
  
 
   
 
   
        I see a very blurry 7:05 AM, glowing red on the clock radio, a couple of feet away from my pillow. If I focus on how good a cold shower will feel; I am pretty sure I can get out of bed.     
 
  
 
   
 
   
        I scratch my head and look in the mirror. It appears as though my eyes have been on a long trip, since each eye looks as if it is carrying 
 
  
 
   
 
   
   luggage. “I am too young to have bags under my eyes—I’m only twenty-six,” I think to myself.
 
  
 
   
 
  
 
        I dig the sleep from my eyes as I walk down the hall to the living room. I open the drapes to have a look outside. As I peer out, my mind crudely fabricates a thought. It looks like rain. 
 
        All of a sudden, I am startled by what I can only describe as an overwhelming prehistoric screech. The shock of the noisy blast subsides as I realize it is only Cashew, my pet Amazon Macaw. 
 
        “Morning, Cashew, how’re you doin’?” I yawn and toddle slowly over to his cage, pick some seeds out of a bag, and poke them through the wire cage. He immediately husks the seeds and quickly devours them. 
 
        As if performing an Amazon jungle dance, his head bobs up and down in an effort to hold my attention. 
 
        “Good morning. Cock-a-doodle-doo. Good morning, Cock-a-doodle-doo,” he squawks.  
 
         “Well, Cashew, two lonely bachelors living together, you and I.” Sticking my hand in Cashew’s cage, I allow him to squeeze onto my finger.
 
        “What we need, old buddy is a large dose of femininity and perfume,” I tell him. Cashew negatively shakes his head back and forth and from side to side.
 
        “You’re right, my friend. It’s probably too late for you and me. We’ll probably be bachelors right down to the end.”  I return him to his perch, close his cage, and amble back down the hall to the bathroom. 
 
        I flip on the light and look in the mirror; I become re-acquainted with my image. Staring back at me is a tall and skinny blond, blue-eyed young man—the male version of my mother. I smile at myself, satisfied at being somewhere between a charming handsome gentleman and a daring heroic swashbuckler. 
 
        After a long cold shower, a pot of coffee, and a handful of aspirin, I am on my way; ready to drive through rush hour traffic by eight A.M.
 
        As I ponder over the idea of stopping by the drive up window at a donut shop three blocks from The Herald, my car radio broadcasts a breaking news announcement of a jet airliner crash, killing all on board. I make a quick educated guess that my officious interrogating
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Editor will definitely want the low down on this latest disaster, sooner than possible. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
       From my cell phone, I give a quick call to Kelly, the best photographer working at The Herald, not to mention drop-dead gorgeous. However, I get Betty in reception, instead.
 
  
 
   
 
   
        “Sorry, but Kelly ain’t at her desk right now,” she replies crudely.
 
        I can tell by the smacking noises over the phone, Betty is chewing bubble gum and probably doing her nails at her desk. Asking for anything further could quite possibly tax her beyond her abilities.
 
        ”Just ask her to meet me at the airport.” 
 
        “Meet…me…at…the… airport,” she repeats very slowly.
 
        “And who may I say is calling?” she speaks with a Brooklyn accent that just can’t be real.                                                        
 
   “Betty. It’s Matthew Brooks, Don’t you recognize me?” 
 
        “Oh yea, sure, Mr. Brooks. I’ve got it wrote down. You want I should repeat it to yah.” 
 
        “No, Betty, I’m sure you’ve got it...thanks.” I push the off button on my cell phone and head for the airport. 
 
        When I was a child, I remember my mother would fill large glass jars with a variety of dried beans and display them on the kitchen counter. The Portland rush hour traffic gives me that same, tiny navy bean stuck in a jar with a thousand other beans, feeling. It will take me at least thirty minutes to go just under four miles to the Airport. I wonder how many people contemplate suicide during rush hour.
 
        “When the saints go marching on,” ditties from my cell phone. I hope it is Kelly. 
 
        “Hello?” 
 
        “Matt, this is Kelly. Sorry I missed your call.”  
 
        “Hello, beautiful.  Ready for the most exciting date you have ever dreamed of?”
 
        “What’s up?” 
 
        “I need you and your camera down at the Airport a.s.a.p. There has been another plane crash.” 
 
        “I’m leaving right now. I’ll be there as soon as possible,” she assures me.
 
        “Has Lloyd said anything good about me this morning?” I ask her.
 
        “I think your name was mentioned between a couple of well chosen curse words. I told him you were checking out a hot story.” 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      “Well, maybe this time you won’t be lying. Thanks, beautiful. I’ll meet you at Incoming Flights in the D-4 wing.”
 
        Inside the airport, I drop fifty cents into the newspaper vending machine, thinking I should at least try to keep up on the latest headlines of the paper I work for. “UFO Seen in Night Sky over Portland” the headlines read. Just as I sit down, I see Kelly coming.
 
        You know how everybody has his or her own distinctive walk? Kelly not only has her own distinctive walk, but speaking for myself, 
 
  
 
   
 
   
   seeing her walk is more enjoyable than it would be to drink an ice-cold glass of water after being in the desert for three days! In my short twenty-six years of life, I have not witnessed anything more teasingly pleasant. I smile at her and savor the moment. 
 
        “Hello, beautiful!” I call out. “Beautiful, dedicated, and prompt. What more could a man ask for?” 
 
        “So what is the setup, Matt? You want pictures of the airplane crash itself, or do you want pictures of the people you interview, or both?”  
 
        Still recovering from the night before, it takes me a few extra heartbeats to respond to Kelly’s down-to-business questions. 
 
        “I think we’ll go for pictures of both, if we can get Airport Security to give us a ride to the crash site. I hear the crash is almost a mile from here, at the west end of the runway.”
 
        The smell of rubber and plastic seem to dominate the air as the little Airport Security shuttle approaches the crash site.  The fire looks as if it has taken on a life of its own, and seems to be intent on consuming the remaining corpse of the jet.  The firemen are pouring rivers of water on the blaze, with little or no effect. The heat is still intense, even though we are still a hundred yards from the main body of the plane.  It will be hours before the fire is out, I think to myself. 
 
        Before we come to a complete stop, Kelly steps off and begins taking pictures. She is amazing! Kelly is like the cordon bleu of professional photography. I watch her for a few seconds and then turn to the horror of the burning plane. There are pieces of airplane everywhere, for as far as the eye can see. 
 
        “Oh my God!” I say out loud, as I start to see what must be bodies of people lying on the ground. It looks like some bizarre massacre.
 
        The total impact is overwhelming. I need to turn away for a moment. Kelly, seemingly undaunted by what’s happening around her, plays the professional and continues taking pictures. 
 
        As I force myself to turn and look back, I think of all these poor charred, slaughtered people. I can almost hear them only a few minutes before talking, laughing and excited about a new adventure. Now they, along with their thoughts, dreams, and laughter are gone forever. I could use a drink.
 
        As I stand, weak-kneed and languishing in the abhorrence of the scene before me, the ring from my cell phone comes as an ill-mannered obnoxious irritation.
 
        “Hello, this is Matt.” 
 
        “Lloyd here, what’s going on?”   
 
        My editor also has impeccable timing.
 
        ”Lloyd, I was just about to call you. Kelly and I are on top of the jet airliner crash story. We’ll have something for print later today.”
 
        “May I remind you Matt, we are in a competitive business? If I have to read The Oregonian or some other newspaper in order to get this story, I really don’t need you, do I? Remember that. The deadline is five o‘clock. I’ll expect it then.” The phone clicks. Lloyd ends the conversation in his usual cold, stonehearted manner.              
 
        Pressing the off button on my cell phone about as hard as I can, I turn back in Kelly’s direction, when I bump into someone with a jarring impact. I look down on the ground and see a gentleman stretched out flat on his back, as he begins to move to pick himself up, I reach down to help him off the ground. 
 
        “Hey, I’m really sorry. I guess I wasn’t looking where I was going,” I feel embarrassed. 
 
        As the dewy-faced young gentleman looks up, his eyes meet mine. His ice-cold piercing blue eyes look like two ghoulish beholders imprisoned inside his face. He stares at me in a manner of expression that I have never witnessed before, nor will I ever forget. 
 
        Refusing to take my hand, he slowly rises up from the pavement. Continuing to magnetically stare into my eyes, he walks backwards away from me and from the plane crash. 
 
        Turning around toward Kelly once again, I notice the gentleman’s crushed hat on the asphalt. Pleased to be able to offer some kindness to the man I had just knocked down, I pick up the hat and spin around to deliver it into his hands. 
 
        Somehow, in just the few seconds it has taken me to make this maneuver, the man has totally disappeared from sight. Very strange, since there are no vehicles, buildings, or anything for him to hide behind or escape to, for at least a half-mile in all directions. I stand there stunned for a few moments.
 
        I then notice Kelly removing a roll of film from one of her cameras, and I motion to her. 
 
        “I’ve had enough Kelly. If you think you’ve got enough, let’s call it good. I’ll get all the rest of the details I need from the airport management before we go.”  
 
        “Matt, I know I’ve got some awesome shots. You won’t even need to write a story. Of course, if you want to write something down to go along with my photos; I guess that’s up to you,” she is spiritedly confident. 
 
        “You and I make a great team. I write the stories and you take the pictures that make my stories look good.” I smile. What a woman, I tell myself.
 
        Back at The Herald, I wait at my desk for Kelly to develop the film into photos, when I hear Betty’s voice over the intercom 
 
        “Mr. Brooks, your father is on line three.”  
 
        It has only been six months since my mother died after a long hard fight with cancer. My father and mother were married for thirty-seven years. They retired and moved three thousand miles away to Florida, only one year before she died. Now Dad is a bachelor, living by himself three thousand miles away.
 
        “Dad, it’s about time you called. I’ve been thinking about you.”  
 
        “Matt! How are you doing, son? You do know that the phone line goes both ways, don’t you?” he jokes. 
 
        “Yeah I know, Dad. I’m sorry, I should have called by now. I’ve just been busy trying to make this new job work.”
 
        “Don’t worry about it, Matt, I understand.”
 
         “Hey Dad, have you thought any more about forsaking the life of a beach bum and coming to live with me here in Portland?” I ask.
 
        “Yes, I’ve thought about it son, but I’m still not quite ready to be taken care of; not yet anyway.”  
 
        “That’s just it, Dad; I need somebody to take care of me. You know, to keep me on the right path.” I hear my Dad chuckle at my logic.
 
        “I’m serious, come on, move in with me. We could be pals, you know, amigos.” 
 
        “Tell me, what about meeting someone and getting married? Sometimes a father and son living together can throw a wrench into such things.”  
 
        “Now that’s the last thing I am worried about, you ruining my chances of getting married,” I assure him.
 
        “I’m not worried about you, son, I was thinking more about myself.” My father’s words put an instant smile on my face. His comment also makes me realize the need to re-adjust the way I think of my father.
 
        “How’s your career going at The Portland Herald?” my dad continues.
 
        “It’s just barely going. The boss and I don’t quite see eye to eye. Plus, I think it has to be longer than three months to qualify as a career,” I tell him.
 
        “Hang in there, son. You have more talent than you realize. I’ve seen it.”
 
        “I think I’d like to quit, Dad. This job is going nowhere fast.”
 
        “Don’t give up yet, Matt, your career has just begun,” he trys to encourage me.
 
        “I think I’m a little lost; I don’t really know which way to go from here. You got any suggestions?”
 
        “You’re a grown man. I don’t want to tell you what to do, but there are some things I would do different if I were a young man like you again. For one thing, I wouldn’t be in such a hurry to get each part of my life over with, thinking that all of life’s real spectaculars are just ahead. You got to live your life to its full right now, Matt.
 
        “Your career may seem trivial now, but take time out to experience it; try to experience everything to its full. Your boss may be hell to work for, but even the most ill natured cuss on earth can teach you something. You don’t have to like your boss, Matt, just learn everything you can from him while you’re there.”
 
         “You’re right as usual Dad. I guess I’ll have to work hard on getting an attitude adjustment,” I appreciate his fatherly advice. 
 
         I still find myself in awe of my father. He has the ability to evaluate my life from a phone 3,000 miles away, giving me the direction I need to walk down the right road.  
 
        “Anyway, I just called to tell you I would like to come out and visit you in a couple weeks, if that would fit in with your plans.”
 
        “That would be great, Dad. I would really enjoy that.”
 
        “Maybe we could do a little sailing or something?” he suggests.
 
        “Dad, we’ll do it. I’ll count on it.” 
 
        “Okay then, that will be the plan. I’ve got to go now son, but I’ll keep in touch. Take care of yourself, Matt.  I’ll talk to you later. Bye.” 
 
        As I hang up I think; there goes the only man I have ever truly respected and wanted to get respect from.  
 
        My father has always worked hard at not being too intrusive in my adult life. He has always expected me to stand on my own two feet, but has always been there whenever I needed him. Too short of a call. I really miss him.
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                                      TWO  
 
    
 
        Lost in deep thought after my father’s call, I hear Kelly’s melodious voice come from behind me. 
 
        “Matt, if your story turns out to be half as good as these photos, we both are going to be up for a substantial raise,” Tooting her horn a little.
 
        “Now you know as well as I do, Lloyd already objects to us getting paid at all,” I remind her.
 
        Kelly is right; her photographs tell the whole story. Trying to write words to describe them could quite possibly take away from their meaningful impact. 
 
        “I am going to write just enough to stay out of the way. These pictures are the real heart of an important story,” I commend her. She grins from ear to ear, with pride. 
 
        “Thanks Matt, I’m glad you are pleased with them.” 
 
        I pause and think to myself for a moment, and suddenly I am inspired.  
 
        “Why don’t we try to interweave some background info on the history of safety in aviation with this? Maybe we can dig up some ancient pictures to go with yours. You know, like the Wright brothers at Kitty Hawk, or the Hindenburg disaster, or something,” I suggest.
 
        “That sounds good Matt. Speaking of disasters, I think I will turn into one if I don’t get something to eat. Why don’t we talk about it while you are buying me lunch?”
 
        We would meet at my favorite restaurant, a quaint little Italian place called Papa’s, on the East Side of Portland. Of course as usual, Kelly is fashionably late. When she does arrive, she makes a dazzling entrance and instantly becomes the best dish in the restaurant. I think though, if she was a dish, she most likely would be a dessert, and if she were a dessert, she definitely would be à la mode.
 
        We order our food and something to drink. She orders her usual red Zinfandel, and I decide I deserve a double Jack and Coke. Without being obvious, and not forgetting myself, I casually admire the luster of her obsidian black hair.  
 
        “Tell me; why don’t I ever see you with a boyfriend, a beautiful girl like you?” She looks at me solemnly through her half-closed suspicious eyes, and softly speaks.
 
        “I don’t have time for a boyfriend. I am already committed to my career, if it is any of your business.” 
 
        “I thought you and Gregory in classifieds had a thing going?” I dig just a little further.
 
        “I didn’t have a thing going with anybody. I went with him one time to the movies. Now I can’t get rid of him,”
 
        “By the way,” she continues, “it’s not possible to have a relationship with a creature that is made up of only hands.” I smile and take a drink.
 
        “Kelly, now I told you we are a team. That means I’m always here to help you. If you ever need me to run interference for you in such situations, let me know.” I try to come across as sincere, but can’t stop smiling. She rolls her eyes and looking out the window. 
 
        After eating some of Papa’s Italian sensations, we reluctantly realize the obligation to go back to work. 
 
        “You’re going back to the office after lunch?” Kelly wonders.      “You know Lloyd said he wanted this story in by the deadline today,” she adds anxiously.
 
        “Don’t worry your pretty head about Lloyd. I’m sure he will complain a little, but will be glad we spent the extra time to come up with a good complete story, instead of just a fast one.
 
        I think I will go to the public library and do some serious research on air travel. Why don’t you research the film archives in the paper and see if you can come up with any good old photos that will complement our story? I’ll meet you back at the office bright and early tomorrow morning. How does that sound?” 
 
        “That sounds like a plan. I’ll even bring the donuts,”
 
        Kelly rises from her chair, and with a twinkle in her eye, she picks up her purse and is off back to work. I watch her for a moment as she walks out the door, and then I pick up the check.
 
        Out of pity, the sweet little old lady in the apartment next to me gives me a dozen chocolate chip cookies; as I fumble for my keys on my porch to unlock my door. I open my door, turn on some lights, and then click on the TV for company. Some politician is being interviewed for the fiftieth time on Larry King Live, as I turn down the volume of the television and sit down to work. 
 
        I’ve brought copies of several old newspapers and magazines home from the library, so I can search for historic articles on aviation and air travel. 
 
        As I look around my humble home, I notice that it looks like Irene, my cleaning lady, has been here. I am a slob, but she always makes my place look like my mother has been living with me. As part of the bargain, she throws in feeding Cashew for me. 
 
        The mothers of the world, it seems, are always the ones that take care of the pets of the house. I wish I could afford to have her do the shopping and cooking too. 
 
        Eating cookies, I thumb through the articles, and wash down my dinner with nearly soured 2% milk. I guess I never realized just how much has been written on the subject of aviation. It seems as though everything that stayed in the air for more than a few seconds has had at least a few words written about it. 
 
        As I shuffle through the pile of articles I’ve borrowed from the library, I come upon the famous headlines concerning the disaster of the Hindenburg. 
 
    
 
        ‘May 6th, 1937. The Airship Hindenburg, which contained sixty-one crew and thirty-six passengers, was about to dock at the Lakehurst station, when with no forewarning, it suddenly burst into flames, crashing violently to the ground.’ 
 
    
 
          For a moment, my thoughts turn to the tragedy I witnessed earlier this morning. The people, in both the Hindenburg and the jet airliner this morning, share something in common. One moment they were all floating above the world like angels, a minute later they were in the bowels of hell. I can find no words to explain or deal with such a thing.
 
        In deep thought, I sit looking at the yellowed newspaper clipping of the Hindenburg with a grim staring gaze. Suddenly, I notice a man in the old photograph that seems to be running face first right into the camera, away from the airship, as this almost seventy-year-old photo was taken. 
 
        I can see the man’s face very clearly. Strange, I think to myself, instead of having the look of terror on his face as would be expected, his face displays a kind of Cheshire cat smile.
 
        As I study the expression upon his face for a moment, my eyes widen and my mouth drops open. The man in the old and yellowed photo looks exactly like the guy I knocked to the ground earlier this morning at the crash site at the Portland airport.
 
        From my observation in life, the only real thing that separates all of us from one another is our eyes. The man at the crash site and the man in this old newspaper photo have the same distinct eyes, those same deliberately penetrating, cerebral eyes.    
 
        As I sit pondering the curiosity and odds of this discovery, my phone rings.
 
        “Matt here.” 
 
        “Lloyd Hatch, Matt. How are you doing? 
 
        “Fine, Lloyd, what can I do for you?” 
 
        “Well, when you didn’t show up for the five o’clock deadline this afternoon, I wanted to just check to see if you were still working for The Herald. I had a good interview with a young journalist this afternoon. He is just out of school and wants your job so bad he can taste it,” he arrogantly taunts. Trying to ignore Lloyd’s sarcasm, I continue.
 
        “I decided to do more of a complete story, involving more than just the plane crash today, Lloyd. I guess I should have let you know, but I got caught up in the research.” 
 
        “Yes, Matt. Since I am the editor, and you are the one who is assigned by the editor to write stories that are approved by the editor, a call would have been nice.” 
 
        “Sorry about that Lloyd. I’ll make the wait worth your while. Kelly shot some great pictures, and I am following up with a full story about the history of aviation safety. I’ll have it for you first thing tomorrow for sure… And Lloyd, even though it is past nine at night; don’t feel bad about calling me late at my home. I’ll see you tomorrow,” I try a little sarcasm of my own.
 
        “I never gave it a thought, Matt. Tomorrow then. Good evening.”
 
        I have never felt like putting my hands around a man’s neck before until I met Lloyd Hatch. But since he is such a tiny weasel of a man, I could never plead self-defense, though perhaps insanity might work.
 
        It seems like whenever I talk to the man, it makes my insides feel just like when salt is sprinkled on a slug. His personality makes me cringe.
 
        It looks like it will turn out to be another semi-sleepless night if I am going to own up to my promise of delivery of the story by tomorrow. 
 
        At 9:30, I drink the last of a warm beer, which helps kill the taste of the sour milk and cookies. I make a pot of coffee, and begin my one-finger peck on the computer.
 
        The top is down and the wind is rushing through my hair as I once again drive my black 1969 Austin Healy to work. Nature has done an impressive job on creating a gorgeous morning, and for some elusive reason, with only three hours of sleep, I am able to greet the morning with more than the usual enthusiasm.
 
        Kelly said she would buy the donuts this morning, but as hungry as I am, I don’t want to take any chances. I turn into the drive up window of Dick’s Donuts, which is located just a few blocks from The Herald. I really think this place needs to hire a creative consultant and come up with a different name, but the donuts are out of this world. I think only my mother could have possibly made donuts this magnificent.
 
        A beautiful morning, warm donuts, and I am about to give Lloyd Hatch my best story ever. Even Lloyd Hatch should be impressed with this story. I feel so good about it that I would like to just go to the City Park, sit there, and take time to relish the moment. The thought passes, and I decide to travel back to reality. I drive three blocks up the street and pull in to The Portland Herald parking lot.
 
        The elevator stops at the third floor, fifty desks spread out before me. Twenty or so people are already hard at work, striving to put out the next issue of The Portland Herald.  Betty is at her reception desk, busy putting on another layer of her favorite bright red lipstick. 
 
        I notice Kelly across the room. Gregory has her cornered, displaying a big “you lucky girl” smile on his face. From what I can see, it seems as though Gregory is the only one talking. Kelly looks over at me with the same expression of somebody receiving a parking ticket from a cold-hearted cop only thirty seconds after the meter has run out.
 
        Across the floor, I can see Lloyd in his glass-walled office, reading a copy of The Herald. I feel so confident this morning that I really don’t even need to have a couple of donuts and coffee before I face the boss. With my story in hand, I walk straight over towards his holy throne.
 
        “Lloyd, how are you this beautiful morning? I trust you have everything under control?” My lighthearted whimsical approach doesn’t seem to remove any of the gray fog hanging in Lloyd’s office. 
 
        He continues to look at the paper for a few more seconds. Without a word, he puts down his paper and reaches out his hand for my story. Even if it wasn’t his intention, his silent arrogance chips away at some of my confidence.
 
        Lloyd slowly reads my story and looks at Kelly’s photos as I wait there before him in silence.
 
        It reminds me of when I was a boy and I had shot a bird with my brand new BB gun. I had begged my father to buy it for me the day before, but I had to promise that I wouldn’t shoot any birds. Now I sat before my father, for hours it seemed, waiting for him to say something. The waiting was murder.
 
        The three minutes it takes him to read quickly over the story seem like three hours. He tosses my story back into its folder and begins to speak. 
 
        “Well, it looks like you are ready for another story. I happen to have another story that is right up your alley.”  
 
        “Hold it, Lloyd, how did you like the story?” I blurt. I can feel ultimate exasperation rising up inside me. 
 
        “Well Matt, I really would have liked to have had it yesterday by the 5.00 pm deadline, but because you put some extra background into the story, I think it will be okay. I think I will still be able to use it,” he finishes patronizingly.  
 
        “Lloyd, I just gave you the best story your paper has ever had, and the only thing that you can say is, you think you will be able to use it?” I try to be bold.
 
        “You want me to congratulate you for doing the job I am paying you to do, and a day late to boot! I think you need to appreciate that I have another assignment for you.  Now get someone with a camera. I need you to go out to Hood River and check out a Bigfoot sighting for me. There has been a big uproar over it. Even a policeman has reported seeing the thing,” he tells me very lordly.
 
        I am so totally unprepared for Lloyd’s death-like reaction to my story; I can only stare at him with my mouth agape. I try to make an effort to talk, but I feel incapable of speech, much like a man that just has been hung by a very thick rope. Taking possession of myself again, I make an effort to speak. 
 
        “I don’t expect applause from you, Lloyd, but I do expect a small measure of commendation for work well done. Sending me on a story assignment about Bigfoot does not even come close to a small commendation! Please forgive me if I do not get excited about going on some kind of a tabloid wild goose chase for you,” I spurt out at him.
 
        As I continue to stand there in front of him, hoping for some display of sympathetic humanity, he calmly hands the new assignment information to me without looking up or getting up from his seat. 
 
        “Oh yes, I almost forgot.” He finally looks up. 
 
        “Since Hood River is a couple hundred miles away, you may need to stay overnight. Go by purchasing and arrange for a car and motel for you and a photographer. You seem to prefer Kelly as your photographer; have her go with you,” he mentions casually.
 
        I snappishly grab the assignment paper out of his hand as if I am swatting a fly with a little follow through. I stare into his face for a count of two, then turn around and quickly walk out of his office, shaking my head as I depart.
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                                    THREE  
 
    
 
        Kelly and I travel east from Portland, on Highway 80 for almost four hours. Kelly seems to be very talkative during our trip together. Since I am still steaming from my conversation with Lloyd, a one-way conversation works well. 
 
        We pull off the freeway and drive directly to the Super 8 Motel to drop off luggage and check in, before starting our hunt for the infamous Bigfoot. We pull up to the motel, walk in and set our luggage down next to the front desk. 
 
         “How is it going?” I begin a conversation with the lady standing behind the front desk.  “We need two rooms for tonight, please.”  
 
        “I am sorry sir, but we only have one room left, one with two double beds,”
 
        “You’re full? I guess I didn’t think a motel in a small town like Hood River would need reservations.” My tone reveals being a little annoyed.   
 
        “I am so sorry sir. We are in the middle of the Hood River Apple Festival. We only have four motels in town, and they usually fill up fast during this time of the year.”
 
        I ponder over the situation for a moment and then, reluctantly agree to the single room with two beds for the night. Kelly’s eyes show her deep disappointment, and she does something funny with her mouth as I sign the register.
 
        “If you want to wait in the car, I’ll take our stuff to the room and come right back.” I suggest to her. 
 
        I deliver our luggage to the room and then put some water and some snacks in my backpack to take back to the car. As I approach the car, I see Kelly sitting there in the front seat with her chin resting on her open hand, thoroughly displeased.  As I start the car, I look over at her and try to say something consoling.
 
        “I’m sorry the way the motel room worked out. I promise I will be nothing less than a total gentleman. We’ll put up a sheet or something, and it will work out great.”
 
        She looks up at me with those huge brown eyes and begins to smile.  
 
        “You’re not my worry, Matt. I know how to handle guys like you in such situations,” she is very smirk 
 
        “What my father would say if he found out is my big worry. He is kind of old-fashioned, you know. He would have a heart attack if he knew I spent the night in the same motel room with someone I was not married to, even if there were a brick wall between us.”
 
        “I don’t know what you are so worried about. It’s not like your father will be able to read about it in the gossip section of The Herald. He won’t have a heart attack unless he finds out. And you know I won’t say anything. You have my word,” I smile.  
 
        “I guess you’re right, but just remember, I’m counting on you being a gentleman and keeping your word.” She tries very hard to be serious, but allows a few rays of humor to shine through. “Let’s go see if we can find Bigfoot.”
 
        It is good to be out of Portland’s city traffic for a change. The lady at the motel was kind enough to tell us where she thought the latest Bigfoot sightings were to be found. Per her instructions, we are to go to the top of Eagle Crest Mountain, which is a ski resort in the wintertime. Even though this time of year there is no snow, the hotel lady assured us that at least one of the ski lift gondolas will still be operating. 
 
        As we both approach the gondola station to hitch a ride up to the lodge area, Kelly signals to me to come over to her. First she looks around, back and forth, to see if anyone else is listening, then whispers loudly what was on her mind.
 
        “Matt, I am kind of afraid of…” 
 
        “What’s wrong Kelly? Let’s get in line.”
 
        “Matt, I am trying to tell you something.” Seeing that she is serious, I finally get the point and listen to her. 
 
        “What’s wrong?”  
 
        “I don’t like the idea of hanging up in the air, on just a little wire.”  
 
        Trying not to smile, I make an effort to respond to her consolably.  
 
        “Don’t worry, you hold onto my hand and close your eyes ‘til we get up on top, and everything will just be fine.”  
 
        “Oh, I don’t know!”  
 
        “I’ll hold your hand; it’ll be fine.” 
 
   Kelly holds on for dear life to both my right arm and hand. 
 
        The gondola pulls around and moves toward us. As it passes in front of us, we both jump aboard in unison, Kelly never letting go of my arm.
 
        We reach the top in about fifteen minutes. As we disembark from the gondola, I make an effort to peel Kelly’s hands from my arm. Kelly’s long fingernails clutch my bare arms like a cat that has been chased up onto my arms by a big bulldog, which proves to be a very painful moment. Finally free of her clutches, I rub my arm to hopefully help start the circulation moving once again.
 
        We talk first with the manager of the lodge, who tells us that we will need to hike on up to the forest service cabin, about a half a mile up the hill. There, he tells us, is where some campers and forest service personnel have supposedly seen Bigfoot. We also find out from the lodge manager that the police officer that Lloyd said was one of those who sighted Bigfoot, is actually a Forest Service Ranger that has been stationed at the forest service cabin up the hill.
 
        Sitting at a desk and typing up stories definitely did not get me in shape for this. The trail is very steep, and I anticipate a rough time. Surprisingly though, Kelly seems to be in her own element. She opens up her arms and audibly takes in deep breaths, picks flowers and says, “This is so beautiful,” every few minutes. 
 
        We arrive at the forest service cabin about ten in the morning, with the rising sun already beginning to dominate the sky. After only fifteen minutes of walking an uphill trail, I am perspiring profusely. Kelly seems no worse for wear. She continues to take deep breaths and point at the scenery as we reach the top. 
 
        I take off my backpack and swing it around sharply onto a nearby picnic table. The picnic tabletop and the ground are still wet from the overnight drizzling rain, and the smell of steamy moisture is now heavy in the air. The Cascade Mountains have been blessed with frequent copious showers, creating the lush Pacific rainforest that we see before us. Kelly is right, it is very beautiful. The air is like breathing in life.
 
        This time of year there are very few people camping, and there are only two tents pitched in a campground of sixty campsites. I take out some water from my pack, and drink down the whole pint bottle without taking a breath. Kelly is busy choosing the perfect maple leaf to put inside her notebook, as a souvenir of our outdoor adventure.  
 
        Smoke is rising from one of the campsites and the smell of burning wood and frying bacon fills the air, and we can hear the peaceful noise of a waterfall from somewhere in the forest background. 
 
        As we approach the Forest Service cabin, we notice one of the uniformed Forest Rangers busily stacking firewood against the side of the little cabin. Thinking he might have some helpful information on the Bigfoot sightings, I pick up my pack and walk over toward him.
 
        As I approach the forest ranger, I notice how engrossed the Ranger seems to be with his job of stacking wood, so I decide to say something in order to capture his attention. 
 
        “It looks like you have got your work cut out for you,” I try to be friendly. Strangely, the words do not seem to affect him at all; either that or he is deaf.  I speak out the same words again as before.  Still he does not respond. 
 
        Trying not to frighten or startle him, I lean over closer and lightly tap his shoulder. Immediately, he stops stacking wood and stands erect without turning around, as if he had been suddenly commanded to come to attention.
 
        Standing there for what seems to be an eternity, I stare at the back of the man wearing the dark olive green uniform. 
 
        In those few seconds of waiting for him to turn around, I notice his uniform is a little different than the other Forest Service Rangers I have seen earlier today. His uniform seems to look somehow older, and the insignia patch on his arm reads ‘U.S. Forest Service 1945’.
 
        Before I can digest this, the man slowly turns around.  The smile on my face abruptly turns to a mouth-opening surprised look. To my total surprise, he is the same man I saw earlier from the airplane crash site, as well as in the old newspaper clipping of the Hindenburg disaster. He is the same man, with the same expressionless face, and those unforgettable intense cerebral eyes that seem to have such purposeful penetration.
 
        While I am still in an astonished trance, the man drops the piece of wood he is about to stack, and bolts for the woods. I gain my presence of mind and call after him. “Hey, I just want to talk to you for a minute. Wait!”  
 
        In a few seconds the dense forest seems to have swallowed him up. He is gone.    
 
        Startled at hearing me calling after the stranger; Kelly stops taking pictures and turns her attention towards me.  
 
        “What’s going on Matt?” Responding to her question, I point toward the woods: 
 
        “That Forest Service Ranger isn’t ….” I stammer; my mouth being stupefied shut.
 
        “Isn’t what?” Kelly asks, shrugging her shoulders with the palms of her hands pointing up, in a questioning gesture.  
 
        “The man that was just over here stacking wood, wearing a Forest Ranger’s uniform isn’t really a Forest Ranger,” I shout at her, pointing over to the cabin.
 
        “What do you mean?” Kelly says, as if I am teasing her for some absurd reason. 
 
        “I mean, I don’t think he is really a Forest Service Ranger. He can’t be.”
 
        Seeing how shaken and confused I am, Kelly carefully tries to pose the correct question that will make some sense of it all. 
 
        “You’re not making any sense. If he wasn’t a forest service ranger, who in the world do you think he was?” 
 
        “I don’t know exactly who he is, but he is the same guy I saw running away from that plane crash at the Portland Airport. He is also the very same guy I saw in a seventy-year-old newspaper clipping about the Hindenburg disaster. Now he’s run off into the woods!” I try to explain it to her as a person that is in full possession of his faculties, but I come off sounding kind of rickety. Kelly looks at me as if I have mentally left town.
 
        “Wait a minute Matt, slow down. You say you saw that same Forest Ranger the other day at the Portland Airport, running away from the plane crash site?” 
 
        “Yes, he’s the same guy I saw at the crash site.”
 
         “Well, what are you so upset about? It’s just a coincidence. He just happened to be at the same time and place we were. That’s all,” she concludes.
 
        “You’re not listening to me Kelly!” I protest. 
 
        “I saw him at the airport running away from the crash site; then I saw his face in a photo from an almost seventy-year-old newspaper clipping; then I see him here today wearing a Forest Ranger’s uniform.         Now I don’t know who he is, but I’ve got a pretty good sneaking feeling that he’s not a Forest Ranger. Most Forest Rangers do not run off into the woods when you try to ask them for help,” I reason with her emotionally.
 
        “Well, why do you think he ran off?” she asks, still not quite understanding where I am coming from.
 
        “Because he recognized me,” I explain to her.
 
        “Recognized you?”              
 
        “And because I recognized him. When he turned around I saw his face, that unusual strange face with those piercing eyes. I was so surprised at seeing him again, it caught me off guard. 
 
        “Then he reacted as if I had stumbled onto some secret he was trying to hide. I know he recognized me. I could tell just by looking into his eyes that he recognized me, and for some reason he felt that he had to escape.”              
 
        “If what you are saying is true, Matt, who is he and what was he doing here? Why in the world would he be dressed up in an U.S. Forest Service uniform if he isn’t a Forest Ranger? Why would he run off into the woods like a scared rabbit when he sees you, as if he has got something to hide?” Kelly asks the same questions that are now running through my mind.
 
        “I don’t know who he is, why he’s here, or where he has come from. I do know one thing. This is too strange to be a coincidence, and too strange to forget.
 
        “I swear, whatever it takes I’m going to find out who this guy is.”
 
        We spend the rest of the day interviewing campers and park personnel, getting eyewitness accounts of the so-called Bigfoot sightings. Even though some of the eyewitnesses are enthusiastic and believable, the possible story seems trivial, compared to the story of the fleeting Forest Ranger impersonator.
 
        We receive the most compelling account of the Bigfoot sighting from a man and wife, camping on the edge of the forest. With exaggerated gestures they tell the story of their close encounter with Bigfoot. Giving us a tour of the scene, they show us what appear to be large human-like footprints in the muddy forest floor.
 
        Later, back at a local fast food joint in the little town of Hood River, we order two chicken dinners to go and settle down for the evening at Super 8. Kelly busies herself, hanging a large blanket between our beds which she requested from the motel office. She happily hums some unknown tune, in an effort to soften the uneasy feeling we both feel, of being in the same motel room together. Still bewildered by the day’s events, I am quiet. Being ravenously hungry as an animal, I savagely attack my dinner with gusto.
 
        “Matt, you know in the short time I have known you, I have never seen you look as unraveled as you were today. I’ve seen you very frustrated and mad, but I’ve never seen you the way you were today. Are you all right?” 
 
        “This kind of thing doesn’t happen to a person every day, at least not to me. There is probably a good explanation why I see that guy everywhere I go, but right now it just seems too unbelievable, and I can’t get it out of my mind. It just sort of took the wind out of my sails. But don’t worry, I’m fine. A good night’s sleep and I’ll be as good as new,” I assure her.
 
        Kelly and I talk for a long while about trivial things, of our work, and where we see ourselves in five years’ time, when unexpectedly the motel room phone rings.
 
        “Hello, this is Matt,” I answer, figuring it was probably Lloyd Hatch calling.
 
        “Hello Matt. This is Lloyd. I was hoping you would have called me to keep me up to date. How is the story going? Good, I hope.”
 
        Feeling like hanging up the phone, I gather some of my remaining strength in order to give an acceptable reply.
 
        “Yes Lloyd, we have the story you sent us here for. It is the same old Bigfoot stuff. But don’t worry; with the Kelly and Matt team on the job, we will come up with our usual epic saga.”
 
        “I’m not worried; I’m counting on it.  Please come back as soon as you can. I need you for another story.  See you back here tomorrow.” He hangs up before I can give him a respectable reply.
 
        “Lloyd says he misses us and to be sure to tell you goodnight.” I convey Lloyd’s greetings to Kelly. Pulling up the blanket to reveal her face, she smiles.
 
        “Very funny, Matt.”
 
        The phone rings once again.
 
   This time my body pumps me up with enough adrenaline to say something nice and sarcastic to Lloyd, before he gets a chance to speak.
 
        “Hey Lloyd; I know you like me, but why don’t you get a life. I can see the shadow of Kelly through the blanket, instantly sit up now.
 
        “Watch what you’re saying, do you want to get fired?” Kelly calls out to me in an excited whisper.    
 
        Wearing an  ‘I don’t care’ smirk on my face, I wait for Lloyd’s reprimand. 
 
        For awhile I hear nothing but silence; then I detect the sound of someone breathing. 
 
        “Hello? Lloyd is that you?”  I ask.
 
        A whispering throaty voice begins to speak.
 
        “Forget about what you’ve seen.”               
 
        “Who is this?” I ask.
 
        “Forget that you saw me today,” the mysterious voice continues.
 
        I motion to Kelly, waving my hand as if I am trying to fly with just my left hand. With my hand over the receiver, I attempt to tell her who is on the line. 
 
        Feeling like this is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity; I make an effort to keep the stranger on the line.
 
        “I’m glad you called,” I tell him. “Because I would really like to be able to talk to you. We could talk in private, no one else, just you and me.” Again, there is only silence. I am getting nowhere. It seems bizarre, pleading with some unknown whispering stranger on the phone.   
 
        “The others will want you destroyed. If you don’t listen to me, it will be out of my hands,” The rasping voice utters, once again.
 
        “What others? Who are you? Please, I just want to know…”
 
        The phone clicks, leaving behind only the nettling hum of the dial tone.
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                                     FOUR    
 
    
 
        If it weren’t for being in the car as we drive back to Portland, we would surely be drowning under the river of falling rain. We discuss little of our Bigfoot story assignment we were sent to cover, instead we talk about the strange man who seems to have popped out of a seventy year old newspaper article. We try to analyze all the reasons why, but really came up with nothing that makes sense.
 
        I don’t know why, but after a long frustrating trip, it feels good to finally sit again at my desk. Funny, it’s such a little thing, but the familiarity of my own desk gives me a measure of comfort and a sense of control; something I can count on after such a puzzling episode.
 
        Walking quickly by my desk with a pile of paperwork, a very busy Betty delivers a quick verbal message as she passes by, without looking at me.
 
        “Ya father is in town for the weekend and wants to take ya to lunch. He said you should meet him at Papa’s.” My head quickly moves from left to right, as I watch Betty rush by. She reminds me of a little kid on a bike delivering a newspaper, not stopping to see if the paper hit the porch or not. 
 
        “Thank you Betty,” I tell her, but she is already too far away to hear my reply.
 
        I finish up the Bigfoot story, attaching a few supposed footprint photos contributed by Kelly. Since Lloyd is at lunch, I contact the final print department and send the story to bed myself. It’s Friday, and I look forward to a good lunch and weekend with my father.
 
        My father spent thirty of his best years as an agent for the secret service department of the federal government. During those years we lived in West Virginia, and he was gone most of the time. When he was home, he gave us his best. It was always a real treat when he came home for a week or two at a time.
 
        He never brought the problems of his work home or even talked much about his work. He always displayed a very kind ‘father knows best’ quality when he was with the family. 
 
        Even though I was a child, I could sense there was another side of my father, something seriously secret he would never outwardly display. I would come in to the room sometimes and catch him looking out the window with that ‘something more serious is going on’ look on his face. For some reason, it made me feel insecure seeing him look that way. I would leave the room quickly, feeling I had come upon something I wasn’t supposed to see.  Since he retired I have never seen that look on his face again.
 
        I walk into Papa’s and see Dad sitting at a table next to the window, facing the street. As I enter the restaurant, he smiles from ear to ear. It’s so nice to see his face once again, I think to myself.
 
        He stands up and greets me with that bear hug I come to expect.
 
        “You look great,” are his first words.
 
        “You do too, Dad, you’re looking as young as ever.”
 
        “Yeah right! I see that your newspaper job has at least taught you to tell a good story.” We eat and talk of the good times we had as a family, the vacations we took, and of the wonderful woman we shared as my mother and his wife.
 
        “How about going sailing tomorrow, son?” he suggests with an excited smile on his face.
 
         “That sounds like a great idea. I’ll call Bill down at the marina to reserve us a boat. If we’re lucky, we can get my usual boat, the Osprey. She’s a little 30-footer that glides through the water, smooth as silk.”
 
        “Don’t bother, son, I already reserved her this morning.” I blink my eyes open with surprise. 
 
        “How did you know about the boat?”
 
        “Remember, you told me about it a few months ago on the phone?” he reminds me.
 
        “You’re good Dad; you’ve still got the touch. You’re still a secret agent at heart.”
 
        His countenance suddenly changes, his huge bright smile dims into a frugal grimace. He looks down and begins to fidget with his fork. Watching him, I reason that I should bring the subject to a close.
 
        “I am so glad you are here. I hope you didn’t forget how to sail,” I tease him a little.
 
        When I was growing up, our family went off on sailing adventures almost every weekend. In fact, my very first memory was of my father teaching me how to hang on to the tiller and steer the boat while my mother took pictures.  Sailing with my father once again would be as pleasant as going home, except now, my mother wouldn’t be there to take the pictures.
 
        “What are you talking about son? I go sailing almost every day. What do you think I’ve been doing with all my time in Miami? I think there are still a few things up my sleeve I can teach you about sailing!” My father’s eyes sparkle.
 
        “I know you do, Dad. I know you do.” 
 
        I show up at the Columbia River Marina at half past eight. Because my body and mind are still permeated with sleep, I nurse a hot cup of espresso, containing three lumps of sugar. As I start to step down the stairs leading to the dock, I see Dad already hard at work on the sailboat, unfurling sails and stowing away supplies.
 
        Being so intent in making things ready, Dad is not aware of my presence. I quietly stand there for a few seconds, sipping coffee, coaxing a weary smile to show on my sleepy face.
 
        As I look around me, I see the beautiful picturesque panorama of the Columbia River morning displayed before me. On the eastern horizon, a bright-lit sky gives promise of a warm, sun filled day about to arrive. The river looks as if it has been frosted with light and a slight fog lifts from its slow moving waters. 
 
        The lazy movement of the river makes me think of some giant languid creature we are trying to wake up, that refuses to rouse from its slumber. In the distance I see a kingfisher, flying just above the water, browsing the river for a big fat trout for breakfast. Finally, I break the silent dawn shush of the river.   
 
        “Good morning!” I call out lightly. The morning greeting breaks Dad’s focus on his duties at hand.
 
        “Ahoy mate! How is my favorite son this morning?”
 
        “I found your note. Why didn’t you wake me?
 
        “I didn’t think you wanted to wake up at five in the morning, so I left you a note and took a taxi. I got coffee and donuts to go, on the way here. I think I just about got things ready. Are you ready to go?” he asks excitedly.
 
        “I’m ready to go. Let’s get out of here.”
 
        From the dock, I throw my backpack onto the boat. Grabbing onto the sail rigging, I carefully step down into the boat.
 
        “What’s in the backpack?” Dad asks.
 
        “I brought a little lunch for us, a small Jack Daniel’s, and a little work from The Herald,” I tell him reluctantly.
 
        “I thought you’ve got the day off? Why don’t you forget about work and let’s just go sailing?”
 
        “It’s just something to read when we are taking a break or stopping for lunch, I promise.”
 
        We ease out into the river until we can feel the current pull us in tow. As Dad raises the main sail, I go forward and unfurl the jib, raise it, and pull it taunt.  I look aft and already Dad is at the helm, holding on to the tiller. We are sailing. 
 
        “East by Northeast is our course, Captain,” I shout out, like an exhilarated twelve-year-old-boy, my outstretched arm pointing the way. 
 
        The Osprey is like a beautiful thoroughbred horse. With the wind in our face, we hold on and enjoy the ride.
 
        After a couple of hours of hard sailing up the river, we come to a little river islet called Dewy Island, situated in the middle of the river. Like two great arms, the river flow wraps its embrace around each side of the island. We pull into a little cove on the up-river end of the island, drop our sails and anchor.
 
        We find ourselves on a sailboat in the middle of the Columbia River, anchored in a place that is known to few. The experience is stirring, yet tranquil. It is as if we have been transported to another dimension, away from reality. 
 
        “Are you feeling relaxed yet?” Dad asks, aware of our unique rendezvous with life.
 
        “It just doesn’t get any better than this,” I declare.
 
        “Are you hungry? There are some fresh donuts in the bag over there, if you’re interested.”
 
        “No thanks. I think I’ll just have one of the sandwiches that I brought with me this morning.”
 
        The sun is getting high in the sky, and I begin to feel the warmth of it on my back, just like that deep penetrating warmth you feel, when backing up to an old wood stove in the wintertime.
 
        At times like this, it seems that even food tastes better.  Even the sandwich I threw together this morning while I was still half-asleep, tastes like something ordered from the finest restaurant.
 
        I open my mouth to ask Dad about how he has been doing and such, when I look over and see he is lying back with his feet up on the tiller, and has already fallen asleep.
 
        I pull out the pint of Jack Daniel’s to wash the sandwich down, and take a big swallow. I close my eyes and feel the warmth of the drink travel all the way down to my very soul. I exhale and feel that pleasurable peaceful warmth, escape out through my nostrils.
 
        Suddenly, I remember the pictures and notes I brought with me from The Herald. Taking another swallow of Jack, I pull them out of the backpack, lie down on the deck, and start sorting through them once again.
 
        After a while, my father wakes up from his catnap and sits up. Leaning his arm and head on the tiller, he begins to watch me being engrossed in reading. After a short while, he grows tired of my intense silence.
 
        “You’re reading those papers as if it meant your life, Matt.”
 
        “Well you finally woke up, huh? I have been trying to solve a puzzle.”
 
        “What kind of puzzle are you trying to solve?”
 
   I think for a moment how to explain the mysterious man Kelly and I have encountered earlier.
 
        “My co-worker, Kelly and I, keep seeing this same strange man wherever we go on assignment. We saw him at an airplane crash, and then almost the next day, we saw him up in the woods dressed in a Forest Service Ranger’s uniform,” I explain to him.
 
        “What’s so mysterious about that?” Dad frowns.
 
        “Nothing, if that was all there was to it. The problem is he is also the same guy we saw in a 1937 newspaper clipping, about the crash of the Hindenburg.”
 
        “Well, it’s still possible for someone that saw the Hindenburg crash in 1937, to be alive today.”
 
        “That may be true, but the guy in the 1937 newspaper picture was in his early twenties. The guy we keep bumping into everywhere is also in his early twenties.
 
        “The two fellows may look alike, but you know as well as I do that couldn’t possibly be the same man. They just simply look alike.” Dad was now pleased that he had solved my upsetting quandary.
 
        “Look Dad, I have been studying this old photo over and over. I’m sure that this is the same guy. That night after the airplane crash, when I found the old Hindenburg photo, I figured it had to be just a coincidence. Then I saw him the very next day in the Hood River forest, dressed like a Forest Ranger. I knew then that it was the very same person that we saw at the airplane crash and who I found in that old Hindenburg photo. I don’t know how, but somehow, some way, it’s the same guy!” 
 
        “Let me have a look at this mysterious man.” He reaches out to look at the photo, not at all impressed with my story.
 
        As my Dad looks at the photo, I see his lighthearted unbelieving sneer quickly disappear. In its place now, I see horror beginning to emerge. Immediately, he stands straight up and for a moment he only opens and closes his mouth, as if he can not make his voice engage. His eyes open wider and wider, the lines and creases on his forehead become bunched.
 
        “How could this be?”
 
        “You look as if you’ve seen a ghost, Dad, what’s wrong?”  
 
        “This can’t be. Not here, not now, not today!” He is visibly startled and taken totally by surprise.
 
        “What’s wrong, Dad? Don’t tell me you recognize this guy too!”
 
        After what seems like an eternity of silence, my father recovers his composure, and sits down. After a moment of staring at the photo, he slowly raises his head and looks up at me. He then begins to reveal one of his dark hidden secrets from his days as a secret service agent.
 
        “It’s been over forty years,” he begins. He pauses to shake the disbelief from his head. I wait anxiously for his further explanation.
 
        “I first laid eyes on this gentleman forty four years ago.”
 
        “How could you possibly recognize someone you saw over forty years ago?”
 
        “You tend to remember someone that was involved in the assassination of the President of the United States of America.”
 
        “Assassination? What assassination? What president are you talking about?”
 
        “Think about it, son. Who was the President forty four years ago?”
 
        Even though forty years ago was before my time, it only takes me a couple seconds to think of one of the most popular presidents of the twentieth century; John F. Kennedy.
 
        “You think this man had something to do with the assassination of President Kennedy?”
 
        “I was there on that November day in Dallas. I was assigned to crowd surveillance.” He goes silent once again, as if something in the past has disabled his thought process for a moment. He then continues.
 
        “Like hundreds of other people, when the shots rang out, I hit the ground. The shots seemed to be coming from right behind me.” He  looks off into space
 
        “I looked over at the President’s car and saw the spectacle of horror in front of me. I pushed myself up off the ground and immediately got up and looked around behind me to where the sounds of gunfire seemed to have come from. I saw a man standing behind a picket fence just behind that famous grassy knoll, with a high powered rifle pointed right at the motorcade. 
 
        “I ran towards him as fast as I could, but it seemed like I was running in slow motion. Before I could reach him, he fired what turned out to be the lethal head shot at President Kennedy. I pulled my gun and yelled at him to drop his weapon and surrender. No one else seemed to notice this guy. Everyone was too busy screaming and falling to the ground.”
 
        “As I slowly walked towards him, I couldn’t help but notice his unusual eyes and unmistakable face. When I got within twenty feet of him, he just calmly looked down at my gun that I had pointed at him, and then he looked up at me and smiled. I’ll never forget that smile. It was the same kind of smile you find on the face of a mischievous bad child that is thoroughly enjoying his mischief, because he knows that there is such little chance of getting caught.
 
        “Suddenly, when I got about ten feet away, he quickly turned around and in an instant he was gone. It happened so fast. I froze; I guess I just froze.
 
        “I failed the President that day, totally failed.” His lips begin to quiver and his hands slightly tremble.
 
        “Now Dad, you didn’t fail. You did your best. Besides, you weren’t the only officer on the job that day. If you failed, that means everybody failed. You did your best; you always do your best,” I tell him consolingly. After a moment or two passes, I continue. 
 
        “What happened to him after that?”
 
        “What happened? Well, I jumped over the fence and started to look for him. I looked under every leaf and behind every rock. On the other side of the fence there were train tracks that stretched for a mile in each direction. I searched in both directions, but he had vanished. I searched everywhere I could search, but he was gone. How he disappeared so suddenly, I’ll never know.”
 
  
 
   
 
   
        “I know it sounds crazy. It sounds crazy because it is crazy. That’s one reason why I’ve never said anything about it to you, to your mother, or anybody else. That and because there are others that want it to be kept quiet.
 
        “You remember when the Cold War was over and everything was declassified, made public?”
 
        “Yeah, I remember.” 
 
        “Well, this is one thing that is still classified. Probably no one will ever know the truth about it, except you and me and a few others that work in the dark and behind the scenes back in Washington.”
 
        Both of us sail back down the broad Columbia River in a bewildered deep state of mind, arriving at the marina right at sunset. 
 
        The very idea of this man showing up in both our lives is unbelievable. My father seems to have aged a few years on the trip back to the marina, and I am left with a strange unexplained cold empty feeling.  
 
        When we are finished at the dock and are walking to the car, my Dad turns around and smiles at me.
 
        “Son, I was really looking forward to spending this weekend with you.”
 
        “It has been great, Dad. It was a nice day.”
 
        “I think I am going to fly back in the morning. I hope that won’t make you mad or mess up your plans,” he chooses his words sheepishly.
 
        “That’s fine; whatever you want to do. I was looking forward to spending this weekend with you, but if you want to fly back home in the morning, I’m not going to yell at you or anything. Whatever you want to do is fine.”
 
        I can tell that the effects of the day have left my father with more than just the bad bizarre feeling I was dealing with. It hit him hard.
 
   I wonder if there is more to the story he is not revealing to me.
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                                      FIVE   
 
    
 
        Saying good-bye at the airport the next morning seemed to be a little harder than usual. My Dad looked helpless. I don’t ever remember him looking helpless. 
 
        Something inside was telling me to take him home and take care of him, whether he liked it or not. However, care for his dignity and my respect for him, replace my feelings of sentiment. We hug for a moment, shake hands, and then he is gone.
 
        Somewhere back in my childhood, I remember my father and I coming home late one night, cruising along in an old 64 Chevy pickup. All of a sudden, a huge buck deer lunged onto the road in front of us. I remember it so well. The deer appeared so sudden and abrupt, as if it were trying to grab and demand our complete attention.
 
        This unknown stranger that mysteriously keeps popping up everywhere I go, reminds me of that night many years ago.  It is so hard to think of anything else. He has leaped out into the front of my life, demanding my attention and demanding answers to so many raised questions.
 
        Typically on a Sunday morning I sleep in until at least 10am, and then I eat a giant bowl of cornflakes and watch TV till late afternoon. 
 
        Due to the many questions this stranger has brought to my mind and because I am a little worried how my father is doing, I am wide-awake at six o’clock on this Sunday morning. 
 
        With my mind racing, I jump out of bed and take a shower. Wrapping up in a towel, I venture down the hall to the kitchen, hopefully to scavenge up some kind of breakfast. Cashew squawks for his breakfast, so I fill his dish up with a pile of birdseeds. 
 
        Feeling hungry myself, I open the refrigerator and take a short inventory of my provisions. Let’s see; there is one half gallon of milk, one old opened can of pork and beans, and three twelve ounce bottles of Heineken. With little choice, I decide to go down to the corner store for sustenance.   
 
        With the light of dawn to guide me, I step down the stairs of the apartment and onto the sidewalk. It is sprinkling a little and looks as though it has rained heavily during the night. 
 
        The streetlights are still on, shining on the wet paved streets below, causing them to display a glossy-like finish. For some reason it reminds me of when my mother would wax the kitchen floor back home when I was a boy. The kitchen floor looked just like this glossy wet street. Yeah, my mom could sure make a floor shine, I think to myself.
 
        After walking for a block and a half, I arrive at the Dot-N-Dash, our little neighborhood store. Walking inside, I notice Ray its owner, sitting behind the counter.
 
        “Good morning, Ray,” I greet him. He smiles in reply and nods his head in my direction.  
 
        I get everything I need and a few things I don’t, and then go to the counter and wait in line. As I wait, I watch Ray at work. He is a short round, bald man that works very hard at making sure he does not have to get up off of his large padded stool he sits on. 
 
        As my turn at the counter arrives, I watch Ray in amazement. I am amused at how much he can accomplish just by using his hands and arms, doing it all without getting off that padded stool of his even once. Ray could probably make it in the circus, I laugh to myself. I give Ray a smile and a nod.
 
        “Thanks Ray. Have a great day,” I bid him a farewell. Ray replies with a nod and a smile.                                                                         
 
        Now that I think about it, I don’t think I have ever heard Ray say a single word in all the time I have been coming to this little store. 
 
        As I walk back to the apartment, my thoughts turn again to my father. I can’t stop thinking about him. I decide I will give him a phone call when I get home and see how he is doing.
 
        I begin to read the sports section of the newspaper I bought at the Dot-N-Dash market as I walk along the sidewalk to my apartment building. I get so engrossed in reading the paper that I just about miss the walkway to the apartment complex.  Shaking my head, I smile at myself for being a little too preoccupied.
 
        Amused with myself; I nonchalantly look up and notice a man across the street who’s wearing a heavy overcoat and a 1940s-style hat.
 
        At first, I think nothing of the man and continue on my way to my apartment. Then for some unknown reason, I look back again at the man across the street that seems to be standing there for no reason. There is no bus stop, no cross walk, and no park bench. He just stands there with his hands in his coat pockets looking at me, as immobile as a billboard.
 
        As I continue to walk toward my apartment, I think of a movie I had recently seen on TV. Wherever the main character went, the FBI or the CIA, or some other kind of secret agency was behind every corner and bush, keeping watch on every move he made. 
 
        After allowing my mind to wander in this direction for a moment, I decide that I must have a little too much creative imagination.
 
        Sitting down in my big easy chair back at the apartment, I open up the package of jelly rolls and a bag of barbecued potato chips. I turn on the TV to ESPN. Jelly rolls, potato chips, and ESPN. Life is good.
 
        Just as I bite into my first jelly roll, the phone rings. My feathered companion Cashew bobs his head and masterfully imitates the sound of the phone. I decide to let it ring, but then change my mind. 
 
        “Hello, Matt here.”
 
        “Matt, this is Kelly. I hope you are having a wonderful Sunday.”
 
        “Good morning. Yes, I’m eating a little breakfast and watching an exciting car race on ESPN.
 
        “I hate to bother you on your Sunday morning, but Lloyd asked me to call you about an assignment he is sending us on tomorrow. He wants us to fly to Montana.”
 
        “Montana, what in the world is in Montana?” I ask, with irritation.
 
        “Some scientists found a few large dinosaur footprint fossils.”
 
        “What is so newsworthy about stupid dinosaur footprints?” I complain. “There are a million of them all over the world. How do I write a decent story about footprints?”
 
        “You didn’t let me finish. These Montana dinosaur footprints are different, a lot different.”
 
        “Why; is it because the dinosaurs are still standing in them?” I purposely am sarcastic. Now even I was beginning to tire of my attitude. “Sorry; I’m a jerk, go ahead.” 
 
        “These ten million-year-old dinosaur footprints are different, because they have ten million-year-old human footprints right along with them.”
 
        At hearing her words, I sit up erect from my slouch, then quickly stand up out of my chair, and wipe the excess jelly donut from my mouth with my tee shirt.
 
        “You mean the human footprints are actually as old as the dinosaur footprints?”
 
        “I thought that would get your attention. Yes, human footprint fossils from ten million years ago.
 
        Our flight leaves in the morning at 10:45. How about I meet you at Delta Airlines terminal around 9:30 Am?” she suggests.
 
        “I’ll be there. And I promise I will come with a better attitude,” I assure her.
 
        “What are you talking about Matt; you sound the same as you always do? See you in the morning.” 
 
        “Very funny.”
 
        Feeling kind of sick from all the jelly donuts and potato chips I had eaten the day before, I stand in line to get my boarding pass from an e-ticket that hopefully is waiting for me at the desk. While I am waiting in line, I scan the Delta ticket counter area for Kelly. She is nowhere to be found.
 
        I saunter over towards the departure gate, keeping my eyes open for Kelly. I stop by a little bamboo-like counter, where a small oriental man is selling cups of coffee and what looks like a Chinese version of a donut with bean sprouts. 
 
        I pass on the pastry and pay for a large cup of what proves to be the most delicious cup of coffee I have ever tasted. The little bantam man at the counter bows as I pay, and I am off once again to the terminal gate.
 
        Finally, as I arrive at the departure gate, I see Kelly coming out of the ladies’ room, with the usual spit shine polish and smile. Actually, she looks beautiful.
 
        “I see you were able to make it before the plane left,” I call out to her.
 
        “Yes, I thought I would be fashionably late, just barely on time as usual,” she has a smile on her face and little bop in her step.
 
        As we look to find a seat inside the terminal, I look over and notice a man standing by a pay telephone. As he catches sight of my notice, he immediately turns around and acts out the appearance of reading a newspaper. 
 
        That’s a strange reaction, I think to myself. The man somehow looks very familiar to me, but I continue the small talk with Kelly. 
 
        Then it comes to me. The man at the pay telephone looks a lot like the man standing across the street from my apartment building yesterday morning, the one that had seemed to be watching me. In fact, he is wearing the very same kind of overcoat and hat. I look over at the pay phone again. He is gone.
 
        I decide not to say anything to Kelly about it. After the experiences the last few weeks with the unidentified stranger we keep running into, Kelly might think I am becoming paranoid.  
 
        As if we are weightless, we fly above the clouds at 28,000 feet. The blue sky is like an umbrella over our heads, as we slowly pass white clouds hanging motionless below our feet. The clouds look like giant pieces of pillow stuffing, floating in the air.
 
        It would take around two and a half hours to land at the Great Falls airport. I figure this would be a good time to talk to Kelly about the bizarre encounter my father had forty years ago, with the same mysterious puzzling stranger we’ve recently been coming face to face with.
 
        As I tell her of my father’s encounter with the phantom-like stranger during the assassination of John F. Kennedy, Kelly’s face begins to take on the look of someone lost.
 
        “It can’t be the same man! Are you sure that your father…”
 
        “What? You mean, am I sure that my father knows what he is talking about? Did he really see this same man forty-some years ago?” I interrupt her.
 
        “Well, I just mean that it was forty years ago; forty years is a long time for anyone to remember a person that you’ve only seen once.”
 
        “Have you ever actually met this man or really seen him face to face, other than seeing him in photos?”
 
        “No, I’ve only seen him running away that one time in the woods. I will admit this though; just from the photos I’ve seen, this guy does have a face that is unique. Still, forty years is a long time to remember someone’s face, no matter how peerless their face looks.” Kelly appears to be very pleased with coming up with such a rational conclusion.
 
        “If you had witnessed his intense, penetrating, unearthly eyes for yourself, you would understand. You would feel the same as my father and I do. You would never be able to forget this man’s face for as long as you live.”
 
        As I look out the window through clearings in the clouds, the beautiful and impressive Rocky Mountains are unveiled beneath my feet. There can’t be anything more beautiful on earth, I think to myself. The captain announces our descent to the Great Falls airport. 
     “For your safety, please fasten your seat belts.”
 
