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The Memory Tree

 

An Introduction by Ronald Kelly

 

 

 

 Very few books that have been written possess the honesty and depth of feeling to transcend the printed page and truly touch the human soul.

 I’ve read several in my time. The Bible springs immediately into mind. Then there was Harper Lee’s To Kill A Mockingbird when I was an impressionable fourteen years of age. Steinbeck wrote two that moved me in such a way; Of Mice and Men and The Grapes of Wrath.

 And then there is John R. Little’s The Memory Tree.

 High praise for a first novel, you might say? Perhaps. But in my opinion, a powerful and emotional novel like this deserves to be considered as such. Personally, it has left a lasting impact that, truthfully, will remain with me for the rest of my life.

 When I first read The Memory Tree, my family was in the midst of a difficult and devastating time. Two weeks before, my wife and I had discovered that our oldest daughter had been sexually abused by a close relative… for an extended period of time.

 We had absolutely no idea that this was taking place; no suspicions that our little girl had been violated such a horrible manner. She had concealed it well. But then fear and intimidation can build a sturdy wall of secrecy between parent and child.

 You can imagine the gamut of emotions I experienced as a father. Anger, sadness, and guilt. Guilt most of all, at having been unable to protect my child from her terrible loss of innocence. We seemed to run into a brick wall when we sought help. Everyone around us – the local authorities, child services, even family – appeared to want to sweep it under the rug. In their eyes, it was a shameful thing that was best forgotten. My wife and I began to wonder if they were right. We were slowly being led down a pathway of denial and retreat.

 Then, as I grappled with the frustration of the situation, a review copy of The Memory Tree arrived in the mail. Eager to escape my troubles, I immersed myself in its reading, believing that it would take me far from the awful, anguished place I had occupied for the past couple of weeks.

 I was wrong. When I finished Chapter 17, I laid that book down and cried like I had never cried before in my life.

 That night, sleep came sparingly. I would awake with passages from The Memory Tree echoing through my mind. At one point I thought “Good Lord . . . will I be able to finish this book? Do I even want to?”

 By the following morning, I had made my decision. I sat down and read the book in its entirety. And I’m forever glad that I did.

 For The Memory Tree was not simply a novel. For me it was a necessary catharsis. A balm for the soul. 

 Afterward, I was determined to do whatever was required to make our unfortunate situation better. My daughter received the help she needed to overcome her abuse and, today, she is a very happy and well-adjusted young lady. Someday I will bring The Memory Tree to her and insist that she read it. I hope that she has the desire to take the same journey that I once took… as well as the courage to finish it.

 In a perfect world, The Memory Tree would top every best-seller list. It would garner countless awards and accolades. It would grace the bookshelves of bookstores and public libraries alike. And it would be seared into the mind of every child molester on the face of the earth.

 But, as we all know, perfection is not the strongest trait of humankind.

 For the time being, we should all feel blessed to simply be able to hold this book in our hands and read it for ourselves.

 

 

Ronald Kelly

Brush Creek, Tennessee

June 2008








 

 

 

Part 1

 

 

 

One always begins to forget a place as soon as it’s left behind.

 

Charles Dickens








 

 

 

 

Chapter 1

 

 

 

 I was 52 years old the first time I dissolved.

 I didn’t know what was happening, but a part of me thought it was a heart attack. Here I was, an out-of-shape cigarette smoker, twenty pounds overweight, maybe thirty. No exercise, greasy food to the max. And, let’s not forget a high-stress job and genetic predisposition.

 I was at work when it happened. Leaning over my cluttered desk, staring at my computer screen, pretending to care about the icons staring back at me, the graphs and the numbers spilling down the screen like little drops of rain splashing down into gutters on a cool summer

night. It had been a long time since I cared enough about my clients to worry about the market being up or down, and those streaming stock quotes just didn’t grab my interest the way they once did.

 The first sensation started somewhere in the middle of a burst of Nasdaq quotes, a continuous circle of ticker symbols from Amazon to Yahoo and back.

 The word “pain” isn’t quite right for what I felt. Not in the beginning. It started with a shortness of breath and a tingling sensation in my chest. I remember feeling surprised, wondering briefly if the cheeseburger and fries I had scarfed down at lunch were starting to back up on me.

 The stinging in my chest shifted and moved throughout my entire body. I was shocked into attention. As I held my arm up, I could see small green and white pinches of light covering my skin, miniature silent explosions. When each tiny flash was gone, so was the underlying skin. My body was being eaten away in small bits and pieces, and that scared me more than even a real heart attack would have. What kind of disease does that?

 Fifty-two years old. I was way too young to die, wasn’t I? Especially like this, having my body suddenly betray me and fall to bits and pieces. Fifty-two . . . was too young. It didn’t even come close to being “old” these days.

 My father was old when he died at 59, really old. Mom was old when she passed on a year later. But now, I was still young. Not like them.

 I heard a thin unrecognizable voice I somehow knew was my own. “Jenny.” I couldn’t leave Jenny, my wife. In just a few seconds, visions of wills, insurance, and other unfinished end-of-life business flew through my mind like the stock market quotes I had just been studying. A streaming mess I was leaving behind for Jenny.

 My whole body started to wrack with an uncontrollable quaking. Although everything must have happened over the span of only a few seconds, it felt like an eternity to me. I could feel my entire body starting to shift and dissolve, pieces of me falling apart into a celestial meat grinder.

 Each vanishing cell screamed out to me. I could smell my burning flesh disappearing.

 I tried to call for help, but only a tiny whisper escaped the remains of my lips. My assistant, Shelley, was only ten feet away, sitting just outside my office, but her back was to me, and she didn’t hear a word. She was yawning and brushing her hair absently, killing time in her boring dead-end job as she seemed to do more and more these days.

 I couldn’t breathe; too many cells had evaporated from my lungs.

 Tears wound down my cheeks and little whimpers fell from my mouth, hovering around me.

 I fought to stand up, figuring I could walk out to Shelley and get her help. I pushed up, but nothing happened. My butt stayed nailed to my ergonomically correct chair. I had often joked that I would never die of bad posture.

 I tried one more time, and the chair popped out from underneath me, clattering against the back wall. Without any support, I collapsed onto the floor and passed out.

This is what it’s like to die, I thought. At least it went fast.

 

 Nobody was more surprised than me when I lived to see another day. I quit smoking and started exercising. It didn’t help.

 Since then, I’ve had several other “episodes” over a six-month period. I still don’t even know what to call these things. The only word that seems to accurately describe the sensation is “dissolving.” The last time was two years ago, and it appears I’m over that phase of my life. The doctors were all mystified, but not as mystified as I was.

 What they saw and tried to diagnose was something completely different from what I felt and experienced. Shelley did hear my chair banging back behind me, and she screamed. Fortunately, others came and saw me crashed to the floor.

 Nobody saw bright green flashes or dissolving flesh. They thought I had just dropped dead. When someone checked, they found a pulse and very shallow respiration -- shallow, but there.

 I stayed in a coma for a week.

 When I awoke . . . well, I’ll get to that in due course. The only thing that matters is that when all was said and done, I had experienced a remarkable set of events. Jenny and I decided I should write the story down, hoping that by having the details etched into these pages, by taking the time to document each and every step, perhaps we would find some meaning in the entire experience.

 We’ll see.

 Here is my story.








 

 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

 

 Okay, how to start? First, my name. Samuel Julius Ellis. My mother called me Sammy when she was alive. My father, Sam. Samuel was my grandfather’s name on my mother’s side. I didn’t know where Julius came from.

 I had one brother, Marty. He was five years older than I was and named after a fashion for my mother’s mother (Mary). All four of my grandparents died of heart attacks before I really knew them. Marty was a decent enough brother, but the age difference was really a very large gulf for us to bridge, and we had little to do with each other. He alone would call me by my middle name, Julius, as if I needed a more exotic name, to not be just a common old Sam. Even though he was only a shadow wandering in and out of my life, I was immensely proud of him. My big brother.

 Marty had a dog. He found it out in the fields one day and brought it home. Nobody knew who it belonged to, and that usually meant somebody had abandoned it. He was a cross between a spaniel and a collie. Mostly black with splotches of white. Marty named him Scout. He was old, almost ready to die, and he did die a few years later. It seemed he had no reason to live when Marty himself was dead.

 When I was young, I was a reader. I was always wandering around with a book or two under my arm, and the librarians all knew me. Of course, in a small town like Nelson, Montana, it wasn’t like there were a million kids wandering the stacks. It didn’t take long to recognize the same skinny little kid who kept coming in. I grew my potbelly much later in life.

 So, I read a lot. My friends thought it was geeky. They nicknamed me Shakespeare, and that got quickly shortened to Shakey, at least for a few summers.

 My mom would scowl and scrunch up her nose whenever my friends called me that. Fortunately, my mother and my friends almost never crossed paths. I hated my parents and would never deliberately bring friends over.

 Now, when I say I hated my parents, you might nod and think you understand, but you don’t. I mean, I really hated them.

 My father was a drunken asshole. He beat me, yelled at me, and turned me into a terrified little boy, who had no place to hide at home, and who instead hid in the library, the school, or on the baseball field. Anywhere but home.

 My mom was drunk as often as my dad was, but she never hit me. I don’t even think she liked watching him do it, and maybe that’s why she was pissed to the gills as often as he was. Sometimes I wonder if she was as big a victim as me. It didn’t matter. I hated her for being there and doing nothing.

 I almost never saw my mother smile. She was pretty, even as she aged, and when she did give me a smile, it was like the sun shining after a month of gray rain. I always wished to see that smile more than I ever really did.

 Nelson, Montana in the late sixties: at thirty-five thousand people, it wasn’t a thriving metropolis, but it was a great place to be a kid, especially in the summer. The sun was always big and hot, and the world hadn’t lost its innocence yet. The streets were safe, we thought, nobody locked their doors, and kids stayed out playing pickup baseball till ten o’clock each night. The sky was clear, the crickets and cicadas filled the air with songs, and the light breeze coming in from the surrounding grain fields gave a wonderful yeasty smell to the city that grew stronger and stronger until summertime gave way to the autumn harvests.

 In 1968, I was thirteen. I hit puberty and learned to masturbate. They never told us anything about this in school. I learned mostly by accident. 

 Images from my summer life at thirteen: baseball; basketball; reading; riding my bike out to the distant fields and drinking a Coke or two beside a countryside filled with golden wheat; breaking windows in abandoned houses; being a charter member of the Beauty Shop Gang (more on that later); shoplifting my first pack of cigarettes with my buddy Mel and almost puking my guts out when I smoked them.

 And: a bleeding ear from being hit with an old wooden yardstick; a broken finger from being knocked down a flight of stairs; time spent hiding under my bed, hoping against hope my dad wouldn’t come find me when I could hear him yelling downstairs; being ridiculed by him as a

fucked-up shit in front of my brother. I wasn’t even overweight then. It didn’t matter. Nothing I could ever do would please my father.

 The year before, my dad had knocked my mother down the stairs, too, and he’d broken three of her ribs. He thought it was funny until he sobered up. I heard her bounce down the hardwood stairs, a thumping that woke me up in the middle of the night.

 I still hear those bounces late at night, my imagination creating the pictures in my mind I never witnessed in reality.

 But, when he did sober up, my father was the nicest man in the world. He treated me with kindness, and he was pleased with me wanting to go to university instead of being a farmer or working in a fast-food restaurant. He loved my brother and me equally in those rare moments of sobriety. He really had this Jekyll and Hyde thing going on. Hyde almost always won.

 One of my favorite memories of my childhood is about my father. It was a Sunday morning one summer, early, maybe seven, eight o’clock. I was sitting on the front stoop, just killing time, watching traffic go by, another paperback mystery novel dangling in my hands. The transistor radio was on in the kitchen, and tinny music drifted out to me. The city seemed at peace, and so did my family. Only my dad and I were awake, me on the porch, he making a cup of coffee for himself. 

 After a while, he came out and sat beside me. I tensed for a moment, checking to be sure it was coffee in his hand, not whiskey. “Hey, Sam, whatcha reading today?”

 I showed him the Agatha Christie. “Just an old mystery.”

 He nodded. “Never had much time to read myself.” Strictly speaking, this wasn’t true. He had lots of time. He just chose to spend it getting drunk.

 A song by The Beatles came on the radio, and we could hear it in the background. Nelson hadn’t woken yet. There was no traffic to drown out the sound. I hadn’t really listened to the lyrics of “When I’m 64” much. I liked most Beatles’ songs, but this one had flown below my radar. In the silence, I listened to the song along with my father. It was a sad song filled with wonderings, Lennon (or was it McCartney?) wondering whether his true love would be there for him, helping him, loving him, when he was sixty-four.

 My dad looked at me and gently touched my thigh. I was wearing brown shorts. “You’re getting to be a tall bugger,” he said. There was a touch of sadness to his voice. Melancholy. I smiled at him, wanting so much to please him. I wasn’t afraid of him that morning. He’d start in with the whiskey shortly, but for now, the coffee cup in his hand provided the protection I needed.

 He said, “You like that song?”

 “Yeah, sure.” I knew he didn’t get The Beatles. Not many of my friends’ parents did, either. “It’s got a nice bounce to it.”

 He nodded and took another sip of his coffee. “Will you take care of me when I’m sixty-four?” He seemed to blink away a tear. The thought of me taking care of him sounded ludicrous. He would always be the one to take care of me, wouldn’t he?

 I must have looked stunned. 

 “That’s if’n I last to sixty-four, of course,” he said with a bitter laugh.

 He didn’t.

 My father died of lung cancer when he was fifty-nine. I didn’t go to his funeral.








 

 

 

 

Chapter 3

 

 

 I moved away from Nelson at the first possible

chance -- the end of high school. Montana wasn’t for me. Too rural, too close to my father. The vision of the future landscaping my mind included a large city, cosmopolitan, exciting, full of opportunities. Having grown up in a town that was more country than city caused my dreams to pull in the opposite direction. I watched the allure of Times Square every New Year’s Eve, when the silvery ball lowered itself to bring in the new year. I loved the lights, the billboards, the throngs of people. That’s where I was sure I belonged. Away from my father, far from everything bad that had happened. 

 When high school did end in 1973, I attended the University of Washington in Seattle, where I studied Economics and Business. It wasn’t New York City, but it was still a big step up from Nelson. I’m not quite sure even now why I picked Economics and Business. It seemed like a crapshoot, each subject just as unlikely to be enjoyable as the next. I just grabbed something that sounded like it might use some math; I was good at math.

 I did like my courses, though, and I surprised myself by graduating first in my class. Straight A’s.

 Moving to Seattle was one of the biggest changes in my life. It was five hundred miles from Montana, far enough to eventually put a dent in the memories of my childhood.

 When I left Nelson, I drove a 1952 Chevy, a light-blue clunker I had picked up from the father of a friend for two hundred bucks. All the way west, I wondered if the car would make it. As it turned out, the car lasted me another five years and never cost me a dime in repairs.

 The trip itself was a blur. I didn’t appreciate the scenery and barely remember anything except sleeping in the car the first night, just pulled over on the side of the highway, waking up cramped and cold and wondering if I had made a huge mistake in leaving home.

 Everything turned around as soon as I hit the west coast.

 Mrs. Clawson ran a boarding house in Everett, a clean, quiet suburb of Seattle. She had a spare room on the top floor of her sprawling two-and-a-half story home, and I lived there for three years, until I finished my studies.

 She was a stern woman but kind. When I first met her, she was about forty but seemed much older. You could tell just with a quick glance that she had lived a hard life. I don’t think I ever saw her smile. Her hair was prematurely gray, and the wrinkles in her face were etched by worry and hardship. Her husband had abandoned her shortly after their daughter, Jenny, was born.

 Mrs. Clawson had initially rented out her own bedroom in the small bungalow she lived in, while she herself slept on a living room couch, scrimped and saved, and eventually was able to afford the nice home she now owned. She still rented rooms, still saving every penny.

 Her house was large and rambling. In Nelson, we would have called it a mansion. In Everett, it just fit in with all its neighbors. Off-white with olive green trim. The lawn was neat, and so was everything inside. The house reflected Mrs. Clawson’s personality. Clean, organized. Everything in its place.

 And then there was Jenny.

 Mrs. Clawson had mentioned a daughter, but I lived in the house for almost two weeks before I met her, realized she was my age -- eighteen -- and found she was absolutely drop-dead stunning. When I first saw her, she was sitting on the front porch, reading. Her feet were absently swinging beneath her. She stood up, smiled, and said, “You must be Sam. I’m Jenny.” My heart jumped alive with a beat of its own accord.

 It took me a moment to collect my wits enough to answer, “Hey. Nice to meet you.”

 She laughed -- a wondrous laugh that caught me off guard. She had long, chestnut hair woven into a tight ponytail reaching halfway down her back. I couldn’t help but stare at her. She had the brightest smile and laughing dark-brown eyes, eyes that captured me and wouldn’t let go. Her lips were wide and full of life, just like the rest of her. Little wire-frame glasses perched on her nose, and a pink dress just covered her knees. Below that were short white socks and brown sandals where her toes peeked out.

 At that moment, I imagined spending the rest of my life with this girl. I’d never been so overwhelmed by anybody. Never before, never since, had I felt so absolutely lost. Before we spoke another dozen sentences to each other, I could tell she was as smitten with me as I was with her.

 I can still see her face as it was that day, the slight tilting of her head as the radio played Elton John’s “Goodbye Yellow Brick Road” in the background, and the smell of the petunias surrounding the deck permeating the air.

 “So Sam, sit down and tell me something about yourself.”

 I did.

 I told her about Nelson, about my brother, a bit about my mother. Somehow, my father didn’t seem to enter my thoughts. I told her about my dreams of living in a big city, of making a difference (whatever that meant), of wanting to see the world, of wanting to go to Times Square on New Year’s Eve and Rio de Janeiro during Mardi Gras and the markets of Cairo and Bangkok. I told her about wanting to do everything.

 She laughed and nodded, and before I knew it an hour had passed and I was holding her hand.

 She told me all about herself, too -- book lover, wants to travel, her father’s death, no siblings, good mother.

 Hell, we even talked about how neither of us wanted children later in life. We both wanted our freedom.

 We both knew with a snap that we were meant to be together. I was happy for the first time in longer than I could remember.

 This was the girl I was to marry in less than four years. And in less than five, I would be beating her.








 

 

 

 

Part 2

 

 

 

Memory is deceptive because it is colored by today’s events.

 

Albert Einstein








 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 4

 

 

 The first sensation I had when I woke up was soft floral scents somewhere around me. I always loved flowers. With my eyes still closed, I tried to identify the type of flower, a little challenge before prying myself fully awake. Roses, maybe, but I couldn’t figure out why I would have roses in my house, unless Jenny had picked some up when she was out shopping earlier.

 Then I realized I wasn’t very comfortable, with something sticking up into the small of my back.

Absent-mindedly I reached around and pulled a small rock out from underneath me. 

 I sat up and snapped my eyes open when I realized I wasn’t in my bed. Blinking, I took in the scene around me. It took my eyes a few moments to focus. To my left was a massive field of sunflowers, hundreds of acres worth. That was the smell I hadn’t quite figured out. They seemed to sway in unison, thousands upon thousands of identical soldiers marching together into eternity.

 To my right was a small gravel road and on the other side of the road, more fields. I couldn’t tell what was planted on that side, since there were no blooms, only a stretch of green as far as I could see.

What the hell happened? I wondered silently. Where am I?

 I licked my lips and rubbed my sore eyes, hoping this would help to clarify things.

 I thought back. The office. Sitting watching Nasdaq quotes. Then --

 Exploding green and white flashes all over my body.

 “Oh, my God,” I said as I jumped to my feet. 

 I held my hands in front of me, then grabbed my chest, feeling nothing out of the ordinary, knowing my hands were solid, not a million shifting little bits falling by the wayside. I concentrated on my breathing, and everything seemed fine. As I thought of the labored struggle I had just survived, the cool clean air filling my lungs felt incredible. The pain and tingling sensations were gone.

 Then, I flexed my left hand and swung my arm around. Nothing. I stuttered, “What, what . . . ”

 I had just had some kind of attack. I knew that. I remembered it just happening. Dissolving.
Vanishing.

 But now, there were no signs.

 I fell back to the ground, my legs totally giving way. “How am I not -- ” I struggled with the word “ -- dead?”

 Then a thought. Or am I?

 But I didn’t feel dead. I started to chuckle at that thought, as if I would actually know what it was like to be dead. But, damnit, it didn’t feel like I was dead. I felt fully alert, conscious, alive.

 I had no strength in my legs, and I could feel my bowels gurgling. The smell of the sunflowers and the light breeze cooling my face seemed foreign. I stayed sitting on the ground and tried once more to remember what had happened.

 I had been sitting at my desk at McLeod Warner, the biggest securities firm in Seattle. It was another boring day, the market up, the market down. I didn’t care one way or the other. The little envelope icon was flashing at the bottom of my screen. Probably the usual set of persistent clients wanting to know about the drop in Intel or Cisco or the gains in Home Depot or --

 Then the shortness of breath and the stinging pain running through me as . . . as I dissolved.

 It happened. I remembered it clearly. Just a moment ago.

 Trying to get out of the chair, collapsing to the floor, passing out before the pounding floor smashed into my face.

 And waking up on the side of a gravel road, surrounded by sunflowers, cool breeze, and emptiness.

 Emptiness.

Where the hell am I?

 Not Seattle, that’s for sure. No place like this within striking distance of Microsoft and Starbucks. Seattle was a huge city, a million miles of traffic jams, built on a harbor in Puget Sound.

 I climbed back to my feet and convinced myself I wasn’t dreaming by pinching myself and biting the inside of my mouth.

 My back was sore, cramped from lying on the harsh ground. I didn’t know how long I had been there.

 I looked around more closely.

 Beyond the sunflowers, there were only more sunflowers, hundreds of acres of the fucking things.

 I walked across the gravel road and up to the green plants on the other side. I didn’t have to get too close before I recognized they were corn stalks. From their size, I could tell it was from late June or early July.

 Ten minutes ago, it had been February.

 I looked past the corn and could see other kinds of plants beyond, but they were too far away to tell exactly what they were.

 The sun was a blazing globe, halfway up the sky. If this was late June, it was near the summer solstice, give or take. It was early afternoon, and I was probably in the mid-west. One of the courses I took at university was astronomy, since I always enjoyed reading science fiction as a kid. This was the first time that course had ever had a practical purpose for me. Thanks, Professor Gryseels.

 I got my bearings. The gravel road was running north/south. As far as I could see, the road south went straight forever, and all I could see were more fields. Going north, however, the road bent around the cornfields and disappeared. It seemed like the better way to go.








 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 5

 

 

 I soon realized my shoes weren’t well suited to walking. My polished leather wingtips fit a busy office environment just fine, but they sucked for wandering along a gravel road in the middle of nowhere. Three hundred dollars a pair, now covered with ruining dust and grime. It disgusted me.

 It could have been worse, though. At least I wasn’t wearing a three-piece suit, which I sometimes need to do when the toadies from the New York office come by to inspect things. Instead, our office normally tended toward business casual, and I was cool enough in a light short sleeve dress shirt, and tan pants. Armani, of course.

 It didn’t take me very long -- maybe a half mile -- to realize just how hot the sun was. As it blazed down at me, I knew it must be above a hundred degrees, dreadfully hot, and so humid I was sweating like a sick pig.

 I surprised myself at how quickly I adjusted to the situation and gained control of myself. Years of dealing with frustrated investors had made me quick on my feet. I still hadn’t a fucking clue of how I had ended up here, but everything in life has an explanation. Whether it’s the behavior of the clients I didn’t give a rat’s ass about, or the way Jenny used to frown at me sometimes when I came home late after hitting the pub. Everything has an explanation. I’m just not always privy to what the hell it is.

 I felt confident this little side trip to farm country would be explained to me in due course. I’d find out I had been in a coma, I had amnesia, I had been kidnapped, the damned hospital dumped me off the back of a cabbage truck. Whatever it was, a logical reason would eventually arrive.

 I wasn’t sure I could concoct any possible explanation of how February had turned into June, but that was a thought best relegated to the back of my mind. Could I really have been out of it for four months?

 “Four months,” I said aloud. “And wearing the same clothes.” Didn’t fit. Not at all. My throat was parched, as if I had swallowed a bucket of sand.

 The road meandered among fields of corn, potatoes, and beans. This was a fertile area, and I knew then what it reminded me of. It was just like Nelson. Not the Nelson of today, a manufacturing town, but the Nelson I remembered from my childhood, where farming was everything that mattered, and all kinds of produce was grown.

 It felt weird, to be honest. Not quite déjà vu, but close.

 After an hour, I could hear water gurgling. My mouth was even drier if that was possible, and I immediately tracked toward the sound. The fresh aroma of the water called to me, pulling me even faster. A rickety wooden bridge connected the dirt road to another on the other side of a small river.

 I found my way down the bank to the water and cupped some into my mouth. You’d never do that in Seattle, but in the middle of all these fields, it just seemed right. Safe. And so tasty. As I sat and rested, I wondered why I hadn’t seen any farmhouses. They must be there somewhere, just not in my line of sight.

 I stretched on the ground and rested for five or ten minutes before taking another drink and reluctantly getting back to my walk. I still didn’t know where I was going, just knew if I kept walking, I had to run into somebody who could help. Eventually.