        I look over at Kelly as I fasten my seat belt. She gazes out the window, seemingly still in deep thought over our conversation.
 
        “You need to fasten your seat belt,”  
 
        A little startled from my voice; she looks at me with a slightly confused expression.
 
        “Why, what’s wrong? I don’t like to wear my seat belt unless I have to.”
 
        “The Captain has turned on the ‘Fasten your seat belt sign.’ I point toward the tiny lit sign above us.
 
        At Great Falls we unload our luggage, cameras, and packs down in front of the Big Sky Airlines ticket counter. Kelly goes to freshen up, as I look at the map and decipher where we are going. 
 
        Flight 1504 will fly us to Havre Montana, a little over one hundred miles south of Great Falls. We then board a little 8-passenger twin prop plane, which will take us as far as the tiny town of Red Rock, approximately fifty miles farther south. 
 
        At the town of Red Rock we would rent a 4x4 vehicle and drive another fifty miles to the south, to the dinosaur site called ‘Mesozoic Park,’ right next door to the Missouri River. 
 
        When I was about eight years old, I remember I would build a little imaginary city in the dirt, with little dirt roads and little dirt driveways, where my toy cars and trucks could travel. Yes, I would even have a little dirt airport, where I could land my very own personal airplane.
 
        The town of Red Rock somehow reminded me of that little imaginary city in the dirt. From the little window of the plane I see nothing but dirt and rocks; nothing but red desolate earth, for as far as the eye could see. The Red Rock airport was little more than a dirt field with two ruts occupying it, stretching out not more than a quarter of a mile.                 
 
        Already travel-weary, we choose to buy a drink or something at the tiny café that occupies a part of the only hangar of the airport. Inside, we find two tables and three bar stools. As we enter the café, a large old ceiling fan swooshes above us, with the sound of an old squeaky wagon wheel about to fall off the wagon. 
 
        We each order a root beer and sit down. I begin to look around at the girly pinup calendars from the forties and fifties exhibited on the walls around us. Impressed with the high classed calendar exhibit before me I look over at Kelly, raise my eyebrows and smile. Totally unimpressed at the photographic harem displayed on the walls before her; Kelly shakes her head and rolls her eyes at my disgusting flaunt of pleasure.
 
        Even though I know Kelly is very tired, she is busy checking her list of camera equipment, making sure this trip would prove to be a professional and productive assignment. 
 
        How could a woman be so beautiful, organized and professional at the same time? She makes me feel so inadequate. Of course my feelings of inadequacy are a small price to pay, just to have her here working with me, I decide to myself.
 
         At 1:00 pm, the lady at the counter says our rental car is ready. We have a hard, hot, and dusty road ahead of us, so we pick up our gear and head out. A man named Phil drives up in front of us with a red and white 1965 Toyota Land Cruiser, the dustiest vehicle I have ever seen in my life.
 
        “Here’s your car, sir.” He steps out of the car and slams the driver’s side door. A cloud of dust billows from the slammed door of the vehicle, causing Phil to disappear for a moment.
 
        “Ya see that door there, with the large dent in it?” He points over towards the back of the vehicle. 
 
        “Don’t try to open the window on that door, cuz’ it won’t roll down for ya. Other than that, you’re gassed up and ready to go. 
 
        By the way, I put air in the spare tire and it looks like it’s going to hold,” he adds confidently, as he throws me the keys. 
 
        While I put our things in the back, Kelly excitedly jumps in the front seat, looking at the whole thing as a great adventure. I get in and turn the key. Surprisingly, the engine starts immediately and begins to purr.
 
        My eyes move up and down and my head turns back and forth ninety degrees in each direction, as I slowly make an inspection of the interior of our vehicle.
 
        My inspection quickly reveals to me, that the interior of this vehicle is still completely upholstered with the dust from the year 1965, as well as all the dust that has accumulated from each year since 1965.
 
        “This is so cool. Let’s get on the road,” Kelly says, with a big grin.
 
                 “You’ve always wanted to go on an African safari,” I remind her.
 
        “I better try to enjoy this then. This is might be the closest I’ll ever get to Africa.”
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                                       SIX              
 
    
 
        We leave the town of Red Rock behind, the Montana badlands stretching out before us. A great exhaust of dust boils up behind us, as we drive down the road of raw earth. 
 
        According to the crude map Phil gave us, we are to drive  due south till we run into the Missouri River. The first landmark to look for is Skull Creek. Finding   nothing else but a dried up creek, will tell us we are heading in the right direction. Keeping this dried creek bed on our left, we are to continue south. 
 
        After about twenty-five miles on a dusty red dirt road, a kind of oasis of cottonwood and willow trees should appear. Here, a fresh cold water spring bubbles up beneath the cluster of shade trees. 
 
        According to the map, the ruts in the road become more pronounced here, creating a path directly to the Mesozoic Park site, right on the Missouri riverbank. 
 
        After driving five miles or so we locate Skull Creek, and just as the map says, the creek is no more than a big dried up ditch. We continue on, both of us enthralled with the barren expanse that surrounds us, stretching out to every horizon. 
 
        As we drive along the creek bed, we see a lone coyote down in a coulee, about a quarter mile to our west. He stares at us passing by, as if he has never seen such a creature as this, rolling across the plains. 
 
        Far off into the horizon in front of us, we can just make out what looks like a small green dot, in the lowland of the plains. As we slowly draw closer, the small green dot begins to turn into trees. The trees seem somehow alien in this universe of barren earth. 
 
        Under the trees, a large shaded area with a small pool of water becomes visible to us, as we slowly drive by. Truly, this is an inviting little oasis. Because time is our prime concern at the moment, we drive on. We make a promise to ourselves to come here and stay awhile on our way back.
 
        It is 3:45 in the afternoon as we approach the gathering of trailers and small buildings, nestled next to some trees by the Missouri River. A large sign with the words  ‘Mesozoic Park’ carved on a large slab of wood greets us, as if it were some kind of a primitive theme park.
 
        Before we are able to get out of our Land Cruiser, a man comes over to us, takes off his hat, and offers his outstretched hand. 
 
        “G’-day mates, welcome to the Park. I’m Jeremiah James. I am the resident Paleontologist here at Mesozoic Park.” Jeremiah has a strong Australian accent.
 
        Jeremiah James looks to be a man in his forties. He is slim built with a rugged face. His long blond hair is tied back into a ponytail underneath a dusty and dirty Aussie hat. He definitely looks and speaks the part well.
 
        “I’m Matthew Brooks and this is Kelly O’Hara,” I tell him, shaking his hand. “We are from The Portland Herald. We called you about seeing the human footprint fossils.”
 
        “Right, we’ve been expecting you. Looks like you two have been eating a good bit of dust,” Jeremiah says, as he positions his hands on his hips. 
 
        “I’d be obliged if you would come over to my tent and wet your whistle,” he offers enthusiastically. 
 
        The great tempest of dust created from our vehicle now arrives from behind us, engulfing the little camp in a cloud of red powdery dust.
 
        Anxious to get away from the dust so that we can breathe again, Kelly and I quickly accept his invitation.
 
        “That would be great Dr. James. Just for a few minutes, though; we haven’t much time,” I inform him.
 
        “You just call me Jeremiah. None of that Doctor stuff round here mates. Follow me, mate. My tent is just a Kangaroo hop over there.” 
 
        After fifty miles of choking down a massive amount of the Montana tundra, the beer that Jeremiah serves us in his tent tastes like an elixir of life. As the first swallow of cold brew slides down my throat, I am enraptured. It is only a stone’s throw away from an orgasmic experience.
 
        After a short while I am able to open my eyes and close my mouth, and begin a conversation.
 
        “How far are the fossils from here, Jeremiah?” 
 
   “Crikey, just a push and a shove behind us mate. After you finish your beer, we can be there in five minutes or less.  After we’re all finished lookin’ at dinosaur footprints, maybe Miss Kelly would like to take a nice shower. Hot or cold, whichever she fancies.” 
 
        “That would be so wonderful!” Kelly sits up straight, her eyes beaming and shining  
 
        “Then it’s all settled. All the comforts of home here at Mesozoic Park, and you’re both welcome to it.” Jeremiah is trying hard to be a gracious host.
 
        As Jeremiah has promised, the walk to the dinosaur fossil area is only a short distance away from his tent.  
 
        The dinosaur fossils we encounter take us back in time. About forty million years ago or so, huge monsters walked through here, leaving images of the bottoms of their feet forever. 
 
         Mesmerized by the prehistoric remains before us, for a moment I forget our reason for coming here, but Kelly’s voice summons forth my memory.
 
        “Where are the human footprints, Jeremiah?” she asks.
 
        “Right over here, Miss Kelly.” He points towards the ground ahead of us. We follow him about fifty yards down stream, across the old dried up riverbed. 
 
        There, right before us, we find eight ancient footprints. They look to be footprints made by smaller feet and with a shorter gaited walk than an average man has. No one says a word as we all stay locked deep in thought of the meaning of this discovery, and the impact it might have on the world. Finally, I break the silence.
 
        “They must have had small feet in those days, Jeremiah. Either that, or these are footprints of children.”
 
        “They look small when you first look at them Matthew, but when you look a little closer you can see the real reason they look different. Go and give ‘um another glance; tell me what you see.”
 
        Kelly and I look again at the footprints in the solid sandstone. All I can see is old small footprints. Then Kelly comes to the rescue. She turns to me and smiles.
 
        “What? Do you see something I don’t?” I ask with my palms pointing up. 
 
        “Matt, the toes; count the toes.”
 
        I look down again at the human fossils before me. Let’s see; one, two, three four. These footprints have only four toes; one large toe and three little ones that follow. Astonished, I quickly turned to Jeremiah.
 
        “Are these human, or something else?”
 
        “We’re pretty sure they’re human, Matt,” he responds patiently.
 
        “Then why only four toes?” I ask in defiance.
 
        “Well mate, we believe that when this bloke here was strollin’ down the river; for some unknown reason, his small toe didn’t dig down in the mud deep enough to make a print. Or maybe after the prints were made, mud somehow filled in the little toes’ prints. It’s human all right, don’t worry ‘bout that none. After 40 million years or so, any footprint will change on ya.” Jeremiah gives his best scientific evaluation.
 
        “You’re the expert Jeremiah. You know what you’re talking about. I only know one thing for sure. I am way out of my league here. I hope you’re filling your camera with pictures Kelly; Lloyd has got to see these footprints.”
 
        “Don’t worry Matt; I’m getting it all down on film.”
 
        Kelly’s camera hums, as she repeatedly captures the preserved ancient footprints on film. A whispering breeze begins to play in the trees above us, as I continue to gawk at the prehistoric human footprints in this abandoned stream bed.
 
        As Kelly carries on with her work, I look over my surroundings. This landscape hasn’t changed much in forty million years, I think to myself. This Montana countryside still seems to be attired with a prehistoric landscape. As I circle around, I notice a figure standing atop a knoll a few hundred yards away from us. From this distance, it appears to be a silhouette of a man wearing a hat and large long coat.
 
        “Jeremiah, is that someone from your camp looking for you?” I announce; eager to be of assistance. 
 
        Jeremiah rises up and turns around. He takes off his hat, using it to shade his eyes, looking toward the hill I am pointing.
 
        “Sorry mate, I don’t see a blamin’ thing!”
 
       I look again up to the top of the knoll, where once the figure stood. Now no-one is there. I shrug my shoulders and began to follow the others back to camp.
 
        As we hike back to the little village of tents and outhouses, Jeremiah invites us to supper and to stay the night. Since it is six o’clock in the evening, it seems ridiculously late to drive back to Red Rock now. Kelly and I decide to accept Jeremiah’s gracious offer.
 
        Inside Jeremiah’s tent we are imprisoned in darkness, except for the light-emitting lanterns, positioned to reveal our presence. The tent, our home for the night, is an army green World War II tent, which seems to be as big as a city block.
 
        Two dinosaur-digging associates of Jeremiah’s help seat us at a table in the middle of the tent. Eight or so propane lanterns give light to the beautiful spread before us. The reflecting, flickering light of the lanterns makes the china and wine glasses look as if they are some sort of dancing jewels on the table.
 
        We are many miles away from any real civilization, yet we are treated to a sumptuous feast. Fresh campfire bread and trout caught that afternoon. To wash it down, a bottle of Cabernet Sauvignon is uncorked. Enjoying such unexpected creature comforts in the middle of nowhere seems so surreal. 
 
        It is as if Jeremiah went to a major department store in Great Falls, purchased some kind of luxurious tent kit and is allowing us to be the first guests to use it.
 
        As we finish our dinner and relish another glass of wine, the conversation turns back toward the human footprints we beheld. Jeremiah begins to expound upon the discovery of the human footprints.
 
        “Funny thing about all those dinosaur footprint fossils out there in that ancient riverbed, my friends.” With his index finger and thumb rubbing his chin, he begins. 
 
        “What’s that, Jeremiah?” I am anxious for him to continue with his thought.
 
        “There are over ten species of dinosaur footprints found in that dried up billabong.” He points his thumb over his right shoulder in the general direction of the riverbed. 
 
        “Six of those species are usually found herding together, according to other fossil studies around the world. The remaining dinosaur footprints that are present in that riverbed are of dinosaurs that are never found herding together with the others.
 
        “Why is that Jeremiah?” Kelly asks, totally absorbed in Jeremiah’s theory.
 
        I take out my pad and pen and begin to take notes. Kelly pulls on her sweater, since the temperature is starting to dip. Jeremiah takes a cigar out of his coat pocket and lights it. He takes great repeated puffs from the cigar, until he is finally satisfied with its glow, and then starts to speak once again.
 
        “Because Miss Kelly, at least six of the dinosaur prints found in that riverbed are from carnivorous predator dinosaurs. You see, it should have been the natural thing for those predatory dinosaurs to attack and eat the other dinosaurs as prey. And yet, it appears that both the predator and the prey dinosaurs are strolling along down the riverbed together, hand in hand, like bloody mates. No sign of any attack, struggle, or of trying to escape. Just peacefully walking down the river, as if they were out in the country, enjoying the scenery on some kind of dinosaur outing,” he adds whimsically.
 
        I suddenly stop taking notes and look up at Jeremiah, as his theory explanation hits me. I then look over at Kelly, who is already staring at me with her familiar questioning eyes.
 
        “Don’t take this wrong, Jeremiah, but could you and your fellow paleontologists, be mistaken? Could it just be that those predator dinosaurs may not have always preyed upon other dinosaurs around them? I mean, look at some of the herd animals of the Serengeti, for instance. When they know the lion has just eaten a kill, they calm down and actually walk and graze very close by the pride of lions. Couldn’t that work in a similar way with the dinosaurs?” I was not a scientist, but I felt proud of the intelligently sounding argument I had offered. 
 
        “I suppose there could be a slim possibility of that,” Jeremiah says in an effort to give dignity to my question. 
 
        “But there is another reason why these prints don’t make any sense.”
 
        “What’s that Jeremiah?” I am now kind of cocky, ready to reply with another intelligent scientific question. 
 
        “The prints are not deep enough.” As Jeremiah talks to us about dinosaurs, his arms and hands become shaded silhouettes as they gesture, eclipsing in front of the lamplight. Kelly quickly chimes in before he continues.
 
        “I don’t understand Doctor. Why would it make any difference how deep the footprints are? Isn’t a footprint a footprint, no matter how deep it sinks into the mud?”
 
        “Well Miss Kelly, if those dinosaurs were walking normally, they would most likely not be walking this close together, even with their own kind. They would probably be more spread out, walking slowly, eating slowly, drinking slowly, and watching out for predators.” 
 
        “What about the depth of the footprints?” I ask, starting to get a little impatient. 
 
        Jeremiah leans over and turns up the lantern on the table, until the walls of the tent dimly appear. He sits back comfortably into his lounge chair. Taking another draw from his cigar, he waits for the puff of smoke to drift up and dissipate somewhere into the darkness up above us, then continues on with his explanation.
 
        “When any animal is grazing and walking slowly, his footprints are deeper than at other times. The full weight of the animal has a chance to manifest itself into the footprint. The slower the pace, the more the footprint sinks, according to the weight of each individual animal. These dinosaur footprints we have here are not very deep in relationship to the size of animals these footprints suggests.”
 
        “I’m sorry Jeremiah, I’m not following you. What exactly does the depth of their footprints and their way of walking together, add up to?” 
 
        “Matt, Miss Kelly. Up there on that riverbed forty million years ago, there seems to have been a bunch of different kinds of dinosaurs, walking together at a very fast pace in one big line, heading towards a planned intentional location.”
 
        “And what do you think that means, Dr. James?” Kelly asks politely.
 
        “Those footprint fossils seem to reveal that someone or something was mustering up those dinosaurs.”
 
        “Mustering up?” I ask.
 
        “As you Yanks would say, someone was herding those dinosaurs through that riverbed.”
 
        “You mean, forty million years ago you think someone was actually herding dinosaurs?” As I ask it, my face must have confessed my skepticism. 
 
        “If that’s true, who do you think the dinosaur herders were, Jeremiah?” I try to withdraw from my skeptical attitude, and attempt to camouflage it from my face.
 
        “Everything we think and say about what happened forty million years ago is pure speculation mate, just bloody speculation; nothing more than an educated guess at this point.”
 
        “If you were to speculate about whom or what was supposedly herding those dinosaurs millions of years ago, what would your guess be?”
 
        “If I were speculatin’ man; I’d speculate they were human.”
 
        “Do you really think that forty million years ago, humans were herding dinosaurs?” I ask.
 
        “Yes; the feet that left footprints in that sandstone forty million years ago, at the very same time the dinosaurs left footprints, probably belonged to humans and those humans were most likely herding the dinosaurs. 
 
        If only the footprints could only talk. Better yet, if we could talk to the individuals that made those footprints, they could tell us so much. You know my friends, when it comes to knowing exactly what happened forty million years ago, it’s like we’re searching around in the dark.”
 
        It must be after midnight, as I lay wide awake on my cot inside Jeremiah’s tent. Kelly is sleeping in another tent, somewhere with the women of the camp. Tonight’s discussion with Jeremiah raises more puzzling questions than it answers. 
 
        I lie on my back, and watch the shadows of the trees projected on the tent roof above me, created by the light of the full moon outside. With the help of the night breeze, the trees seem to be waving their wild wooden arms to get my attention. The breeze makes a shush sound, as it moves through the leaves of the trees, as if to say,  ‘Please don’t tell anyone what you see.’
 
        While I am lost in this fantasy, I see a shadow of a man walk silently up beside the tent. Because of the full moon tonight, his silhouette is unmistakable. The outline of the dark shape suggests he is wearing a bulky coat and a hat. I rise up a little, but say nothing, not wanting to wake the others. The shadow stands outside the tent motionless, as if to listen for some clandestine enlightenment. After two or three minutes, the shadow of the prowler vanishes into the darkness from which it came.
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                                    SEVEN              
 
    
 
        “Red sky in the morning, sailor’s warning.” The clouds in the eastern sky are painted a reddish hue this morning, reminding me of this old saying. I sit in the Land Cruiser warming the engine, waiting for Kelly to come back from the ladies’ room. 
 
        It is only seven in the morning, but we have a hot and dry drive ahead of us, back to the town of Red Rock. An hour earlier we ate breakfast with Jeremiah and his gang, told them how grateful we were, and said our good-byes.
 
        Both Kelly and I are quiet this morning. Maybe it is because of all the dinosaur stuff going through our heads that we are trying to digest. Maybe it is because we are not looking forward to the long dusty road ahead of us. On the other hand, it may be that we are both just dog-tired from sleeping on army cots last night. 
 
        Speaking of being tired, I would love another big cup of hot coffee right now, to help me wake up. Jeremiah has kindly sent a quart-sized thermos of the black magic potion along with us. The problem is this road will be too bumpy to drive and drink hot coffee. The little oasis we discovered on our way to Jeremiah’s place then pops into my mind. I decide that it will be a perfect location to take a break. 
 
        “How are you feeling this morning?” I try to nudge Kelly and myself into some kind of conversation.
 
        “Oh, okay I guess.” Kelly is saying only what is absolutely necessary. After a short pause of listening to the road noises in silence, she speaks once again.
 
        “You know something kind of weird happened last night, while I was trying to sleep.”
 
        “What do you mean? What happened?” I inquire curiously.
 
        “Well, I was lying there, and everything was quiet. When I turned over on my side, I saw a shadowy figure standing right outside of the tent. It looked like it was a man just standing there. After a little while, he was gone. It gave me the creeps. I couldn’t sleep all night.”
 
        The pot-holed road before us looks like it has been bombed, as if we were driving through some kind of old battlefield. I quickly steer clear of a large hole in the road. As we both are jostled from my driving maneuvers.
 
        “The same thing happened to me, last night. If your shadow was wearing a hat like mine was; it probably was the same guy.”
 
        “Yes, the one that stood outside my tent looked as if he was wearing a hat.”  She thinks about it for a moment and then gives her conclusion.
 
        “You know, I never told Jeremiah about it. I bet he would have told us both that he has security guards working at night. I bet that is who he was, a security guard.”
 
        “I don’t know; maybe you’re right.” I don’t want to alarm her with some of my own fantastic suspicions.
 
        After a long hour on the road, the dried up Skull Creek appears again, this time on our right. Soon we approach the little oasis of cottonwood and willow trees. I pull off the main ruts of the road and stop. Both Kelly and I slowly emerge from the vehicle, sore and aching from this whole raw travel experience.
 
        Thinking it might be a good idea to check the water level in the radiator; I go in front of the Land Cruiser and raise the hood. Kelly takes the coffee and some water over towards the pool of water underneath the trees. She unfolds a small blanket she brought with her, sits down and patiently waits for me to follow.
 
        We are bestowed with a Prussian blue sky today; its beauty dominating over the red earth that encircles us. I detect the subtle fragrance of willow and cottonwood trees in the air, and can even smell the dampness of the spring, where bubbling fresh cool water escapes from its prison of the parched dry earth.
 
        As I walk over to where Kelly is waiting, I notice two renegade dust devils to the north, slowly moving across the open savanna away from us, each one rising a hundred feet or higher. I watch them for a moment or two, until they disappear.
 
        As I approach Kelly she exhibits a sweet smile, pats the blanket space beside her, and invites me to sit down. 
 
        I sit down next to Kelly, make myself comfortable, and began to listen to the bubbling spring express itself a few feet away.
 
        When I was a child, I remember a small aquarium in my room that contained three goldfish. At first, the bubbling noises coming from the aquarium would keep me up at night. The foreign bubbling noise in my room seemed to install monsters of the deep in my head, making it hard to sleep. Not until the wee morning hours came and offered light, would I be able to disregard the bubbling noise and fall asleep.    
 
        Soon however, instead of fearing the bubbling noise as an enemy, I looked at it as a gentle friendly ally, and depended on it every night to comfort me to sleep. As I watch and listen to the agreeable sound created by this little desert lagoon, that same comforting feeling of my childhood comes back to my mind.
 
              I now allow myself to indulge in a daydream; a daydream that paints Kelly as a beautiful Arabian princess. With an inviting smile she asks me to lie down beside her, amid this desert oasis of Shangri-La that we both have uncovered. 
 
        Unfortunately, only in the far cobwebbed recesses of my mind and in movies, do such daydreams become realities. 
 
        “Matt, are you okay?” Kelly inquires of me, with a slightly concerned expression on her face.
 
        “Yeah I am great.”
 
        “Well I was just wondering. You have that kind of far-off spacey look in your eyes.”
 
        “I guess I was in another world, daydreaming or something.”
 
        “Don’t worry about it, Matt; you deserve a good daydream now and again. 
 
        Tell me, what were you daydreaming about? I’ll give you a dollar if you tell me,” she offers, mischievously.
 
        “Oh it’s nothing really, I‘m just road-weary and not daydreaming of anything much at all.”
 
        “OK then, if you want to keep it to yourself.” Her eyes twinkle in doubt. It’s a good thing she does not possess the power to read my mind, I think to myself.
 
        She extends her arm out towards me, presenting me with a cup of hot coffee. As I drink the black magic potion, I am infused with hope and confidence once again. 
 
        While I take another sip of coffee, I notice Kelly taking great pains in making sure that her blue jeans are tidy. She always seems to be constantly busy, brushing and folding her clothes.
 
        On the other hand, I pride myself in being a bum I guess. I think I gave up on how good I look somewhere between the town of Red Rock and Jeremiah’s Park. I still am wearing the same clothes I started this trip in, and I haven’t bathed or shaved since I left Portland. I’m sure by now, Kelly wishes she could drive back to Red Rock alone. By virtue of her character and style however, she has said nothing of my degradation, and continues to be her usual sweet self. 
 
        We engage in small talk, and continue to enjoy the peace and quiet of this uninhabited place. After a while, I look at my wristwatch and see that our time of peace is coming to an end. I look up at Kelly, who already is nodding her head at me, understanding of the need to leave. I help her pick up our belongings, and we both head for the car.
 
        As we walk slowly toward the Land Cruiser, Kelly turns around abruptly, looking towards the shaded area where our blanket has been spread.
 
  
 
   
 
   
        “I know that was a nice place Kelly, but…”
 
        “Shush Matt, be quiet!” For a moment the breeze wandering through the trees is the only sound we hear.
 
        “What’s wrong Kelly, did you hear something?”
 
   Continuing to look in the direction of the trees, she finally speaks.
 
        “Yes, I thought I heard something.”
 
        “What did you hear?” My male ego now takes over. I am sure she heard nothing at all, and is only tired, emotional, and quite possibly a little paranoid. 
 
        “It’s okay, let’s go.” My mouth is still warm from these words, when I hear a faint sound of a voice off in the distance.
 
        “There, did you hear that?” Kelly says, in delight.
 
        “Yes, I heard it that time. It sounds like it is coming from the trees.”
 
        “Help me; please help me.” The weak sound of a voice comes again. The sound is so weak that it competes with the sound of the wind in order to be audible.
 
        As we stand there waiting for something to happen, a draft of wind whips the ground we are standing on, engulfing us in a cloud of red dust. As the dust begins to settle, we wipe our eyes clear, brush off our clothes, and continue listening for the voice of the unknown.
 
        “Help me! Help me!” The sound of the voice, like a mournful groan, comes again.
 
        “Someone is hurt. They need help.” With an emotional panic, Kelly raises her voice.
 
        I begin to walk towards the clump of trees and notice Kelly is not following by my side. I turn around and see a timid, sheepish look on Kelly’s face. 
 
                 “You stay here, I’ll go check it out,” I try to express it with compassion. Kelly is grateful for the gesture and smiles in appreciation. 
 
        “Thanks. I’ll wait over there by the car.”
 
        I walk until I am standing on the very spot Kelly had spread our blanket moments before, each step I take implying caution. I listen intently, but hear nothing. My eyes begin to follow the complete circumference of the awning of shady trees around me. I hear nothing except for the gurgling water of the spring and the wind jostling through the trees.
 
        “Please help me,” the voice emerges again, this time with more of an enticing, inviting tone. It sounds as if the faint voice is coming 
 
  
 
   
 
  
 
   from above. I focus my eyes on the base of the sand dune that begins just behind the trees, and follow it up above, beyond the trees. 
 
        There, on top of the monument of sand stands a man watching me, less than a hundred yards away. He stands in front of the sun and displays a familiar silhouette. I see an image of a man wearing a hat and a long coat. I raise my arm and wave to him.
 
        “Do you need help?” I yell so I can be heard over the wind. He fails to respond. The only movement I can detect is that of his hat and coat flapping with the wind. All of a sudden, he retreats and walks away out of sight.
 
        “What’s going on Matt?” Kelly yells from the Land Cruiser. I raise my hand up to her like a traffic cop directing a car to stop.
 
        Thinking the man atop the sand dune could be hurt or be in an emergency situation, I take off up the sand dune after him.
 
        “Where are you going? Wait!” Kelly calls after me, in alarm.
 
         Owing to the fact that my mind is vacant of all else except the man on the sand dune, I do not register Kelly’s plea. With adrenaline pumping I feel capable of flight, making a rush for the top of the sand dune, without totally understanding why I am going.
 
        The sand dune does not allow me an easy access to its summit. With each two steps of effort I exhaust, I slide back down the dune’s face the equivalent of one. Finally, after much effort, I step up onto the crest of the sand dune. With nothing to serve as a shroud against the wind, a burst of sand-filled turbulence hits me like a sledgehammer.
 
        My sand-filled eyes comb the horizon in all directions, as I hunt for the illusive stranger in trouble. I see no one. Far below me, I see Kelly walking away from the vehicle in the direction of the base of the sand dune.
 
        That chilled feeling you get when something is just not right begins to swell up inside of me. I begin wishing I had not left Kelly by herself. Too far away to express my unsettling thoughts to her, I decide to bring the search for the stranger to an end, slide down the sand dune, and make sure Kelly is safe.
 
        As I turn to start my descent, some footprint impressions in the sand catch my eye. Here, only moments before, someone had walked in the sand. The stranger must have created them, I reason. These prints embossed into the sand seem peculiar, for some reason. Then it comes to me. Whoever made these footprints was barefoot. Now why in the world would anybody be way out here, in the middle of nowhere, walking barefoot?   
 
        Investigating a little bit closer, I also realize that the owner of these prints has only four toes, one big toe and three little ones. At once, I am reminded of the ancient footprints we examined back at Jeremiah’s park. With a more important life or death issue at hand, I shrug and place these possible developments in the back of my mind for later.
 
        Instinctively, I turn around into the sandblasting wind, and search the panoramic view before me, for the possible author of these footprints. After searching in vain for a few moments, I decide to follow the path created by the footprints.
 
        Walking in the sand is a burdensome chore. I follow the path of footprints a distance of fifty feet, until they come to an abrupt stop. I conduct a visual sweep of the entire periphery of the area. Beyond this point the landscape is vacant of any other footprints, but does reveal a curious discovery. Here, where the footprints terminate, is something I can only characterize as an impression of a gigantic bowl in the sand, about ten feet in diameter. 
 
        Just who is it that I am following? What in heaven’s name was he doing up here? Is he in need of help, or am I? I go over these questions in my mind, as I study the imprints in the sand.
 
        Like hundreds of little switchblade knives, I feel each hair on the back of my neck shoot straight up. That once uneasy chilled feeling has now changed gears to a frostbitten panic. I turn quickly on one foot and run as fast as I can toward the edge of the dune. All I can think of is getting to Kelly and making sure she is safe. My mind races and captures all sorts of images, of the mysteries of entanglement this discovery could prove to be.
 
        As I reach the edge of the sand dune, I jump without slowing down. Sand explodes as I hit feet first halfway down the dune, then immediately begin driving my legs into a full throttled gallop. I reach the bottom of the dune at such high velocity that I hit the ground face first. 
 
        Shaken, but still filled with adrenaline, I lift my face from the hard ground, wipe the blood from my lip and continue on to search for Kelly.
 
        With my hands cupped around my mouth, I call out:
 
        “Kelly, where are you?” 
 
        “Over here Matt!” She emerges from behind some shrubbery not far away.
 
        “I’m glad to see that you’re all right Kelly. Were you hiding?”
 
        “No, I was just answering the call of nature. What happened to your lip?”
 
        “Oh nothing, I just stumbled a little bit. Have you seen anybody or anything while I was gone?”
 
        “Me? I was going to ask you the same thing. Did you find the person that was calling for help?” she asks. 
 
        Being in disturbed thought about our sand dune stranger, I pay no attention to Kelly’s question.
 
        “What’s wrong? You look like a little boy that has just seen a monster in the dark.” She tries for my attention once again.
 
        “I guess you didn’t see that guy on the top of the sand dune, then?”
 
        “What guy?” she questions with a puzzled look.
 
        “I saw someone on top of that sand dune. I think he’s the one that called for help. When I reached the top though, he was nowhere to be found. I only found some footprints, but…”
 
        “But what?” Kelly hands touch the sides of my arms. Her beautiful eyes begin to betray mounting worry.
 
        “I followed his footprints until they stopped, in the middle of nowhere,” I explain to her.
 
        “What do you mean?”
 
        “I mean, the footprints stopped in the middle of nowhere. It was as if he had disappeared into thin air, or at least wherever he went, he didn’t leave any footprints.”
 
        “That’s impossible. The wind must have erased his footprints,” she decides.
 
        “I suppose that is a possibility. The wind is blowing hard up there.”
 
        As I stand there contemplating our circumstance, Kelly looks into my eyes and detects that there is possibly something further I haven’t yet divulged.
 
        “There is something else, isn’t there?”
 
        “Nothing really.”
 
        “What else did you see, Matt?” she asks, not really believing me.
 
        “Well, when I came to the end of the footprints up there, I saw something kind of, well, unusual and strange in the sand.”
 
        “Are you going to tell me what you saw or not?” Kelly’s impatience is starting to show. 
 
        “Well, it’s probably nothing, but there was a huge impression in the sand right where the footprints come to an end.
 
        “What do you mean, ‘an impression’?”
 
        “Well, it looked like someone put a gigantic impression of a huge bowl in the sand.”
 
        “A huge bowl?”
 
        “I know it sounds strange, but it looked like the impression of a big bowl in the sand.”
 
        “Yes, it sounds strange. What in the world is going on, Matt?”
 
        “I haven’t got a clue. Let’s go back to the car and get out of here.”
 
        “What about that guy? Do you think he’s okay?”
 
        “The only way we can be of any help to that gentleman is if he shows himself. At this point it seems that he does not want to be found. Why he called for help, I do not know. I do know that my instincts are telling me that for our own good we need to leave, and leave now.” 
 
        We walk over towards the Land Cruiser intending to load our things and leave. I take note of several abandoned campsites from visitors of times gone by, as we walk back to the vehicle. As we come closer to the vehicle, we see something lying on top of the window. I lean over the car and carefully pull off the window something that looks like a very old piece of Moroccan skin parchment. 
 
        Upon this yellowed and aged piece of finely tanned skin a message has been written. It looks as if the message has been written with a piece of black charcoal, possibly from a nearby abandoned campsite.
 
         I study the message for a moment without showing it to Kelly.
 
        “What is it?” Kelly impatiently asks, not being tall enough to look over my shoulder and see the message.
 
        “What does it say?” she asks once again.
 
        I continue in a daze for a second longer, before I finally read the message out loud to Kelly.
 
        “It says, ‘The others too, would not leave our secret alone. 
 
   Now they are dead forever, instead of flesh and bone.’
 
        “What in the world?” Kelly says, in total disbelief. “What is that supposed to mean?” Her question comes in a tone of bewilderment.
 
        “I don’t have the slightest idea what this is supposed to mean.” Kelly begins to shake her head, looking a little scared.
 
        Looking a little closer, I notice a small familiar mark at the bottom of the dehydrated mummified skin. I lower my brow and squint my eyes, drawing it closer into focus. The mark looks strikingly similar to a Nazi Swastika. That’s odd, very odd. 
 
        After staring at the message that has been written upon this piece of skin parchment, until I am almost visually impaired, I set it down on the hood of the car. I look up and begin to examine my surroundings once again. I make a complete circle, searching this desert world around me for an answer.
 
        As my eyes reach the Land Cruiser again, the vehicle seems different for some reason. Its positioning seems to have changed. Then I finally see why the car is resting on the dirt road differently. All four tires have been slashed and are flat. With all the fuss over this stupid message neither of us noticed the flat tires.
 
        It looks as if each tire has been methodically stabbed, causing each tire to collapse, lifeless. Our Land Cruiser has now been given the sentence of immobility. 
 
        “Oh my God, what are we going to do now Matt?” Kelly is horrified and acts as if she has just witnessed a murder.
 
        “It will be all right; we’ll think of something.”
 
        Actually, I don’t know what we are going to do, or what we can do. I try hard not to show my vulnerability, but the situation catches us both by complete surprise. I just stand there with a blank stare, numb and totally in shock. Kelly sits down on a nearby rotten stump and begins to cry. 
 
        The cooling breeze starts to die down, making the heat feel more intense and our plight more unbearable. 
 
        Then it comes to me. I remember my cell phone I have in my backpack. I frantically open the back door and hastily rummage through my pack. I take out the cell phone and hold it up to show Kelly, as if it were a trophy I have just won.
 
        “I’m calling room service; what do you want for dinner tonight?” I ask her confidently.
 
        Kelly tries to wipe her eyes without me noticing. She looks up and attempts to transform her look of disaster into a face of hope. 
 
        “The cell phone; I forgot you had a cell phone. Thank goodness. I thought we would be stuck out here forever.”
 
        I push the on button of the phone, and wait for the miniature screen to light up. As the little screen on the phone lights up, I am sickened to read the message it displays,  ‘No service found.’
 
        For a moment, I keep the news that the phone is useless, a classified secret. I glance over at Kelly. She is standing now, drying her tears, and brushing off her jeans, feeling confident of rescue. She looks so confident, like she was simply waiting to board the next train, leaving on track twenty-nine. I have to tell her the bad news, but I’d rather cut off both of my thumbs, than tell her; if I had a choice.
 
        I slowly walk over to her, the fine powdery dirt on the ground puffing up around each foot, with each step I take. She looks up at me with those huge brown eyes of hers. Even the dirt smudge on her face is beautiful, and of course she is smiling. 
 
        “Whom should we call?” she politely asks.
 
        Without saying a word, I lean over and show her the message displayed on the cell phone.
 
        “You mean…”Again, she sinks her head into her hands.
 
        I walk up and down the dirt road we have been traveling on, to see if my cell phone will pick up any signal. After walking a hundred yards or so in both directions, I give up. Not only is there no signal, but the battery is also starting to weaken. Controlling my urge to throw my phone as far as I can throw it, I walk back to the Land Cruiser. 
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                                      EIGHT   
 
    
 
        I am somewhat old fashioned. I guess I still believe a man should be gallant and try to save the day. Not because a women is weak, but because she is more delicate. Not because she is less intelligent, but because she is more insightful. Not because she has no power, but because she is more fragile. 
 
        The problem for me is, along with bravery and ingenuity, gallantry takes a measure of charisma, of which I am in short supply. I would probably have to go deep in debt, and borrow charisma from the bank of Sir Galahad to be able to wear the semblance of gallantry.
 
        As I walk back, I try to remember any experiences in life I’ve had, that might have taught me how to console someone whose high hopes have been dashed. Kelly definitely has had her optimism wounded from our day’s adversity. 
 
        I remember lying on the living room floor when I was a kid. I would painstakingly stack wooden blocks for hours, until I had produced the most teetering ‘Tower of Babel’ possible. The blocks were stacked so high that even breathing wrong would cause them to come toppling down. 
 
        I feel a similar anxious fear now, as I approach Kelly. I am afraid that saying or even breathing wrong may somehow make her emotions topple.
 
        “You know if we’re going to have to hitchhike, I would prefer you wear a dress.” I begin my efforts to soothe the situation.
 
        “What in heavens name are you talking about? What does wearing a dress have to do with anything?”
 
        “If you were to wear a dress, you could show off your legs better. With the legs you’ve got, all you would have to do is lift your dress a little, and you would be able to stop the next car that comes by dead in its tracks. Assuming a man is driving the next car, that is. We’d be back in Great Falls by supper.” I take a stab at being amusing.
 
        Kelly looks at me a little perplexed to begin with, and then her scrunched up face slowly brightens up to a smile.
 
        “Yes, and if the first car isn’t a man, I’ll just try the next one that comes by, since cars and trucks drive up and down this road so frequently,” she mocks. Her sarcasm is served with a smile. Breaking the melancholy barrier, she even allows herself to laugh a little out loud.
 
        “Why don’t we take our stuff over there under the trees? We can rest while we perfect our plan of attack,” I suggest.
 
        “How long do you think we will have to stick around?”
 
        “Well, I don’t know. We might as well make ourselves comfortable though, while we wait. Maybe Jeremiah or someone from the Mesozoic Park will come by, on their way to Red Rock for supplies.”
 
        “Okay, you’re right. We might as well make the best of it.”
 
        Kelly reluctantly gets up off of the old tree stump and begins to walk with me towards our spot under the canopy of trees. Kelly now seems to have resigned herself to accept the idea of our dilemma. 
 
        It’s 1:30 in the afternoon as we sit on the blanket under the shade of a big cottonwood tree, for the second time today. The air is still and hot. The only barrier between heat exhaustion and us is the shade from the trees and the coolness that drifts from the bubbling pool underneath them.
 
        “How much water do we have, Matt?” Kelly inquires.
 
        “You thirsty?”
 
        “Just a little.”
 
        “We have this whole gallon of water over here.” I hold up the gallon of warm water and present it to her, trying to be optimistic. 
 
   “It should be plenty. Go ahead and take a drink. Its warm water, but it’s good and wet.”              
 
        It seems to me that there would be no real lady-like way to drink from a gallon jug in the desert and still retain a measure of femininity. Kelly proves me wrong again. Even with something as awkward as drinking water from a jug in the middle of the desert, she maintains the appearance and dignity of a gentle lady. As far as I’m concerned, I count on myself to attack the water jug like some ravenous beast as usual, when she is through.
 
        “Why don’t you stretch out and rest, maybe take a nap?” I suggest to her. “I think I’m going for a walk and pick up some firewood.” 
 
        Kelly instantly springs up on her feet as if she had sat on a cactus.
 
        “You’re not going to leave me behind again, Matthew Brooks! If you’re going somewhere, I am going with you.”
 
        “I’m sorry, I wasn’t thinking. You can come with me if you want,” I am a bit surprised by her reaction.
 
        “Well, I’m going with you then. Just don’t go off and leave me by myself again, okay?”
 
        “Okay, okay, I won’t!”
 
        We walk from the trees across the road and down a slope towards a small patch of chaparral. There are plenty of dried pieces of wood here, so I begin to fill my arm with a load of firewood for the night. Kelly likewise fills her delicate soft arms with rough pieces of wood.
 
        “Don’t carry too much; I don’t want you to overdo it.” I hope to sound like the gentleman.
 
        “I can carry as much wood as you can, maybe more,” Kelly says, irritated at me.
 
                 “Sorry. I’m trying to show that stupid male quality of chivalry again. You know, like when the gentleman opens the door for the lady and saves the day. Not that I’m a gentleman or anything. I’m just practicing, hoping to be one someday.”
 
        “Sorry. I guess I am just tired.”
 
        “Don’t give it another thought. I’m always forgetting how multi-talented you really are. Beautiful and can carry a night’s supply of wood. I love that quality in a woman.
 
        “Why, in the olden days, men would come from miles around to bid on a woman that was beautiful, could chuck enough wood for the night, and had good strong teeth to chew any rawhide to soft leather.”
 
        “You are definitely full of it, Matthew Brooks.” She smiles at me.
 
        We carry our booty of firewood back to our little refuge for the night and drop it in a pile.
 
        “So I guess what you are saying is we are going to have to stay the night, right?” Kelly asks, but knows the inevitable.
 
        “Well, if no one shows up by dark, we’ll at least have a nice fire. We can eat some granola bars from our packs and sandwiches Jeremiah gave us. Just think of it as a camping trip; you know an adventure.”
 
        “I guess I never looked at camping as an adventure.
 
   Where do we sleep?” Her face reveals total disenchantment with the whole escapade.
 
        “You can lie down on the blanket, watch the stars show off their beauty, and listen to the crickets lull you to sleep.” I try to make camping sound like a romantic experience.
 
        “There’ll be crickets?”
 
        “Don’t worry. They will be a long way away, but you can still hear them lull you to sleep,” I am not sure is if she is serious or not. 
 
        It is now about 4:30 in the afternoon, the breezy time of the day. Kelly and I sit down on the blanket and try to forget our dilemma and relax. Actually if I remember right, the breezy time of the day is the same time of day that Adam and Eve were cast out of the Garden of Eden for sinning.
 
        I look over at Kelly and renew my belief that she is beautiful as much or more than Eve ever could have been. I make a promise to myself that as far as it depends upon me, I will not become guilty of any unforgivable transgression this night. Of course, I make no such promises concerning thoughts I might engage in.
 
        While there is still light, I decide to start building a fire. I take a newspaper that I found in the car, crumple it up and place it on the campfire site. Taking some small branches we gathered, I position them uniformly on top of the wad of paper. Protecting the lit match from any rogue breeze with my other hand, I carefully light the paper. The wood is so dry that it begins to burn like it has been doused in gasoline. After seeing how fast the fire is consuming our wood, I begin to think seriously about foraging for more firewood.
 
        Kelly is already sleeping soundly on the blanket, so I take the opportunity to leave and look for more wood. Looking up in the direction of the eastern sky, I notice two or three early evening stars. They show up early and twinkle as if they are trying to steal the show away from the moon before it comes on stage.
 
        As I busy myself looking for wood, the ground begins to plunge abruptly into a slope. Playing the part of an adventurer nomad, I descend down the slope grade, looking forward to seeing something I’ve never seen before. 
 
        As the ground begins to level out again at the bottom of the hill, I take an inventory of sights and sounds around me. The red rugged earth fills the picture I see before me, extending to the horizon in all directions. Except for an occasional tree or clump of shrubs, it looks like a lifeless barren wasteland.
 
          I continue on till I come upon a small cliff, overlooking a gully. Surveying the landscape, I notice there are deer trails with hundreds of tracks everywhere. How the deer are able to survive here in this unforgiving abandoned land, I have no clue.
 
        Looking closer I see that people have walked this way before, shadowing my own footsteps. Could there be others who were stuck out here, I wonder? My eyes follow a trail of footprints, which makes a path down the hill, ending at the bottom of the cliff face below me. 
 
        As I carefully lean over the edge to investigate closer, I notice what looks like an entrance to a cave. Carefully, I slide down to the bottom of the steep-sloped cliff face to explore this further, in the process covering myself with red dirt.
 
        The first thing that comes to my mind as I face the cave entrance is that this small cave is not of natural form, but looks as if it has been hewn out by someone’s hands. As I step inside into the dark unknown, the light from the setting sun brightly illuminates the cave entrance from behind me.  Like a mighty sentinel guard, the darkness refuses to allow light to go further than two or three feet inside the entrance. 
 
        As I enter the cave, I notice immediately the drop in temperature. It must be twenty degrees cooler than outside. Remembering the book of matches I have from lighting the campfire, I pull them out and strike a match. As the match ignites, it dimly illuminates the interior of this underground chamber. 
 
        One time when I was a boy, a big storm came, making all the lights go out. My Dad placed candles everywhere in the house. We ate by candlelight, my Dad read his paper by candlelight, and I even got to take a bath by candlelight. The light flickering on the cave walls spark that memory in my mind, transporting it to the present. 
 
        Before the match goes out, I use it to light another, and walk over towards the cave wall. As the light brings the cave wall in to clear view, I am emotionally struck at what I find. There are hundreds of pictures on the wall.
 
        It is almost like I have discovered the tomb of King Tut. The pictures and writings on the cave wall are similar to that of a pharaoh’s tomb, like Egyptian hieroglyphics. I find it curious that many of the crude pictures on the wall are pictures that look like dinosaurs, or have some resemblance to dinosaurs.
 
        Awe-struck with this unearthed treasure, I stand gaping at the wall. Instantly I am in darkness, except for the guiding light of the entrance. For a moment I have forgotten that my light depends on just a little match, the light of which lasts but only seconds. My hand fumbles for another match, and then I feel the matchbook for the exact place to strike it.
 
        The new flame brings the cave interior to light once again. I slowly walk over to another part of the cave, the dim light revealing a new discovery, with each step I take.
 
        I come upon a little structure that looks like a desk or a worktable equipped with a rustic wooden chair. The top of the table is covered with cobwebs, and on the wall behind it, more pictures are displayed. 
 
        I follow the edge of the light to the right, to the end of the table. At this end of the table there are no cobwebs or thick dust on the table, as if someone had recently wiped them away. On top of the table, I find several pieces of parchment skin that have the same picture writings as on the cave walls. Looking closer, I see one of the pieces of parchment with something written in English. 
 
        “The others too, would not leave our secret alone.”  My eyes widen, and a conclusion shoots from my brain. This is part of the same message that someone left on the windshield of the car. I look down and notice bits of charcoal sitting atop the table. This must be where the message, I pulled off from the windshield, was written with charcoal.
 
        But why; the questions float around my head like a thousand fireflies glowing in the dark.
 
        My cave adventure has left me feeling very uneasy now. I quickly exit the cave and make my way back to our camp. 
 
        It is still light outside, but the sun has sunk below the horizon. Walking into camp, I see Kelly busy stoking the fire. She wears a grim face and looks as if she has been crying. 
 
        Since I have been totally engrossed in my cave discovery experience, I have picked up very little firewood. I have only three small pieces of wood to show for my time away from camp. I drop them down beside the fire and clap the bark dust from my hands.
 
        “How’s it going Kelly?” I sense something cold and unfriendly is in the air. Kelly remains sober and refuses to look up. Her silence instantly makes me feel that a large finger is pointing right at me. 
 
        “Did you have a good rest?” I ask, kind of sheepishly.
 
        Kelly still hushed, continues to stir the fire.
 
        I guess I have entered that familiar dimension that men wander into, from time to time. It’s that universe where a woman wields a power more threatening than all the forces of nature combined. Without any physical display of might, or so much as a whisper from her lips, she communicates something that has the power to bring even the strongest man down to his knees: guilt. And the magical thing about it is; you are not necessarily required to know what you’re guilty of.
 
        The effect of her wiles is inescapable. I drop to my knees beside her, planning to beg for forgiveness, knowing that for some reason I am a cad.
 
        “What’s wrong? Did I do something to upset you?”
 
        You know that look you get at times like this. You have just asked a question, but for some reason they seem to be expecting you to already know the answer.
 
        It is the same kind of look my teacher would give me in grade school, when I would ask her if I could hand in today’s assigned homework tomorrow. Instead of her answering my question, she just stares at me with a kind of disgust. Now Kelly expects an answer from me, one that I am ill-prepared to give.
 
        “Tell me, what’s the matter?”
 
   She looks at me sternly and slowly prepares to expose her feelings.
 
        “Matthew Brooks! I told you that I didn’t want you to leave me alone. I woke up all alone and didn’t know where in the world you were.”
 
        “Is that all?” 
 
    Now I knew the instant I said these words, I became worthy only of death, and a death without the benefit of a decent burial.
 
   With her hands propped on the sides of her waist, she abruptly stands erect, her face about to rupture.
 
        “You have got to be the most insensitive human being on earth. You, you, jerk!”
 
        Tears begin to flow from her eyes, as she covers them with her hands. I lean over and put my arms around her. At first she resists, but then reluctantly allows me to tenderly console her in my arms.
 
        “I am so sorry. I am such an idiot! I just wasn’t thinking. Can you ever forgive me for being such a stupid idiot?” 
 
        Her soft little face sinks into my arms like a little kitten, as she quietly continues to sob for a minute or so. Still enclosed in my embrace, she raises her head back from my arms. 
 
        “I’ll forgive you,” she sniffles a little. “I’ll forgive you if you say you’re an idiot one more time.”
 
   I look into her beautifully large brown tearful eyes for a moment, and then start to smile. 
 
        “Not only will I say it, but I will thoroughly enjoy saying it. I am a great big fat idiot!”
 
        Her face looks like a dam about ready to burst. Hard as she tries, she cannot hold back the laughter. Then both of us release our emotions with laughter.
 
        An orchestra of crickets begins to play in the background, creating that familiar night companion sound, a sound that gives you that warm, kindly watched over feeling. 
 
        The dark of the night conceals everything, except for what our campfire light shines on. The stars above are so numerous and large, they appear as nature’s version of a nighttime in Las Vegas. Kelly and I sit on the blanket, glimpse at the stars, and stare into the fire. 
 
        Staring at the flickering fire is hypnotic. The burning wood crackles in protest of being consumed by the burning flames. I throw another piece of wood on the fire, and a thousand sparks are released into the air, like little newborn flames being allowed to venture out for the first time on there own.
 
         “I forgot to tell you Kelly, when I was gone looking for firewood, I found something kind of strange and bizarre.”
 
        “Something strange and bizarre; what did you find?” she asks, giving me her attention.
 
        “Only about one hundred yards from here, I found a small cave.”
 
        “A cave; cool, I’d like to see it.” She is excited, her attention now completely captured. Her perky anticipation and wide eyed excitement, reminds me of a little girl that has just opened the oven door to a fresh batch of cookies.
 
        “What is so strange and bizarre about the cave?”
 
        “Well for one thing, there are pictures or writings all over the walls of the cave.”
 
        “What kind of writings?”
 
        “I’m not really sure. I guess the best way to describe them, would be to say that they look a lot like Egyptian hieroglyphics
 
        “You’re kidding! What would Egyptian hieroglyphics be doing here in Montana?” she disputs my idea.
 
        “I don’t know.” I shrug my shoulders. 
 
        “I’ll take you back there tomorrow morning, and you can see it for yourself.”
 
        “I’m excited!” she claps her hands together.
 
        “Even if we find nothing at all, it beats sitting here waiting for someone to rescue us.”
 
        I rummage through my pack and pull out a couple of granola bars.
 
        “Are you hungry?” I gesture, holding a granola bar up in the air.
 
        “I hope you like peanut butter granola bars, ‘cause it’s all we got.”
 
        “Well, I guess it’s good that we at least have granola bars to eat. We could be stuck out here with absolutely nothing.” Kelly tries hard to have an appreciative attitude.
 
        “Just make believe, Kelly.”
 
        “Make believe? Make believe what?”
 
        “Make believe you are sitting at a water front table at the Blue Whale in Portland. You’re watching the moon glimmering on the Columbia River. You’re dining on Beef Rossini and drinking a glass of their best red Zinfandel. And of course, I’m there with you, making your dream picture perfect.” I close my eyes, as I presume to interpret her dream for her.
 
        “Yes, that sounds wonderful, I can just envision it,” Her eyes close. 
 
        All of a sudden she opens her eyes wide, as if something is wrong with her daydream. 
 
        “Actually, for my dream to be perfect, you wouldn’t be there,” she displays  rude confidence. 
 
        “In my dream there would be someone handsome, suave and debonair; a gentleman with a sense of humor.” She smiles with kind of an evil sneer.
 
        “Yes I agree.” 
 
        “I would revise that.  I would change it to you having dinner with Gregory, from the Classified Department.” Her expression changes quickly, from that of thinking she has been witty to one of total disdain of my presence.
 
        “That comment doesn’t even deserve the dignity of a response.” Her voice is barely audible.
 
        “I can picture you and Gregory, having an intimate dinner together. With wine in hand, each encircling the other’s wineglass with their arm, and then you both drink a toast to your future.” Now I’m having fun, and my mind is racing to figure out the next words of torment I can come up with.
 
        By now I think I am quite the jokester. I look over at Kelly and notice that along with her fading smile, she is also wearing an expression that says, “Your teasing has been cute up till now, but it is about to cross the border into being offensive.” 
 
        I decide to stop the forward momentum of my joking and come up with words that will repair any insulting cracks I may have caused.
 
        “No, you’re too beautiful and refined for the likes of Gregory,” I try to take a couple steps back into her favor.
 
   Kelly knows I am full of it, but extends to me a smile anyway.
 
        “That’s more like it.” she is enthusiastic. 
 
        With an inflated feeling of accomplishment, I give myself a high score for being charming.
 
        For a few moments both of us are quiet and become charmed by the spirited movement of the campfire. The crackle of the fire joins the chant of the crickets, creating a primitive kind of rhythm. The warm night breeze maneuvers its way around us, stroking our face as it passes, adding an affectionate feeling to the firelight trance.
 
        Like most healthy red-blooded young men, at a perfect opportune time like this, romantic thoughts come to mind. I mean, nature has spread before me its most romantic ambience possible, and I’m sitting here with the most beautiful woman in the world. What would any man do with this opportunity before him? The problem for me is that romance is something more chimerical and is not something I have mastered or naturally possess.
 
        For me, the skill of romance can only be found in romance novels, of which I have never read. The authors of such fantasies are able to think for days or weeks before they write. When they finally write, the characters have the ability to say just the right things, at just the right time, and look great no matter where they have been or what they have been through. 
 
        I feel romantic, but I have to be realistic. I don’t know what in the world to say, and I smell like a sweaty old rag, an old rag that has been rolled in red dirt. For but a moment, I indulge in my fantasy and daydream of a perfect romantic time and place. 
 
        I imagine I am a handsome swashbuckler, sailing on an old sixteenth century Spanish galleon. In my arms is Kelly, a beautiful intoxicating maiden with obsidian black hair. Her dress is torn, and her face is slightly soiled. She is terrified, but somehow feels safe within my muscular arms. 
 
        She looks up into my face with a worshipping gaze, as I heroically fight off the ravenous beast-like men, which may have been this beautiful maiden’s fate. 
 
        As my defense I use only my sword, chivalry, the sense of being morally right, and the bitter-sweet taste of adventure of which I love. I accomplish all of this with only a few curls of my hair handsomely out of place. 
 
        My eyes give birth to a squinting smile, as I float on this flight of fantasy. I look over at Kelly and realize now, that she is not a participating passenger of my daydream. 
 
        Less than captivated by my presence, Kelly has fallen asleep on the blanket next to me, slightly snoring. My flight of fantasy has crashed and burned.
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        I tilt my wrist toward the fire so I can look at my watch. Since it is almost 11:30, I decide to follow Kelly’s lead and try to get some sleep. As I lay on my back, the Big Dipper is suspended in the heavens before me, postured to empty its unknown stellar contents upon the earth below. 
 
        I try to make myself comfortable, but it feels like all the rocks in this god-forsaken country have now placed themselves under my back. I have no doubt it’s going to be a long, long night. 
 
        Not even realizing that I have fallen asleep, I suddenly awaken to some sort of rustling sound nearby. Focusing on the heavens above me for a second, I notice the Big Dipper is gone from the sky. Again I hear a brushing noise, and out of the corner of my eye I sense a slight movement.
 
        I stealthily raise my head, looking over into the darkness that Kelly occupies. There before me, a dim animated shadow is hovering over Kelly, who is still sleeping soundly. Shocked with surprise I sit up, and without thinking, yell out loud,
 
        “Hey! What do you think you are doing?”
 
        The shadowy phantom immediately comes to attention with a startled jolt, and then quickly takes flight through the cottonwood trees like a frightened fugitive.
 
        Kelly awakes from the commotion, trying to blink the sleep from her eyes. “What’s wrong Matt? Is something wrong?”
 
        For some time I am silent. Kelly rises up into a sitting position, and looks at me with a stunned kind of glare. After taking a deep breath, she realizes I am not focusing upon her, but looking at something directly behind her. After analyzing my stunned expression for another second, she quickly turns around and peers behind her into the darkness. She looks behind her, then at me, back and forth.
 
        “What are you looking at?” Her beautiful face is distorted by confusion. 
 
        “What’s wrong? Did you see something?” Her questions start to beget the tone of exasperation, because of my silence.
 
        “I don’t see a thing. It’s nothing!”
 
        By now I am standing up, still and silent. I take a few steps over by her side, without taking my eyes off the place the stranger made his exit into the blackness of the night.
 
        “Matt! Matt, would you say something?”    
 
        Kelly’s appeal releases me from my dazed hypnotic state. I solemnly look down at her. Still sitting on the blanket, Kelly watches my every move I make with entreating eyes. Her patience exhausted, she tries to kindly request an answer to her questions, once again.
 
        “What it is? What’s wrong? Did you see something?”
 
        “It was nothing,” I do not want to frighten her into a panic. 
 
        “I think I was just dreaming.”
 
        “Don’t tell me it was nothing! “ Kelly raises her voice, starting to get a little peppery. 
 
        “You look like you’ve just seen the Grim Reaper himself. You saw or heard something. Now what was it? Tell me! ”
 
        I glance again, back towards the place where the ghostly intruder departed into the ebony hollowness of the night. Kelly still watches every twitch I make, and imitates my questioning glance. For a moment the breeze makes its presence known again. The breeze meandering through the leaves of the trees sounds like an audience of spirits applauding our performance.
 
        “I am so sorry I woke you up. I just had a dream, made a bunch of noise, and woke you up for nothing. Let’s just forget it and go back to sleep, if we can.”
 
        “Matt?” She is obviously irritated at me. I sit down beside her and take both of her hands in mine.
 
        “I’m sorry I woke you up. Let’s just forget it and get some sleep. Okay?”
 
        Kelly furiously dumps herself onto the blanket, turns over, and shows her back to me in protest.
 
        I’ve always been told that the desert is a place of extremes. The days are scorching hot and the nights are freezing cold. This wild wasteland is no different. I sit down beside Kelly who has fallen asleep, and fold the remainder of the blanket over her. 
 
        Starting to shiver, I scrunch up and draw my legs up close, so that I can rest my chin on my knees. I lock my arms around the front of my legs, slightly rocking in an effort to hold on to my body heat. 
 
        The fire before me has been reduced to a crowd of glowing coals. After wearily watching the cluster of glowing embers for a while, they start to become a figment of my imagination. I imagine what it would look like, peering down from heaven upon a tiny lit up city at night, a thousand flickering lights revealing its existence.
 
        I quietly sit there, listening and watching. It is 1:30 in the morning, at least four hours till daybreak. Someone is out there in the concealment of the night; someone very interested in our presence. Maybe they are watching me right now, from some depraved and obscure vantage point. 
 
        I would act as the watchtower sentry this night, until the act of the sun rising would dissolve the obscurity of the night. Hopefully, Kelly would sleep peacefully, as peaceful as one can while sleeping on the ground.
 
        My decision to lie to Kelly about seeing a mysterious intruder was out of compassion. Yes, I am a big fat liar. But I hope I have exchanged my virtue for her well-being. I also hope the stranger that appeared and disappeared like a mirage never materializes again.
 
        I awake from the sudden nod of my head. Once again I have broken a promise to myself. I promised myself to stay awake no matter what. 
 
        Examining my surroundings, I see Kelly still asleep on the ground, curled up in the blanket. A pale light is signaling the birth of dawn. The dull ache of an insufficient sleep prompts me to sink my head into my hands. For a little while I close my eyes and allow myself to dwell on my discomfort.
 
        Awake enough to hear, but too lethargic to move, I hear a slight bustling noise behind me. I sit motionless, my face still cupped into my hands. I open my eyes inside the darkness of my hands, the outside light leaking through between my fingers. I hear the sound again, this time closer. My eyes start to fleet back and forth with alarm, and I begin to have trouble breathing. Paralyzing anxiety and fear begin to take hold of me.
 
        My father has always said that you’ve got to face your fears. I guess now is as good a time as any to see if my father was right.
 
   Whether it is friend, or the devil himself, I decide to turn around and face my fear.
 
        Taking my head from my hands I abruptly stand up and turn around. My arms are extended and the palms of my hands face out away from me. I look like some kind of campground policeman motioning someone to stop. As I turn around, two large Blue Jays are startled by my maneuver and fly up to a nearby tree limb. One of the feathered prowlers scolds me from its perch, and then flies off.
 
        I collapse back down onto the ground, dumfounded. How could someone use up so much energy, and become so terrified over two stupid birds? I must be a lot wearier than I realized. 
 
        My mother used to tell me that when things didn’t turn out the way I wanted them to, I should think positive. No matter what happens in your life, you should always think of ways to be encouraging to yourself. I’ve always endeavored to put that advice into action. I’m wondering now though, how to be positive and be encouraging to myself, when I feel so stupid. I am in the middle of nowhere and have just been scared to death by two Blue Jays. 
 
        I’ve not been attacked by some ravenous beast or assaulted by some crazed highwayman. I have been terrified to the point of wetting myself because of two stupid birds. I begin to feel a little weak and exposed, although I would only admit this to myself. Thank goodness Kelly is still asleep.
 
        The sun is starting to peek over the far off hills on the eastern horizon. I stand up and stretch, my muscles respond with aching protest. Picking up the gallon jug of water to take a drink, I find the water level in the jug to be very disturbing. There is hardly enough water for one person for one day, let alone two. 
 
        Kelly begins to stir. Still lying on the blanket, she begins to twist and contort her body, stretching it back to life. At the apex of her stretch, she makes a high-pitched groan, sounding like a woman about ready to give birth. I look at her and laugh out loud.
 
        “Sounds like you really enjoyed that stretch.” She smiles and sits up.
 
        “Good morning. Yes, I think the stretch was the most enjoyable part of the whole night.” She continues to stretch her arms up above her head.
 
        “Pretty rough night, wasn’t it?” I ask sympathetically. 
 
        “Oh I’m not complaining. I think I slept a little, off and on.” Kelly is trying very hard to be positive and not to make a fuss.
 
        “Well, I’ll tell you one thing Kelly, not very many ladies would look as beautiful as you do, after a night sleeping in the dirt.”
 
        “Don’t be ridiculous. I must look like the wicked witch of the West.”
 
        “Not from where I’m sitting,” I flirt a little. 
 
        “If you’re the wicked witch of the West honey, you can put a spell on me anytime you want.” I wink at her, looking straight into her eyes for a long moment. Slightly embarrassed, she looks up at the top of nearby trees as if she were searching for something. Standing up, she begins to walk aimlessly around the campsite, as if she were a tourist, touring our campsite for the very first time.
 
        “Hey Kelly!” Getting her attention, I throw her a granola bar for breakfast. “You wanna go over and see that cave?” 
 
        “That’s right! I forgot about the cave. That sounds wonderful. I’ll bring my camera.” Kelly has awakened with enough enthusiasm for the both of us this morning.
 
        Before we head off to the cave, I scan the ground of our camp. Kelly observes my hunting and becomes curious.
 
        “What are you looking for?” She wears a sweet innocent frown on her brow. Even though I hear her question I continue to concentrate on the task before me. I soon find what I am looking for, the right size of wooden stick to make a proper torch. 
 
        Finding an old forgotten rag in the back of the car, I wind and tie it on the end of the stick. I can feel Kelly watching every move I make. Out of the back of the Land Cruiser I haul out an old gas can, which contains a dribble of diesel. I douse the end of my torch with it. 
 
        “Okay we’re ready to go!” I announce with confidence.
 
        “You made a torch. That is so clever. You’re so smart.” Kelly’s excitement and praise acts as a restorative tonic to my ego. With renewed strength and vigor, I take the lead.
 
        It’s only 8:30 in the morning as we make our way to the cave. Already I am sweating profusely from the morning heat. The dirt under our feet, powder puffs with each step we take, leaving weightless little clouds of reddish exhaust trailing behind us.
 
        We walk by a thicket of small trees, and flush out a large covey of quail. Both Kelly and I are heart-stopping startled at the sudden uproar. The fifty or more birds fly off in unison.  
 
        It’s amazing I think to myself, that so many birds can fly as if one, as if they were all together in one thought, one purpose, and with the same destination in mind. It is like an orchestra of fifty musicians in concert, together they play a beautiful symphony.
 
        Arriving at the small bluff I had previously discovered, I take Kelly’s hand and we both slide down the embankment. After brushing off the red dust from our clothes, I lead the way over to the cave entrance. When I had been here before, the sun shone bright upon the threshold of the cave. This morning the sun is still low in the sky and does not offer the same bright light as before. The cave seems darker and more foreboding this time. 
 
        As we approach the cave entrance, Kelly has a wavering uncertain look upon her face. Her eyes widen as she turns her head and stares at me for a moment.
 
        “I don’t know if this is such a great idea.” She takes big swallowing gulp.
 
        “Nothing to it,” I assure her, even though I too feel uneasy. 
 
        “I’ll make it as light as day in there, just you watch.”
 
        I explore the inside of my pockets for my book of matches. Pulling out my hand from my pocket, I sift through some lint, a receipt from the café in Red Rock, my pocketknife, some loose change, and finally find the book of matches.
 
        Lifting my right foot up as far as I dare, I strike the match on my boot, and then light the torch. At first it bursts into flames like a Roman candle, it then stabilizes into a settled glowing flame.
 
        Torch in hand, I hunch down my head and enter the cave for my second time. Kelly follows, her hand clutching onto my shirttail.
 
        Instantly, we sense the cool damp climate of the cave. The torch lights up the complete interior of the cave, revealing all of its rock-walled secrets at once. 
 
        Lifting the torch up toward the dark unknown canopy overhead, I find we have at least three or four feet of headroom. Knowing what is above, and tired of being hunched over, I now give myself permission to stand erect. I walk straight ahead into the torch lit cavity, Kelly now vice-like grips my shirt with both hands.
 
        Our eyes slowly become accustomed to the tarnished light. The rock walls appear to fidget with motion, as the flaming torch shoots indiscriminate light everywhere. As soon as Kelly can see that the walls and ceiling are hiding no nightmarish creatures, she relaxes her clenched grip on my shirt.
 
        “Let’s go over here. I want to show you those hieroglyphic writings I was telling you about.” I motion to her to follow.
 
        “Okay, but stay close. Don’t go off somewhere and leave me alone.”
 
        I smile and look at her face. She looks like a little brown-eyed scared puppy, staring back at me.
 
        ”I’m not going to leave you.” I reach out to grab her hand. “Where I go, you go,” I assure her. We walk a few more steps until we stand before the rock wall. 
 
        Kelly begins to gape at the scene before us. Like some kind of a primordial museum exhibit from an ancient world, we find hundreds of pictorial type writings on the rock wall before us.
 
        We stand there for a moment, trying to consume the meaning of this ancient graffiti before us. Kelly’s mouth is still open with astonishment.
 
        “This is the most amazing thing I have ever seen. You have really found something,” She moves her head, looking up and down and from side to side.
 
        “I told you,” I childishly gloat a little. 
 
        “Who? Where? I mean how did these kinds of pictures get here, in the middle of Montana?” Kelly is blown away by the spectacle before us and is at a loss for words.
 
        “I don’t know. They definitely look like some kind of ancient writings. When I was here before, I was thinking that they looked similar to Egyptian hieroglyphics.”
 
        “That is exactly what they look like; Egyptian hieroglyphics.”
 
        “Yes, but they’re different somehow. Something about them is strange.” 
 
        “What do you mean ‘strange’?” Kelly questions me with a puzzled look on her face.
 
        “I don’t know. I can’t put my finger on it. It seems to me that the Egyptian hieroglyphics are mainly historical accounts about war or important accomplishments, or tell about some important person that was buried, or the giving of reverence to some Egyptian god. These pictures here seem to be more like instructions or some kind of manual to go by.”
 
        “Instructions? Instructions for what?” She questions my logic.  
 
        “I don’t know. I’m not really sure. You see these pictures here and here?” Directing her attention, I point towards the characters creatively illustrated on the wall. 
 
        “These men here look as though they are slaves that are leading or herding these animals somewhere.” Kelly nods her head in agreement.
 
        “I think you’re right. That’s what it looks like to me too. And these gentlemen here and here, look like they’re the ones in charge; you know, like the taskmasters of ancient Egypt,” she concludes. 
 
        “So maybe these pictures are instructions for dealing with the slaves, or possibly how to take care of their domestic animals, or both. I don’t know, maybe I’m wrong,” she gives an educated guess.
 
        “You know Kelly; this all seems kind of familiar to me.”
 
        “What do you mean, what’s familiar about it?”
 
        “This all reminds me of Jeremiah’s theory, about those human footprints that he showed us. Remember the human footprints we found that were right along with the dinosaur prints?”
 
        “Yes, of course.”
 
        “Well, if I understand it right, Jeremiah’s theory is that millions of years ago humans were herding dinosaurs through that ancient riverbed, right?” I recall to her.
 
        “Yeah, that sounds like Jeremiah’s theory all right, but you don’t think that these hieroglyphics in this cave have anything to do with Jeremiah’s footprint fossils do you?” 
 
        “Well, according to these drawings on the wall, it looks as if dinosaurs are being herded by humans. I think it is very interesting how these wall hieroglyphics seem to match Jeremiah’s theory of humans herding dinosaurs. At least, it makes me consider the possibility.”
 
        “Matt, you have a creative imagination. These are just ancient hieroglyphics telling the story of an ancient people taking care of their domestic animals, that’s all,” she denies my insinuation.
 
        “I don’t know; I think they may mean something different. They give me a kind of eerie feeling.” The torch light atmosphere inside the cave enhances the eerie feeling the wall pictures furnish.
 
        “I think you’re seeing things, Matt. The cave itself is kind of creepy, but there is nothing eerie about the hieroglyphics themselves.
 
        The animals they are herding can’t be dinosaurs. They are just crude drawings of sheep or cattle, the same kind of drawings of animals that have been found in caves throughout the world. They’re just herding farm animals, like mankind has been herding since the beginning of time.” Kelly tries to reason with me, striving to give the most convincing and believable explanation possible.
 
         “You know, I haven’t heard of anything like this being discovered anywhere in the Americas before; but there must be others that know about it. I mean, it seems unlikely that we would be the first ones to find it.”
 
        “It may seem unlikely, but here we stand, staring at some kind of ancient writings on a cave wall that no one has ever reported seeing.” She gestures her hand towards the wall. 
 
        “I think you’ve stumbled onto something really important here.” Kelly makes a good point, offering me title to the discovery.
 
        “We have discovered it together. I just hope your camera will be able to take some decent pictures inside this cave.”
 
        “My camera will take pictures anywhere I tell it to.”  
 
   Like an artist, she begins to work magic with her camera. 
 
   To give Kelly the best light for her pictures, I attempt to hold the torch appropriately. Since we are entombed deep inside this small cavern, the whirring of the camera and the fizzling of the torch are the only sounds that can be heard.
 
        Kelly’s explanation for the dinosaur-looking animals sounds reasonable. I try hard to ignore Jeremiah’s theory about humans herding dinosaurs.
 
        After I think about everything for awhile, I become comfortable with a possible explanation. I think whoever was responsible for painting these pictures on these walls, was probably an educated scribe but not an accomplished artist. 
 
        The animals that have been sketched on these walls definitely look more like dinosaurs than farm animals, but no one ever domesticated a Brontosaurus that I am aware of. They must be just crudely drawn pictures of sheep or cows, like Kelly said.
 
        I realize when these pictures were created, they were making do with what they had. I mean they were writing on rock walls, for heaven’s sake. One couldn’t expect the pictures to look like great works of art. The main thing was to make instructions on how and where to herd cows or whatever they were herding. They weren’t trying to make sure the drawings of cows looked exactly like cows. 
 
        So what if the artist’s cows look more like a Brontosaurus than a Holstein. The point is, even though the animals are crudely drawn, if you follow the instructions, you would become successful in herding the animals.
 
        While Kelly continues to capture our discovery on film, I study the writings further. I notice a portion of the wall that appears to show the ancient taskmasters coming down or floating from the sky or the heavens, landing upon pyramid shaped structures. The slaves look as if they are bowing, awaiting their arrival. I wonder what the cryptic meaning is to all of this.
 
        Looking at the wall area showing the pyramids once again, something interesting catches my eye. Atop the largest pyramid, I see a marking that looks familiar. I know I have seen this symbol somewhere before. I rack my brain to remember. Maybe I’ve seen it in some Egyptian exhibit in a museum. Or maybe I … 
 
        All of a sudden it comes to me that the symbol or mark looks exactly like the German Swastika of the forties. I quickly inspect all the walls that the light allows me to. I now see what I didn’t notice before. This swastika type symbol is displayed everywhere throughout all these ancient pictures
 
        I find it extremely curious to have such a symbol so prominently displayed in these ancient writings. Everywhere the taskmasters are, the symbol appears. Some of them even wear the symbol on there clothing. 
 
        I also find it very curious that, when I examine the drawings of the slaves, the Swastika symbol is not found among them anywhere. 
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        Kelly finishes taking pictures, and puts her camera back in its case.
 
        “This cave is so awesome; I was able to fill three rolls of film. We should have enough photographs to open our own museum. I think I am going to be a little sad when we leave this place.”      
 
        “That’s good. We’ll need some pictures to back up our story when we get back to The Herald. You know Lloyd; he is fanatical about having proof. Plus, it will be nice to give him something for all this lost time.” 
 
        “We can’t help being marooned in the middle of nowhere. It’s not like we planned it, and are having the time of our lives.”
 
        “I know, but you forget, Lloyd does not necessarily believe in logic. His religion is based on time, money, and power. He is going to throw a fit over you and I being away this long. 
 
         I’ll just feel a little better, knowing we have something extra to give him while he is throwing a fit. It will make things just a little bit more tolerable for us when we get back.”
 
        “If, we get back!” Kelly shouts back, sarcastically. 
 
        The sunlight now shines in through the cave entrance from the outside and makes the cave opening glow. The radiance produced becomes so bright that it gives the appearance of some kind of holy celestial event, about to take place.
 
        Kelly bends over to tie her shoes, with her back toward the illuminated entrance. As she tightens the shoestring of her shoe into a bow, her head pops up, her mouth opens, and she is shocked to attention.
 
        “What’s wrong?” I am taken back by her behavior.
 
   Kelly abruptly stands erect and looks at me with her mouth agape. She looks as if someone just forced an ice cube down her back, and looks at me as if I am the guilty culprit.
 
        “What in the world is wrong?”
 
        “Shush Matt, I hear something.” 
 
        Her curtness comes as a surprise to me. Feeling a little wounded, I stand there quietly.
 
        Gradually, Kelly’s face creates a smile. Her countenance turns slowly from astonishment to a toothy grin.
 
        “Do you hear it? Do you hear it?”
 
        I quietly listen for a moment, hearing nothing but the dead silence of the cave. About to tell Kelly she is hearing things, I detect a slight low-pitched humming noise.
 
        Kelly suddenly bolts out of the cave, leaving me standing there holding the nearly extinguished torch.
 
        “Come out here Matt, you can hear it better.” I watch Kelly as she excitedly begins to perform hopping maneuvers, just outside the cave entranceway.
 
        “What is it Kelly, what do you hear?” I can hear nothing else now, except for Kelly’s fidgeting movements.
 
        “Someone is coming; I hear a car coming. Let’s hurry over to the road so they’ll see us; come on.” Kelly is off, before I have a chance to respond.
 
        Taking one last quick look around inside the cave, I then walk to the cave entrance, returning this antiquated discovery back to its shroud of darkness. I drop the torch on the ground, stomp out its flame, and leave the mysterious ancient world of the cave behind me.
 
        I can only climb the steep embankment at a snail’s pace. Reaching the top, I start to run towards our camp, which is about a hundred yards away. Kelly has run far ahead of me, and is out of sight.
 
        I am so out of shape; less donuts and more exercise, I tell myself. I look off to the horizon past our camp, and see a plume of dust rising. The continuous traveling cloud of dust suggests a vehicle cruising on a dirt road nearby.
 
        Still running, and totally exhausted, I see our camp in the distance. Kelly is jumping up and down, ecstatically, at a Jeep that is driving by our camp. The Jeep pulls up next to our Land Cruiser and stops. As I run up to the Jeep, I recognize the driver right away.
 
        “Jeremiah! You are a sight for sore eyes.” Grabbing onto his hand I shake it with elated enthusiasm.
 
        “G-day mate! Miss Kelly! You liked our little country club out here so much; you decided to stay for awhile, did ya?” Jeremiah smiles, sitting there in his Jeep with his hat on, he looks like some kind of animal safari guide from TV.              
 
        “Yeah, it has been just like a holiday. But our little holiday turned into a nightmare.” I point over to the Land Rover’s deflated tires. 
 
        “Crikey, how did that happen?”  With his mouth popped open and his hand on his chin, Jeremiah looks down at the vehicle’s tires with bewilderment.
 
        “Somebody cut them for us Jeremiah; they put a knife to all four tires.” Jeremiah shakes his head back and forth in silence. 
 
        “I don’t understand this at all, mate. There ain’t a living soul around here for twenty-five miles, except for my campin’ blokes back at Mesozoic Park. Did you see a truck or vehicle of any kind?” Jeremiah asks, visibly stunned.
 
        “Jeremiah, I haven’t seen any cars or trucks or boats or planes. The only human being we have seen since we’ve been here was a guy in a hat and coat yelling for help, and he up and disappears on us. I don’t know if he is the vandal or if it was someone else.”
 
        “Blimey mate! That sounds pretty peculiar all right. I can’t imagine someone wearing a coat out here. I can understand wearin’ a hat yes; but not a coat. You better put your gear in the back here mate, and come with me. How are you doing Miss Kelly? Are you doing OK?”
 
        “I’m doing all right Jeremiah, now that you’re here. I’m just tired, dirty, and a little hungry; nothing that a shower, good food, and a good night’s sleep wouldn’t cure.”  
 
        “Well, I’d be proud to give you a ride to your heart’s desire. Hop in little lady.” He motions an invitation to her with his hand. 
 
        “And as you Yanks say... Let’s hit the road.”
 
        “Hold on Jeremiah, I have to show you something important,” I  hold both hands up in excitement.
 
        “Can it wait mate? We best be getting on the road,” he objects kindly, as he shades his eyes from the morning sun.
 
        “It will only take a few minutes, Jeremiah, and I’m sure it’s something you would want to see,” I try to sound convincing.
 
        “Can we drive there mate? Then Miss Kelly won’t have to walk.” Kelly smiles and enjoys the special attention.
 
        “Sure, it’s only a hundred yards or so, that way.” I point towards the area where the unknown cave is hidden.
 
        Kelly and I gather our stuff and hop into the Jeep. We drive until we once again come upon the little bluff, with the cave hidden beneath it. Jeremiah and I jump out, but Kelly seems reluctant to come with us.
 
        “Do you want to stay here in the Jeep? I’ll be all right here for awhile. It feels good to have a soft place to sit.”
 
        “All right then. We’ll go down just long enough for Jeremiah to take a quick look, and then come right back. You just sit here and relax and look beautiful; okay.” Kelly’s big brown eyes twinkled.
 
        Jeremiah brings his flashlight and we proceed to the cave. After about twenty minutes we reappear at the Jeep. Kelly has her head tilted back on the seat rest, and her eyes are closed.
 
        “I am going to make a few phone calls. If I’m not mistaken, you have stumbled onto something pretty big here. If it turns out to be as big of a discovery as I think it will, I’ll make sure you and Miss Kelly receives the credit for it, plus anything else that comes from it.”
 
        “I’m not really worried about getting my name in the paper, Jeremiah. I get my name in the paper every time I write an article for The Herald. I’m mainly interested in getting some experts down here to see what this is all about.”
 
        “You never know mate, you never know. This little discovery may make you both rich and famous.” Jeremiah smiles so big, I can see one of his gold teeth shining.
 
        “All I care about right now is a shot of Jack Daniel’s, a bath and a gigantic steak, and in that order.”
 
        “Right mate, let’s get this bloody rescue on the road.”
 
        I jump in the back of the Jeep, Kelly puts her seat belt on, and we are off. Next stop… Red Rock, Montana.
 
        As we pull around onto the main dirt road, I look up and see a figure standing on the sand dune above where we camped, far away. It looks like the same character that I had chased after before. Jeremiah and Kelly are involved in a friendly conversation, talking and laughing, so I say nothing of the sighting. 
 
        All the events that have transpired in the last couple of days swirl around inside my head, colliding into one another. 
 
        Who is the sand dune stranger? Is he the same one I saw at Jeremiah’s dinosaur dig? Is he the same I saw outside my apartment building? What’s his interest in me? Is he the same one who wrote that threatening message on parchment and left it on our windshield? Is he the one that slashed our tires?
 
        I found more parchment with similar writing on it in the cave. Did this stranger live or work in the cave? What about the cave wall picture drawings, surely he had nothing to do with those? I find no answers, only more questions. My head hurts from trying to piece this bizarre puzzle together.
 
        In the past few weeks of my life, I have received two life-threatening messages. One such message came from the man who posed as a Forest Ranger, the same man I saw at the airplane crash in Portland. Now we get another life threatening message left on our windshield.
 
        Both messages have warned me to stop finding out information, or to stop uncovering some carefully guarded secret, or it would mean my life. Could these two threatening messages be from the same source? Could they have come from the same person or persons?  
 
          Somewhere ahead of us is the little town of Red Rock, Montana. On this winding red dirt road full of ruts, it will take us a little over an hour to get there. Giving my mind rest, I set these unanswered questions aside temporarily, and think only of the steak and shot of Jack Daniel’s awaiting me in civilization.  
 
        In a little desert valley, about two miles in front of us, we see the town of Red Rock, Montana. The jostling and shaking of the Jeep traveling on this rugged dirt road, has made it impossible to relax. We have been on the dusty road for about an hour, and it will feel good to sleep on a real bed between two sheets tonight.
 
        Feeling a little uplifted by the sight of civilization, I decide to tell Kelly that I would like to take her out to a special dinner in Great Falls tonight. Before I can get the words out of my mouth, surprisingly my cell phone rings. I stare at the phone, stunned that it actually is ringing; it rings one more time before I pick it up and push the button.
 
        “Hello, this is Matt.”
 
        “Yes Matt, this is Lloyd.” Only frigid unfriendly silence follows Lloyd’s greeting.
 
        “So Lloyd, how’s everything at The Herald?”
 
        “Fine.” Lloyd is such a conversationalist, I think to myself.
 
        “What’s up Lloyd?”
 
        “Well, for one thing Matt, I am waiting for an explanation.”
 
        “What do you mean explanation?”
 
        “I expected you both back here yesterday. I expected a story in my hands this morning, in order to put into print for this afternoon’s paper. I would like an explanation, why those things didn’t happen?”
 
        I begin to feel like a small horse is galloping up and down inside my stomach now. Before this conversation is done, I know that one little horse in my belly will turn into a large corral of angry wild stallions. I will try my best to be civil.
 
        “Somebody slashed our tires half-way back to Red Rock, Lloyd. We had to camp in the middle of the Montana badlands last night. The head paleontologist at the dinosaur dig, Jeremiah James, rescued us only this morning.”    
 
        “Now why would anyone slash your tires in the middle of nowhere, Matt?”  
 
        “That’s the question, isn’t it Lloyd?” I’m exhausted and am beginning to really get ruffled at his questions and probable insinuations.
 
        “Like I said, I was really counting on having this story today.”
 
        “Did you hear what I just said? It was not humanly possible to make it there by today. Anyway, Kelly and I have been through a lot. We are going to need a couple of days of rest, when we finally do get back.” A few seconds of dead silence comes in reply.
 
        “Matt, it sounds like you and Miss O’Hara have had plenty of time to rest; sounds as though you had a little mini vacation over there.”
 
        I remember what my father had said to me not long ago, ‘even if you hate your boss, look for things your can learn from him’. I know that this is good advice, especially when it comes from my father. I wonder though, if learning how to be cold-blooded and cold-hearted was what my father had in mind. At this point, it seems these attributes are the only things Lloyd Hatch has the ability to teach. He definitely is well-versed and well-educated in them. I take a deep breath. I grit my teeth so that my tongue will not find a way to escape.
 
        “It wasn’t a vacation I assure you; it was hell. Like I said, we look forward to a couple of days to recuperate.”
 
        “I know that is what you would like, Matt. Right now it isn’t possible. I have a very important assignment for you and Miss O’Hara to pursue.”
 
        “Why do you have to approach every situation in such a ruthless and cold-hearted manner Lloyd?” I reply as calmly as I can muster.
 
        “I endeavor to approach every situation in a straightforward professional manner, Matt. I think it’s only fair to expect the same from you and Kelly.
 
        In fact that is what I am paying for; professional journalists. I need two professionals to go to Seattle and make a report on the new Historical Museum Exhibition, at the Seattle Center. Do you and Miss O’Hara want the job, or do I hire a couple of other professionals to take your place?”
 
        This time the silence is on my side of the phone. 
 
        Right now I feel like opening my mouth and letting all those corralled horses out, all at once. Yes, let them out and have them trample over Lloyd’s little weasel head, over and over again. 
 
        I must have very strong jaws, because I seem to have been successful at holding back such a substantial stampede of pent-up fury.
 
        “We’ll be there tomorrow.”
 
        “Fine Matt. It will probably take a couple of days to get the complete scoop. I’ll expect you on Monday with the lowdown on the museum exhibition, along with the dinosaur story you undoubtedly already have. See you then.”
 
        I push the OFF button on the cell phone. I feel like I am in shell shock. Lloyd blasted me to kingdom come, and it seems like I didn’t even defend myself.
 
        I sit there stunned, in the back of the pitching and shaking Jeep. I toss the cell phone, and it lands next to my feet on the rusting floorboard of the bouncing vehicle. 
 
        I look at Kelly as she happily talks to Jeremiah. I don’t have the heart or the will to tell her of our next immediate assignment. It can wait, I decide. I can only hope that after a full belly and a good night’s sleep, I will be more optimistic.  
 
        When we arrive in Red Rock, we say our good-byes to Jeremiah. He reassures me that he will make sure the right people are contacted to investigate the cave and interpret what it contains. He will get back to me later, after the investigation and research is completed.
 
        Kelly and I sit in the little hangar café and order the biggest hamburgers they’ve got. The pilot packs all our belongings into that little 8-passenger twin prop plane, once again and we fly back to Havre, Montana. There, we catch a flight to Great Falls.
 
        As our plane makes its approach to the Great Falls Airport, I decide now is as good time as any, to tell Kelly of the immediate and pending assignment Lloyd has given us.
 
        “How are you feeling?  Kelly looks at me curiously.
 
        “Oh, I’m doing fine I guess. I am a little exhausted, but after a day or so of rest and relaxation, I’ll be as good as new.”
 
        “I hate to tell you this; I really do.”
 
        “Tell me what?” Kelly knows something is coming now.
 
        “Lloyd called when we were on the road to Red Rock. He wants us to go to Seattle to cover an opening of a museum exhibition at the Seattle Center.”
 
        “You mean after we have a few days to catch our breath, don’t you?” 
 
        “No, he made it quite plain that we are to go before we come back to Portland.”
 
        “That’s absurd.” Kelly cannot believe it.
 
        “Lloyd is a cold-hearted callused man. Unless you or I want to quit our job; like it or not, I guess we will have to go to Seattle. We’ll go to Seattle like professionals, take some pictures, and come back with a story. I think Lloyd is going to try and press us, as far as he can press us, just to see if we quit. 
 
        What do you say we prove him wrong one more time?” I make an appeal, using our dignity and self-respect as a weapon of incentive, hoping we both can rise to the challenge. Actually, without Kelly by my side, I don’t think I even want to try and rise to the occasion. Kelly looks into my eyes, considering my words seriously, then replies.  
 
        “I would love to prove Lloyd wrong. And I don’t want to let you down either. I think more importantly, I don’t want to let myself down. Let’s go to Seattle.”
 
         I smile and gaze at her admiringly. I lean over and hug her tight, then peer into her eyes.
 
        “Kelly; You are quite a woman. It has been very nice to work with someone like you, and it has been very nice to have you for a friend.”
 
        The words come easy, even though I feel a little uneasy saying them.
 
        “You are a good friend too, Matt. Let’s just forget how tired we are, go to Seattle, and give Lloyd the best darn story he has ever had,” she seems to be inspired now with warm-blooded zeal.
 
        “I’m with you.” 
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        It is four o’clock in the afternoon. SeaTac International Airport outside of Seattle is full of people, with everyone rushing somewhere. Kelly and I hail a cab to the curbside, the yellow car screeches to a halt before us. It is pouring buckets of water, so we cover our heads with newspapers as we step down into the cab.
 
        “To the Olympic Hotel,” I direct the cabby.
 
        “Yes sir, to the Olympic it is.”
 
        “Matt! The Olympic Hotel? That’s kind of an expensive hotel, isn’t it?”               
 
        “Yes, it is. This is a token of Lloyd’s appreciation for our coming to Seattle without needed rest.”
 
        “You mean Lloyd knows about it?” Kelly curiously inquires.
 
        “No, but since I am such a nice guy, I am going to let Lloyd take credit for it later, when the bill comes.” 
 
        “You are bound and determined to get us fired, aren’t you?”
 
        “Don’t worry your pretty little head about anything. If worse comes to worse, I’ll be the fall guy. The worse thing that could happen is that Lloyd fires me, and then you wouldn’t have to work me with any longer.”
 
        “Actually, when you consider those prospects, it sounds pretty good. Plus, I get to stay in a luxury hotel to boot,” she teases.
 
        “How far is it to the Seattle Center from the hotel?” I ask the cab driver.
 
        “Not far. Actually you can take the Monorail right to the Center; it only costs a quarter. In fact we’ll go right by the Monorail downtown station on our way to the hotel. It will take you directly to the Seattle Center.”
 
        “That sounds great, thanks”. 
 
        The Olympic Hotel, an old European-style opulent hotel, was created to be a renaissance of elegance. We walk into the hotel lobby and try not to gawk at all the lavish appointments around us like a tourist. This time we request a room for each of us. Hell or high water, or Lloyd Hatch, we will sleep and eat in style tonight. Kelly and I go our separate ways, each to indulge in the luxury of our spacious hotel room. 
 
        This hotel room is about the same size as my apartment back home, I think to myself. The bell man opens the window, overlooking the piers and the shipping activities of Puget Sound. I give him five bucks and then I am left alone. I feel like I have been anointed as king of a small country, which is isolated from the rest of the world. All this luxury and space for one person. I feel out of place, but I think I could get used to it. 
 
        I flop myself onto the king size bed in my bedroom. It feels like angels have just laid me upon a bed of clouds. I’ve never slept on clouds before, and I have never been this relaxed before in my life. I close my eyes, and I am soon sound asleep.
 
        From the nearby Seattle harbor, the sudden sound of a freighter’s breathy tuba-sounding foghorn jerks me awake. Since I feel as though I am now a resident of the seventh heaven, I decide to allow myself to drift back asleep. As I float somewhere between awake and blissful slumber, I hear a faint paper rustling sound from the door.
 
        Reluctantly, I raise my head up from the bed and look out through the bedroom doorway, over towards the bottom of the entrance door to my suite. It looks as though someone outside my door is attempting to slide a letter or an envelope through the threshold opening of the door. 
 
        More alert now and wary to the possibilities of what is going to happen next, I quickly sit up on the side of the bed and watch a large piece of paper complete its entrance under the door. The shadow I see through the crack underneath the door moves away quickly.
 
        I stare at the unsolicited envelope that lies on the floor. I stand up cautiously, move away from the bed and then slowly walk over to the envelope. Probably it is just the housekeeper or something. I stand at the door for another second listening for any activity outside my room. Leaning over, I pick up the envelope and carefully tear it open and read the enclosed.
 
        “I have warned you before…Don’t mistake my warning for a lie… Because if you speak of these things… You will positively… Die.”
 
        As I finish reading these words, I become totally unaware of my surroundings. For that matter, in that moment, I am unaware of the existence of the entire world. This is the third time I have been served such a warning.
 
        I feel as though I have walked into a deep mire of quandary, not knowing the way out.    
 
        With a collapse I sit on the bed, and shake my head in confusion. Why do I keep receiving these warnings? What have I done that makes me worthy of such warnings?  Why me, what have I done?  
 
        Yes, why me? The only thing I have had time for lately is my work. The only stories I have been working on lately are boring tabloid-type stories that people see in the paper everyday. I can’t think of anything that I have done that is worthy of death. 
 
        I mean, I am pretty sure that I would remember being responsible for some carnage or evil act of violence. I have had a few thoughts that would be classified as sinful, but I cannot remember committing any crimes that would deserve capital punishment. In fact, lately, I haven’t had time to commit or be guilty of any crimes, misdemeanors or otherwise. To my recollection, I have not been guilty of even stealing candy from a baby, lately that is.   
 
        Those strangers that keep popping up, the one with the eyes, and the one with the hat and coat, come into my mind now. Could these strangers be the ones giving me warnings? 
 
        The warnings keep saying not to reveal their secret. What in the world is the secret that I am supposed to know? What secret am I supposed to say nothing about? Is it because I’ve seen them? So what, so I’ve seen them, who cares? 
 
        I think for a moment, about the several times I’ve seen the strangers. I don’t recall anything that happened or anything that I have done that would make me a threat to them. Maybe it is something I don’t even realize I’ve seen, but what? 
 
        There was the stranger, the one with the eyes at the Portland airport, and in the woods as a Forest Service Ranger. Of course, it is very strange that I also found his face in a 1937 newspaper clipping—an old photograph that was taken right as the Hindenburg disaster was happening. Maybe he is trying to keep that fact quiet? It is also very strange that he looks as if he hasn’t aged a bit in those seventy-odd years. And of course, my father saying that he saw this same man shoot President Kennedy in 1963 definitely adds to this mystery. 
 
        The man wearing the hat and long coat, I’m not at all sure what he is all about, or how he fits into all of this.
 
        When I stop to consider everything, it sounds so absurd, so bizarre. But really, what have I discovered? There exists only a bottomless pit of mystery, along with a head full of questions. There has got to be more to the puzzle. In fact, that’s all that I’ve discovered; a puzzle. I don’t know why that merits death. Nevertheless, someone out there is warning me, and someone out there feels so threatened by what they think I know that they will kill me to shut me up.   
 
        I look at my watch; it’s 6:38 pm. Once again, Kelly is fashionably late. The Emerald Peacock is a little intimidating, at least for me anyway. I’ve never been to any restaurant that I can remember, that was this formal, or had the word  ‘peacock’ in its name. 
 
        The only restaurant that I’ve been to that was named after a bird is that quirky little coffee shop in Portland, down on El Dorado drive, called the Rusty Rooster. Somehow, I don’t think my experience at the Rusty Rooster has prepared me for the elegant dining experience before me.
 
        My waiter sets my second Jack and Coke down in front of me. I pick the drink up and take a big mouthful of the distilled liquid fusion. Looking up, I see Kelly entering the room. At the sight of her, I completely lose the ability to swallow. It’s like having a gun that is cocked and ready to fire, but the finger is too weak to pull the trigger. 
 
        Kelly looks like a beautiful chiffon apparition, floating into the room. Everyone’s eyes abandon whatever they are doing; they turn and stare at her. Her entrance captivates and bewitches everyone in the room. I finally find the strength to swallow, and look quickly at what I’m wearing. It is unmistakably clear that my jeans and aloha shirt are the wrong attire for this occasion.  
 
        Kelly walks to our table; the waiter pulls out her chair and adjusts it for her. I try to open my mouth, without looking too flustered.
 
        “Where did you come from?”
 
        “What on earth are you talking about?”
 
        “You must be from another planet, because I haven’t seen anything this beautiful on earth.”
 
        “Oh Matt, that is so sweet.”  
 
        “Where did you get such a fetching dress anyway? I was under the impression we both were bringing casual attire on these assignments.” I try to talk without sounding out of breath.
 
        “I hope you don’t mind, but a girl always tries to come prepared for every occasion.”
 
        “I don’t mind at all. I hope you won’t mind eating dinner with jeans and an aloha shirt.”
 
        “Oh don’t be ridiculous. You look great.”
 
        “Yeah well, it’s like putting a beautiful diamond along side a wooden nickel.”
 
        “Don’t be silly, it’s not that way at all and you know it. Now, why don’t we order, I’m starving.”
 
        “Okay, but I still think I’m getting the best end of the deal. But if you don’t mind being seen with me, I’m not going to complain.”
 
        Just as I finish trying to be witty, the maître d’ of the restaurant, comes up to our table.
 
        “Pardon me sir; I’m sorry I wasn’t present when you came in. I would have been able to inform you that we require a tie and jacket in the Emerald Peacock room. I would be happy to supply that for you if you would like.”
 
        I look over at Kelly for a second, and then we both burst out laughing. I’m sure the guy didn’t have the foggiest notion what was so funny. 
 
        “What was your name?” I ask the maître d’.
 
        “James, sir.”
 
        “James, I would be proud to slip on a coat, if you have my size. And if you have a tie that will go with the yellow parrots on my Hawaiian shirt, I’d be glad to wear that too.”
 
        Kelly and I snicker a little, as I stand to follow the maître d’ out to the cloakroom to put on the required tie and coat for the evening. 
 
        The evening is going well; I mean how it could be otherwise.  Good food, fine wine, and dining with a very beautiful lady. Every once in a while Kelly looks over at my tie and aloha shirt and chuckles. But I don’t mind being laughed at, as long as she is willing to sit on the other side of the table from me.
 
        Walking back to our rooms later, we talk about our assignment.
 
        “How long do you think it will take us to complete this assignment?” 
 
        “I don’t know. Unless this proves to be more than just the usual typical museum exhibit, I think one good day should do it. But you know as well as I do, there’s always a chance for a surprise to pop up somewhere.”
 
        I ask for Kelly’s key and open her door into her room. She enters the doorway and turns around, looking up at me with those chocolate brown eyes.
 
        “Thanks for the great evening Matt.” 
 
        “Don’t thank me, thank the chef. He’s the one that spread the table for us. Oh, I guess you can thank Lloyd too, since he is paying for it.”
 
        “Don’t be stupid, Matt. I enjoyed your company, that’s what made it great.”
 
        “Being with you this evening was heaven, pure heaven. I’m going to file it away in my treasured memories file.”
 
        “The exhibit doesn’t open till ten, so we’ll have plenty time for breakfast before we go. I’ll give you a call about eight, okay?” 
 
        “That sounds good.”  I lean down and kiss her on her cheek 
 
        “Good night, sweet dreams.” 
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                                  TWELVE 
 
                 
 
        At 9:30 the next morning we take a taxi to the Monorail terminal. We ride the Monorail for about ten minutes to the Seattle Center. Stepping off onto the Seattle Center terminal, our eyes slowly follow a great inanimate structure up to the blue sky above. The Space Needle, the grand iconic romantic landmark of Seattle. 
 
        The museum exhibit is located in the cultural arts building next to the Space Needle. We proceed to the entrance of the building, and step up to ticket window and show our press cards to a young lady behind the counter. With a professional and very upbeat manner she asks us to wait a few minutes, while she talks to her manager. 
 
        After a few moments, she gives us each a day pass to the exhibition, and wishes us both a wonderful day. Talking about wonderful, I would like to meet someone with that kind of attitude everywhere I go, I think to myself.
 
        Even though it is only 10:15, there is already an impressive crowd assembled to view the exhibits.  While Kelly stops to get a drink from a drinking fountain, I step over to the information booth and pick up an exhibit brochure.  ‘World History Traveling Museum.’ The brochure is titled. 
 
        As I read further, I see that there are five separate exhibits contained in this traveling museum. Exhibit 1: History of flight, Exhibit 2: Famous Crimes, Exhibit 3: History of war, Exhibit 4: Famous disasters, and Exhibit 5: Myths of History, are the themes for exhibits. I can’t wait to dig into each of them. It looks like it will be an educational day.
 
        As I approach the first exhibit, the History of Flight, Kelly instantly busies herself taking pictures. The exhibit starts with the Wright Brothers, and continues on through to our present-day Space Shuttle program. 
 
        The exhibit includes many personal belongings from famous people who were pioneers in the history of flight. Charles Lindbergh’s personal logbook is here, from the trip he made across the Atlantic; actual letters Charles wrote to his wife Anne, while he flew to fame, as well as other Lindbergh memorabilia are on exhibit. 
 
        One of the Wright Brothers’ leather headgear and a pair of boots are on display, along with many design sketches of their plane; sketched and designed sometime prior to their famous flight.
 
        Continuing on in the History of Flight Exhibit, we approached a huge hanging picture of Amelia Earhart. The title, ‘The Mystery of Amelia Earhart,’ is written on a banner above the display. 
 
        Many personal letters of Amelia Earhart are displayed here, letters that she had received from fans, wishing her success just before her famous flight into history. 
 
        Next to the display of letters to Amelia Earhart there is a small video screen, that plays live film interviews with Amelia Earhart, most of which have never before seen or heard before. 
 
        I press the play button and watch the old newsreel. Amelia Earhart is standing before her famous plane, taking questions from a crowd of reporters. After each question is asked, she steps up to several microphones and graciously answers their questions. Then a man from NBC stands up and asks her a question. 
 
        “Miss Earhart, I’m Robert Jones from NBC. Tell us please, how many letters have you received from well-wishers, and have all of them wished you well?” he asks. The small crowd chuckles at the question. Miss Earhart smiles at the question, and then begins to labor at giving an appropriate answer. 
 
        “I have received many letters wishing me a successful journey. I want to say to everyone who took the time to write me; thanks to all of you from the bottom of my heart. It has made me more determined then ever to finish my dream and my goal.” Everyone cheers supportively. The same man from NBC steps up again and waits for the cheering to die down before he continues.
 
        “Miss Earhart,” he calls out. At first she acts as if she doesn’t hear him, so he tries again. 
 
        “Miss Earhart!” This time everyone in the crowd undeniably hears him.
 
        Miss Earhart reluctantly steps up to the microphones once again. She points at the reporter.
 
         “I’m sorry; this has got to be the last question.”
 
        “Miss Earhart, you told us about all the letters from your fans, but what about letters you received that weren’t supportive. Did you receive any negative letters, Miss Earhart?”
 
        Now, the famous Amelia Earhart becomes noticeably uneasy with such a question. Twice she opens her mouth ready to speak, but something inside of her stops her short. She contemplates and weighs her words carefully. 
 
        “Mr. Jones, to be honest with you, not all the letters I have received have wished me well.” Amelia Earhart begins to step away from the microphones.
 
        “Miss Earhart! Why would you say that some of the letters have not wished you well, and what specifically did the letters say that made them negative, in your opinion?”
 
        Miss Earhart thinks for a moment, her face appears solemn.
 
        “Ladies and gentlemen,” she begins. 
 
        “It is 1937; we live in the most exciting time in history. God is granting amazing advances in science and technology. Each day that we wake up, something new is discovered or invented. It is marvelous, but at the same time, for some, it can be hard to see our old ways of life being sacrificed to a new modern world. 
 
        New discoveries can be wonderful and impressive, but they can also be frightening. Now in this modern age, mankind has the ability to fly. With the ability to fly, what is next on the horizon?
 
        Ladies and gentlemen, I say anything we set our minds to, we will attain. That idea frightens some people. 
 
        Some letters I have received are negative, because I think they are scared, scared of what the future might bring.” 
 
        “Have any of the letters contained any threats to you personally?” The reporter digs deeper.
 
        Miss Earhart is visibly irritated now, but keeps her composure.
 
        “Mr. Jones, I will make one last comment concerning negative letters I have received. I know what you’re driving at, and the answer is yes; I have received letters that contain threats to my life,” She has now becomes visibly emotional. She stops for a moment and shakes her head. 
 
        “I will not comment on the exact words of these letters, but I will say this; someone keeps sending me letters saying that I know a secret, and because I know this secret, I must die.” Amelia nervously snickers at the validity of such a thing. 
 
        “Ladies and gentleman, I think some have allowed their fears to get out of hand. Their fears have turned into fantasy,” she trys to successfully downplay any threats to her life. 
 
        Everyone in attendance laughs quietly at the comment. She steps back away from the microphones and walks over to her Lockheed Electra 10E aircraft, where Fred Noonan, her navigator, is already aboard waiting. They taxi down the runway and both fly off into history. The video screen goes black.
 
        I look up away from the video screen, and I see a large poster with a picture of Amelia Earhart next to her plane. The caption reads,
 
        “World famous, Amelia Earhart took off from Lae, New Guinea, in her twin-engine Lockheed Electra 10E Airplane, on July 2, 1937. Along with her navigator Fred Noonan, she planned to land on the tiny Howland Island, 2,556 miles to the northeast. They both disappeared forever, never to be found. Seventy years later, the disappearance of Amelia Earhart is still a mystery.” 
 
        As I take all of this historical information in, I can’t help but think about the recent threats to my life. Amelia Earhart had received threats, similar to the threats I have received. 
 
        They are similar threats, in that both of us are accused of knowing a secret about someone or something. Both Amelia Earhart and I have the similarity of also being baffled; baffled at what secret we might know that deserves a death threat.
 
        I find myself pleasantly puzzled about the similarities between Amelia Earhart and myself. The thing is, famous people receive death threats all the time, from all kinds of kooks, I tell myself. Surely, the only thing that would connect me with Amelia Earhart is that we both received death threats. 
 
        Both of us receiving threats because of what we know can only be a coincidence. I mean, it has been seventy years since Amelia Earhart disappeared, there can’t be any connection. Yet, for some reason, I feel disturbed at hearing and seeing this historical account of Amelia Earhart, and what it has revealed.
 
        “What’s wrong?” Kelly finds me totally absorbed. Her voice breaks me free from the captivity of my thoughts.
 
        “How is it going?”
 
        “I’m doing great, but you’re looking kind of intense. Is everything okay?” she wonders with raised eyebrows, her sweet face thoughtfully awaiting my response.
 
        “I’ve just been looking at this Amelia Earhart exhibit, and found some extraordinary information on her disappearance. I guess I got totally absorbed in it. Just in deep thought, that’s all.” I try to sell her on the idea that nothing is amiss, but she continues with her squinted eye look of curious disbelief.
 
        We both begin to walk again and gaze about at the many sights and sounds, all around us. All of a sudden, a loud roaring blasting noise startles us. We see a miniature Space Shuttle blasting off towards the top of the building. 
 
        The little Space Shuttle looks as if it is attached to a cable that stretches clear to the ceiling. Complete with flames that come from rockets on each side of the shuttle, it climbs to an impressive 100 feet or so above us and stops. 
 
        The flames from the rockets extinguish, then a man in a silver sparkly suit pops out of a door of the Space Shuttle, and waves to the crowd below. Now that is quite a spectacle, I think to myself;  a museum exhibit and a carnival sideshow in one. 
 
        “What do you think of that, Kelly?” I ask, without taking my eyes off of the waving spaceman from above. 
 
        A few moments pass before I notice that Kelly isn’t responding to my question. I turn around and see that she is gone. Searching through the moving carousel of people, my eyes quickly spot her taking pictures busily of the miniature Space Shuttle’s extravaganza and of the people’s reaction to its entertaining performance.
 
        Like everyone else, the blast-off of the little Space Shuttle draws our attention to the exhibit. The exhibit is fascinating. It reminds me of how excited I was when my father took me to my first circus. I have that same schoolboy excitement, not able to make up my mind, of what to look at first. Of course I’m not the only child present at the exhibit, but I may be considered the biggest and oldest child here
 
        Yes, something about rockets and the adventure of going into outer space awakens the child-like excitement in most of us. It is in the very nature of all children to imagine, dream, and to ask questions of the unknown. 
 
        What would it be like to travel to other worlds in a spacecraft? What is out there beyond the stars? Are there other people just like us out there somewhere, a million light years away? Or could it be that the only celestial creatures that we will encounter are grotesque and ugly, meaning us only harm? 
 
        I miss being a child, for the simple reason that when you’re young, it is acceptable for you to imagine and dream and ask questions about fantasy. Grown-up kids like me are required to stay a little closer to realism. Still, while I’m here, caught up in this exhibit that stirs imagination, the child inside me will enjoy these adventures. But I will put forth some effort to be perceived as a mature adult, at least on the outside.
 
        With my hands inside my pockets, I leisurely meander over to where Kelly is standing, looking up and down and all around as I walk. As she takes a roll of film from her camera, she looks up and sees me coming towards her. 
 
        “I don’t know, Matt,” she shakes her head, and then pauses.
 
        “What’s wrong?” 
 
        “I don’t know if I brought enough film for this. There is so much going on and so much to see that I may run out.”  
 
        “Don’t tell me that Kelly! I know your work too well. I’m sure that you have everything well thought out, and that your photographs will most likely make my story look like drivel.”     
 
        “I appreciate your confidence in me, but I have my share of feelings of inadequacy, just like everybody does.”
 
        Gently holding Kelly’s arm, I guide us over towards another video room that is showing videos of the Space Shuttle program.
 
        “Let’s take a break and watch a movie,” I point towards the doorway into the video room.
 
        “We have just got started, and already you want to take a break...” Kelly is partially amused, but mostly bugged at my video room detour.
 
        “I know, I know. Just humor me OK? I don’t want to lose you in the crowd while I watch this video.” I smile real big, hoping to get my way.
 
        “OK,” she agrees. But that means we get to do something later that I want to do.”
 
        The circular video room was set up to comfortably seat about twenty or thirty people. The seating is no more than padded benches on an inclined floor. We sit for awhile, waiting for the video to start.
 
        “Don’t take any pictures of the video. Your camera flashing in the dark will probably disturb the other people trying to watch the video.” 
 
        Kelly looks at me, trying to determine if I am kidding or if I’m serious. When she decides I am just being a brat, she responds,
 
        “If you knew as much about writing as you do about photography, you might be able to write a decent story.” Kelly is satisfied that she has given me her best shot. She makes the motions of blowing the smoke from the barrel end of an imaginary revolver, and then places it back in its holster.
 
        The video begins with the famous Vostok-1 flight of April 12, 1961, that took the first man, Russian astronaut Gagarin, into orbit around the earth. The Mercury missions are then shown, with the astronauts, Shephard, Grissom, Glenn, Carpenter, and Cooper making their sequential appearance in history. The Gemini missions are next, followed by the Apollo moon missions.
 
        The film also gives some brief facts about the accidents and tragedies of the Apollo missions. First was Apollo 1 in January 27, 1967. All three astronauts, Grissom, White, and Chaffee die in a fire while conducting a test, inside an Apollo capsule. 
 
        Then, while on its way to the moon, Apollo 13 experiences an explosion, causing the mission to end and the astronauts to come home. Only with ingenuity and perseverance, are the astronauts able to scarcely making it back to earth with their lives. 
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                                 THIRTEEN              
 
    
 
        One of the most famous disasters of the history of NASA is the Space Shuttle Challenger; the Space Shuttle exploding seventy-four seconds after it leaves the ground, killing all seven people aboard. The Shuttle program was then halted immediately and did not resume for two years. 
 
        As I watch the Challenger blast off and then explode into pieces on the screen, I think about the people inside. What a terrible way to have your life end.
 
        The video ends and we file out of the little theater with the rest of the audience, to the front of the exhibit. There in front, are two real live Space Shuttle astronauts, shaking hands and signing autographs. 
 
        All of a sudden, I am a kid again. I feel like running up and begging for an autograph from a real live astronaut. I swallow hard, and endeavor to keep that feeling inside for the moment. I calmly walk over and reach out my hand.
 
        “Hello, I’m Matthew Brooks, and this here is…” I look around and see that Kelly has not followed me over to the two gentlemen. My eyes search further over to the video room entrance, and finally see her wearing a blank expression, with her arms crossed in front of her. I step lively back to where Kelly is standing, grab her hand and pull her back in front of the waiting astronauts.
 
        “And this is Miss Kelly O’Hara. We are here representing The Portland Herald, writing a story about the exhibit. One of the astronauts takes Kelly’s hand, and looks her up and down.
 
        “Miss O’Hara, it is a pleasure. I wasn’t aware that reporters were this beautiful.” He winks and extends a courtly smile.
 
        “Thank you Mr.…?”
 
        “I’m Robert Conrad Ma’am, at your service.”
 
        “Mr. Conrad, it is very nice to meet you. I’m not really a reporter; I’m a photographer. Matt is actually the reporter.”
 
        “That explains everything, Miss O’Hara. My theory remains intact.”
 
        “Your theory, Mr. Conrad?”
 
        “Yes Miss O’Hara. I have a theory that all reporters are pushy unattractive people that come from the same family tree as lawyers, politicians, radio disk-jockeys door-to-door salesmen, and of course used car dealers. Now, beautiful photographers are a different story altogether. Beautiful photographers are definitely in a family all of their own, Miss O’Hara.”
 
        “That’s an interesting theory, Mr. Conrad.” Kelly is not in the least bit impressed. I decide to quickly change the subject.
 
        “Mr. Conrad, I know you have heard this question a million times, but I would like to ask it anyway. What is it like to be traveling in space, aboard the Space Shuttle?” 
 
        “Well Mr. Brooks; how do you explain what color is to a blind man? There are no human words that can describe it. I can only attempt to put it into human terms for you. 
 
        “In the beginning, when you takeoff, it is like the exhilaration of jumping out of a plane at ten thousand feet, coupled with the fear of being face to face with a man-eating lion, about to devour you. 
 
        When you are finally in space, you experience the most awesome celestial spiritual experience of beauty that a human has the capacity to comprehend. 
 
        As you float up there between the planet earth and infinity, all your fears completely give way to peace and tranquility. It was the most awesome, beautiful, and spiritual experience in my life, Mr. Brooks. I think only God himself could adequately describe it.”
 
        “That sounds very beautiful,” Kelly says. Her unimpressed opinion of the astronaut now is slowly melting away into admiration.
 
        “Yes, thank you Mr. Conrad. That was a very creative characterization. At least now we have a small glimpse into your experience as an astronaut in space. I’m sure we will never completely understand what it’s like, unless we go up there ourselves.”
 
        I asked more questions about space travel, like when did he first know that he wanted to be an astronaut and so on, the usual routine questions. 
 
        While Mr. Conrad and I are deep in conversation, Kelly nonchalantly walks behind Mr. Conrad, and begins to signal me. Talking silently with over exaggerated mouth movements, she endeavors to inform me, that we need to get going.
 
        “Well Mr. Conrad, it has been very good to meet you, and it was very good of you to answer all our questions.” I try to bring our discussion to an end.
 
        “It has been a pleasure Mr. Brooks, and I would like to say that it has been a very special pleasure to meet you, Miss O’Hara.” He turns around and lifts Kelly’s hand from her side, holding it for a moment. 
 
        “Very nice to meet you too, Mr. Conrad.” She tries to pull her hand away without notice, feeling uneasy at his attentiveness.
 
        “Wait, Mr. Conrad, one last question.” Kelly reveals her impatience by rolling her eyes at my dawdling.
 
        “Have you ever seen any UFOs while aboard the space shuttle?”  With a slight smile, I think I am kind of amusing in asking this question.
 
        Mr. Conrad’s face becomes befuddled and somewhat surprised at the question. He looks to the right, then left, then right again. His face becomes serious and deliberate. After a few moments, I break the awkward silence.
 
        “Come on Mr. Conrad, I’m sure that you’ve heard that question a few times before. It’s not a necessary question, if you feel uncomfortable answering it.” I allow him a way out.
 
        After a few seconds of time, he takes a deep breath and looks right at me, straight into my eyes.
 
        “No Mr. Brooks, I want to answer your question.” He looks around us again, to see who might be listening to our conversation.
 
        “Let’s go over here and sit down.” He motions with his hand, pointing to a bench away from the moving crowd of people. He anxiously looks around one more time before he speaks.
 
        “May I call you Matthew, Mr. Brooks?”
 
        “Of course, call me Matt.”
 
        “And please call me Robert, okay?
 
        “Okay, Robert.”
 
        “Now I hope you won’t be too disappointed if I don’t answer your question with a yes or no.”
 
        “You answer it any way you want, Mr. Conrad, I mean, Robert.”
 
        “You know something Matt; I’ve gone into space aboard every one of the Space Shuttles, including the Challenger Shuttle.” 
 
        “That’s amazing! You must be one of the only people on Earth that can say that.”
 
        “Yes, it has been a privilege to experience all of it. Each mission I was a part of always turned out to be more exciting than the previous one.”
 
        A little more comfortable now, he has stopped looking over his shoulder. He leans back on the bench and crosses his legs. His face becomes very intent.
 
        “You know Matt, every time I went into space and then came back to Earth; everyone would ask me,  ‘what was my trip into space like’.”
 
        “I can understand why. Shooting into space in a rocket, would definitely be something you would tell others about, no matter how many times you did it.”
 
        “Yes, it has been enjoyable to share my experiences with people.
 
        There are a few things though, that I haven’t been able to share with others, or could share with others.”
 
        “What do you mean?” His words begin to sound ominous.
 
        “A few times while I was orbiting the earth in the Shuttle, I saw some inexplicable things.”
 
        “What kind of things?” I ask, trying not to push too far.
 
         “I saw some things Matt that were not a part of our world, as we know it. Of course there might be some kind of explanation for them that we just simply have not discovered.”
 
        “I’m sorry, I’m kind of slow, but could you be more specific about what it was that you saw that was so inexplicable?” I try to coax him.
 
        “Instead of me sitting here and telling you some fantastic story that you may or may not believe; you need to see it for yourself.”
 
        “How could that be possible? You know where some UFOs are right now?”
 
        He turns his head quickly towards me in surprise, as if I had said a curse word in church.
 
        “I didn’t say anything about UFOs, Mr. Brooks. Nor have I said that I have seen any UFOs or have I told you that I believe that there is such a thing as UFOs.” He looks over his shoulder, once again.
 
        “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to suggest anything. I just was wondering how I was supposed to see these inexplicable things for myself.”
 
        “It’s all right Matt.” He raises his palm in a gesture. 
 
        “It’s all right. I get very jumpy when the word UFO is mentioned. Making it public that you believe in such a thing has ruined many a career. There are those in high places that wouldn’t like it much, if they knew some of their astronauts actually believed in such a concept as the existence of UFOs.”
 
        “I can understand your wanting to be cautious Robert but...”
 
        “I’ll tell you what Matt; this is what I want you to do. I want you to go back into that little video theater and watch the video of the Challenger disaster again. Look for something unusual, something unexplained. If you still can’t see it, buy the video. They sell them over there.” He motions across the walkway to a gift shop. 
 
        He stands up abruptly, and shakes my hand. This time he does not make an effort to hold Kelly’s hand, but only waves to her, and then walks back to where the other astronaut is standing, still signing autographs. Kelly and I are left somewhat hazy at the meaning of his instructions and blunt departure.
 
        Both of us dawdle there by the bench for a moment, a little bothered. We stare across the walkway watching Mr. Conrad, as he begins to greet people and sign autographs once again. Kelly, already anxious to move on to other attractions that are more fascinating than space travel, finds Mr. Conrad’s rather cryptic farewell the last straw. She is now fed up and bored.
 
        “Now Matt, Don’t tell me you’re going to go back into that video room again and watch that movie one more time.” Folding her arms, she waits for my response.
 
        “Well, actually, it might take more than one time.” I brace myself for the detonation of Kelly’s displeasure, but nothing happens, and no words are uttered. Kelly definitely looks as though she is in turmoil, but exerts an immense amount of energy to extinguish the fuse inside her. I’m impressed with her self-control. Finally finding a measure of peace, she makes a suggestion.
 
        “Why don’t you go watch your movie? I’ll go on my own for awhile,” she submits. I send her an affirmative smile, but do not receive one in return,
 
        “OK, that sounds just fine. Let’s say we meet back here in one hour. How would that work?”
 
        “OK. I’ll see you in one hour. If you’re not out by then, I’ll keep looking on my own.” 
 
        It is amazing to me how a woman that is the epitome of beauty, so velvety soft in appearance on the outside, can at times have such boiling infuriation just below the surface.
 
        I guess I am one of those senseless males that expect a woman to be just a delicate flower, nothing more than beauty to be admired. I am learning slowly that a beautiful woman is so much more than a beautiful woman. Although she may be wonderful to look at on the outside, she is as intricate and complex inside, as the celestial order of the Universe.
 
        I watch Kelly until she becomes lost in the crowd, feeling kind of guilty for having her go off by herself. I walk across the walkway, back to the tiny video viewing room. 
 
        The trip back across the walkway takes some time, and reminds me of Portland’s rush hour traffic. Instead of the sound of a thousand wheels rotating on the highway, the crowd reverberates with the seismic rumblings of a thousand cackling people. Like a massive herd of African Wildebeest, each struggling to be first in line at the next watering hole.
 
        Inside the viewing room, I find I have the little theater to myself. I have to watch the early years of space flight once more, before the disaster of the Space Shuttle Challenger comes up on the screen. 
 
        I ready myself with pen and pad for any notes I may want to jot down.   I watch the countdown, and I see nothing. I watch the lift off, and I see nothing. I watch the film until the Space Shuttle Challenger explodes into bits and pieces of smoking debris, falling down into the Atlantic Ocean below. I see nothing odd. 
 
        “What am I supposed to see?” I look around the room to see if I should be embarrassed for speaking out loud, but find that I am still the only one in the room.
 
        During the hour of time that has passed, I have pushed the play button a dozen times. Each time the Space Shuttle Challenger disintegrates before my eyes. I see the disaster so many times; I become desensitized to its horror.
 
        I find nothing that would be regarded as a new explanation that has been eluding mankind. Yet, Mr. Conrad seemed to feel that viewing this video would reveal something, something that would answer the question of UFOs. I wish he were here to point out the secret to me, if in fact it exists.
 
        I feel kind of stupid and foolish. Maybe he was putting me on. He didn’t seem to have a favorable opinion of journalists. Maybe it was his chance to express his animosity for journalists in general, sending me on a wild goose chase, making me look foolish. Still, as I watched him speak, he did not speak as a man of betrayal. He spoke like a man that was sincerely revealing a secret that had been pent-up inside for a long time. There must be something on that video he wanted me to see. There must be.
 
        I pushed the Play button one more time, and sat down. Before the video appears on the screen, something comes to my mind. I’ve been sitting down each time I have watched this video. Maybe if I stood right up next to the screen this time, I might be able to see something. 
 
        The video plays one more time.  I watch the screen closely, straining my eyes to discover something new. The count down, there is nothing; the lift off, nothing. I see nothing I haven’t seen before. I give out an exasperated breath and ready my mouth for some word of rebuke.
 
        I watch the Challenger as it climbs, waiting for it to blowup again. And then this time I spot it. Just before it reaches the moment of detonation, I see a bright streak, reddish in color, torpedoing a straight beeline towards the Challenger from the direction of the Earth. Just as this reddish arrow of light reaches the Space Shuttle, the Challenger explodes into hundreds of pieces.
 
        The video continues, and I go over to a chair and collapse. The video comes to an end and the lights come back on. The little theater becomes as quiet as a tomb. Yes, a tomb. That sounds about right. Many treasures and secrets have been discovered in tombs. But today, in this little theater, I may have discovered a secret more important than any king’s or pharaoh’s tomb has ever revealed. I sit in silence and contemplate. 
 
        “Somebody shot down the Space Shuttle Challenger?” I ask the question out loud. “Somebody shot down the Challenger!”  
 
        “No! It can’t be true.” I cringe in disbelief. I’ve got to take this video to a lab and have an expert analyze it. I’ve got to find out what this all means.
 