 I crossed over the small bridge and walked for another 45 minutes, when the gravel road finally connected with a real road, a paved road, and in the distance, I could see the outskirts of a city.

Hallelujah.

 It felt like I had passed an endurance test. I was drenched with sweat and was exhausted, but I had reached civilization, where I could find somewhere to rest and grab a shower, not to mention food, before finding out just what was going on.

 When I had started on my walk, I had been frustrated and pissed. Now, I was just tired and hungry.

 A couple of cars passed me from behind heading into town, and a large blue tractor was grinding its way in the other direction, heading out to the fields.

 I thought my first stop would be a place to find a beer and a burger, and my stomach started to growl at the thought. The last thing I had eaten was an Egg McMuffin I had grabbed at the drive-through McDonalds early that morning. That was shortly before six o’clock. On weekdays, the stock market opens at 6:30 a.m. Pacific Time, and I never bother to try to make myself breakfast that early. McDonalds, Burger King, and a few other fast food restaurants always supplied my breakfast.

 I was walking with my head down, but as I glanced ahead, there was a white sign with black writing, announcing:

 

Welcome to Nelson, Montana

Pop. 35,347

Home of the Largest Trout Derby in Montana!

 

 Nelson, Montana. Population 35,000 and change. For the second time that day, I was stunned. It wasn’t so much being in Nelson, although that was unlikely in its own right.

The population.

 I knew the city had grown a lot since I had left, after industrialization hit and large conglomerates settled there due to the cheap labor and low taxes. Nelson’s population was easily 50,000 now, maybe more. It had been 35,000 when I lived there, almost forty years ago.

 In fact, I remembered clearly when all the population signs were changed from 35,000 to 37,000. I was fifteen or sixteen at the time. It seemed like a big event.

The cars.

 It suddenly hit me that the cars passing me were old. Long sedans with dark coloring, fins, and whitewalls. An ancient midnight-blue Thunderbird had passed by, an old white beat-up Chevy Belaire, and a dark green Buick Skylark. I looked around as a vintage ’65 Mustang pulled smoothly past me. No Toyotas, Hondas, or Datsons to be seen, just good ole’ American-made gas-guzzlers.

 Ahead of me, the town looked exactly as I remembered it. I kept walking, ignoring the glances of old ladies looking at me with frowns covering their faces. They looked ready to jump back if I so much as took a single step in their direction. I walked down the main street, called Main Street by some unknown bureaucrat with no imagination. The same old buildings I remembered stood by me. The same old streets.

 The old brick courthouse was there. It had burned to the ground sometime around 1975. It stood directly in front of me, resurrected from the fire. Standing as straight and proud as ever.

 Without comprehension, I stumbled along to Jones’s Grocery, and my trembling hands picked up a copy of the Nelson Times-Record.

 The front-page headline stated in two-inch type, “Drought Expected in July.”

 At the top of the paper, in much smaller type, I saw the date. It didn’t show February 16, 2007 as it should have. Rather the date printed was June 27, 1968.








 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 6

 

 

 The Nelson Times-Record never had to worry that one of their reporters might accidentally win any major journalism awards. The best anyone could say about it was that they printed the box scores of most of the baseball games that mattered, and at least they spelled President Johnson’s name correctly.

 I hadn’t seen a copy of the Times-Record since I left Nelson as a teenager. I knew that originally there had been two competing papers in Nelson. The Times and the Record. In the forties, one of them started a price war, trying to put the other out of business. All that resulted was both of them losing so much money, the only way they could stay in business was to merge. Then, they raised the price to fifteen cents a copy, which seemed like robbery back then.

 Now, though, the paper seemed like gold, and fifteen cents seemed like a steal in the other direction. I bought a copy from Old Man Jones -- that’s what all the kids called him, even though he was younger than I was now.

 Everybody called his place a Grocery store, but in fact, there were few groceries and certainly nothing needing refrigeration. The store sold almost any kind of dry goods that Jones could cram into one of the three narrow aisles. Beside the newspapers in the front were bubble gum dispensers, lots of brands of cigarettes, and a candy counter holding a dozen different kinds of sugary sweets selling for a penny each.

 “Problem, Mister?” Jones was looking at me with a scowl that told me I had been staring at him without realizing it. After all, the man was long dead.

 I shook my head. “Nope. Just wanted a paper.”

 “That’ll be fifteen cents.”

 As I opened my wallet, I wondered if the currency I was carrying would pass muster with Jones. I tried to think if there had been any major redesigns of the dollar bill in the past few decades, and I knew there were. Color was embedded in the bills now, not just the stark green and black of the older currency. Although I always carried a hundred dollars or more with me wherever I went, it would all be useless to me here.

 I thought of all this, seizing the chance to grab onto something I understood, like money, leaving the bigger, more important issues, like “What the fuck is happening?” for the moment.

 I pulled out a handful of change from my pocket and found a couple of dull dimes, handed them to Jones, and added, “Keep the nickel,” hoping he wouldn’t look too closely at the coins. He didn’t.

 Old Man Jones was almost a caricature of a grumpy old storeowner. He was fat and had a short gray beard that always seemed unkempt. All the kids were afraid of him, but nobody knew quite why. We all went shopping at the store together, since none of us wanted to go in alone.

 It was here Mel and I stole that pack of cigarettes so long ago. She distracted Jones by pointing at different kinds of candy and asking about each. Old Man Jones hated selling candy, and he almost yelled at Mel, but she stood her ground, making sure she asked enough questions about the red peppermint hearts and the multi-colored jawbreakers to give me the time I needed to pocket the Camels.

 We never bothered to do it again. It was just a game.

 Jones took the dimes from me without a care. It was so odd to see the wobbly old cash register he used to ring in the sale. It had a group of round buttons ranging from one cent up to two dollars. I had no idea what he would do if he made a sale higher than that.

 “Anything else, Mister?”

 “No,” I said, still staring at the cash register. “No, thanks again.”

 “You new in town?”

 “Just passing through.” Wasn’t I? “I’ve heard this is a nice town.” I didn’t really know how to continue the thought, knowing Old Man Jones must’ve pegged me as a complete idiot.

 “Well,” he said. “Let me know if you need anything else.” He raised his eyebrows, as if to indicate it was about bloody time I moved on. I did.

 By the time I stumbled out of the Grocery, the shock was starting to wear off. Not the confusion, the uncertainty, the fear, the overwhelming feeling of being lost, but I was starting to think a little clearer. I was no longer feeling like a zombie, wandering wherever my feet happened to take me. A modicum of control was returning. There were practical considerations to occupy my mind.

 I needed a place to sit and rest.

 One of my favorite places to read when I was a kid was a little park nearby. With my newspaper in hand, I walked down and turned into the park. Crippling Park. I had forgotten the name, and now, I had no idea what it meant. I didn’t much care, either. Probably named for some dead and forgotten war hero.

 The park was very compact, only an acre or so, rectangular in shape, with the thin end butting up to Main Street. The fronting was only a hundred feet wide, but it went a fair ways back, clear through to the next street over, Jervis Street.

 Large Oak trees protected the perimeter of the park, and there were a few nice fountains and a generous supply of solid wood park benches scattered throughout. The trees kept the traffic noises out, and that’s what made it perfect for reading. Solitude, quiet, and on top of that, most of Nelson’s citizens totally ignored the park, so it provided a great deal of privacy.

 Right then, there were only a couple of kids in the park, halfway down, tossing a football back and forth.

 I found a nearby bench and opened the paper to find history from my past lit up and come to life.

 Much of the front page was about a possible local drought, and I didn’t really care much about that. I remembered the farmers worrying about a drought every year, whether it was a real threat or not. At the bottom of the first page, though, was a story about the upcoming Presidential election. Nixon was the front-runner for the Republicans, but he wasn’t yet confirmed. The rumors were that he might end up running against Eugene McCarthy. At this point, the editorial pages were predicting a heavy McCarthy win, although it was unclear what that prediction could possibly be based on. President Johnson was trying to stay out of the election, having decided not to run, but he obviously wanted McCarthy to win. The article focused on Johnson’s integrity, leaving politics to others so he could concentrate on ending the Vietnam War.

 I thought back to the secrets and lies of the Johnson administration, secretly sending more and more of our troops to Vietnam while publicly denouncing the war and calling for it to end. Kennedy, Johnson, and later Nixon, all sent so many of our innocent soldiers to their deaths in a lost and ultimately unimportant war.

 I skipped much of the local news, since it meant little to me. I didn’t recognize the people who were being talked about or the issues that seemed to matter. Most of the stories seemed like immature gossip columns. They included snippets about minor police matters, under-use of the public swimming pools, a false alarm that called the volunteer fire department to work, and other stuff too mundane to worry about. Who cares about this stuff? I wondered.

 Next, I read the sports section. The Mets were having a good year, but there was little mention of the Cardinals and the Tigers, who were destined to meet in the World Series in a few months. A small corner article mentioned only in passing that Bob Gibson had just hurled his fifth consecutive shutout. Denny McLain wasn’t mentioned at all, although he was already racking up a string of wins that would leave him as the last 30 game winner in the twentieth century. Maybe forever.

 I followed the Tigers in 1968, totally by fluke. It was the only time I ever cheered for a World Series winner right from the first pitch of the season to the last. I usually managed to root for losers, switching allegiances each spring like an unfaithful dog.

 In entertainment news, Hendrix was playing at the Kingdome in Seattle. Man, would that have been something to see.

 And then I found the stock market listings.

 Tech stocks were not really part of the scene in 1968. No Microsoft, Intel, Google, Dell, Oracle, eBay. Not much in the way of drug stocks, and the concept of genetic engineering was only a vague notion, not even rating a decent science fiction story.

 How the world would change.

 The Dow Jones Industrial Average was sitting at 929, the bottom of a long ramp leading it up to the 12,000 I had left it at only a few hours earlier, even after the horrific downslide of 2000. Of all the news I looked through, this was the fact with the biggest impact on me. I could only vaguely remember the Dow at 2,000 or so, and here it was half of that. And, according to the

Times-Record, this was high and there was a crash just waiting to bring the market down to where it belonged. If only they knew. The crash they predicted didn’t come until the tech bubble burst more than a generation later.

 I skimmed the rest of the paper, noting the weather was supposed to be good, nobody I recognized was in the obits, and the want ads were of no value. Except possibly for rental housing. I wondered if I would need that and decided I’d better hang onto the paper for a bit.

 

 I shook my head, realizing I had inadvertently fallen asleep. I blinked and took a deep breath, quickly reminding myself what had happened and where I was. Organizational Skills 101. Take stock.

 Looking around, I realized the nightmare was still on. I was still sitting on the same bench in Crippling Park. I had been awoken by the sounds of birds calling to each other. I listened to their plaintive cackles as I looked around the park.

 The day still shone with bright sunlight, almost as if no time had passed since I sat down. The baking heat felt better in the park, with the trees and grass radiating a small amount of coolness. The diminutive gardens just felt like peace.

 There were two little girls nearby, playing near one of the fountains. They each wore similar light blue frilly dresses. They also both wore their long brown hair in braids, which sent a brief memory of Mel shooting down my mind. A second glance showed they weren’t really that similar to Mel, but the thought persisted.

 A bit farther down the park was a young boy, reading. I felt a tightness of my chest as I looked and realized here was the teenage me, reading a book I still remembered.








 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 7

 

 

 The book was a cheap paperback edition of 2001: A Space Odyssey. It was a novelization of the movie. It seemed so ironic that I remembered the real 2001 passing so uneventfully a handful of years ago. There was no HAL, no black monolith waiting patiently on the moon, no space journey out to Jupiter.

 My younger self was absorbed in the book and seemed to be about halfway through. I stared openly at him, as he sat just twenty feet away from me. His hair was almost pure white and curly, which I had completely forgotten. In my late-teens, my hair darkened to the sandy brown I have today, and I keep it short, so the curls don’t show. He wore a dingy blue shirt that might have been a dress shirt once upon a time. Brown trousers and dirty blue sneakers filled out the rest of his poorly matched wardrobe.

 I was looking at myself, and again a complete sense of unreality spread over me.

Not possible.

 But here I was. Once again, I forced myself to concentrate exclusively on practicalities.

 The sun was starting to lower a bit as late afternoon stretched its wings. I do need to think about a place to stay, I thought. I remembered there was a group of houses on Jervis street that had rooms for let. Maybe I’d try one of them.

 But, I couldn’t leave yet. Not when Sam (“Little Sam” my mind called him) was sitting there. I felt like I was staring at one of those funhouse mirrors that distort your face and body, making you fat instead of thin or vice versa. This mirror shed almost forty years, providing a perfect reflection of my childhood.

 Finally, I worked up the nerve to walk over to him. “Hi, pal,” I said.

 He looked up at me. I knew he would talk to me. When young, I never had a proper fear of strangers, which seems really odd in retrospect. One of life’s lessons never passed down from my parents, I guess. Too many real dangers squashed any potential other ones to the bottom of the bin. Strangers never hurt me; only the people I knew did that.

 “Hi.” His voice was gentle and soft, feather-like, almost a whisper. That was the way of his life. Fear ruled him more than any other factor. Not fear of strangers. Fear of home.

 “Good book, isn’t it?”

 He nodded and looked at the cover, as if he hadn’t looked closely at it before. He was just avoiding my eyes. “I wanted to read it before going to see the movie,” he said.

 “I read that when I was a kid,” I said. “I’ll remember it forever. You’ll love the movie, too.”

 Little Sam looked up at me, and didn’t say anything for a minute. Finally, he asked, “You lost?” He tried to smile, but it was forced from lack of practice. His eyes were wide, bright blue. If he had grown up in another family, he’d have been handsome.

 “Yeah, maybe a little. I’m just passing through town and I’m looking for a bed and breakfast to stay at.”

 “A what?”

 “A . . . a room I can rent.”

 “You talk funny.”

 I pursed my lips, surprised by his honesty. “Yes, well, I’ve come a long way.”

 “The lady next door to my place is always talking about renting a room in her basement. I think it used to be her daughter’s place, but she’s not there any more.” His shoulders slumped, as if he was ready to be yelled at. For saying too much? I wondered.

 I nodded. “Maybe that’s just what I need.” His story did vaguely ring a bell, and I thought it was worth a try. I remembered Mrs. Williamson as being a quiet old lady. Quiet? Well, maybe a despairing cold-hearted spinster was a better description. But quiet. Just the kind of landlord I’d want.

 “Thanks, pal. I’ll try that.”

 As I started to walk away, he yelled, “Hey, don’t you want to know where she lives?”

 “Yeah. Sorry, I’m a bit distracted.”

 He gave me the address which I knew as well as my own home in Seattle, and I started to move on. I glanced back as I left the park and could see him looking back toward me. I waved and he waved back.

 Weird.

 

 Main Street was almost empty of traffic. Rush hour wasn’t a concept that mattered here. I vaguely wondered if the term even existed yet. Little Sam hadn’t known what a B&B was. How many other words and phrases would I use that would make people stare at me? I decided I needed to be ready to talk about any odd language I might use by ascribing it to the artsy crowd in Seattle.

 I started to create a mini-autobiography of a fictitious life.

 I stopped suddenly, hit by a memory. A brand new memory of my childhood. I held my breath, shocked as my brain tripped across it, fully blown, my own recollection of the day I was reading 2001 in Crippling Park and a stranger came up to talk to me.

 The memory wasn’t there before. I swear it. I had never met the guy. But now, I remembered it as clearly as anything else. The stranger was tall, stocky, slightly imposing, and he spoke strangely.

 My hand automatically covered my mouth as I stopped near a red brick storefront. I thought back to that

long-ago time. The park, the book, the stranger.

 And something I had no explanation for -- something the stranger had said. He said he had read the same book when he was a kid. But, when he said that, I knew he was lying, since the book had only just been released this summer, the summer of ‘68, to tie in to the movie.

 I never understood why he lied to me.








 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 8

 

 

 I left Crippling Park and walked back down Main Street going north, heading in the general direction of my childhood home and the neighbor, Mrs. Williamson. The more I thought of it, the more I liked the idea of renting a room next door to where I grew up. It just felt like the right thing to do.

 As the Park receded behind me, my feet moved slower and slower until I was barely shuffling along the empty street. At four o’clock, the city was like a ghost town compared to my Seattle, but it even seemed empty compared to what I remembered of my youth here in Nelson. Every few minutes a car would drive by, but there was really much less traffic than I expected to see.

 My biggest problem was money. How could I pay Mrs. Williamson for a room? That’s why my feet were dragging.

 I couldn’t use the money in my pocket. She may be old, but nobody could mistake the bright blue and brown anti-counterfeit measures of twenty-first century bills for any currency available in 1968.

 Nope, I had to find a way to get some present-day cash, and I had little time to do it.

 My first thought was to borrow it from Little Sam, but that idea left me quickly, since I knew very well he had no money to speak of. That’s why the library was so special to me when I was him. It was free.

 I could steal the money, and I was surprised I actually seriously considered this option. My clinical, problem-solving side came to the fore and this seemed like an obvious solution. Only a small part of me was worried about the ethical problems arising. Then, a thought: I could find a way to steal money, but leave my own money in its place. It’s not technically stealing, since the bills I left would actually be worth something in the future. I almost laughed at the thought of somebody holding on to my currency in the hope it would become valuable one day.

 Wouldn’t happen.

 Besides, I might get caught. No, not a good choice.

 I stopped walking. This was a bigger problem than I had originally thought. Where the heck could I get any money?

How much would I need? was another question. Depends how long I’m here, I answered myself. Things were awfully cheap compared to what I was used to. Could I manage on a hundred bucks a week? Less? I had no idea.

The stock market.

 Given time, I could invest money in the stock market. I knew which companies did well in the late sixties. This idea died almost as quickly as the theft idea. I didn’t have any seed money, and I didn’t know exactly what the timing was. Besides, it wouldn’t work fast enough to find me a place to sleep tonight.

Horse races?

 Could I find a place to bet on the ponies? But, today wasn’t the Kentucky Derby or any of the other big races, and I didn’t even think there was an off-track betting place in Nelson. It was way too conservative. On top of that, I had no idea who won any races in 1968. Was that the year of Northern Dancer? Secretariat? No clue.

 I was running out of ideas and stared desperately down the street. Maybe I’d have to find somebody to plead with, beg some money. There were no other beggars on the street, which amazed me.

 Then, my eyes fell on the triple bronze balls of Tod Clark’s Pawn Shop a half-block down the street, and I smiled.

 I almost ran to the store, not knowing if it was near closing time.

 A buzzer rang as I pushed the door open. A small, beady-eyed man lifted his head from a small clock he was studying on the counter. He was clearly very attentive, very protective of his store. “Yes, can I help you?”

 “I’d like to pawn a ring.” I moved to the counter and twisted my wedding ring off.

 He took it cautiously but didn’t say anything for a moment, turning it in his hands. He then patted the pocket on his overalls and pulled out a jeweler’s loupe. “Very pretty,” he said. He had a slight accent I couldn’t place. Italian maybe, but washed out by living in America for a long time. “We don’t get much like this here. That’s quite a diamond you got.”

 The ring was almost identical to Jenny’s. We didn’t get them until after we were married for three years and my income allowed us to really splurge. “It’s half a carat,” I said. The ring really was beautiful, a wide band of fourteen-karat gold centered by the large perfect diamond.

 Jenny’s was the same, just a bit smaller. “Diamonds are forever,” I said when we both slipped them on our fingers.

 He looked up. “We really don’t get that kind of thing here.” He took his glasses off and fitted the loupe, turned on a desk lamp.

 After studying it, he handed the ring back. “I’m sorry, Mister, but I can’t offer you anything close to what it’s worth. You’d be better to head down to Great Falls.”

 I started to panic, knowing this was my only source of cash. “No, no, you don’t understand. I really need the money. I’ll be back to pick it up as soon as I can, and I’ll pay a premium to buy it back. Just give me what you can.” I knew I was running off at the mouth, but I needed him to give me money.

 He looked at it again. “Can only give you two hunnert dollars.” His accent came back stronger when he mentioned the money, and I thought he was as nervous as I was feeling.

 I relaxed, not even realizing I had been holding my breath waiting. “That’s fine.”

 “And I can only promise to hold it for three months.”

 “Fine. Fine.”

 He wrote up the claim ticket and I put it in my wallet.

 My finger felt a bit odd without the ring. But, truth be told, the ring actually meant a lot more to Jenny than it ever had to me.

 

 How should I describe Mrs. Williamson? She’s a little old woman, and I mean really little and really old. I doubt she’d top four and a half feet. Funny I don’t remember that at all from my childhood. She was just the mean old neighbor lady who was already ancient. I almost never saw her except when she stared out her front window.

 When I was growing up, Mrs. Williamson already had pure white hair and hunched over as if she were crippled. Now, though, she seemed to stand up straight, so maybe my memory wasn’t quite bang on. I knew once upon a time, there had been a Mr. Williamson, but he was long buried before I came along.

 She walked with a cane and wore a constant frown and a mean-spirited approach to life. At least it seemed that way to me. I remember wondering if that was just the attitude she took around kids, but now I’ve met her as a grown-up, it seems to me she was just like that all the time. When she let me rent the room from her, it was clear she really didn’t want me. “I was hoping for a woman,” she said with an angry tone.

 “Sorry.” I wasn’t sure what else to say. “I don’t think I’ll be staying long. Maybe your next tenant will be a woman.” I smiled, trying to instill confidence.

 She thought about that for a few seconds, moving her mouth silently, as if trying to get her dentures to fit properly. “Yes, well, I guess it’ll be okay for a short time.”

 She demanded fourteen dollars for the first week’s rent. Even with the cost of everything being so much less than I was used to, that seemed ridiculously low. I jumped at it, peeling off a ten and four singles from my brand new stack of twentieth century bills.

 “Room belonged to my daughter,” she said quietly. “Keep it clean and we’ll both be happy.”

 I nodded and took the keys from her. The basement room had it’s own outside entrance, almost like a separate suite, and I vaguely recalled knowing that her daughter used to live there, just as Little Sam had said. Again, before my time. I had no idea if she moved away or died, but I had a nagging feeling that whatever the reason, it wasn’t happy. Maybe that’s why Mrs. Williamson was such a miserable old cow.

 The apartment was bigger than I expected, with a good sized bedroom and a kind of living area plenty big for what I needed. There was even a small television. Black and white, and it only received two local stations, but a television nonetheless. Two light-framed chairs sat nearby.

 There wasn’t a lot of other furniture: a small table to prepare meals sat near an even smaller refrigerator; a stove; a writing desk. The room had its own bathroom, small like everything else, with a shower, but no tub.

Was this going to be my home for a long time? I wondered. I lay down on the bed, which squeaked, and suddenly tears started to trickle from my eyes.

 I thought of Jenny, and my heart ached to be with her. The events of the day were so unbelievable, I hadn’t had a chance to wonder what she was doing. Was I dead in my own time? Did I just disappear when my body evaporated into thin air? She must be worried sick.

 I missed her. She was my best friend, the only real love in my life, and somehow, she kept giving me her support, even in the darkest times. Even back when I didn’t treat her very well.

 My whole body was weary. I found myself slowly drifting off to sleep, wondering what the morning would bring.








 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 9

 

 

 I snapped awake, as if rousing from a dream. Was it just a dream? A nightmare? Was I . . . back?

 My eyes adjusted slowly to the light, and I could see this wasn’t my own bedroom. It belonged to the lost daughter of Mrs. Williamson. The electric blue wallpaper started to come into focus, with the pink teddy bears floating around near the ceiling. I wondered how old the daughter was when she left. Surely she wasn’t that young, was she?

 I pressed the button to illuminate my Timex Indiglo, wondering what any of my fellow citizens of Nelson would think of a watch glowing in the dark. It was ten minutes after one in the morning. One in the fucking morning, and here I was still stuck in 1968. My frustration and fear had turned into a bitter anger while I slept. With my teeth gritted, I mumbled, “What in God’s name is going on?”

 I was too wired to sleep any more, so I climbed out of bed, still fully dressed from the night before, and carefully found my way out to the back yard, to get some fresh air. I didn’t want to turn on any lights. The last thing I wanted was the miserable old bitch upstairs coming out to see me.

 I stood alone in the black night, and felt an amazing sense of calmness cover me like a warm blanket. The night was darker than any I could remember, and I realized there were almost no artificial lights around. The city was asleep, and it showed. Above me shone a sliver of a moon, a crescent barely there at all. Spread out across the sky was a path of silver diamonds, stars sweeping a magic carpet across the heavens. I stared, and I’m sure my mouth hung open at the sight. I had never seen stars like this, simply because you can’t see this many any more. At least not in Seattle. On a good night in Seattle, you could see the dippers, Orion, maybe a few other constellations. Everything else was drowned out by city lights.

 Here, now, the constellations were lost among thousands of glittering gems, each one twinkling down at me, like a cat’s eye shining in the darkness. I was literally breathless and stared for a long time.

 Eventually, I realized I could see the Milky Way. I had never seen it before. I knew from my old astronomy class there were millions of stars in that cloudy wave above me, but seeing it for real wasn’t anything I had been prepared for.

 “Jenny, you’ve got to see this,” I said, wondering if I’d ever have the chance to tell her in person.