        I go to the counter outside, in front of the video viewing room, and purchase a copy of the video. I ask a flamboyantly adorned lady behind the counter of the location of the nearest photo lab.
 
        “Yes there is a nice photo lab, just on the other side of the Seattle Center.” Clad with a chain of several gold bracelets, her arm makes the sound of whimsical wind chimes, as she raises her arm to point me in the right direction.
 
        “Go to the Space Needle, and then turn west. You should run right into it. You will see the sign, ‘The Foto Lab’”              
 
        Pleasantly amused at her flamboyance, I smile and thank her. Then I am on my way to find Kelly, back somewhere in the crowd.
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                                FOURTEEN              
 
    
 
         I present a modest manly wave to her, to capture her attention. Kelly walks up to me, swinging her arms with happy optimism.
 
        “Now that you’re through watching your movies,” she smiles. “Are you ready to go?”
 
        “You bet. You’re such a good pal, waiting for me so long. I’ll be ready to go, as soon as I run this video over to the photo lab. It’s just a couple of minutes away from here, on the other side of the Space Needle.”
 
        Totally exasperated with my dawdling, Kelly’s eyes glaze over and her face transforms into a funeral mask. I wait a moment for her to comment, but she is too disabled with disgust. She utters nothing but silence in protest. She calmly sits down on a nearby bench and solemnly begins to file her nails.
 
        “That’s good; you sit here and rest.” I try to find justification for my behavior. 
 
        “You’re probably tired from walking so much. I’ll be back in a flash.” I leave her behind, sitting on the bench. 
 
        As I quickly walk to the photo shop, I think about leaving Kelly there alone, sitting on the bench, tolerating my self-interest behavior in silence. I think I feel more guilt from her silence, than when she tells me off with words of complaint.
 
        Entering the photo shop, I find an elderly man sitting behind an old wooden counter. He sits on a thickly cushioned chair watching a game show on a tiny television set. Just as he is about to light his pipe, I apply for his attention.
 
        “Good morning sir.” I attempt to engage the elderly gentleman in greeting. 
 
        “Would you have time for a rush job?” The old gentleman looks up at me and scratches his head of abundant silver gray hair. He continues to hold on to his pipe, as if the pipe were an extension of his appendage. 
 
        Silently, and very peacefully, he continues with the task of lighting his pipe. I watch him, patiently waiting for his reply. I’m guessing that his many years of experience in life have taught him never to get too rushed about anything. He takes several puffs; until he is satisfied the pipe is properly lit.   
 
        His chair creaks a sound of straining leather, as he pushes himself out of his chair, and walks over closer to me.
 
        “Now, how can I help you son?” he replies in a grandfatherly tone.
 
        “I have a video here; I would like to get some of the frames blown up, if that’s possible.” He takes the video from my hand and slowly and deliberately looks at the title, printed on the side.
 
        “It would be possible, but I would need to know the exact frames you want a picture of, and then how big you want them blown up.”
 
        “I don’t know the frame numbers, but I could give you the approximate frames to blow up.” I propose. He continues to look at the videotape, as if it were about to reveal to him something important. 
 
        He takes a large drag from his pipe, and then allows the smoke he has inhaled to escape from his mouth before answering me. For a moment I can only see the outline of his head, as the smoke conceals his face.
 
        “You give me the place in the video where to start and where to stop, and I’ll blow up all the frames in between. It will cost you more to do it that way, but if you don’t know the exact frames, that’s about all we can do.”
 
        “If you could do that for me, that would be great. The cost is not the primary concern to me.” I analyze the video again in my mind, to figure which frames I want blown up.
 
        “I guess if you were to take the thirty frames before and the thirty frames after the explosion of the Space Shuttle, plus every thing in the middle, that would probably give me what I want.”
 
        The old gentleman turns his attention towards the game show on TV, where somebody has just won a new car. He places the pipe in his mouth once more, then leans over onto the counter and jots down my instructions on an invoice.
 
        “OK then. Now what size of enlargements would you like, son?”
 
        “How big can I get?” I am excited now, but wonder if this nice gentle elderly man will be able to accomplish a rush order.
 
        “I can give you poster-size pictures if you want.”
 
        “You can? Great! Give me a poster of each frame then.”  I don’t allow myself to think of what Lloyd’s reaction to the bill will be. Now can you have those ready for me tonight?”
 
        “Yes, yes, I think I would be able to get that done for you. Keep in mind son, that it will cost you somewhere in the neighborhood of $3500 for the posters, which includes the extra charge for the rush.”
 
        “That’ll be great,” I say this on the outside; on the inside I am thinking that Lloyd will have a complete fit. 
 
        “Fine then; Come back by five this evening and I will try my best to have them ready.”
 
        I leave the photo shop feeling elated. Blast the cost of the posters, I convince myself. When Lloyd Hatch has a chance to see the posters, he will feel the same as I do. The secrets the posters will reveal are well worth the money. 
 
        Walking back to the exhibition, where Kelly patiently awaits, will take only a few minutes. The Space Needle towers above me as I aim for the Exhibition Hall, selecting the quickest path through the crowds of promenading people. 
 
        The pungent aroma of sickening sweet cotton candy and heavily buttered popcorn fills the air. People from all over the world are smiling, laughing, and having the time of their lives. 
 
        This celebration of life surrounding me seems to have no affect on my disposition, for I can only see Lloyd Hatch’s face, as he explodes over the cost of my hare-brained contrivance. The words  ‘You’re fired!’ keep bouncing back and forth, from one side to the other, inside the medulla oblongata of my head. In just the short time it has taken me to walk back to the exhibition hall, my confident elated feeling has shrunk to a large wave of doubt. 
 
        My mind keeps playing the same image over and over again. The image is of Lloyd’s face, as he receives the invoice for those posters. I try to seek comfort for myself in the fact that the worst thing Lloyd can do is to fire me. Of course, thoughts of this extreme stamp of disapproval begin to erode away my confidence, which slowly evolves into more of an annoying anxiety.
 
        As I look up, my troubling thoughts begin to disappear. There before me, only a few feet away, is someone that has total confidence in my keen sense of intuitiveness. I know that her usual esteem and respect for me as a friend will help me find and recover any confidence that may have fallen by the wayside during my return journey from the photo shop. 
 
        “Thanks for waiting for me,” I greet Kelly in kind of a cocky and self-assured manner. 
 
        Kelly finishes the sentence she is reading inside some photography magazine. Unemotionally, she lays her magazine down on her lap and looks up at me coolly.
 
        “Yes, I’ve been sitting here waiting, and I hope you didn’t do anything stupid to get us both fired.”
 
        I feel my face confess surprise at her greeting. I am forced to realize the admiration that I believed she held for me, was merely something of my own imagination. Like a hot knife slicing through soft butter, Kelly’s sharp words slice right through my soft, vulnerable layer of confidence. 
 
        To hide the wound her words exacted upon the very core of my ego, I quickly scoff at the validity of her insult. 
 
        “After Lloyd sees the story we drop on his desk, he won’t fire us; he will most likely give us a raise.”
 
        Kelly makes a very unusual frown. I guess I have aimed a little too high. 
 
        “I think you know Matt that Lloyd will find fault with the best story; anything less than the best is grounds for dismissal.” Kelly points her finger at me, as she shakes her head pessimistically, back and forth. Tired of looking down on Kelly’s face, I sit down on the bench beside her.
 
        “Lloyd is a hard man to work for, but I’m pretty sure that you and I are close to having the story of a lifetime. If this works out the way I think it should, it will be the story of the century.”
 
        “Come on Matt! Quit acting like Mr. Macho. I know you better than that. You talk big, but are just a little puppy milquetoast inside.” As a noisy group of school children on a field trip walk by, Kelly talks louder to compensate for the noise. The volume of her expression of honest disbelief stabs with insult once again.
 
        “I’m very sorry I had to leave you here alone for such a long time. I apologize for that. But I need you to be on my side right now,” I plead.
 
        Just then, a heavyset lady walks over to our bench to sit down. We both immediately stop talking and stare over at the weary and corpulent woman. Realizing that we must be in some kind of deep discussion, she smiles uncomfortably, and then wanders off to find another bench to retreat to.
 
        “What do you mean, on your side? What have you done, Matt?”
 
        “Well, I may have stuck our necks out a little bit.” Kelly folds her arms and rolls her eyes back in disgust.
 
        “I knew it, I just knew it. Now, I want you to tell me Matt, what have you been up to?” 
 
        An intrusive loud voice broadcasts over the public address speakers of the exhibition hall, interrupting our conversation for a moment. 
 
        “Kelly, you’re right. You know me pretty good. I’m not as macho as I try to pretend.” Kelly seems to soften a little at my sincerity. 
 
        “You can see right through my egotistical pretense so easily. I think you should also be able to recognize by now that I have the talent to know an important story when I see one.”
 
        “Yes, I have no doubt that you know a good story when you see one. Now tell me, what did you do, and why do you need me on your side? How far did you stick our necks out?”
 
        “I’d like to ask you to wait till five o‘clock this afternoon; then I will explain further.” Kelly bows her head slightly and places the fingers of her hand upon her forehead, followed by a noisy exhale in exasperation.
 
        “Why do I put up with you Matt? You have such a knack of getting us tangled up into trouble.
 
        “I don’t know why you put up with me. For the life of me, I don’t know why.
 
        The only one that will get tangled up in trouble will be me. From now on, my mission in life will be to keep your pretty neck out of any entanglement of trouble.” My expression is kind of lighthearted, but genuinely sincere. Kelly tries to remain sober, but finally concedes to a warm smile.
 
        She continues to smile, until her eyes twinkle at an invading amusing thought that pops into her pretty head.  
 
        “How do you plan on sticking your neck out, without getting my neck tangled up with it?” Folding her arms, Kelly implies that there exists no acceptable response which could bring a resolve to her question.
 
        “Any future trouble that we encounter, I will swoop down and magically set you free from any threatening trouble by making it rest completely upon my shoulders.”
 
        Matching dimples appear on either side of her velvet face, as she smirks sweetly in reaction to my pledge. 
 
        “I’m very curious how all of this is going to unfold, Matt. It fascinates me. I can’t wait till five o’clock just to see your magic in action. Just knowing that you plan to swoop down and come to my rescue, makes me feel really safe.” 
 
        Sarcasm never really looks good on a beautiful woman. I think this is because when you mix feminine beauty with mockery, it tends to make a man feel like a half-witted moron. Like most men, I chafe at the thought of exposing myself as a half-witted moron before a beautiful woman.
 
        I stand up with the sole aim of moving on and leaving this conversation behind. Turning around briskly, I reach out my hand for Kelly’s.
 
        “Let’s go back to work. We can talk about my attributes and virtues for only so long before we run out of subject matter. Let’s go over to the Crimes of History exhibit and check it out.”
 
        “Yes, I’m getting tired of sitting.” She bounces up as if she was a jack-in-the-box, and takes my hand.
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                                  FIFTEEN 
 
    
 
        We slowly amble along, dodging and stopping for people as we cross the walkway to the next exhibit. A life-size wax figure of Lizzie Borden holding up an axe stands outside the Crimes of History exhibit. As we walk by Lizzie, I can’t help but stare at her eyes. Although she is made of wax, her eyes still seem to swear to insanity. A hideous chill springs and then subsides inside me at the thought.
 
        A myriad of famous crimes of history is gathered here into one mammoth-sized evildoer exhibit.
 
        It is systemized into a kind of circus of criminal celebrities. Jack the Ripper is highlighted and takes center stage in this arena of notorious villains. 
 
        Kelly draws closer to me, as we meander along through the exhibit. Inconspicuously, she moves her hand sinuously around the elbow of my arm, in order to make her feeling of vulnerability dissipate. I admit only to myself, that our surroundings are saturated with a kind of eerie presence.
 
        I begin to explore the presentation of Jack the Ripper and wonder, while he was lurking through the dark cobble-stoned streets of London, did he realize that his grisly insidiousness would also make him infamous?
 
        The display case before us is bejeweled with the relics of various feats of butchery. Among the gruesome fragments of criminal history are photographs of female victims after each had been deposited at the murder scene. 
 
        Partial manikins are clothed in authentic clothing of the period and displayed as the actual victim was found. Typical women’s and men’s clothing of the mid-1800s are displayed. Even an actual London policeman; or Bobby’s, uniform is on display, actually worn by a Bobby in the 1880s.
 
        There appears to be hundreds of articles and reports written about Jack the Ripper. One whole display case is devoted just to police reports alone. There are also hundreds of sample letters that were sent to Scotland Yard by the general public. These informed the police of a friend or neighbor they thought was the Ripper. It seems to imply that the general public at that time was fearfully paranoid of this shadowy slasher. Anybody and everybody came under suspicion of being the Ripper.
 
        I begin to analyze some of the murder scene photos before me. Kelly glances at the century old snapshots of history, but shortly cringes at the photo’s ghastly contents.
 
        “Let’s go on to another exhibit. This place just gives me the creeps,” she turns her face about sharply.              
 
        “Come on, just a while longer and then we’ll go.” 
 
        I’m surprised at Kelly’s behavior. One day she is taking pictures of pieces and remains of dead passengers after a plane crash, and then she gets squeamish over a few old murder scene photos. 
 
        I’m a little confused. We’ve covered traffic accidents many times before this, not to mention an occasional murder scene. It seems to me that the so-called routine scenes of death we frequently encounter as well as Jack the Ripper’s horrifying misdeeds are both very similar. Yet I must confess; the degree of wickedness demonstrated before me demands a different sense of perception; the perception of someone being willfully unholy.
 
        I continue to hold onto Kelly’s hand. She turns swiftly around, averting her eyes away from the display. She stands there with her back to the exhibit and waits patiently. 
 
        Every human soul sooner or later is forced into confronting their own worst fears. It’s the way that we each grapple with these fears that distinguishes us from other human beings. I would say that Kelly waiting patiently amidst her fear without panic is a sign of strength of character. Without her notice, I take a moment to admire her for a moment.
 
        Turning back to the glass cased display once again, I continue to examine the photos of Jack the Ripper’s murder scenes. One such photo catches my eye, and for a moment I take in the contents of the photo, trying to decipher what it might reveal. 
 
        Next to an old brick hotel building, a woman’s body is laying on a sidewalk under a gas streetlight. Several policemen are gathered around, hovered over the body. Of course there is the usual crowd of bystanders gawking at the bloodstained sight. 
 
        All the policeman in the photo are bent over, preoccupied with viewing the lifeless body of some unfortunate prostitute that has had her throat cut. Yes, all save one. One policeman is leaning against the brick building alongside the corpse.
 
        For some queer reason it appears he is grinning; yes grinning, as if he were at the beach having his picture taken, so that he might preserve a souvenir of his holiday. It is totally uncharacteristic for someone that is viewing the remains of a woman with her throat cut to be offering such a perceptible grin. 
 
        Suddenly I feel as though the air has just been knocked out of my lungs. My heart begins pounding faster until I feel the pounding in my head.
 
        The man in the photo looks exactly like the stranger with the penetrating eyes.
 
        The same one I saw at the airport, the same man that was dressed as a Forest Ranger. The same man I saw in the article about the Hindenburg disaster.
 
        How could the same man appear in a Jack the Ripper murder scene photo in the 1800s, then again later in a newspaper article about the Hindenburg disaster? 
 
        Even if he could have lived long enough to be present at both historical events, he looks no more than twenty-five years old in each photo. Now throw into this kettle of bewilderment two additional compelling factors. Factor number one is that of me personally and physically knocking this same man down at the Portland airport. Then there is factor number two; the recent reality of seeing this same man right in front of me, impersonating a US Forest Ranger. Both of these events have taken place only weeks before today.
 
        You know the feeling; you’ve experienced it. When there is someone with a bad case of emotional instability that is determined to make your life miserable. Maybe you merely bumped into them and didn’t say you’re sorry or accidentally pulled out in front of them in traffic. Now everything else in their life that was of any importance goes on the back burner. Now, their life is totally devoted to teaching you a lesson. Try as you might, there is nowhere in all of the cosmos to hide from their unrelenting attempts for attention and retribution. 
 
        In a bizarre way, I sense that someone I am little acquainted with has a passionate desire to capture my attention. An entity that bewails my existence, yet is positioning for my notice. 
 
        Who is the entity? The grinning demented fellow in this murder scene photo, haunting me wherever I go. He has been granted my attention now on several occasions, especially when he has managed to deliver to me his life threatening messages. 
 
        I’m beginning to get tired of these encounters. Why do I keep running into him? It’s like dreaming some terrible dream that continues haunting you. You grow weary, because whenever you try to sleep, you dream the same nightmare over and over again. 
 
        I wonder if I keep running into him because of something I’ve done, or is it because of something that he has done. It has to be one or the other, doesn’t it? 
 
        I study the photo a little further. How and why is this man in this picture, a picture that is concerning Jack the Ripper? I find this very unsettling and difficult to grasp. 
 
        Until I know more, until I understand what’s going on, I am going to keep this to myself. No need to upset Kelly. At least not right now.
 
        I pull on Kelly’s hand and head for the exit. Once we’re out side, “You ready for a break, hon? How about getting something to eat?”
 
        “Oh yes, I am starving!” Kelly clasps her hands together as a gesture of joy, looking as if she is about to start praying.
 
        We walk fifty feet or so to a Mexican Taco fast food place. Since it is almost noon, the stand is crowded. I am forced to accept that hordes of people before me have already conquered this taco stand. Now they tauntingly defy anyone, to just try and get in line or take a table. I’m thinking that mealtime for the barbarians of the dark ages, must have been similar to this. Modern technology has done very little to change a thousand years of man’s eating habits, or so it seems.
 
        Both of us are hungry, so we forge ahead and find a small table in amongst the throng of people. We dig in, eating without conversation for a while. 
 
        The noise of people is deafening. It sounds as if we are among thousands of geese going south for the winter, each telling the other what they plan to do when they get there.
 
        The food is somewhat edible, although everything on my plate tastes exactly the same. Even my salad has that same counterfeit Aztec look, feel, and taste to it. Cleaning your plate like a good little boy here could very well be rewarded with an unwelcome visit by the curse of Montezuma’s revenge later this evening. After I eat a little, I stop to digest and begin to people watch for a while.
 
        In a twinkling of an eye, I change my existence from being a spectacle into life as a human spectator. In this human hippodrome, all varieties of people are represented. As I pan my 180 degrees of vision, I witness all shapes, sizes, colors, yes and even smells of people in attendance. 
 
        In my view, there are too many people here confined into one cage, even though this cage is larger than most. I’d much rather be a free spirit sailing on the Columbia River right now, rather than be present here as a caged animal.  I think the only type of creature that was meant to be this close together, are dead sardines in a can. Other than that, I think God meant that each living organism was to have its own allotted personal space. Looking at this crowd though, it doesn’t look like anyone took what God meant very seriously. 
 
        Taking a break from spying on people, I raise my eyes up into the rafters of this place. It almost seems to go on for infinity. I’m impressed with the immensity of this exhibit hall building. I’m thinking they could park a couple of 747s in here. 
 
        My eyes drop to people level once again. Just as I am about to launch a conversation with Kelly, I notice something in the crowd that seems out of place. Aiming my eyes across the cramped tables of the cafe, I see a man that is partially hidden, sitting behind two large potted palms. 
 
        Unless I am imagining things, it seems he is spying on Kelly and I. I pretend as though his activity has not yet been discovered, while I watch him out of the corner of my eye for a while. Every minute or so he peers from behind the potted palms, looks through binoculars, then slithers back behind the shadow of his camouflage. 
 
        All of a sudden Kelly speaks up. 
 
        “Are you enjoying yourself, Matt?” 
 
        Preserving in my periphery the man that has eclipsed into the shade, I reply to Kelly without giving a hint of my discovery.
 
        “Of course I’m enjoying myself.” Holding up the remains of something disguised as a burrito, I continue. “Good food, gorgeous company, besides the excitement of being catapulted into the adventure of a lifetime. I am not only enjoying myself, I am spellbound.” My mellifluous speech is too sickeningly sweet, even for me. It does the trick though. I throw a boomerang of exaggeration at her, and back it comes with one of Kelly’s sweet smiles.
 
        She sits there across from me, quietly shaking her head. Her face is as sweet and dainty as a dove. Suddenly her dainty countenance changes from a sweet dove to a clever and crafty fox.
 
        “You know Matt, when I was a little girl, my grandfather use to tell me a story about catching carp.” My head jerks back with a slap of apprehension and my face awards her with a leery expression.
 
        “Carp, what does carp have to do with anything?” I ask her, being thoroughly baffled.
 
        “Now just wait a minute. I’m not finished.”
 
        “My grandfather would tell me that ‘Carp aren’t good for nothing, nothing at all. If you’re determined to eat one, there’s only one way to be fixin’ ‘um. Get an old rotten wooden board and spread manure on it. Make sure you spread it thick now. Then put the carp on top. Now, throw away the carp, and eat the board.’ For some reason Matt, you just reminded me of that story. I think it was something about spreading it on thick that helped me recall that story to mind.”
 
        ‘Touché,  Kelly scores another one.  
 
        “You’re right as rain. Embellishment has become an intricate and integral part of my soul. It’s all a part of the ego package that comes with the Matthew Brooks model, and at no extra charge.”
 
        As we spend a moment chuckling at one another, I nonchalantly move my eyes back toward the figure once hidden behind the palms. He is gone. I roll my eyes back and forth over the crowd, in search for the same vague image of a man in a hat and a long coat. 
 
        A hat and a long coat; my thoughts rush back to other encounters with shadowy figures that have been enrobed with hats and long coats. Wherever I go lately, it seems that I am under constant surveillance by a man with a hat and long coat. Why me? 
 
        The man in the hat and long coat, the strange man I keep running in to from the past, and the eccentric threats to my life, seem to all come from the same source. A riddle appears to be germinating before me, out of the fog. I haven’t a single educated guess what the seeds of this puzzle will produce however, or if I honestly want to know.
 
        Like a mirror image, we both stand identically from the table, at the same time. Without saying a word, we begin our weave through the obstacles of tables and people. Because of the ruffling sound of a thousand mingling people, we find any attempt at conversation useless. We head back to the exhibit in silence.
 
        As we approach the Crimes of History exhibit once again, Kelly pulls back and stops. She reminds me of a horse that has just had its reins pulled back hard, causing the metal bit to dig deep into the tenderness of it’s tongue. She stops her forward motion so abruptly, that I continue to walk for three or four steps before I can come to a complete stop. 
 
        I make a complete about face, and walk back to Kelly. My eyes create crow’s feet, and my mouth slowly fissures open in confusion. I approach Kelly as if she were some unusual abstract marble sculpture that makes absolutely no sense. With both hands on her hips, Kelly stands there like a statue in protest. 
 
        “What in the world?” I know the answer even before I finish saying it. She is extremely reluctant at witnessing anymore displays of bloodthirsty violence, like the Jack the Ripper exhibit had exposed to her before. 
 
        “Come on. I promise I won’t make you see any more gore and goo.” I reach out for her with my right arm and walk closer to her. I gently wrap my arm around her, and embrace her soft delicate shoulders. 
 
        “I should have known. A man doesn’t subject a lady to such things as Jack the Ripper. I know that wasn’t anything you wanted to get any photos of. Just let me look at the Charles Lindbergh kidnapping exhibit, and then we’ll be off. If you want to sit and wait here while I take a quick look, that’s OK with me.”
 
        Kelly’s stock-still body becomes sequentially fluid once again. She puts her hand on her chin, gesturing that she is giving the choice before her some serious thought.
 
        “I’m tired of waiting on the bench. I think I’ll take my chances and come with you, as long as you keep to your promise. As soon as it starts getting gory at all, we leave; OK?”
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                                  SIXTEEN              
 
    
 
        The Charles Lindbergh kidnapping exhibit focuses on the trial of the man charged with committing the crime. In January of 1935, Bruno Richard Hauptmann went on trial for kidnapping and killing Charles Lindbergh’s twenty-month-old, firstborn son. They called it ‘The Trial of the Century.’
 
        It must be a terrible experience to endure I think, to have your son kidnapped, but hardly a crime that would result into ‘The Trial of the Century.’
 
        Then I remind myself that Charles Lindbergh was the most famous celebrity of his day. In his day, being the first man to fly a plane across the Atlantic was as momentous as Neil Armstrong landing on the Moon. Having such a man’s child kidnapped would cause quite a commotion. 
 
        Several pictures of the courtroom trial and the people involved are on display. In one glass case, they exhibit a few of the original marked US gold certificates that were part of the ransom money. Right next to the money is the actual ransom note given to Charles Lindbergh. 
 
        
 
    
 
        “Mr. Charles Lindbergh, We have your son. Please find the enclosed pajamas your son was wearing the night of March 1. This has been delivered to you as proof that we indeed have possession of your son. Please deliver $70,000.00 to the Bronx cemetery. Someone will rendezvous with you there on April 2nd at 7:30 pm sharp.
 
   Your son will remain safe, as long as you cooperate.”
 
        I try to imagine how Mr. Lindbergh and his wife must have felt, when they found that their son was missing. They must have been in agony from worry.  I wonder what they were feeling when they first read this ransom note?
 
        Every parent at one time or another has thought that unspeakable morbid thought. It’s the thought that parents never allow to come out in the open; the notion of your child actually being abducted by someone. It is like a faint uninvited whisper that every parent attempts to lock away in some forgotten chamber of the mind. 
 
        Now, for Mr. Charles Lindbergh his worst fears had somehow been unlocked. The unspeakable reality of it had escaped and stood right in front of him, waiting to be recognized.
 
        After assimilating this dismal circumstance for a moment, I quickly steer my eyes to the bottom of the page of the ransom note, and read the handwritten postscript found there.
 
    
 
        “The others too, would not leave our secret alone. 
 
        Now they are dead forever, instead of flesh and bone.
 
        To your face, you were forewarned 
 
        But a deaf ear you turned, so you must mourn
 
        Something that is dear to you, something fresh and brand new.  
 
        Yes! Your child’s life will be taken, instead of you.”
 
    
 
        My eyes widen. The inside of my mouth becomes as dry as leather. The commonplace reality that had once encircled me has now been quickly replaced by a surreal presence of mind. I can’t believe what I am reading.
 
        It just can’t be true. I mean here I am, reading a seventy-year old ransom note written to Charles Lindbergh. As I read the postscript of the ransom note, I discover the very same threatening message that Kelly and I received in Montana. It doesn’t only sound like the message we received, nor does it just have similarities. The first two sentences of the postscript contain the exact same message that Kelly and I received. The exact same message, word for word.
 
        I awake momentarily from my stupor of deep thought. I look around the room for Kelly. About forty feet away, I catch sight of her with her nose pressed up against the glass of a display. As far as I can tell, she is looking at the Lindbergh baby exhibit. It contains a few personal items, such as the pajamas that the kidnappers used as proof that they indeed had Lindbergh’s son.
 
        I center my attention upon Kelly for a moment. Even from this far away, I can tell that she is feeling emotional over something. Perhaps it is the thought of a small helpless child being murdered, for just a few perishable paper dollars. She reaches into her handbag and brings out something to secretively dry her eyes. 
 
        I think emotion must be the loudest reason why men and women are so different. Women seem to bear an abundance of emotion, where as men have been sentenced with an inadequate supply of it. I guess that’s why men and women are so drawn to each other. Each one balances the other. 
 
        I do concede to the need of emotion, however. With so much heartache and bloodshed on display, emotion really is the only effective tool we possess to deal with such things.  
 
        I turn my attention back to the ransom note on display, reading the postscript once again. 
 
    
 
        “The others too, would not leave our secret alone. Now they are dead forever, instead of flesh and bone.”
 
    
 
         “The others would not leave our secret alone.” What secret? I mean, what secret could the author of this letter possibly be referring to? Over seventy years ago, Charles Lindbergh was accused of knowing some forbidden secret. His life was threatened because of something they thought he knew. Identically, Kelly and I have also been accused repeatedly by someone, of knowing some kind of important secret. Because of this, we and Lindbergh both were given the same threatening message.
 
        Could it be, that Kelly and I and Charles Lindbergh somehow know the same secret? I find this hypothesis to be most inconceivable. Why; because first of all, I have no hidden secrets. Well, except maybe that I really am a little afraid of my boss and that I think Kelly is the most beautiful girl I’ve ever seen, but nothing else. Then too, how could Charles Lindbergh and I, decades apart, possibly be partners in a secret that is worthy of death?
 
        What it is I have uncovered, I know not. I do know that what I have uncovered brings me no pleasure, for my head aches with the ache of perplexity. 
 
        Stunned a moment from this quagmire of intrusive thoughts, I sink down into a chair that is close by. After the wave of mental weakness passes, my mind turns back again to the mysterious reappearing fellow that I have found posing in one of Jack the Ripper’s murder scene photos.  
 
        In the last few weeks I have come in contact with this man either by threats or by photos or even face to face. 
 
        These things that I have dug up by happenstance seem to suggest that Charles Lindbergh was just another victim of some kind of abstract conspiracy. Are Kelly and I also in danger of becoming victims of some sinister phantom? I wonder, if I dig deeper into Charles Lindbergh’s personal history, will his past surrender further secrets into my hands?
 
        I catapult from the chair and return to the glass of the display, with almost one jump. What else did Charles Lindbergh leave behind, that will shed some light on who this ageless stranger is, and what this cryptic secret we are accused of possessing is.
 
        With my hands and face against the glass, I slowly walk through the exhibit. I scrutinize every photo, study every document, and peruse every artifact. When I am almost at the end of the exhibit I find what I am looking for. 
 
        A photo of a Hunterdon County courtroom, dated February 13, 1935. Here in this photo, Mr. Bruno Richard Hauptmann is on trial for kidnapping and possibly murdering Charles Lindbergh’s twenty-month-old son. 
 
        I notice that some of the more notable historic personalities are present in the photo. Charles Lindbergh is here, of course. The famous journalists Walter Winchell and Lowell Thomas are also present. And sitting in the back of the courtroom, attempting to be incognito sits J. Edgar Hoover. Even with his attempts to be invisibly present, I think I could recognize Mr. Hoover anywhere he would show up. 
 
        It is so crowded in the courtroom that many of the spectators are standing along the side wall. There, in the middle of those that are standing, I see the ageless stranger once again. I knew it, I just knew it! I don’t know why, but I had a gut feeling that I would find him here somewhere.
 
  
 
   
 
   
   How could he be someone who was alive in the past and at the same time, one who occupies the present? 
 
        Suddenly, I feel like my brain cells have just been detonated like a road flare. What is the possibility of this guy showing up in photos from the other exhibits? Why not? Lately, finding photos of this gentleman living in the past is beginning to be commonplace. Why couldn’t there be more photos. I guess the question should be; how many more are there? If I discover more photos, what trophy of knowledge will I take possession of? 
 
        A surge of fervor invades my insides with a wild mission of pursuit. My mission of pursuit; to find further photos of this reoccurring man of past and future, in order to authenticate his existence. To find the key that will at last open up this locked box of mystery.
 
        Whirling around and away from the displays, I head for Kelly and the next exhibit. As I approach Kelly, she labors to capture the pangs of distress of the Lindbergh baby on film; her camera repeatedly clicking snapshots of the tragedy of a defenseless infant.
 
        “You’re ready to go? Let’s go on to the next exhibit.”
 
        “OK, all right. I just want to finish using up this film in the camera and then we can go.” She continues focusing and taking pictures without skipping a beat.
 
        “I’m surprised!” she says without looking at me.
 
        “What do you mean?” 
 
        “Well nothing, I just thought you would be here for another hour or so. Are you bored with Charles Lindbergh? Not enough blood and guts for you?” She sings sarcastically, as she positions her camera for the optimum focus.
 
        “No; nothing like that,” I attempt to be nonchalant.  
 
        “I just can’t wait to see the other exhibits. I think they will have some great stuff for our story.”
 
        “OK then. I’ll go, if you carry my bag.”
 
        We enter the History of War exhibit next. Most of mankind’s bloody wars are depicted here; from early Egyptian wars and conquests, down to the human conflicts of our modern day.
 
        Kelly grabs her camera and prepares to take more pictures. I begin my mission, in searching the possibilities of finding more photos of my reappearing charlatan of history. I am in hopes that there will be enough photos of history, to fill my basket of enlightenment.
 
        After walking only five steps into the exhibit, a short round and somewhat grizzled old lady confronts me. She at once crosses over the forbidden zone of my personal space, standing only twelve inches from my thorax. 
 
        She crumples her neck back, straining to look up at me as if I were standing on the tenth floor and she on the first. She smiles, and then her face emits the serious determination of a salesman. I have no alternative but to speak some kind of greeting to her.
 
        “Yes ma’am, what can I do for you?”
 
        “Hello sir. My name is Margaret. I am a volunteer for the battered women’s aid society of Seattle. Today I am offering a set of photos, which consists of Civil War photos you will see here in this exhibit today. Twelve photo prints for only ten dollars.”
 
        “Well ma’am, I don’t think...”
 
         “Just think sir; this is your chance to be helping women find happiness in their sad lives once again. It may seem very little to you sir, but it will make such a big difference in some battered woman’s life.”
 
        “OK, I’ll take a set.” As I dig in my pocket for the ten bucks I look around, hoping that no one has witnessed my weakening in the face of an old lady’s emotional chicanery. I take the package of Civil War photos and quickly stick them in my back pocket.
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                                SEVENTEEN   
 
    
 
        The Civil War has always interested me for some reason. Maybe because it was the first great war that photographs were taken. Photographs have given us the ability to peer into the past like a glass window. 
 
        By the amount of photos Kelly is taking, and the pleasant look upon her face, Kelly seems delighted with this exhibit. There are so many human stories here to experience, feel and touch.
 
        The silent and motionless images sketched onto these Civil war photos, come alive and speak. They beckon all to step back in time and to know what they have known, feel what they have felt, and to see what they have seen. The piercing eyes of the men and women staring back at the camera in these pictures seem to transport the importance of understanding their plight.
 
        I have viewed a hundred photos by now, not to mention soldiers’ boots, uniforms, saddles, guns, tobacco pipes, and even a pair of army issue underwear. Nevertheless, I have not yet come upon any photos of the man I am in pursuit of; the one who has threatened my body and captured my mind.
 
        In my search for truth, I chance upon a 120-year old hand-written letter that had been sent to the mother of some long forgotten soldier. I immerse myself within the throb of emotion found there. 
 
        While I continue to stand there preoccupied, Kelly comes up behind me and stands there silently still. Without turning around to see, I know it is Kelly, because of the delectable perfume she is accustomed to wearing. I stop reading. In fact I stop and barricade all Civil War exhibit data from coming into my brain. I close my eyes and just enjoy the sweet bouquet of her presence. 
 
        “I’d say this exhibit is the most interesting and productive yet,” she breaks the silence as she loads another roll of film into her camera. I turn around and face her, and at once become captivated with the spell of her eyes. She abruptly breaks the spell. 
 
        “You know, you have the same look on your face as when you lose your keys or wallet, and can’t find them. Is something wrong?” She asks in kind of a perky manner.
 
        “No no, I’m fine. I haven’t lost anything that I know of. Maybe what you see is the look of disappointment. I just thought there would be more to the exhibit that’s  all.” I shove my hands into my pockets and display a slight pout on my face
 
   “More? This is probably the best exhibit of the whole place. I think a real professional journalist would appreciate that.” She jabs at me.
 
        I look up at her face in response and see her eyes display their trademark sparkle.
 
        “By the way, were you going to frame those prints or put them in an album?” She has a most annoying tone. I sense a trap of harassment close at hand.
 
        “What are you talking about?”
 
        “I mean those beautiful prints you bought from that nice old lady. What do you plan to do with them?”
 
         It’s amazing to me, how a beautiful young girl can be so cunning and skillful at the art of harassment. She can swoop down and do her dirty work, and then be off. Then, no matter what damage she has inflicted, she still is guilty only of being beautiful.
 
        “OK, OK. Yes I gave in to that little old lady and bought some prints that I really didn’t want. Yes, I am a real big soft touch when it comes to little round old ladies. There; you have the admission that you desired. Now let’s get going.”
 
        “No, I wasn’t interested in any admission of guilt. I just thought it was nice to find out that you have a heart after all.” With that said, she scampers off like a playful kitten. She trails off in front of me, her head bobbing from left to right. 
 
        I pull out the photo prints she has so cleverly reminded me of and begin to glance through them. I notice right away, that a few of these photos are new to me. Some of these prints are not of those displayed in the exhibit. I decide to take a load off, sit down and closely examine these photos I’ve taken possession of. 
 
        Of the twelve photos I’ve purchased, I concentrate on five that the exhibit had not displayed. The first photo is of a sequence of smoking cannons. The cannons seem to be silently emerging from the morning fog, heartlessly searching for some life to target. Behind each cold cast iron implement of death, one or two Yankee soldiers bear the continued burden of wretchedness. 
 
        The next two photos are scenes of dead bloodstained soldiers in both blue and gray coats. Their bodies lifelessly carpet the ground, which has now become their eternal abode. I find little tolerance for such emptiness and casual discard of life. I demote these to the bottom of the pile and move on to the next.
 
        The next photo is of a group of Yankee soldiers, posing for the camera. Three foot-soldiers stand on each side of an officer on horseback; instantaneously and permanently engraved into time. 
 
        Even though I should be comfortable with the idea by now, I am again astonished and amazed to find that the officer in the photo is none other than my time-traveling friend I have been searching for. He postures on horseback, saluting and grinning with that grin of his, as if he were playing some unpalatable prank for amusement. 
 
        I look down at the cold concrete floor for a moment, lost in deep thought. My mind swims with this emerging bizarre revelation, until it numbs my brain. I look back at the photo and begin to slowly rock my head back and forth.
 
        All of a sudden everything around me is ravine black. The lights in the exhibit are out. The usual clamor of voices rises to a crescendo of shock that penetrates the instant blackness. Someone steps on my foot; another abruptly bushes against my arm. After a moment or two, someone clicks a cigarette lighter to flame, then another. People then begin to calm, whisper, and even chuckle at the event.
 
        Lights abruptly switch back on and consume the darkness, revealing our true surroundings once again. Nervous sighs of relief and laughter are expressed. After a brief hush, everyone becomes engrossed in the exhibit once again.
 
        Snickering a little to myself, I watch everyone as things return to normal. I see Kelly across the other side of the room. She looks over at me and waves a dainty little wave, moving only her fingers.
 
        I turn my attention back to my photos I have purchased. I look down at my lap where the photos once lay. The photos are gone. Thinking they must have dropped to the floor during the blackout, I begin to search the floor for them, but find nothing. The photos are nowhere to be found. What in the world could have happened to them in just a matter of minutes? I must be losing my mind.
 
        Looking up and around me, I notice a man rushing to the exit of the exhibit. Just before he reaches the door, he looks back. He looks directly at me. In that split second, just before he disappears, I see what looks like my photos in his right hand. Astonished, I sit there in shock. Then I realize! It is him, the stranger! Yes, the same man I had just seen in the photos; the same man that keeps appearing wherever I go. 
 
        As the postcard thief reaches the doorway, he collides head on with another person that is entering the room, causing my postcards to burst from his hands. Without stopping to pick up the postcards, he flash darts out of the room.
 
        I bolt from the chair toward the exit door. The room is too crowded; too many people. Move, everybody move out of my way, I think to myself. I reach the door, then rush outside the room to the middle of the isle way. Desperately I frantically look left then right, then back again; nothing. He is gone. 
 
        I am so frustrated that I feel like hitting something or someone. I turn around and see a man about to pass me. I have an overwhelming desire to punch him out. Despite my frustration, I am able to grab control of some sagacious sane reasoning, until the overwhelming desire subsides. This is good, especially since the man about to pass is over six feet tall and at least one hundred pounds heavier than I am. 
 
        After searching the crowd in both directions in vain, I go back to the doorway of the room and pick up my postcards that have been strewn on the floor. I then reluctantly head back to the exhibit where Kelly is undoubtedly busy taking more photos. I go directly back to the chair I was sitting in and collapse into it, like a half-empty gunny sack of potatoes. 
 
        What kind of creature is this strange man anyway, I ask myself. There is no doubt in my mind now, that he is the sort of man with the capacity and capability, to inhabit both my past as well as my present. What do I do with such a farfetched discovery as this? How should I react to it? To whom do I, or to who should I, reveal this discovery?
 
        Then it occurs to me, is this mysterious character man or spirit, or dare I guess. I have met him now face to face several times, so he is very aware of my existence, and he is aware that I know of his conniving covert activities here as well as in the past. He knows that I know.
 
        He tried to take the post cards I had bought from the little old lady. Why? Might it be that these photos would shed light and reveal more of his identity, of which he would prefer to keep in the dark?
 
        Since he is the one that took advantage of the darkness to seize the photos, he must also be the one who turned the lighted room into darkness. He must have known just when it would be the right time to turn off the lights and to steal the photos; to know that, he would have had to follow and observe me for a very long time. 
 
        Am I in danger? How far would he go to protect his identity? Is keeping his identity secret that important. If I were to find out more about his secret identity, would I be sorry I discovered such a secret?
 
        I sit with this burden, weightlessly laboring against a mauling claustrophobic feeling.  I am exhausted. I need to find Kelly and get out into the open, out into some fresh air.
 
        “I need to get some air. You want to go with me and get a Coke or something?” I call out to Kelly as I pass her, taking for granted she will follow me out of the exhibit.
 
        “Where are you going?” Kelly calls out to me. I look back at her and become aware of the expression on her face. She stands there with her mouth open wide in surprise. I walk back over to her, never taking my eyes from her face. I contemplate the moist border of each one of her red lips for a moment.
 
        “Matthew! It is three in the afternoon. How am I supposed to get a complete photo shoot of this assignment, if you keep going off and taking breaks?”
 
     “I just want to...”
 
        “I know. I’m tired too,” she interrupts. 
 
        “Let’s get this done and then take a break. The exhibit closes in only two hours, and there is so much more to see. If we just knew where the good stuff was in each exhibit, I could take a picture of it, and we could go home early.”
 
        “What do you mean?”
 
   “I mean, we could run into each exhibit, walk right over to the most important part of each exhibit, take a picture, and then on to the next. As it is, we have to make a search through each exhibit, to find something suitable for framing.”
 
        My mind was racing now. Kelly has come up with the formula. Why didn’t I think of it myself? If I were to only search each exhibit for this secret evasive stranger of mine, what more would I discover? Where else in the past has this furtive fellow sojourned? Will still other ancient photos be on display that further betrays his being present at other episodes of history?
 
        “Kelly, you have got an excellent idea!”                 
 
        “What idea?” Her face is looking puzzled.
 
   Without acknowledging Kelly’s question, I step lively to the next exhibit.                               
 
        “Where are you going? I’m not done taking pictures with this one yet.
 
        “Matt?”
 
    I walk a good fifty feet before Kelly decides to pick up the rest of her equipment and catch up to her wildly unpredictable partner. 
 
        I reach the World War II exhibit and rush inside the entrance. I then remember Kelly and poke my head back outside the entrance to see if she is somewhere close by. I see her coming quickly, laboring under the weight of her photo equipment.  The sight of her struggle and the strain displayed upon her face gives me a stab of guilt. I swing out of the doorway to help her.
 
        “Never mind, now that I’m already here. I’ve carried it all this far, I guess I can go the rest of the way without your help.”
 
        “I’m sorry. I wasn’t thinking, as usual. You know me; I’ve got a one-track mind, which is hardly ever on the right track to begin with.”
 
        I rush back inside beginning my search. Bypassing all the artifact bobbles and trinkets, I concentrate on the photographs on display only. 
 
        I take a quick look back at Kelly and notice she is looking at me scornfully and shaking her head. Oh well, let her think of me as an ill-mannered savage for the time being. It’s better for her to think of me as a savage than a certified lunatic. 
 
        I must be a lunatic, searching for a man that seems to have a passage to the past and present simultaneously, to be searching for someone I co-exist with and yet who is also a member of history. I must be mad, because this alternative reality is beyond belief. Not until I find out for myself what is true and what is false, can I reveal to Kelly anything of the reality I am left with? 
 
        I enter a room that displays thousands of World War II photos. I am the only one in this room. Photos of war are not the most cheerful or optimistic photos to behold. Mostly they are of death and destruction; photos that prove the guilt of man’s inhumanity to his fellow man.
 
        Speaking of inhumanity, there must be a hundred photos of Adolf Hitler here on display. Most of these are of his own officers taking advantage of photo opportunities, to be seen with the Fuhrer. Also there are a few of Hitler with his mistress and even with his dog.
 
        Several newspaper clippings of Hitler are also displayed, from newspapers from around the world. Some of the newspapers on display are of those announcing the beginning of the Nazi party and of the instituting of the Nazi symbol, the swastika. Here Hitler is taking his place in history. 
 
        It is amazing to me that people would place trust in such a man as Hitler. I guess since he helped put the economy on the upswing, they were more than willing to reward him with their allegiance. It is amazing how much people are willing to give or pay, just for a good economy, I think to myself.
 
        I think again of the intruder that turned off the lights to steal my photos. He might be still interested in observing me for some bizarre reason. I lift up my head and make a panoramic survey of the entire room. I see nothing but have the feeling of being watched. Maybe I am just being paranoid, but he must have been following and watching me. I will keep vigil and be constantly aware of my surroundings from now on. Carefully and cleverly of course, I promise myself. 
 
        As I look at all the different Hitler newspaper clippings, I come upon a curious photo from an issue of the London Times dated in 1933. The headlines read, ‘Symbol of the Nazi Party.’  At the bottom of the article the caption headlines for the photo is found.  ‘Hitler pays tribute to the designer of the symbol of the Nazi Party.’
 
        Looking at the photo, I quickly realize who the rewarded designer of the swastika is. Standing there smiling that sinister smile of his, as he shakes Hitler’s hand is none other than the juggernaut stranger I search for.
 
        No matter what point in time I find him, he appears ageless. No matter the time or place in history each photo has captured his image; it always seems to be an image that expresses a threat. He emerges as someone possessing the identity of being the aborigine master of some unknown condemnation. 
 
        The man honored for giving Hitler his swastika, is none other than my tormenting intruder of the past. Once again, I have found him among one of the milestones of history. Like some great spectator of time, in attendance at all of history’s main events.
 
        I stare into the eyes of the impostor in the photo for a moment longer. Finally, I break away from his cold piercing eyes and read some of the copy underneath the caption. 
 
         ‘The symbol of the swastika was taken from the cross of Thor and is an ancient sign of good luck, prosperity, and long life. Adolf Hitler shakes Hermann Whilhem Goering’s hand for creating and contributing his gift, the swastika. Hitler declares the swastika as the accepted symbol of the Third Reich and of the Nazi party. Ceremonies were concluded with the march of Nazi party members through the main streets of Berlin.’
 
        I ponder for a moment over the news article, and then snort out a smile. To think, only a few days ago at the Portland airport, I knocked down the man that created the most infamous symbol of all history for Hitler himself. 
 
        I look around me to see if I am still the only one in the room. I find that I am solitarily isolated inside this room of aged photographs. I quickly reach over the glass railing and snatch the yellowed newspaper clipping from its display. I bend over and slip off my shoe; concealing the old and frail newspaper clipping underneath my foot, inside my shoe. 
 
        I’ve used up too much time asking the questions of why or how. I must now use everything at my disposal, in establishing reasonable answers to these questions. I hate to resort to robbery, but I feel like I must do what it takes to solve this riddle. Even with this additional proof, I know it will still be difficult to solve this riddle, as difficult as explaining snow to a pigmy that lives in the middle of the Congo jungle.
 
        One thing I have found. These photos record pieces of history. The more I search these photos of history, the more I come across this strange man that appears to task time. If I can find more photos of this man, it may solve at least part of the puzzle.
 
        I abruptly turn around and head for the exit door. I find Kelly sitting near the exit on one of the wooden benches, fiddling around with one of her cameras. I step up towards where she is sitting, and watch her tinker with her camera for a moment in silence.
 
        Kelly looks up in response to my shadow, bringing her activity to an instant freezing halt.
 
        “What? Don’t tell me you’re ready to leave already!” She has a stunned look upon her sweet face.
 
        “I’m afraid so. I’m ready for the next exhibit room, next door.”
 
        “If you want to call it quits, we can go. I’ve got more than enough pictures of this thing to write ten stories. Besides, you know as well as I do, tomorrow it will all be old news anyway. If you want to call it a day, I’m with you, pal.”
 
        “No, don’t be silly. I want to see everything that the exhibit has to offer. I know it may look as if I am rushing through out of boredom, but I’m not. I’m just making sure that I see everything here before it closes.”
 
        “I don’t care what you say, Matt, you are acting strange. I mean, more strange than usual.” 
 
        “There is nothing strange about it, my dear. Now, let me carry                     something for you.” 
 
   Kelly eyes narrow at me suspiciously. 
 
        “I know it doesn’t sound like me, but allow me to step out of character for a moment and be a gentleman.” She begins to hand me some of her equipment. 
 
        “With pleasure; a girl can always use a gentleman. Right now, even a temporary imitation gentleman is better than breaking my back.”
 
        As we enter the World War I exhibit, my anticipation begins to surge. Would I find the stranger’s presence among any of the World War I photos? It is late in the afternoon and many of the exhibit’s visitors have gone home. There are only three other people in the World War I exhibit besides Kelly and myself. 
 
        Much of the exhibit is dedicated to showing how World War I was the first war of its kind. Besides being a war that embraced and involved the entire world, many new weapons capable of killing mass amounts of humans at one time debuted; the machine gun, the airplane, the tank, nerve gas, as well as others.
 
         ‘How it started,’ is the title of this part of the exhibit. A colorful display of pictures and newspaper articles telling the story of how the war started.
 
        June 28, 1914, a Serbian nationalist assassinated Archduke Francis Ferdinand and his wife, heir apparent to the Austria-Hungarian throne, in Sarajevo. One month later Austria-Hungary declared war on Serbia.
 
        There before me was a small video screen. Just push a button and watch the actual footage of the Archduke being assassinated. I push the button and watch it in horror. What possesses a person to shoot another, I ask myself. Even when a man hates another, shooting him seems to be such an animalistic way to deal with hate. 
 
        But wait! My thoughts of the abhorrence of killing another human being are brought to an abrupt end.
 
        There is something in the video, but I’m not sure. I push the button once again. There! It couldn’t be. I push the video button another time. There, there he is again. Just before the Archduke is shot, the camera sweeps across the crowd. There in the crowd, I spot my strange masquerader once again, a participating member of the cheering crowd. Now he seems to be talking and giving something to a man, the same man that in just a few seconds will kill the Archduke. I push the button one more time. Yes it is him, for sure.
 
        The thought of this man, implicated in the assassination of the Archduke, gives me a helpless feeling. It reminds me of what my father told me of the assassination of President John F. Kennedy. It now seems apparent; he was present at both assassinations and possibly responsible for both.
 
        I look around the room to see if I am still being observed or followed by this insidious fellow. What kind of character does he play in this unfolding conspiracy he is maneuvering? Is he an assassin, a time-traveling assassin? Any interest I’ve had in this bizarre riddle has now turned into fear; mind-boggling fear.
 
        A feminine voice of authority erupts over the network of loud speakers and announces that the exhibit will be closing in fifteen minutes. I find it hard to break away from the video. I finally force myself to push away and begin to look for Kelly. It takes me only a few seconds to find her waiting at the exit, sitting patiently in a chair. 
 
        My mind now is like a rusty mechanism in motion. Every part of my mind wobbles with a piercing irritating sound, lacking the grease of comprehension for it to operate smoothly. All of this is so hard to comprehend and hard to allow it to be a part of my reality.
 
        Kelly is reading a movie magazine as I approach where she is waiting.
 
        “I didn’t know you liked movie magazines, Kelly. I pegged you as more of the Architectural Digest sort of gal.”
 
        “I’m not reading it, smarty pants, I’m checking out their photographic style and presentation. Besides, there is not much else to do while I sit here and wait for you,” she adds sarcastically.
 
        “Thank you very much for waiting. I’ll tell you what, for being such a good guy today, how ‘bout I take you out to a nice dinner?” 
 
        “You mean you’ll take me out to a nice dinner using The Herald’s Discover card?” Kelly is pleased with herself. 
 
        “You sure know how to take the debonair out of a guy don’t you?” I feel a little belittled. 
 
        “Okay, you’re right. Let’s you and me and the paper’s Discover card go out on the town.”
 
        “I don’t care who pays for dinner, as long as we have dinner.”
 
        “Great, let’s go. Oh by the way, talking about the Discover card, don’t let me forget to stop by the photo shop. I need to pick up those posters I ordered.”
 
                 “Matt, you are going to be in so much trouble. You should have waited until we got back to Portland to have them made. The paper could have made them for a lot cheaper.”
 
                 “I know, I know.”
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                                EIGHTEEN   
 
    
 
        It is 5:30 when Kelly and I enter the photo shop. The old mild-mannered gentleman shopkeeper is leaning at the counter reading the evening newspaper.
 
        “Good afternoon!” 
 
        “Are you finding any good news in today’s newspaper?” I ask.
 
        The poised elderly gentleman slowly looks up, takes one puff on his pipe before he responds.
 
        “Good afternoon to you young man and young lady. How can I be of assistance to you?”
 
        Taken a little off guard that he does not recognize me, I am left speechless momentarily. 
 
        “Yes sir. I was in earlier today and left you some photos to have enlarged into posters. I was to come by this evening to pick them up.”
 
        I begin to feel a bit uneasy about the possibilities of getting any posters tonight. I watch as the silver-headed gentleman riffles through several slips of paper.
 
        “Posters? Let me see now. Oh yes, yes indeed. For Mr. Brooks, right?
 
        “Yes sir, that’s correct. I’m Matthew Brooks.”
 
        “Well I have them in the back. If you would excuse me, it will only take me a minute.”
 
        “Yes of course.” He shuffles hunched over, toward the back of the shop, smoke trailing from his pipe like a wood-burning locomotive. 
 
        While I wait I can’t help but wonder. Were there really that many other poster orders today, that he couldn’t remember me or my order? In fact, by the looks of things, I think I may have been his only customer today. 
 
        I’m beginning to question the ability of this dapperly dressed, but forgetful gentleman, to produce the kind of quality posters I’m looking for. Actually, I feel a fragment of cruelty inside of me for thinking this way. I’d better save judgment until after I see the posters.
 
        After a good five minutes, the shopkeeper returns with four large cardboard tube containers, and sets them on the counter.
 
        “Let’s see now, thirty frames before the shuttle explodes and then thirty frames after, plus the sixty frames in between. These two tubes here contain the sixty frames of the explosion. These two contain before and after. I marked each one of them for you so you’ll know which one is which. Now, how else could I be of help?”
 
        The enormity of my purchase has slapped me in the face. I can feel my eyes popping out beyond my brow, as I goggle at the myriads of giant photographs on the counter I have just become indebted for. The shock of the scene paralyzes my tongue for a split second. What have I done? I feel like someone has opened the door and caught me standing there naked. The shopkeeper politely interrupts my silence.
 
        “Mr. Brooks, will there be anything else?”
 
        “Oh I’m sorry. No, that’s all,” I regain use of my tongue and begin to breathe in and out. 
 
        “I guess I didn’t realize how many posters I was ordering. It looks like a lot of posters.”
 
        “I’m sorry, Mr. Brooks. Did I make a mistake on the order?”
 
        “No absolutely not. Don’t pay attention to me. I get bewildered very easily.” I try to hide some of my lingering panic. 
 
        “Very good Mr. Brooks. I selected four of the posters as examples to show you. Each poster represents a different frame of the video you gave me.”
 
        I slowly examine the four poster photos, given for approval. They exceed my expectations. 
 
        “These are great!” I announce in a way that reveals my pleasant surprise.
 
        “This is very high quality work ….  What is your name, sir?”
 
        “Montgomery Thomas, but my friends call me Monty,” he informs me, raising his hand toward mine to shake.
 
        “This is very good work, Monty. Thank you for doing such a good job.”
 
        “I’m very pleased you find the photos satisfactory, Mr. Brooks”
 
        “These are more than satisfactory. How much do I owe you?” I ask him, cringing on the inside awaiting his reply.
 
        “Yes of course, here is the invoice. The grand total is $3750. I tried to keep it close to what I estimated earlier.”
 
        “Oh I’m sure that is fair. I am going to pay for it with my company’s credit card, if that is okay?” I explain. Kelly is shaking her head at me, trying hard to show her disapproval. Although she scoffs at my motive for making such an expensive purchase, she scoffs in silence. 
 
        It now comes to my mind how fetching Kelly looks when she scoffs; it’s like a little bit of silent fireworks. A few tiny sparks fly off creating a moment of visual delight. I smile back at her, which seems to surprise her a little. 
 
        I wonder how bad the sparks will fly when I tell Kelly I’ve decided to take off to the island of Maui. Within Charles Lindbergh’s ransom note for his son, contained the same threatening message that we were given. Charles Lindbergh may hold the key to understanding this strange man’s identity, and why he has made these threats. 
 
        Charles Lindbergh was buried close to his winter home on the island of Maui, close to the secluded village of Hana. It’s possible that the Lindbergh family still owns the home, and some of his family may still go there from time to time. Maybe I can talk to someone that knows what really happened to his son, and why he received threats.
 
        I think this is where I leave the wagon train and go out into the wilderness on my own. I doubt if Kelly will understand or agree with me, no matter how good I can explain. And Lloyd, well Lloyd will probably do what Lloyd does best. Most likely he will react relentlessly inhuman. 
 
        Although I must admit, if someone attempted to tell me my story and explained to me why I needed to go to Maui, I wouldn’t believe me either. If it turns out that I am unemployed when I return, so be it. This is something I must see through to the end, whatever the cost. 
 
        We head back to our hotel room to freshen up before dinner. I hold the four huge cardboard tubes containing the posters on my lap. I don’t think that now is a good time to open them up. I think I’m going to wait till I am thirty thousand feet in the air, on my way to Maui, before I investigate their contents. At least I will be by myself, when I find out that I paid $3750 for nothing.
 
        Our cab gets bogged down in the traffic of downtown Seattle. We both are silent until Kelly can no longer hold her tongue.
 
        “I’m sorry Matt, but you’re my close friend. I’ve got to say what’s on my mind.” A torrent of emotion is on its way.
 
        “Go ahead sweetheart; everything is out in the open between you and me. What’s on your mind?”
 
        “Are you trying to get fired?” She vehemently expresses.
 
        “What do you mean?” I try to say as if I am ignorantly innocent.
 
        “You know exactly what I mean, Matt. You know how Lloyd is going to react to that credit card charge of almost four thousand dollars. He is going to explode. After he explodes, he is going to fire your stupid behind. Just what were you thinking?” She passionately enunciates, her eyes permeating with wet unspent tears.
 
                 “Don’t be so upset. I know Lloyd is unreasonable, but I think I have found something pretty earth-shaking. I think it is going to be a story that even Lloyd would pay four thousand dollars for and then some. I just need to have time to study the posters to be sure.”
 
        “You think it’s going to be a story?” Both hands are now stationed upon her hips. Judging her appearance, she looks like a dam that is about to burst with emotion. I feel the need to take cover from whatever is coming, but how do you take cover from a bursting dam? 
 
        “Do you know how hard it is to find somebody that you can work with, work with as a team?” Kelly bursts.
 
        “Yes, I...” Kelly cuts me off. I feel like a fly about to be smacked with a fly swatter, and I can’t get my wings to work.
 
        “I don’t think you do,” Kelly continues. “I think it is irresponsible of you to treat our assignment, our team work, and your job so carelessly. And another thing, if Lloyd decides to fire you, he may decide to fire me also. You know how Lloyd is. If I happen to be your partner when you do something stupid, he may fire me too. Did that ever cross your mind?”
 
        I’m taken back by Kelly’s surprise attack. I’ve never felt so miserable about spending money in my life. I think I would rather meet with the wrath of Lloyd and be fired, than see Kelly’s displeasure.
 
       
 
        “If I have been careless or unappreciative of our work and friendship, I assure you that it has been out of shear stupidity and thoughtlessness, not intent. I treasure you as my friend and my partner. I hope it never comes to an end.”
 
        Kelly wipes her eyes and looks out the window as we approach our hotel.
 
        “I hope so too Matt; I hope so too.” 
 
        I decide that it would be better not to discuss my trip to Maui or why I am going there. I think it would be best to wait until dinner. Maybe after a little wine and good food, she may be able to better digest what I have to tell her.
 
        I know she will think I am crazy. She knows me pretty good. I have been known to have a vivid imagination. She knows I have a tendency to exaggerate, about as much as a cloud has the tendency to change shapes. I’ve spent $3750 for seemingly worthless posters; and then I am going to fly off to Hawaii to find information about Charles Lindbergh’s ransom note. When I say all of it out loud, it sounds crazy to me too. 
 
        Nevertheless, I believe there remains some hidden reason why the threat written in Charles Lindbergh’s ransom note and the threat Kelly and I received in Montana, are exactly the same. I also have a sneaking feeling, that the rascal that threatened Kelly and I must be the very same person that threatened Lindbergh. 
 
        Hana is the little town on the Island of Maui where Lindbergh is buried. I’ve heard that Lindbergh’s own daughter still lives there. Maybe if I can go there and talk with her, I can find some answers to this puzzle. Maybe it will help to make sense of all this. I feel strongly that I must go, but I’m not looking forward to telling Kelly about my plans. Yet I must tell her, before I fly off.
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                                NINETEEN 
 
    
 
        We find ourselves riding in a cab once again, heading to the Space Needle for dinner. I look around, scrutinizing the interior of the cab.  I notice the cab driver’s ID picture hanging on the visor. Adolph Franco is his name. I look at his picture, and then look into the rearview mirror which embodies his actual face. 
 
        Hmm, I wonder. Why do cab drivers and their photo IDs never seem to completely match? The man in the photo is a clean-cut man about thirty years old. The man actually driving our cab looks older, and quite different from his photo. 
 
        To me, he looks like one of those ancient mummies that was recently found totally intact and now is being displayed on the Discovery Channel. A well-preserved mummy though; the kind that has been marinated, mummified, and embalmed so well, that he still has wavy brown hair on his head. Our driver makes me feel a bit uneasy, but I’m sure his appearance is the only thing gone awry, I try to tell myself.
 
        Kelly on the other hand, looks like an angel. Quiet, but an angel just the same. The first night lights of Seattle begin to show off their ability to glitter. As we pass each one of these tiny galaxies of illumination, they create a million sparkles in Kelly’s crystal dark brown eyes. She looks so beautiful. She looks as beautiful as some heavenly celestial body, visiting from a million light years away. 
 
        Her extreme beauty is delicately wrapped in the smoothest and most conforming black silk dress that the law will allow. It is a joy just to be an eyewitness of her presence, which by the way makes my heart flog against the inside of my chest. 
 
        We soon arrive beneath the Space Needle edifice. Hopefully, our dinner experience will afford Kelly a recess from her sullen frame of mind. 
 
        Entering the elevator to the restaurant is like entering a giant drinking glass. Even the floor is glass. The glass-covered elevator transports us aloft, as quickly and silently as a shooting star. It forces us to give a fond fare-thee-well to our stomachs we’ve left behind. 
 
        We exit the elevator and catch our breath, only to have it taken away again. Before us is the observation deck and the most beautiful sunset I have ever seen. The sun looks as if it has come to rest on top of the snow-capped Olympic mountain range, at the farthest west end of the horizon. There are several people on the observation deck, ooing and ahhing at the sunset with us.
 
                 We watch the sun as it shrinks into a tiny brilliant crescent, peeking above the horizon. The crescent of sunlight then becomes incredibly bright. It’s as if the sun were turning its face around, to see if the shadow of nightfall was still following close behind. 
 
        We follow the host to our table and are seated. Our table for the evening becomes our observatory, whereby we are able to witness a panorama of the world. We are six hundred feet above the surface of the Earth, and from our cathedra we can see a hundred miles in all directions.
 
        The restaurant rotates 360 degrees every twenty minutes. Watching such a vista of such breadth, satisfies our spiritual appetites as much as the restaurant’s gourmet food satisfies our corporeal hunger.
 
        Our wineglasses are filled one more time. We sit back and bask in the luxuriate feeling we both possess, due to our sumptuous feast. Kelly looks lighthearted and has even thrown a few subdued appreciative smiles at the waiter. For awhile we are content with savoring our wine and being entertained by the glitter of Seattle at night. 
 
        Out of the corner of my eye I see Kelly looking at me, as if she were searching high and low for the right words to say.
 
        “Remember Matt, when we said how much we appreciate working together as a team?” 
 
        “We make a good team, you and I.”
 
        “Don’t you think that as a team we should always try to stick up for one another, and back each other up when we can?” She is becoming more confident with each word now. 
 
        “Of course, I do.” I feel like a little trap has been set and is now about to be sprung.
 
        “Good, I knew you would feel that way. Now, since I am your trusted partner, I want to avail myself to you and do my part to stick up for you.” She sounds as if she has some little scheme all figured out.
 
        “What do you mean stick up for me. What is it that you would need to stick up for me for?” I ask warily.
 
        “I want you to let me pay for half of those posters. You pay half, I pay half. Then there wouldn’t be anything left for Lloyd to have a seizure over. What do you think about that idea?” Kelly looks so lighthearted and pleased with herself. It has been awhile since she has been her chipper self; I hate to be the one to demolish her idea before it goes any further.
 
        Motionless and without saying a word, I stare back at Kelly. Kelly’s eyes twinkle at the idea that she has come up with; something that will save the day and maybe our jobs. Do I go along with her to make her happy, or do I stick with what I know is right. Do I yield to the wiles of a beautiful woman or allow integrity to prevail?
 
        “That is about the most gracious gesture anyone has ever offered me.” I reach over our dining table for two and take her hand before I continue. 
 
        “You know me better than most. You know that I am always going off half-cocked, taking risks that I really shouldn’t,” I confess, in the softest kindest manner that I know how.
 
        “Yes!” she nods her head in agreement. “That’s something you and I can both agree on.” she concludes, wearing a big grin on her face.
 
        “If you remember, I made a promise to you. If I get into any trouble because of being stupid or taking too many risks, I will make sure that you escape any repercussions that result from it. I am determined to keep that promise. I appreciate your sweet gesture, but I can’t accept it. Whatever Lloyd’s reaction is to the posters I ordered, I am going to have to deal with it myself. I decided to spend the money; I’m the one that will have to face Lloyd. That is the only way to go. You see that, don’t you, Kelly?”
 
        Kelly stares with torment across the table at me. The grimace upon her face appears to be saying, “Why did you pick now to say something that makes sense?”
 
        After awhile, Kelly takes a deep breath. 
 
        “I hate to admit it, but I guess you’re right for once.” To disguise any tangible signs of emotion, Kelly quickly busies herself by replenishing lipstick that may have been smudged during dinner.
 
        “There’s something else I need to tell you, Kelly.” Kelly immediately stops motion, in anticipation at what is coming next. She looks at me sternly and deeply inhales, then exhausts it all at once. 
 
        “What now?” She sighs, in a half-hearted breathy voice.
 
        “I’ve decided to do something else that you won’t be my partner in.”
 
        “What is it, Matt?” Kelly, now shell-shocked, is unusually calm. 
 
        “Tomorrow, I would like you take my story and your photos of the exhibition back to The Herald, and deliver them to Lloyd for me.” Before I can continue, determined yet calm words pop out of Kelly’s mouth.
 
        “Don’t be silly Matt. Lloyd isn’t going to fire you. The worst case scenario is that he takes the price of the posters out of your check.”
 
        “That’s not it at all, Kelly.” 
 
        “We might be able to even convince him that we are working on a big story, and the posters are important background material we’ve uncovered. Besides, if he threatens to fire you, I’ll just tell him that if you go, I will go. That should stop him in his tracks.” I smile at her, clear my throat and try to think of the best way to express myself.
 
        “You know, besides being the sweetest and most beautiful lady in the world, you’re also one of the most loyal people I’ve had the privilege of knowing.” A little surprised by my words, Kelly becomes a tiny bit flustered but achieves a shy smile. I try to continue.
 
        “Lloyd’s firing me is not what I was going to talk to you about. That’s not it at all.”
 
        “You said something about convincing Lloyd that the posters were a part of a big story we are working on. Well, those posters are part of the biggest story of my life.”
 
        “What story? I’m sorry but the Seattle exhibition isn’t what I would call a real big story.”
 
        “Kelly, I want you to go back to The Herald by yourself tomorrow because tomorrow I’m going to Maui.”
 
        “Maui! You mean the Hawaii, Maui?” Her voice becomes amplified, and her hands start to tremor.
 
        “Yes, the island of Maui in Hawaii.”
 
        “The only thing that I can figure out Matt is that you are trying to make sure that you get yourself fired.” Her arms wildly gesturing.
 
        “No Kelly, I....”
 
        “What possible good reason could you have, that would make you fly off to Maui now, besides the bikinis?” Kelly seems to have lost control, and I am losing my patience.
 
        “You want to know why I’m going to Maui, I’ll tell you why. I’m going to Maui because some of Charles Lindbergh’s family still lives there.” 
 
        “Charles Lindbergh? You have completely lost your mind.”
 
        “Calm down.”
 
        “Calm down? How do you expect me to calm down?”
 
        “You just talked to me about being loyal partners that help each other out. Well, I would like you to help me out right now. I need you to listen to me, calmly and patiently. Can you do that for me?” Kelly crosses her arms and labors at becoming calm. 
 
        “Okay. I’m calm, and I’ll try to be patient. Now tell me why you have decided to throw away your career; throw your career away and go to Hawaii to visit the Lindberghs? I would like to understand why,” she beseeches in a mild soft voice. While it is true that Kelly has calmed herself down considerably, her sarcasm is still engaged.
 
        “Remember when Lloyd sent us both to cover that airplane crash at the Portland International Airport?” I try to juggle her mind towards the vicinity of our past. She nods feebly.
 
        “Do you remember the man that I briefly spoke to after I had knocked him down? I tried to return his hat, but when I turned around he was gone.”
 
        “I don’t know. I think I remember, vaguely. At the time, there was a plane on fire with a few hundred dead bodies strewn around on the ground. I wasn’t able to focus in on the guy you bumped into.” She leans back into her chair as our waiter bends over the table to take away some of the dinnerware. Kelly folds her arms together and leans on the table as I continue on. 
 
        “How about the time we were up in the woods looking for Bigfoot. Remember the guy that was impersonating a Forest Service Ranger, then ran off into the woods?”
 
        “What about him?” 
 
   I feel Kelly’s skepticism easing a bit. With both hands in gesture, I continue with my explanation.
 
        “All right then. You have the guy at the airport and the Forest Service guy. Then there was the man we saw on top of the sand dune in Montana that disappeared, remember?” Kelly shoots back another nod, but this time it is with more enthusiasm.
 
        “Now, add to all these guys we’ve seen at different times and at different places, that threatening message we found on the windshield of our rental car.”
 
        “What do all of those gentlemen in the past have to do with that message we found in Montana? In fact, what do those men have to do with anything? What does any of this have to do with going to Maui?”
 
        “Listen for a minute. The man I knocked down at the airport, the man disguised as a Forest Service Ranger, and the man peering at us from atop the sand dune are all the same one man. The threatening message and even the cave we discovered in Montana, are connected to this man.”
 
        Kelly is now looking at me in a way that I’ve never seen her look at me before. The only way I can explain it is that she is pretending not to be alarmed. She opens up her purse and deposits the lipstick and other makeup she has been fiddling with. Then a kind of total calm comes over her and she folds her hands and looks directly into my eyes. I’ve seen this countenance before somewhere. I think it was on TV. The star of the show was a psychiatrist getting ready to talk to one of his insane patients.
 
        “Matt. I think you need to come back with me, back to Portland, and then take some time off.”
 
        “I don’t need any time off, Kelly,” I assure her, feeling somewhat perturbed.
 
        “Don’t be so macho. Take some time off. Everybody feels better after a little R and R.”
 
        “I feel fine. I feel great. I don’t need any time off. I know this all sounds crazy. I know it does, but please just listen to me, OK.”
 
       “Okay, okay I’m listening. Go ahead, shoot,” Kelly says, as if she is being patient beyond the call of duty.
 
        “Now, this man I’m talking about was not only present at all these places we’ve already talked about, but he has also been following me.” Kelly rolls her eyes and exhales a noisy cynical breath.
 
        “I caught him following me one Sunday morning as I was coming back from my neighborhood store. And Kelly, he was following us at the exhibition. I saw him!”
 
           “OK Matt, I’ve listened to you. Now tell me this. Why would this man be following you? What possible connection does he have with you? Do you know him?”
 
        “No, I don’t know him, but he seems to know me. He may even be following you too, so I want you to be careful. Heck, he may even be watching us right now.” Kelly looks a little surprised along with a smidgen of alarm.
 
        “I don’t know about all this, Matt. It all seems a little far-fetched to me,” she fretfully affirms.
 
        “I know it does. Let me show you something. Remember those postcards I bought from that little old lady? You know, the ones you teased me about buying.” 
 
        Kelly is silent, and then places a faint fragile smile upon her face. “Yes, yes I remember. I love to reminisce about the times I’ve been able to torment you.” Kelly looks as if it were a pleasure just to bring up the memory.
 
        “Take a look at them and tell me what you see,” I request from her.
 
        “Well, these are photos from the Civil War, right?” She mockingly assumes, as she begins to shuffle through the postcards with a smirk. 
 
        “That’s right,”
 
   Closing my eyes, I bolster up some strength from within. I can see right now, this business will take everything I’ve got to see it through to the end. The thing is I’ve not even begun yet.
 
        She ponders over each photo, and then goes back over them a second and third time.
 
        “I don’t really understand what I am looking for. What am I supposed to be finding?”
 
        “Let me show you. Look at the man in this photo, then in this photo, and then in this one here. Now tell me, what do you see?”
 
        “It looks like they are all the same man. Is that what you mean?”
 
        “That’s right. They are all the same man; anything else?”
 
        “Uh no, I really don’t know what it is you want me to see. I’m sorry Matt, you’ll have to tell me,” she is apologetic.
 
        “Don’t you recognize him from anywhere?” 
 
        “You mean besides the postcards?”
 
   Kelly senses that I am beginning to get a little impatient.
 
        “Yes, besides the postcards. Look at the man in the photos once more.”
 
        Kelly looks intently, and then begins to shake her head.
 
        “He looks a little familiar, I think. But I might just be imagining it.”
 
        “It is the man we saw at the airport and the Forest Service Ranger in the woods by Hood River.
 
        “Yes, it looks just like him. But...That can’t be. I mean how could that be, Matt? It must be a look-alike or something.”
 
        “If I were to take you back to the exhibition, I could show you several old photos they have there on display with this same guy’s face in them.” 
 
        “Are sure you’re just not imaging things?” She sounds as if she were asking a child the question.
 
        “I swear Kelly! Somehow I am going to try to make you believe me. I’ve seen several very old photos with my own eyes that contain this man’s face. I don’t know how he got there to pose for each photo; I just know he was there long enough to have his picture taken.”
 
        “I remember in one of the photos I saw, he was posing as one of the cops investigating one of Jack the Ripper’s murder scenes. In another photo he is shaking Hitler’s hand. Hitler is honoring him for creating the idea of the Nazi Swastika. 
 
        I also found a photo where he is posing with Amelia Earhart by her airplane, just before she leaves on the flight from which she never returns.” 
 
        “Now wait just a minute. I might be able to swallow that this guy was still around in the late 1800s during the Civil War, and then he just happened to move to England where he got a job as a policeman, and just happened to be present at one of Jack the Ripper’s murder scenes, where it just so happens a photo was taken. I might be able to swallow it if you gave me a week or two, but those were photos of the 1800’s. 
 
        “Now you’re asking me to believe that this guy transported himself to the 1930’s to pose with Amelia Earhart in a photo and shake Hitler’s hand. I’m sorry Matt, but my faith in your story is beginning to take a nose dive.” Kelly hands me the postcards. Her face is flushed and she looks exhausted. I gently place my hands on either side of her shoulders and turn her directly toward me. I tenderly pull her chin up, till her eyes focus directly on mine.
 
        “Do you believe me?”
 
        “I told you before, you and I are friends. I...”              
 
        “I’m not asking you if we’re friends. Do you believe me, or do you think I’m crazy? I’m asking you if you can believe me right now.”
 
        She looks longingly back and forth at my eyes, until she finds the answer to my question.
 
        “Yes Matt I believe you. I am just trying to figure out what this is all about, that’s all.”
 
        “I don’t know what all this is about, myself. I do know that what I’ve seen is real. I just need some time to figure it all out, if I can. Will you help me do that? Will you stick with me just a little while longer?”
 
        “Of course Matt. But listen to me. Do you realize what you’re asking me to believe? I mean, just think of the implications of it for a moment. If this man was present, to pose at all the times and places that you say you’ve seen him in, he would have to be some kind of time-traveler or something. If he weren’t a time traveler, he would have to be at the very least, a guy that has lived an incredibly long time. That just seems too unbelievable to me. You see what I mean.” Although she is full of serious perplexity, she expresses herself with a very sweet repose.
 
        She does make a very good point though. Something I myself have thought, but have not heard myself speak it out loud.
 
        Kelly stands and then leans over the table towards me and whispers that she needs to go the powder room to powder her nose. I remain seated at the table, drifting off somewhere in my mind between past and present. 
 
        Since it looks as if Kelly is going to be awhile, I decide to do the tourist thing and go out onto the Space Needle’s observation deck to take a look around.
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                                  TWENTY 
 
    
 
        The automatic sliding doors open with a blast of wind that sounds like a freight train. I immediately unfold the collar of my jacket around my neck, and walk out onto the darkness of the deck. Seattle is displayed before me and below me, looking like a million candles flickering far off into the night.
 
        I stare out into the night, mesmerized by all the animated illuminations affixed upon this ebony panorama. It is interesting, I think to myself, how something seemingly so limited in color and shape, can be so captivatingly beautiful, almost hypnotic. 
 
        I remember as a child I would squint my eyes and make believe the lights of the city were really the eyes of thousands of unknown creatures watching me. Or, there may be one gigantic monster that had magically illuminated itself as a warning, so that I would know its presence and go no further in its direction.
 
        I look out over towards the docks, and then further out into the open waters of the Puget Sound. A large ferry with its night running lights displayed, moves slowly across the water. The water is calm and reflects the Seattle skyline like a mirror.
 
        I put a quarter in a coin operated telescope, hunch over and look through the telescope lens. Looking out toward the Eastside, I can see the traffic moving across Lake Washington by way of the floating bridge. The telescope goes black and requires another quarter. I am in the wrong business, I think to myself. I should buy me a few of these telescopes. At a quarter a minute I could retire by the time I am thirty.
 
        After feeding the telescope another quarter, I maneuver myself to peer out into the darkness once again. Just as my forehead rests against the telescope, someone grabs my throat from behind like a vice. Instantly and instinctively, I struggle to see the assailant’s identity. The more I struggle, the more the grip around my neck is increased. The pressure of the assailant’s grip becomes so intense, I feel myself beginning to blackout.
 
        Slowly, the hand around my neck releases its grip a little. Suddenly, a whispering sandpaper-like man’s voice begins. “You are going to die, Mr. Brooks.” I resist a little by reason of his words and the grip on my neck tightens severely in response. 
 
        “You are going to die, Mr. Brooks, if you don’t forget what you have uncovered and you don’t stop searching for answers. I warned you in writing, and I have warned you in person. If it were up to the others, you would already be dead. This is your last warning, Mr. Brooks. Do you understand?”
 
        Stunned for a moment, I hesitate to reply. Suddenly, he violently shakes me to attention. “Do you understand, Mr. Brooks?”
 
        “Uh huh!” With his death grip still upon me, it is all I can possibly grunt out, signaling affirmatively by moving my head minutely up and down. The squeeze of his hand then increases and becomes so intense that I pass out completely.
 
        The dull thump of raindrops upon my face begs open my eyes. Lying there on the cold metal deck, I sense I’ve been awakened to a place I do not belong. It’s like I have come to life, laying upon some ghastly Dr. Frankenstein-like apparatus, where large raindrops are being used to repeatedly poke my eyes open to consciousness. 
 
        Suddenly, my soul’s memory that had been imprisoned inside my dazed mind is now set free. I remember where I am and what has just happened. 
 
        Immediately I leap up from the cold and wet wire floor and begin to head for the sliding door. I quickly find that I have leapt up from the floor a little too fast. My legs turn into noodles and my head becomes inebriated with dizziness. With the thumb and fingers of one hand on the temples of my head, I reach out for the rail and then seize it with the other. I wait here for a moment, until the unstable dizziness passes. As I wait for my mind to clear, I become quite aware of the deep aching of my throat, due to the trauma imposed by some unknown aggressor. 
 
        I raise my head and look around my immediate space. I am alone in the darkness. Only small intermittent deck lights and the city lights of Seattle 600 feet below me, illuminate the night.  
 
        Without warning, an ill-mannered wind gusts through the entrails of this magnificent metal structure and crescendos into a supernatural sounding howl. Being granted a few moments to catch my sanity, I head for the glass doors for escape from this nightmare. I slowly pace across the deck towards the door, one foot in front of the other. I stop and turn a complete 360 degree circle, in order to ascertain the possibility of further threat. I continue towards the glass doors once again. 
 
        My heart pumps like a canon, as if it is about to fire my life’s blood, right out through my chest. Like sentinels offering passage for asylum, the doors automatically open. Accepting their invitation of refuge without hesitation, I quickly walk inside without looking back.
 
        As I return to our table, Kelly is waiting there with a little frown attached to the side of her face. Quietly, and without saying a word, I sit down. The Jack and Coke I had left behind is now watered down with melted ice. I hurriedly grasp it with both hands, tip it up and drink it down in one large gulp. Kelly patiently waits for me to finish my drink.
 
        “You got tired waiting for me and went exploring?”
 
        I have no response for her, since my mind is still in the quagmire of my misadventure.
 
        Kelly waits patiently for me to answer, her eyebrows succumb to puzzlement.
 
        “Something is wrong Matt. You look pale!”
 
        Unbeknownst to Kelly, I have been choked speechless. My reply to her questions remains barricaded somewhere inside my brain. Without speaking a word, I simply lower my collar and expose the barbarous signature left by my assailant.
 
        Kelly looks at the macabre stamp of communiqué upon my neck. Instantly she makes a frantic inhaling noise, and jumps to her feet. With her eyes on high beam and her mouth open wide, she spits out a response.
 
        “Matt! What in the...”
 
        Raising my palms up in gesture before she can go any further, I make an effort to tone down her reaction. 
 
        With an unusual and unreal composure of calm, I finally speak.
 
        “I was out on the deck.” I point over towards the glass doors exit. “I mean that is where I have been.” By the look on her face, I am far from making any real sense.
 
        “I know where you were, Matt,” she fires back, doing so better than any drill sergeant ever could.
 
        “Now tell me, where in the world did you get those marks on your neck?” She is trying to speak and be unemotional, but the moisture beginning to pool inside her beautiful eyes betrays her authentic heart. She is scared.
 
        “Oh those are just from that guy that threatened to kill me.” I feel so strange. I have been totally ravaged emotionally, but I feel totally calm. And yet I feel as waggish and giddy as a child. With this odd mix of emotion, my words are coming out of my mouth dressed as sarcastic.
 
        “Kill you? What are you saying? Who threatened to kill you?” she commands.
 
        “Oh you know; the guy that I told you about. The one that you said is a figment of my imagination.” I gesture a pointing finger towards myself, doing so in a most lofty cavalier manner. I am almost appalled at my blatant sarcasm at such a serious time as this. Of course I cannot be at blame. Some dark demon of sarcasm has been mistakenly let loose inside my soul. Thinking this to myself, I impishly smile.
 
        “Matt, would you please be serious for a change? Tell me what happened. Does it hurt?” she leans over and beginning to examine my neck in a tender feminine, motherly fashion. It reminds me of how my mother would react when she found a stray cat or dog that was wounded or poorly fed. I kind of like it, I admit to myself. Of course I allow myself to hope for better things, that Kelly’s feelings might blossom into something more than motherly.
 
        “Remember, the man that was in the Civil War photos and in the Jack the Ripper murder scene photos. Remember the 1937 newspaper article about the Hindenburg I told you about, and the picture of the guy with those weird eyes running away from the Hindenburg?” Not being sure where I am going with my explanation, Kelly nods her head and patiently waits for me to conclude.
 
        “That same man attacked and threatened to kill me, just a few minutes ago. He said that this was my last warning.”
 
        Kelly stares at me in silence, her mouth is cocked open as if she is allowing a doctor to place a tongue depressor upon her tongue, then asked to say  ‘ahh’” She is dumbfounded.
 
        I see that Kelly is coming to the end of her silence and is about to speak. Just as her lips are forming the first words of her next expression, I cut in line of her before she has a chance to speak.
 
        “Now hold on, hold on. I know what you’re going to say.” I hold up my hands in a sort of premature protest.
 
        “You probably think that all of this is just a figment of my imagination, or that I’m crazy. That may be true. Of course I have always believed that figments of imagination were not capable of squeezing your neck until bruising marks appear, and rendering one totally unconscious,” I soberly express myself.
 
        “Matt, how do you know...” 
 
   I interrupt Kelly as abruptly as possible; unwavering in my conviction, without appearing profoundly furious.
 
        “No Kelly! You have questioned my story long enough. You can see the marks on my neck. That should be proof enough. You should believe the rest of my story I have been telling you, because I say it is true. I am telling you, it is true.” I feel as if I am beginning to crumble from fatigue.
 
        “Ok, ok. I believe you. Listen, I’m sorry. I know that you are serious about this. I know that you’re not just making this up out of your head. I don’t think that you’re crazy or anything; a little paranoid maybe, but not crazy.” She smiles. 
 
        “I believe you Matt, but did you see the man that attacked you? Did you see his face to be sure?” 
 
        I bow my head, take a deep breath and exhale slowly.
 
        “Who else would tell me to stop searching for answers? Who else would tell me that this is my last warning, and they will kill me if I continue to search for answers? Who else would tell me that my life is in danger and that the others want me dead? 
 
        No, I didn’t see his face, I didn’t have to. I know who it was. A blind man can recognize who they are talking to without seeing their face, and so can I.”
 
        “OK that makes sense. I was just thinking that it might be someone that is connected to another story that you have been working on, or have worked on in the past.”
 
        “Look, in my short career as a journalist, I have never received a death threat. Not until I come into contact with this gentleman. He is the only person, man or woman that has told me to stop searching for information about him or his associates. He is the only being that has ever given me, as he put it, a last warning. He signed that last warning with these marks on my neck.” I point to my throat as a credential of proof.
 
        “Who else could it be? What other mystery am I in a quandary about or trying to unravel? The only mystery I have been trying to solve is of this irksome fellow that is repeatedly forewarning me of death.” The sound of exasperation rattles in my voice.
 
        “I’m sorry, Matt.” She tries to express herself sympathetically. Kelly reaches over and holds my hand, then gently squeezes it.
 
        I sit back casually in my chair and methodically look out through the window. Out there in the black of night, the light stitched skyline of Seattle shows off its grandiosity. 
 
        “You know?” Kelly sits back down as I begin to speak. “The thing I don’t understand is how he knows? How could he know that I have uncovered information about him? It seems to me the only way he would be aware of anything I have done or what you and I have found out, is if he has been watching us. He must have been watching and following us for a very long time.
 
        That means you are going to have to watch yourself from now on. Be careful and be aware of what is going on around you.” I look over at Kelly with a worried cast upon my face.
 
        “Why do I need to watch myself from now on?” Kelly begins to look scared
 
        “Think about it. If he has been watching me, he has been watching you too. He figures that you know what I know. For some reason though, he has seen it necessary only to approach me, for right now. For some reason he feels that I am more of a threat. But that’s good. Hopefully he will continue to think that way.
 
        You know that any good reporter will not back down from any story, even if they are threatened. That’s usually how the really good and important stories surface. I know a little bit of the story now, but I need to find more pieces of the puzzle though, so I can find out what it all means. That’s why I feel I need to go to Maui. I think I may be able to find another piece to this puzzle there. Maybe, just maybe, I can find a connection between Charles Lindbergh’s ransom note and the threatening messages we were given. There has got to be a reason why Lindbergh’s note and our threats are almost exactly the same.”
 
        “You mean you are still going to Maui, even after your life has been threatened and then you were almost strangled to death? Matt, this guy is not kidding. He didn’t stick those black and blue marks on your neck, just to play a joke.” Kelly’s radiator of emotion begins to overheat. I smile a little as she softly rants; of course, the only way a beautiful girl can rant is softly. I am delighted at the passion that she is exhibiting for my safety and care. I relish her enthusiasm, so I wait for her to finish.
 
        “If he really wanted to kill me, he would have killed me by now. Don’t worry, everything will be alright.” I choose my words carefully. Actually I deceive her a little bit, in order not to betray my true feelings about the situation. 
 
        “The way I look at it, is that the more we know about this guy, the safer we will be.”
 
        “Now how can you say that, he has threatened to kill you if you keep trying to find out anymore about him?” Kelly argues, definitely cynical of my store-bought rationale.
 
        “This guy has become kind of like our enemy, right?” Kelly shrugs her shoulders. 
 
        “Well, you know the saying. The more you know about your enemy, the more successful you will be at fighting him.”     
 
   “I don’t understand, Matt.”
 
        “What if you and I could prove that other people like us have had encounters with this man? What if we could prove that others have had threats and warnings by this same guy and his cohorts? If we could find out enough of the story to put into print, to bring out into the open, I doubt if this guy and his buddies would risk doing anything to anybody. Remember, these guys want to stay hidden in the shadows.
 
        “What if I were able to go to Maui and find the information that would connect Charles Lindbergh’s ransom note with our threatening letters. Not only would that give us more answers and more to go on, but connecting this whole thing with someone that has the fame of Charles Lindbergh will give us the edge. The more it comes out into the open, the safer we will be and the more these people will back off.”
 
        Kelly looks off into the distance, and then she looks directly into my eyes.
 
        “Matt if you were selling me a new car or a new waterbed with all the latest accessories, I would probably buy it on the spot, no questions and no doubts.
 
        “But I am not buying a car and I am not buying a waterbed, and I am not buying the load of rubbish you are trying sell me. 
 
        Somehow, this man that has been endowed with such insidious stealth and cunning, he knows that we have discovered his existence. Judging by those marks on your throat, I’d say that he doesn’t like being discovered. Maybe he’s shy. Maybe he likes his privacy. Maybe he is hiding some secret that is beyond belief, I really don’t care.” Kelly throws both hands up.
 
        “When he sees that you are going to turn right around and continue with your investigation, I doubt very much that he will go into hiding. He didn’t have any qualms about strangling you before; he won’t have any qualms about finishing the job in the future,” she protests, with a fretting disposition.
 
        “I know you’re upset about all of this, and you don’t want me to go to Maui. I know that when Lloyd finds out that I went to Maui, and he finds out the reason I went , he will probably fire me. I understand all of that; but also I am hoping that you will understand when I tell you, that I am still going to Maui.”
 
        “Ok Matt,” with shrugged shoulders, she concedes to the inevitable. 
 
        “But I have to tell you. There is no, ‘probably being fired’. When Lloyd finds out that you went to Maui on your own assignment, he will surely fire you. And guess who will be there to take the heat?” She pinches her lips together and shakes her head, as she contemplates the forecast of her future.
 
        We both sit there for a moment, looking out the window. The waiter comes by one more time to ask if we want anything more. We ignore his hint of vacating our table. Then, Kelly interrupts our interlude of hush. Still gazing out through the glass, she begins to speak from her heart.
 
        “When does your plane leave for Maui?” 
 
        “My flight leaves at eight in the morning. I hate to leave before you, but it was the only flight I could get on such short notice.”
 
        “Well that’s ok. I will only have to wait around a couple of hours till my flight leaves.” 
 
        “Matt.” she says calmly.
 
        “What’s up?”
 
        “What if you go to Maui and you find nothing? What if you go to Maui and lose your job for nothing. I would hate to see your career end like this, you know?”
 
        Looking up at the ceiling, I scratch my chin with my thumb and try to look quite methodical. An amusing thought of nonsense prompts me to smile.
 
       “I know what your problem is. You just don’t want to lose the best journalist you have ever worked with in your life. That’s it, isn’t it?” I ask her jokingly.
 
        With an apocryphal grin still carved upon my face, I look up and witness Kelly’s eyes filling with tears.
 
        “I will miss you, Matt. Come on, we better go.” She slides off her chair, stands up and quickly exits the restaurant. Felling like a stupid heel, I pay the check. Braking into a quick trot, I make an effort to intercept Kelly. It seems that I spend too much of my time as a heel. I think it would be refreshing to experience a new personality trait for a change.
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                             TWENTY ONE
 
    
 
        After going through metal detectors and luggage searches, I am one of the few randomly chosen passengers to be checked one more time. It never fails. Whenever I get on a plane, I am always treated to the attention of one more final check. I must possess a look of suspicion that I am not aware. 
 
        I asked for a window seat when I reserved my flight. I love to watch the world beneath me going by. For some reason it brings me peace. Finally I reach my seat, 22-A. I sit down and look out the tiny double paned port hole. 22-A is right over the wing. The wing will definitely block any views of the world beneath me going by. Oh well, there is not going to be much to see but ocean for five hours, anyway.
 
        The morning is dreary and wet. The sky looks as if it is full of great hunks of gray gauze hanging from nothing. I guess on second thought, it will be five hours of staring at gray clouds instead of the blue ocean. Maybe I’ll just get some rest, and do some preparation for Maui.
 
        An announcement broadcasts over the speaker of the plane’s cabin. “This is the captain. Welcome aboard flight #537, Seattle to the island of Maui in the Hawaiian Islands. Our flight today will take approximately five hours and twelve minutes. We will be flying this morning at an elevation of 34,000 feet, traveling at an approximate speed of 550 miles per hour.” 
 
        As he continues, I reach down and feel under the seat in front of me for the cardboard cylinder tubes, which contain the photo posters of the actual explosion of the Challenger shuttle. Touching the tubes with my fingers, I am satisfied of their presence. ‘Thank goodness I remembered to bring them aboard, instead of leaving it with my luggage in the cargo hold of the plane,’ I think to myself.
 
        Taking off and climbing over Seattle, I look down at the city and think about Kelly, who will be heading back to Portland this morning. I feel an empty melancholy inside me because of leaving her with such a mountain of mixed feelings. 
 
        In truth, I have left her holding the bag. She will go back to The Herald and face Lloyd on her own; a grim prospect, at best. I know he will be furious and quite possibly demonic when he hears about my escapades. No doubt he will call me reckless and irresponsible. I can even see him telling Kelly  ‘not only is he fired, but I will make it my goal in life to make sure that he doesn’t work as a journalist for any paper anywhere ever again.’ 
 
        Yes, I can just about hear him telling Kelly that very thing. I am in hopes though that Lloyd will still possess a small sense of being a gentleman and that he will act accordingly. The problem is that I have little faith that there exists any such quality of chivalry in Lloyd. I kind of feel like a parent, that has just sent my child to the wicked landlord to pay the past due rent, instead of going himself. 
 
        Hopefully Kelly’s beauty, brains, and her ability to hold her own, will knock Lloyd down a few notches. He’ll be like a cantankerous wild bull that has been spurred by a stubborn cowgirl for the full eight-second count. I smile at the thought of it. Those cowboys that ride those rodeo bulls for the eight seconds don’t hold a candle to Kelly. She is a very determined lady. I have seen her when she gets determined to take a photograph for an important story. She would ride a bull for an hour, if that is what it would take to get her picture. 
 
        The thought of Kelly’s ability and skill to take care of herself makes me feel better. The aching feeling of abandoning her at a bad time eases a little. I hope she will forgive me. I hope I can show her good cause for her trust.
 
        I spread the little munchkin airplane blanket on my lap. Actually, my mother used to wash and fold my father’s handkerchiefs that were bigger than this. I snuggle down in my seat and close my eyes, and begin to be hummed to sleep by the engine noise of the plane.
 
        Just as I am about to arrive at the abyss of deep sleep, I remember the poster photos of the shuttle I brought with me. My eyes pop open as if affixed to springs. I probe beneath the seat in front of me for the large cardboard canister tubes, where the poster photos of the shuttle are stowed. 
 
        I open the top of one of the tubes and pull one of the giant photos out. A passenger jet is not a very suitable place to analyze a poster, but at least the seat next to me is empty. I unroll the photo, using the seats in front as an easel to prop it up.
 
        I realize that I may have to examine several poster photos before I find what I am looking for. The photos are in sequence, so I continue to pull the photos from the inside of the roll and work my way to the outside. As I examine each giant photo, I see that the sequence of the photos travels forward in time. My hands begin to perspire, and the photos start to stick to my fingers. I experience a little spark of electric current within me, at the idea of finding out the real origin and cause of the explosion of the shuttle.
 
        A smiling flight attendant approaches and cheerfully offers me refreshment. 
 
        “Oh, it looks as if you’re busy right now, sir. I would be glad to come back a little later, if you wish.”
 
        “No that’s all right. I’ll take some coffee please.” I quickly pull down the tray of the vacant seat next to me. The flight attendant is very attractive in appearance, which is surpassed only by her pleasant manner.
 
        The coffee is very hot, so I set it down on the small tray to cool. I become involved in the photos once again. There are quite a few photos to go through. As I unfurl each photo, I concentrate on the area I believe to be the nucleus of my suspicions. 
 
        After about twenty posters, I begin to identify something curious. I analyze a giant photo of the shuttle frozen in time, and see what looks like a tiny streak of light, beginning to travel from below. Excited, I pull subsequent posters from the canister. Each photo seems to reveal this same betraying secret anomaly. 
 
        After examining the next five photos, the shooting streak has traveled up across the photo, now only inches from the shuttle. I reach down to the canister tube of photos and flip through to the seventh photo in sequence. I unfurl the photo and place it upon the back of the passenger’s seat in front of me. There it is; the moment of the fiery bright streak hitting the shuttle, and the beginning of an exposition. I slowly and solemnly drop back into my seat, like an old creaking drawbridge.
 
        Looking out the window, I stare at a blinking red light at the end of the aircraft’s wing. I try to calmly consume what I have just discovered. Something, from somewhere, propelled through the air and struck the space shuttle Challenger, causing it to explode. These posters are like artifacts that have been buried in some ancient sarcophagus for decades. Now they have been resurrected back to life, informing me that the truth has never been told. The Challenger did not explode by cause of some technical or mechanical malfunction. These posters make certain the cause. Something hit the Space Shuttle Challenger that day, causing it to explode.
 
        Now it comes, the question. Was this an accident of some kind or a deliberate premeditated strike? If it was deliberate or a mistake, from where did the explosive projectile come from?
 
        So much time has passed since that fateful day. If this were an accident, if something from somewhere accidentally struck the Shuttle, wouldn’t NASA’s scientist have figured that out by now? Shouldn’t we have all known by now? Looking at these photos it seems evident that this explosion was caused by something hitting the shuttle, not by some mechanical malfunction inside the shuttle, causing it to explode.
 
        I am sure that NASA has photos and videotape of the shuttle’s explosion, of a much higher quality than I have. Surely, they would know the truth about the explosion better than I do. If they know the truth, if they know the real cause of the explosion, why have they kept silent about it? Could it have been some kind of surface-to-air missile that was shot off by mistake? That may be something they would want to keep quiet. 
 
        I suppose it is conceivable, that one of the military computers malfunctioned and accidentally ordered a programmed automatic response, to a supposed threatening unidentified flying object. Whether deliberate or by mistake, some kind of bright beam or projectile caused this explosion. The question is; why was this information kept quiet? Of course, if a missile from the military brought it down, I can understand why they may not want that to be made public. But, what if some terrorist group or the military of another country, deliberately or accidentally shot down the shuttle; wouldn’t that be something that would be made public.              
 
        Even if it was deliberate or by mistake, someone would have blown the whistle by now, and blown it out of proportion without restraint. These things have a way of getting out.             
 
        Could there be another reason why NASA and others have kept this all a secret? The cogs inside my head grind, until my brain creates one of those, ‘plain as day’ ideas. Maybe the truth has been kept muffled all these years, because they are convinced a fiery projectile did cause the shuttle to explode, but they have no idea of the reason why or from where it came. 
 
        A highly technical body of knowledge like NASA would be very hesitant at admitting to their lack of understanding of an outcome they were put in charge of.
 
        Digging up this tidbit of intelligence could prove to be a very dangerous discovery for me, I worry to myself. I wonder if there are others that have unwittingly stumbled into this old crypt of concealment; this authentic truth of the explosion of the shuttle Challenger? Yes, and I wonder what has been there unsolicited fate for possessing such a discovery. I am guessing that no one will ever know.   
 
        My intense mental focus is bluntly disrupted, as the cabin of the plane is jostled and jarred by air turbulence we are now navigating through. I look around the cabin. Some passengers are picking up personal items that have been tossed on the floor. Some are laughing nervously, in order to ease the alarm that the turbulence has set in motion.
 
        Again, I gaze out the small porthole window of the cabin. The sun shines down upon the grey clouds below. I look out into the heavens outside. An apparition like reflection of my face appears in the glass of the window, its ghostly probing eyes staring back at me. I stare at myself, pondering on the things I have unearthed in the last few weeks of my life. 
 
        The thoughts, discoveries and revelations flood my mind until it drowns under the weight of it. In order to save my soundness of mind, I take a deep breath and wipe my mind clean. Leaving all the strain of meditation behind, I float off and go to sleep.
 
        The balmy warmth is instantly and unmistakably apparent, as I step foot onto the tropical island airport of Maui. I go down to the bowels of the airport to grab my luggage. Still wearing clothes intended for the cool and rainy Seattle habitat, I begin to swelter within their confines. A refreshing tropical mist begins to fall as I arrive at the car rental counter. The people here are very friendly, smile a lot, and are agreeably efficient. 
 
        “These are your keys sir. You can find your car at lot C, space twenty-seven. Would you like to have your friend signed in as additional driver? If you do, I would need to see his license,” she informs me with a smile, her attention directed towards someone behind me. 
 
         Confused at her question, I stand there with my mouth open and blink a couple of times. Finally understanding her question, I turn around to look behind me. No one is there. In fact, no one else is standing at the counter but me. 
 
        “No ma’am, I am by myself,”
 
        Busily looking over the rental agreement, the rental agent looks up at my reply. 
 
        “Oh excuse me. I thought that gentleman was with you.” Her eyes gesture to the space just behind me, my head instantly turning to follow the wake of her glance. 
 
        “There was someone there just a minute ago,” Kelly a little confused.
 
        “I must be seeing things or going crazy, or both,” she laughs. 
 
        “Oh well. No matter. Have a nice time in Maui, sir.”
 
         A chill crash-lands upon my spine, not stopping until all of my extremities are enveloped with it. I look up and down the counter again and survey the parking lots of the rental agency. That eerie feeling of being watched comes over me once again. What am I doing, I ask myself. I am starting to get a little paranoid. I’m beginning to see people following me now, wherever I go. I shake my head and snort at myself.
 
        Large clouds hang over the jagged mountains of Maui’s upland. They look like great copiously humid sponges, just waiting to precipitate. In just a short time I travel through Kahului, the biggest little city on the island of Maui. I gaze out over the widespread fields of pineapple and sugar cane. On a smaller scale, the plains of Maui remind me of the Serengeti plains in Africa. Broad and wide with open arms, extending an invitation to quiet peace and tranquility. The wide open is interrupted only by the distant ascent of the beautiful mountain of Haleakala.
 
        I follow the highway, which brings me to the northeast shore of Maui. Pulling off the road for a bit, I watch the whitecap swells just offshore. About 100 yards out from shore I see five wind surfers. By virtue of their uplifted sails, they are successfully harnessing the relentless rush of wind, skipping over the water like gigantic multicolored stones.
 
        Back on the road again, I head south for the little town of Paia about ten miles away according to the map. The tropical island sun is high in the sky now. Reaching over I turn the air conditioning to full blast. Far out in front of me, where the road meets the sky, I see waves of humid effluvium rise and dance like moistened glimmering mirages upon the road.
 
        Slowing down to twenty-five mph, I enter the little township of Paia. I surrey slowly through the little laid back town of Paia, full of charm and eccentric little wooded shops. 
 
        Slowly moving on through the main street of town, the sun in my face transforms the sidewalk people into indistinct shadowy folk. 
 
   Suddenly, a flittering twirling feminine silhouette steals my attention, moving towards me on my side of the street. As this feminine dress-twirling figure walks out of the shadows into the sun, a beautiful Gypsy maiden appears. Tambourine in hand, she happily keeps beat to some unknown song in her heart, continuing to twirl on down the walkway out of my view. For some reason, I have been one of the few chosen to witness such a charming manifestation.
 
        Turning my head to sweep the panorama of the little village, my view reaches the fringe of the town. I see a group of people walking past me on the other side of the road. Each one appears in the guise of long hair and worn and extremely relaxed clothing. All are wearing aged leather sandals, which look as if they could quite possibly be the same brand worn by Christ himself. All seem to be carrying guitars, looking as if they are a part of some unknown poetic minstrel battalion, patrolling the streets looking for true utopia. 
 
        I have always thought that the hippies and flower children of the 60’s and 70’s were akin to the Gypsy nomads of beloved folkloric legends—an unorthodox, slightly rapscallion, and yet romantic brotherhood of the past. I have always wished that I could have met one, but of course I never knew what happened to them after the 60’s and 70’s. Now I know. They are alive and well, in the little town of Paia, Hawaii.
 
        After leaving the town of Paia, the terrain becomes increasingly lush and green, the road begins to twist and turn. The coastline of white beaches once being full of dark tanned sun-worshipers, have now transformed into violent bursts of waves assaulting cliffs and steep rock outcroppings. The road begins to ascend higher in elevation, as I nervously navigate each winding snakelike curve.
 
        The sun is setting and darkness will soon be upon me. The cliffs aside the road now rise some 300 to 400 feet above the agitated watery deep, that continuously dashes upon the sharp rocks below. I can think of better roads to be traveling on in the dark. I try to focus on the forest side of the road and daydream a little, in a feeble attempt to disobey my fear of heights.
 
        As total darkness befalls, I focus on the illumination of the road in front of me that the high beams of the car offer. Although my eyes ache with the strain of being totally focused on the winding road ahead, my brain allows me to notice the few droplets of rain that have begun to spatter onto the windshield. 
 
        The few spatters of rain soon turn into hundreds, then thousands of droplets upon the glass. A driving rain now bashes into the windshield, each raindrop bursting into copious particles of mist.
 
         All of a sudden, I drive into what seems to be a car wash of rain, each droplet as big and hitting as hard as small water balloons. 
 
   I turn the windshield wipers on high, but still have difficulty in seeing clearly. Looking out the windshield now is like looking through an old Coca-Cola bottle, seeing only blurred light, shapes, and shadows.
 
        The moonless night is as dark as black ink. It is raining so hard that I can only see as far as the hood ornament of my car, and for some reason I am the only car on the road. Even if I were an astronaut that had been marooned on Mars, I don’t think I would feel more isolated or for that matter, forsaken. 
 
        The most likely reason that I seem to be the only car on the road, is because I am the only car on the road. No one with any mental wherewithal would be stupid enough to drive this winding precipice road at night.
 
        I creep along at a snail’s pace of five miles per hour. Besides the driving rain, fog begins to swallow the remainder of my visible perception. I roll down the window and poke my head outside for a possible clearer view of things. Great drops of rain pound my eyes, as if they were large watery missiles dropping from the sky. In the second that it takes for me to blink my eyes in response to the assaulting rain, the hair on my head turns into a waterlogged mop. I pull my head back inside and try to dry off with my coat. A chill goads the muscles of my back and neck and I begin to shiver. 
 
        Driving almost blind, added to my teeth-chattering from the cold like a WWII machine gun, I decide to turn off the pavement onto the gravel studded shoulder. I turn off the motor and then grasp the emergency brake handle, pulling up with a vigorous yank. The lights on high beam, aim out into the impenetrable befogged night. I sit there in the dark for a moment, staring out into the impasse. Not until my shoulders begin to shiver uncontrollably, do I have the notion of turning off the headlights to preserve the battery. 
 
        I stretch out between the two front bucket seats and wrap myself in a half-wet coat. The falling rain beating against the car reminds me of the sound of a popcorn popper. I lay there in the dark and shiver. Against all odds, I fall asleep.
 
        Suddenly, I am awakened to the sound of some ungodly reoccurring screeching. I spring open like a gangster’s switchblade, bumping my head on the visor in reaction to being roused so abruptly. A brown tropical grouse is perched on the hood of the car, proudly caterwauling out his or her mating call, repeating it over and over. While it is true that I am no bird expert, I cannot imagine any creation under heaven becoming carnally aroused by such a brutal, irritating love cry.
 
        I honk the horn at the bird in retaliation. The feathered fowl abandons its quest for courtship with much discontent, and flutters off. What a vicious way to meet the morning! 
 
        For a moment I sit there reeling and dazed, and then my anatomy begins to ache. My shivering last night has given way to sweating profusely from the humidity this morning. I feel as though I have been folded up and stuffed into a small duffel bag, and I am sure that my knees will be permanently locked at the forty-five-degree position. I painstakingly open and close my hands for a moment, allowing life-giving blood to seep into my fingers. I reach over and clasp the door handle and grunt, whine, and moan my way out of the car.
 
        The pounding rain must have stopped sometime during the night, leaving a blanket of warm dampness everywhere. Through the tops of the trees above, I can see a faintly lit blue sky. The watch on my wrist sounds an alarm: it is six o’clock in the morning.
 
        I now become aware of the sound of rumbling water, emanating from somewhere inside the rain forest next to my tropical rest stop. I approach the wet and abundant frondescence of the forest. I can just make out a slight whisper of a trail, inviting me entry inside its sultry silence. 
 
        I try to peer inside the forest as best as I can, but I cannot see from where the sounds of running water flow. After a fleeting moment of uneasiness, I timidly advance within the cornucopia of greenery. As I move each massive elephantine leaf from my path, great beads of water roll off of the impermeable foliage, onto my head.
 
        As I step deeper into the rain forest, the sound of the running water becomes more like a roar. I push aside some kind of huge leaf, and a beautiful waterfall appears before me.  In fact, as I raise my eyes heavenward to see from where the water originates, I see three smaller additional waterfalls coming out of the green hillside above the first one. This poetical assemblage of waterfalls creates such a phantasm of mist that it has given birth to a rainbow, thanks to some help from a glint of morning sun. It is beautiful beyond words, and only God and I alone are privy to its beauty.
 
        The end of the trail I stand upon is in fact a ledge about twenty or thirty feet above the pool that the water falls into. The roar of the water is so loud; I can scarcely hear myself think. 
 
        Birds of all kinds cavort freely here, as if nature has provided them with their own private spa. I think that every plant that is green and every flower that is beautiful has taken root here. 
 
        I now find myself sopping wet from the constant hovering mist of the waterfalls. Actually the mist falling down upon me is refreshing, since it feels as though the temperature and humidity both have already reached a hundred. 
 
        I am in awe, and have become completely affected by the ambiance granted by this tranquil place. I pause there, meditating on my surroundings with aroused worship. 
 
        Without warning, someone pushes into my backbone from behind me, with brutal force. In an instant I am floating in the air, falling toward the pool beneath the falls, being sorrowfully incapable of flight. 
 
        The second I plunge into the pool of water, all breath and life is regurgitated from my body, due to the shock of the intense cold. The impact causes me to submerge and descend till I buoyantly hit the rocky bottom of the pool. I am shocked at how cold a Hawaiian waterfall is. I would never have guessed that a tropical pool in paradise could be cold enough to stop my heart.   
 
        Suddenly, I come to my senses. I am treading water in this cold jungle pool only because I was deliberately pushed into it; but by whom? Yes, that is the question, by whom and in heaven’s name why?
 
        I float there in place in the cold water, motioning my arms intermittently just enough to keep afloat. I look up above at the ledge I occupied just a few seconds before. I see only that of abundant green rain forest, a camouflage that demands all things be hidden. 
 
        Assured that I am once again alone, I swim till I can walk onto dry ground. Climbing onto a large rock, I stand there for a moment, looking around the circumference of this place once again. I stop and stare at the ledge once more, before beginning my difficult task of ascending up the wet slippery slope to the trail.
 
        Reaching the ledge, I immediately look around me for any remaining evidence of the aggressor. Here, where the trail ends in morass and soggy ground, I find unfamiliar footprints, quite unlike my own. Following these curious footprints with my eyes, I notice that they soon veer off into the thickness of the green forest, only after a short distance down the pathway. 
 
        I begin the mind game of quizzing myself. How intent is this person in achieving his rascality? Has he finished his mischief, or is he lying in wait for me somewhere down the trail? The thought of my ensuing meddling stranger that I have been searching for enters my head and begins to ruffle my mind. Could he have been the one that pushed me? The questioning thought enfeebles me.
 
        I slowly begin the journey down the trail, paranoid of the movement of every fluttering minute insect, distrustful of every leaf that moves. What seems like an eternity of time to finally reach the road where the car is parked is in reality a quickly passing three or four minutes.
 
        Once on the road, I wearily move towards the car in a waddle of small minced steps. I turn my back towards the car, stick out and position my rump onto the car door, and relax my back against the vehicle. 
 
        I have experienced a crumpled night’s rest in a compact car and a serious morning bedewing in a cold waterfall pool. None of the Hawaii brochures that I have read promised such an exhilarating Aloha experience. I guess I am just one of the lucky ones.
 
        The road seems to be asleep from activity for the moment, exempt of all motion of traffic. I decide to take advantage of the absence of traffic. With great zeal I hurriedly change my clothes alongside the car, my adrenaline-fuelled zeal being enhanced by the possibility of future sightseers that might drop by.
 
        Just as I snap and zip my trousers, early morning rubbernecked tourists, in a telltale red rental jeep, slowly dawdles by. Mom and Dad gawk-n-smile while their little children point-n-stare, as if I were an attraction in some kind of jungle theme park.
 
        With warm clothes put on and the withdrawal of all spectators, I feel refreshed and have been granted a new spirit of optimism. As I open the car door to the driver seat, I notice a little wooden sign about fifty yards ahead alongside the road. I don’t recall seeing any such sign there last night; its existence most likely shrouded by the pounding rain and fog of the night.
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                             TWENTY TWO
 
    
 
        ‘Hana eight miles,’ the sign reads. I didn’t realize I was so close to my destination. I finally drive my car back onto the road, and am on my way once again. 
 
        The wheels of my car turn only a hundred yards or so, when I see another sign. ‘Palapalo Ho'omau Church Cemetery,’ and then under that ‘Charles Lindbergh’s grave.’
 
        I excitedly turn left onto the little gravel road, the little boy’s feeling of adventure exploding inside of me. 
 
        There at the end of the road, hedged on three sides by thick palms, dwells a little church I used to believe could only be found in fairy tails. I sit in the car for a moment and take in this hidden place of charm.
 
        Winding placed rocks guide the passage to the front door of the small house of worship. This little hidden, holy retreat is absolutely quaint. The walls of this little sanctum appear to have been made of white course coral. The roof, gables, and eves have been imbued with vivid and flaunting chartreuse green. Although the little church’s character of color has the tendency to startle your eye, it is a quiet and peaceful windswept place, well suited for the calling of eternal rest.
 
        I step out of the car and walk up to the beginning of the winding rock walkway. There where the walkway begins, a huge fig tree wears a welcome sign for all visitors to see.
 
        ‘You are welcome to enter this church in a spirit of reverence befitting any place of worship. Those who wish to walk on the surrounding paths are asked not to step on the graves or disturb stones or flowers, out of respect for the deceased and consideration for the feelings of their relatives.’
 
        I smile at the charm of the sign, then walk carefully to the red front door of the church, one rock at a time. The door is locked, so I stand there on the porch of the church and read the bulletin board, nailed onto the door. 
 
        Announcements of the small community’s life and death are found here, along with birth announcements, wedding showers, garage sales, and funerals. Also found here, is a small map of the cemetery’s citizenry. On this little red weathered and bedraggled church door, I find directions to Charles Lindbergh’s final resting place. 
 
        I find myself anxiously in awe of the moment; to actually be able to visit someone famous from the past, even if it is only paying a visit to their grave. Funny, but I feel a measure of guilt as well as grief. It is as if I have been invited to meet someone of great importance, only to arrive grossly too late. 
 
        My shadow creates a partial eclipse over Charles A Lindbergh’s gravestone, as I walk onto his estate of eternal repose.
 
        Here, exiled to a remote piece of paradise, surrounded by grass, an inscription is found written on a flat grave marker made of smoothed polished granite. 
 
    
 
                               Charles A. Lindbergh 
 
                   Born Michigan 1902 Died Maui 1974  
 
                      “If I take the wings of the morning, 
 
               and dwell in the uttermost parts of the sea.” 
 
    
 
        Such a small token of remembrance, for a man that had such an impact on humanity, I think to myself.
 
        Suddenly I feel faint with hunger. I realize I haven’t eaten for at least eighteen hours. I walk back to the car and head on to Hana. As I enter into the little village of Hana, a dozen brightly painted plantation-house style shops crowd around a village green-lawn park.
 
        On one side of the street a little bright yellow plantation house abides, with a worn shabby-chic sign identifying it as the First Hawaiian bank. Next to the bank is Hasegawas General Store, which looks to be the only grocery store in Hana. Across the street from Hasegawas is the Hana Theater, the building encrusted with palm trees and large tropical ferns. Now playing ‘Gone with the Wind,’ the marquee announces. 
 
        I’m thinking that it must take a very long period of time for movies to arrive here, or that this is a theater that just shows old movies. 
 
        Next to the theater is Blue Ginger Café. I see that an open sign has been hung on the screen door. I am famished, so I park and eagerly go inside and sit down. 
 
                 The ceiling fan above the counter slowly rotates, which seems remarkable to me, since a hundred years of cobwebs have amassed and attached themselves to the fixture as their eternal resting place. 
 
        Still staring at the gossamer spectacular above my head, I hear a soft voice from behind the counter.
 
        “Good morning, may I help you?” A smiling petite young lady says, speaking with an adorable Polynesian accent.
 
        “Good morning! I’m starving, what do you recommend this morning?” The young lady smiles, then points the way over to the breakfast menu hung on the wall. 
 
        Some of the things on the menu I am pretty sure I recognize, while others I have never heard of.
 
        “I think I will have the Portuguese sausage and eggs, please. You know what, I feel adventurous this morning. I think I will take a chance and try a Musobe also, whatever it is.” I smile whimsically, trying hard to be amusing and cute. 
 
        I seem to have wasted my morning mirth on the young lady waiting on me. She simply writes down the order and gives it to the fry cook. I guess this is as good a time as any to realize that my charm and charisma may not hold a universal appeal, and that I may not be acclaimed as adorable and charming everywhere I travel. It must be something to do with the language barrier, I explain to myself.
 
        Each table in this little café wears a noisily colored plastic tablecloth cover, creating a pleasant festive mood. It may be a little too festive for a mainlander that has just spent the night in his car, but it is definitely cheerful. I choose a table that has a plastic cover painted with bright orange, yellow, and green fruit. I take a load off and wait to be served.
 
        It seems I am the only customer in this little restaurant this morning. I sit there alone meditating on what I might say to the person who comes to the door of the Lindbergh home, if I should be fortunate enough to find it.
 
        Stuffed and satisfied I walk over to the counter and ask for directions to the famous Charles Lindbergh family home. The young lady quietly writes down the direction on a piece of paper, as if she had been asked to do this many times before. Humbly and sweetly, she hands the directions to me without saying a word. After I complement her on the food and service, I am on my way.
 
        I travel about three miles out of town, on the same road I traveled into Hana on. As per the instructions, I turn into the first gravel driveway on my left, just after passing mile marker three. There before me, stands a rock A-framed house with a wood shingled roof. It is not at all what I expected. It is not the place I imagined that the famous Charles Lindbergh would have spent his final days.
 
        I shut off the ignition and listen to the silence. My stomach is churning enough to generate hydroelectricity. I feel that I, along with the butterflies now occupying my stomach, are about to ride a rubber raft over the top of the Hoover dam. I sit there, frozen in the car for an embarrassing length of time. 
 
        I have interviewed quite a few people in my short career as a journalist, but it seems that it has never been someone of this importance, at least to me.
 
                 A middle-aged lady peers out from a large picture window in front of the house. Now that my obvious presence has been made evident, the thought of flight is out of the question. 
 
        For whatever reason I have traveled here, and for whatever questions can be answered here, the answers and reasons reside within the walls of that little rock house.
 
        Do I have the journalistic wherewithal to make this a success, I worry to myself? I guess it is a little late to be asking that question. I should have asked that question long before I drove into this driveway, I tell myself. I will try to gather all of the knowledge, training, and skill those four years of college and six months of journalism experience will grant me, and hope that it is enough to accomplish my objective.
 
        I walk up to the door of the little A-framed rock house and stand there. I raise my fist to knock on the door, but my arm hesitantly locks in the upright position. After a few long seconds a surge of boldness sets my arm free to lightly tap the door once, twice and then a third time.
 
        A graceful and lovely elderly lady, with hair of a beautiful pewter complexion, appears from behind the door.
 
        “Hello, may I help you?”               
 
        “Hello, I…” I nervously fidget for a moment, waiting for my tongue to work properly, before I continue.
 
        “My name is Matthew Brooks. I’m looking for the Charles Lindbergh home.” 
 
        “Yes, this is the Lindbergh home, and I am Mrs. Lindbergh. What can I do for you?” She asks, holding the door open only a few inches, raising her eyebrows in anticipation of my intent.
 
        I raise my hand in offer, that she might give a welcoming handshake gesture in return. “Mrs. Lindbergh, what a privilege it is to meet you. I know I should have called for an appointment before I showed up here on your doorstep, but... I am a reporter from The Portland Herald. You probably have never heard of it before, but it’s a newspaper headquartered in Portland, Oregon,” I incoherently babble.
 
        “Yes Mr. Brooks,” she calmly replies. “I am aware of the Portland Herald. It is a fine newspaper, I’m sure. If I remember correctly, my father saved newspaper clippings from your newspaper many years ago,”
 
        “Really, from The Herald? That’s great! But… I mean, why would he save clippings from The Herald?” I ask, determined to make a fool of myself.”
 
        “It was one of several newspapers that had written articles of his flight across the Atlantic. He collected articles from as many newspapers as he could find that were written about his crossing. You are probably too young a man to remember such a thing.”
 
        “Of course I am aware of your father’s flight across the Atlantic Mrs. Lindbergh, and I’m sure your father’s flight across the Atlantic was in every newspaper in the country. He was one of America’s greatest heroes, and he is definitely one of mine.”
 
         “Well thank you Mr. Brooks that is very kind of you to say. Of course, you know Mr. Brooks; today people think it normal to travel back and forth into outer space. If someone wants to go to Paris in France today, they just sit back, wine and dine until they arrive three or four hours later,” she stares up through the trees at the blue sky. “Yes, going across the Atlantic doesn’t mean much to anyone anymore.”
 
        “Well, there may be some truth to that Mrs. Lindbergh, but there is one thing I am sure of. We couldn’t be traveling out into outer space or wining and dining our way across the Atlantic to Paris, if it weren’t for your father’s courage,” I try to convey a measure of admiration and respect. 
 
        She looks into my eyes; a genuine smile composes upon her face. “Thank you Mr. Brooks that is very nice of you to say so.”
 
        “Mrs. Lindbergh, I have come here uninvited, and I wouldn’t blame you if you turned me down, but I am wondering if you would allow me to ask you a few questions about your father?” I wait for her answer with breathless expectation. The attractive middle aged gentlewoman solemnly deliberates for a moment. 
 
        “Well Mr. Brooks, it has been a very long time since I have granted an interview to anyone,” A doubtful thought that she might say no pierces through my stomach.
 
        “Well, I’ll tell you what. Since you have come all the way from Portland, Oregon and since I was just about ready to sit down to tea, we could talk for a while if you wish. Would you care for some tea?”
 
   My face betrays my excitement and fails to hide my relief. 
 
        “I would love some tea, Mrs. Lindbergh. Thank you so much.”
 
        “Oh my pleasure; please come in.”
 
        The scent of pine and the fragrance of perfume are the first things I become aware of, as I step inside.
 
        “Please have a seat, Mr. Brooks; I shan’t be but a moment.”
 
        I sit down into a large overstuffed leather armchair, sinking down with an audible whooshing air sound that evacuates from somewhere underneath me. I am tempted to take my shoes off and place my feet upon the most cushiony looking ottoman I have ever met. Only a thin thread of manners thwarts the magnetic pull of the flocculent footrest. 
 
        I just sit there, quietly admiring the knotty pine walls that stretch up through the rafters to the cathedral of the housetop. 
 
        As she enters into the room carrying a silver tray with teakettle and cups, my undivided attention fastens to her. This is actually the daughter of Charles Lindbergh, I remind myself of the magnitude of the moment. 
 
        She sets the tray on the table between us and immediately begins to hospitably prepare my tea in earnest. My eyes take note of every move she makes, as if I am the only witness to an important historical event.
 
        “This is really very kind of you, Mrs. Lindbergh,” I feel compelled to say.
 
        “Don’t be silly. It is my pleasure to serve you. It is not very often at my age, I have the complete attention of a handsome young man.” She pours my tea and smiles. 
 
        “Even though it is only to ask questions about my father, I can still pretend it to be flattery.” She hands to me the cup of tea still smiling, her eyes twinkle. I take the cup and return her smile.
 
        “I assure you Mrs. Lindbergh; I am the one that is flattered.”
 
        “Now young man, what would you like to know about my father?” She takes a sip of tea.
 
        I set my cup down and I take out a pad and pen for taking notes.
 
        “There are so many things I would love to ask you about your father,” I scratch my forehead. “But…  I know your time is precious. I’m going to try and stick to the questions that I traveled here to ask.”
 