 As I continued to stare, sounds swirled around me. I was used to night sounds, of course, but they were a different kind. The noises of Seattle’s nighttime consisted of cars driving by, transformers humming in the distance, factory noises ranging from bangs to buzzes to odd sounds too strange to classify, even the occasional sirens as cops chased the bad guys.

 None of that existed in Nelson in 1968. What did I hear? The loudest noises were the crickets and the singing I recognized from my youth as cicadas. I was sure I could actually hear the cool breeze pressing gently on my face as it rustled through the leaves of the large oak trees at the back of the property.

 I could hear silence.

 I realized I loved this.

 That thought hit me with such surprising force. Somehow, over the years, I had lost the idea that nature existed. Stars, trees, insects -- a little “hoo” came from an owl somewhere down the street -- this was so different from my city’s noise, the constant grime, 24-hour-a-day construction sounds, new buildings rising that dwarfed the old ones that were knocked down to make room for them.

 Just then, my idyllic vision was broken.

 I heard yelling from next door. I looked over at my childhood home for the first time. I couldn’t make out much in the darkness, but I sure recognized the voice. My father. Yelling. Screaming. Almost certainly at my mother. 

 I knew the topic of the argument didn’t matter. Dad would yell and scream and sometimes hit her, for no apparent reason. At least I never knew any of the reasons. I did know that the childhood me would be in my room, with a blanket pulled over my head, hoping that this time, I would be left out of the fight, and at the same time, hoping Mom would be okay.

 I remember sometimes feeling so guilty, knowing as long as Dad was yelling at Mom, that meant he wasn’t yelling at me. It was an odd balance of loyalty losing to fear.

 I leaned over the fence, trying to hear what was going on, but to no avail. I knew he’d be totally drunk and so would she. It was the only way she could survive around him.

 Something clicked in my mind. What’s the date? I asked myself quietly. June 27 was the date on the newspaper this morning. I tugged at loose memories.

 Was Uncle Bob here yet? I couldn’t recall, and my stomach turned itself inside out as I realized for the first time that this was the year he came to change our lives. 1968. The worst summer of my life.

 Is that why I was brought back here? To prevent it? To protect myself? What would happen if I interfered? Did I have the power to change what history had already carved in stone?

 I had only questions, no answers.

 Next door, my father stumbled out onto his back porch. Even in the darkness, I could tell he was wobbling and could barely stand up. My knees went weak at the sight of him. He was dead, a long-rotted corpse. I knew that, but there he was. I felt sick, my stomach turning into knots. Adrenaline was knocked away by fear.

 Dad was pacing on the porch, carefully holding onto the unpainted wooden railing. It was a small porch, a ratty old thing that always seemed to be ready to collapse, but somehow, it always seemed to keep on lasting.

 He would have been fifty. Just two years younger than me, but so much older in all the ways that counted. He already looked like death. The dim moonlight brightened the many deep wrinkles crowded into his face. He was a short, skinny man, not the huge monster inhabiting my dreams.

 Then he stopped pacing and looked directly at me. His eyes were cold and angry -- accusing eyes. He leaned over the porch and yelled, “Who the fuck are you?”

 It was like he sucker-punched me in the gut. I couldn’t speak or even breathe, and I felt myself lowering to the ground. Even now, I was scared of my father, and he had beaten me with just five words. In a moment, I was unconscious.

 

 I awoke in a hospital. Beeping sounds, bright fluorescent lights, clinical-green walls, a tube in my nose and an IV in my arm. It took a moment for me to realize I was back in my own time.

 Jenny was asleep in the chair beside me.

 “Jenny,” I tried to say, but it came out as a whispered “Enn,” and she didn’t wake.

 I was back.

 Back in my life, back in Seattle, back with Jenny. It must have been a dream after all.

 Except . . . except.

 Except, I still clearly remembered that encounter in the park, when the stranger came up to me and told me he had read 2001 years earlier. And I remembered hearing the same stranger had rented the room from Mrs. Williamson next door.

 I touched the fourth finger on my left hand and felt the slight depression where my diamond ring should have been.








 

 

 

 

Part 3

 

 

 

The past is never dead. It isn’t even past.

 

William Faulkner








 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 10

 

 

 I was at St. Michael’s hospital for three days, then released to go home. Even though it was a private hospital, they were still all too happy to see me leave, as I was using a bed that was needed for other patients. One of the symptoms of our modern times was hospital

over-crowding. Even for the well-off.

 Doctor Kyzer was the heart specialist who dropped by once a day when I was at St. Michael’s. I still have no idea why a heart specialist was looking after me. Apparently when I was unconscious, a team of doctors looked me over and could see no reason whatsoever why I had collapsed and sunk into a coma. They hooked me up to an EEG to monitor my brain waves, but nothing unusual showed up. All the blood tests and x-rays they took also showed absolutely nothing. The CT scan was normal. As far as I could tell, Dr. Kyzer took over my case, feeling it had to be a heart problem by default. He looked bored every time he came to my room. He was about sixty years old, with lonely thin eyes and sunken cheeks. I hoped he was a better doctor than his appearance would suggest.

 “You got to get going on the exercise,” he said on his last visit. “Just keep to basics, like we talked about. No pushing yourself to do anything too stressful.”

 “Yeah,” I said. “I know. I’ll take it easy.”

 “For at least three months. We don’t know what the long-term effects might be.” Hell, I knew they didn’t have a fucking clue.

 I nodded. I still felt so weak and scared, I’d definitely be taking it easy for a long time. There’s no way I wanted a repeat occurrence.

 Even though I was distracted by my trip to Nelson, I knew I was lucky to be alive. Kyzer had a rating scale he used for his patients. I thought it was silly, since all his other patients were heart attack victims. Even though we all knew that wasn’t my problem, he still wanted to use his numbers. On a scale of one to ten, I had been hit by a seven point five. If it had been a ten, maybe even a nine, I wouldn’t have been around to hear about the scale, so that left a pretty small range above me.

 Death had been close. I could feel that, even without his numbers.

 Sometimes it seemed that death followed me my whole life. First my brother, Marty. Then, not a year later, I lost my little tomboy friend, Mel. Two big losses before I even passed the halfway mark of my teens. Later came the more expected deaths. Both my parents, and then Jenny’s mom.

 Each death resounded so differently within me. Marty was unbelievable, so unexpected. I was in shock, and lay awake many nights, wishing him to come back.

 Melanie broke my heart. Cold-blooded murder. It never made sense to me and still doesn’t. I think her death changed me forever in ways I still don’t fully understand.

 I was more jaded when my father died. Part of me was sad, but mostly I was secretly cheering. I never admitted that even to Jenny. But the fact was I was glad the bastard was now worm food. That was the only time death was on my side.

 I missed my mom a bit, but we had been estranged for so long, it was almost a hypothetical death, not real in the same way the others were.

 Mrs. Clawson was the only parent-figure I really missed. She died a lingering painful death from liver cancer. Jenny was stronger than I was, and she was with her mother until the end. She kept her spirits up until after her mother’s last breath, when the dam broke and a million tears burst out.

 Kyzer broke my thoughts. “Someone coming to get you?”

 “Yes. My wife will be here soon.”

 “Good.” He scribbled a note on my chart and then took one last check. Pulse. Stethoscope to check the sounds. Slight pounding in my chest. Looking into my eyes. I’m not sure what he was looking for. Blood? Pupil dilation? It didn’t matter. I didn’t really care what he did as long as he said I’d live to see another day.

 “Don’t forget to cut out the coffee and donuts. Lose that spare tire!”

 I nodded again. As he turned to go, I said, “Doctor?”

 “Yes.”

 “Have you ever heard of -- ” I wasn’t quite sure how to continue. “ -- have any of your patients experienced unusual . . . ”

 “Unusual what?”

 “Memories?” Is that what I mean? I asked myself.

 “Mister Ellis, I’m really not sure what you’re talking about. What kind of memories? Have you been keeping something from me?” He made it clear from the sharpened tone of his voice that he really disapproved of anything less than full disclosure. Like investors reading the prospectus for an Initial Public Offering, he didn’t want the Red Herring version, only the full, complete, final, unabridged version of events, and he was really unhappy to hear that maybe I hadn’t disclosed everything I had to tell.

 I hesitated. “It’s nothing to do with the attack itself,” I said. “I told you everything I remember about that.”

 When I woke from the coma, I had told Kyzer about dissolving bit by bit. He stared at me like I was completely nuts. Maybe I was. I knew if he didn’t believe that, it would be silly to tell him I had traveled back in time to my childhood. I just said the next thing I remembered was waking up in the hospital.

 He rubbed his chin, back to being bored. “I don’t have all day, Mister Ellis.”

 Just for a moment, I thought of blurting out that I had gone back to the town of my childhood, met my younger self, rented a room next door to where I grew up, and got yelled at by my dead father.

 Then I thought of the psych ward just two floors below the cardiac ward.

 “It’s nothing.”

 “Don’t sound like nothing.”

 “Just silly memories, since I’ve had time to think, being trapped in this room, getting bored. I’m not used to being bed-ridden. Wasn’t it the Rolling Stones who sang, ‘Time is on Your Side’? I’ve just done a lot of thinking.”

 He nodded. “Guess you don’t have a lot of time to dwell on memories in your line of work. You’re sure that’s all it is?”

 Even before I could answer, he marched out of the room.

 

 Nor did I tell Jenny. Not a peep. She picked me up later that day, packed up my meager belongings at the hospital, and carefully loaded me into our two-year old Toyota Camry. Almost time to trade it in. I did think about telling her, but she’d know I was as nuts as Doctor Kyzer would have. Then what?

 So, I kept my secret. It wasn’t the first time I had kept secrets from Jenny. There were lots of things she didn’t know about me. She knew only the bare bones of my life, since I had tried to bury as many secrets as I could, not being able to really talk about a lot of things. She knew the jist of the story, but I could never tell her details. The events that shaped my life were shadowy generalities, and that was all I was able to give her. It felt like lying by omission, but I think she understood, and she never pressed me. Somewhere, I think she knew my buried secrets would come surfacing one day.

 Jenny was wonderful when we settled back home. She really took care of me without making it seem like she was spending her entire day hovering around. She had taken a week’s vacation to be home, and I found I really appreciated it. She spent a lot of time reading beside me on the couch, holding my hand or putting her foot next to mine.

 After a day, she asked, “Where’s your diamond?” She was rubbing her own ring as if she were afraid she’d lose hers as I had lost mine.

 I so much wished I could share my trip with her, but the words were trapped inside me. I looked at her and was at a loss for words. “I don’t know. Maybe somebody at the hospital took it when I was knocked out.” I know it was a lame excuse, and I looked down at the thin white strip circling my finger. I didn’t know what else to say.

 When she finally went back to work at her used bookstore, I thought I’d better do a bit of research, and I logged onto the Internet, pulling up google.com from my Favorites list. I tried dozens of searches, starting with “dissolving body.” I didn’t even really understand the hits that came back, some pages linking back to web sites for rose bushes and others related to spiritual healing. Nothing even close to being relevant.

 I tried a different tact, searching for hallucinations, memory, trip, experience, childhood. All of this was pretty much useless. The only hits I got back were totally off the mark. Most of my attempts just gave me a million pages of crap.

 So, I changed strategies again. I went to a web site specializing in the paranormal. I thought there might be some leads there. I spent days searching through blind alleys, some of which looked temporarily promising, but again, nothing concrete came up.

 It seemed like I was unique.

 Alone.

 I was only half surprised at this discovery. Somewhere in the back of my mind, I had expected that if this had happened before to anyone, I would have heard about it. It would be an oddball story stuck on page 20 of the paper, but I would have heard of it. I read every word of the local paper every day. Just one of my addictions.

 I gave up the search after two weeks.

 With Jenny at work, I grew restless in the house and started to wander from room to room, just looking for something different. We own a large house overlooking Puget Sound, with a nice wooden balcony just out the back, where I could sit and watch the sailboats float along in the distance. Sitting there always seemed to help the time go by.

 Peaceful. Just like my nighttime visit to 1968 . . .

 The rest of the first month of my convalescence went painfully slow. I was careful not to do anything that might strain myself. I could still feel the echoes of the tingling in my chest, a palimpsest that might never leave, like the itchiness in the arm amputees sometimes feel long after the arm is gone. At times, various parts of my body would start to itch, but scratching never helped. I always stared at the finger or elbow or whatever was itching, waiting in fear for it to start to dissolve.

 The worst part of my recovery was the deep and overwhelming sense of weakness throughout my body covering me like a shroud.

 Slowly, time began to heal my tired bones, and I did recover enough to start some elementary exercises. I hired a physical trainer to get me started, and he was careful to watch everything I did.

 During this time, although Jenny and I slept together, we didn’t once make love. I knew I wasn’t up to that, and I guess I wondered if I ever would be again. That thought scared me. Jenny was very supportive, and we had lots of great hugs. I recognized her enthusiasm and optimism from her mother’s death bed.

 One morning, frustration started to overpower me. I woke up just wanting to hit something. I could feel my fists clenching. What the fuck happened to me? I shouted internally.

 I climbed out of bed, needing to find a way to release the tension, and it was all I could do to not shake Jenny, wake her up, slap her.

 She slept, unaware of how angry I was feeling. Angry at her, angry at the world, angry at myself.

 I forced myself to leave the bedroom and went out to the balcony, hanging my head as I gripped tightly to the rails. Eventually, my temper calmed down. I felt shame for even thinking of hitting Jenny, and I leaned over, holding my head in my hands. I’m sorry, I apologized to her in my mind. I’m sorry for all the times.

 I gradually wanted to believe I really did hallucinate the journey back to Nelson. I could still clearly remember the visitor when I was a little boy, but maybe that thought always had been there, hidden, and maybe I created this fantasy in my mind to meet that memory. That sure sounded like the most plausible explanation. I was glad I hadn’t told anyone of the trip earlier.

 Every once in a while, though, I’d open up my wallet and see the ticket to Tod Clark’s Pawn Shop. My ring was waiting for me in 1968.

 

 I was off work for three and a half months.

 When I went back to the office on June 6, it was mentally hard. The stock market was already open when I arrived, and everybody was glued to their computers, buying and selling, monitoring the bid and ask for their favorite stocks, talking on the fancy headsets they all wore. The chatter sounded like pure chaos. Few people noticed me slip into my office and sit behind my desk, and that was just fine by me.

 My desk was clean. Sterile. Nothing like I had left it, when there had been dozens of scattered worksheets littering the top. Now, there was no paper at all. Just my pens, my phone (with no blinking lights for the first time I could remember), my computer stuff. It was as if I really had evaporated, but I knew that when I left, others had swallowed my clients, and they needed all those bits of paper to make any sense of their accounts.

 Shelley arrived about ten minutes after I did, at her normal start time of nine o’clock. She alone came in and greeted me, giving me a hug and saying, “God, Sam, it’s so good to have you back.”

 It sounded like something she had pre-planned to say. An artificial welcome. Even so, she was a good kid, and it felt nice to have her say it.

 As she turned to leave, the second attack hit me. I grunted, and she turned around. The last thing I heard was her scream for help. 

 I looked down at my hand and watched the crackling green and white lights jumping on its surface, as bits and pieces of me started to dissolve.








 

 

 

 

Part 4

 

 

 

It doesn’t matter who my father was; it matters only who I remember he was.

 

Anne Sexton








 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 11

 

 

 And woke up in 1968.

 I guess I wasn’t really surprised this time. When I opened my eyes, it was the dead of night, and although several months had passed in my own time, I knew in my gut I was waking on the same lazy June night I had left earlier. I had been surprised then by my long dead father, who caught me off guard by yelling at me. Back again, I could still hear him muttering in his home next door. My childhood home.

 Apparently, Dad hadn’t been particularly bothered by me collapsing. That was pretty typical of him. Anything that didn’t directly affect him was relegated to the scrap heap at the basement of his consciousness. I could have died then and there and he simply wouldn’t give a shit.

Asshole.

 I slowly pulled myself up, noticing again there were no pains in my chest, no tingles in my hands, no sense of dissolving. The attack I was suffering remained decades in the future.

 I slowly walked to the far end of the yard, and all at once, several aspects of my experiences coalesced into my mind, clarifying my situation like a lens sharpening sunlight. It felt like the first time I had been able to think clearly since this whole ordeal began. Needing no prompts, I ticked off several points on my mental notepad.

 First, whatever was happening to me, it was going to continue to happen. I’d live in 1968 for some period of time, go home, then be bounced back. I knew this would continue to happen until . . .

 I didn’t know how to finish that sentence.

 Second, this was real. This wasn’t a fantasy I was dreaming in St. Michael’s Hospital. This really was my childhood home, my life available to be revisited and reviewed. Critiqued? Modified?

 Third, it was pointless to try to talk to anybody about this. Nobody would believe me.

 Fourth, and maybe most important, I knew deep down in my soul that I was here for a reason. I was here to learn or to teach or to intervene or to change history

or . . . something. Whatever that “something” was would become clear to me as time went on. At least, that’s what I was hoping for.

 That was the extent of my understanding so far.

 When I had been back in my own time, somehow I had a suspicion I might be pulled back to 1968. The first visit didn’t seem to accomplish anything other than a bit of sight-seeing. It felt like I had to come back. Something drew me here.

 That’s why I made sure I kept a stash of my old currency with me wherever I went. I shoved my hand into my wallet to be sure, and yes, I would have no trouble with money this trip. At least not for a while.

 I went back to my room and slept the rest of the night through, peacefully.








 

 

 

 

Chapter 12

 

 

 June 28, 1968. Friday. God, it all still seemed so strange. I wandered around the western side of the city core, the area I used to prowl with the Beauty Shop Gang, back when I was, well, when I was the age I was right now. Sometimes, my verb tenses seem to be out of whack, but I’m trying to be as clear as I can.

 I had slept until almost eleven, and finally forced myself out of bed, washed my face, and pulled on the same set of clothes I had worn the day before. I was going to have to set up some kind of wardrobe in Mrs. Williamson’s little basement apartment.

 I made myself an instant Sanka coffee, which tasted awful after being a devotee of Starbucks for so many years. There was a can of white powder in a cupboard, and I mixed a teaspoon of it into my drink. It was a cream substitute, but it just turned the coffee a dirty bronze color without adding any flavor.

I miss my cappuccino.

 I had to get out and get some fresh air. I chose the west end of town for old time’s sake, curious how my memories stacked up with reality. I felt a certain longing to visit my old stomping grounds.

 Large shade trees hung over Washington Avenue, a cross-street intersecting Main where I now lived. 162B Washington Avenue. The “B” meant basement.

 It was a nice quiet stroll. A few mothers walked their babies in old-fashioned metal baby carriages (that seemed so primitive compared to the fancy strollers of my day), and a few retired folks sat on their porches watching the world go slowly by. The city was actually radiant with positive thoughts; everyone expected an optimistic future. Most men were out working -- I didn’t get the sense unemployment was a problem.

And no beggars, I knew.

 My Seattle was full of them. They seemed to travel west to get away from the colder parts of the country, but I knew all large American cities had their fair share of the homeless. Not here. I frowned at my naivety, not having a clue what had happened to create the environment that allowed people to be abandoned.

 I had no idea why that seemed to matter all of a sudden. I knew I was as guilty as anybody, rarely giving a shit about the poor slobs who had to beg for change to buy a sandwich. Being the ever-money-grubbing stockbroker I was, I simply didn’t have time for those wastes of humanity.

 I was too important.

 But, today, things seemed different, as if I were seeing our world through a totally different pair of eyes, eyes that weren’t jaded by time. In fact, time seemed to be non-existent here. Time was simply a place-keeper marking the events of our lives. Until now, time had been an enemy; here time was a friend.

 There was a large orphanage on the next block,

kitty-cornered to where I was. Now, that was a place I remembered clearly. I had to walk past there (hurriedly) whenever I went to the library, which was quite often in my teenage years. I’d rush by, because of the haunted faces of the children that always stared back at me. I remember watching a movie as a teen called Village of the Damned. That was what I always called the orphanage. The faces of the little boys and girls staring out the iron bars of the fence surrounding the place always filled me with fear. I knew no matter how bad things were at my own home, at least I had one. These kids had nothing, and I dreamed of daily beatings, little food or water, and when I was older, I imagined more hateful activities, as the terrible staff took even more liberties with the children.

 But, it wasn’t happening that way. I leaned on the iron-barred fence (at least I had that memory right) and saw a handful of kids, five, six, maybe up to eight years old. They were laughing and playing catch with an orange basketball. Two young women were supervising them, and they were laughing just as much as the kids were.

That can’t be right.

 I kept watching, and eventually, one of the young women noticed me and came to see what I wanted. “Can I help you?” She had curly auburn hair, hanging loosely down to her shoulders. She was maybe 25 or so. I was still so surprised at seeing the kids enjoy themselves, I didn’t respond right away. “Sir?” she asked. She smiled and looked back over her shoulder. “It’s very rewarding working here.” As she turned back to me, she said, “Are you interested in adopting?”

 “Oh,” I stumbled over my words. “No, I’m just new to town and was surprised to see -- I mean -- ” I fought for words. “They seem so happy.”

 “Well, yes, of course they are.” She frowned at me, perhaps mentally drawing a picture of me in her mind in case I ever did come back to adopt. “I mean, they’d rather not be here, of course, but we do everything we can.”

 “You must get very attached to them.”

 She nodded. “It’s hard when they leave. But, of course, we’re ecstatic for them. They often come back to visit.” After a slight pause, she added, “I grew up here myself.”

 And with that, the last thought of terrors in the orphanage vanished. Where were the abusive custodians who treated the children so badly? I had to admit my memories were flawed.

 “Thank you,” I said, looking into her eyes. “You’ve done me a service today.”

 She looked at me as if I was nuts. Maybe I was.

 

 That was when I realized I needed to trust my eyes and ears more than my memories. What hit me the hardest was this: the vision I had in my mind of the orphanage was strong and clear. No ambiguities. It was an evil place where the children were mistreated and were desperately unhappy.

 If I was so wrong about that, what else was I wrong about?

 My father?

 Uncle Bob?

 My mother’s role in all this?

 I decided instantly I needed to re-discover my own sense of the times. My senses needed to be wide open, so I could see, hear, smell, taste, and touch the city of my childhood, the people I had known and the problems I faced. I couldn’t assume my father was the evil person I remembered anymore, and all of a sudden I had the realization that --

 No, that couldn’t be true.

 I walked back over to Main Street as thoughts flittered through my mind, and I looked around and paid attention for the first time.

 The grandiose store on the street was Woolworth’s. It wasn’t large by any modern sense, but the granite and brick building overwhelmed the smaller stores nearby. It was a corner building that was three floors tall. There was a lunch counter on the main floor. I only vaguely remembered the building.

 Nearby was a used furniture store, a couple of grungy restaurants, a shoe store, a small bookstore (what would they think of Barnes & Noble here?) and a few other odds and sods. It wasn’t nearly the metropolitan shopping area I remembered. In fact, it was barely a shopping area at all, but I couldn’t think of anything that was actually missing.

 At the end of the short string of stores was a large white church, which I remembered being Presbyterian. I’d joined in for some kind of kids’ craft fair or something one warm summer evening.

 In theory, I had belonged to a Unitarian church several blocks away. In practice, I only went there when my mother dragged me, which was rare. Even she didn’t seem to get much out of the sermons. She went when she was sad.

 As I walked farther down Main Street, the stores changed from goods to services (two beauty shops, a barber sandwiched between), a couple of professional buildings (a doctor, two accountants, and a lawyer, who I expect had little business).

 Eventually, houses started to spring up between the shops and then the stores petered away to nothing, as small run-down homes marched down the rest of the street.

 That was downtown.

 I turned back and thought about what wasn’t on the street. McDonalds and other fast food chains. Strip clubs. Fitness centers. Music stores. Eyeglass stores. Computer stores. The landscape of retail was very different from my own time. I smiled, thinking things were so much easier here. Simpler.

 No stock brokers, either. I did wonder what people thought of the stock market here and decided to find out at some point. I suspected very few of the people I knew ever invested, because of the high commissions needed to hire a full-service broker, which was the only option back then. Back now, I mean.

 I walked back to my room and had a nap in the middle of the afternoon. There was one other place I needed to go to, but that had to wait until the evening.

 As I lay in bed, thinking of my few hours of wandering, the thought came back to me that I had tried to banish earlier.

 My memory wasn’t perfect. The orphanage proved that. What about others? If the memories of my father weren’t perfect, was it possible he wasn’t the ogre I had always made him out to be? Was it possible I had abandoned him for so many years with no good reason?

 In that case, was it me who was the ogre?








 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 13

 

 

 Low lighting, dark, dank. Stale cigarette smell reeking through the entire place. Appalling.

 The bartender was a fat guy, obviously bored to tears, wearing a white shirt with thin red vertical stripes, a matching red bowtie, and cufflinks. I couldn’t remember the last time I had seen, or even heard of, anybody wearing cufflinks. Another minor change in a sea of changes.

 The room itself was smaller than I expected. The Riviera was a ridiculous name for this cheesy little bar off Main Street. It was run-down, begging for a health, building, or safety inspector to come in and close it down for good.

 Although I didn’t know it then, the Riviera was still standing in the Nelson of my time. It was here now in its pathetic glory, nighttime home to the poorer people in town. Nighttime home to my father and my mother.

 The bar reeked of stale cigarettes and cheap alcohol. When I first entered, the smell assaulted me, and I knew this was the right place. My parents stank whenever they came home from here.