        “Mrs. Lindbergh, do you know if your father ever received any death threats from anyone?”
 
        Her eyes adjust from a twinkle to more of a stark stare.
 
        “Well Mr. Brooks, that is an unusual question. I don’t believe I, or even my father has ever been asked that question. I’m curious Mr. Brooks, what is it that would prompt you to ask such a question?” She is curios, but her eyes exhibit wariness. 
 
        “Please Mrs. Lindbergh, call me Matthew.”
 
        She nods her head. “All right Matthew. Why is it you ask about death threats to my father?” She now looks at me intently, waiting for my reply.
 
        I feel like a child that has just asked my mother a question about a subject that I was told was taboo. I hesitate for a moment before I continue. I will try and choose my words right, but I am choking on a tongue that seems to be knotted with awkward doubt. 
 
        “I just thought that I would start off with a question,” I shrug my shoulders. “That possibly no one else thought of to ask.” I feel as though I am being a little deceivingly crafty, but I am not ready to lay all of my cards on the table yet.”
 
        “Well Mr. Brooks; excuse me, Matthew…” She meditates for a moment. “I think the best way to answer that question is to show you the answer.”
 
        “Show me the answer?” I wonder of her meaning.
 
        “Yes, I think the best way to answer your question is to show you some of my father’s things he saved, many years ago.”
 
   She looks at me as if to ask my consent.
 
        “Yes of course. Whatever you feel comfortable with, Mrs. Lindbergh.” I try to keep my excitement hidden; sensing I am about to be more enlightened than I ever imagined.
 
        She soon returns to the room carrying a large stack of what looks like photo albums. Sitting down on the ottoman in front of me, she begins to hurriedly flip through pages of photos. She squints at each photo on each page, until her eyes open widely. Her finger points to a photo in the middle of the page, a newspaper clipping of the Hindenburg disaster.
 
        “Do you remember the Hindenburg disaster?” Her eyes glaze over.
 
         “Yes ma’am, I surly do. I remember reading about it in my high school and college history classes.”
 
        “Yes, it was a lifetime ago, but I can remember it like it was yesterday. All those people dying such a terrible death,” she tells me as if she had been there.
 
        “Yes, I’m sure that it must have been a terrible thing to witness,” I agree empathetically.
 
        “Of course I wasn’t there, thank goodness,” she goes on. “I witnessed the terrible tragedy in a theater on a newsreel. Seeing it on a theater screen was horrible enough for me.” She looks into space and relives it in her mind.
 
        “I’m sure it was,” I repeat myself in the absence of more clever words.
 
        “My father was a leader in avionics as you well know, but his real concern was air safety. In fact in those days, he was one of the top promoters and researchers of air safety,” she pauses for a moment, staring at the newspaper clipping.
 
        “I have to admit, Mrs. Lindbergh, I knew your father to be famous because of his historic transatlantic flight, but I never knew he was also one of the first promoters of air safety,” I confess my ignorance and feel kind of embarrassed.
 
        “Well, don’t feel bad. Most people remember Charles Lindbergh only as the first man to cross the Atlantic by airplane. You see, father made such a big splash with his flight to Paris, it made all of his other endeavors and accomplishments seem like just a pebble plunk in a pond,” She looks at me and winks, wrinkling the sides of her mouth with a light smile. 
 
        “Yes Matthew, unfortunately most people don’t even realize Charles Lindbergh did other great things besides crossing the Atlantic,” she reiterates, her head faintly motioning negatively from side to side.
 
         “Since my father was interested in promoting air safety, he studied the Hindenburg disaster and did hours of research on its design. He worked for months after the disaster, hoping to discover a design flaw or some scientific reason for the disaster. Several newspapers from around the world carried the story of the Hindenburg disaster, and I think my father must have collected every one of them.” 
 
        “It sounds like your father was a conscientious and dedicated man.”
 
        “Yes he was, and painstakingly thorough at that. Look at this.”
 
        She hands over to me a large photo album stuffed with newspaper clippings.
 
        “There must be at least 200 newspaper clippings here,” I open up the album and stare in awe at the gross amount of clippings.
 
        “Oh I am sure there is, but that’s not all. There are five more photo albums in my attic, each containing as many or more newspaper clippings about the Hindenburg disaster, as that one in your hands,” she points at the album in my hand. Her hands come to rest on her waist, as if to gesture that she assumes me to be impressed speechless. And she has undeniably succeeded in doing just that. I am struck dumbfounded with wonder.
 
        “You mean your father cut out articles about the Hindenburg disaster, from over one thousand newspapers?”
 
        “Yes, that is exactly what he did. As I said, my father was a very dedicated man. The many newspaper articles he read, studied, and saved, were only a part of his research into the Hindenburg disaster. He also contacted several engineers and scientists from America and Germany to study the Hindenburg and its design. With their cooperation and help, they systematically went over every scenario they thought may have contributed or caused the disaster.” She pauses, returning her eyes once again to the photo album.
 
        I try waiting for her to continue, but questions thirst inside my mind, that only answers might quench.
 
        “Mrs. Lindbergh please, did your father and his associates find out anything from their research? Did they come to any conclusions about the disaster?” I try hard to mask my enthusiastic impatience.
 
        “Well, I remember how disappointed my father was when their research resulted in very few answers. After all of their intense hard work they still were unable to draw any concrete conclusions about the Hindenburg disaster.” Her face begins to cast a thoughtful melancholy.
 
        “So what did your father and his associates do then?” I attempt to ask tactfully.
 
        “What could they do? My father sent his friends home. Research on the Hindenburg disaster was over.” 
 
        “It must have been depressing for your father and his friends, to do all of that work and still come up with nothing.” I make an effort to speak consolingly.
 
        “Yes, my father was very disappointed. It was not an easy thing for him to fail at; something he had such a great passion for. 
 
        “You see, I knew my father to be a person that never gave in to despair or depression,” she reflects, looking up at thin air, as if speaking to some non-existent audience. 
 
        “The day he gathered all of his research and newspaper clippings on the Hindenburg disaster, and then put them away, things changed.”
 
        “Your father wasn’t to blame, Mrs. Lindbergh. Being so disappointed after so much hard work is understandable. Depression can happen to the best of us,” I try to ease her burdened memory.
 
        “No Matthew. You don’t understand. My father wasn’t depressed about failing to find the cause of the Hindenburg disaster. In fact, he wasn’t depressed at all. He was more bewildered,” she is still staring out into space. Her explanation is now becoming confusing.
 
        “I’m sorry Mrs. Lindbergh, I’m not sure what you mean by bewildered. You say that your Father wasn’t at all depressed about not finding any reason for the Hindenburg disaster. What was it, exactly, about the Hindenburg disaster that bewildered your father?”
 
         “I’m sorry; I’m not making myself very clear. My Father wasn’t depressed or bewildered over the Hindenburg disaster; disappointed yes, but nothing more. Not being able to totally understand the cause of the disaster of the Hindenburg was just one of those things. You strike out and then go on with your life.
 
        “Father gathered up all of the research and newspaper clippings, as I mentioned. He planned to put them in storage and then go on to other pressing projects that were waiting for his attention. But as he was gathering up all of the newspaper clippings, he found this.” 
 
        She extends her arm towards me and opens up her hand. A yellowed newspaper clipping lies folded upon her palm. I look at her inquisitively for just a moment, and then hesitantly take it from her hand.
 
        “What’s this?” I ask, puzzled.
 
        “It is a newspaper article about the Hindenburg disaster. I would like to ask you to please look at the photo,” she politely implores. “This photo is what started it all. That photo launched my Father on a quest that would bedevil him for many years to come. In fact it tormented him until his death in 1974,” she confesses, as I unfold it. 
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                           TWENTY THREE
 
    
 
        As soon as I focus on the newspaper clipping before me, I reel with amazement. The newspaper clipping is the same one I had found earlier, back at my apartment. This was the same newspaper clipping that displayed the same photo of the infamous cerebral-eyed grinning man, running away from the disintegrating Hindenburg airship. I can’t believe my eyes.
 
        Every molecule of my corporeal being shudders with disturbance. Self-control is a virtue, of which I have little proficiency, but now I must display it as if it were a comfortable old hat.
 
        “Oh yes, the photo of the Hindenburg disintegrating to the ground; it’s a very impressive photograph.” I give my appraisal in response. I pause in thought for a moment, and then continue.
 
        “I have this exact photo in my collection too,” I inform her. I then devote my attention to the photo. 
 
        “Yes impressive, but so very tragic and horrifying.” 
 
        “Besides the terrible horror of this photo, Mrs. Lindbergh, what was it about this newspaper article, that concerned or was upsetting to your father?” I ask, as if I didn’t already know.
 
        Rapt in deep reflection, her lips caress together as she savors her last sip of tea. As she sets her cup down onto the silver tray in front of her, I submissively await her reply. Taking a white linen napkin, she leisurely pats the prow of her lips dry, returning the napkin to her lap. Reaching over, she takes the newspaper clipping from my hand, staring at it searchingly.
 
        “While father was gathering all of his research for storage,” she begins to explain, “He came upon this photo once again. Father must have studied these newspaper clippings a hundred times each, but this time was different. This time, something about that photo sparked his memory. 
 
        “This time, for some reason, the strange man in the photo running away from the Hindenburg, looked familiar to him. The longer he studied the newspaper photo, the more he became convinced that he had seen this man previously, in another photograph, somewhere before. 
 
        “He began an intense search of his other newspaper clippings and photos he had saved over the years, in an effort to find where he had observed this man before. After hours of searching, he finally found the newspaper photo he was looking for. The photo contained this same gentleman, who must have posed for the camera, about eight years before the Hindenburg disaster. Let me show you what I mean.”
 
        From underneath the stack of photo albums she pulls out what looks like a small leather scrapbook. From within the leather folder she picks out a folded newspaper clipping and then hands it over to me. I unravel the piece of paper and give attention to its content. 
 
        The photo before me is a picture of the New York Stock Exchange.  Six men are at the podium getting ready to gavel the final bell. The date and time on the wall behind them read, 4:00 PM October 28, 1929. By now it is no surprise to me, that this strange intruder into my life, as well as Charles Lindbergh’s life, is also present in this photo. Yes, for some unknown reason he is present at another one of history’s disasters, and he being the one about to gavel the day of the stock market crash to a close. 
 
        “So it looks like the same man that was present at the crash of the Hindenburg, was one of the traders at the New York Stock Exchange, huh?” I give a simpleminded response, knowing all the while, what all of this has got to lead to.
 
        “Yes, on the surface it looks as if it is just coincidental that he is a stock trader that just happened to also be present at the crash of the Hindenburg,” she is intrigued.
 
        “What do you mean, on the surface?”
 
        “I mean that there is much more than what is just on the surface, especially when you add this photograph to the story,” she pulls another newspaper clipping from her dark leather covered scrap book, and then continues.
 
        “This photo was taken from the New York Times in 1938, one year after the Hindenburg disaster, and nine years after the crash of the stock market in 1929.”
 
        I look over at her for another moment, and then take her paper keepsake from the past, from her hand.
 
        ‘The great Charles Lindbergh receives a high award from one of Germany’s top officials.’ The article reads.
 
        ‘Hermann Whilhem Goering, a high Nazi official, presented Lindbergh with a German medal of honor. Lindbergh's acceptance of the medal caused an outcry in the United States among critics of Nazism.’ The article continues.
 
        The Nazi official presenting Lindbergh with the German Medal of Honor is none other than the strange tormentor of my life. He has been caught on film once again, as living in one of history’s ill-famed moments. I beg my body to show no outward emotion of these discoveries, that I might ask one more last question in a manner of calm.
 
        “How could the Nazi official who gave your father the Medal of Honor, be the same man who was a stock trader in the New York Stock Exchange?” I ask in a very puzzled manner.
 
        “That is a good question, isn’t it? Not to mention the photograph of him in attendance at the crash of the Hindenburg. Very curious, very curious indeed, but there is more Mr. Brooks, much more.”
 
        “Look again at the newspaper article of when my father received the Medal of Honor from the German official,” she requests.
 
        I hold up the newspaper article once again and study its contents a second time.
 
        “Please read here, who it was that gave my father the medal,”
 
        “It says, ‘Hermann Whilhem Goering, The founder and head of the Gestapo presented Charles Lindbergh with the German medal of honor.’ I never realized that it was the founder of the Gestapo that gave him the medal.” I am totally astounded.
 
        “Yes, and that is one reason why my father was criticized for accepting the award. Hermann Whilhem Goering created the German concentration camps and was one of Hitler’s foremost henchmen; in fact, Hitler himself designated him as his successor in 1939. All those in the world against the Nazi party were now against my Father. From that time on, instead of looking at my Father as a national hero, people viewed my Father as the American who sympathized with Hitler and the Nazis.”   
 
        “The point is Matthew, how could Hermann Whilhem Goering, who is the founder of the German Gestapo, be the same man that was a trader at the New York Stock Exchange, the day the stock market crashed? How could that be possible?” She asks with intensity.
 
        “It doesn’t seem possible. It can’t be possible.”
 
        “How could Hermann Whilhem Goering, a Nazi official be photographed in the New York Stock Exchange with gavel in hand, then also be present at the crash of the Hindenburg? How Mr. Brooks, how and why?”
 
        “Well, I’m afraid I don’t have the answer to that, Mrs. Lindbergh. What you’ve shown me is definitely a mystery and difficult to understand. Maybe the reason that it’s hard for us to understand is that we are assuming that all of these photographs contain the same man,” I speculate. 
 
        “What do you mean?” She contests.
 
        “I mean it could be that all of these photographs contain different men with similar features and just happen to look alike,” I submit to her. I am not quite ready to let her know that I am already sold on the idea, that all of these men are definitely one and the same.
 
        “You’ve seen the photos I’ve shown you. You tell me. Are the men in these photos just look-alikes, or do they appear to be the same man?” She asks in rebuttal. 
 
        “I’d have to say that they all look like the same man. As impossible as it seems, it looks like the same man in each photo. If there was some way to know, some way to find out for sure if this is the same man in each photograph, we might have the story of the century.”
 
        “My father did find out for sure, Mr. Brooks,” 
 
   My eyes jerk to attention at her remark.
 
        “What? What is it that your father found out for sure, Mrs. Lindbergh?”
 
        “My father contacted his friends and associates that were helping him on the Hindenburg research program. He told them of the mystery of the man in the photos. He asked for their help in searching further into this mystery. He asked for their help to find out who this man really was. Was he a political spy assigned to subvert American interest in some clandestine manner? Could he be a member of some organized criminal underworld? Whatever the answer was to be, my father and his friends were determined to find the truth of this man’s identity.” She pauses for a moment.
 
        “What did they find out?”
 
        “Some of my father’s good friends took it upon themselves to put ads in several newspapers, along with a copy of one of my Father’s photos of this man. The ads read something like, ‘Have you seen this man?’ or ‘Do you know who this man is?’
 
        “Several days passed without receiving any phone calls or letters about the ads. Then one evening my father was tucking my oldest brother in bed, when the phone rang. A man with a strange voice came on the line, spoke a few words, and then hung up.” Her face becomes saddened. She pauses and stares down at her feet for a few seconds.
 
        “What was it that he said, Mrs. Lindbergh?” Still staring down at the empty floor, her eyes then motion up slowly until they meet with mine, she then continues.
 
        “The man on the phone said. ‘Stop the newspapers. Stop searching about who we are.’ Then the man said the strangest thing. ‘The others too, would not leave our secret alone. Now they are dead forever, -instead of flesh and bone.’ ”
 
        “My father was a determined man. When he heard this challenging threat, it made him even more determined to find out who this man was. He also began to put ads in newspapers and to send letters to some very important people. He was confident, that this man was some kind of spy or infiltrator. 
 
        My father received no response to the letters and newspaper ads until one evening, when he was sitting alone on the porch watching the stars; my mother was upstairs, putting my brother to bed. My oldest brother was almost one year of age at that time.
 
        It was in the fall of the year and the leaves had been falling from the big maple in our yard. As my father sat there rocking in his chair, he heard something in the night. It sounded as if someone was walking through the leaves that had fallen onto the ground, moving towards the direction of the porch. All of a sudden, a man’s voice came from somewhere out in the dark. 
 
        ‘I told you once before not to search for whom we are.’
 
        “Startled, my father asked who was there, but there came only silence in return. After a few short minutes a figure of a man stepped out of the darkness and spoke again. 
 
    
 
    
 
               ‘This is your last warning.
 
                 To your face, you are forewarned 
 
                If a deaf ear you turn, you must mourn
 
                 Something that is dear to you, 
 
                Something fresh and brand new,
 
               Yes! Your child’s life will be taken, instead of you,’ ”
 
    
 
   She recalls from memory. 
 
        “That is an incredible story, Mrs. Lindbergh, incredible!”
 
        “Did you ever hear from the man again?”
 
        “Charles Lindbergh was not one to be threatened or intimidated. Even though he received a threat to his only son’s life, he continued to search for the answer of this mans identity with his whole mind, body, and strength. Eight months later my brother was kidnapped, and my father began receiving ransom notes. One of the ransom notes was almost word for word, the same message my father received that night on his porch.              
 
    
 
                 ‘The others too, would not leave our secret alone. 
 
                 Now they are dead forever, instead of flesh and bone.
 
                 To your face, you were forewarned 
 
                 But a deaf ear you turned, so you must mourn 
 
                Something that is dear to you, something fresh and brand new
 
                 Yes! Your child’s life will be taken, instead of you.’ ”
 
    
 
        “Do you understand now, why photos of this man turned out to be very disturbing to my father?”
 
        After hearing this, I could keep my composure no longer. I took a deep breath and then made a loud exhale, dropping my head in my hand.
 
        “What is it? Are you all right? Would you like a glass of water? Mr. Brooks?”
 
        “Yes I am all right, I’m OK.” I take a handkerchief from my pocket and wipe off the sweat from my brow. I look over at Mrs. Lindbergh and acknowledge the worried look upon her face. I decide to come clean, well at least confess to her some partial truth of what I know of the man in the photos.
 
        “Mrs. Lindbergh, I have to apologize. I haven’t been totally honest with you,” I begin my confession.
 
        “Oh, how is that Matthew?” Her blue eyes open with gentle surprise.
 
        “The man in these photos,” I begin my confession, pausing that I might search for the right words.
 
        “I know who he is. I’ve known about him for quite some time now.” 
 
        “You know who this man is?” Her eyes open wider, suggesting just a hint of doubt. 
 
        “Yes, I mean no. I mean, I don’t know who he is, but I have definitely seen him, several times in fact. Actually Mrs. Lindbergh, this man is the real reason I came 3,000 miles to talk to you.”
 
        “Let me get this straight. You already know about this man? How could you possibly know about this man?” 
 
        “Well…”
 
        “Why didn’t you tell me you knew about him?” she asks in n perplexingly astonished manner.
 
        “I’m sorry, Mrs. Lindbergh, for not saying anything sooner, but I’m sure you appreciate how bizarre this situation is.  
 
        A person has to be careful whom they divulge such things to. Unless a person has seen the things you and I have seen, they might be very apprehensive of taking it very serious. In fact, they might call the gentleman in the white coats to come and put us away.”
 
        “I guess I understand what you mean.”                
 
        “Plus the fact, that I have had a job as a journalist for only six months, I have to be careful what kind of stories I make public, if I want my career to last very long.” I explain further to her, trying to stitch back together her trust in me that may have become torn. 
 
        “Don’t worry, Matthew, I understand. It is a very unusual story. I wouldn’t blame anyone if they did not believe me.”
 
        “I believe you Mrs. Lindbergh. I have good reason to believe you.
 
        What would you say if I told you, I have seen this man only a few days ago?” 
 
        “I would say first of all, that it would be impossible, how could that possibly be true?” She is very skeptical.
 
        “I know it all sounds crazy, Mrs. Lindbergh, but I assure you I am as sane as you are.”
 
        “Well Matthew, maybe we are both crazy, who am I to judge?” She smiles.
 
        “I swear Mrs. Lindbergh, a few days ago I came face to face with him, and it wasn’t a very pleasant meeting.”
 
        “Why, what happened?”               
 
        “He tried to kill me.” She instantly rears back in her chair, her lips part open in shock.
 
        “Tell me now, Matthew, how could it be the same man? In this photo here, he looks to be only in his twenties. He would have to be close to one hundred years old by now, maybe older,” she concludes, pointing to the photo of the Hindenburg disaster. 
 
        “It all sounds ridiculous, but I give you my word. Last week, on top of the Space Needle, this man tried to kill me. Well, he threatened to kill me anyway. The amazing thing about it is, he looked just as young as when this photo was taken and put in this newspaper, over seventy years ago.”
 
        “What are you saying, Mr. Brooks?” She sounds very skeptical.
 
        “I’m saying that, in over one hundred years he hasn’t aged a bit.”
 
        Her head motions from side to side in disbelief. She bows her head, closes her eyes, and becomes totally still in thought. After a moment she reopens her eyes and continues.
 
        “OK Matthew,” she almost whispers. “If in fact this is the same man, why would he threaten to kill you? What possible reason would he have to hurt you?” She asks, seemingly as if I would have no answer to such a question.
 
        “He would hurt me for the same reason that he threatened to hurt your father, and for the same reason that he would threaten to kidnap or hurt your brother. He doesn’t want to be found out; he doesn’t want anyone to find out that he exists. He wants to stay in the dark. 
 
        When someone accidentally shines the light on him, he starts with the threats. What ever his reasons are for staying hidden, I don’t know, but to him they are good enough reasons to kill for. I don’t think he has any qualms of doing what he has to, to keep his identity a secret.
 
        Maybe he being present, at a majority of history’s events over the period of hundreds of years is the main key in answering the question of his identity. I don’t know for sure.
 
        One thing I am sure of. The man that has disrupted and threatened my life in the past few weeks, is the same man that brought worry and grief to your father and threatened your brother’s life.
 
        There is one more thing that I am sure about Mrs. Lindbergh. This outlander, this traveler of history, would kill me for the same reason that he killed your older brother, Mrs. Lindbergh…” Before I can continue she interrupts me.
 
   
 
  
     “I didn’t say that this man kidnapped my brother or killed my brother, Mr. Brooks. A man named Bruno Hauptmann was convicted of the crimes of kidnapping and murder and was executed for it,” she is  beginning to show emotion.
 
        “I know you didn’t say that the man in these photos was the kidnapper that killed your brother, Mrs. Lindbergh. 
 
        Wouldn’t you agree though, that when we put all the pieces of the puzzle we have together, everything points to this insidious man in these photos? Who else could it be?” I reason with her.
 
        She quickly pulls a handkerchief from her dress pocket, in order to draw the tears that now fill her eyes.
 
        “It’s hard to believe that a man was convicted and executed for nothing. It’s hard to admit to myself, that seventy years ago Bruno Hauptmann was innocent, and although he was innocent, he was executed for my brother’s murder.
 
        But I know now, that this man that you and I have uncovered must be the one that threatened my father and kidnapped and murdered my brother. 
 
        I know and I believe it is the truth, but it is so painful to accept the inevitable truth, that an innocent man was executed for nothing,” she reveals to me grievously. 
 
        “I’m so sorry Mrs. Lindbergh; it must be a very painful memory for you.” I sympathize with her.
 
        “Let me show you something that only one other close friend knows about.” Lifting up my back pack that I have brought with me, I pull out the piece of ancient looking goatskin parchment where our own threatening message has been written. After I gently unroll it to reveal its contents, I hand it over to her.
 
        “This is a handwritten note that my friend and I receive while we were on an assignment in Montana. Look here, Mrs. Lindbergh. Read what it says here.”
 
        She grabs the reading glasses that hang from a gold chain around her neck, puts them on and begins to read aloud.
 
    
 
                  “ ‘The others too, would not leave our secret alone. 
 
                  Now they are dead forever, instead of flesh and bone.’ ”
 
    
 
        Open-eyed with shock, she stares straight into my eyes, as she slowly removes the reading glasses from her eyes. Her mouth moves, but nothing is uttered for a moment. Then she finds the composure to speak.
 
        “Oh my goodness Matthew, this is unbelievable. This is exactly the same words found in the ransom note given to my father, almost seventy years ago.”
 
        “Yes, after seventy years he came up with the same exact words. Either this guy is uncreative or just very consistent, I’m not sure which.”
 
        “So then, you and my father have both been connected by the hand of this strange threatening man.” She ponders for a moment, as she looks again at the photos in her hand.     
 
        “If he followed through with his threat against my father and brother, he would no doubt make good on his threat against you too, Matthew.”
 
         “Yes ma’am, I don’t think he makes idle threats. But don’t worry. I plan to stay one step ahead of him, and to catch him before he catches me.”
 
        “What do we do now Mr. Brooks? I am so worried about you now.”
 
        “The best thing you can do is stay as far away from me as you can. Hopefully he knows nothing of our meeting here today. I think I like your father’s way of handling this.”
 
        “My father’s way?” She asks
 
        “Yes, your father’s way. When he was threatened, he tried to shine the light on this guy even more. He put even more ads in papers and wrote to everyone that would listen about the existence of this guy. Your father just didn’t get a chance to finish the job, that’s all. 
 
        This sinister person loves to stay in the dark. I have a feeling that he has been a threat to more than just your father, brother and I. I bet you, that he has threatened quite a few people over the past years of history.” She touches her eyes with her handkerchief once again.
 
        “I’m afraid that he will do the same thing to you that he did to my brother, Mr. Brooks.” she becomes emotional.
 
        “Please don’t worry about me Mrs. Lindbergh. I will make it real hard for him, by keeping on the move. The more I find out about him, the more I will be able to protect myself,” I assure her.
 
        “I’m not too sure about that, Matthew. I think you need some help.”
 
        “Well that’s just it, Mrs. Lindbergh. I do have help. Kelly, my photographer friend is right by my side, and I have the backing of the Portland Herald. So don’t you worry, Mrs. Lindbergh. We’ll find out who this guy is, without anybody else getting hurt. You can count on that.” I exaggerate a little.
 
        “Tell me, Mrs. Lindbergh, when your brother was kidnapped and your father began receiving all those ransom notes, did he ever tell the police about the threats that he received from this guy? Did he ever tell them about the time he threatened your father, that night he appeared in front of your father’s porch?”
 
        “You must realize how difficult it would have been for him to divulge that information, Mr. Brooks. You just told me yourself how vigilantly discreet you have been; very cautious of telling anyone what you know of this man,” she points out.
 
        “Yes, that’s true.” 
 
        “My father was very cautious and discreet for the same reason you are cautious and discreet, for fear of how people would react to your story, right?”
 
        “Yes, that’s right.” 
 
        “Since there was so much media attention given to the kidnapping, father decided that it would be best not to mention anything about the mysterious stranger that threatened him, and just allow the police to do their job. 
 
        “In the beginning, father believed that the man in these photos was the one that kidnapped and murdered my brother. By the time the police apprehended Bruno Hauptmann and then convicted him of kidnapping and murder, he was so confused he didn’t know what to believe.
 
        “No one will ever know how much stress my father and mother went through during that time. It almost destroyed them both,” she painfully relates.
 
        “It must have seemed like the end of the world to them.” I empathize.
 
        “Well, one thing positive came from all of that terrible tribulation. Father stopped his investigation of the man in the photos, and he never heard from the mysterious man again. A very high price to pay to have someone leave you in peace, wouldn’t you say so, Matthew?”
 
        “Yes Mrs. Lindbergh, a very high price indeed.”
 
        “You know Matthew, after the court trial of Bruno Hauptmann, my father and mother sold their house and moved here out in the middle of the Pacific. Everyone thought they were isolating themselves in order to take their lives out of the media spotlight. Of course, that is partially the reason. 
 
        However, the main reason why they moved here is because of being overwhelmingly grieved from the loss of their son and distressed at the possibility of Bruno Hauptmann being innocently condemned to death. Two great tragedies in their lives that they felt they had no control over. 
 
        “They told me once, that they felt like they had been forced onto a giant carnival ride called the media machine. The ride kept going round and round, and would never stop to let them off. By the time it finally did stop, it was too late. Two innocent lives had been lost.
 
        “They just wanted to go somewhere and grieve in peace. They suffered grievously over these two tragedies for the rest of their lives.”
 
        “I’m very sorry Mrs. Lindbergh. It must be very difficult for you to talk about.”
 
        “Yes, it is a very tragic memory.” 
 
        “Well Matthew, I have been babbling on long enough I think.” She wipes the corner of each eye once again.
 
        “It is almost noon. Would you like to stay for lunch?”
 
        “That is very nice of you to offer Mrs. Lindbergh, but I think I have imposed on your gracious hospitality long enough. I need to head back to town, look over my notes, and make some important phone calls.” I turn down her invitation.
 
        “Oh that’s too bad, are you sure?” She persists.
 
        “Yes, I really need to go. 
 
        “Mrs. Lindbergh.” I take hold of her hand and then continue. 
 
        “It has been such an outstanding privilege to be able to sit down and talk with you. It has been so much more than I even hoped for. I will always treasure the time you allowed me. Thank you so much.” 
 
        “Matthew, it has been a pleasure, a real pleasure. Promise me. Promise me that you will keep in touch. I want to know how this all turns out.” 
 
        “I will Mrs. Lindbergh, I will.”
 
        As I drive back to the little hamlet of Hana, my mind is saturated with an ocean of thoughts. To think, I just had a conversation with the daughter of Charles Lindbergh. That is an overwhelming thought in itself. On top of that, she has bestowed upon me a great family secret, and beside herself I am the only other living creature on Earth that knows.
 
        I have gambled and traveled 3,000 miles in the hope of finding a small fragment of the puzzle, and I am coming away with a large chunk of the truth. I am invigorated and nothing will stop me now, nothing short of death. I am determined to find out the true identity of this seemingly deathless man.                                                          
 
        Traveling along the coast road back to Hana, I encounter gentle balmy breezes that bring the sweet fragrance of plumeria blossoms to my senses. All my senses yield into a kind of tropical daydream. I find myself thoroughly caught up in the pleasantness of this moment of life. 
 
        Just then, ‘The saints go marching on’ abruptly jingles from my cell phone that is fastened to my belt. That reminds me. Note to self: Change the tune on my cell phone. I hate being interrupted from a tropical daydream by ‘The saints go marching on.’
 
        “Hello, this is Matt.”
 
        “Matt, how are things in paradise?”
 
        “It’s so good to hear from you, I’ve missed you!”
 
        “Missed me? What’s wrong Matt, a couple of days just on your own and you fall apart?” She snidely remarks.
 
        “You got it. I don’t do well without my partner.”
 
        “Well Matt, I got some bad news for you. Are you sitting down?
 
        “Yeah, I’m driving a car. How bad is it anyway? Do I need to park so that I don’t run off the road?”
 
        “Well, it’s not like you didn’t know that it was coming,” she forewarns me.
 
        “I’m guessing that good ol’ Lloyd wasn’t happy about me coming to Hawaii. I am no longer an employee of the Portland Herald, right?”
 
        “I’m sorry Matt. He never even thought twice about it. After I told him of you going to Hawaii, he just smiled and said to tell you to come and clean out your desk and to get your final check from payroll. I think he really enjoyed it.” Her voice is starting to crackle from emotion.
 
        “Well, at least I finally did something he really enjoyed.” It feels good to be sarcastic.
 
        “Don’t worry about it. Everything will work out, you just wait and see.”
 
        “Do you want me to pick you up at the airport when you get back?”
 
        “No, don’t worry about that. I have my car at the airport anyway. I’ll see you at The Herald in a couple of days, OK?”
 
        “OK Matt. Have a safe trip. See you when you get back.”
 
        No matter how important or exciting this private little investigation is to me, the thought of having to work without Kelly greatly diminishes my enthusiasm to go on with it.
 
        Maybe something will work out. Besides, I can’t think about that now. If I do, I may start to slowly crumble. I knew that I would most likely be on my own, when I first decided to go down this path. I’ve come this far; now is no time to stop.
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                             TWENTY FOUR
 
    
 
        Everyone that lives in Portland must be at the airport today, I think to myself, as I enter the terminal. The Portland airport seems unusually crowded.
 
        I pick up my luggage and head for my car. It is one of those exceptional days in Portland when it is not raining. The sun is out and I can see white-capped Mount Hood in the distance, rising up behind the skyline of the city.
 
        I finally see my car up ahead. I take out my keys and push the unlock button, my car responds with its characteristic tweet, chirp.
 
        As I fumble for the ignition key, I suddenly notice the writing scratched into the paint on the side of my beautiful black Austin Healy. 
 
        “Some deranged delinquent has keyed my car,” I shout out loud.
 
         Just at the moment my frustrated rage is about to reach its apex, I stop short of spasmodically giving into a cerebral hemorrhage and think for a heartbeat or two. 
 
        Wait; what about this strange time wandering provocateur I search for? Could it be another one of his threatening messages? It may very well be, since the words scratched on my car say,  ‘Stop or you will die.’
 
        I quickly look in every direction around me for movement or shadow, but nothing seems out of the ordinary. Warily I unlock my car, cautiously peer into the depths of the back seat, then buckle up for the road.
 
        Receiving yet another threat from my own secret predator has sent me reeling a little from the episode. I attempt to control my shaken nerves and drive from the airport to The Herald, as best I can. 
 
        Betty the receptionist is the first face I see as I enter the third floor of the Portland Herald.
 
        “Good morning Betty, any messages for me?” I sing cheerfully. To my surprise, Betty actually stops chewing her gum and just stares at me as I pass. Her face seems to ask the question; don’t you know you are fired? In fact, everyone on this morning, on the third floor of the Portland Herald stops whatever they are doing and stares. 
 
        It reminds me of one of those dreams everybody has, when you come to work, but have forgotten to put your cloths on. It strikes me funny, so I return their stares with a smile and a whimsical wave.
 
        I look around the office of staring former coworkers, but see nothing of Kelly. Lloyd probably has her out on assignment, I tell myself. 
 
        I then focus my attention toward the large window paned hallowed chamber in the back of the room. I see Lloyd sitting there, with his feet up on his desk. A fat cigar the size, shape, and color of a large fragment of dog guano, protrudes from his mouth. A cloudlet of smoke surrounds the periphery of his head, as if his head were a great pile of hot steaming mash potatoes.
 
        I find my way to what used to be my desk and sit down. The first thing I notice is a neat stack of envelopes in front of me. Baffled at their presence, I reach over and start to pick through the letters. 
 
        The curious correspondence all looks as if they are from other newspapers, prominent newspapers at that. Letters addressed to me from the Baltimore Sun, Chicago Sun Times, Houston Chronicle, and the Seattle Post-Intelligencer. Even letters from the Washington Post, LA Times, and the New York Times are here, all addressed to me, Matthew Brooks. Why in the world would I be getting letters from such top-notch newspapers, I ask myself bewilderedly? 
 
        After sitting there stunned for a moment, I decide to open one and get to the bottom of this unusual phenomenon. I open the envelope from the Chicago Sun Times and begin to read. 
 
       
 
    
 
        ‘Dear Mr. Matthew Brooks,
 
   Congratulations on your recent journalistic investigation success. We are very interested in finding out more about your new archeological discovery in Montana.
 
        We are always on the lookout for dedicated and talented professional journalist as yourself. If you would ever consider working for the Chicago Sun Times, please give us a call. We would be happy to talk with you and your managing editor about this possibility.
 
   Good luck to you in the future.
 
    
 
   Sincerely
 
   George Wyatt, Managing Editor
 
    
 
        After reading the letter the fifth time, Betty comes up to my desk and interrupts my state of utter amazement.
 
        “I’m sorry Mr. Brooks. I forgot to tell yah that Mr. Hatch says he wants ta see yah the minute you arrive.” She pops her gum several times before I have a chance to acknowledge her message.
 
        “Okay, thanks Betty.” I take a deep breath.
 
        “Oh by the way Mr. Brooks.” Taking the pencil from her ear and using it as a tool to gesture with, she continues.  “I think it is awful what Mr. Hatch done to yah, firing you that way. I’m sorry and I hope things will go OK for you and yours.” She abruptly nods her head as evidence of her sincere affirmation.
 
        “Thanks Betty, I appreciate that.”
 
   A pleased look illuminates Betty’s face, and then she quickly flitters off. 
 
        Pushing up against the arms of my chair, I stand, take an abysmal breath, and begin trudging toward Lloyd’s office. I feel as if I can only move in slow motion, as I sense the heat of a hundred eyes watching me walk to Mr. Hatch’s office.
 
        Still puffing away on his cigar, he is talking to someone on the phone and laughs out loud, his laugh sounding comparable to that of a donkey. While one hand holds the phone, the thumb of the other hand hooks around one of his suspenders, arrogantly latched there. 
 
        A dignified looking man of fifty years of age or so, his silver gray hair perfectly trimmed, his French cuffed white dress shirt meticulously laundered and pressed, embellished with gold cuff links. He finally finishes his phone call and hangs up the phone. The door is open, and I step inside.
 
        “Good morning Lloyd. Betty informed me that you wanted to see me before I go,” I mechanically begin the conversation in a kind of perfunctory greeting. 
 
        “Matt boy, good morning! Don’t just stand there. Sit down, take a load off. You had your coffee yet this morning?” He greets me with a hint of bootlicking in his manner. This is not like Lloyd at all, I think to myself. He has never been civil to me or anyone that I know, unless he wants something in return.
 
        “Coffee?  Well, no I… I didn’t have much of a chance to….” Mr. Hatch interrupts me before I can finish my explanation of why I haven’t had coffee yet this morning.
 
        “Sit down. Let me get you some coffee,” he demands, and then picks up the phone.
 
        “Leo, get a cup of coffee to my office on the double. 
 
        “I know you just gave me a cup of coffee. It’s not for me, you idiot. Now hurry it up.” He snarls out the order with menace. 
 
        “Well, I guess congratulations are in order.” He takes another large drag from his cigar.
 
        For some reason this reminds me of my father when I was a boy. One cold morning in November, I watched him while he attempted to coax our old tom turkey over toward the direction of the chopping block. Walking backwards slowly, he drew the big dumb bird closer and closer by sprinkling bird seed on the ground, while holding a freshly sharpened axe behind his back. 
 
        It was my first lesson in deception. A graphic way for a child to learn, that when someone is sprinkling, or shoveling something good in front of you, make sure you know what they are holding behind their back.
 
        “Congratulations for what?” I ask in disbelief.
 
        “For what? Don’t you know? Haven’t you read a paper lately? Here, look on page three,” he throws a newspaper over in my direction.
 
        I turn to page three, and read the headline appearing just above the fold.                                                                       
 
                                  ‘Unknown Civilization Discovered in Montana’
 
    
 
                 
 
    
 
   The article reads:
 
                 ‘Matthew Brooks, a journalist working for the Portland Herald, discovers the archeological find of the century. Inside a cave, in a very remote and uninhabited region of Montana, Brooks and his assistant Kelly O’Hara discovered the remnants of a completely unknown civilization, apparently hidden for centuries.
 
        “The archeological find of the century,” so says Jeremiah James, a paleontologist digging for dinosaur’s bones in the badlands of Montana.
 
        “This discovery may change everything of what we previously believed to be the history of North America.” Dr James went on to say. 
 
        Several major museums from around the country have been trying to contact Mr. Brooks, to learn more about his discovery. Mr. John Cooper, curator of the New York Museum of Natural History, says that the museum would like Mr. Brooks to be their guest of honor at an award presentation ceremony, to award him for the discovery.
 
        Besides museums, several newspapers and reporters have made efforts to contact and interview the journalist Matthew Brooks at his place of employment, the Portland Herald in Portland, Oregon.
 
        Lloyd Hatch, The managing editor of The Herald, told reporters, The Herald was very proud to have Matthew Brooks as an employee, and that Brooks was his best investigating reporter. Mr. Brooks was unavailable for comment due to being gone out of town on a very important assignment.’
 
        “What’s going on Lloyd? What’s all this, ‘proud to have Matthew Brooks as an employee, cause he is the best dang reporter I got,’ baloney? Did you forget to tell everybody that you fired me for going on that very important assignment? I did come here this morning to clean out my desk; right? You did fire me, right?” I flippantly inquire. 
 
        The door suddenly opens and Leo frantically enters the room holding a steaming cup of coffee. I feel sorry for the nerveless little sweating bald man. Lloyd has got him performing like a neurotic monkey in a cage.
 
        “Come on and sit down son, let’s talk about it,” he tries to say, in the most fatherly tone he is capable of.
 
        “Now I have to admit that when I heard that you went off to Hawaii on an assignment of your own choosing, I was upset and I fired you. Now that you’re back and I have had some time to think, I have decided that I may have been a little hasty. 
 
        “What would you say to forget the whole incident? I mean, as long as you give me your assurance that this kind of thing will never happen again, I think we can just put it all behind us.” I think he is even smiling, but I’m not really sure. I haven’t seen his face smile before.
 
        “Oh you mean; if I promise not to go on any more wild goose chases, you will let me keep my job. Huh, is that what you mean?” I retort, sprinkled with a little sarcasm.
 
        “That is precisely what I mean Matt.”
 
        “Yes, plus the fact that The Herald has picked up a lot of notoriety over this discovery thing in Montana, and Lloyd Hatch has got his name printed in few newspapers to boot. We wouldn’t want to put a damper on all of that publicity, now would we?” I begin to dilute his whitewash.
 
        “Not to mention the stack of letters from major newspapers asking for interviews and offering me lucrative opportunities for employment.”
 
        “Letters, I didn’t know you received any letters.” He endeavors to act dumb.
 
        “Well, like I said before Matt. You are to be congratulated. No doubt about that!” 
 
        “I took everything into consideration before making any decisions about continuing your employment here at The Herald. All things considered, I decided it would be a win-win situation for both you and The Herald,” he sounds very condescending.
 
        “Yeah, and of course it wouldn’t hurt anything for me and Kelly to go the New York Museum of Natural History award dinner, while we’re still employed at The Herald, would it? Since Kelly and I were on assignment for The Herald when we made the discovery, it would only be right to put in few plugs for The Herald and its managing editor Lloyd Hatch.
 
        You don’t miss a trick do you Lloyd?” My temperament is becoming a little belligerent.
 
        “Like I mentioned Matt, It is a good thing for both you and The Herald. That is, if you decide to keep your job here at The Herald and play according to the rules. 
 
        “Now as far as going to this award dinner, Kelly needn’t go with you. It’s you that they want. You were the journalist on the assignment. No need to confuse things” he schems like a slippery snake.
 
        “If I decide to stay with The Herald, let me make one thing clear before we go any farther with this, Lloyd. If I to go on any interviews or go to any award dinners, it will be with Kelly by my side or not at all. Do you understand?”
 
        “Sure Matt, why not? Besides, if you would have decided against staying on here at The Herald, I would have just replaced you with Kelly anyway. You know Matt; no one should think that they are irreplaceable. Anyway, who knows, maybe it will work out better for us this way. The Herald may get more exposure this way,” he gives me his disingenuous appraisal.
 
        “Another thing Mr. Hatch.” I continue.
 
        “What is it?” He snaps impatiently. 
 
        “Since I’ve been working here, you have been sending me on every wild goose story that comes along. As a reporter for the Portland Herald, I’ve interviewed a sixth grader that came in first in the grade school science exhibit, I’ve gone to state fairs to find out who will get the blue ribbon for their blackberry jam, and I went looking for the footprints of Bigfoot.” Lloyd raises his hand to interrupt.
 
        “And don’t forget. You found some too.”  
 
        “Oh yes, I found footprints. Next you will be having me interview the guy that has just discovered the cure for athlete’s foot.” I add.
 
        “Lloyd, if I am going to stay on here at The Herald as reporter, I want to be assigned more important stories.” I make a stand.
 
        “Well Matthew I give all my reporters the assignments that best match their individual experience and skill.”
 
        “I have been investigating a story for quite some time.”
 
   I go on, ignoring his aloofness. “That’s why I went to Hawaii, to find some answers about a man I want to write about.”
 
        “Oh, what man is that?” He asks apathetically.
 
        “Well I can’t really tell you right now, mainly because I don’t really know exactly who he is.”
 
        “You don’t know who you are investigating? You don’t know who you are investigating, but you want to write a story about him. Is that correct?”
 
        “Look Lloyd, there is a man that has been threatening people for years and years. A few of these people have even been murdered. That’s why I went to Hawaii, to get some more information about this guy. I think I found enough information to at least get started. I need to use the power of The Herald to help uncover this guy, before more people get threatened or killed. I’d like to put his picture in the paper to see if anybody knows who he is, where he is and what he is up to.” I plead my case without hesitation. Lloyd begins to negatively shake his head.
 
        “Now you know as well as I do, that I can’t allow you to put a story in the paper unless I have a lot more information than that. When you get enough info to make a story, come back to me and we’ll see, but until…” I interrupt before he finishes his sentence.
 
        “Lloyd, I mean it. If you say no to this, I’m going to walk out of here, open one of those letters on my desk and accept one of those offers. I’m sure that another paper would love to have me as their employee, while I am accepting an award from the New York Museum of Natural History, for my investigative reporting.” I threat in an unvarnished manner.
 
        Lloyd picks up his pen and solemnly looks down, pecking his pen repeatedly atop his desk.
 
        “All right; write your story. We’ll see what happens.”
 
        “Thank you Lloyd. You won’t be sorry, I promise you.” I overflow with elation.
 
        “I am already sorry.”
 
        I make an exit and begin to walk back to my desk, when Kelly comes to mind. I abruptly wheel around and poke my head back in to Lloyd’s office.
 
        “Where’s Kelly, out on assignment?”
 
        “I believe she is developing pictures. Please don’t interrupt her. We have to have those photos by deadline.”
 
        “Oh no Lloyd, I wouldn’t think of bothering her while she’s working.” I assure him impudently.
 
        Pushing the ‘B’ button inside the elevator, I descend to the bowls of The Herald, to the film room. There, standing by the processing machine, the most fetching creature I know. I stand there for a moment just watching; the swishing rhythm of the photo machine concealing my entrance. 
 
        Soon Kelly senses the arrival of someone’s presence in the room, and instinctively turns around. A face of innocent curiosity changes into an enthusiastic smile that instantly takes possession of her dove-like face. 
 
        “Matt!” She whoops. She runs to me with open arms and hugs me in earnest.
 
        “Oh Matt, it’s so good to see you!”
 
        “Good to see you too. Do you mind if I go out and come back in? I really like being missed.”
 
        “Oh Matt,” she scolds, punching me in the shoulder.
 
        “Did you see Lloyd yet? Did he tell you that he isn’t going to fire you after all?” She rattles off without taking a breath.
 
        “Yeah, I talked to him. We had a nice talk.” I pause.
 
        “What’s wrong? There’s nothing wrong is there? You are going to stay aren’t you?” She pelts me with questions.
 
        “Hold on, hold on now. Lloyd and I came to a mutual agreement. So I will be staying on here at The Herald, at least for the time being.” I assure her.
 
        “That’s great Matt, just great,” she is looking very pleased.
 
        “Oh by the way; you want to go to a party with me?”
     “Party, what party?”
 
        “Lloyd is sending us both to that award ceremony at the Museum of Natural History in New York.”
 
        “Really? New York? That’s great, but….” She hesitates.
 
        “But what?”
 
        “Lloyd told me that you were the only one going.”
 
        “Well I guess I told Lloyd that there wasn’t going to be an award dinner without you. You deserve that award as much as I do, if not more.”
 
        “Thanks Matt, that’s very sweet of you to…” Her voice wavers for the moment; her eyes begin to brim with tears. Her composure restored, she continues.
 
        “When are we supposed to go to the award dinner?” She wonders.
 
        “I think Lloyd booked us both on a flight to New York, tomorrow afternoon around 5:00 PM.
 
        “Tomorrow afternoon. Matt, that’s ridiculous.” She panics. 
 
        “What’s wrong?” 
 
        “What’s wrong? I’ve got to buy a new dress, get my hair done, pack and make arrangements. How am I supposed to do all of that by five o‘clock tomorrow?”
 
        “I don’t know what you’re talking about. You look gorgeous, just the way you are. Go pack a few things and you’re ready.”
     “Be serious Matt. I can’t go to a formal award presentation dinner like this,” she gestures up and down at herself.
 
        “Are we going to have to get up and give a speech, do you think?” She continues to carry on.
 
        “I think if we are going to be guests of honor at the award dinner we probably will be expected to say at least something. But don’t worry about it too much. With your face, all you got to do is get up there and say thank you.”
 
        “Matt, sometimes you are such a man,” she definitely is irritated.
 
        “A woman can have something intelligent to say just as much as a man, you know.” She pokes hard on my shoulder with her finger.
 
        “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean anything. I’m sure you won’t have any problems coming up with something intelligent to say.” I hope I have totally redeemed myself. 
 
        “Whatever.” She smiles. “If I am going to be ready by tomorrow afternoon I better get going. I’ll call you later.”
 
        With an armload of groceries I unlock the door and push it open with my foot. As I enter the little apartment, Cashew excitedly begins to squawk and says “Call the cops, call the cops,” over and over.
 
        “Cashew, how have you been buddy?” I reach through the cage and pet his head. Cashew bends his head down and closes his eyes. I stop after a few moments and Cashew bobs his head in protest.
 
        “Sorry Cashew. I got to get some food in my stomach. I’ll come back and let you out later.”
 
        I flop myself onto the bed and tell myself that I won’t go to sleep. I am just going to rest here for a quick minute.
 
        I begin to mentally digest what has happened to me in the last few weeks. I’ve gone to Hawaii and back, been fired from my job and then rehired, and now Kelly and I are celebrities and guests of honor at the Museum of Natural History in New York. It has been a long day.
 
        On top of all of this, this mysterious gentleman continues to be a daily threat to my life, and to others. What will happen if I put his picture in the paper? Will he kill me or someone else? Who in the world is he, and how many will be dead before his existence is uncovered and his insidious works are stopped? After only a few moments of troubled thought, I fall fast asleep from mental exhaustion. 
 
        As Kelly and I enter the museum’s conference room, a small man wearing thick glasses immediately walks over to us, his hand extended.
 
        “Welcome to New York and to the Museum of Natural History. My name is John Cooper, the Museum’s curator.” He greets us with a smile and a handshake.
 
        “Hi, this is Kelly O’Hara, and I’m Matthew Brooks.”
 
        “All of us here at the museum are so very happy that you accepted our invitation to come. If you would follow me, I made arrangements to have special seats up front for you both.” He takes the lead.
 
        “Here we are. I hope these seats will meet with your satisfaction,” he directs his conversation toward Kelly.
 
        “Oh yes, these are great. Thank you so much.” Kelly accepts graciously.
 
        “The pleasure is all mine, I assure you. I need to go make some final arrangements now, but please don’t hesitate to let me know if you need anything.”
 
        “When are we expected to go up on stage?” Kelly asks nervously.
 
        “There will be short speeches from two or three of the museum’s board members, and then I will conduct the rest of the night’s activities and call you both up at that time. How does that sound?” 
 
        “That sounds fine. I’m just a little nervous I guess. I just don’t want any surprises.” Kelly says, restlessly.
 
        “Don’t worry Ms. O’Hara, you will be just fine. Remember you don’t have to impress us old fogies. You’ve done that already with your wonderful discovery. Everybody just wants to get a good look at you two. In fact, as pretty as you are tonight, we could just skip Mr. Brooks altogether. I’m sure no one would mind at all,” he  jests.
 
        One by one, each board member of the Museum praises Kelly and I for our discovery of a supposedly new civilization, until we are embarrassingly gorged with flattery by the end of the presentation. Finally Mr. Cooper is invited to the little stage, and is about to invite Kelly and I up to speak.
 
        The small audience of about one hundred archaeology enthusiasts applauds as Kelly and I step up onto the stage. As we both approach the podium Kelly nudges me and signals for me to go first. I step back and gesture her to step up to the microphone, giving her no choice in the matter. She gives me a stern look and proceeds.
 
        As Kelly begins to talk about our adventure in Montana and of our mutual discovery, I curiously scan the audience.
 
        The audience is comprised of seventy five percent males, most over the age of fifty. By the look of the delightful grins on their faces, this large fraction of the audience seems to be totally captivated with Kelly, and the rest appear to be truly interested in her speech. Mr. Cooper was right. This is Kelly’s show, and I’m just along for the ride.
 
        Just at the moment that Kelly is introducing me to the microphone, I see him. No, it couldn’t be. It just couldn’t be, but it is. There before me sits the threatening stranger from the past and present, sitting in the back row.
 
        “And now I would like for all of you to meet Mr. Matthew Brooks.” Kelly says, introducing me to the audience.
 
        My consciousness is totally fixed up on the strange enigmatic fellow in the back of the room, and I am totally unaware of Kelly’s introduction. I stand there staring spellbound towards the back row of the conference room. 
 
        “Matt! Matthew, come on.” Kelly struggles to get my attention with a loud winnowing whisper.
 
        Kelly, beginning to turn red with embarrassment, starts to reach for my arm to pull me to the microphone. I move towards the end of the stage, a footstep or two out of her reach. This time Kelly speaks right into the microphone.
 
        “OK Mr. Brooks, it’s your turn now,” she announces, a few chuckles circulate through the audience. 
 
        By now I am half-way down the isle, heading straight for him in the back row sitting on the isle. I am close enough to peer into his eyes now, those cerebral eyes. Returning my stare with a penetrating gaze, he realizes that he is targeted and becomes fidgety, looking as if he will take flight at any moment. I increase my speed. 
 
        All of a sudden he bolts out of his chair and runs for the door. I charge after him and grab for his shirt, apprehending nothing but air. He hits open the exit double doors of the conference room at a full run. I discover very quickly, the man is lightening fast. By the time I reach the stairs leading to the front entrance way of the museum outside, he is long gone and nowhere to be seen. I sit down on the steps, totally winded.
 
        By the time I finally return to the conference room, Kelly has turned the podium and speech-making back over to Mr. Cooper.
 
        “All in attendance are invited to the dining room across the hallway. As a reminder, your assigned table number is the same number printed on your name badges you were given.” Mr. Cooper announces to the audience as I enter the room.
 
        I sit down and wait for the crowd to subside. 
 
   I see Mr. Cooper shaking hands with Kelly, still sitting in her chair on the stage. Smiling, Kelly nods her head and says something in return. Mr. Cooper then leaves out an exit door behind the stage. Kelly sits alone on the stage, her arms folded, and her face expressionless.
 
        I walk slowly and sheepishly up to the stage.
 
        “I didn’t mean to leave you holding the bag like that. I’m sorry; it must have been embarrassing for you.” I don’t know what else to say.
 
        She picks up her purse off the floor and stands in a mild innocuous manner. Brushing a minute speck of lint off the front of her dress, she slowly walks over towards where I am standing. She reaches the end of the stage floor, raises her head and looks straight into my eyes, her eyes turning horrifyingly homicidal.
 
        “Don’t you ever and I mean ever, do that to me again!” She orders, and begins to storm off the stage.
 
        “Kelly, wait!” I beg her. She stops in her tracks standing still for a moment, and then turns around crossing her arms once again.
 
        “Do you think for one moment that I would have done that to you without good reason?” I ask. She continues to watch me, not moving a muscle. 
 
        “I saw him in the audience. He was right here in this audience in the back row.” I point to the exact seat he sat in. 
 
        “I’m very sorry, but when I saw him I went into shock. I couldn’t believe he was here. I mean I couldn’t believe he had the audacity to come right in here and sit down in front of us like that.” I give effort to defend and justify my actions. Kelly’s brow begins to tweak with perplexity.
 
        “What are you talking about, Matt? Who was in the audience, in the back row?” 
 
        “Remember Seattle. Remember the guy who threatened to kill me atop of the Space Needle?” I nudge her memory.
 
        Kelly’s face turns ghostly white, her eyes bulge open. “Don’t you tell me that he was right here in this room with us tonight?” She blurts out, her hand cupping over her mouth with alarm.
 
        “I’m afraid so, but don’t be scared. He wouldn’t try anything with all these witnesses. My guess is that he is just trying to make us nervous; you know, making sure we know he means business.” I try to reassure her. 
 
        “Well Matt it worked; I’m plenty nervous. The fact that he is here tonight tells me that he means business. How could he have known that we are here unless he has been following us? He is just waiting for the right moment to move in for the kill,” she is starting to sound hysterical. I reach over and grab hold of her hand and pull her close to me.
 
        “Calm down. I’m not going to let anything happen to you. Besides, this guy is after me, not you.” I try to soothe her presence of mind.
 
        “Look, we’re not going to take any chances, we’ll be extra careful. Everything will be all right, OK. Now, we still have to go to dinner and let these guys give us our award for discovering some lost civilization. Now take my arm, and I will promise not to screw up the rest of the night.” I offer her my arm like a true gentleman. She wipes a tear from her eye, pries open a fracture of a smile, and then reaching out she enfolds my arm. 
 
        “All right Matt, if you say so.” 
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                                        TWENTY FIVE 
 
    
 
        This morning I arrive at The Herald early for a change. I stop by the office coffee pot and pour myself a cup of coal-black coagulated coffee. I sit down at my desk and hurriedly open the latest edition of the paper, searching for the article and photo spread I submitted for print. 
 
        ‘Do you know this man?’ Reads the newspaper article on the third page below the fold. 
 
        There before me, accompanying the article, are two photos. One is the old photo of my mysterious man’s face while he is running away from the Hindenburg. The other photo is of Hitler handing an award to Hermann Whilhem Goering, honoring him for designing and giving to Hitler the symbol of the Nazi party, the Swastika.
 
        To say the least, Lloyd was less than excited about this whole story idea. I can’t believe that he allowed both photos to be included in my presentation. This is better than I had hoped for. 
 
        If there is somebody out there that has come in to contact with this guy, this article should really shake them up. Hopefully, they will respond with a phone call or at least a letter. Of course somebody out there has to see the article first before they can respond. The Portland Herald doesn’t enjoy that large a circulation, but at least it is a start. I must stay positive, if I am going to be successful in stopping this guy before it is too late.
 
                 Betty’s voice comes over the intercom.
 
        “Mr. Brooks, you have a call on line three, please. Mr. Brooks, line three.”
 
   I gulp down a down a slug of coffee and pick up the phone.
 
        “Hello, this is Matthew Brooks. How can I help you?”
 
        “I know who your man is Mr. Brooks.” A mans voice whispers from the receiver.
 
        “I read your article in the paper, and I know who he is. I guess I should say, I know what he has done,” the caller states with intensity.
 
        “Who is this I am talking to, please?” I inquire.
 
        “I’d rather not mention names on the phone if you don’t mind.”
 
        “All right, that’s fine. You say that you’ve read the article and seen the photographs in The Herald.”
 
        “I’ve seen them all right.”
 
        “Well sir, could you tell me how it is, that you know the man in those photographs?” I ask with scrutiny. I hear a whispering chuckle in response to my question.
 
        “Well I guess you could say I met the man in your newspaper article, while he was trying to kill me. In fact he has tried to kill me on a couple of occasions,” he quips sarcastically.
 
        “Why would he want to kill you sir? Why would he want to do something like that?”
 
        “Because I know too much and I’ve seen too much.”
 
        “Too much about what?”
 
        “I know too much about the destruction of the Challenger, Mr. Brooks,” he reveals.
 
        “The Space Shuttle Challenger? You’re talking about the space shuttle that exploded just after take off in 1986?”
 
        “Yep, that’s the one, except it didn’t explode, it was blown up.”
              “It was blown up?” I ask trying to sound very skeptical, even though I know that is exactly what happened. 
 
        “Now, I don’t want you to think that I doubt your story sir, but it’s my job to be skeptical. I have to ask questions to make sure the information I receive from my sources, are reliable and authentic.” I inform him.
 
        “Don’t worry about it, Mr. Brooks, I totally understand, ask away,” he is anxious to put my doubts to rest.
 
        “The idea of the space shuttle Challenger being purposely blown up; is this some kind of theory?” I ask, beginning to dissect his story.
 
        “It’s no theory Mr. Brooks; it’s a fact. This isn’t just some harebrained idea that came to me, while I was watching the shuttle take off on TV, I assure you.
 
        I know more about the space shuttle program than do most of the readers of your newspaper.”
 
        “Well maybe you can tell me, how is it that you know so much about the space shuttle program anyway?”                                 
 
        “At the time of the Challenger explosion, I was working for the FBI on a special assignment to NASA. Well, to be more precise, I was assigned to Cape Canaveral. I was in charge of internal affairs and security before, during, and after each launch. You can check me out if you wish, Mr. Brooks. Call the FBI human resource office in Washington, DC, if you want,” he offers.
 
         “Well sir, how could I do that, when I don’t know your name? I’d have to have a name.” I try to sound as powerless and incapable of action as possible. The line goes silent. I wait for him to hopefully respond with his name.
 
        “All right; I’ll give you a name, Riker, Stephen A Riker. Call the FBI, ask them if they ever had an agent named Stephen Riker working with NASA,” he volunteers.
 
        “Does the FBI give out that kind of information to just anyone that calls, Mr. Riker?” I ask with uncertainty.
 
        “Well, they may not give you everything they’ve got on Stephen Riker, but they should be able to at least give you enough information to prove my identity,” he assumes.  
 
        “At least you would know that a Stephen Riker did work for the FBI and that I didn’t just pull the name out of a hat,” he submits.
 
        “OK then, that’s fair enough.” I yield to his tentative evidence, for the time being.
 
        “So then, you claim that the Challenger was purposely blown up. Are you also saying that the same man you saw in my newspaper photos is the one that blew it up?”
 
       “Yes, that is exactly what I am saying,” he is very emphatic. 
 
        “Did you see him blow up the space shuttle?”
 
        “Look, I’ve said too much already. I don’t want to say anymore on the phone. Who knows, somebody might be listening. If you want to know more you’ll have to come down here and see me personally.”
 
        “Come down here? Down here, where?”
 
        “Costa Rica.”
 
        “Costa Rica?” I ask in surprise.
 
        “You want to know the rest of the story, you come down here. I’ll have someone pick you up at the airport. And Mr. Brooks, come alone.”
 
        “You don’t know when or if I’m coming or what I look like, Mr. Riker. How will you be able to have someone meet me?”
 
   “You let me worry about that. If you come down, I’ll find you,” he guarantees.
 
        “I’ll tell you one thing Mr. Brooks, before I go. This guy wants to keep who he is and what he is a secret and he will do anything to keep that secret. That’s why I know he has got to kill me to keep that secret. Now that you are asking questions about this guy, and you got his picture plastered all over the paper, he is going to want to kill you too,” he warns.
 
        “Please come, Mr. Brooks. We have got to figure out a way to stop this guy before he kills again,” he pleads. The phone goes dead.
 
   I sit there for a moment, totally astonished from what I have just heard. 
 
        “Boy, you’re here early this morning. What’s wrong; couldn’t sleep?” Kelly greets me from behind. I jump a mile high, her greeting kicking me from my trance of deep thought.
 
        “Oh, good morning. How are you this morning?” I sit back down and kind of stare off into the distance.
 
        “Wow, aren’t we jumpy this morning? Did I interrupt something?” She is perky and smiling.
 
        “Huh? Oh no, I just had the weirdest call of my life that’s all.”
 
        “Who was it? That is if you don’t mind me asking.”
 
        “Believe it or not, an FBI agent called me in response to my article I put in the paper. Well, at least he said he used to be an FBI agent.” I explain without making sense.
 
        “Why would an FBI agent be calling you?” She asks, still standing behind me. I turn slowly around in my chair and look up at her.
 
        “Because he saw the photos I put in the paper, and he said that he recognizes the man in the photos.”
 
        Kelly looks puzzled for a minute and then speaks.
 
        “How would he know who he is?
 
        “Because that same guy tried to kill him too.”
 
        “What! Why would he try to kill an FBI agent?” She asks, totally flabbergasted.
 
        “Because that FBI agent saw him shoot down the space shuttle Challenger in 1986.”
 
        “The Challenger? He actually saw him shooting down the Challenger?” She is thunderstruck into emotion.
 
        “Well, that’s what he says anyway. If it’s true, if he really did see our infamous stranger blowing up the space shuttle, I can understand why he would want Mr. Riker dead,” telling her from my point of view.
 
        “Riker, who’s Riker?” She asks.
 
        “Oh that’s the FBI man’s name, by the way, Stephen A Riker.”
 
   Kelly thinks deeply in silence for a moment.
 
        “That is such an incredible story, Matt. Do you think he is telling you the truth?”
 
        “Well, I won’t know for sure until I hear the rest of his story. The only way I’m going to hear the rest of his story is in person. And the only way I am going to hear his story in person is if I take a plane to Costa Rica.”
 
        “Costa Rica? You have got to be kidding, Matt. Here we go again. You know Lloyd is not going to let us go to Costa Rica. Besides, he just told me to tell you to come to his office. That’s why I’m here. To tell you that he has another assignment for us. If you waltz into his office and tell him we’re off to Costa Rica, he’ll fire you all over again.” She protests excitedly.
 
        “Now settle down.”
 
        “I’ll take care of Lloyd. We have you might say, an understanding, at least for now. Plus, the fact is, I have to go to Costa Rica by myself. Mr. Riker said come alone, and he meant it. I’m pretty sure he wouldn’t take kindly to you taking photographs of him or his whereabouts.” I try to explain to her.
 
        “Well if that’s the way you want it,” she begins, her hands quickly come to rest on her hips.
 
        “I’m sorry, but that’s the way it has to be this time. I’ll be ready for that assignment when I get back in a couple of days or so, OK?” 
 
        “Coming back? I heard about your offers from big time newspapers. Why come back when you can work for a real newspaper?” She sarcastically implies. 
 
        “Because they will never have what The Portland Herald has.” I give rebuttal. 
 
        “Oh I see, and what’s that?” She asks.
 
        “None of them have you.” She nods her head in agreement, her eyes begin to water, and then she quietly turns and walks away.
 
        Besides Riker’s directions to come alone, I failed to mention to her the danger involved in going. One of us sticking our neck out is enough. Besides, if anything happened to Kelly I would never forgive myself.
 
        Arriving at the Juan Santa Maria airport in San Jose I am directed to customs. A young lady in uniform stamps my passport and I head for the curbside out front of the airport. Somehow hopefully, Mr. Riker has sent someone to meet me. 
 
        I left Portland the afternoon before on the 5:30 flight to Los Angeles, catching a red eye from LA to San Jose, stopping at Aurora airport in Guatemala City for an hour on the way. 
 
        I can never sleep on planes, so the eight-hour red eye special from LA to San Jose has left me feeling as if I spent the night in the back of a pickup truck. My soul is weary with fatigue, and with each move I make, my muscles ache in protest. I step outside over to the curb to see what transpires.
 
        After waiting only fifteen minutes or so, a rusty beat up old Datsun flatbed rattles up to the curb. An old man scoots over to the passenger side of the truck and rolls down the window.
 
        “Brooks?” He speaks with a heavy Spanish accent.
 
        “Yes, I’m Brooks.”
 
        “Riker say you come please,” he instructs.
 
        We maneuver through the busy city streets of San Jose, never going below fifty miles an hour. On at least two occasions I thought we were dead for sure, due to the old gentleman’s wild and undomesticated style of driving. Closing my eyes seems to lessen the terror I feel, so I keep them closed most of the time. When we reached the outskirts of the city, I can finally unclench the tendons of my arms and legs, loosen the grip of my hands from off the seat, and relax.
 
        “Where are we headed?” I ask him.
 
        “We go Playas Del Coco.” His hand points up ahead.
 
        “How far is it?” I ask. He shakes his head as if he doesn’t understand, so I try again.
 
        “How far?” I ask again, trying to gesture with my hands, in an effort to communicate. He thinks for a moment then looks at me and holds up two fingers.
 
        “Dos.” He smiles a big smile, with a gold tooth shining in the middle of his grin. Of course I’m not sure if he means two miles or two hours, so I settle back and watch the scenery go by. 
 
        We arrive in the little fishing village of Playas Del Coco about two and a half hours later. The road was long, hot, and dusty. This must be the dry part of Costa Rica, because I have yet to see the rain forest that Costa Rica is famous for.
 
        In the middle of the village square we pull up and stop at a little adobe open air type restaurant named ‘Los Monos.’
 
        My Costa Rican driver yells something in Spanish to a large man in an apron who is heaving some kind of gigantic fish onto an outside grill. They both laugh about something, and then he turns to me.
 
        “Uhhh, you stay. More ride come,” he instructs me, pointing down to the ground repeatedly.
 
        Grabbing my backpack from the back of the flatbed, I meander over to one of the outdoor tables, rigged with a thatched roof cover over it. After placing the fish in just the right place on the grill, the large gentleman comes over to my table, wiping his hands on his apron as he approaches.
 
        “Welcome, welcome señor.”
 
        If you travel anywhere in the world you should at least know a few of the most important words of any language to get by. One important word that comes up often is the word for beer. 
 
       “Una cerveza, por favor,” I request.
 
        “Sí señor. Is Imperial good for you?” he asks.
 
        “Yes, Imperial is fine; as long as it is good and cold.”
 
        “Oh sí señor, muy bueno cold.”
 
   The ‘Los Monos’ is only about a quarter mile away from 
 
   the ocean. I turn my chair so that I can view the beach and the multicolored fishing boats anchored just offshore, in the blue waters of the Papagayo Gulf. 
 
        Howler monkeys cavort and rhythmically woof from macadamia nut trees that tower above the building of the restaurant. My ice-cold cerveza is served. I lift it to my mouth and let its cold froth tranquilize my throat. Just then, a blissful breeze that has visited the cool waters of the gulf brushes against my face. In that moment, I am truly in the oasis of life.
 
        After four hours of waiting and at least as many beers, I feel as lethargic and hot as a Costa Rican sloth steaming in a sauna. I close my eyes and begin to drift. Just as I am about to lay my head down on the table, a teenage boy put-put rattles up to the restaurant on a scooter, startling me into consciousness. He speaks first with the large man at the grill, who in turn points over to me, using the word gringo as he points. The boy waddle walks his scooter over to my table.
 
        “You señor Brooks, please?” he asks.
 
        “Yes, I’m Brooks.”
 
        “Riker say you come with me, please.” 
 
        “Come with you? That thing isn’t big enough for the both of us, is it?” I ask, questioning the safety of it.
 
        “Come, not much time. You hold tight, please.” He puts on his sun glasses
 
        I sit my butt down on a fender space the size of a Reader’s Digest magazine. As soon as I grab hold both hands onto the boy’s belt, we are off.
 
        I didn’t realize that these little scooters could move this fast. I make an effort to look over the boy’s shoulder to see where we are headed. My face is soon machine-gunned with every flying insect living in Costa Rica, my eyes quickly filling with detonated insect entrails. I pull my head back behind the boy and am blind for awhile, until my eyes are able to water themselves bug-free. I wished I could get to my sunglasses inside my backpack, I think to myself.
 
        Only after fifteen minutes and ten miles from where we started, we begin to travel through a primeval rainforest, which soon ends at the edge of a lonely secluded beach. I find later that this isolated place is the furthermost northern part of the Papagayo Gulf, and only five miles or so from the boarder of Nicaragua. The boy turns off the scooter and kicks open the kickstand. Two large iguanas on the beach race for cover.
 
        A clamor of birds screeches and twitters from the trees above, as the boy and I sit and wait on the beach. The waves slowly meander onto the shore and a light balmy breeze gently wisps past our faces. Even with the light zephyr, the heat is stifling and I am sweating profusely. I am dying for a drink of water. I look over at my teenage traveling comrade, who seems to be as cool and calm as a freshly picked petunia. His obvious vigor makes me feel kind of wimpy, so I say nothing of my personal plight.
 
        A long boat skims around from the finger of land that jetties out from our right, about a mile out. It turns towards our direction without cutting its speed. Only when it reaches a point of a hundred yards from shore does it cut its engines, then chug-a-lugs up to the sand. A local middle-aged man with a long mustache, wearing a bright red bandanna on his head, motions for me to come aboard.
 
        “You come for Riker señor, rápidamente,” he commands.
 
        As I step onto the boat, the boy pushes the bow of the boat back into the water. For a minute or two, the boat sputters in reverse. The captain turns the boat towards open water and pushes the throttle all the way forward. Then we fly, skimming across the water. 
 
        “How far is it?” I ask in an effort to communicate. The captain of the boat looks straight ahead without physical acknowledgment of my question, or even the sound of my voice. I feel like such an outsider, completely out of my element. I settle down as comfortable as my seat will allow, conceding that I must just wait and see where in the world the captain decides to navigate this craft.
 
        The water we travel on is almost without so much as a ripple; except for the occasional school of fish that boils the surface of the water in reaction to our passing. As we pass each surfacing boiling school, hundreds of acrobatic aerialist seabirds position themselves for the possibility of latching onto a feast.
 
        We must have traveled thirty minutes or so, when we turn into a small cove of water, its breadth being no wider than a quarter of a mile. As we draw closer to the shore the captain cuts the engine, which now spits and sputters up towards the sand. We run aground on a small crescent of black sand beach and the captain kills the motor. Except for the water lapping onto shore, all is silent.
 
        “You wait here, señor,” the captain says.
 
        If this is in fact the arranged rendezvous point, I would feel much better if my next guide was somewhere here on this beach, before the boat takes off. As it is, there is no one to be seen. This insignificant spit of sand I stand on is the only thing protecting me from the two abysses of jungle and sea, veneering either side of me. The thought of being left here all alone without provisions begins to plague my mind, and I am now more than a little concerned.
 
        “Could you wait till someone comes, captain?” It sounds actually more like a plea.
 
        “You stay! Wait here!” he demands, brandishing harsh gestures. Wading into the water, the captain pushes his boat out into the deeper water and jumps aboard. The boat motors away from shore and then speeds off out of sight of the cove. Soon even the trailing sound of the boat finally dies out. 
 
        I stand there looking at the Pacific, then turn and stare at the jungle. Finally weary of the silence, I cup my hand and yell into the jungle.
 
        “Hello, is anybody there?” I call. Monkeys scold me from the trees in reply. Taking a deep breath, I decide to rest my weary bones.  
 
        Just as I am about to sit down in the sand, I catch a movement out of the corner of my eye. Two young Costa Rican men slowly ramble from the thick growth and diffused light of the jungle, out into the intensity of the light of day. The first thing I notice is that each man carries what looks like an AK-47. Cautiously they move progressively toward me, their heads constantly oscillating to and fro.
 
        When they are still a stone’s throw away, one of them calls out to me.
 
        “You, are you Brooks?” The other man standing behind and to the side of him is warily at attention.
 
        “Yes, I am Brooks.” 
 
        “I’m sure glad you…” Before I can finish they turn and start walking back towards the jungle. Just before they re-enter the Jungle, one of them turns around and gestures to me.
 
        “Come, you follow, señor.” Saying this, he then disappears into the density of the rain forest. Any previous hesitance on my part has now vanished. I come to my senses and run after them until I am walking right behind. One man looks over his shoulder at me, then over at the other man beside him. He shakes his head saying something in Spanish, and they both break out in a grin. I’ve never felt so out of place in my life.
 
        The trail through the jungle is barely detectable. Without these two guides, I am sure I would quickly be lost in no time at all. As we walk the hidden trail, quantities of screeching birds protest from the treetops, and reptilian creatures of all sorts and kinds scramble from our path. Assorted mosquitoes of various sizes have gathered around my head like a cloud, and the heat and humidity are claustrophobic. I pray that this trail through the jungle will prove to be the shortest jaunt of my journey.
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                             TWENTY SIX
 
    
 
        After a hundred or so yards of walking in the liquefying torridity of the jungle, we come to a clearing. On the far end of the clearing a French style plantation house comes into view. As we approach the house, I see two more intimidating young men standing as sentinels on either side of the screen door. It is apparent that they are officiating as bodyguards, looking very foreboding with their AK-47s in their arms.
 
        The men on the porch watch with intensity as I slowly climb the stairs to the porch step by step. As soon as I reach the porch they gesture me to stop and put my hands up. After they thoroughly frisk me, one of the men opens the screen door and reports my arrival to someone inside. 
 
        The two men that guided me through the jungle quickly take leave to their unknown assigned location. The screen door is held open for me, and the guard motions for me to go inside.
 
        The room is dark, and my eyes take a moment to adjust to the dim light. Finally, I make out a man sitting in an old leather overstuffed chair, his feet resting on an ottoman. The room is fully ornamented with South American curiosities of all kinds; a virtual museum of aboriginal artifacts.
 
        “Mr. Brooks, I presume?” I expect him to reach over and shake my hand, but he remains seated in the indistinctness of his own protective shadow. 
 
        “Sit down Mr. Brooks. You must be tired. How ’bout a drink, or better yet, how ‘bout an ice-cold beer?” he offers.
 
        “A beer sounds wonderful, thank you.” I accept his welcome with gratitude and sit down on a small chair opposite of him. I anticipate him to get up and go to the kitchen for the beer, but instead he yells an order from his seat.
 
        “Una cerveza por favor,” he orders. Soon a short round señorita comes into the room, balancing a bottle of beer and a glass on a tray. 
 
        As she sets the tray down on the coffee table before me, I notice an old 45 Colt revolver lying on the table, half-hidden underneath a newspaper. I stare at the pistol out of a curiosity for a moment, then I look up at Riker, his eyes are already there in advance to meet mine. He half-smiles and raises his eyebrows in response to my concern.
 
        “That’s Imperial beer, made right here in Costa Rica,” he informs me. “Hope you like it.” He is ignoring the existence of the revolver on the table beside him. 
 
        “Oh yes, I’m familiar with Cerveza Imperial. I drank half a dozen of these in Playas Del Coco while I was waiting,”
I confess. 
 
        “I’m sorry you had to wait so long, Mr. Brooks. As you can see, it isn’t exactly a well-beaten path to my door. Living in Costa Rica, I have had to learn to be patient and endure, and be willing to go to unusual means to make things happen. I’ve been down here so long now that I am used to it. I have forgotten what it is like to visit this place for the first time,” he  apologises.
 
        “Oh that’s OK Mr. Riker, it’s not that bad. I am just a soft city boy who rarely encounters the jungle, bloodthirsty mosquitoes, giant lizards, and death-dealing dehydration. It’s amazing how fast you get used to it,” I quip sarcastically.
 
        I tip up my cold beer to my lips rapturously, like a ravenous animal of prey. The ambrosial frosted fluid flows over the surface of my cardboard-like tongue and throat, quenching them back to health.
 
        I down the beverage in less than five seconds and then exhale a large breath of satisfaction. Taking note of my thirst, Riker turns himself towards the kitchen and orders me another beer.
 
        “Uno más cerveza por favor,” he calls out to his maid. He turns around and notices me admiring his collection of South American curiosities and works of art.
 
        “Quite a collection huh, Mr. Brooks?” he is full of pride. 
 
        “Those blankets you’re looking at, hanging on the wall there, are Guatemalan,” he adds.
 
        “They’re so beautiful! I love the colors.”
 
        “Those baskets over there are made by the Kuna Indians              of Panama. The weave is so tight they can hold water without even leaking a drop.” 
 
        “What are those long things over on the wall?” I ask him.
 
        “Those are blowguns made by the Yanomami Indians that live in Amazon jungle of Peru. Believe it or not, I’ve seen a Yanomami warrior hit a locust at fifty yards with one of those things.”
 
        “You’ve got to be pulling my leg,” I am in disbelief. “I don’t think I could see a locust at fifty yards, let alone hit one with a dart from a blowgun,” I confess in amazement.
 
        “It’s true, and I’ve seen it. Of course the locusts in the Amazon are a lot bigger than they are in Portland. Maybe that has something to do with it.”
 
        I take a swallow of my second beer and look down at the gun on the table again. 
 
        “What’s the gun for, Mr. Riker?”
 
    Riker looks at me for a moment then suddenly smiles. He tips his bottle of beer and swallows till it is drained dry, save for the foam. He sets his bottle down on the table next to the pistol.
 
        “After working for the FBI for twenty years, you make a few friends and even more enemies. I keep beer for my friends and the Colt 45 for my enemies. You never know when one of your friends or enemies may stop by.” 
 
        “What about our mutual acquaintance, the one whose photo I put in The Herald? What if he should stop by for a visit? Does he get a beer or the Colt?” I ask jokingly.
 
        “Well, since it seems obvious that that guy is determined to kill us both, I would say that he would definitely be on the enemies list.”
 
        “Kill us both, you say?” 
 
        “I say ‘us’ Mr. Brooks, because since you’ve now plastered his face all over the newspapers, I’m sure that he’ll try to terminate your life with the same zeal that he has tried to terminate mine.” He is very blunt. 
 
        “Tell me Mr. Brooks, how is it that you came by those photographs of this man? And why in the world did you put them in the paper?”
 
        “Look, if we are going to be telling each other secrets, don’t you think we should at least be on a first-name basis?” I ask diplomatically.
 
        “I think you’re right, Mr. Brooks. Call me Stephen, Steve.”
 
        “Good to know you Steve. You can call me Matt.”
 
        “OK Matt. When and where did you find this guy and what about the photographs in the paper? Where in the world did you get them?”
 
        “It all started a few weeks ago. I went to the Portland Airport with my photographer to investigate a plane crash. The plane had crashed only twenty minutes or so before we got there. It was a brutal thing to see; there were bodies everywhere. The photographer began taking her photographs, and I was making notes of the grisly scene. Out of nowhere this man, running away from the crash site, knocked me down.”
 
        “You saw him running away from the crash?”
 
        “Yes. He was running away, and he had the strangest look on his face. He looked scared but he also had kind of a weird smile. Now that I think about it, he almost had the look of guilt on his face. You know what I mean, like when a little mischievous kid does something wrong and tries to run away before someone finds out. 
 
        “He was running away from that crash site, as if he…” I pause for a second. Riker interrupts before I can continue.
 
        “He was running away as if he was the one who caused it you mean?” He concludes.
 
        “Well yeah, that’s exactly how he looked. It didn’t occur to me then, but he sure looked guilty, guilty in kind of a sadistic way.”
 
        “Putting his picture in the paper may not be the only reason he wants you dead, Matt. Maybe he feels that you know he was the one that killed all those people on that plane.” 
 
        “I never thought of it that way before, but that wasn’t the only time I’ve seen him, that was only the beginning. 
 
        “One time he was dressed as a Forest Service Ranger, while I was on a story tracking down Bigfoot. Another time I saw him while I was following a story about a new dinosaur discovery in Montana. I’ve caught him following me several times, and he even tried to kill me on top of the Seattle Space Needle. 
 
        “As far as the photographs in the paper, they are just historical photographs I just happen to stumble upon.” 
 
        “Historical photographs? 
 
        “I mean that I found him appearing in old photographs, as old as a hundred years old and older.”
 
        “He was actually in hundred year old photographs? You mean like, he was right there posing, right along with people that lived a hundred years ago?” He asks doubtfully.
 
        “That’s right.” I nod my head.
 
        “Are you sure you weren’t looking at photos that had been fiddled with or touched up, because if they were real it wouldn’t make any sense. It must be some trick or something.”               
 
        “Oh I suppose it could be a trick if I found one or two photos like that.” But I have found several, and they came from very reliable sources that don’t deal in fake photographs,” I argue.
 
        “Like where?” 
 
        “Well, the first one I found was from an old 1937 issue of The Herald. It was an article about the Hindenburg disaster. He was right in front in the photograph where you could see his face well. The Hindenburg was collapsing in the background and he was in front of the photo, running away from the crash site, again.”
 
        “OK that’s one. What else?”
 
        “Kelly and I were assigned to do a story about the Historical Museum Exhibition in Seattle. While I was there I discovered several original authentic historical photographs with our friend in them.”
 
        “Like what?” 
 
        “In the Crimes of the Century exhibit, I found our man in one of the old photographs of Jack the Ripper’s murder scenes. He was right there posing as one of the policemen, those strange eyes of his looking right into the camera, wearing that same strange smile.
 
        “Then there was the World Wars exhibit. There were hundreds of relics and old photographs were on display there. I found him in several Civil War photos, in one he was a captain or some kind of an officer.” 
 
        I pause for a moment, looking over at Riker, as his face scrunches up at my exposé.
 
        “Matt, don’t you think those men in those old photos could just simply look like our man, you know it’s not unheard of?”
 
        “You’re right, it’s not unheard of. But there seems to be an awful lot of people in history that look exactly like this guy. 
 
        “Here, take a look at this and tell me what you think.” I brought with me all the newspaper clipping photographs I had found and saved, for such an occasion as this. I pull out of my pocket one of the newspaper clippings folded so only the image of our infamous man could be viewed.
 
        “Yeah, well it looks like our man all right. Is this one of the photos you put in The Herald?” he asks.
 
        “No, not The Herald, the London Times.”
 
        “London Times? Did you put his picture in the London Times too?”
 
        “Unfold the newspaper clipping Steve, so that you can see the whole thing,” I request. I watch his face as he slowly unfolds the newspaper clipping from an issue of the London Times from 1933. Now he sees that the complete photograph is of our notorious mysterious man being honored by Adolf Hitler for designing and creating the new symbol of the Nazi party, the swastika. 
 
        Riker stares in disbelief for a long moment at the photograph before making a remark. 
 
        “You’re right Matt. He sure looks like our man, doesn’t he? Still, how could it be him? He looks the same age in 1933, as he did when I saw him at the launch pad at Cape Canaveral back in 1986. I guess I don’t exactly know what to think now.” He seems very bewildered.
 
        “Yes, and he looks the same today as he did in all of the rest of the photographs I’ve found, including the ones from the Civil War. Somehow he knows we are aware of not only his deeds of murder, but also the photographs in history he has posed for. He knows that he has been found out. The scary thing is that he has eliminated others in the past, long before they got this close to the truth. 
 
        Just like you said Steve, he most likely plans to eliminate you and me for the same reason. He’s got to if he wants to stay in the shadows. It is just a matter of when and where.”
 
        “By the way, how in the world did you get a copy of The Herald way down here?” I wonder.
 
        “I make it my business to keep up on what’s going on Matt, if I am going to stay alive.” 
 
        “You say you were an FBI agent assigned to NASA.”
 
        “That’s right.” 
 
        “What was it again that you did at NASA?”
 
        “Basically agents are assigned to security, and they investigate any possible threats or sabotage to the program. The day the Challenger exploded I was assigned to the launch area. I was making sure that no one was in the area that wasn’t supposed to be there. That’s when I observed our gentleman in the photos shooting down the shuttle. “ 
 
        “By the way, I have some posters of the last flight of the Challenger I brought with me. I thought you might like to see them.” I  I pull out the posters and invite his attention.
 
        Riker contemplates each photo of the Challenger flight in silence, his eyes continue to widen until the entire whites of his eyeballs are revealed. 
 
        “Where in the world did you get these?” he asks, his eyes still glued to the posters.
 
        “Actually they came from a video tape I bought at that Seattle History exhibition. I took the tape in and had some of the frames made into posters.”
 
        “Boy, that must have cost you a few dollars,” he remarks, looking a little uneasy about the whole thing.
 
        “Yes, in fact you could say that the cost of those posters just about cost me my job.” I pause for a minute while he studies that last poster in his hand.
 
        “Well, what do you think?” 
 
        “The day the Challenger took off, NASA of course took photographs of the shuttle from every conceivable distance and angle possible. They even took photos from satellites a hundred miles above the Earth.
 
        After the explosion we took all of the photographs available and began our own investigation. It didn’t take us long to figure out what had actually happened” 
 
        “You mean that the shuttle had not blown up but it had been shot down, right?” 
 
        “Yes.” 
 
        “Well if that is true, why didn’t the media know about it?”
 
        “Do you realize what kind of ripple effect that sort of information would have had on the general population of the United States, or the world for that matter? The President gave the order to muffle it until we knew for sure who the perpetrator or perpetrators or possible terrorists were.”
 
        “Well, tell me Steve, what exactly did you actually see happen that morning of the launch?” I question him.
 
        “On the morning just prior to the launch of the Challenger, I was driving around the launch area, patrolling. I parked the car so I could watch the launch, about a mile away from the launch pad. The shuttle blasted off as usual. It was a perfect routine launch.
 
        Then about 300 yards to the south of me I saw what looked like an arch of light shoot from the ground up to the sky. The light only lasted about a second or two. It was a curious kind of light. I had never seen anything like it before in my life.”
 
        “Like a laser light?” I ask.
 
        “No, it was more like the intense brightness of when someone arch welds a piece of metal, only this was a beam or arch instantly flashing up into the sky in a straight line.” 
 
        “What did you do?”
 
        “I got back in the car and started to drive over to where the light came from. 
 
        “On my way over to where the light had originated from, I got a call on my radio. The control room was warning everyone in the area that the shuttle in fact had blown up and to beware of falling shuttle fragments and debris that was falling back to Earth. All security personnel were given the order to secure the area. I continued to drive my jeep towards the area of the light.”
 
         “What exactly does ‘secure the area’ mean anyway?” I ask inquisitively. 
 
        “Well, like I said. I kept on the lookout for anything out of the ordinary.”
 
        “Like what?” 
 
        “To be more specific, we would look for people that were not supposed to be in the launch area; especially those people with questionable motives, tools, implements, or weapons of destructive means. 
 
        “When I got near the area from where the light came from, I came upon a man wearing a long overcoat and a hat standing there. 
 
        “His hat was like one of those Humphrey Bogart hats they used to wear in the 1930s and 1940s. 
 
        “The man started to run, and I called to him to stop. He stopped for a moment, like he was some kind of statue. 
 
         I was still fifty or so yards away, when all at once he spiraled around, and pointed what looked like a large weapon at me. The next thing I am conscious of is waking up in a hospital bed recovering from first and second degree burns.” he unbuttons his shirt. He shows me the burn scars on his torso and neck, then rolls up his sleeves and his pant legs to show me the disfiguring damage scorched into his arms and legs.
 
        “I guess you know Steve, you are fortunate to still be alive.” 
 
        “If you saw the jeep I was driving, you would swear that there could be no way I could have lived through that blast, or whatever it was,” he concurs.
 
        “Tell me. Did you get close enough to see the guy that shot you?” I ask.
 
        “I know what you’re thinking Matt that I was too far away to make a clear ID of this guy. But I’ve been an FBI agent for twenty years, and there is one thing I’ve become an expert in, the recognition of faces. I couldn’t forget that face of his if I tried. I’ll never forget that face.” He rubs his face and eyes and crosses his leg over the other, looking weary and haggard.
 
        “Besides, I got the privilege of seeing him a second time,” he informs me.
 
        “You did? You saw him again?” He has my full attention.
 
        “Remember the World Trade Center explosion, the first one, the one in the parking basement?” he begins.
 
        “Yes, I remember.”
 
        “I was only four blocks away when that bomb went off.” He strokes his chin and goes into deep thoughtful reflection for a moment before he continues. 
 
        “After I heard the bomb go off, I instinctively ran towards the Trade Center. After I had run two blocks I saw a man about a block ahead of me, running right towards me. He looked like he was running away from something or somebody. 
 
        “Just before we met, he turned into an alley and I called out to him. He turned around for a split second and looked at me in response to my call. It was him. It was the same man that shot me at Cape Canaveral! I tried to run after him, but he turned a corner and was gone in an instant. 
 
        “The next week I received my first death threat. It was a simple piece of paper slipped under my front door.” He pauses. He stretches his neck and looks nervously out the window beside him. Satisfied at what he sees or doesn’t see, he continues.
 
        “About one month after I received the death threat, I came home to my apartment late one night. For some reason things didn’t seem right. It gave me such a creepy feeling; I even unholstered my gun. I guess it is just my suspicious nature. I looked around the apartment for a few minutes, but everything looked in order.
 
        “Later when I was getting ready for bed, I was taking off my watch and dropped it on the carpet. When I bent over to pick it up, I noticed wires that were no bigger than threads, running from underneath the comforter of the bed, trailing down to underneath the bed. 
 
        I looked underneath the bed and found, in the middle of the space of the bed, what looked like a wad of putty attached to a 9 Volt battery, with a blinking red light on top.”
 
        “A bomb?” I have been taken by surprise. 
 
        “Yes, a bomb; the kind that blows a person into oblivion. If I hadn’t have seen the wire, I would have laid myself down to sleep and never woke up again.” He pauses once again and yells something to his maid, and then continues.
 
        “I didn’t really know which wire to clip to disable the bomb, so I took a chance and just happened to clip the right wire, and the blinking stopped.
 
        “So you see Matt, I know who is responsible for shooting down the shuttle and who is probably responsible for blowing up the basement of the World Trade Center. Our friend can’t afford to allow me to stay alive to tell others about it. 
 
        From what you have told me about your encounters with him, he really can’t afford to have you around too much longer either,” he pessimistically asserts. The maid comes in and serves each of us another beer.
 
        “What I don’t understand is, if this guy is responsible for things like blowing up the World Trade Center basement, airline disasters, and who knows what else. How is it that someone else always seems to get the blame for it? Why is it that the media or the government has failed to pick up on the truth? Is it some kind of conspiracy, or is this guy really good at shifting the blame onto someone else?” I wonder.
 
        “I have asked myself that same question a hundred times. I’ve seen a lot of things swept under the rug in my years with the FBI. The reason that things are covered up the way they are, is so that the public in general has the perception that everything is under control. It’s window dressing, Mr. Brooks, pure window dressing and politics.” 
 
        “What do you mean by that, exactly?” 
 
        “No government, including the United States, can afford to look weak in front of the whole world. So when you have an enemy that is too concealed or too illusive to chastise, punish, or execute retribution upon for some offense imposed against you, you may have to pick an enemy that you can more easily swat instead. You pick an enemy you can easily swat and swat good, so the world can see you swatting somebody for the offense, even though it may have had nothing to do with the offense.” 
 
        “I’m not sure I follow you, Steve.” 
 
        “Well, it’s kind of like when a big bear gets stung by a bee. Of course it hurts the bear and it makes him real mad. So the big bad bear tries to use his huge powerful paws full of claws to swat at the bee. The problem is that, that little bee is so small and illusive, so artfully dodging and evasive; the bear’s immense power has no effect upon the tiny bee. 
 
        “The big old bear stops what he is doing and notices that all the woodland creatures are watching to see what he will do next. Afraid that his reputation of being a big bad bear is at stake, he goes out to find a more docile animal that is much easier to apprehend and take out his vengeance out upon. When he finally finds one, he then attacks and destroys the creature. Then all of the woodland animals in the forest agree once again that the bear is still big and bad.” 
 
        “OK, I think I see what you’re getting at. If you are a government or government agency, and some incident creates the possibility of making you look foolish, awkward, and weak. If possible, you divert things so that you will continue to look strong, in charge, and in control.” 
 
        “That’s right. In my case, when  my superiors found out that some guy with a weapon, shot a beam of light and blew up the space shuttle, they had to make up a more believable and palatable story that the public would accept.
 
        “If someone has the power to do certain deeds in unheard of ways, they have a very good chance of accomplishing their deeds undetected. And if things are accomplished in unbelievable ways, people tend to make up more believable ways to account for them.  I think our man here is very skillful. The problem is that he is very skillful in destruction and deceit. For what reason or purpose we may never know.
 
        “So what now?” I ask.
 
        “Try and stay alive,” he replies.
 
        “Why Costa Rica?”
 
        “I decided that it was a good remote place. It is a good place for working at staying alive.”
 
       “Of course it helps to have a few bodyguards with AK-47s.”
 
       “You’re right about that Matt.” He pauses for a moment, looks out the window, and then continues. 
 
        “I have helped quite a few bad guys go to jail in the last twenty years or so. It’s not like the old days. They don’t put them away forever, like they used to. That in itself is enough to make an old FBI man wary. I want it to be a little difficult for them to visit me when they get out of the hoosegow, if you know what I mean,” he jests dryly. 
 
        “You must be tired Matt. You can bed down in there, first door to your right,” he points down a narrow hallway stippled with raw sienna stucco. If you want, I’ll take you on a little tour around the place in the morning after breakfast. This is a beautiful place. It’s not very often I am able to put on my hospitable clothes,” he offers graciously.
 
        “Sounds good. I look forward to it.”
 
        I lay there under the mosquito netting, watching the ceiling fan revolve slowly, sweating copiously, and dozing in and out of cognizance.  
 
        Somewhere in the middle of the lurk of night, I am awakened by a nightmarish dream. I have been cast into a cold damp deep dark dungeon, where rats and other vile flesh-eating organisms begin to feed upon my bodily tissue. I suddenly am awake, and for a moment not realizing where I am. Then I remember. I am in bed somewhere in the middle of a Costa Rican jungle.
 
        I relax once again and try to concentrate on sleep. I hear what sounds like a beer bottle clinking in the living room. ‘The man must be afraid to go to sleep.’ I listen for few more moments, and then drift off into oblivion.  
 
        Suddenly, I am abruptly awakened by the sound of several bottles being knocked over. I hear Riker telling a bodyguard that he is gong to take a walk. The bodyguard argues with Riker that at least one of them should go with him on his walk. 
 
        “I said ‘no’. Do you know what ‘no’ means?” Riker slurs insultingly. By the sound of it, Riker is inebriated beyond reason.
 
        “I won’t go far.” I hear him promise.
 
        “I’m just going a hundred little yards down to the creek. I’ve got to get out of this dungeon before I go mad,” he grumbles sarcastically.
 
        “Don’t worry, I’ll be fine.”
 
        Some time in the early trough of morning, I am suddenly slapped awake once again by the sounds of distant machine gun fire, then the sounds of boots cobbling off of the porch.
 
        I lay there in a state of purgatory, half of my mind in a tranquil bliss of sleep, the other half painfully and reluctantly aware of my surroundings. Off in the distance I hear men shouting something in Spanish; others respond in kind, then another round of machine gun fire.
 
        I catapult off of the bed, my heart pumping hard. The back of my shirt is glued to my skin by the adhesion of its copious moisture. My head pounds in protest and I find that I have arisen from bed too fast, and suddenly feel as though I am about to pass out. ‘Too many cervezas,’ I complain to myself. I then hear another report of machine gun fire.
 
        Adrenaline transforms all remnants of sleep into total cognitive readiness.  I open the door just a crack and look out into the living room. I see a large stack of beer bottles next to the chair Riker had been sitting in earlier. I open the door a little wider and decide no one is there. 
 
        Far off, I hear men yelling at one another. I cautiously walk through the living room, my eyes darting everywhere as I move through the room heading towards the front screen door. 
 
        I reach the screen door and peer out beyond into the darkness of night. I open the screen door, looking left and then right, then step out onto the porch.
 
        Suddenly one of Riker’s men appears from the dark shadow of a tree out beyond the muted diffused porch light. Startled by my unexpected emergence, he raises his weapon and aims at me. My heart skips a beat; my stomach feels as though I am helplessly falling. All I can think of saying is, “It’s me!”
 
        For a long moment it looks as though he will shoot me. Then a look of recognition comes over his face. At last he lowers his aim and weapon to his side.
 
       “¡Permanezca aquí, no mueva!” I lift my hands and shrug my shoulders.
 
        “No comprenda,” I reply.
 
        “You stay no move. You stay,” he orders, his arm outstretched, his hand emphatically pointing at me in gesture. He steps back into the darkness and disappears from my sight.
 
        The night is still and quiet once again. Because of the earlier disturbance, all night creatures had paused their utterance. Now the sound of crickets and bullfrogs once again occupies the night.
 
        The guard suddenly reappears from the dark once again and motions to me to come over. 
 
        I hesitate for a moment, and then move toward him. He clicks on his flashlight and I follow his lead through a field and then into a nearby woods.
 
        Soon the flashlight projects its light upon a giant Banyan tree with its finger-like rootlet vines stringing down to the ground. 
 
        With the flashlight, the guard moves the beam of light up the trunk of the monstrous tree until it reaches one of its large bow appendages. He then follows the arm of the tree out to its middle. There, hanging from this living wooden gallows is Riker, with a one-inch knotted rope around his neck.
 
        As I look upon the horror before me I suck in a deep gasp of shock. Riker’s eyes are peacefully closed and the slight remains of a cynical smile rest upon his mouth. It looks as if Riker is messaging to us, that even in death he finds all of this rather amusing.
 
        After making sure that all intruders either have escaped or are no more, the other guards appear and begin the grisly job of cutting Riker down from the tree.
 
        “Who did this?” I shout.
 
        I look at each guard individually until one of the guards shrugs his shoulders and says, “Enemy, Riker enemy come.” The others shake their heads in agreement.
 
        “Sí señor, Riker enemy,” they all say in unison.
 
        Two of the men pick up Riker’s body from the ground, and we begin our return trek back to the house. One man walks out in front with a flashlight illuminating the trail, the remainder of the guards walk cautiously, with their weapons raised, ready for what might come. I walk behind them all. 
 
        A million horrifying thoughts crowd my mind, but I am too numb to analyze any of them to a conclusion, except for one. In this world, life can change or come to an end very abruptly.
 
        With the aid of Sergio, one of Riker’s bodyguards, I make my way back to the Juan Santa Maria airport in San Jose. Sergio pulls the rusted and decomposing Datsun flatbed truck up to the curb of the departure terminal, and stomps down on the brake with his worn combat boot.
 
        “Thank you so much for helping me get back, Sergio.” He slightly nods in the affirmative.
 
        “Since Riker is dead, you and your friends could have easily left me high and dry. Here, I want you to have this for your trouble.” I hand over to him a fifty-dollar bill.
 
        He looks over at the money in my hand and then into my eyes, then shakes his head.
 
        “No señor. Riker my friend. He say, take good care of you. 
 
    Honor to help you,” he tells me proudly.
 
        “He pay me very well too.” His mouth emerges into a large toothy grin, exposing a single gold tooth in front that resides amongst several vacant gummed spaces. I shake his hand and I am on my way, leaving the disturbing reminiscence of the past few days of Costa Rica behind me. 
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                           TWENTY SEVEN
 
                 
 
        On the plane back to civilization, I find I cannot get the image of Riker hanging by his neck from that jungle tree out of my head.
 
        Do I dare suppose that the someone who murdered Riker is the same man that has threatened and sworn to kill me? It seems undeniable. Am I next? The graphic way in which Riker was killed shouts an answer of ‘yes’, with an exclamation point. 
 
        He was hung for two reasons, to get rid of a witness to crime, and to give announcement to my soon coming surmise. What can I do to dissuade him from his intentions? How can I despoil his insidious plans? Be watchful? Riker was as watchful as a sane man could have been. Maybe he was a little careless, yet still far more prepared and watchful than I could ever hope to be.
 
        I am a doomed man, or do I have a card or two yet to play before all is lost? It is a game of wits, and I have got to keep my wits about me, if I am going to win this game. If I allow fear and anxiety to take over, it would be the same as taking a dive and throwing the game.
 
        As the plane pulls up to the gate, I look at my watch. It is ten in the morning. I haven’t really slept for over twenty-four hours, except for the time on the plane when I laid my head down on the pull down tray and dozed off for a few moments. I would love to go home and sleep in my own bed for a few hours, but I’ve got work to do. I’ve got to see if I can somehow get this shadowy adversary to come out into the open and show his soft underbelly. Exhausted, I head to The Herald.
 
        Double-takes and stares greet me as I enter the office and make a beeline to my desk. Once again, I have forgotten my outward appearance. I must look like a homeless person, I suggest to myself. I detour into the men’s room and take stock of myself. Besides the mussed up hair, the blood stains on my shirt, the dirt-smudged trousers, ripped pocket on my coat, and the award-winning sweat rings under my arms, I don’t look too bad. I decode that I perhaps should freshen up just to be on the safe side.
 
        No matter how much I have endeavored to clean up, I still reek of someone that has slept a night in the jungle and a day on a plane. Just as I decide it would be best to go home to shower and change, Kelly sashays around the corner and spots me right away. She walks quickly up to me, her arms outstretched.
 
        “Hello stranger,” she smiles. “You’ve been gone so long I forgot you still worked here.” She grabs a hold of me and administers a friendship hug. I respond with my arms hung open, trying not to contaminate her any more than necessary. Of all people to greet me with a hug, while reeking of the fragrance of a garbage-dump and horse stables combined.
 
        “Whew! Matthew Brooks! You smell like an old horse, a very old horse.”
 
        “OK let me have it. I know I should have gone home first and showered. I’m sorry, but I haven’t stopped to change or shower. I have been wallowing around in some God forsaken jungle and trying to sleep on the plane for twenty-four hours. If you’d just been through what I have, you probably wouldn’t smell like a rose either, no matter how beautiful you are.” 
 
        Kelly smiles and tries to hold back a chuckle. My face shows my embarrassment. 
 
            “Oh, don’t be so serious. I’m just giving you a bad time. You think this is the first time I ever thought you smelled bad? She continues to giggle.
 
        “I’m too tired to hear this,” I reply. I turn and walk toward my desk.
 
        “Oh come on, you big baby.” She pats me on the back. 
 
        “Look, I’ll make it up to you. Let me take you out to lunch today, OK?”
 
        I arrive at my desk and sit down.
 
        “That sounds like a deal,” I turn on my computer. 
 
        “But if I am asleep when you come by, just give me a jab.” 
 
        “I’ll come by around 11:30 OK? See ya then.” She waves and then she is off.
 
        I force myself to go over to the lunchroom and grab a hot cup of coffee. I arrive in front of the coffeepot, finding only a small quantity of long-abandoned, God-forsaken black coagulated liquid in the pot. I decide to take some of the viscid elixir back with me anyway.  Sitting back down at my desk I try to pull myself together. My face feels like numb pie dough. I rub and knead my eyes in an effort to provoke them back to the vivacity of life.
 
        As I take a big slug of the thick nasty-tasting magic potion, a shadow descends over my desk. I slowly look up till I see Lloyd’s sneering face peering down at me, with his arms folded in protest.
 
        “Good morning, Lloyd, how’s every little thing?”
 
        “If I am going to pay you to go off to Costa Rica on a search for a story, I would like some kind of story for my money; if that wouldn’t be too much to ask,” Lloyd greets me in a calm but belligerent manner.
 
        “Oh, I didn’t know you were paying for my trip to Costa Rica out of your own pocket, Lloyd. That is awfully generous. I didn’t realize you had that kind of faith in my work,” I am as sarcastic as possible.
 
        “Even if you have to make up some kind of Costa Rican jungle fairy tale, I would like something on my desk by deadline today. Is that clear?” he commands, in an attempt to assert his authority.
 
        The day deteriorates from unendurable to sheer torture, far worse than I could have imagined. I should have gone home and on to bed. I struggle all morning trying to decide just how to write about my Costa Rican escapade. Between the thoughts of my illusory foe that wants to kill me and Lloyd Hatch who would really like to fire me, by 11:30 all I have is a title and the first sentence.
 
    
 
        It reads: ‘Does NASA tell us everything they know?’ 
 
   ‘I met a man in Costa Rica that says that NASA is too afraid to tell us the truth.’
 
    
 
        There is just no way that I am going to finish this by deadline if I stop for lunch, besides I’ve got all the other work that has piled up while I was in Costa Rica. I decide to call Kelly and cancel our lunch date. Thankfully, she is disappointed but understanding.
 
        Shortly after five, I walk into Lloyd’s office with my finished story copy. The first thing that has gone right today;  Lloyd’s absence from his office. I flop down on his desk, what I think is a well-written tale of my hair-raising adventures in the jungle of Costa Rica, most of it is true. 
 
        I did try to leave out some of those facts of the story that might tend to get me killed. Still, enough truth has been left behind to hang me, if someone has strong enough intent. Unfortunately, I am pretty certain that Riker’s killer, as well as my own personal sinister perpetrator, has plenty of intent.
 
        All of a sudden I have the feeling of flight. I’ve got to get out of this building before I collapse.
 
        Before I can gather my things and bolt to the exit elevators, Betty’s plebeian voice pierces the air.
 
        “Matt, you gotta important call on line two. Matt, line two.”
 
        My first reaction is to ignore the call and get out of this place. Then I change my mind. It may be Lloyd wanting to wish me a good evening, I cynically tell to myself.
 
        “Hello, this is Matt. How can I help you?”
 
        “Oh Mr. Brooks. I’m so sorry,” my cleaning lady Irene, hysterically tries to communicate between her sobs and weeping gasps.
 
        “Irene?” 
 
        “I don’t know what happened. I just came home and found him in the cage. I just don’t know what could have…”
 
        “Irene wait, tell me what’s wrong.”
 
        I hear her pause, sob and gasp one more time, then the sound of her blowing her nose.
 
        “Irene, Irene are you there?”
 
        “I’m sorry Mr. Brooks. I’m, I’m OK now.” It is followed by a deep breath.
 
        “I dropped by your apartment to deliver some of your linens I took home to wash. When I opened the door I found Cashew in his cage...” Her voice begins to crack with emotion once again.
 
        “Now Irene, don’t start that again.”               
 
        “I’m sorry Mr. Brooks, but Cashew is dead.”
 
        “What do you mean ‘dead’? Did he get sick while I was gone or eat something bad or what?” I ask in shock.
 
        “Someone must have broken into the apartment. I found Cashew with twine wrapped around his little neck, hanging inside from the top of the cage.” 
 
        “Why in the world would somebody come into my apartment and hang my bird?” I ask in disbelief.
 
        “I don’t know Mr. Brooks, I just don’t know. There is one more thing Mr. Brooks.”
 
        “What’s that?”
 
        “I found a note tied to Cashew.”
 
        “A note? What kind of a note, what does it say?”
 
        “It says, ‘You’re next Mr. Brooks.’ Do you know what that means?”
 
        The words sink into my head like a hot knife. Cashew was killed as a warning to me; a warning from the killer himself. He was inside my apartment and left me a message in a way he knew I couldn’t ignore. He symbolically killed Cashew the same way he killed Riker; by hanging.
 
        “All right Irene. I’m sorry you had to see such a thing. Just leave him where he is and I’ll take care of him when I get home.”
 
        “OK Mr. Brooks. I’m so sorry.”
 
        “I know, I know. Thank you for calling me. I know it wasn’t easy for you. I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”
 
        “Goodbye, Mr. Brooks.” Staring at the floor in numb disbelief, I push myself up from my desk and head for the exit once again. Again I hear Betty’s voice come over the intercom system.
 
        “Mr. Brooks. I gotta another call for ya on line one. Mr. Brooks, line one.” I turn around and head back to my desk with a vengeance.
 
        “Hello, this is Matt. Who is this?” A moment of silence is all I get in response.
 
        “Hello?”
 
        “Mr. Brooks. I read your article in The Herald.” A man labors his gravelly voice over the phone. 
 
        “What article are you talking about, sir?” 
 
        “I’m talking about the newspaper article with the photos of a certain man. You know the one that asks the question, ‘Do you know this man?’ Very interesting reading.”
 
        “Who is…?” I stop in the middle of my question. It’s him, the same man that murdered Riker. It is the same man that has seemingly escaped from Hades just to menace and threaten my life; the same man that has just killed my friend Cashew. It’s him on the line.
 
        I find no words that will come to my mouth. I feel choked with shock.
 
        “If you want to know the real story about the man in those photos Mr. Brooks, I would be willing to talk with you,” he continues.
 
        My mind races in a thousand different directions. What to say? What to think? What to do? Does he really think I don’t realize that it is him on the phone? 
 
        Why is he calling me, as if he is just some kind of benevolent covert informer? No doubt he is performing an insidious plan of lure, to bait me to some dark corner where he has the definite upper hand. I decide to play along.
 
        “So, you think you know who this man is, huh?”
 
        “Oh most definitely Mr. Brooks. I’m sure that I can tell you everything you want to know about the man in those photos, things that have never been revealed before.”
 
        “Uh huh OK, well at least tell me your name.”
 
        “Not on the phone Mr. Brooks. If you’re interested in knowing more than you ever did before, you’ll have to meet me somewhere secluded and quiet.”
 
        ‘Secluded and quiet’  Oh I’m sure what he has in mind is secluded and quiet, since that would be the most favorable habitat for a murder.
 
         “Where did you have in mind?” I ask.
 
        “Do you know where Hong Kong Avenue is in China Town?”
 
        “Yes, I believe so.”
 
        “Turn right off of First Street onto Hong Kong. Go one block towards the riverfront, until you come to an alley street called Chin Hoi Street. Walk to the end of the alley until you come to twenty-nine an a half Chin Hoi; I’ll meet you there at 6:00 PM sharp. It is a very unassuming place Mr. Brooks, so dress casual,” he muses.
 
        “I’m not sure I can get there by 6:00. What about…?”
 
        “6:00 PM Mr. Brooks, or not at all,” he interrupts.  “Don’t be late, I’ll be expecting you.” Before I can say another word, I hear a click and then the sound of the dial tone. I hang up the phone and sit there and meditate for a moment.
 
        I knew it would come to this sooner or later. I knew there would have to be a showdown with this man who has become my own personal human juggernaut monster.
 
        I remember when I was five or six years old, I used to believe that there lived a monster in my closet. Each night I would beg my mother to make the monster in the closet go away. Being the good mother that she was, each night she would come into my room and pretend she was chasing the monster out. After the monster was gone she would kiss me tenderly on the cheek. I would feel all cozy and safe inside once again and would fall quickly off to sleep.
 
        One night I called my mother in to chase the monster out of the closet again. But this time my mother said ‘no’. She said that it was time that I faced my fears. She made me walk to the closet, open the closet door, and see for myself that the only thing that inhabited my closet was the fears inside my mind. I was seven years old. Ever since then, I go to sleep each night without even thinking about the closet.
 
       Now, it is time for me to meet another monster. I need to go meet him face to face, so I can go on with my life. The thing is I think this monster is for real this time. Come what may, I need to open the door and see what this monster is all about.
 
        Walking towards the exit once again I see Betty, her purse in arm, about ready to leave for the evening              
 
        “Betty, do you know if Kelly is still here or not?”
 
        “She told me about an hour ago, she was gonna be down in the dark room, if anybody should want her, Mr. Brooks.” She points her thumb behind her in gesture. 
 
        “I could pick up the phone and call down there for you Mr. Brooks, except I can’t, on account I just done my nails and there still dryin’.” She utters her words in between gum chews.
 
        “Don’t worry about it Betty, I’ll just run down there and see for myself. You have a nice evening now.”
 
        “Oh thank you so much, Mr. Brooks. That’s very kind of you I’m sure.”
 
        The elevator doors open and there she is, standing before me with her arms burdened down; totally full of all sorts of photo paraphernalia. 
 
        “You look like you’re in need of a Good Samaritan.”  I offer my open arms to her for relief. 
 
        She piles about half of her load onto my arms, expressing a grateful smile in appreciation.
 
        “Thanks. You came just in the nick of time. I didn’t know if I was going to make it or not.”
 
        “You ready to go on a top secret assignment with me?”
 
        “Sure. What kind of assignment?”
 
        “I need someone brave and courageous to take a picture of a murderer,”
 
        Her face jerks towards my direction. “What in the world do you mean? You mean a real murderer?” She smiles, the light in her eyes dancing in anticipation. 
 
        “Yes, a real murderer. In fact he is the same man that tried to kill me on top of the Space Needle.”
 
        Kelly stops in her tracks. Her smiling face drops down to solemn stern, at the speed of a sharpened steel guillotine.
 
        “Come on. This is your chance to show your stuff. 
 
        “Don’t worry; I won’t let anything happen to you.”
 
        “I would feel a lot better, if I had more than just your male ego and conceit to protect me, Mr. Brooks” She leads the way into the elevator.
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                                     TWENTY EIGHT 
 
    
 
        Dark gray clouds hang from the sky over Portland, inspiring a foreboding gloom upon our adventure. The gloomy sky has created a premature twilight. City streetlights begin to blink on as I drive through the busy boulevards of downtown Portland. Kelly is by my side preening herself in perpetual motion. 
 
        Watching Kelly from out of the corner of my eye, I am amazed at her constant primping. Like some kind of exotic bird of paradise that continually preens itself. 
 
        We drive in silence, absent of all conversation. The question of whether we are executing just another dangerous mission or committing suicide preoccupies both our minds. We have both been on adventures fraught with danger before. The question is whether we will return from this one?
 
        It begins to rain, as I finally turn off of First Street onto the cobblestone thoroughfare of Hong Kong Avenue. As we pull up to the curb to park, wandering sightseers quickly scurry atop the sidewalk, searching for some dry cubbyhole of cover from the raindrops. As I park, I can see where the alley street of Chin Hoi sneaks off into its own isolated darkness, about one block away.
 
        By the time Kelly and I reach the alleyway, the sky reprieves us of its falling rain. We leave the safety of the bustling Hong Kong Avenue, and walk into the alley of Chin Hoi.
 
        Although there are several garbage cans up and down the alleyway, garbage and large amounts of paper are strewn everywhere. Stacks of old crates filled with discarded rotting vegetables, line the sides of the alley. The old brick buildings that perimeter the alleyway, seem to jealously hinder most of the light to shine through, making it look more like a dungeon than an alleyway. 
 
        Large drops of rainwater constantly drip, escaping from rusty hole-ridden gutters from the rooftops of the brick edifices. The dripping rain creates countless puddles of water we are forced to walk through, on the alley’s pave stone below.
 
        As we walk into this dismal city grotto made of brick, I hear a baby cry and a woman yell out somewhere.
 
        “Why don’t you turn that thing off, and do something worthwhile for a change?” The woman’s voice demands.
 
        “I took out the garbage. What else do you want from me?” A masculine voice replies in return.
 
        We finally reach the end of the alley and come upon a small porch made of concrete to our right, welcoming us with its three steps. On the door post of the entry, reads the address number twenty-nine and a half. We ascend the three steps and approach to a multi-colored metal door. 
 
        A large rusty padlock hangs open on the latch ring next to the door. It looks as if the door latch and padlock have recently been left open.
 
        “I don’t think we should be here Matt. This looks more like a trap than a place to get an exclusive story and photos,” Kelly says warily.
 
   
 
   
        “Well, we’ve played the game this far. We might as well let him show his cards.”
 
        I knock on the big metal door; it resonates like an oil drum. I knock a second time, but I hear no sound of acknowledgment. I pull hard on the door, and it opens. 
 
        I cautiously goosestep one foot ahead of the other as I enter in through the doorway, Kelly follows behind me as close as the buzz on a bee. We enter into a dismal place, absent of perceptible light. We stop and allow the pupils of our eyes to widen, that they might acknowledge any remaining diffused light. 
 
        Slowly our eyes behold that which is before us. All walls and floor levels of this portion of the building have been gutted out, allowing us 
 
  
 
   
 
  
 
   to look up four floors continuously to the rafters above. Gazing up four floors above me, I see two small windows perched atop the exterior wall, granting rays of dull light to invade the darkness of this vast space. 
 
        Great puddles of water have accumulated here and there on the floor of this brick bastion. After one hundred years of decay, legions of holes have rusted through the skin of the roof, like giant pores that perspire constant patters of rain.
 
        Each footstep we take on the cement floor resonate the sound over and over. It sounds as if the ceiling and wall are playing a game with one another, tossing the sound back and forth again and again, each time with a little less enthusiasm. When we stop walking, the echo of the walls and ceiling become silent, as if they await our next footsteps.
 
   I call out. 
 
        “Hello!”
 
        “Maybe this isn’t such a good idea, Matt. There’s nobody here. Let’s go.” Kelly sounds very apprehensive.
 
        “Hold on.” I hold up my hand in a sign of alert. 
 
        “I think I hear something.”
 
        “Hello?” I repeat.
 
        “Mr. Brooks!” A faint voice reverberates off in the distance, as if speaking from a fifty-gallon drum.
 
        “Yes! Where are you?” 
 
        “Come this way, Mr. Brooks.”
 
        It is hard to know exactly from where the ghostly voice has emerged from, so I make a guess and timidly follow the voice into a large dimly lit room. As we enter into the room, Kelly follows close behind me, holding onto the back of my coat. 
 
        As I strain my eyes to examine my surroundings, I at once notice that a few bricks are missing from the middle of the exterior wall, creating a small air hole about the size of a piece of notebook paper. The light shoots straight across the room sideways like a laser. 
 
        “Matt!” She whispers. “I don’t like this at all.”
 
        “I’m not real crazy about it myself, darlin’,” I remark. 
 
        “Don’t worry,” I reassure her. “It’ll be all right.”  
 
        We both stop somewhere in the middle of the room and begin to look around us, in an effort to peer into the dark secrecy of the chamber. All of a sudden, a small glow from a cigarette materializes from within one of the cavernous corners of the room.
 
        “Glad you could make it Mr. Brooks.” A raspy voice labors to speak out of the darkness.
 
        “I forgot to tell you to come alone. I guess that is my fault.” Kelly moves even closer to me and grabs my hand and squeezes hard.
 
        “Too bad really, I was hoping I wouldn’t have to entangle anyone else. Oh well, so be it.” The tiny glow from the cigarette enkindles into a bright ember, and then softly dissipates back into the darkness. 
 
        “This is Kelly, my assistant and a trusted friend. Whatever you tell us, I assure you that we will not reveal you as a source of any story we might write. You have my word, I promise.”
 
        “Matt is right. You don’t have to worry about me telling anyone anything about who you are or even about our meeting here today.” Kelly steps forward to reassure him.
 
        I hear a faint step, then another, until his movement puts him into a ribbon of diffused light that reveal his eyes, about five feet in front of us. He casually takes another drag from his cigarette and exhales. His eyes peer through the smoke filled streak of light, appearing as some kind of evil spirit before us. 
 
        “I didn’t come here to listen to your promises Mr. Brooks.”
 
        “OK, what did you come here for? What do you want?” 
 
        “You see Mr. Brooks. You and your pretty partner have put me in a bad position. You both have been in the wrong place at the wrong time, too many times. 
 
        You’ve got two qualities that are just too dangerous for your own good. You’re too smart.” He holds his hand up in front of him to count on his fingers. “And you’re too inquisitive. You can’t let things go. You just got to know the why and how come. Good qualities if you are in the newspaper business, I guess. Good qualities, if you are looking for a corrupt dogcatcher or chicken thief, but in this case, being too smart and too curious could end up getting you killed.”
 
        “What in the world are you talking about?’ I try to act dumb, since it may mean our lives.
 
        “Oh come on Mr. Brooks. Please don’t insult my intelligence. You know who I am. You have caught me in to many compromising situations, not to know who I am.” 
 
        “I’m sure I don’t have the vaguest idea what you are talking about,” I try to inflect denial in my voice. 
 
        “You don’t have to worry, sir. We are sworn never to reveal our sources. It is a part of our job as professional journalists that we take very seriously. We would never tell anyone about the several times you threatened us or even when you attacked Matt on top of the Space Needle in Seattle. You don’t have to worry,” Kelly spits out.
 
        My head jerks over toward Kelly and shakes in reproach of her words.  “Kelly shush, quiet!” 
 
        A low breathy ragged laugh exhales from within the dark nebulous shadows before us.
 
         “Threats, Mr. Brooks? Attack in Seattle? Could it be that you both know more than you are letting on?”
 
        “She was just...”
 
        “Don’t be upset with her, Mr. Brooks,” he interrupts. 
 
        “I’m sure that she is as innocent as she is beautiful.” He pauses. I watch his eyes as they look around the room warily.
 
        “Now don’t get me wrong, Mr. Brooks, I wouldn’t do this unless it was absolutely necessary, but you just know too much. I didn’t ask you to bring the girl. Her life is on your hands, not mine.”
 
        “OK OK, I admit I know a few pieces of the puzzle, but you’re mistaken if you think I’ve got it all figured out. For some unexplainable reason, I keep stumbling into you. Sometimes you’ve appeared in person, sometimes in a photo, each time appearing in a different modus operandi or disguise. But that is about the limit of my enlightenment. Mostly what I have is questions, lots of questions.” 
 
        “For instance, why did you kill Riker?” I bluntly spit out.
 
        He stares at me for a moment, and then slowly evicts a breathy gritty smoker’s chuckle, from his throat.
 
        “You know as well as I do Mr. Brooks, Riker had to die. He just knew too much.”
 
        “And now we know too much, is that it?” I dart back.
 
        He responds to my question with the consensus of utter silence.
 
        “Listen,” I endeavor to prod at his irritating silence. 
 
        “I don’t care about the reason you had for killing Riker. I don’t see what it has to do with Kelly and I. I assure you, we don’t know enough of anything to be of any threat to you or anyone else. And I’m sure that we don’t deserve to have our lives threatened.”
 
        “It doesn’t matter now,” h says grimly, shaking his head slightly. “It has been decided.”
 
        All of a sudden the sound of birds flapping their wings startles us, as a brace of pigeons hover in midair in an attempt to land on the fourth floor window ledge high above us. All three of us react instinctively, looking up toward the fourth floor window ledge in unison. 
 
        Then striking a match, he lights another smoke. As the flame ignites his cigarette, dancing jumps of light reveal shadowy versions of his face.
 
        “I’m sorry Mr. Brooks, goodbye.” He steps backwards, withdrawing into the blackened, light deprived concealment of the room.
 
        “Wait!” I realize he is about to withdraw and escape. 
 
        Kelly then steps forward in front of me and snaps a picture of the departing illusory human form. She then runs off somewhere into the dark for escape; the clacking sound of her spiky-heeled shoes echoes and follows her somewhere into the pitch dark obscuration. 
 
        The flash of the camera instantly fills the room with a saturation of bright light. In a flash of time; the room, the man, and our presence is exposed. In that flash of time, I see the man stepping backwards, a pile of lumber just behind him, and a small red device with a yellow button in the retreating man’s hand. 
 
        As my eyes blink away fictitious polka dots created by the flash of light, I continue to hear his footsteps backing away from us. I then hear what sounds like him stumbling over the pile of lumber behind him. The flash from the camera must have blinded him, I think to myself. The instant I hear the sound of him falling to the ground, a deafening blast rips through the building. 
 
        In an instant, the great cataclysmic blast dissipates into the sound of falling rubble fragments. I have been propelled several feet by the blast and now lay conscience on the floor in silence, my ears are ringing. My body feels as if it has been sandblasted with every piece of wood and brick of this building. The air has been instantly filled with throat choking and lung-clogging floating debris.
 