 The Riviera consisted of a single large room, with about a dozen tables. Each table had a plywood top, no tablecloths or anything else that could be used to hide the dinginess. Nobody cared.

 The tables each had four or five plastic chairs scattered around. Some of the chairs were broken. Nobody cared.

 Dim fluorescent lights hung from the ceiling. Every third or fourth tube was blown. Nobody cared.

 There were a couple of wet spots on the floor, and I couldn’t tell if they were from somebody spilling beer or something else. I avoided those spots.

 Aside from the tables, there was a long bar running the length of the building. The bartender occasionally would wander out to see if the people sitting at the tables wanted anything, but my guess was that the regulars sat at the bar.

 Today was Friday, but that wasn’t how I knew my parents would be at the Riviera. They were there six nights a week and would have been there seven if it had been open on Sundays.

 A large sign hung on the mirror behind the bar:

 

Beer 25 cents

 

 They also sold hard liquor, no wine. My own tastes ran to some of the trendy microbreweries in Seattle, but I knew tonight I’d be settling for a Pabst or Schlitz or some other kind of horrible commercial stuff.

 I sat at the far end of the bar. It was just before 5:30, and I was a bit early. Casing the joint, I told myself. Wasn’t that the term those old mystery novels always used?

 “What’ll it be?”

 I glanced up at the bartender, who was staring down at me. I hadn’t realized how tall he was until he came close. “Beer,” I answered. Then quickly added, “Make it two.”

 He slowly walked over without asking the brand. I soon saw there was only one pull available to him, so whatever came out of it was the only choice I’d have anyway.

 “Fifty cents.” He thumped the glasses down in front of me, spilling one of them. He didn’t offer to clean it up. The bar wasn’t much better than the plywood tables. Once upon a time it might have held a nice oak veneer or something. Now it was scratched so badly, it was hard to see anything left of its heritage.

 “Do you sell cigarettes?”
 “No. Fifty cents.”

 “Can I run a tab? I think I’ll be here a while.”

 “No. I don’t know you. Fifty cents.” He leaned over and added with unnecessary emphasis. “Now.”

 This was not the kind of establishment I was used to, not that I was an expert. 

 I was somewhat of a loner back home, and the rest of the people in my office long ago tired of asking if I’d be interested in joining them for a beer after work. That was just fine with me, since I couldn’t stand talking even more about the fucking stock market after a long day of fighting it. I never understood why the younger crowd (and they all seemed young these days) could yak and yak about every trade they made and every little blip of the S&P 500.

 Who really gave a shit? They pretended, but all they really cared about was churning their clients’ money over. “Trade, trade, trade,” was their mantra. And with every trade they convinced their sucker clients to make, they pocketed a piece of change.

 I did the same, but it was a long time since I had actually cared whether the client was better or worse off after the trade. As long as I made my seven figures each year, nothing fazed me.

 I passed over two quarters and took a long drink. After the long day walking around Nelson in the heat, I was surprised the beer actually tasted quite good. Maybe my memory of Schlitz, or whatever this stuff was, was flawed as well.

 I was on my third beer by the time they came into the bar. I was sitting where I could watch the door. Actually doors. I didn’t understand it, but there were two entrances. The first one had a sign saying “Gentlemen,” while the other one had a sign with, “Ladies and Escorts.”

 I couldn’t believe it when my father came in the first door and my mother followed soon after through the second. Maybe at one point in the distant past, the two doors opened into separate rooms, a bar and a lounge, or something like that, but today they both opened into this same ratty little bar.

 I sobered up immediately when I saw them. Saw him.

 My stomach was doing somersaults and my mouth went dry. I took another slug and watched as they found two stools at the bar.

 “Scott,” mumbled my father. 

 “Jimmy. Marie.” The bartender immediately put beers in front of them.

 It was a little after six o’clock, and I assumed Little Sam and Marty were back home, having a delicious meal of peanut butter sandwiches. Our traditional Friday night feast.

 I hated my parents for abandoning me so many nights.

 It was hard to sit there and watch. But I needed to do that. I needed to see what kind of people they were.

 Dad finished his beer in just a couple of giant gulps and immediately another appeared in front of him. Mom took a little longer, but not much.

 They didn’t talk to each other. In fact, they didn’t even really sit together, with two empty bar stools between them. They looked like strangers who just happened to find the same bar to hang out in after a long day. Eyes glazed, silent, zombie stares on their faces.

 They both had long unfiltered cigarettes and replaced them as soon as they burned down to less than an inch in length.

 I could see my mother more clearly than my father, as she was closer. I couldn’t help studying the profile of her face as she stared blankly ahead.

 Even from a dozen feet away, I could tell she had once been a beautiful woman. She was slim, had a crown of bouncy red hair, a slight lilt to her head. Offsetting that was a slight sagging to her cheeks; her beauty had started to flee her years earlier. She was 46 now, several years younger than Dad. I always thought of her as so old, but now, seeing her again, she wasn’t that way at all. Pathetic, sad-eyes, her life behind her, but not as ancient as my memory of her.

 I tried not to be obvious about looking at her, but I couldn’t help it, and I kept my peripheral vision tuned to her. I wanted to fit the contours of her face to meet my memories, but they only half-matched. I guess I had never really studied her face before, deep down, staring. I took in every angle of her bone structure, every slight color change to her cheeks.

 As I watched her, a feeling of deep sadness flushed through me.

 I shook myself when I realized I was staring too much and looked around the room.

 There were a few other folks in the bar and one of the men kept sneaking peeks at my mother. There was quiet music. Frank Sinatra, Perry Como, and other old timers. I mean, even in 1968 they were old timers.

 Is this what they did every night? Sat alone in a cold dismal bar and drank themselves silly? There wasn’t even a television in the bar for entertainment. They just mumbled to the bartender every once in a while and swilled back their drinks. None of the other patrons of the bar talked to them. There were no pool tables, no dartboards, just raw drinking.

 After a couple more beers, I got braver and walked over to Dad. “Can I bum a cigarette, Mister?”

 “What?”

 “Borrow,” I corrected myself. “Can I borrow a cigarette? I tried to buy some,” nodding toward the bartender, “but I guess they don’t sell them here.”

 He flipped open his pack and handed me a cigarette. I was surprised how reluctant I was to smoke it. I had given up the habit after stern lectures from Dr. Kyzer, but smoking was the crutch I always fell back to in times of stress. I borrowed his offered lighter and lit the Camel.

 “Thanks.” I pretended to look around and notice the bar for the first time. “I’m new in town. You lived here long?”

 “All my life. All my shitty life.”

 “Shitty?”

 He just stared at me. His eyes were cold and mean. I could feel anger radiating from him. He had pitch black hair and a five o’clock shadow looking even later than that in the poor light. His hair was neatly greased back with a wad of Brylcreem. He wore horn-rimmed glasses at home but not here. I didn’t know who he was trying to impress. Maybe just himself.

 His pursed lips and angry eyes made me immediately on guard. I didn’t like this guy one little bit. And that wasn’t coming from memory.

 “Fuckin’ shitty.”

 “How’s that?” I asked.

 He didn’t answer for a minute, continuing to stare at me. “Just fuckin’ shitty. Like everyone else. Most people are just too fuckin’ proud to admit it.”

 “Yeah, I know what you mean.” Like hell I did.

 “What’s your story?” he asked.

 “Just passing through. Not sure how long I’ll stay. I’m from Seattle. My name’s Sam.” I held out my hand and he shook it. A wimpy half-shake, like shaking a sponge.

 “Jimmy. The wife is Marie.” He pointed his thumb over to her. She ignored me.

 “I’m here from Seattle.” I knew I had just told him that, but my mind was racing, not clear. “Just wanted to try someplace different. I’m a financial analyst and stock broker.” I almost kicked myself for that. I only said it to show off, to show the miserable old bastard that the son he messed up had made something of himself after all. He didn’t ruin my life as much as he wanted to. 

 “Huh. Financial whazzit. Big fancy title.”

 I took a long drag and felt the smoke crawl through my lungs. “It’s nothing special. Just a job like any other.”

 “Yeah, you got that right. Just a fuckin’ miserable job, same as me pouring concrete all day long. Day in and day fuckin’ out.”

 I didn’t know if he was being facetious, but I didn’t think so.

 Beside his beer on the bar sat Dad’s hat. He never left home without his chestnut brown fedora propped neatly on his head. There was a small white feather stuck in the rim. Until that very afternoon, I had thought all men still wore fedoras whenever they went out in the sixties, but I hadn’t seen a single other man wearing one today.

 Apparently, my father was living in his own personal time warp.

 Regardless of the anger that was pouring from him and his miserable attitude in general, I couldn’t help but feel a sense of pity for him. Here was a man who was trapped in a hell of his own. I wondered if he was clinically depressed. Of course, that concept wouldn’t exist until after he was a rotting corpse.

 “I got a son named Sam,” he said.

 “Really?” I then added, “I think I met him.”

 He looked suspiciously at me. “When?”

 I told him the story of meeting Little Sam in the park and how he had referred me to Mrs. Williamson. I added, “I happened to see you out on your porch last night, and I just now realized you must be Sam’s dad.”

 “Ahh.”

 “It’s nice to see the stars so clearly at night.” I felt like an idiot saying that, knowing he would never appreciate such a concept. He didn’t answer.

 Dad turned to the bartender and yelled, “Scott!”

 The bartender sauntered over. “Sell this guy some cigarettes if he fuckin’ wants ‘em. He seems okay.”

 Scott still wasn’t sure, and neither was I, but we eventually completed the transaction, and I stuck the pack of cigs in my pocket.

 “Better head out,” I said. “Nice to meet you, Jimmy.” I looked over to Mom. “Nice to meet you, Marie.”

 She smiled through pursed lips and nodded, never having said a word to me. Even so, the skimpy little smile showed again how she had once been very attractive. Maybe still could be. I wish things had turned out better for you, Mom.

 Dad shook my hand. “Maybe we’ll run into you again.”

 “Count on it,” I said.








 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 14

 

 

 I should backtrack and write about one other small errand I took care of on that Friday. When I was wandering around Main Street and Washington Avenue, I looked for a particular type of building. I wanted to find something well-built that was likely to still be around in my own time.

 My first thought was the house my parents lived in, but I wasn’t confident it would still be standing almost four decades in the future.

 There were lots of other buildings that seemed to have the same problem. Very few of them were shoe-ins to still be around in 2007. Either they were already old and candidates for demolition, or they were new but didn’t seem solid enough to last that long. I knew that when industrialization came to town, there wasn’t much that survived. Down would go the hardware store and up would come Home Depot.

 Eventually a building caught my eye: City Hall. It was relatively new, maybe ten years old, squat, built of solid brown bricks and trimmed with white siding. At first, I didn’t recognize what the building was, but the memory kicked in soon enough.

 The front entrance had a chiseled granite sign announcing office hours of ten o’clock until four. The whole front of the building was grandiose, as if the politicians who had built it wanted a monument to themselves.

 Nobody bothered me as I circled around, looking for a suitable hiding place. A hiding place that would work for forty years.

 At the back was a small set of concrete steps leading up to a secondary entrance. A grassy area surrounded the steps. Not perfect, I thought. But, it’ll have to do.

 I’d borrowed a small garden trowel from Mrs. Williamson for this very purpose. Careful to be perfectly precise, I cut into the grass a small distance from the concrete steps, near the corner where the stairs met the main building. I measured exactly six inches from each and then dug a hole, as deep as I could manage without really making a mess of the lawn, and estimated it to be five inches deep.

 “Good enough.”

 I carefully placed a 2004 silver dollar in the hole and quickly replaced the dirt, and then the grass. I eyed the area and decided nobody would be able to detect my handiwork.

 A 2004 silver dollar was waiting for me when I returned home. It would be the proof I needed that I truly was living in two different times.








 

 

 

 

Chapter 15

 

 

 It was Monday night before I saw my parents again, back at the Riviera bar. Over the weekend, I heard them yelling next door, but I decided not to be too obvious about hanging out in the back yard, eavesdropping. At first they were arguing about money. She spent too much. He didn’t earn enough. That got her a slap. Then they moved on to different topics. She wouldn’t sleep with him any more. He treated her like shit. She deserved it. He was a terrible father. Another slap. A yelp. And on and on. Arguing so loudly, all the neighbors must know every detail of their lives.

 It was depressing to listen to it, and I felt like I should be protecting my mother, but I didn’t know how. I didn’t want to get on my father’s bad side. Not yet.

 When they came into the bar, they followed the same pattern as they had on Friday night. Separate entrances, my father first, followed a moment later by my mother. Sitting on the same stools separated by two empty ones. Bizarre. It was obvious to me that nobody ever sat in the two empty chairs. Good ole boy Scott the bartender would see to that.

 “Scott,” Dad said as he entered.

 “Jimmy. Marie.” The same three words must have been spoken a thousand times by now. Probably more.

 I nodded at my dad and put on a plastic smile. “Good evening, Jimmy. Good to see you again.” Polite, not overly interested.

 He looked at me, maybe a bit confused, not quite remembering we had talked three days earlier.

 “Oh, right,” he said. “Sam, wasn’t it?”

 “Yes.”

 They both grabbed their cigarettes and lit up. Robotic movements.

 

The weekend had been very quiet for me, as I tried to get a few current events under my belt. It was awkward trying to make conversation when I didn’t have a clue what was happening in the world. I knew generally what was going on but not the specifics.

I knew, for example, that Bobby Kennedy and Martin Luther King, Jr. were both killed in 1968. I didn’t know what part of the year, though, so I didn’t know if they were already dead or not. I made a mental note to find out before I said something really stupid.

I knew the Vietnam War was raging and there were lots of protests about it. It was going to be a long time before the protesters could lay down their signs. I thought it was ’75 when Nixon finally pulled the troops out. Another seven years of hell.

 The Republicans and Democrats would both soon be holding conventions to nominate their candidates for President in the November election. I knew Nixon would win in a landslide, but my memory had failed me once again for the Democrats. I would have sworn it was McCarthy, but over the weekend, I read an article about Hubert Humphrey and remembered he would be the one running against Nixon. Oh, well.

 There was something about rioting in Chicago during the Democratic convention, but I couldn’t remember details. I wondered whether I’d be in 1968 long enough to hear about it directly.

 Even though Nixon would win the election and again in 1972, people didn’t like him. This was long before Watergate and everything else that caused him to resign the Presidency, but even now there was a sense that voting for him would be done while holding your nose.

 As for other things, music was pretty easy to get caught up on. The Doors were big, Simon and Garfunkel’s “Mrs. Robinson” topped the charts, and of course, The Beatles were everywhere. I just had to be careful not to talk about songs they hadn’t sung yet. Unfortunately, I wasn’t sure which ones that included. Popular movies were The Graduate and Rosemary’s Baby.

 What else? The sports section seemed to be

wall-to-wall baseball every day, but Lee Trevino and Jack Nicklaus got their fair share of coverage, too.

 I was starting to feel like I could fit in.

 

 “How’re you doing tonight, Jimmy,” I asked.

 He looked at me and snickered. “Same as every other night, I guess.”

I walked over to his end of the bar, pretending to show an interest. Good buddies already. “You a baseball fan?” I asked.
 At first he didn’t reply. He seemed beaten down about something. “I guess as much as the next guy.”

“Yankees?”

“Tigers.”

Good choice, I thought. You’ll be as happy as Little Sam in September. I never knew my father rooted for the Tigers. We had never talked about sports when I was young.

I said, “McLain’s having a great year.”

No answer. Just a ho-hum raise of the eyebrows.

The bar was more crowded than it had been on Friday night, which I thought was odd. Scott had brought in a small black and white TV, maybe a twelve-incher. He was grunting as he tried to hook it up behind the bar. I wondered if his suspenders would pop when he leaned over to plug the television in.

“What’s happening tonight?” I asked Jimmy, pointing at the TV. “Ball game?”

Dad laughed, obviously thinking I was a moron. “What fuckin’ planet are you from?” When I just stared back, he said, “It’s the lottery tonight.”

“Oh.” I hadn’t realized the lottery craze had started that early. “What’s the jackpot?”

“Jackpot, that’s a funny! Did you hear that, woman? Guy’s a laugh riot.”

Marie looked at me with a closed-mouth smile. Politeness won over sincerity. She took a drink before saying, “It’s the draft lottery, Sam.”

Draft lottery?

“Oh, right. Basketball, isn’t it?”

“Oh, Jesus H. Christ,” yelled Dad. He then started choking, and it was a couple of minutes before he could talk again. “You aren’t serious, are you? It’s the fuckin’ draft lottery. The fuckin’ army draft. See which useless son’s of bitches gets to go defend our country by gutting some Viet Cong.”

A few other guys started to crowd around the bar as Scott finished hooking the set up. I didn’t remember what the draft lottery was all about, but it looked like it was about to start. I waved for a couple more beers and took one of the seats between Mom and Dad. He glared at me. Fuck you, I thought.

Scott tuned the TV by fiddling with a pair of rabbit ears, and we heard military-style music. The bar fell silent as various dignitaries were introduced from the Selective Services branch of the Armed Forces. I didn’t want to stand out any more than I already did, so I didn’t ask what Selective Services was. I just listened.

I didn’t catch all their names or ranks, but the army guys seemed pretty impressive based on the number of medals swinging from their uniforms. The sound was terrible, tinny, and surrounded by cracking static. Nobody in the bar spoke a word. Even Scott watched, not serving drinks until somebody got impatient and lifted their glass in the air.

The ceremony started with a benediction performed by a Catholic priest. I was pretty bored by this, but the real action started soon after.

I gradually pieced together that this was a lottery to see which 19-year-olds would be drafted.

It worked like this: each day of the year was printed on a separate piece of paper. These pieces of paper, representing each potential draftee’s birthday, were placed in little blue plastic capsules. Then all 365 capsules (one for every day of the year) were placed inside a round metal drum, which had a crank and a door.

As we watched, the capsules were drawn randomly from the drum, one by one. The first date drawn was September 14. As a General solemnly read the date, a chill came over me, and I felt the awful fear that would have immediately run through every boy born on September 14, 1949. They were headed to fight in Vietnam.

I heard some nervous chuckles behind me, as soon as it became clear that nobody in the bar had sons or brothers affected.

Marty.

I don’t know how I missed the connection earlier. My brother, Marty, was drafted this year. It must have been by this lottery. I grasped at my fading memory to find his birthday: April 11.

The second capsule was already pulled. April (not eleven, please, God) 24.

Then December 30.

As the dates piled up, somehow the atmosphere seemed a little looser in the bar. The draft wasn’t hitting anybody there. As I turned to look, there must have been 30 men and a half dozen women glued to the tube.

February 14.

October 18.

But luck ran out on the fourteenth pull. The General (or whatever he was) casually opened the capsule and read in a firm voice, “April 11.”

I didn’t know what to do. I stared at the date, now flashing on the screen, knowing how things turned out. Marty never came back from his time in Vietnam.

I felt numb and moved away from the barstool. I had seen enough. Nobody really noticed me leaving.

As I left, though, I looked back at my mom. She hadn’t reacted when the date came up, so nobody else in the bar knew her son’s number just came up. I could see a small tear in her eye and maybe a small shudder ran through her. Other than that, she continued to drink and smoke, not having said a word. She stared resolutely forward and didn’t even glance over at my father.

But I did.

I had expected some reaction, not necessarily tears, but some indication he would be worried or sorry

or -- something.

Instead, I saw a smile crawl across his face.

I was totally disgusted with him. Here his son was going to go away to war and be killed in action, and I knew what he was thinking: one less mouth to feed while the little prick was in the army.








 

 

 

 

Chapter 16

 

 

 By the time I got back to my apartment, I was feeling even more depressed than when I left the bar. Well, maybe “depressed” is too strong a word. It was more like a sadness had swept through me, sadness for my older brother and sadness for the state my family was in. I kept repeating the same question to myself over and over again: How could my father be such an asshole?

 I was restless and angry on top of the sadness, a messy cocktail of emotions being whipped up in my mind.

 Earlier, I had picked up a case of beer, and I cracked one open as I paced in small circles around my room. After a few minutes of this pointlessness, I stopped in front of the bookcase. 

 Mrs. Williamson had left her daughter’s room pretty much as it was when the daughter lived there. The furniture was certainly livable, a worn brown rug with white trim providing warmth from the concrete floor. Earlier, I described a few other things, such as the television and the bedroom furniture.

 The one item I hadn’t really looked at very closely up to now was the bookcase. It was a small set of four pine shelves that were warped with age, making them sag in the middle. They were each only about three feet long, but they were crammed with stories. The daughter must have been quite a reader. I still didn’t have a sense of how old she was, but her reading was quite eclectic. Many of the books were old novels like John Steinbeck’s The Grapes of Wrath and Of Mice and Men. F. Scott Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby. Shirley Jackson’s The Lottery. A freshly printed hardcover copy of Black Like Me by John Howard Griffin. To Kill a Mockingbird by Harper Lee. I wondered what I should learn from her choice of books. All of them appeared well-read, dog-eared in many places with passages underlined in red ink.

I was a bit surprised to see a whole section of poetry, with a clear love for the works of Robert Browning and Elizabeth Barrett Browning. I recited from a deeply buried memory, “Grow old along with me, the best is yet to be.”

You’re a romantic, my friend. I smiled at the thought of a connection to this long lost girl/woman.

 But, the real treasure was an oversized volume, beautifully bound in brown leather. I wondered what it might be and opened it carefully. It turned out to be a hand-written book, and the title surprised the hell out of me:

 

The Remembrance Diary

Of My Lost Daughter, Julie.

Written With Love By Her Mother, Claire Williamson

 

 “Remembrance Diary,” I said, feeling its power rolling around on my tongue. I had no idea what that was, but it didn’t take long to find out.

 The first piece of the puzzle quickly dropped into place. Claire was the name of Mrs. Williamson’s missing daughter. Julie was her daughter. There was a small black and white photo, three generations, pasted onto the front cover of the diary.

 Flipping through the book, I could see 366 entries (Claire had even included February 29). For each date, she had written a memory of herself with Julie. They covered many different years, so the entry for January 2 had nothing to do with what had been written for January 1. It was a set of memories, beautifully documented, showing sketches and fragments of Julie’s life, and as a

by-product, Claire’s life, too.

 The book felt heavy in my hands. Memories and secrets were hidden here, and I was an unwanted Peeping Tom. There was no way Mrs. Williamson knew this was here; she wouldn’t have left this for strangers to find.

 I turned back to the photo on the cover. It was yellowed with age. There was no date. Mrs. Williamson looked pretty much the same as she did now, maybe slightly younger, but that was hard to judge. She might’ve been born looking old.

 Claire looked to be about thirty, dark shoulder-length hair, but not black. She had a broad smile directed at the camera, a directness shining through, capturing me with its intensity. She reminded me of Audrey Hepburn at her most elegant. I imagined her as being tall with a commanding presence. Graceful. I know much of this was purely my imagination and couldn’t really have been gleaned from one photo, but I felt it nonetheless.

 Julie was a child, maybe ten or twelve. A furrowed brow matched an unpleasant little frown she carried. “You’re an unhappy little thing, aren’t you?” I asked her.

 I rubbed my fingers over the photo. I never had a picture of me with my parents, and I felt an irrational pang of jealousy at this family unit.

 I flipped the book randomly to July 22.

 

 In 1959, you were out in the playground at the back of the schoolhouse. You were only four years old but you already seemed to have the run of the neighborhood, and your instincts ensured you never got lost.

 There was a field of bright yellow daisies in a neighbor’s yard, and you snuck through a hole in the fence and picked a big handful. I watched you from the kitchen and wondered if I was going to get a call from the neighbor, but that never happened. If they were watching, they probably liked that somebody wanted to enjoy the daisies before they wilted.

 You brought the flowers back to me and said they were bits of sunshine you wanted me to have. I felt so lucky that day, knowing my little girl loved me. You looked up at me with eyes as big as saucers, and I kissed you on your forehead and held you for what seemed like an hour.

 

 I felt a bit like a voyeur reading the book and I reluctantly closed it and placed it back on the shelf. It was a hard thing to do, since I knew that somewhere buried in the book might be clues as to what happened to Claire. Somehow, I knew in my bones it was going to be important to me to find out.








 

 

 

 

Chapter 17

 

 

 How can I describe Uncle Bob? Let me start by writing what I remember from that time, so long ago. I never knew if he was truly an Uncle, meaning a brother of my mother or father. These things weren’t discussed in my family, and I never understood why.

 I’d asked once, “How is Uncle Bob related to us?”

My parents looked at each other, exchanging secrets with their glances. They didn’t answer, and after several seconds I got impatient. “Mom?”

I’d waited to ask until late morning, when they were both still somewhat sober. Drinking but not yet drunk.

She smiled, and since she almost never smiled at me in any circumstances, I knew the answer she gave would be intended only to shut my big fat mouth.

“Just think of him as your uncle, Sammy,” she finally said.

My father then quickly changed the topic. “What’s that band you listen to? The one that’s got that movie song?”

“Do you mean ‘Mrs. Robinson’? From The Graduate?”

“Yeah, yeah. That’s the one.”

“Simon and Garfunkel. They’ve got lots of good songs.”

 “Are they niggers?” Looking back now, I’m amazed at the language my father used. He wasn’t afraid to call people niggers, wops, kikes, spics, whatever. Krauts and Japs were the worst people in his opinion, because of the war. The odd part is it wasn’t even particularly unusual to use language like that. Lots of people did when they didn’t think strangers were listening.

 “No, they’re not niggers,” I answered, the word as comfortable on my tongue as on his.

 “Fucking spics then.” That seemed to settle it in his mind. He picked up another drink and stared, daring me to contradict him.

 I gave up and walked upstairs to my bedroom, the middle lyrics to “Mrs. Robinson” gently wandering through my mind. It was cheerful music filled with sad lyrics. Big secrets were being hidden. I hadn’t seen the movie and didn’t know what the secrets were, but in our lives, Uncle Bob would remain a deeply buried secret for much of my life.

 My parents went to their graves without revealing anything about Bob’s history, where he came from, why he did the things he did, and why they allowed him to. In “Mrs. Robinson,” the secrets were hidden, most of all from the kids.

 But, I wasn’t a kid anymore. I was an adult, and I was damned well determined to find some answers. Part of the answer came that night, after reading the little bit of Claire Williamson’s Remembrance Diary.

 Reading the diary had taken my anger about the Draft Lottery and dispersed it. I was calm again, maybe more calm than I really deserved. I grabbed another bottle of beer and went outside again. There were a few high clouds illuminated by the faint traces of the sunset, but otherwise the night was dark.

 No matter how dark it was, though, I knew the shape of the man leaving the house next door.

 And I knew I was too late to help Little Sam.

 

 Still, I remained calm. Getting mad wouldn’t help anybody, and I wouldn’t get the answers I needed. I knew my parents were still down at the bar, with the Draft Lottery still underway. That meant things had progressed enough that Bob had free access to the house in their absence. Things had gone a long way.

 

 The first time . . .

 The first time didn’t seem as terrible as all the others.

 I was asleep in my room, at the back of the second floor. It was late at night, after midnight for sure, and there was laughter coming up from downstairs, my father’s laughter. I had been introduced to Uncle Bob earlier that night but didn’t think much of it. Just another of my parents’ loser friends.

 I woke up feeling him on me. His hand was on my penis, massaging me into an erection -- back then I would have called it a boner. I didn’t know what to do, so I pretended to still be asleep. What is he doing? I was too scared and embarrassed to do anything. He reeked of beer and pepperoni. I knew it was him from the disjointed wheezing that came with every breath.

 I remember squeezing my eyes shut, wanting him to go away, but a part of me feeling pretty good and wanting him to stay.

 I was very naïve and uninformed. Nobody had ever talked to me about sex back then. Not my parents, certainly not the teachers at school, and if my friends knew more than I did, they weren’t sharing.

 The feel of his hand stroking me was an unbelievable sensation. He held onto my testicles and kept moving his hand faster and faster.

 I had never heard of an orgasm before, and I had no idea what was happening to me. It felt like I had lost all control of my body. I thought maybe I had peed, and a cloud of shame descended on me, a huge weight smothering me. Uncle Bob snickered and left. I found myself covered in a sticky mess and I had no idea what had happened.

 Earlier in this journal, I wrote that 1968 was the summer I learned to masturbate. This was the sorry way I learned.

 As the summer passed, he visited me again. And again. And again. I couldn’t do or say anything. I was a prisoner of my shame and his desires.

 He changed his routine gradually with each nocturnal visit, becoming bolder and bolder. He started to put his mouth on me, and then he would do himself, spraying my stomach with his hot semen. Eventually, he would force his cock into my mouth, causing me to gag and choke. I couldn’t pretend to be asleep any longer.

 And not long after the entire nightmare started, he decided what he really wanted was anal sex. During these times, I felt like he was ripping me apart, gutting me like a trout.

 But I never said anything. I suffered in shame, feeling guilty for my participation in these terrible visits. They never lasted long, thank God, but my life was never the same after that long, painful summer.

 Uncle Bob never spoke of these things when I would see him in daylight. It was as if they never happened.








 

 

 

Part 5

 

 

 

God gave us memories so that we might have roses in December.

 

J.M. Barrie








 

 

 

 

Chapter 18

 

 

 That’s what 1968 really meant to me.

 I thought about these things, flooded by swirling feelings and memories, all touched off by a single shrouded sight of Uncle Bob. Later, I lay down in bed, tears fogging my dreams, and fell into silence.

 

I woke up back in my own time. Back in the

twenty-first century.

I didn’t even need to open my eyes to know I was back. Beeping sounds bounced around the room from the machines monitoring me in my hospital bed. The clinical smell. The slight itchiness in my right arm I recognized from my last stay here as an IV.

Slowly I opened my eyes, hoping for Jenny.

To no avail. She wasn’t there. I didn’t have a watch on, but the sky was dark. I was alone in mid night.

I missed her terribly, more than I could actually recall ever missing her before. I drew a picture of her in my mind, saw her smile at me, the beautiful smile I had maybe not appreciated as much as I should have.

Several hours passed before the first glimpse of light shone into my room. A nurse came to check on me. “You’re awake,” she said. No smile. Not even a question, just an observation. She picked up the clipboard hanging at the end of my bed and scribbled on it.

“I’d like to see my wife.” My voice was weak and hoarse. My throat ached.

“I’ll get word to her.” She felt my forehead and took my pulse. “You scared us this time,” she said. “You’ve been out quite a while.”

“How long?”

“More than a week.” She looked back to the chart. “Nine days, to be exact.”

“I need to see my wife.”

 She put the chart back. “Blood pressure first.” When I didn’t look like I was about to co-operate, she added, “Look, I don’t have time to argue about this. You’ve had a second unidentified episode, and for all we know you might have died. If you had died, I wouldn’t be here arguing with you, but you didn’t. As long as you’re in this room, you are going to do what I tell you to do. You are not allowed to die on my shift.” She had a pair of glasses hanging on a chain around her neck that she now put on. “Left arm. Right now.”

 I gave her my arm and she wrapped the cuff of the sphygmomanometer around it and measured me up. “Just fine,” she declared.

 “Fine? Is that fine for a normal person or fine considering I’m here being fed with tubes and having been a vegetable for nine days?”

 “125 over 80. Fine for anybody.”

“Good,” I said. “Now, will you call my wife?”

She stared at me and then slowly left the room. “The doctor will want to see you.”

 

Sometime later, the nurse did call Jenny. She showed up at my bedside in about twenty minutes. “Sam!” She rushed to me and gave me an awkward hug, careful not to hurt me. “I’m so sorry I wasn’t here when you woke. It’s just -- ” She struggled and I could see she was about to cry. “They didn’t know if you’d come back.”

I nodded, completely understanding. She had probably sat beside me day and night until the doctors and nurses convinced her to take her own life back.

“I love you,” I said. I couldn’t remember the last time I had told her that.

Jenny reached down to take my hand, and that smile came across her face. I knew then that I was back home. Everything would work out.

Until I was taken away again.

 

My recovery seemed faster than the first time. I was in the hospital for three days after I awoke, but the time flew by because I had a mission to attend to, and I needed to get out of the hospital to do it.

Doctor Kyzer was at his grumpy best and was very reluctant to release me. “We want to do more tests.” I wasn’t sure who the “we” were, because it sure didn’t include me. He was scratching more notes on the chart and almost seemed to be talking to the notepad instead of me. “MRI for sure. We need to get to the bottom of this.”

“Hold on,” I said. “I want to go home.”

“Home?” He finally lowered the charts and looked at me. “You need to get fixed up.”

“You can’t find anything to fix.”

“That’s why we need to do more tests. It has to be a brain disorder. Maybe we should have you checked into the University. They have a research center devoted to brain disorders.”

I shook my head and started to climb out of bed. “I’m going home.”

“Mr. Ellis -- ”

“Is there any legal way you can keep me here without my consent?” I stared at him as I pulled on my pants. I felt woozy but I wasn’t about to tell him that.

“No.”

“Thank you for taking care of me while I was here.”

 “You should think about what you’re doing.”

“No,” I repeated. Although I couldn’t explain to him, I knew nothing he could do would make a bit of difference.

Kyzer reluctantly released me after he couldn’t think of any other reason to hold me, and I tasted freedom again. Freedom to walk through my own home, to kiss my wife, to eat Kraft Dinner and listen to old rock and roll music.

Jenny was surprised when I called McLeod Warner and told my boss not to expect me back. Not now, not ever. “But the stock market means so much to you,” she said.

I watched her, ready to answer her when I stopped and looked more closely at her. She had her arms crossed and her feet apart, as if she were expecting me to argue back with her. Expecting it not to be pleasant.

I felt sad, knowing I had seen that stance a thousand times before and just gave her back the argument she had anticipated.

“Come sit beside me,” I said as I patted the couch. 

Jenny unfolded her arms, but I could still feel the tension in the room. “I guess I’ve never really treated you very well, have I?”

Her eyes widened. “What do you mean?” she asked.

I smiled at her. “No more.”

“No more what?”

“No more yelling. No more hitting. No more you waking up in the middle of the night being afraid of the dark. Being afraid of me.”

Jenny didn’t seem to know what to say. Silence hung between us. I think she was fighting the need to believe I was telling her the truth and balancing that to the past where she couldn’t always accept my words at face value.

I went to the fridge and got a two-year-old Pinot Gris, popped the cork, and poured us each a glass. “Here’s to you,” I toasted.
 Puzzled, she took a sip.

“I want you to come on a trip with me,” I said. “I have something to show you.”
 “Where to?” she asked.

“Nelson. My old hometown. There’s a story I need to tell you and an old coin I need to show you.”








 

 

 

 

Chapter 19

 

 

 The day Jenny married me was the best day of my life. Or at least it should have been. It was pretty dammed close in any case. There ended up being a couple of bumps along the way. The first was that she didn’t really want to elope.

 “But why?” she asked several times in the days leading up to us tying the knot. “Why wouldn’t you like a nice church wedding with our friends and relatives and a celebration of our new lives together?” When she talked like this, she had big eyes and a bright, wide smile. She had spent much of her life imagining a large wedding, probably had arranged fantasy weddings in her mind over and over. I was taking a dream away from her, although I didn’t really discern that at the time. I wasn’t the kind of person to recognize things like that.

 “We don’t need to make a big circus of this,” I said. “I just want to be married to you. I don’t need a parade to do that.”

 She pursed her lips, and I knew I had hurt her. “Hey,” I said more gently, “it’s going to be great. I’ve got enough money saved up for a nice holiday for us. A honeymoon.” I moved my face close to hers. “Won’t that be the best part of the wedding day anyway?”

 She smiled again and gave me a light hug.

 By this time, we had been dating for four years. The comment about the honeymoon was an inside joke. In those four years, we had grown from eighteen-year old kids to twenty-two year old adults, and in that time, we had never slept together. That had been my idea.

 “Where do you want to go?” she asked.

 “I was thinking we could drive aimlessly, camping wherever we happen to stop each night.”

 “Oh, Sam, I don’t know. That doesn’t sound

very -- ” She struggled for a word. Finally, she 

said, “ -- structured.”

 I laughed and kissed her. “That’s the whole point,” I said. “Nobody will know where we are from one day to the next, not even us. It’ll be an adventure.”

 She still looked unsure.

 “Imagine,” I said. “Waking up in the morning, grabbing a cup of coffee, pulling the car out and finding a fork in the road. Kentucky is to the east, Kansas to the west. We flip a coin and follow wherever our fortunes take us.”

 “Can we spend at least our first night together in a hotel instead of camping?”

 I gave her a big hug and answered, “Of course. It’s going to be a wonderful night.”

 We left three days later. Jenny left a note for her Mom, explaining we had gone off to get married, and I left two months rent for her, to cover until she could find another tenant.

 We flipped our first coin as we pulled my old ’52 Chevy out of the drive. The old beater was on its last legs and not long after our honeymoon, I traded it in for my first import. The trunk was stuffed with a tent and other camping necessities.

 Tails pointed us south, and we drove down to Renton, where we pulled up to City Hall and arranged for our marriage. Being a small town, it was easy to arrange.

 We had made our own vows, nice and simple ones, to love one another, to be true, to always be the other’s best friend. Jenny never strayed from her promises in all the years that followed.

 As we drove away (to the east this time), a part of my mind drifted back to my desk at McLeod Warner, wondering aimlessly what the stock market was doing. I was addicted to the market then. The few clients I had managed to pull together were precious to me, and I had a terrible fear they’d like Mark Sieber better than me. Mark was covering for me while I was gone. He had ten years experience, compared to my handful of months. No use dwelling on that, I tried to convince myself. Didn’t help. For the ten days we were gone, I worried myself sick about losing my clients.

 But a bigger worry was yet to come.

 We stopped for the night at a Motel 6, and Jenny pulled on this absolutely stunning nightgown. It was a cool yellow silk, hung to mid-thigh, low-cut. It showed her off so well, it could have doubled for a fancy evening gown. I had brought a bottle of Dom Perignon, hidden in the cooler in the back of the truck, and we toasted our future, talked about our present, and laughed about our past.

 We found ourselves in bed before ten o’clock, soft music playing on the radio, only the bathroom light on.

 I adored her. But, when the time came, I was totally bewildered to find I was unable to make love to her. Actually, bewilderment was an understatement. I was shocked and so was Jenny. As much as I wanted her, I couldn’t get an erection.

 I knew in my heart that this was nothing to do with her, but I didn’t know what to do, how to react. I rolled over on my side as silent tears fell down my cheeks. Somehow, Uncle Bob was lurking in the wings.

 Jenny held on to me, making all the right comments about it not mattering, we’d try again tomorrow, it was a long day. She sounded as flustered as I did, though. All her support did was make me feel worse. I was a failure as a husband on my first day.

 It was three days later, with no improvement, that I told her about life in Montana, and the summer from hell nine years earlier. Just generalities. I couldn’t talk about details, but she heard the big picture. After the story, she held me and we both cried, and she told me she loved me all the more. Sharing the pain of my youth turned out to be just the dose of Viagra I needed, and we finally were able to consummate our marriage in a gentle, loving way that night.








 

 

 

 

Chapter 20

 

 

 So, let’s skip ahead almost thirty years, and onto another journey Jenny and I were making together. This time, it was in my shiny silver Camry, and we were on our way east again.

 Thirty years . . .

 It takes less than a second to say those two words, and less than three seconds to type them here into this journal. A second or three doesn’t show the impact of those years.

 Sometimes I look in the mirror and I’m not even sure I see the same person who married Jenny. My face is a lot harder, etched with years of fighting my clients, years of striving higher and higher up the income scale. Years of always promising Jenny we’d be spending more time together “soon.”

 If somebody looked at a photo of me on our wedding day, they’d see a happy young man, eager to live his life to the fullest, with his beautiful young wife. Sometimes I would wake up and wonder where that attitude went, but then the daily scramble to trade stock took control of my mind and pushed all thoughts like that aside.

 Jenny would have to wait. She had her bookstore to keep her busy, and if we argued about time and quality of life, well, I figured that’s what all married couples do.

 Time never affected Jenny, though. She still had that amazing smile, the fun-loving attitude, the pure love of being alive. She stayed my beautiful young wife.

 I didn’t tell her much before we headed to Nelson. When she asked, I’d just repeat, “There’s a story I need to tell you and an old coin I need to show you.”

 We were both excited about the trip. I actually couldn’t remember the last time I’d looked forward to getting into the car and driving away. Most of my enthusiasm was simple: I finally felt I could trust Jenny with my secret trips back to 1968. I wouldn’t have to keep it all to myself any more.

 Jenny just seemed happy to get away for a short holiday together. She was worried about my health, of course, but I brushed that aside and as soon as I had my strength back, I announced, “Today’s the day. Let’s pack.”

 Jenny owns her own bookstore, called Second Stories. She specializes in rare and out of print editions of classic authors, which for the most part runs completely contrary to my tastes. Jane Austen, the Brontes, that kind of thing. She re-reads Wuthering Heights every summer like clockwork. I like her store. It’s friendly, with several cozy armchairs and a pot of fresh coffee always ready. I just don’t enjoy the same kind of books she does.

 She has two part-time assistants who were happy to look after things while she was gone for a few days. I told her it wouldn’t be longer than that.

 “Remember the first time we went on a trip together?” I asked, as I maneuvered the car out onto I-90, heading east.

 “Couldn’t forget it,” she said. “It was the best but also the hardest.”

 “This trip will only be the best,” I promised. “Nothing hard.”

 I found an oldies station broadcasting from Spokane, and kept it playing softly as we drove.

 After a couple of hours, we stopped at a restaurant just north of Yakima. Finding our way to Nelson was dead easy from Seattle. Get on I-90 and drive east. After about eight hours on the road, we’d hit Butte, Montana. That was our signal to go north on I-15, and we’d run into Nelson after about three hours, just about halfway between Conrad and Shelby, smack in the middle of nowhere.

 In the restaurant, we each ordered a sandwich. I had a grilled ham and Swiss cheese while Jenny had tuna with lettuce and onions.

 “So,” she said between mouthfuls, “when do I get to hear the big story?”

 “Right now. As soon as we get back on the road.”

 So, as soon as we left the restaurant and I put the Camry back in cruise control, I asked her to listen to the whole thing before saying anything back to me.

 I told her about the first dissolving and finding myself back in Nelson surrounded by sunflowers and cornfields. I told her about the confusion I had felt and how I thought I was going nuts. (I didn’t look over to her when I said this, knowing she’d be thinking the same thing.) I told her about meeting Little Sam and then renting the room at Mrs. Williamson’s place. I started to talk faster and faster, the words fighting to leave my mouth. Seeing my dad, and that shock sending me back home.

 I looked over at her, stopping my story temporarily. “I know how this sounds,” I said. I reached across the armrest to hold her hand, gently rubbing her fingers between mine.

 She didn’t answer for a moment. Finally, she whispered, “You really believe this?”

 I turned back to the road, watching the rolling hills passing us by. I saw a sign announcing that Spokane was only fifty miles away, and I realized I must have been talking for a couple of hours already. There was just so much to tell.

 In spite of myself, I felt myself getting angry. Jenny didn’t believe me.

 “Just listen to the rest,” I said.

 I told her about going back the second time, wandering around and ending up in the Riviera, meeting my parents. I talked slower as we drove through Spokane. “Let’s find a place to stay the night,” I said.

 “Okay.”

 We checked into The Rainbow Motel, a clean but otherwise unappetizing little place just on the edge of town.

 There was a plastic rainbow over the doorway leading to the office, but there were only six stripes. Jenny clicked her teeth, frowning. “Should be seven stripes, not six.”

 “It’s a discount rainbow,” I said, laughing.

 After we got ourselves checked in, I surprised Jenny by bringing out a bottle of champagne. “Just like that first night,” I said.

 “Did you bring any wine glasses?” she asked with a smile.

 I froze, knowing she was always the one who remembered things like that. “No,” I admitted. “There might be water glasses in the bathroom.”

She shook her head. “I have a better idea.” We sat on two pillows, propped up against the wall, and drank from the bottle.

 “Been a long time since we’ve done this,” she said, wiping champagne from her upper lip. She kissed my cheek. “Tell me the rest.”

 “I know how this sounds,” I said. “But I swear to you, on our marriage and our friendship, that this is true.”

 She took another swig of the champagne and waited patiently. She leaned against me.

 I started where I had left off, my parents in the bar. I was really excited when I told her about finding the Remembrance Diary, and that was the only time she interrupted me.

 “What a beautiful idea,” she said. “What was written in it?”

 “I only read one entry. It was when Julie brought flowers home to Claire. Daisies, I think. Or maybe buttercups. Something yellow.”

 “You didn’t just sit down and devour the book? I’d kill to find something like that. Especially from people you knew who had disappeared. Spooky.”

 “Well, I didn’t know them exactly. Just lived in their home.”

 “Whatever. Why didn’t you read the rest?”

 “I guess I thought I was peeping where I wasn’t supposed to be. I’ll probably read the rest when I go back.”

 “Back?” She sounded alarmed.

 I nodded. “I don’t think I’ve done whatever I’m supposed to do.”

 “What’s that?”

 I paused, wondering what the answer was. Finally, I admitted, “I don’t have a clue in hell. So, anyhow, there was this amazing time in the bar, watching the Draft Lottery.”

 “The what?”
 I explained about the lottery and how my parents had reacted when Marty’s birthday had come up. I told her about seeing Uncle Bob, and then how I was bounced back home to her.

 The champagne bottle had only an inch left, and we silently finished it off. I felt exhausted, not to mention drunk.

 “How can I believe all this, Sam?”

 “Because I’m going to prove it to you. I told you I had wandered around Nelson, right? Well, what I didn’t mention was that I buried a silver dollar at City Hall. A 2004 silver dollar. We’re on our way to go dig it up.”








 

 

 

 

Chapter 21

 

 

 We arrived in Nelson about noon the following day. It was chilly for mid summer, with a cool breeze winding down Main Street. It felt very odd, seeing the city, now so different. Most of the buildings I knew (and had so recently seen) were gone.

 None of the shops were the same. Gone were the beauty shops, the barber, and all the rest. Instead, gaudy colored signs welcomed us to Fitness Time and the Cyber Café. Although I didn’t see a Starbucks, there was a Second Cup. All the accoutrements of our modern world. I drove down to the end of Main Street, turned around, and came back, looking for the Riviera. Surprisingly, it still stood, but it was boarded up, looking like it had finally hit the end of the road.

 Jenny hadn’t been to Nelson for almost 30 years and she looked around with interest at everything I pointed out to her. To her credit, she didn’t try to say, “What a nice place to have grown up.” She could see as clearly as I could that the city was a rundown dinosaur, waiting to sink into the tar pits. The attempt in the eighties and nineties to revitalize Nelson with extensive industrialization just made the city look all the more pathetic. A short-term triage in a town bleeding at every corner.

 “My old home is down this way,” I said, as I pulled the car around the corner. “Oh, well, it was.”

 A five-story apartment block covered the land where my home had been, and the house beside it. On the other side, where Mrs. Williamson lived, was the building’s parking lot.

 “I’m sorry, Sam. That must be hard for you.”

 I shrugged it off. “Let’s go find City Hall.” I kicked myself for not checking to see if the old City Hall was still standing. It would be trivial to have checked on the Internet. With everything else changed, what were the chances it was still there?

 Relief cascaded over me when we drove down another few blocks and the old City Hall came into view. “Still standing and still demanding their taxes,” I said.

 Jenny jumped out of the car almost as fast as I did and started to walk quickly towards the old building.

 Moss was growing on the brick sides, and the paint on the upper windows was chipped and faded. The same chiseled granite sign sat in the front of the building announcing their business hours.

 None of that mattered to us. We started to run down the lane leading to the back of the Hall. It felt like I was flying, due to the adrenaline rush. Jenny managed to stay just a step ahead of me as we rounded the back.

 The concrete steps were still there, still guarded by the same black railing, which was the only sight that was freshly painted.

 I stopped and stared beside the steps. I had planted the dollar under the grass patch immediately to the left.

 “Oh, no,” I said.

 There was no grass patch. Apparently, sometime in the last thirty years, some ambitious grounds keeper had decided to rip out the grass and plant a nice, dark hedge. It was trimmed to a uniform height, and had small pink flowers.

 I dropped to my knees, and clawed at the ground. “Six inches from the steps,” I said. I stopped almost immediately, as I could easily see the hedge was indeed that close to the steps. The silver dollar was gone. Only the roots of the hedge were there.

 And then . . .

 I was gone, too, being struck with my third attack, my body crackling as it dissolved. My last thought as I gasped up at Jenny through the pain was that I should never have put her through this.








 

 

 

Part 6

 

 

 

The hills of one’s youth are all mountains.

 

Mari Sandoz








 

 

 

 

Chapter 22

 

 

 I woke a few days after the Draft Lottery, in my little bed in Mrs. Williamson’s basement. A cool breeze drifted past me from an open window, and I sighed and stretched, the sigh turning into an extended yawn. I collected my thoughts for a minute and then decided it was a Saturday morning. I yawned again and tried to shake myself awake.

 A shower and a coffee later, I left the basement and went out into the cool morning. Dew covered the grassy yard and the flowers that still poked up from the plants near the driveway. It wouldn’t be long before the plants gave up, going back into hibernation for another year.

 “Sam!”

 I looked over to see my father out on his back porch. Seeing him no longer shocked me, but this was the first time I had seen him in the morning light. He was

so -- different.

 He was sober.

 “Hey,” I called over. I walked slowly through the gate that connected the yards. “Nice day out.”

 He looked at me with reddened eyes and sunken cheeks. His thick black hair was shiny from his continued overindulgence in Brylcreem. I almost wanted to chant, a little dab’ll do ya. His nose and cheeks were covered with a field of rough red dots. It looked like he was covered with acne, but it was just alcohol trying to burst through his skin to escape. Now that I was closer to him, he lowered his voice. “Quite the night a few days ago.”

 I nodded. “Did you stay for the whole lottery?”

 He scowled at me and talked in a level voice, as if I had accused him of something. “Sure. Woulda been there anyway. It only lasted a couple hours. Most of the others left after that, and the place turned quiet again.”

 “Does Marty know yet?”

 Dad lit a cigarette. An unfiltered Camel. I shook my head when he offered me one. “He knows. Watched it somewhere too, with his buddies. I think he’s proud to go.”

 “Is he worried?”

 “Haven’t much talked about it.” He nodded. “It’s his duty. I was in the big one. He can get off his ass and go to Vietnam.”