    My ears continue to ring. My eyes burn and I can feel little streams of warm moisture running down my face. 
 
        As I lay there numb of thought, I begin to see the dull appearance of light from the windows above me emitting through, except now the blast has replaced the two small square windows with two large jagged holes. 
 
        Bits of dust have been forced into my mouth and now begin to obstruct my windpipe. I begin to gag and cough uncontrollably. As the dust settles, I see piles of brick and timbers heaped everywhere around me. From what I can see, it looks as if we have been totally entombed inside the collapse of this building.
 
        Then the thought of Kelly jumps into my mind. What about Kelly? Did she get away safe, or is she buried somewhere around here under a ton of brick and rubble?
 
        “Kelly!” I call out, and then begin to cough once again.
 
        “Kelly!  Are you all right?” Nothing…
 
        I make an effort to get up off the floor. My back stabs in pain and my head throbs in hostility to my movement. 
 
        Suddenly, I hear a sort of moan and the sound of bricks slightly moving and sliding over one another. I look over to where the sound is coming from. About ten feet away, a mound of rubble made up of brick and timbers seems to have movement.
 
        “Kelly? Are you all right?” I call out but no answer. I make an effort to move towards her. Every molecule of my body cries out in pain.
 
        I crawl on my hands and knees over to the pile of wreckage. As I slowly and painfully approach the crumbled heap, I can make out the movement of an arm in front of me. I reach out in front of me to hold Kelly’s hand. 
 
        I immediately realize it is not Kelly’s hand I have grasped onto, but that of the would-be assassin, almost totally buried under a large accumulation of red brick and wooden beams. As if I had grabbed hold of a man that was infested with some loathsome disease, my hand jerks open instinctively, allowing his arm to fall back to the cement floor.
 
        Dumbfounded, I sit on my knees for a moment, watching him squirm under the heavy burden of rubble. 
 
        From somewhere deep inside of me a measure of humanity lifts me to my senses. Instead of a monster I see before me, I see a human writhing in agony and begin to pull off the bricks and wood from atop of him. 
 
        The bricks and pieces of wood make sharp echoing sounds, as I throw the building fragments onto the cement floor in another pile next to me. As I work feverishly to rid the man’s body of the burden, a great powdery dust cloud billows up again and overtakes me. 
 
        I remove myself from the man and the pile of debris inside the dust cloud for a moment, to catch my breath. As the dust again begins to settle, I continue on with my work of undeserved kindness and mercy.
 
        I finally remove the last brick off his back and take stock of what is before me. He lay there on his stomach covered with dust, bleeding from several cuts to his head, slightly trembling as he moves his arms and legs.
 
        All of a sudden, he props both of his arms up on the floor in an attempt to rise. He pushes up with a low moan. His weakened arms shimmy like rubber under the load of his weight. After only a second or two, he collapses back to the floor.
 
        “Help me…”  I just barely detect his faint whisper of plea. 
 
        I sit there, without movement, on the cold concrete floor, full of righteous anger. I stare upon him in agony for a moment, my dark vindictive side enjoying it a little. Then, somewhere deep inside of me, the humane fraction of my soul overtakes me. I reach over and lift him up to a sitting position. He moans out as I turn him over and sit him down. He opens his eyes for a moment and looks over at me, then closes his eyes once again, his body liberating into a slump.
 
        Now from somewhere in the dark close by, I hear the sound of rainwater dripping down from a fissure in the roof that has been created by the blast. 
 
        Amongst the rubble next to me, I find an old beer bottle and pick it up. Leaving him there, I feel my way through the darkness towards the sound of water. The crack in the ceiling not only allows seepage of water to leak down but also a cleft of comforting light to flicker through. I crawl over to the waters trickle, and begin to fill the beer bottle in earnest.    
 
        When the bottle is full I drink until I am satisfied, and then fill up the bottle once again.  I then lower my head under the drizzle of the water, engrossing myself in the ecstasy of its cool recuperative power.
 
        Off in the distance, the frail sound of moaning emanates again from my would-be executioner, interrupting my needed bespatter of convalescence.
 
        His eyes are opened wide as I return and approach him. He squirms at my advance, but is still too weak to get up. I sit down beside him and offer him the beer bottle filled with water. Looking back at me, his brow distorts into the most shocked and confused facial cast I’ve ever seen a human display.
 
        “Fortunate for you I believe in being humane,” 
 
        “Even to someone like you. Here, drink this; it’ll make you feel better.” 
 
        His hands are too shaky to hold tight to the bottle, so I hold it up and feed it to him. Overwhelmed with thirst, he begins to gulp it down and starts to choke.
 
        “Not too much,” I advise him, pulling the bottle away.
 
        “Just sip it.” 
 
        After finishing the bottle of water he lays his head back, relaxing into a more restful and satisfied state. He lay there for a moment and then begins to shiver. I try to wrap him a little better with his large heavy coat that has become tattered from the blast.
 
        Having finished my benevolent duty for the time being, my thoughts rush back to Kelly’s well-being. 
 
        “Kelly!”  Can you hear me. Are you all right?”
 
        Suddenly, I remember my cell phone. I reach around my waist were it had been clipped, but it is not there.
 
   Somewhere out there in all that dust and rubble is my cell phone, my cell phone and Kelly.
 
        I look back to his face with disdain. Conversing with this man, goes against every emotional fiber of hate sake I have been able to gather. But I would be willing to swallow back the foul taste of hate this time, for Kelly’s sake.
 
        I stare into his strange eyes of guilt for a moment longer. Like a volcano eruption, animosity begins to surge up inside of me. My fist clinches tighter and tighter. In the last moment before I explode, I catch myself, loosen my fist, and then raise it to rub against the sternness of my face.
 
        “Did you see where Kelly went?”  I bark at him. He makes no response, not moving even a muscle. He just stares back at me. 
 
        “I said, did you see if the girl got out or not? Answer me!”  I demand. I see a slight movement of his head from side to side.
 
        Somewhere in the distance I begin to hear the far off siren whine of the police or possibly an ambulance. ‘Is that for us?’ I wonder to myself.
 
        My unusual partner of misfortune begins to move and moan in pain once again. I look over at him and notice his right thigh is bleeding profusely. 
 
        I take off my coat and then my shirt and then remove my tee shirt. Most hurriedly I put my shirt and coat back on because of the cold, and then start to work in ripping the tee shirt into strips. With several layers of tee shirt material I wrap and bind his thigh and leg tight. He cries out in pain as I pull the two ends taut. As I watch him, I pull hard one more time to see him agonize into a cringe, then tie it off into a knot. 
 
        He lay there in pain for a moment or two, then begins to relax, the pain seemingly subsiding. Looking up at me, he stares into my eyes.
 
        “I tried to kill you. Why are you helping me?” He almost  whispers. I ignore his inquiry.
 
        Slowly he raises his arm up towards me, the forefinger of his hand pointing at my face. 
 
        “Your face,” he wheezes, coughing a little to clear his throat. “Your face is bleeding,” he informs me in his raspy voice.
 
        I touch my hand to my face and feel the moisture of my own blood sweating down my cheek. Moving my finger upwards I discover a large cut across my cheekbone and flinch from the pain of my finger’s touch.
 
        With some of the water left in the beer bottle, I soak one of the tee shirt pieces I had ripped. Taking the strip of cloth, I wipe my bloody cheek, then compress the damp fabric to my wound; my would-be executioner watching every move I make.
 
        “Why are you helping me?’ He asks searchingly, his face writhing with disbelief and quandary.
 
        For a few moments I try to completely ignore him and his inquiry. But Kelly’s disappearance floods my mind, until I can no longer hold back my contempt and anger. 
 
        “Listen mister! This isn’t over yet. If I find that one hair of Kelly’s head has been harmed,” I point my index finger in threat. “You’ll wish that you had died in the blast, when I get through with you.”
 
        Suddenly, I hear the sound of my cell phone ringing somewhere out there in the darkness. I jump up and crawl out towards the ringing so as not to trip or bump into anything. If I can just make it to my phone before it stops ringing and goes to the message mode, Then there is silence. I wait motionless in the dark, my body stuck crouched in the crawl position. 
 
        The phone begins to ring once again. After only a few crawling maneuvers forward, I reach my cell phone.
 
        “Hello?”
 
        “Matt, this is Kelly. Are you all right?
 
        “Kelly, you OK? I thought I’d lost you!”
 
        “I’m OK Matt, I’m OK. I barely got out in time. Now listen. I called 911 and help is on its way. They’ll have you out in a jiffy, OK?” Her sweet voice assures me.
 
        “All right, sounds good. I’m so glad that you’re OK,”.
 
        “I got to go now and make sure the fireman come to the right place. I’ll call you later OK. Bye.”
 
        “OK, I’ll be right here waiting for your call.”
 
        As I push the button on the cell phone I can feel my heart pumping as if there is electric energy surging inside my chest. ‘Kelly is OK,’ I think to myself. Hearing her voice and the thought of her safety, makes me want to jump up and run somewhere as fast as I can. I decide to use my head instead and again crawl back and await rescue, alongside my wounded aspiring executioner.
 
        He seems to be uncomfortable and in pain as I approach him. I attend to his wounds once again and give him another drink of rainwater from the beer bottle.
 
        “Please, tell me,” he aspirates his throaty words. “I tried to kill you and your friend. Why do you help me?”
 
        His question pricks me hard, like a poisonous thorn. I am beyond irritation as I turn quickly to him for the purpose of rebuke, but the expression of sincerity upon his face prevents me from speaking. We both stare at one another for a second or two more, before something comes to my mind to say.
 
        “What’s your name?” I ask him.
 
        “My name?”
 
        “Yeah your name. You do have a name, don’t you?”
 
        “No one has asked my name before.”  A stunned look appears upon his face. “That is, nobody that I just tried to kill.”
 
        “Well, I guess that means I get the privilege of being the first one.” I look over at him to respond.
 
        “My name is Ra.” 
 
        “Ra?” What kind of a name is Ra?” I ask, thinking about it for a minute.
 
        “You mean like the ancient Egyptian Sun God Ra, during the Pharaohs?” 
 
        “Yes exactly; that’s the one. Now Mr. Brooks; now that you know my name, tell me. I just tried to kill you and your friend. Why do you help me?”
 
        “I would help any wounded animal if there was a need,” I tell him sullenly. I pause for a moment, noticing the loosened dressing around his leg wound. Pressing the dressing hard with my finger, I retie and tighten the tee shirt ligature that binds the dressing to his leg. He cringes at my non-gentleness and squirms with pain. 
 
        “I guess you fit into the wounded animal category,” I conclude dispassionately. 
 
        Our beginnings of communication have somehow softened the mutual feeling of animosity for one another. The emotions of fear and hate have now somehow transformed into survival.
 
        “Why in the world would you want to do something like this to somebody?” I ask. 
 
         “Why me, and why would you want to harm someone as innocent as Kelly? Why, because we know too much? Know what?” I ask him with a mild calm composure.
 
        He bows his head and slips into deep thought. He painfully adjusts himself, sitting up taller and straighter, he then looks into my eyes.
 
        “We have never encountered this before,” he begins, negatively moving his head back and forth.
 
        “Encountered what?” I ask, puzzled at his statement.
 
        “We have never encountered someone trying to save our life, after we have failed at carrying out their sentence of death.” 
 
        “You’re not making any sense.” 
 
        “Because you know too much about me and my companions, you were sentenced to die,” he struggles to explain. 
 
        “I was elected to carry out the sentence, but I failed miserably. I tried to kill you Mr. Brooks, and yet you try to save my life in return. I do not understand,” he confesses.
 
        ”Who are you to sentence us to death anyway? And what do you mean, ‘companions’?” I ask, my anger beginning to rise up in my voice once again.
 
         He gazes off into the distance, scratches his head and deliberates some unknown truth inside his mind, then looks back at me solemnly.
 
        “I admit you don’t have the complete picture of who I am and what really is going on. You just happen to be one of only a handful of people that have discovered and become aware of the hidden existence of my companions and I, and of our clandestine maneuvers and operations. Although you may not have a complete knowledge Mr. Brooks, you have enough information to ruin our lives forever, whether you realize it or not. Your awareness has made us very uncomfortable.”
 
        “Uncomfortable? You just tried to blow us up, and you’re uncomfortable? I feel really bad about that.” 
 
        “I know how you must feel.” He sounds more compassionate. 
 
        “How in the world would you know how I feel?” I spit back. He ignores my disputatious fervor and continues.
 
        “Like you Mr. Brooks, I too am a sentenced man. I know what it means to be sentenced for something you had no control over,” he cryptically explains. 
 
        “I don’t have the foggiest idea what you’re talking about.” I think he must now be slipping into delirium because of his wounds and loss of blood. He appeals me to await his further justification, by raising his hand in gesture, and then continues.
 
        “You and I are both innocent participants Mr. Brooks. Our kindred crime is one in the same, being in the wrong place at the wrong time.”
 
        “If you mean that Kelly and I were sentenced without knowing what we were guilty of, yeah, I would have to agree with you there. As far as the rest of it, I’m still pretty confused about who you are, where you came from, and what in the world you are trying to say.” 
 
        He looks away from me for a silent moment, his face clouding over with a dark and serious methodical countenance. Suddenly, his eyes open up with the light of decision he has made somewhere in his mind.
 
        “To tell you what I am about to tell you, would be counted against me as treason, and would sentence me to prison forever if it were found out. However, because of your unexpected humane kindness, I am willing to take that chance.” His words are puzzling but have the ring of sincerity to them, so I squat down on the floor and sit next to him. He again struggles to sit up taller until his eyes meet level with mine, and then continues on. 
 
        “For the past many years, my companions and I have existed as Pardras-de-Nephish.” Pausing for a moment he looks out into thin air, as if he were able to read his own thoughts written down somewhere out there in empty space, then he continues. 
 
        “In your English language, I think it would translate into something like ‘Fathers of Myth.’ ”
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                           TWENTY NINE
 
    
 
        “Fathers of Myth? What do you mean, Fathers of Myth?” My impatient disposition interrupts him before he can go any further. He calmly raises his palm again to persuade halt to my tongue.
 
        “When I stop and think about it all now, it seems like we have been here forever,” he continues. “Maybe the struggle has just made it seem like forever.” His eyes dart a glance over at me for an instant, his face laboring a half smile.
 
        “My companions and I came here to your Earth over 6,000 years ago with a noble assignment.” I can feel my right eye gesticulate a cringe in disbelief.
 
        “Hold it, wait a minute. So you’re telling me that you and your friends are 6,000 years old?” 
 
        “Oh no Mr. Brooks.” I nod my head in relief.
 
        “Each of us is much older than that. Actually, I am the youngest of them all. I will be 9,760 years old in two more of your lunar months.” 
 
   He ignores the gesture of my mouth dropping open and continues on.
 
        “We came here to conduct a scientific experiment. If successful, we would create an inexhaustible food source for our civilization for centuries to come. 
 
        “Actually our scientific experiment involved two objectives. The first was bringing our domestic farm animals here to Earth, raising them here for the purpose of producing meat for food. The Earth had very few human inhabitants at that time, and there were vast amounts of land available for raising our stock. 
 
        The second objective was that of the cultivation of an experimental crop that would serve as food for the herds of stock animals we would bring here. Actually it was a new genetically designed type of bacteria that grew faster than any food crop we had ever cultivated.
 
        “In the beginning we set up large stations in strategic locations all over the planet. These would serve as giant shipping and receiving depot stations for us. In the beginning it all looked so promising, and everything went according to our plans.” 
 
        “Wait a minute, wait a minute.” Before he can speak another word, I intrude with my objection.
 
        “First of all, what you’re telling me is, to say the least, a little hard to swallow, OK. But let’s just say for argument’s sake that you’re not crazy, and you’re telling me the truth about something that actually happened. 
 
        If you set up large docking stations all over the Earth some 6,000 years ago like you say, where are they now? How is it that no one has ever found any evidence of these so-called large docking stations. How do you figure that?”
 
        “Oh but they have Mr. Brooks, they have. Your so-called archaeologists found them centuries ago. They have just called them something different from what they actually were.”
 
        “What are you talking about?” I ask with irritation.
 
        His whole body begins to shiver from the wet and cold, and his teeth begin to chatter. I attempt to cover him better with his coat once again, and try to rub warmth into his arms and legs. His shivering subsides a little and he continues.
 
        “I’m talking about the pyramids, Mr. Brooks. The famous pyramids of Egypt; the pyramids found in Asia, Africa, and the Americas. Many years ago they all once served as our docking stations and scientific laboratory settlements.” He stops and returns a sincere smile in response to my wide-mouthed disbelief.
 
        “How could that be?” I question.
 
        “Everybody knows that the pyramids are nothing more than tombs for the rulers of antiquity. If the pyramids are what you say they are, why did archaeologists find dead kings, emperors, and Pharaohs like King Tut, buried inside them?” I grill him.
 
        “A very good question Mr. Brooks, and there is a very simple answer,” he seems very calm.
 
        “Obviously, several of our pyramids survived the waters of the flood. After a few hundred years, people began to forget the real origin of the pyramids. They became sacred places, and even places of worship. In time, it became a custom for great kings to use these sacred pyramids as their final resting place. Many pyramids were used just as they were built, while others were altered according to their need.
 
        “Actually Mr. Brooks, to tell you the truth, pyramids and the ancient culture of Egypt was not from this Earth. Our people introduced the ancient culture of Egypt to the Earth. In fact, the name Egypt was the name of our emperor who was ruling at the time we came to the Earth. We introduced the culture, the religion and even the style of writings you call hieroglyphics, to the Earth.”
 
        “Yeah, I remember seeing some kind of Egyptian hieroglyphics in a cave in Montana. By looking at the writings on that cave wall, it looks like to me that you also introduced slave labor to the world,” I tell him.
 
        “Oh yes, the cave that you discovered. That cave was used thousands of years ago as one of our outposts. It was a supply outpost, and also used to convey directions, messages, and orders to others far away from the main stations. 
 
        “As far as introducing slave labor to the world Mr. Brooks, the people we used for workers, were actually more like employees than slaves.” My head moves back and forth in disbelief, as he concludes. 
 
        “I think you’re full of…”
 
        “I know Mr. Brooks. So many years have passed. All of our well-intended plans have passed into timeless obscurity.
 
        “Yeah, they’ve passed into obscurity all right, Mr. Ra,” I remark sarcastically. “Tell me. If what you say is true, what happened to all of your plans? I mean if these plans of yours were so good and well intended, what happened to them?” My voice has the characteristic tone of cynicism.
 
        “That is a good question Mr. Brooks; a question that deserves a good answer. I understand that this sounds like fantasy to you, but please hear me out. It may make sense to you when I have finished. Will you at least hear me out, Mr. Brooks?” he beseeches.
 
        “It looks like I’m not going anywhere for a while. It can’t hurt me to listen. Go ahead.” I adjust myself beside him once again; my arms and legs twinge from the cold and dampness of the room and pang from the trauma of the bomb blast. The room has now become darker than before, and the sound of rainwater leaking in from holes in the roof continues.
 
        I notice his lips have taken on a slight blue color and his body still spasmodically shivers as he makes an effort to continue his story. 
 
        “Actually, the reason that you think what I am telling you is such a fantasy, testifies to the fact that we have done our job very well.”
 
        “What job are you talking about?” My face puckers with confusion.  
 
        “You’re not making much sense.” 
 
        “I was talking about our occupation as ‘Fathers of Myth.’ I have to say we are very proud of hiding our existence so well for over 6,000 years.”
 
        “Why in the world would you want to hide your existence, and what do you mean, Fathers of Myth?” I ask soberly.
 
        “I’m getting ahead of myself. Let me go back to the beginning.
 
        “In the beginning, it seemed like our scientific experiment was going to be more successful than we had ever dreamed. We set up hundreds of our pyramid stations all over the planet, and in time we had delivered to Earth over ten million of our domestic farm animals.
 
         “Our experimental genetically designed bacteria crop for feeding our stock was also exceeding all of our expectations. We had to build thousands of storage buildings to hold the flourishing abundance of harvest.”
 
        “I’m sorry, but if you were raising all of these millions of farm animals 6,000 years ago, where in the world did they go? What kind of animals are we talking about here anyway?” 
 
        “Well, the answer to that question may shock you.”
 
        “I don’t think it would shock me any more than I have already been,” I insist. 
 
        “Very well Mr. Brooks. We brought to your Earth many kinds of species of animal, most of which are dead now. Only a very few animals survived. Some of the offspring of those that survived live on the Earth today. Some of the species of alligator and lizard, as well as the elephant and rhinoceros still live with us on this Earth today. They are the living remains of our scientific experiment some 6,000 years ago. 
 
        “As far as the species that died, your scientists have found thousands of their remains.” 
 
        “What scientists? What remains?” I ask.
 
        “Paleontologists, Mr. Brooks. Paleontologists have dug up and discovered the remains of thousands of what your scientists call dinosaurs.” I look at him in disbelief and bewilderment.
 
        “You are trying to tell me that…” I pause for a moment.
 
        “You are trying to tell me that the animals you brought to Earth to raise for food were… were Dinosaurs?” 
 
        “I’m not trying to tell you anything. I am simply explaining to you the truth about the past. To believe it or not is your choice.” 
 
        “This is all very interesting, but a little unbelievable, don’t you think?” 
 
        “Think about it, Mr. Brooks. Even your scientists don’t know what made the dinosaurs suddenly die off. The fossil records prove that the dinosaurs were perfectly fine one day, and then they suddenly died off the next. Why did they die off so fast, so suddenly? I’ll tell you why.
 
        Like I said before, 6,000 years ago everything was going great. Little did we know that the experimental genetically designed bacteria we brought with us would not do well in your Earth’s environment. At first only a few animals died here and there, then hundreds died and then thousands.
 
        The bacteria we were feeding the animals, the bacteria we put so much hope in, in time, reacted badly with Earth’s atmosphere. The molecular structure of the bacteria changed it into killer bacteria. The animals began to die in droves. 
 
        We also noticed that rivers and lakes were for some reason rising, all over the Earth. Up until this time, it had never rained on earth. For years and years the Earth was watered by heavy dew during the night. Now it was starting to rain. It was just sprinkling at first, and then it began to rain hard every day. 
 
        We found out too late, that the new molecular structure of the bacteria not only turned it into a killer, but also had created some kind of molecular magnetism in all the moisture of the earth. All of the H2O molecules of the Earth were slowly collecting together because of this molecular reaction to our bacteria. 
 
        When we came here, the earth was surrounded by a gigantic atmospheric canopy of moisture that hovered sixty miles or so above the planet. Because of this canopy of moisture, the whole Earth enjoyed a subtropical climate. Now our bacteria were destroying it. 
 
        After a short time, each molecule of water in that canopy joined with another water molecule, and then another, until the water canopy surrounding the earth massed together as one giant volume of water and dropped to the earth. All at once, all over the earth it began to rain, like an immense waterfall cascading from heaven.
 
        Your Bible’s record of there being a global flood is completely true. It really happened.” 
 
        “The flood of the Bible?”
 
        “The whole Earth was flooded. Most of the animals that were not killed off by the bacteria were finished off by the flood. Only a very few animals and humans that were able to get to high places survived.
 
         Our main capital city and pyramid-station Atlantis were also totally destroyed in the flood. Of course my companions and I did survive, but I think we all have wished many times that we had perished along with the dinosaurs.”
 
        “You say your capital city pyramid was Atlantis?” I ask with astonishment.
 
        “Yes. It was all lost in the flood. It was so sad too. It was such a beautiful achievement of ours to lose,” he sighs.
 
        Afflicted with a bewildering daze, I attempt to compose a question that would give my mind some kind of relief. 
 
        “You know, you’re good. You tell your story so well. You have it so well in mind and describe things so convincingly, that it is hard to disregard it as mere fantasy. 
 
        “However, we have had scientists studying the history of dinosaurs for years and years of study. For some reason, they believe that the dinosaurs lived millions of years ago. They say that by means of the radiocarbon or the carbon fourteen dating process, they can tell that the fossils and bones of the dinosaurs they have dug up are millions and millions of years old. It sounds like you must know something that the scientists neglected to discover. Now tell me, where did they go wrong?” I ask smugly.
 
        “Another good question and I’ll try to answer it the best I can. The problem Mr. Brooks is that there is a flaw in your scientist’s radiocarbon dating process.
 
        You see, before the flood, the water canopy filtered the cosmic radiation coming to the earth from space. When the water canopy dropped from the heavens, it no longer filtered the radiation. The earth now absorbed all of the atmospheric radiation and cosmic rays. Your scientists do not take this into account when using the radiocarbon dating method.”
 
        “Well that is about as clear as mud,” I complain.
 
        “In other words Mr. Brooks, your scientists judge everything they try to date in the past; by the way cosmic rays are absorbed by the Earth today. It just won’t work.”
 
        “I’m sorry, you have lost me.” 
 
        “It makes the dinosaurs seem a lot older than they really are.”  
 
        “Let me see if I got this straight. The dinosaurs came to Earth a few thousand years ago, not a few million years ago, and you guys are the ones that brought them here?” I ask.
 
        “That’s right.”
 
        “Well then, what about the evolution theory that scientists have been teaching us for years? What about everything evolving from the dinosaurs and apes and the missing link? What about all of that huh?”
 
        “Well truthfully, Mr. Brooks, we created evolution.”               
 
        “Oh, you created the evolution theory. Oh yes, I see. It all makes perfect sense now.” My sarcasm is becoming a little more unconstrained and expressive. 
 
        “And who in the world was Charles Darwin then, just another scientist? How do you explain that all scientists living on the Earth today believe that evolution started with Charles Darwin? How do you explain that?” I ask rather emotionally.
 
        “Actually, it was one of my companions that turned Mr. Darwin onto the idea of the evolution theory.” 
 
        “Oh you did? And tell me, how exactly did you do that?”
 
        “Oh let’s just say that we coerced him into promoting the evolution idea. We can be very persuasive if need be.”
 
        “You mean you threatened him too?” I ask. He halfway ignores my question and continues on with his explanation.
 
        “Yes, of course. Don’t you see, Mr. Brooks, how clever it was? 
 
         We don’t want the truth about our origin or our tragic mistake to be known or remembered, so we craft a clever theory such as evolution. After a couple hundred years of promotion, almost everyone on Earth has accepted it as the true explanation of the past, without question. Yes, I think we have done well at keeping our existence a secret.”
 
        “Why would you want your existence kept a secret? I asked you that before, but you never did answer me. And what do you mean by ‘Fathers of Myth’?” I challenge him.
 
        “In the world we come from, failure is not acceptable. There is no room for mistakes. Failure is dealt with quickly and harshly.
 
        Although we were not at fault for causing the disaster that had happened, we were chosen to pay for the failure of the experiment. We were sentenced to the most humiliating punishment possible. We were marooned on Earth for 7,000 years. We only have about 1000 years left to serve out that sentence.”
 
        “That was bad enough of course, but the hard part was the added stipulation to our sentence.
 
        “What stipulation?” I ask. 
 
        “Our government authority added the stipulation that we couldn’t allow the people of Earth to know who was responsible for what had happened. During our 7,000 years of our exiled reformatory, we were also ordered to erase all memory of our failure. In the eyes of our governing body, the reputation of our world was at stake. The prime objective was and is to save face at all cost.”
 
        “You would think that if someone was responsible for causing a cataclysmic global flood, people would remember who the culprit was. How in the world could you make them forget something like that?” I ask.
 
        “Time, Mr. Brooks, little by little over time.” 
 
        “Oh yeah,” I chime back. “You guys must be good, ‘cause it looks like you got everybody fooled. And it only took you 6,000 years too. How did you accomplish such a feat?” I ask him whimsically.
     “Like I said, Mr. Brooks. Out of necessity we became Fathers of Myth,” he replies rather enigmatically.
 
        “Oh yes, you mentioned that before. How exactly did you and your associates become Fathers of Myth?” 
 
        “We have found that the best way to make people forget or change their perception of reality is to distract them.”
 
        “Distract them?” 
 
        “Yes. We created myths to keep people distracted.” 
 
        “What kind of myths are we talking about?”
 
        “You mean, besides creating the legends of the dinosaurs, evolution and the flood?” he asks.
 
        “Yeah, I guess so.”
 
        “Whatever it takes to keep people busy or distracted, so that they spend less time searching for the truth, or even knowing what the truth is. Disasters, crimes, mysteries, even wars. Anything that would keep people busy at being mystified, distraught, troubled, frenzied or panicked.
 
        “My associates and I have been very successful at creating and using politics, big business and the world of different religions’ beliefs as wonderful tools to keep mankind confused, oppressed, and distracted.” He seems to be  well pleased with himself.
 
        “We even created hundreds of different languages, so that people of the Earth would have a harder time communicating.” 
 
        “Changed languages? Why in the world would you need to change languages?”
 
        “If you can’t talk to other people, you can’t find out what they know. Besides that, you spend more time being suspicious of people that talk differently than you, rather than being concerned about what they might have to say. That effort of deceit alone has worked very well for us over the last few thousand years.”
 
        “How in the world did you pull that off?” I ask.
 
        “Well, it was relatively easy really. Before the flood, there was only one language on the Earth at that time. After the flood, people were isolated by the great oceans into different parts of the world. They were also hungry and destitute. We simply went to each pyramid station that was still in working order and offered food and clothing to the people in need. In order for them to receive the food and clothing, we required them to be re-educated. 
 
        “At first, we created simple dialects of our own language. In time, they spoke complete different languages. 
 
        After a couple of thousand years, people were not only isolated from each other because of the great oceans that were created by the flood, but now they also all spoke different languages.”
 
        Having a little more strength now, he reaches over on his own and grabs the beer bottle containing rainwater. He tips it up and chugs a few gulps of water from the bottle. He wipes his chin with his wrist and continues.
 
        “Inadvertently, we are also responsible for the many races of people now living on the Earth. Because people were so isolated by the oceans created by the flood, each isolated group interbred within the confines of their isolated group. 
 
        After a few hundred years or so, each group took on the dominant physical feature traits of that group, until you have the races of today. It is not something we really set out to accomplish, but the way it worked out compliments our overall purpose, wouldn’t you say?”
 
        “You call it re-educating. I call it cold-hearted bribery, forcing hungry and half dead people to learn a different language in order to eat and live. 
 
        “Sounds like the reason you and your companions are so good at what you do is because you are all just a bunch of ghouls, Mr. Ra; a bunch of freaking monsters.” 
 
        “I know on the surface it may look like that, Mr. Brooks, but you don’t understand.”
 
        “I know that it sounds sick and depraved.” 
 
        “I have family at home Mr. Brooks, Just like you do,” he argues, raising himself up erect to a sitting position with both arms, in an emotional gesture of protest. 
 
        “I would very much like to see them once again. To do that, I have got to make sure I follow all of the stipulations to our sentence.
 
         “My companions and I cannot allow the public to know what really happened or who we really are. We cannot afford to let anyone find out the truth; otherwise we will never see our home or our loved ones again. You can understand that, can’t you Mr. Brooks?” he implores.
 
        “Yeah I understand, and it makes me sick to my stomach.” I am infested with contempt.
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                                   THIRTY
 
    
 
        Suddenly, we hear the sound of tapping from outside. I turn around quickly in response to the noise. I listen closely for the noise to sound once again. “Tap tap…. Tap tap,” the sound echoes.
 
        “Hello?” I yell out. “Hello?”
 
        “Hello?” We are going to get you out of there as soon as possible, OK?” A faint voice, barely audible, calls back. 
 
        “OK!” I answer back.
 
        “How many are there? Is everyone OK?” the muffled voice says. I am so excited that I jump to my feet.
 
        “Yes, I’m all right, but the other guy here needs a doctor,” I holler at the top of my lungs.
 
        “OK. We have an ambulance standing by. Hang in there. We’ll try and get you out as soon as possible. The building is in a pretty bad shape. It might take a couple hours or so. Just relax and save your strength,” the faint voice says consolingly.
 
        I clap my hands together and twirl halfway around, which immediately reminds me of the physical shape I am in. Every joint in my body revolts in pain to my sudden free movement. I decide to take the man’s advice and relax and save my strength. 
 
        Stepping back to where I was sitting, alongside my would-be assassin, I notice he too is excited by the sound of our rescue and has attempted to get up. Now he was paying dearly for his movement, his face contorted with torturous pain.
 
        I help him move slowly and painfully back into his reclining posture.
 
        “You had better stay still or your leg is going to start bleeding again.” 
 
        I fill up the beer bottle once again with rainwater and allow him to drink his fill. The room is very dark, and the cold from the dampness is getting harder and harder to ignore. After awhile, he calms from his pain and seems to be resting as well as can be expected under the circumstances.
 
        “It looks like we’re going to get out of here pretty soon. We just got to hang on a little while longer,” I try to sound sympathetic.
 
         “Thank you, Mr. Brooks. Thank you.” 
 
         “So, you and your buddies have been spending the last 6,000 years manipulating people, creating myths and distracting all of us humans here on the Earth, huh?” I continue with our previous conversation.
 
        “Does that have anything to do with the reason I keep running into you everywhere I go and seeing you in all kinds of photos throughout history? 
 
        “It seems like I have seen your face in photographs all through history, well, at least ever since the camera was invented. I’ve seen you in an old newspaper clipping about the Hindenburg disaster. I found you in an old newspaper photo, present and posing at one of Jack the Ripper’s murder scenes in England. 
 
        “I’ve also stumbled upon several photos of you taken during the First and Second World Wars and even the Civil War. One photo I found from 1933 shows you receiving an award for creating the new symbol of the Nazi party, the Swastika, from Hitler himself. The caption underneath that old photo said, that your name was Hermann Whilhem Goering. It called you a high Nazi official.” 
 
       “Even my father says that he saw you many years ago, the day, time, and place President John F. Kennedy was assassinated.” 
 
        “Very good, Mr. Brooks. I think I have underestimated you.” He nods his head and smiles slightly.
 
        “Oh yeah; and another thing,” I continue. 
 
        “I had a nice little visit with Charles Lindbergh’s daughter. She was very helpful. She showed me a photo from 1938 of her father, Charles Lindbergh, being presented with a German Medal of Honor. The official presenter of the medal again was you, Hermann Whilhem Goering, a high Nazi official.” 
 
        “Go ahead Mr. Brooks. Tell me more. I am very impressed.”        
 
        “Mrs. Lindbergh also told me all about what really happened to her father and to the kidnapped and murdered brother she never knew. You remember the Lindbergh baby story, don’t you? It was in all the papers.” 
 
        “Oh yes Mr. Brooks. I was there!”
 
        “Lindbergh was just another poor victim that knew too much, wasn’t he?” 
 
        “You see now Mr. Brooks, you do know a lot about me and my companions don’t you?” He smirks.
 
        “Yeah I know! I know the real truth about Lindbergh’s son. I know the real reason why Lindbergh’s son was killed and that the wrong man was executed for his so-called kidnapping and murder. I know that you and your so-called companions are the ones that kidnapped and killed Charles Lindbergh’s son, because in your eyes, Lindbergh knew too much but wouldn’t give in to your threats.” 
 
        “Yes, Mr. Brooks; Charles Lindbergh knew too much.”               
 
        “I also know the truth about the Challenger shuttle disaster; that it was you that shot down and destroyed the Challenger Space Shuttle, and that you killed Riker because he knew you were guilty for doing it. You and your partners are nothing more than history-traveling murders and assassins.” 
 
        With one emotional explosion, I have exposed the sum total of my insight and understanding of him. I have confessed my knowledge of his existence. I have confirmed and handed over to him, profound reasons for my own assassination and elimination, he had already presumed.
 
        Once again, our attention is drawn away from our conversation to a muffled tapping and machine noise from the outside of this dilapidated building. Even though the rescuers must be only forty or fifty feet away on the outside, the muffled sound makes them seem as though they are a mile away from us.
 
        Since our rescue may be only an hour or so away, the time left to learn the complete truth about this wounded juggernaut is fleeting fast. Now, is the time to discover what this creature’s existence means, to perhaps unearth mankind’s long hidden secrets, and to possibly uncover the real history of the Earth itself. Now is the time that I must incite him to divulge his hidden revelation.
 
        “So tell me. What is with that hat and long heavy coat you always wear? Every time I run into you, you are wearing a hat and a long heavy coat.”
 
         “Earth is not our home Mr. Brooks. Our home is much, much warmer than the Earth. So we wear our hat and coat to keep us warm.
 
        “What about your bare feet? You wear a hat and long heavy coat to keep warm, but you have bare feet. That doesn’t make sense.”
 
        “I notice that you do not wear any gloves Mr. Brooks?”
 
        “Gloves? No I don’t wear gloves; not unless it is really freezing anyway. Why?”
 
        “Why don’t you?”
 
        “I guess because they get in the way, especially when I am working. What do my, not wearing gloves, have to do with you always walking around in your bare feet?” I shoot back impatiently.
 
            “We look at our feet much the same way you look at your hands; as the tools of our body. They are always uncovered unless they need protection from the elements.”
 
        Ok then; I shake my head in disbelief. “I can see that we are not going to get anywhere with that. Let me ask a different question.
 
        How exactly have you and your friends manipulated things for 6,000 years, so that people aren’t aware of your existence?” 
 
        He looks up at me, purses his lips together and lowers his brow in deep thought for a moment, then speaks.
 
        “Like I said, you have helped me in a time of need and most probably saved my life, so I am going to tell you the truth.” Pushing himself up with his arms, he adjusts himself on the floor before he continues.
 
        “I didn’t just happen to be there that day at the Portland airport. I was assigned to contrive another spectacular airline crash; another crash that would kill hundreds of people,” he is solemn.
 
        “I know you explained to me that you and your companions are doing all of this to keep your existence a secret. You’re doing it all so that some day you can go home to your family.  Still, how is it that you can just kill hundreds of people without feeling a thing?” He looks at me sharply in reaction to my words.
 
        “We do not kill without feelings or compassion, Mr. Brooks.” He pauses.
 
        “Nowadays it has been getting harder and harder to follow through with my assignments. In the past I would plan my actions and maneuvers of destruction, so by the time things happened, I would be long gone. Lately, I find myself sticking around to see the results of the disasters I plan and accomplish. Each time I create another myth, another disaster, or another death, I die a little bit myself. I must be getting old, old and weary. 
 
        “Yes, my companions and I must do what it takes to survive, so that one day we can go home. We are not without feelings, I assure you. It is getting harder and harder to watch others pay for our trip home with their lives.” 
 
        “Yes, I can understand that being responsible for thousands of peoples’ deaths could burden a person down.” 
 
        “Yes, it is indeed a large burden to bear. Of course, there are airplane crashes and disasters that happen without our help, but the ones that you remember, the big ones, we have been responsible for. 
 
        For example, the Boeing 747 that blew up and crashed in Lockerbie Scotland. 259 people perished in that crash plus eleven villagers on the ground. I assure you, Mr. Brooks that was a very big burden to bear.”
 
        “I thought that plane was blown up by some terrorist from Libya,” 
 
        “It was very confusing wasn’t it? But like I’ve said, we are good at making a mystery.” 
 
        “Yeah, you’re good at it all right.” 
 
        “Remember the time you found me in the middle of the woods dressed like a Forest Ranger?’ 
 
        “Yes, I remember.” 
 
        “I believe you had been sent by your paper to see if there was any truth to the Bigfoot sightings that had been reported. 
 
        “Well Mr. Brooks, I have been in charge of promoting that myth for years and years.” 
 
        “What myth? You mean Bigfoot?” I ask
 
        “Oh yes. Some of my companions and I have been parading the Pacific Northwest for years pretending to be Bigfoot, running around leaving footprints and such. A couple of hundred years ago Indians called us Sasquatch.”
 
        “You are the ones that are behind the Bigfoot myth?” I ask.
 
        “Yes. Bigfoot, the Loch Ness monster of Scotland, Yeti and the Abominable Snowman of the Himalayas, not to mention a hundred other similar myths and mishaps we have fabricated. They are just some small ways to divert people’s attention away from what’s really going on.”
 
        “Why were you dressed up in a Forest Service Ranger’s uniform?”
 
         “I stole it. I dressed up in that uniform to hide the real reason I was up there in those woods. You see, if you’re a person of respectability, like a Forest Ranger, no one is going to suspect you of being responsible for a hoax. You see how clever that was.” 
 
        “Oh yes. That was clever,” I roll my eyes a little. “Tell me, what other myths and mishaps are you responsible for?”      
 
        “Well, let’s see. How about flying saucers? Have you ever seen a flying saucer, a UFO?”
 
        “Well no, not personally, but a lot of people say that they have.”
 
        “We’re the ones that created the UFO phenomena. Of course there is the occasional insane person that thinks they have seen something from outer space, but for the most part, my friends and I have crafted that myth.”
 
        “You mean that those sightings are real?” 
 
        “I guess you could say that they are real. When people see a UFO, they are usually sighting one of my companions in one of our Orbital Maneuvering Vehicles. We aren’t exactly from this world; so yes, I guess you could say UFOs are real.”
 
        “Tell me about the wars; the photos I found of you, of you in the Civil War and the two World Wars.”
 
        “Wars have been one of the best tools that we have come up with to distract large groups of people at one time. About 150 years ago, we maneuvered things a bit to get the Civil War going. Nationalism and hatred are good igniters of war. It works very well indeed. 
 
        When whole civilizations are at war, no one thinks or cares who we are or where we came from. Of course even wars have to come to an end sometime, and then we have to come up with something else to keep people stirred up and panicky. So we topped off the Civil War with the assassination of Abraham Lincoln. That kept things in turmoil for a long time.” 
 
        “Now wait a minute! Don’t tell me that you and your friends assassinated Lincoln. It is a historical fact that John Wilkes Booth shot President Lincoln. There are several people that actually saw him do it.”               
 
        “You’re right, you’re right. John Wilkes Booth did shoot President Lincoln. But the question you need to ask yourself is why did he shoot President Lincoln?”
 
        “He hated Lincoln for freeing the slaves,”
 
        “It is very logical that you would assume that to be true. That is what all the newspapers proclaimed. That is what your history books have always said in print.”
 
        “I suppose you’re going to tell me, that’s not really what happened, right?” 
 
        “Let’s just say, my companions and I gave Mr. Booth a very good reason to assassinate President Abraham Lincoln.” he offers a shadowy explanation.
 
        “You mean you threatened him?” 
 
        “We gave him something more to fear than the guilt of being the assassin of a President.”
 
        “OK then, so you were responsible for the Civil War and the assassination of Lincoln. What about the photos I found of you during World War One and World War Two?” 
 
        “The First World War was very easy,” he begins as he looks off into space methodically. 
 
        “If my memory serves me right, all we had to do was assassinate Archduke Francis Ferdinand and his wife to get the First World War going. That assassination caused such a nationalistic snowball effect, that it tumbled the whole world into chaos. It worked just as we had planed, just like falling dominos. Everything fell into place. The whole world was caught up in it for years.”
 
        “The Second World War; you manipulated it too?” 
 
        “Yes, yes. Sometimes it takes a lot of hard work to make people do what you want.”
 
        “You mean a lot of threats and murders.” 
 
        “Yes; that and other things. 
 
        “Adolf Hitler was a dream comes true. We had never come across a man so driven and blinded by ambition. He was a man that wanted to be somebody at any cost, even at the cost of his own life. 
 
        “With a little help from my friends, we made Hitler into a national hero. He gave everyone just what they wanted, peace, power, and security, or so they thought.
 
        “Gradually we helped Hitler’s rise to power into a government of tyranny. The people were now in a constant dependence of Hitler’s power. So now, for the people to hang on to their precious individual peace and security, they had to tow the line and allow Hitler whatever whim he wished. It was one of the most controlling dictatorships that my friends and I had ever devised. It was beautiful.” He relishes the memory of it.
 
        “By the look on your face, you and your friends must really like the idea of war.”               
 
        “We don’t enjoy the killing, disease, and despair that come from war, but we do enjoy the challenge it takes to accomplish our objective.
 
        “As you might expect, it took a lot of time and effort for me to get close enough to Hitler, so that he would trust me and look to me to give him counsel on almost everything he did. You found photos of me and Hitler because we were always together, side by side. He got to the point where he never made a decision without my help.
 
        “Hitler started World War Two, but I was the one behind Hitler, advising his every move. The rest, you know about. World War Two kept men in a quagmire of upheaval for many years.” 
 
        “What about some of the other photos I found you in? What about Jack the Ripper? I suppose that was another one of your mysteries that you guys cooked up,” I question. 
 
        “Yes, we had the kingdom of the British Empire in frenzy over Jack the Ripper for quite sometime,” he admits.
 
        “You mean you actually committed those bloody butchery murders. How in the world can you justify such a thing?” 
 
        “I admit that those murders were unduly gruesome and messy. Just for your information, I was there, but I wasn’t involved in the actual murders that time. One of my companions did the dirty work.”
 
        “I don’t care if you were Jack the Ripper himself or you actually murdered those girls or not. You were there and an agreeable accessory to it.” 
 
        “I assure you, it wasn’t something any of us enjoyed. It was strictly business. It was something we felt we had to do.” 
 
        “Who else did you kill, murder, kidnap or make disappear?” I ask.
 
         “Are you sure you want to know? It seems all of this is making you kind of emotional. Maybe I’d better not tell you the rest.” 
 
        “No, no. I’m all right. I’ll try to compose myself. Go ahead, finish your story.”
 
        “Very well,” he continues.
 
        “I have to say Mr. Brooks, that there were hundreds and hundreds of people lives that were affected by our devises. I couldn’t begin to recount or describe all of them, but some of them you might have heard of.
 
        “I suppose you remember the famous story of Lizzie Borden, the one that allegedly killed her father and mother with an axe?” 
 
        “Oh yes, I remember reading about that. In fact I saw a program on the History Channel all about the trial of Lizzie Borden. As I remember, they could never really totally prove that she murdered her parents. She was acquitted and set free.” 
 
        “Yes, that’s right. At trial, one witness that happened to be walking by the Borden home the day of the murders said that she saw a strange and suspicious looking man in the yard just before the murders were said to have taken place. They should have listened to that witness, Mr. Brooks.” 
 
        “Why do you say that?” 
 
        “I say that because that strange man standing in the Bordens’ yard that day was me.” 
 
        “You mean you’re the one that killed Lizzie Borden’s father and mother?”
 
        “It worked most effectively. The whole town and even the country became mesmerized by it. They’re still talking about it today.”
 
        “Like I told you; anything that would keep people busy at being mystified, distraught, troubled, frenzied or panicked. That is what we endeavor to accomplish. Anything that will keep people’s attention distracted away from us.” 
 
        Since it is my goal to hear his whole story, I try and hold back my disgust and contempt. I lay my head in my hands and then try to rub the abhorrence of him off of my face. 
 
        “Are you OK, Mr. Brooks?” he asks.
 
        “Yeah, yeah I’m fine.” 
 
        “Look, you’ve been doing this Fathers of Myth stuff for thousands of years. Don’t you think that after all this time of creating myths and distracting all of humanity that people have been distracted enough? I mean, nobody today knows who you are. The ones that did find out, you have eliminated. Nobody knows the true story of the past, and nobody cares. You and your comrades have done a fantastic job. Why not bring all of this cruelty and barbarism to and end? Why keep up with it?” 
 
        “Why? Because there will always be some inquisitive person like yourself, that could blow the whistle and ruin our chances of going home, that’s why.”               
 
        “The things I saw and found out about you were things I just happened to stumble upon. That would never happen again in a thousand years. It would be a million in one shot that another person would find out anything of significance that would prove detrimental to you or your friends.”
 
        “We just can’t afford to take that chance, Mr. Brooks. Besides, over the years, there have been several people that have stumbled onto our existence. We had to take care of them quickly. The others were just used to distract the world away from us. You already know about a few of them; Charles Lindbergh, John F. Kennedy and others. In some way or another, they all had to be silenced; either because of what they knew or because of how well the ending of their lives could distract people away from us.”
 
        “So you did have something to do with the assassination of President Kennedy? I always thought that Kennedy’s assassination was all part of some kind of CIA or Mafia conspiracy. At least that’s the way a lot of people think.”
 
       “Of course we had something to do with Kennedy’s assassination. Now he didn’t really know anything about our existence, but we had to take care of him just the same.” 
 
        “Oh you had to take care of him, huh? Why was that?” I ask in frustration.
 
        “Don’t you see the genius behind it; the most beloved President, his wife being even more beloved than he was? It was like the fable of King Arthur and Lady Guinevere, a modern-day fairy tale of the highest caliber. People were already enthralled with the lives of the Kennedy clan. All we had to do was add an explosive element of assassination to the story and turn it into an electrifying scandal-mongering sensation. 
 
        You, yourself have been witness to the fact that the thirst to learn more about Kennedy’s assassination has been unquenchable. People can’t get enough of it. They’ll be in frenzy about it for decades to come. Like I said, you aren’t the only one that has been a target of our designs. There were many others.”
 
        Do you remember hearing about Amelia Earhart; the famous lady pilot?”
 
        “Yes, of course I do. I think it was sometime in 1937 that she attempted to fly around the world, but she crashed into the Pacific Ocean instead and was never found or heard from again. What about her?” I ask.
 
        “She was a very nice lady. I liked her a lot. But it was decided among us that her fame of being a sweet lady pilot could be put to good use. You know that there were very few lady pilots in those days?” He points out.”
 
        “Yeah I know, I know.” 
 
        “Yes, it was incredible. She had the whole world’s attention. Actually, in her case, we didn’t really have to do away with her, just make her disappear. We just marooned her and her navigator on a little lonely island we chose in the middle of the Pacific, so that no one would be able to find them. They lived there for quite a few years before they died.”               
 
        “They were flying a plane. How did you make them land and maroon them on an island of your choice?” I ask.
 
        “Let’s just say, that we maneuvered things so that they had only enough fuel to reach the island of our choice.”
 
         “Actually, it worked out better for us, even more than we anticipated,” he continues. “Her disappearance worked out to be one of the best mysteries that we had ever pulled off. The whole world was looking for her. It kept people preoccupied and distracted for a long, long time. They’re still talking about her to this day.” The alarming implications of his story torment me, until I can hold back my emotion no longer.
 
        “So for all intents and purposes, you and your friends are pretty much responsible for all of the woes of the people on Earth, end of story, right?” I ask him, rather emotionally.
 
        “Oh I wouldn’t go that far, Mr. Brooks. Yes, we have been very good and successful at doing our job, but not everything that went wrong was of our doing. Some things happened just because of the imperfection of man, and that’s all, just people being people. 
 
        “We did accomplish quite a bit though, I must say. Besides what I have already told you, we are also responsible for the myth of the Bermuda Triangle, crop circles, the sinking of the Titanic, the stock market crash of 1929, the development of the atomic bomb, Martin Luther King’s assassination, 9/11, and many, many other things, too numerous to recount. All accomplished to keep people too busy to pay attention to our plight here on Earth.”               
 
        “Wait a minute. You’re telling me that you and your fellow murderers are responsible for 9/11?” I ask him vehemently.
 
        “I’m sorry, Mr. Brooks but yes, we are responsible for 9/11.” 
 
        “Why you…” I move toward him in rage.
 
        Just then, the deafening sound of the inside walls of the building collapsing fills the air. Startled at the intrusion of noise, I stop my forward motion towards him and instantly look around. There, not more than thirty feet before us, we see a hole in the wall miraculously appear, followed by men pushing rubble and debris from in front of them. My heart soars from the sight. Finally, I will be rescued from this would-be Hades of a place, I think to myself.
 
        “Come on in boys and join us,” I yell out to them, feeling instantly jovial. 
 
        In just a few short seconds, the brute force of human hands had created an opening big enough for two firemen to crawl through. In the next second I am looking into the smudged and soiled faces of the smiling fireman, shaking their hands profusely.
 
        “My name is Matthew Brooks. I can’t tell you how great it is to see you guys,” I tell them both, as I reach out to shake their hands.
 
        “Let’s see, your name is Joe and yours is Bill.” I look at each of their badges.
 
        “I guarantee you; those are two names I’m never going to forget.” 
 
        “How many of you got stuck in here anyway?” Bill asks.
 
        “There’s just me and the other guy lying over there.” 
 
         “By the way,” I grab his shoulder and pulling myself over close to his ear.
 
         “He’s hurt pretty bad, but he is also the one that blew up the place. You might want to keep that in mind,” I tell him.
 
        “OK, thanks. We’ll take care of him.” 
 
        “Why don’t you sit down over here and let me look at that cut on you face?” Joe asks me. 
 
        I twirl around to sit down on top of an old crate close by, when I catch the quick movement of another individual out of the corner of my eye. I look over and see Kelly running towards me, her arms open wide.
 
        “Matt! Are you all right?” she shouts.
 
        “Of course I’m…” Before I can finish my reply, she slams into me like a locomotive. 
 
        For one long-awaited stretch of time, I am totally enveloped in Kelly’s embrace. Like with any reasonable healthy warm-blooded man, I most willingly respond to her emotional embrace, by enveloping her fondly into my arms.
 
        We stand there quietly wrapped up in each other for a moment, until some impelling force moves my head, so that I might kiss her sweet soft angelic face. Then, I feel her moist ample lips kiss my ear, as she responds in kind. This mutual emotional release of affection ignites hidden fireworks of unreasoning zeal inside of us, until at last her pomegranate-red lips are kissing hard pressed against mine in earnest. 
 
        Being totally atwitter, my pain and plight fade off into the world of dreamlike amnesia, and for a twinkling of time I forget that the rest of the world even exists.
 
        She looks up at me with her large Bambi-like brown eyes, her eyelashes fluttering at me like tropical date palms moving in a gentle balmy breeze. 
 
        “I love you.”
 
        I gasp for a breath of oxygen, as faintly and inconspicuously as I possibly can. 
 
        “I love you too, Kelly.” 
 
        We stand there for a moment entranced in time, until a voice from behind me snaps us back to reality.
 
        “I thought you said there was another guy in here with you?” Bill asks.
 
        My eyes bulge wide open in reaction to his words. I push away from Kelly and abruptly wheel around, until I come face to face with the fireman standing behind me.
 
        “What do you mean?” I say in panic.
 
        He sees the panic on my face and reacts to it.
 
        “Well I mean, I don’t see anybody else in here, Matthew, do you?” he asks, waving his hand throughout the circumference of the room.
 
        “How in the world?” I voice my seism of confusion out loud. 
 
        “I don’t understand. Only two minutes ago, he was laying flat on his back right over there. He was too injured to move, let alone get up and walk away.” I hold my hands up in disbelief.
 
        “Bill, I swear!” I begin to testify again.
 
        “I believe you, I believe you,” the fireman says.
 
        “The thought of going to prison probably gave him renewed strength. Don’t worry about it, we’ll find him later. Right now we need to get you to a hospital and make sure you’re all right. Come on; let’s get you out of here.”
 
        We head for the pushed out opening in the wall, with Bill holding onto my arm on one side, and Kelly holding onto my hand on the other. I am a lucky guy; just lucky to be alive.
 
        As we approach the exit of my, would be personal catacomb, I stop and look back into the darkness of the building. I wonder where he could have gone.
 
        As we emerge to the outside, a small applause breaks out from among the rescuers and hard core onlookers and bystanders. Red, blue, and white emergency vehicle lights blink from every direction around us. 
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                               THIRTY ONE
 
    
 
        I fill my lungs with the brisk air of a Portland’s autumn night. Stars are still beaming in the dark sky up above, but morning light is beginning to show itself faintly on the eastern horizon. Suddenly, I am overwhelmingly exhausted to the point of collapse. Before we reach the ambulance I begin to slump down. Both Bill and Kelly immediately react to my feebleness and furnish total support for me to the ambulance.  
 
        Suddenly, I feel too mentally powerless and weary to care about anything or anybody.  I just want to go home.  
 
        After being roughly poked, prodded, jabbed, and seemingly violated by a rather large nurse that has a remarkable resemblance to Alfred Hitchcock, I go home much against her protests.
 
        My alarm clock on the nightstand silently declares the time of eight in the morning. All I can think of is falling ever so wonderfully into a coma-deep asleep. As soon as my head hits the pillow the phone rings. I forgot to unplug the stinkin’ phone. 
 
        The phone rings eight times and then goes silent. A silent sigh of relief slowly infiltrates my mortal remains once again. And then… it begins to ring once again. Realizing the inevitability of it, I unwilling reach over and pick up the phone.              
 
        “Hello?”
 
        “Matt. Glad I caught you before you left for work. I just wanted to make sure you come by my office this morning. You must have a heck of a story to tell about your escapades yesterday. I can’t wait to talk it over with you,” Lloyd domineeringly presumes.
 
        “Lloyd, wait a minute. I almost got myself killed yesterday. I need a couple of days to recover.” 
 
        “Oh come on, son. Don’t wimp out on me now. You’re the only one in town that has the exclusive inside story. All you need is a good thick cup of coffee.”
 
        “Now listen, Lloyd…”
 
        “Tell you what, Matt, take some extra time for yourself this morning.” he interrupts. 
 
   “Take a good long hot shower and get some coffee. Don’t worry about coming in here till say, nine this morning.”
 
        “Lloyd!” I yell into the phone.
 
        “Look Matt, I need the story by deadline today. You understand that, don’t you? I’ll see you when you get in.” The phone clicks to silence, followed by the irritating sound of the dial tone; the unrelenting dial tone, a thorny reminder that I did not stand up to Lloyd Hatch one more time.
 
        I slam the phone down as hard as I can. It feels very good to me for the moment, but supplies me with little reimbursement for my damaged pride and exhausted soul.
 
        With puttylike legs and a sledge-hammer headache, I stagger into the office of The Portland Herald, trying to walk directly towards my desk without any fanfare or notoriety. 
 
        I almost make it to my desk, when suddenly Betty’s inflectionally uncommon voice is heard over the loudspeaker.
 
        “Hey everybody, Mr. Brooks is back,” she announces, the way only a girl from Brooklyn that is chewing at least a pound of bubble gum, wearing copious amounts of fruit-colored makeup, three-inch long press-on nails, and a pair of two story high heels could be expected to speak.
 
        A workmate crowd gathers to welcome me back, wish me well, and all ask me the same three questions. What was it like? Were you afraid? Why did you come back to work so soon?
 
        Then Kelly enters the room. She walks over to my desk with her arms outstretched, as if she hasn’t seen me for a long, long time. Opening my arms reciprocally, we immure into a prolonged close embrace. 
 
        The entire office becomes audience to our embrace, then they soon become awkwardly embarrassed, and one by one shrink off to where ever they had come from.
 
        “You look exhausted Matt. Why aren’t you home in bed where you should be?” She finally says, holding on firmly to my hand.
 
        “Believe me, that is exactly where my heart is.”
 
        “But Lloyd called me just about the time my head was hitting the pillow, and gave me one of his ultimatum speeches. So today I am going to be living on black coffee and ibuprofen.”
 
        “Why do you let him push you around like that?” she asks.
 
        “Well, basically because I need to pay my rent and buy a six-pack of beer once in awhile.” 
 
        “Well, if I were you, I would march right in there and tell Lloyd that since I just about got killed doing my job for him yesterday, I am going to take the rest of the day off.” She spits out, pointing over towards Lloyd’s office.
 
        “Don’t worry your pretty head…”
 
        “Matt!” Lloyd’s voice abruptly shouts over my desk intercom.
 
        “You and Kelly get in here right away,” he orders.
 
        We stand there for a moment looking back and forth at each other, and then I pick up my coffee cup and follow Kelly to his office.
 
        “Good morning Lloyd. How are…”
 
        “Sit down Matt,” he interrupts. “And shut the door.”
 
        “What’s up?” I whimsically ask.
 
        Lloyd fidgets for a moment at his desk. He rubs his face with his hands over and over again, his face finally ending up inside his open hands for another moment before he speaks.
 
        Kelly and I look at each other dumbfounded.
 
        “What is it Lloyd? What’s going on?”
 
        “I’ll tell you what’s going on.” he looks down at his desk and then shakes his head. Then he looks over at me more solemnly than I have remembered seeing him. 
 
        “Air Force One has gone down, somewhere in an Iowa cornfield.” 
 
        “What?” Kelly quickly stands up, her mouth wide open.
 
        “The President was on his way home from a goodwill visit to France. He just wanted to make a couple of campaign stops in Iowa before he came back to the White House. He never made it.”
 
        “Is the President…? I mean is the President dead?”
 
        “We don’t know.” 
 
        “What happened?” Kelly asks.
 
        “I mean, did they fly into bad weather? Or, or… was it a bomb? Was it a terrorist bomb, Mr. Hatch?” she asks the question that we are all thinking.
 
        “We don’t know anything right now. They say Air Force One went down somewhere just outside of Danville, Iowa. That’s why I want you and Matt on the next plane to Danville, Iowa, wherever in the world that is.” 
 
        “We’re on it, Lloyd. Kelly and I are on our way to the airport right now,” I tell him, as I begin to walk out of Lloyd’s office door. Kelly, with her stunned and serious face immediately follows.  
 
         “Oh, Matt,” he calls me back. I stop and poke my head back inside his door.
 
        “Something else, Lloyd?” I ask.
 
        “Hang the expense. Do whatever it takes to get the story, OK?”
 
         “OK,” I’m a little stunned at his words.
 
        “Sure Lloyd; whatever it takes,” I assure him.
 
        “And Matt…” he adds. “You realize that I’d only send my very best on a story like this one, so don’t let me down.”
 
        “Don’t worry, Lloyd. Kelly and I won’t let you down,” I promise him.
 
        “I’m counting on that. Just remember: If you do let me down, there will be hell to pay,” he warns, wearing an aloof grin.
 
        Only Lloyd could give a backdoor compliment of being the best in one breath, and then threaten you with the loss of your job with the next. I smile at the irony of it, as I step into the elevator.
 
        As Kelly and I rush to the airport, we both are silently entangled in our own deep thoughts; another plane crash. This time it is Air Force One. Was the President actually on board? Were there any survivors or were all killed on impact?
 
        Ordinarily in such a situation as this, I would usually be wondering if the crash of Air Force One was due to pilot error, machine malfunction, or terrorist attack. But now, because I know what I know, I have suspicion that the crash of Air Force One has been caused by a more ominous and sinister culprit. 
 
        It has all of the telltale signs. A prominent public figure being killed in some grotesque, sensational, and spectacular way that makes the whole world stand up and take notice. 
 
        I wonder how much panic, frenzy, and trouble this day in history will bring to the future of mankind. Yes, the whole world will be talking about this for years to come. What really happened, who or what really caused the crash? Was it an assassination, a terrorist attack, a conspiracy, or just a freak accident? 
 
         This was no assassination, or terrorist attack, nor was it due to any accident by human error. This was accomplished by a conspiracy of intrigue, not by fellow humans, but by creatures no one even knows exist. 
 
        I suspect that from somewhere behind the scenes, some infamously sinister evildoer has stealthily planned and plotted this underhanded scheme, distracting the world into a cataclysmic pandemonium. What a horrible and ingeniously morbid way to distract people of their attention! 
 
        How much of what has happened in our world’s history has been blamed upon acts of God, human error, terrorism, hatred and greed; when all this time it has been the masterminding scheme of the Fathers of Myth.
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