 “It’s a different thing, don’t you think?”

 “Why?” he asked.

 “Just . . . ” I didn’t know how to end the thought. Didn’t know how to talk about the tens of thousands of body bags that would return to the States in a losing cause. How to talk about the atrocities broadcast on television for the first time, and the national sense of confusion and even shame that would follow this war. How to talk about the terrible images of innocent women and children being killed for no reason. William Calley and the mess at My Lai. Bombing Cambodia. And how to talk about how America lost a war that their citizens stopped supporting long before it was over.

 No, that wouldn’t go over. I needed not to put a barrier up between my father and me. I needed answers.

 “What did you do in World War Two?”

 My father’s eyes looked so sad. I was in fact totally captivated by this bit of information. I never even knew he was in the services. He never told me. There was so much he never told me.

 “Same as everybody else. Went to war, killed the enemy.”

 “Army?”

 He nodded and then quickly changed the subject. I recognized the feat from the many times he wouldn’t talk to me as a child. “How long did you say you’re going to be here?”

 “I really don’t know,” I said honestly. “I can’t use my stock market training here, but maybe something else will come up.”

 “Stock market training. You still make it sound pretty high falutin’.”

 “I don’t mean it that way. It is what it is.”

 Just then, Scout came bouncing out of the house. I felt a thrill at seeing him again, another of the many zombies who had risen from the dead.

 The dog came over, sniffed me, and barked loudly. Then, he pulled back on his haunches and started to pant.

 Dad moved to him and crouched at his side, “Hey, boy, what is it?” He patted Scout and rubbed his neck and behind his ears. “He’s okay, boy.”

 Scout barked one more time. I remembered hearing that bark so much when I was young. It was halfway between a woof and a yelp, and no other dog ever sounded exactly the same to me.

 He was confused by me. I think he knew I was really Little Sam, but different. He could tell by my smell.

 “He usually this jumpy?” I asked.

 “Nah. He’s a good dog. Just doesn’t recognize you.”

 He stood back up, put out his cigarette, and looked over his shoulder towards the house. I was pretty sure the refrigerator was calling him. The beer. It was almost 10:00 in the morning.

 “See you later.”

 My last image of him as he slowly turned to head into the house was that there really was a streak of gentleness in him. You could see it in his eyes and hear it in the softness of his voice. And he loved the dog. I never knew that.

 How I wish I had seen more of that side of him.








 

 

 

 

Chapter 23

 

 

 I went back to Claire’s Remembrance Diary, gently lifting it from the center of the sagging bookshelf. I continued to hold the book in a kind of awe, the history of Claire and her daughter, Julie, documented secretly in a fragile, hidden journal. A gem made of love. It reminded me of The Diary of Anne Frank, at least conceptually. I haven’t read that book, but I knew the gist of the story, how a lonely girl was trapped in a house during World War II, writing her soul for future generations.

 Claire’s diary hit me with the same force.

 I sat and put my feet up on the scarred coffee table, wondering if Claire had ever intended to have this book opened by anyone other than herself. Hard to imagine that being in her plans.

 I looked at the front photograph of Julie again. A pretty girl, dark hair like her mother, but the frown on her face came blazing back at me. Why wasn’t she smiling? Something didn’t fit. I was missing an important puzzle piece, and the pieces I did have wouldn’t fit together.

 I started to carefully flip through the yellowed pages, and it didn’t take me long to find my first clue. It was the entry for January 10.

 

 It was 1967 (wrote Claire) when our lives changed forever, my child. You were 12 years old, and you should never have gone through that terrible day.

 Snow fell gently to the ground all morning, and you loved it. You always loved the snow, especially when the flakes seemed to hang in the air forever, looking earthward to find their special landing place.

 It was a Sunday morning, and we didn’t go to church. You had already decided that church just wasn’t your cup of tea, which was probably something you learned from me. Was that wrong?

 I watched you as you looked out the kitchen window. I felt your love in my heart, as your head tilted just a shade, in that odd way you had.

 After an hour or so, you pulled yourself away from the window. “Mama, I’d like to go build a snowman.”

 I had known this was coming, of course. You always wanted to play in the snow after watching it fall.

 “Come, Mama?”

 I shook my head and smiled at you. My feet were tired from long days at the factory, and even though I loved being with you, Sundays were my day to catch up on my rest and cook you a nice dinner, instead of the sandwiches and soup we had every other day of the week.

 I should have gone with you.

 If I had, maybe you’d still be here with me. Maybe those awful events of the future wouldn’t have happened. Maybe we’d still be together.

 

 I stopped reading. The book had shocked me with the tale of something awful happening to this little girl I had never met.

 But, I knew the words on the page weren’t true. They couldn’t be. I checked back to the top, and, yes, Julie was 12 in 1967, just a year earlier.

 Maybe I wasn’t the most observant person in the world, but I sure would have noticed a girl just about my age staying next door to me. Living in the same room I was now living in myself. That couldn’t have happened.

 Just then, the telephone rang, and I just about jumped out of my skin. “Jesus Christ,” I muttered. I carefully closed the Remembrance Diary and picked up the phone.

 “Hello?”

 “Hello. Is this Mister Johnson?” It was a woman’s voice, familiar in some way, but I couldn’t place it. Although my last name was Ellis, I had been using Johnson while in 1968, to avoid any connection to my father and with Little Sam.

 “Yes.”

 “This is . . . ”

 She didn’t speak for several seconds, only a bit of crackling static filling the line. “Yes?” I repeated. “Who is this?”

 Finally, “This is Marie Ellis.”

 I only hesitated a second. Even now as I write these words, knowing I was talking to my mother was a very, very strange sensation. She died not long after my father. Cancer. Unlike when my father died, I did go back to Nelson to visit my mother when she was in the hospital. I hadn’t seen her in years, since I had abandoned her along with my father. The cancer had already beaten her, taken away anything close to humanity she had had, leaving a shriveled shell of a human being, papery-thin skin, no hair, no spirit.

 “Hello, Marie. How are you?”

 “I think I should talk to you. It’s about my son, Marty. You know.” Her words spilled out of her mouth like a sudden bursting of a long-fractured dam. “You know, the lottery, the thing in Vietnam, you seem to know how to do things. I don’t know why I think that, I just do. Maybe the way you look at me. You just know things. You need to help me. I need help, and there’s something about you that tells me I can trust you.”

 She finally stopped her outburst and added in a more quiet voice. “Don’t tell Jimmy. He’s, he’s not . . . ”

 “I’m not sure what I can do to help, Marie. Are you asking how -- ”

 She interrupted. “I’ve got to go. He’s coming.” She hung up.

 I replaced the receiver and walked out to the back deck. Next door, the beer was starting to kick in, and I could hear Dad starting to yell at Mom. “Don’t tell me you weren’t talking to nobody! You stupid bitch!”

Just another day in paradise, Phil Collins would sing a quarter of a century later.

 I looked at my watch. It was 10:25. Only thirty minutes since I had talked to Dad and he was fine, sober, even nice. In less time than an episode of Gilligan’s Island, he had completely effected his change into a mean, loud, sonofabitching asshole.

 The sun glared down at me, bright and warm. It was going to be another beautiful day.

 I thought of going back to Claire’s diary, but somehow, it wasn’t right. Not after that telephone call asking for my help. Claire and Julie deserved my full attention, and I would only read the diary when I could offer that.

 But right then, I needed to think about Marty. Could I stop him from being sent to Vietnam? I certainly had heard lots of tricks to avoid the draft. Going to college, bad eyes, gimpy knees, being married, irrationally violent thoughts, conscientious objector. Unfortunately, I didn’t know how many of these loopholes were still open in 1968.

 I did know one option for sure that would work. Taking Marty to Canada.

 But, would Marty want to avoid the draft? I tried to think back to the little I remembered about him. He was loud, almost boisterous. Was he patriotic? I would guess yes, since I remembered he was actually happy to go to serve his country.

 Or was that a memory I’d made up afterwards, so I could accept his death more easily?

 

 Memories.

 I sometimes wonder what memories are. If I want to think back to a picture of my mother, it comes up easily enough. A pretty image forms in my mind, and I can see the shoulder-length rusty hair, curly like she always had it. I can see the deep red lipstick she wore whenever she left the house and the bejeweled set of gold earrings swinging to and fro above her neck. They were shaped like small ovals and were quite different from the normal studs other women wore.

 I remember these things not from my recent experiences, but from my true childhood.

 Biologically, I remember reading that memories are somehow connected to electrical discharges between synapses in the brain.

 I prefer to view memories as branches of a tree. Thinking about one branch would bring others into focus, and I could jump off to that branch as easily as stay on the one I was originally balancing on. Memories of my mother could easily switch to my father, then flip to Uncle Bob.

 A tree of memories, swaying in the wind.








 

 

 

 

Chapter 24

 

 

 I didn’t really plan to follow Marie. It just seemed my feet had their own memory, their own agenda, and before too long, I was caught up with her.

 “Marie,” I shouted to her.

 She turned with a puzzled look. Her red hair was unkempt and probably uncombed. When she realized who had called her, she looked around guiltily. “You followed me?” she asked in surprise.

 “No, no, of course not.” I searched for some reason I would be there. It was two days after her strange phone call. In that time, I remembered Mom always went to pick up the groceries shortly after lunch. Just enough milk and bread to get through to the next day. Maybe some canned salmon or tuna, or other easy and cheap “dinners.” Sometimes a couple of pieces of fruit, but not often. I never learned to like apples, let alone grapefruit or mangos.

 “I was on my way to pick up some things,” I finally said.

 She nodded. “Me, too.”

 We walked together, but I could tell she really was uncomfortable. Her gait was stiff and she stared straight ahead.

 “But, I’m glad I ran into you.”

 She didn’t answer.

 “What did you mean on Saturday?” I asked. “When you called me.”

 She slowed her walk a bit and stole a glance at me. “I don’t know what to do, Mr. Johnson.”

 “Sam. Please call me Sam.”

 “I’m going to lose my son. I don’t know what to do. I just thought . . . you seem to know things. Maybe you know people.”

 “People?”

 “People who can help him. He was innocent. But, not any more.”

 I was getting confused. “What do you mean, Marty was innocent?”
 She stopped, took a deep breath, and said, “No, not Marty. My Sammy.”

 Marie looked at me with desperation mixed with the tears in her eyes. She knew.

 “You have to keep Uncle Bob out of the house,” I said.

 That did it. She broke down in tears and collapsed onto me. I held her and then gently guided her to the steps of a nearby office building. We sat together, me holding her, a part of my mind wondering what people would think who were walking by, most of me not caring one whit about that.

 She knew what was happening in the room at the top of the stairs.

 After a few moments, she wiped her face and moved back a few inches from me. “How do you know about Bob?” she asked. “You’re not even from here.”

 “There are Bobs everywhere,” I answered, providing no answer at all. Even to me, it sounded silly. “The important thing is to stop the abuse now.”

 “I don’t know how to do that,” she said.

 I just looked at her. 

 “He’ll kill me.”

 “Bob?”

 “No. Jimmy.”

 “He knows about it, too? And does nothing?”

 She stood up and started to walk away.

 “Marie, wait!”

 “No. I shouldn’t have talked to you. There’s something wrong with you, and you have no business interfering with my family.” She raised her voice as she looked straight at me and pointed a finger. “You stay away from me and my sons. You don’t know anything about what’s involved here.”

 Before I could do anything, she started to run down the street.

 I sat on the office steps for about an hour.








 

 

 

 

Chapter 25

 

 

 The rest of the day moved very slowly. I was restless and found myself wandering aimlessly around the town. I twice found myself choking back tears.

Mom knew.

 Followed quickly by another thought. And she did nothing about it.

 My memories of my mother were not very flattering at the best of times. I stayed away from home as much as I could when I was young, fearing all of the evil that seemed to live there, my father and Uncle Bob personifying that evil.

 My mother always seemed to be lost in the shuffle, at the back of my mind, but at times she did come to the fore. In retrospect, I saw she had been a badly abused woman, frustrated, stuck in a hell of her own. What I still had difficulty with was forgiving her for passing that hell onto her children.

 I remember Mom yelling, often, without any apparent purpose. I hated the yelling and the less-frequent hitting, but what I really hated was seeing her dragged into the cesspool my father inhabited, getting drunk along side him day after day after day. In her own way, she was as pathetic as he was.

 But I had always hoped she loved me, behind the fog of alcohol and tobacco she used as a shield.

 Now, I wasn’t so sure that she had.

 

 I arrived at the Riviera early, about four. I knew I’d be too early for Mom and Dad, but I needed to have time to calm my nerves before seeing them. I needed a game plan. I needed to find a way to protect Little Sam.

 How weird that sounds.

 Anyhow, I finished off about four beers before Jimmy came into the bar. Alone.

 He took his seat and raised a finger to Scott, who brought him a beer. No hellos tonight. That must be a tradition reserved for when Marie was there.

 The bar seemed even more subdued than normal. Nobody was there except him and me. I could hear some faint rumblings from the storage room behind the bar, like there was somebody working back there, but other than that, the place was silent.

 Tonight, there would be no repeat of the Draft Lottery, of course, and the small television Scott had brought in had been removed and taken back to wherever it normally lived.

 Dad lit up a smoke and looked over at me. “Sam,” he acknowledged with a nod. I was at the other end of the bar, the same chair I had originally sat in that first night I found them here.

 “Jimmy. You’re batching tonight?”

 He shrugged. “She’s sick.”

 I thought back to my meeting with Marie and knew her sickness was simply not wanting to see me. “Anything serious?”

 “Just some fuckin’ women’s thing.” He shook his head. “Dumb bitch.” He blew smoke into the air, seemingly following it with his eyes. “Dumb bitch,” he said again.

 After a pause, I said, “You hear who won the game today?”

 “Tigers. Six Two.”

 “Yeah? Great.”

 He took a drink and didn’t say anything further.

 I tried a few other conversation starters, but I wasn’t getting anywhere. After another gulp of beer, I asked, “Jimmy, why don’t you slide down here. Play you a game of poker.”

 “You got cards?”

 “Nope. We’ll use the serial numbers on a dollar bill.”

 He snorted. “You must got more fuckin’ money than me if you know games like that.” After a pause, though, he did walk to my end of the bar and planted himself, leaving two empty seats between us.

 He stared right at me without saying anything. Even in the dim lighting, I could see his eyes boring into me, blood patterns taking up much of what should have been his whites. The few teeth he had left were more yellow than white, and his face was marked with scratches and scars. I outweighed him by a good fifty pounds, but he still looked mean enough to make me nervous.

 “What are you doing in Nelson?” he asked.

 “Told you,” I said. “Just passing through.”

 “Yeah, you told me that. Doesn’t mean Jack Shit to me. You a cop?”

 “Cop?” I laughed. “God, no. I told you I’m a stock broker.”

 “Cops are no better’n niggers in my book.”

 I stared right back at him. “You got a real bad attitude, Jimmy. Where’d that come from?”

 Scott quietly put more beer in front of each of us, careful not to say anything. I could tell he’d seen my father get in arguments in the past and didn’t want any part of it. He slid away to the other end of the bar, cleaning glasses that were already as clean as they were going to get.

 “Where’d that come from?” Dad said. “Where’d that come from? Now, there’s an interesting little question.”

 “Do you have an interesting little answer?”

 He looked straight ahead, seemingly thinking about an answer. He looked at his reflection in the bar mirror, perhaps questioning himself. When he did talk again, his voice was soft, and I recognized the other side of his Jekyll/Hyde character. “I guess I wanted more out of life,” he said.

 I didn’t say anything, not wanting to interrupt.

 “When you’re young, everything seems possible. The future seems so unending. You hang around with friends, you graduate high school, you start a job that looks good, marry the girl next door. Everything seems perfect.”

 He took a deep breath and lit another cigarette before continuing.

 “But the rot was already starting, even back then. I got married when I was twenty-one. Just like that. You could call it a shotgun wedding, I guess. Marie’s father wouldn’t look at any other alternatives. We had to get married right when I was let go from the office I worked at. World War II was starting. They needed people to work at the plants, and I ended up doing shitty old work loading concrete. Couldn’t find anything else.”

 Earlier, he’d said he was in the army during the war. Now he was changing his story. I was learning not to trust anything he told me.

 “What kind of office did you work at?” I asked.

 “Oh, nothing special. Just an office. A bank. Seemed to be a direction up, though. Lots of potential, like they say nowadays. I was lucky to get the job. Not so long after the Depression and all that.”

 “You never went back to it?”

 “Nah. Shit flows downhill. Marie lost the baby. Then got pregnant again. That one died too but not until after she was born and the doctors sucked every penny they could from me. And then she went and got fucking pregnant again. Just seemed to be a fucking baby factory.” He took a long drink. “Money was hard to come by. The medical expenses just didn’t stop. Marty almost didn’t make it either. We just didn’t have a nickel to spare.”

 He shook his head and I could see the sadness in his eyes. He was seeing a past that had evaporated from under him and he wasn’t used to thinking about it.

 “I’m no good with the kids. I can’t even say I especially want them around. They know it. You can’t fool kids. They don’t want me around either.

 “So, here I am.” His voice started to rise and I saw Hyde’s return. He slammed a fist on the bar. “Stuck in a fuckin’ endless job, working for some nigger who thinks he owns the stinking world, a couple of rotten brats at home, and a wife who’s only good for one thing. And even then, only when I -- ” He struggled for the word he wanted. 

“ -- Only when I convince her.”

 He told his story with a strong conviction, but even so, it didn’t ring true. Lots of people had worse stories than him, but they didn’t turn into this guy.

 He looked back at me. “You happy now, you know about me? So, tell me your story? What makes you such a fuckin’ great man?”
 He was steamed, looking like he could lose his temper at any point. I thought of visiting my mother in the hospital when I was young.

 “I gotta go,” I said as I put my mug down on the bar. “I’m nothing special, Jimmy. Just a regular guy.”

 As I paid Scott and left the bar, Dad moved back to his regular bar stool, staring at nothing.








 

 

 

 

Chapter 26

 

 

 The days and nights stretched on. I spent the days learning more about Nelson, studying the newspaper, trying to fit in more. I didn’t see Little Sam except for a couple of times from a distance.

 My nights usually included at least a short visit to the Riviera, even if I had nothing to say to my parents. I wanted to be part of their furniture.

 A week passed in this uneventful way.

 I woke up one morning with a bad headache and an upset stomach. I’d had too much beer in too short a time the night before. I wasn’t exactly inexperienced with drinking, but I also wasn’t used to drinking ten beers in a couple of hours. Served me right, I guess. I still don’t know why I did that.

 Sunshine streamed into my little apartment, and as I lurched over the medicine cabinet hoping to find some Aspirin or Tylenol, I thought it would be a good day just to go for a walk and forget about everything that had happened in the past couple of weeks.

 There was a pond just to the east of town. I didn’t know the name of it, but I know I spent time there as a boy. I always just thought of it as The Pond, capitalized.

 I did find aspirin in the medicine cabinet and scarfed down four of them. Then I took a long shower to help clear my mind and thought of Jenny. I wondered what was happening back in my real time. She would have found some way to get me to the hospital after I collapsed at the Nelson City Hall, and I felt shame and guilt sweep over me again as I toweled off. How could I have taken her so far away from home, knowing at any point I could have another damned attack, leaving her to hold the bag?

 Jenny had always been there for me. And I knew no matter what I had said to her earlier, I had taken her for granted for the past twenty-five years. Only since this ordeal had begun had I gradually realized just what she had meant to me for so long. I asked myself a question that had been gnawing at me the past couple of months: Why did she stay with me for all these years? I couldn’t think of any possible answer.

 I made a couple of sandwiches, using up a roll of salami I’d picked up from Old Man Jones the day before. I added some Swiss cheese and picked off the bits of lettuce that was still green from the head that had been in the fridge way too long. Packing it all up in wax paper seemed to be the beacon I needed to move forward.

 I walked all the way. The Pond was at the edge of town, and it took me about forty minutes to walk. It reminded me a lot of that very first day I found myself back in Nelson, the hot sun beating down on me as I navigated down the gravel road. This time, the sun was a welcome change, as I could almost feel it baking the alcohol out of my system.

 The Pond was smaller than I remembered. That didn’t surprise me one whit, as almost everything was smaller than I remembered it.

 I moved immediately to the actual pond. It was an oval, about a hundred feet long by about fifty wide. The water had a nice clear appearance, and I could see a concrete foundation underneath. I had never known it was man-made. There were fish swimming inside. I didn’t know what kind, but they looked like large goldfish. It was very peaceful to watch them as they slowly made their circular paths through the water.

 I sat with my back against a tall oak tree, watching a small group of Canada geese swimming on the water. A cool breeze made the time very enjoyable, and before I knew it, I had nodded off to a quiet, dreamless sleep.

 

 I must have been asleep for about a half hour, and when I woke, I could hear the sounds of children playing in the distance. There was a baseball diamond not far away, hidden from view by a few dozen trees. I knew the place well, since I used to hike out here all the time as a kid to play ball. Forty minutes each way seemed like nothing back then.

 Yawning, I opened up my sandwich and slowly chewed on it, washing it down with a warm bottle of Coke I bought on the way out of town. A glass bottle.

 Finally, I opened up Claire’s Remembrance Diary. I still didn’t know how best to attack her work, since every entry was in random sequence. I just let the book open naturally, and found myself looking at October 3.

 

 In 1965, we went to the fall fair today. You were ten, and it was the first year I could afford to take you to the fair. I knew how much you wanted to go, since all your friends were always telling you about it. You never asked for money to go, though, since you knew I would give it to you, and you also knew I couldn’t afford it. You always understood things that were so far more advanced than you should have known.

 Did I ever tell you how much I admired that in you? I can’t tell you any more, since you’re gone, my sweet Julie, but you were just the perfect child. I loved you more than I can ever describe in words.

 You loved the fair. We did everything! We went on every ride you wanted to, even the shaky old roller coaster. You were screaming your lungs out when we went over that big hill and started down. I think I was a lot more frightened than you were. Your voice carried all along the ride, thrills taking sound. I loved seeing your smile as you yelled, your hair streaming back behind you.

 And the food! We had cotton candy and a big red candy apple each, still finding room for corn dogs and French Fries for dinner. My mother would have thought it was disgusting. You and I gobbled it all down.

 You wanted to go to the sideshow and see the freaks. I wasn’t sure if we should, but you jumped up and down and talked me into it. It wasn’t that bad, with the snake woman and the ape boy just looking like ordinary people with a bit of makeup. You stared, though, in amazement, lost in your secret fantasies of where these strange hybrids came from.

 Ah, the joy of being a child, uncluttered by reality.

 

 I stopped reading. Skimming down, I could see Claire had written several more pages about the fair and the wonderful day she spent with Julie. More details about each ride they went on, playing bingo and the pinball machines in the arcade, watching the carnies selling

knife-sharpeners and other kitchen gadgets. They ended the day by walking home, hand in hand, and they fell asleep together on the couch, exhausted from the day.

 I ran my fingers along the inked page, silently thanking Claire for helping me spend a quiet day alone.

 The book was heavy with memories, and I knew although many were bad ones, many also were the kinds of things nobody would leave behind. Claire must be dead.

 I closed the book and looked again to the front cover, where I studied the picture of the three generations: Mrs. Williamson, Claire, and Julie.

 In the bright sunshine, I could see the pictures much more clearly than in my apartment. Although it was black and white, I could feel Claire’s strong blue eyes looking at me, almost asking me to take care of her Diary. “I will, Claire,” I said. “Promise.”

 I looked again at Julie, realizing for the first time that something wasn’t quite right. I moved from the shadow of the oak tree and into the direct sunshine. I pulled the photo closer to my face and realized what the problem was.

 Julie’s photo wasn’t really part of the same picture as the two women. Her picture had been carefully cropped and glued alongside the photo of Mrs. Williamson and Claire. It had been done so artfully, it was almost impossible to notice. I could now see there was some kind of shellac or other covering lightly painted over top of the picture, so there wouldn’t be any indication of the cut and paste job. It felt like a single photo, but it wasn’t.

 I didn’t know what to make of this new discovery.








 

 

 

 

Chapter 27

 

 

 Little Sam was playing baseball. Maybe that’s what I had been hoping for all along when I had gone to The Pond, knowing I had played there lots when I was a kid. The muted sounds of the game winding their ways through the thick grove of maple trees eventually got my curiosity up.

 Yes, he was there. Dressed in the same run-down clothes he wore when I first met him. The baseball diamond was situated near the actual pond, but not close enough that we ever lost any baseballs in the water. I walked over to another large oak tree out in right field and sat at its base, watching the rest of the game. I couldn’t remember the last time I had sat and watched kids having fun. It only took a few minutes to realize I had been missing out on a real treat. They all worked hard, but they truly loved what they were doing and it showed.

 Sam played left field, and although he didn’t completely mess up any plays, it was clear that baseball would never be a career path for him. He looked uncertain whenever a grounder came his way, and he almost lost a fly ball before recovering at the last minute. I remembered having the same ambitions every kid did, of making the bigs, being a real ball player. When he messed up in the outfield, though, he was laughing, not taking everything too seriously.

 I watched them play for about two hours, and in that time, Little Sam came to bat twice. The first time, he hit a short pop fly that would have been caught easily by anybody with any skill, but fortunately, all his friends were just as inept as he was, and it dropped in for a single. The boy playing second base scooped up the rolling ball. The next boy struck out, stranding Sam at first.

 His second time at bat, he really got hold of the ball and hit a line drive to right field, over in my direction. By the time the fielder had run out and picked up the ball, Sam was safely at third. I punched the air and mouthed a silent “Yes!”

 I only recognized a few of the guys playing. Mikey, Lance, and Rich. Along with me, we were four members of the Beauty Shop Gang. Mikey and Lance were brothers, and their mom operated a hair salon from their home. Since we often played together in their yard, the name stuck.

 Gang? Not very accurate, really. We hung around together, played sports, board games, same as any other kids. I guess we were a bit cliquish, but we enjoyed each other’s company and were always playing together as a group.

 And playing shortstop was Melanie.

 I stared at her almost as much as at Little Sam. Mel was my best bud, a complete and utter tomboy, just one of the guys. She was tall and skinny, so we always called her a string bean. The only concession she made to being a girl was to wear her brown hair long, tied back into a neat ponytail. Everything else she wore could have been boys’ clothes. Jeans, dirty sneakers, frumpy gray or beige shirts.

 The other members of the Beauty Shop Gang never truly forgot she was a girl, but I did. I’d talk to her about anything. The gang had a lean-to in the forest, stashes of comic books, and a couple of back issues of Playboy magazine Mikey had stolen from his older brother. Mel wouldn’t even bat an eye when we stared all big-eyed at the centerfolds. She just laughed and called us morons.

 I stared at her, watching her expertly field a grounder and easily toss the runner out at first. She jumped up and down and took a bow.

 The next year she would have been fourteen, along with the rest of us.

 In that next summer, 1969, Apollo 11 landed on the moon on July 20. Everybody I knew watched as Neil Armstrong stepped out and mis-spoke, “That’s one small step for man, one giant leap for mankind.”

 Everybody except Mel.

 She disappeared that day. I was the last person who saw her, about noon, when we were both at the library. She left before me, and she never made it home.

 Her body wasn’t discovered for nine months, until the following spring, when a dog found what was left of her, which was mostly just a skeleton. But, her long ponytail and her red baseball cap gave her identity away long before her dental records did.

 She had been stabbed to death. Her murderer was never found.

 I smiled again, thinking of the fun times we had together -- thinking of Mel being alive again.

 

 Once upon a time . . .

 . . . there was a haunted house about a half mile away from where we lived. Really, an honest to God haunted house. It had been deserted for about a million years, or so it seemed. One day, Lance just blurted out, “Let’s go inside the Stone Manor.” He must have been really bored.

 For a few seconds, nobody replied. We’d never heard of anybody going inside.

 “Yeah, sure,” said Rich finally. “We can sneak in and have a look around.”

 Even today, I don’t know if he actually meant to encourage the group, or whether he was answering facetiously, but somehow once those words left his mouth, we were committed. Nobody was going to be the one to say what a stupid idea it was. We’d be a chicken to do that. Mel was the first to her feet.

 So, we went. The house was on the southern part of town, and it only took fifteen minutes to walk there. As we got closer, I was getting more and more scared. This was not something I wanted to do, no sirree.

 But I did. We all did. We climbed inside a broken window on the porch. We walked without a peep through every room, opened every cupboard, poked in every closet.

 The floorboards creaked when any of us took a step. It sounded so much louder because none of us said a word for the whole time we were inside.

 Dust covered everything. When the light would shine through a broken window, we could see the motes swirling around in the beam. It was like God was poking his fingers through the house.

 We found nothing. Until the end of our exploration, when we felt safe. We all felt like we had beaten the game, hit a home run in the bottom of the ninth to win the game, beating the haunted house in its own stadium.

 Then we went to the attic, and everything changed.

 

 My mind spun back to the baseball game. It was breaking up. I had no idea who won and didn’t really care.

 Little Sam was wearing his glove when I caught up with him. He saw me walking in from right field and stayed behind while the others left.

 “Hi,” I said.

 “Hi.” He looked at me, maybe with a touch of suspicion in his eyes. “I saw you out there,” he said.

 “I’m a baseball nut.”

 “Yeah? Me too.”

 I knew that. “Tigers goin’ all the way this year?” I asked.

 He looked up at me but didn’t reply.

 “Sam . . . ” Now I wished I had a plan. Why did I go to talk to him? I took a deep breath. “We’ve got to get you away from Uncle Bob.” The words just fell out of my mouth and surprised me as much as him.

 At the mention of Bob’s name, Sam’s mouth hardened. He squeezed his eyes and squinted at me. He checked over his shoulder to be sure none of his friends were still around. “What do you know about . . . ” His voice trailed off and his baseball glove slipped off his hand. He didn’t notice.

 “I know, Sam. Everything.” I knelt down on one knee. “We’ve got to get you away from him.”

 He backed up. “How could you know?” He took deep breaths. “How could you know anything?” He was almost screaming now. “You can’t know anything. You don’t know me. You don’t know what’s happened.”

 “Sam, it’s okay.”

 “It’s OKAY? Who are you really?”

 I grabbed him by the shoulder, so he wouldn’t bolt. “Sam, I’m you. I was brought here from your future to save you.”

 He stopped struggling for just a moment. “You’re as crazy as my Dad said.”

 “No, listen to me. Look at me. Surely you can see I’m telling you the truth. Look into my eyes. They’re the same as yours. My face! You must be able to see -- ”

 He pulled away from my grip. “Psycho! Get away from me!” He grabbed his glove and ran to his left. “You’re a freak! Leave me alone!” He sprinted away, with only an occasional look back at me.

 I found my memories shifting, growing: the young me running as fast as I could from the stranger who lived next door, fearing him more than I had ever feared Uncle Bob.

 Stunned, I sat down on the infield and cried.








 

 

 

 

Chapter 28

 

 

 Everything else that day and the next happened in a blur. I was shaken by my failed attempt to help Little Sam. My world seemed to crash down around me. As the afternoon turned into evening, I found my memories shifting once again, the roots of my memory tree reaching out with new branches. Buds bloomed into full-blown leaves, the pages of my life’s history being written.

 The stranger that was me had terrified me when I was young. At first, I had thought he was some kind of monster, but after I ran away from The Pond, I realized that the only way he could have known about Uncle Bob was if they were partners together. I vowed never to have anything to do with him again.

 And as far as my memories showed, I never did. So far, the stranger never showed up in my life again. Those memories had no buds yet.

 That night, everything changed once again. I was outside Mrs. Williamson’s house, just after twilight, a sudden chill reaching out to me, raising goose bumps on my arms. The night was quiet, as they all seemed to be here. If it wasn’t for the afternoon fiasco, I would have enjoyed the relief from the hot weather, but I didn’t actually care about anything except somehow fixing things with Little Sam.

 I watched the house next door, watched my parents leave to go to the Riviera, watched my older brother Marty wander off a bit later, and then watched as Uncle Bob shuffled up the driveway toward the back entrance of my childhood home.

 He hung his head low, stooped, like he was trying to blend into the pavement, but his wheezing didn’t allow him to hide. I could hear him fifty feet away.

 On impulse, I moved into the drive to meet him.

 When I got close to him, he started and looked straight at me. He was surprised, but only for a moment. This was the first time I had seen him close enough for him not to be a shadow.

 His eyes bore into me, deep sharp eyes. Even in the twilight, they glowed an emerald green. Those unforgettable eyes had haunted me for decades. He was fat, grossly fat, close to three hundred pounds, carried by a frame that was about five foot eight. He stretched himself up to try to meet my height, not accomplishing it.

 “You’re the guy next door,” he said. His voice was a tone higher than I remembered and seemed out of place for such a big man.

 He was clenching his fists, and his stance showed he was ready for anything. Fight, flight, anything in between.

 My heart was beating a mile a minute. I felt insane being alone with him out here. Nobody could help me. “Stay away from him,” I finally blurted out. “I know what you’re doing.”

 He took a step closer to me, and I could smell his rancid breath. He had been drinking. No surprise there. Without warning, he grabbed my shirt and pulled me even closer. “You know Jack Shit, pal. You stay the fuck outta my life.”

 Then, he sucker-punched me with a right fist that felt like iron, battering my stomach with every ounce of his three hundred pounds. I fell to the ground and felt the first two kicks to my head and one to my groin. I started to puke. I passed out without remembering anything else.

 

 I woke up in a fog. It took me several seconds to remember what had happened.

He’s with me right now, I thought. He’s with Little Sam.

 All I could think about was stopping the monster from doing any more damage. As I stood, jagged pains ripped through my head. I used my hand to wipe my hair back and it came away covered in blood. Monster. Monster. I kept hearing that word over and over in my mind.

 I started to walk and almost fell over with the pain from where he had kicked me in the balls.

Can’t stop now, I convinced myself.

 I used every bit of concentration I had to overcome the pain. All that mattered was stopping him. Stopping the monster.

 By the time I reached the back steps of my parents’ home, I had my wind back, and I was able to move freely. I’d worry about the injuries later. If there was a later.

 The back door was unlocked as always. Nobody locked their doors in Nelson. There was never a reason to. There was never anything to be afraid of.

 The door opened into the kitchen and I quietly walked in. I checked my watch. It was about fifteen minutes since Bob had walked up the driveway.

 There was no noise coming from upstairs, but that wasn’t unexpected. I had always been a quiet victim. So quiet.

 I walked through the kitchen toward the front of the house. Passing the sink, I grabbed a long carving knife. It was out of instinct, not from having a plan, but it felt good in my hand. It gave me the courage to keep going.

 The living room was covered with yellow and green wallpaper, peeling in many places. It looked as awful as I remembered. There was a thick stench of stale cigarettes, and there were two ashtrays piled high with abandoned butts.

 Even as I was rushing through the room, details jumped out at me. The broken clock, the small black and white television, several empty glasses and beer bottles left lying on the floor.

 I tried to focus my thoughts on Bob. Stopping Bob. I found the stairs and walked up them, staying close to one wall, since I remembered the steps creaked if you walked in the center.

 Finally, as I neared the top of the stairs, I could hear the whimpering. My eyes closed as I heard the ineffectual protests of my younger self. My whole body started to shake, remembering the fear and the pain.

 The monster had to be stopped.

 I gave up on being quiet and rushed the remaining steps, ran down the hall, and threw open my bedroom door.

 Bob was fucking Little Sam. Sam was turned onto his stomach, tears streaming down his face, a pillow under his mouth hiding most of his cries.

 The monster had a smile on his face, which quickly evaporated when he saw me. “You fuck!” he yelled.

 He pulled out of Sam, and I could see his erect penis dripping with Vaseline and blood.

 I lost control and leaped at him. He fell away from Sam. His flabby body bounced off the mattress and pushed back at me. “You goddamn animal! How could you -- ” I stopped yelling at him when I felt the spray of blood from his neck. The knife I was holding was buried in his throat up to the hilt. His emerald eyes bulged out, and he made a coughing noise as he floundered around.

 It didn’t take long. His eyes lost their focus, his body lost its fight, his hands fell to his sides.

 The monster was dead.








 

 

 

 

Chapter 29

 

 

 Screams filled the bedroom. Little Sam’s screams. I pulled my hands back and saw they were dripping with Bob’s blood.

He’s dead.

 It was too much to believe. I had killed the monster. Little Sam was free.

 “Hey, Sam,” I said as I turned to face him. “It’s okay. It’s over.”

 “You killed him!” He ran from the room, and raced down the stairs, yelling again as loud as he could. “Help!”

 “Sam, stop!”

 I was too slow to catch up to him. I didn’t understand why he was running from me. I know it sounds ridiculous, but I started to get mad at him for what he was doing. “Jesus Christ, Sam, get back here! Don’t run away!”

 But he did. He forgot he was naked and bleeding, ran right outside and down the street. I could hear his voice trailing off. He was calling me the monster.

 I was too stunned to do anything. It made no sense to me that Sam was afraid of me.

 I looked back in Sam’s bedroom. Bob had four or five gaping wounds other than the fatal cuts to his neck. His chest was X’d out with cuts deep enough to show lung tissue. He was drenched in blood. I didn’t remember stabbing him more than the one time, but the evidence was right there.

 The bed was a seeping red swamp, dripping to the floor on all sides. Two of the walls were splattered and looked like a five-year-old’s feeble attempt at finger painting.

 It was a horrific sight. A slaughterhouse. No wonder Little Sam ran. I sat on the staircase leading down from the bedroom, wondering what in God’s name I had done. Could I really have killed a man? Even a man as evil as Bob?

 Trying in vain to relax, I hunted for the new memories I knew must be worming their way into my mind, into my history. The night Uncle Bob was murdered.

 The memories floated up to the surface, as clear as the spring water in the nearby creek. Crystal, new memories.

 The stranger had killed Uncle Bob. The stranger had been following me and telling me lies. He lied about reading 2001, and he talked funny. I remembered my father yelling at my mother about the asshole next door and how he was asking too many questions. “Some shit’s gonna fall out around here ‘cause of him,” he yelled. “Some shit’s gonna fall real bad.” Dad had made me scared of the stranger.

 The stranger wasn’t Bob’s partner after all. But he was equally bad. He must want to take his place. He would molest me. Or worse. Dad made him sound a lot worse.

 As Little Sam’s memories merged with my own, I slowly understood why he ran from me. He thought I was just another Uncle Bob, but one who was much more dangerous. He didn’t know exactly how it would be possible to be worse. He just felt it.

 I heard a siren. A tall middle-aged cop threw open the front door, raced halfway up the stairs, and stopped, pointing his gun directly at me. “Stay right where you are, Mister.”

 Lifting my hands slowly, I said, “I’m harmless. I was just helping Sam. That guy was molesting him.”

 Two younger cops joined behind the first, and they moved me down to the bottom of the stairs, their guns trained on me the whole time, then handcuffed me.

 Once I was secure, the first cop went upstairs to look in Sam’s bedroom. I heard him gasp at the scene, and I could imagine him silently wondering what had happened.

 Everybody else was dead quiet. 

 The older cop came slowly back down from the bedroom. “Mister, you’re under arrest for murder.”

 I shook my head. “I was protect -- ”

 “Shut up, you asshole.” He pistol-whipped me hard across the side of the face. Once again, I was almost knocked senseless.

 “What -- ?”

 “I said shut the fuck up! You got no idea, do you?”

 I must have looked as puzzled and dazed as I felt.

 “You come to town, defame people, and then kill one of our most prominent citizens. The most kind and generous man in the whole city. Forget the lies, you miserable faggot. It’s clear what you really wanted. If you expect any mercy after this, you’re seriously mistaken. You won’t live to see your trial. In fact, you’re not going to live to see the inside of your jail cell.” He looked at the gun in his hand.

 He turned to the other cops to explain: “It was Bob Collingwood.”

 They all glared at me. “Councilman Collingwood?” one of them asked.

 A nod.

 Councilman? Uncle Bob wasn’t somebody who crawled out from under a rock?

 For the first time, I was happy when I felt the first pangs of one of my dissolvings, thanking God for taking me out of here and sending me back to Jenny.








 

 

 

 

Chapter 30

 

 

 I woke, relieved I was back home.

 But when I opened my eyes, my heart sank as I could see that wasn’t the case at all.

 There were no hospital walls, no machines beeping, and no scent of antiseptics. Instead, I was back at The Pond, and I knew I was still in 1968.

 I pulled myself up into a sitting position, and could see the baseball field in the distance. Another game was on, kids yelling, running, laughing.

Why?

 I had no answers and now was even more confused than before. The pattern of bouncing back from my own time to 1968 was broken. Am I stuck here now? I wondered.

 All kinds of thoughts passed through my mind as I stood and slowly strolled in from center field towards the game. I was still too far out to interfere, but cutting through the field was the fastest way to get back to my room.

 Was I ever going to get back to see Jenny?

 Bewildered, I was almost at the limits of the field when I noticed Little Sam was playing in the ball game and was about to bat. I stopped and kneeled, not wanting him to see me. He’d be spooked after everything that had happened.

 He hit a short Texas leaguer that dropped in for a single, and I had an eerie sense of déjà vu come suddenly over me. “Same hit as yesterday,” I mumbled.

Yesterday? Or was it longer? I really didn’t have much of an idea anymore of what day it was.

 Little Sam was stranded at first, as the next batter swung out to retire the side.

Same again.

 And then I knew. Instead of going back to my own time with the last dissolving, I had gone back a single day earlier, when I had watched this very same game from out in right field.

 I slowly turned my eyes over to that direction.

 And I saw myself in right field, sitting against the Oak tree, watching the game.

 My mouth went dry. The first insane question I asked was, How can I be over there, when I’m over here? I sat on the ground trying to sort it out.

It’s yesterday, I knew.

 I had watched the game from right field. After that, the disasters all happened. I talked to Little Sam, scared him, he ran off, I later encountered Uncle Bob, and that led to his death.

But none of that has happened yet.

I can stop it.

 That’s why I was there instead of back in my time. I had to stop the chain of events leading to Uncle Bob’s death, and my own likely death at the hands of the police.

 The game continued as I slowly walked over to myself. It was so -- strange -- to see myself sitting there. I could see myself as others see me, not as a reflection in the mirror. I was somehow bigger than I thought, bulkier, quiet, almost trance-like, concentrating on the game. I needed a haircut.

 I didn’t disturb the me that was there until I got very close. “Hi,” I whispered. It sounded like such a pathetic thing to say.

 He turned and saw me, slowly rising up to look at me. He too was at a loss for words.

 “It’s me,” I said. “I mean I’m you.” How to explain? “This is my yesterday. I was you. I made a big mistake, and now you’ve got to fix it. You can’t do what you want to do.”

 He finally croaked out his first words to me. His voice sounded like mine as played back on a tape recorder. “How can you be me?”

 “Just listen. Let me start over.

 “Yesterday, I was here, right where you are. I was you. I watched this same ball game. Afterwards, I made a terrible mistake. I went to Sam and told him everything. Just like you’re going to.”

 “I wouldn’t tell him -- ”

 “Yes, you will. But you can’t. I challenged Uncle Bob. He beat me up.” I remembered my scars and felt my head. No blood.

 “Bob?”

 “He was molesting Little Sam. I killed him. The details don’t matter. The point is, you can’t do that! We aren’t here to fix things that way. It was a mistake. I’m here to stop you from doing that.”

 I added more details, fleshing out the story. He didn’t say anything for a moment. Finally, he said, “I think I understand. This is a shock.” He took a peek back at the game and then turned to face me. “What happens now? We can’t both be here.”

 “I don’t know.”

 “Let’s sit here and watch the game and think about it.”

 We sat, two identical twins, side by side. A few minutes later, I heard him gasp and saw the pain in his face. He was having another dissolving. His face turned a bright pink and sweat pushed out of the sides of his head. He gritted his teeth and looked at me. Slowly, he faded. At first, I didn’t clue in to what was happening. I started to be able to see the trees right through his body. Within ten seconds, he had turned into a ghost, and then he was gone altogether.

 I was alone again.








 

 

 

 

Chapter 31

 

 

 I didn’t do a lot in the next three days, mostly hid in my room and drank a lot more beer than I should. I just wanted to hide from everybody.

 The third day was the worst. I started drinking at ten in the morning and had finished a dozen beers by the time I started really feeling woozy only a few hours later. As I was walking to the bathroom with a full bladder, I fell against the doorframe, woozy and feeling like I was ready to puke.

 In the distance, I could hear my father yelling next door. I didn’t know what day of week it was but was guessing it was a weekend.

 The bastard. Drunk already.

Him or you? I asked myself.

 And then I slowly sunk to the floor, my bladder forgotten. It had never occurred to me until that very minute I was being a hypocrite.

 This wasn’t the first time I had been totally pissed this early in the day. I always brushed it off as just letting off steam.

 But I sure wasn’t about to let my father get away with the same excuse. He was just a fucking drunken asshole.

 I looked at the half-finished bottle of beer in my hand, a set of white scratches covering one side, the remains of my feeble attempts at pulling the label away from the brown glass.

 In my mind, I could see Jenny and how she had always hated my drinking so early in the morning. She tried so many things. She’d ignore me. She’d get mad at me and yell.

 When we were still married less than a year, she tried to use logic. “Why don’t we just put that down, and we’ll go out for lunch or a picnic somewhere?” she once asked. She sounded cheery and happy, but I knew it was an act.

 I didn’t remember hitting her. I only know I looked at her and there was such shock in her face, such

disbelief . . . and such fear. I went to hold her, to take it all back, but there are some things you can never take back.

 My temper was always the worst part of me. It’s how I could hit Jenny, and again, and again. For three years, I hit her.

 It was the very worst thing I’ve ever done.

 Eventually, I stopped. Some part of me realized I was an inch away from losing her -- an inch away from losing everything that mattered to me.

 I still don’t know why she didn’t leave me.

 Even now, she tenses whenever she sees me with alcohol. For the past ten years, I’ve only drank when she wasn’t around. She always knew, of course, but we just didn’t talk about it.

 I closed my eyes, the room swimming around me. A tear leaked out from one eye, and I slowly fell onto my side, passing out. The last thought as I fell was that I was exactly the same person my father had been. And I had never clued in to that before.








 

 

 

Part 7

 

 

 

Yesterday is but today’s memory. Tomorrow is today’s dream.

 

Kahil Gibran








 

 

 

 

Chapter 32

 

 

 It seemed like a long time passed before I awoke. My dreams were mixed blurs, horribly vague swirls of color and noise floating by me. Somehow, I knew these mixed images represented my father and me. I had no idea what I was supposed to learn from the dreams, if anything.

 When I woke, I kept my eyes shut and licked my lips. No taste of beer left, and my mind didn’t feel cloudy.

 “Sam!”

 I jumped when I heard Jenny call my name. I opened my eyes just in time to see her lean down to me. “Oh, Sam, you’re okay!”

 “Jenny . . . ” I lifted my arms around her and pulled her close to me.

 “Be careful,” she said. “You can’t over-exert yourself.”

 I laughed, the sound coming out as a small grunt. My throat was raw. “Do you have some water or something?” I whispered.

 There was a glass of orange juice on the bedside table. She helped me drink it down.

 “God, it’s so good to see you again.”

 She nodded and held me.

 For a moment, I just stared into her eyes. I wanted to ask her so many things. How long was I out? How did she get me to a hospital? Where was I? What had she been thinking?

 In the end, all that mattered was seeing her beautiful face looking down at me. I pulled her to me and kissed her. “I missed you.”

 “Oh, me, too.”

 “Who’s minding the store?” I knew Jenny’s assistants could run Second Stories just fine without her, but I also knew it would be on her mind. She’d want to get home.

 “Everything’s fine there. A new shipment arrived yesterday, so it’ll be fun to open that up when we get back.”

 I nodded and held her hand together with mine, her short fingers only reaching to the bottom of my nails.

 “Were you -- ?”

 She couldn’t quite get the question out. “Yes,” I answered. “I was back in 1968.”

 She nodded. “I don’t know what to say.”

 “Don’t worry. We’ll sort it out. First thing is to get me out of here.” I looked around. “Speaking of which, where are we?”

 “Great Falls. It had the nearest hospital.”

 I looked at my watch. 4:30. It was still light out, so that made it afternoon. “We can leave first thing tomorrow,” I said.

 “Oh, Sam, you know we need for you to stay here till you’ve recovered.” She adjusted her glasses as she spoke.

 “No. I’ll recover fine. I’ve been through this enough now to know that nothing I do or don’t do makes a damned bit of difference.”

 “But the doctors -- ”

 I cut her off with another kiss and then whispered in her ear, “Tomorrow, my love.”








 

 

 

 

Chapter 33

 

 

 After our honeymoon trip that zigzagged through the western part of America, Jenny and I settled into a

two-bedroom bungalow in the outskirts of Seattle. The house was already fifty years old and pretty creaky by that time. Our real estate agent was a flamboyant middle-aged woman who always seemed to wear bright hot pink dresses with lots of jewelry. The dresses clashed with her almost blue hair. “This is just a part-time job,” she’d told us several times. “I just do it because I love helping young people like you.”

 Yeah, whatever. The commission didn’t hurt.

 She showed us several houses that were way out of our price range before finally getting the message. Between us, we only had a pittance for a down payment, so our options were pretty limited. Jenny did not want to live in an apartment, though. It had to be a house. Even a

fixer-upper.

 The place wasn’t bad, really. After all, it was our first shared home. We were newlyweds, and I had a new exciting job, so things were pretty cozy in many ways.

 Except for my drinking.

 And except for the shadow of my father that seemed to fall on us all the way from Montana.

 I didn’t tell my parents about Jenny until we were married for a month. They wouldn’t have approved, and it just felt easier to put off the inevitable arguments. Jenny didn’t meet them until two years later, and then only the one time.

 When we were on the way to meet them, I said to Jenny, “They aren’t very accepting.” I looked across to her, sitting beside me in the used Corolla we had picked up. “They’re old school.”

 “Old school,” she said. She seemed to roll the words around in her mouth. “Old school. Gee, I wonder what that means.”

 We both knew exactly what it meant.

 When I met Jenny, it was happenstance. I already wrote about how I was living in the boarding house for a couple weeks before even meeting her. She just stole my heart, and I’ve never looked back.

 But it was always clear what my father’s first thoughts would be when he saw her. “You married a fucking nigger?”

 I didn’t think he would say those words aloud, and when we finally pulled up to the old house, Mom and Dad ran out to meet us. Mom seemed to stumble a bit on sight of Jenny, but Dad stopped dead, like somebody had smashed him over the head with a baseball bat. You married a fucking nigger? I could almost hear the words. So could Jenny.

 “Oh, Jenny,” said Mom. She hesitated, then added, “Welcome to Nelson. It’s so nice to meet you.”

 Jenny climbed out of the car and lit up the driveway with her broad smile that just melted most people. She wasn’t going to let these bigots push her down. Mom smiled back and shook her hand. She was taken off guard and wasn’t pleased Jenny was black, but she at least tried to mask her displeasure.

 Dad looked over at me and frowned. Then he went over to Jenny and nodded. No hand shaking for him, not even so much as a smile. “I’m Sam’s dad.”

 “It’s so good to finally meet you, Mr. Ellis.”

 He just nodded again.

 It was a very, very long weekend.

 Earlier, I said that when I was growing up, everyone used terrible language to refer to anyone who wasn’t white. Niggers. Spics. Chinks. I was wrong. My travels back to 1968 made me realize one more error in my memory. Only my father said these things. Not Mom. Not my brother. Not Mrs. Williamson. Not Old Man Jones, not Scott the bartender, not the girl I met at the orphanage, not Claire in her Remembrance Diary.

 Just my father.

And me.

 Jenny changed me. When I fell in love with her, I became color-blind immediately.

 I thought of all this again that night in the hospital in Great Falls. Thought of the names I called innocent people because my father did. Thought of the times I’d be drunk by noon because my father did. Thought of the times I had hit my wife because my father did.

 And in my heart, I finally knew I wasn’t going back to 1968 to stop the treatment from Uncle Bob. Obviously, I had survived all that. I was going back to stop the abuse from my father. It wasn’t completely clear yet that I was going to ever put aside the lessons he had taught me.

 That night in the hospital was long and quiet. I sent Jenny back to a hotel to rest, claiming I needed to be alone to recover. We both knew it was a fiction to allow her a break, and it worked. She had been by my bedside for two days without sleep, and we needed her rested for the morning.

 I could hear a strong breeze blowing through trees outside the window. It was now mid summer, many months since my first dissolving, although it’s difficult to keep track of what month it is, let alone what day, since I had lived so much more than most people since then.

 At three o’clock in the morning, I pulled out the IV that was connected to my left arm and moved to the window, opened it. I felt the fresh breeze rushing in. Even though I was feeling a bit weak, I knew nothing serious would happen to me.

 After a few minutes, I picked up a pad of paper that was lying on the bedside table and started to make some notes. After ten minutes of thinking, I had written the following:

 

 

	Need to deal with Dad.

	How is this happening? Research QM?

	How prove to Jenny?



 

Three points. And then I realized the most important item and carefully wrote it out, not in a quick line like the others, but more detailed so I wouldn’t forget.

 

 

	Claire’s Remembrance Diary is the key to everything. I don’t know how I know this or how it could be the key, but I know it is.



 

I stared at point number four for a long time, maybe an hour, before putting my paper down and falling asleep peacefully.








 

 

 

 

Chapter 34

 

 

 The next morning, we hit the road, raising all kinds of fuss with the hospital. Doctors don’t like it when you leave their care prematurely. I couldn’t give a damn. I felt weak, but no worse than if I had woken up with a bad hangover.

 Jenny still didn’t want me to leave the hospital either, but she reluctantly agreed to go with me. “I can finally prove everything,” I told her. I was holding her face, smiling, looking with love into her eyes as I said this.

 Her eyes welled up with tears for a moment, and she blinked them away. “Okay,” she whispered. “Where are we going?”

 “Back to Nelson.”

 She nodded, expecting this.

 Nelson was about fifty miles north of Great Falls, and we made good time. I did have to concede and let Jenny do the driving, because I was still too woozy to do that.

 After we got on I-15 North and were sailing along the beautiful scenery, she asked, “What happened this time back?”

 I put my hand on her thigh, wanting a connection to her as I told her. “There’s a lot to tell,” I said, trying to remember exactly how things started.

 I formed a mental inventory and told her as much as I could about my time. There were the stories of my mother wanting help, then refusing it. The words from Claire’s Remembrance Diary. Talking with my father and finding hints of humanity buried below the surface.

 Jenny stopped me there. “I never saw any humanity from him.”

 “Yeah. I know.” For some reason I didn’t talk to her about the thoughts and feelings I had discovered about myself. About how much alike I was to him.

 “Go on.”

 I nodded and held her thigh tighter. She put her right hand on top of mine, continuing to carefully watch the road ahead.

 The rest of the story was harder. Meeting Uncle Bob, confronting him, the whole unbelievable meeting with myself and talking myself out of killing Bob.

 I finished the tale just as we hit the outskirts of Nelson.

 “Your stories just keep getting harder and harder to fathom,” she said. Quickly, she added, “I mean, it’s not that I don’t believe you -- ” She took a quick glance over at me and lifted her mouth into an unconvincing smile. “It’s just so hard.”

 “I know. But this time, I do have the proof.”

 “Like the buried dollar?” She was smiling.

 “Better.”

 She nodded again. “Where to?”

 I directed her down Main Street, turning left just after we passed a small bridge over an arm of the Montana River. We drove a couple more blocks, and then I had her park the Camry beside an old brownstone building.

 She rubbed her eyes and stretched when she left the car, looking at the sign over the main entrance. The Nelson Times-Record.

 “The newspaper?”

 “Yeah.”

 We went inside. The third floor held the microfilm archives. I knew my way around because I had stopped here at the very beginning of my three-day drinking binge, less than a week ago in my subjective time. Even partially drunk then, I knew exactly what I had to do.

 The librarian looked like she still belonged in the sixties. She looked to be about fifty years old and wore her reddish hair hanging straight down way past her shoulders. She wore a long paisley dress, the swirling colors mixing like a bad painting by Andy Warhol.

 “We’d like to look at some old papers, please.”

 “Year?” She wasn’t smiling. Wasn’t happy.

 “1968. July 27.” I took a deep breath. “It was a Saturday.”

 The librarian wore a white hand-printed nametag that said “Hello! My name is Mrs. McDonald. Can I help you?”

 She went into a small room behind the counter and returned with a box of microfilm. “Here we go.” She waved us to follow her and spooled the film into a beat-up projector in one corner. “We don’t get much call for microfilm anymore,” she said. “Everything since 1990 has been put onto CD-ROM, so it’s much more convenient.

 “This is great,” I said. “We appreciate your help.”

The screen lit up and she showed us how to scroll through the papers. This reel contained the whole month of July.

 “Is there anything else?” she asked.

 “No, Mrs. McDonald. Thanks again.”

 As soon as she left us, I started turning the small crank on the side of the machine, hunting for the 27th. Once there, I slowed down and after a couple of minutes of searching, I found what I was looking for. The classifieds. There in black and white was the ad I had placed just a couple of days ago.

 Jenny read the ad and then jumped up and held me closely to her. I felt her shuddering as she clutched me, finally knowing in her soul I had been telling her the truth all along.

 

 To Jenny in my future. This is Sam, just after I had my strange attack in Nelson. We were looking for a silver dollar. You were wearing a light blue sundress and carrying your favorite yellow purse. The last words I spoke to you were, “Six inches from the steps.” I love you.








 

 

 

 

Chapter 35

 

 

 We took a circuitous route home. Instead of driving due west back to Seattle, both Jenny and I felt we needed to take a bit of time out.

 From Nelson, we drove south-west, ending up in Boise, Idaho, and then continued south-west eventually landing ourselves in San Francisco. We spent the weekend there, mostly just wandering around all the standard tourist sites like Pier 39, Fisherman’s Wharf, Chinatown, even Alcatraz, which neither of us had seen before. It sounds strange to want a vacation in the middle of everything happening, but it just felt right. We needed time just to zone out and not try to solve the mysteries of the universe. That strain would come back soon enough.

 Jenny had been under a lot of pressure, too. I hadn’t really appreciated just how much stress until after she read the classified ad. Later that night, all her tears spilled out. When I tried to ask her what was wrong, all she would say was that she was sorry she had doubted me.

 Hell, I’d been doubting myself all along.

 The time alone together seemed to cement our resolve to work through things. Jenny had always been there for me. Even when I hadn’t appreciated it.

 We reluctantly left our small vacation and drove back home. It was a two-day drive to our comfortable house in the outskirts of Seattle. I don’t think I’ve ever been happier to be home.

 After we got unpacked, Jenny barbequed some chicken for dinner and added green beans and a tossed salad. She liked simple meals.

 Over dinner, she asked the big question. “Where do we go from here?”

 Nodding, since I knew the question was coming, I answered, “I’m going to research some things. I tried to figure this all out after the first trip back and got nowhere. Now I’ve got some other ideas.”

 “Can I help?”

 “You’ve helped more than I can say. Right now, I think I need to do this part alone.”

 

 My astronomy class in college was an overview course. It covered all of the main celestial bodies like the moon, stars, comets, planets, etc. We even had a chance to use the thirty-inch telescope at the university observatory to really see the rings of Saturn and the moons of Jupiter. I’m sure there were many other things we saw, but they’ve been lost in the mists of time.

 The class came easy to me, as I knew it would, and I mainly took it to have an easy course to mix in with my business and financial courses, which were a lot more difficult.

 But the course wasn’t all practical. The professor was a guy named Gryseels, who had shocking white hair, made all the more noticeable with the thick black frames of his eyeglasses.

 Gryseels knew a lot of the students were there just for an easy mark. He didn’t particularly care, especially since he had received tenure two years earlier. Even so, he did manage to spend a bit of time on the history of astronomy, and since that was closely tied to physics, we were forced to absorb a bit of that too.

 I remember Gryseels trying to explain Einstein’s theory of special relativity to us. We all nodded, but none of us really had much of an idea what he was talking about. All I remember now is that it had something to do with the speed of light.

 He also spent one lecture talking about quantum mechanics. And it was that one lecture now pinging in my mind like a dim flashlight a mile away, drawing me closer.

 I went to the library and pulled out all the books I could find on the subject, including a book for dummies and an idiot’s book.

 After a week, I had as good a handle as I was going to get, which wasn’t saying much.

 An idea started to jell about what had been happening to me, but would take some time for me to know if it really made any sense.

 

 Three days later, I was getting ready to tell my thoughts to Jenny. The dissolving came first.








 

 

 

 

Part 8

 

 

 

Memory is a complicated thing, a relative to truth but not its twin.

 

Barbara Kingsolver








 

 

 

 

Chapter 36

 

 

 There was a note in my mailbox, a single sheet of pink paper, folded twice. It was from my mother and addressed to my fake name. I took the note inside my room and read her handwritten words.

 

 Dear Mr. Johnson:

 I’m sorry I ran from you a couple of weeks ago. I don’t understand everything that’s been happening this summer, but I do know you’re not to blame for any of it.

 Bob is to blame. Jimmy is to blame. The government is to blame for sending my darling son so far away. I’m sure I’m to blame for some of it. You just happened across a family in turmoil, and sometimes it’s easier to blame a stranger than to look in the mirror.

 I would like to talk to you about Marty. He needs our help. I don’t know what to do, especially since he wants to fight for his country. What Vietnam has to do with our country is something I just don’t understand. Maybe you can explain that to me. But mostly I need you to tell me how I can stop him from going.

 I’ll be in Crippling Park at 7:00 tonight. Please come.

 

 I re-read the note, wondering what she could possibly expect me to do. Then I checked my watch. 6:12. Shit. I went for a quick shower, and then headed out to meet her.

 My mind was flooded with mixed feelings about my mother. Marie. I need to get used to calling her by her first name, I thought.

 The streets were quiet, almost somber. I guessed most folks were having dinner.

 I walked slowly, thinking about her. My memories were full of bad thoughts. How she could be so mean when she was drunk. Or other times, how she could be so silent, almost catatonic, lost in the wastelands of her mind.

 At other times, admittedly few, she was a great mom to me. If nothing else, she made sure I had food, clothes, and, sometimes at least, affection. I had thrived on the crumbs she would toss me: a quick hug out of the blue, a smile, or even a kiss on the cheek for no reason. I didn’t know what other kids lived like, but those scarce signs of affection were gold-plated to me.

 Years later, after Dad died, Mom -- Marie -- changed. The albatross she had been carrying for forty years was gone. She never touched a drop again, moved into a small apartment she kept clean and tidy, and wrote long letters to me and Jenny (since I was in Seattle by then), letters I only rarely replied to. The past wouldn’t let me get close to her.

 Within a year, she died. She had barely tasted freedom when it was ripped away from her.

 I could see her at the far end of the park, as I walked through the front gates. Twilight was just hitting and there was a handful of lights scattered around that had just flickered on.

 I was early. She was earlier.

 “Hi, Marie.”

 “Mr. Johnson.” She shook my hand formally. “Thank you so much for coming.”

 “Sam. Call me Sam.”

 She nodded. She wasn’t yet fifty years old, about the same age I was now, but she looked like an old fifty. Thin crows feet spread out from her eyes. Her thin lips were painted with bright red lipstick, and I knew the rest of her face wore a mask of makeup as well. I remember Marty telling me once that she hadn’t worn makeup when he was very young. Only when age crept into her face. Somehow, she still kept an aura around her that made people think she was pretty. Her smile could do that.

 She stood against a concrete planter that held brightly colored carnations and zinnias. I could see her hand playfully rubbing the leaves of the plants, unbeknownst to her conscious mind, which was just staring pleadingly at me.

 I stood beside her and said, “I’m not sure how I can help you.”

 She tried to smile. “I know. But I don’t know who else to ask. I have a bad feeling about Marty. If he

goes . . . ” She shook her head. “I just want him to come back alive. That’s all.”

 “What about Jimmy?”

 She paused before carefully replying, “He has too many other things on his mind to worry about Marty.”

 Marie turned slightly to face me. “Sam, I know you’ve got connections. You’re from a big city. We don’t know how to do things here. How to get him out of the draft or whatever we need to do.”

 I didn’t have a clue about that myself, and I almost said so, but I couldn’t find the words. Looking into her eyes made me want to help, need to help. Her eyes didn’t leave mine; it was like she had me hypnotized. I just wasn’t sure how to help.

 “I’ll do anything I have to,” she said. She moved to me. All at once, she put her arms around me and kissed me on the lips. I was shocked but couldn’t do anything. She kissed me hard and pushed her tongue into my mouth.

 And by God, for one second, I kissed her back, before I regained my senses. I pushed her away from me. “Don’t do that,” I said. “That’s not -- ”

 She stared wide-eyed at me. “I really will do anything, Sam. Anything you want. Please. Help my son.”

 “I only know one thing for certain.” I put another few inches between us and tasted her lipstick on my own lips. “If we get Marty to Canada, they can’t do anything.”

 “Canada? How can we do that?”
 “We can’t do it unless he wants to go.”

 She leaned back against the planter and seemed to think. “Will you talk to him?”

 We left the park separately a few minutes later, Marie first and me five minutes after. Yes, I had agreed to talk to Marty. I wasn’t happy about agreeing, but I didn’t want him to join the army either, so it didn’t take a lot of convincing.








 

 

 

 

Chapter 37

 

 

 Mid-August and the heat was stifling. I had forgotten just how bloody hot it could get in Montana. I had been back in 1968 for a week this time but it felt more like a month. There hadn’t been a hint of rain, not even in the long-term weather forecast.

 I had my first ever glass of iced tea on a Saturday afternoon. For some reason I had always avoided even trying it, but it was surprisingly good. It helped take a bit of the heat away.

 Mornings weren’t too hot, but in the afternoons, I stayed in Mrs. Williamson’s basement suite, out of the direct sun. I’d go outside at about four o’clock, when the day was just becoming bearable again. This was so different from Seattle, where a hot day was 75 degrees.

 Monday night was August 12. The Perseids.

 Back in my time, Jenny and I occasionally tried to spend the night of August 12 watching the Perseid meteor shower. We’d plan to go down to the waterfront or to a high hill or just about anywhere we thought we might get a good view. But when it came around to midnight, it was usually cloudy or smoggy or rainy. Or I was too tired. Or grumpy. Or drunk.

 We only actually saw the shower twice, and both of those times now seemed like a very long time ago.

 Tonight, I started walking out of town about ten o’clock. I followed the same road I had walked on that very first day I landed in Nelson.

 After an hour’s walk, I was far enough from town. The night was pitch black. I had carried a small flashlight with me to help me find my way, and I had Claire’s Remembrance Diary in a small brown bag, along with two bottles of Coke.

 I moved off the road and into a small clearing. I hadn’t walked as far as the sunflowers. The fields here were covered in tall stalks of corn, ready for harvesting.

 The clearing was meant for tractors and other farm equipment to be parked during the harvest, but none were there right then.

 The fields abutted onto a forested area. That actually felt a bit spooky as the trees swayed in the dark, but that sense dissipated as I sat and rested against a tree trunk, facing northeast.

 I turned out the flashlight and after a few minutes, my eyes adjusted to the darkness. There were stars everywhere. Uncountable. The night sky was blacker than I thought possible, and there were so many stars that at first I couldn’t even find the constellations I was used to. They were hiding behind tens of thousands of other stars.

 The first meteor screamed by within a few minutes. It flew from about halfway up the horizon and zipped over to the other side of the sky before disappearing. It seemed almost bright enough to cast a shadow and left a momentary smoke trail. It was dead silent.

 Then another one shot past. And another. They were everywhere, flying out like spokes in a giant wheel. I stared openly, dumbfounded at the sheer majesty of the display.

 I sat for two hours, drinking one of my Cokes as I soaked in the beauty.

 Next year, I promised Jenny silently, we’re going to find the darkest place we can to watch this. Even if we have to drive to the middle of Arizona.

 Finally, I pulled my eyes away from the sky, turned the flashlight back on, and opened Claire’s Remembrance Diary.

 I felt so relaxed and calmed by the meteor shower, as if I had no cares in the world.

 Flipping through the diary, March 29 caught my eye, seeing a mention of a birthday. I read the entry.

 

 Today in 1959, you turned four years old. You were such a bundle of joy to me! You woke up and jumped out of bed, ready to take on the world. It was your special day, and you knew it. You weren’t going to waste a single minute sleeping.

 You pulled me out of bed. “Mama, Mama, wake up. It’s Tuesday. It’s my birthday.”

 “Yes, darling, it’s your birthday.”

 After saving every penny I could for months, I had been able to pull together enough money to buy you a brand new red wagon.

 When you saw the wagon, your eyes grew so large, I thought they were going to pop. You immediately piled three of your dolls into the wagon and formed a parade. You were the grand marshal and proudly pulled the wagon around the entire city block, wanting only to show off your treasure.

 Some would think it odd that I bought you a wagon instead of something more traditional for a girl. I guess I just know you really well.

 Lunch was hotdogs and home fries, your favorite.

 No day was ever again as nice as this one.

 

 Finishing the story brought me a weird sense of déjà vu. I also remember receiving a red wagon when I had a birthday, although I wouldn’t be able to tell you which birthday it was. It was a spanking new Radio Flyer and I thought I was the king of the world that day. The thought made me smile. I had something in common with Julie.

 It was almost two o’clock and time to head back to town. I walked slowly, looking up into the sky from time to time, still enjoying the last parts of the night show.








 

 

 

 

Chapter 38

 

 

 “Scott.”

 “Jimmy.”

 I looked down the bar as Scott pulled a draft for my dad. Eventually Dad looked in my direction and nodded. “Sam.”

 Every time I saw my father, he just creeped me out. He looked like a Seattle street bum that had somehow been transported into the clothes of a normal 1960s man. The roughness of his skin, his cold eyes, and his abruptness, all combined to make me want to stay away from him. Of course I couldn’t do that.

 Just when I was going to ask if Marie was coming tonight, she walked in the Ladies and Escorts door and quietly moved to her barstool. She took a glance at me and smiled. I couldn’t help but feel a pull at my heart from that smile. She wore a nice baby blue dress and crossed her legs when she looked over at me.

 I nodded to her. She pulled out a cigarette and took pains to light it, concentrating on her shaking fingers. I could still feel the sensation of her lips against mine, and I pursed my mouth, trying to remove the thought.

 It was six o’clock on Wednesday night. Two days after my wonderful time with the Perseids. I thought of educating my parents about it, hoping they’d go out next year in search of the show. It only took a moment to shake myself back to reality, knowing how laughable an idea that was.

 Dad looked over to me. “Nixon won.”

 I knew the election wasn’t for another few months. “Won?”

 “Don’t you guys out west ever pay attention to the news?” He took a long drag on his cigarette. “It was on CBS a few days ago. Walter Cronkite. Nixon is the Republican guy to run in the election.”

 The Republican National Convention must have just happened. I hadn’t seen any news lately, but there wasn’t much about Richard Nixon I didn’t know, from the Checkers speech to Watergate and beyond. “You like him?”

 Dad laughed. “Nobody likes him. Just the least bad choice. Don’t know about this Agnew guy going with him, though.”

 “Probably as good as any,” I lied.

 Marie said, “Maybe Nixon will stop the war.” She looked at me hopefully.

 I knew that more than forty thousand Americans would die in Vietnam under Nixon’s presidency. Including Marty. “I doubt it,” I said.

 Marie looked back to her beer.

 “Hey, Jimmy, you ever enter the fishing derby?”

 He looked at me like I was daft and didn’t reply.

 “The Trout Derby,” I added. “You know, on Sunday.”

 “I know about the fuckin’ Trout Derby. Jesus, you think I didn’t grow up in this goddamn city?”

 “Well, you ever enter?”

 “When I was a kid.”

 “How about going with me this year? I don’t know the town and don’t know the best place to go.”

 “I don’t fish.”

 Marie’s head seemed to bob from side to side. “You could try,” she said. “You used to say you liked to fish.”

 He glared at her. I think he would have hit her if we hadn’t been in a public place.

 “Look,” I said, “Let’s give it a shot. I’ll get a couple cases of beer and we can spend a few hours in the sun and water. You never know what we might catch.”

 Even Scott was listening in on the conversation as he cleaned some already clean glasses. I suspect my father hadn’t gone fishing, hunting, or anything else that could rightly be called leisure for a long time. Not when that meant he’d have to be away from the bar.

 He finally asked, “You’ll get the beer?”








 

 

 

 

Chapter 39

 

 

 The following afternoon, I went to Mrs. Williamson’s door and knocked. When she answered, she looked at me, puzzled. “It’s not the end of the month. Rent’s not due yet.”

 “I’m not here about the rent. I’m actually not sure I’ll be staying much longer.”

 “What, then?”

 “I’d like to talk to you. May I come in?”

 She looked over her shoulder, judging her home, seeming to give it a passing grade. “I haven’t cleaned,” she said hesitantly. “And I don’t have nothing to offer you but tea.”

 “Tea would be nice.” I squeezed through the doorway, past her, before she could change her mind.

 I had never been in Mrs. Williamson’s house before. The door opened into her living room, a large room with only a few pieces of furniture. There was a brown couch and two small wooden chairs. The couch seemed as solid as a rock, covered with a clear plastic overlay to protect it.

 “Sit,” she said. She went to the kitchen and I could hear her putting the water on to boil. “Don’t get many visitors.”

 “Don’t go to any trouble on my behalf.”

 “No trouble. I need my tea.” She was back in the room. “Helps my digestion.”

 She sat in one of the wooden chairs. “Sit,” she said again.

 I picked the other chair, near to her. “I’m sorry to come by unannounced. I really just wanted to talk to you for a few minutes.”

 She didn’t respond, just looked at me.

 “You have a very nice house. I appreciate you having taken me in all summer.”

 “Wasn’t nothing.”

 “I don’t think that’s quite true,” I said. “That was your daughter’s room, Claire’s, and it must have been difficult renting it.”

 “She’s been gone a long time.”

 “How long?”

 She sighed. “I’ll check the tea.” This time, when she went to the kitchen, she used a cane to help her, and I could see her favoring her left leg.

 “I’ll help you.”

 I followed her to the kitchen and poured the boiling water into the worn, blue ceramic pot she had on the counter. She had already tossed two tea bags inside. She showed me a silver tray, and I placed the pot and two sets of dainty cups and saucers onto it. She didn’t say anything as I took the set to the living room and set it on the waiting coffee table.

 I didn’t push her with more questions, knowing she needed the time to collect her thoughts. She took a frilly handkerchief from her apron pocket and gently rubbed her nose. Finally, she said, “Claire left me three years ago.”

 I nodded and poured us each a steaming cup. I would have liked sugar and cream, but I wasn’t going to break her thoughts now that she had started talking.

 “Why did she leave?”

 “She had her reasons.”

 We each took a taste of the tea. Too hot for me, but it didn’t bother her a bit.

 “I found the diary.”

 Mrs. Williamson didn’t seem to hear me at first. She licked her lips and took another drink of the tea, seeming only to concentrate on that.

 “Claire’s Remembrance Diary.”

 “Yes,” she finally said. “I know the diary. I put it downstairs. She sent it to me last year.”

 “She sent it to you?”

 She nodded and took a deep breath. “She wrote her heart and soul into it. Wrote about Julie with all the love that only a mother can feel for her child.”

 Her cup was trembling in her hand and she forced it down to the saucer.

 “Why did she give it to you?”

 “Claire left here on May 21, 1965. I’ll know that date from memory until the day they stick me in the ground. I lost my daughter that day.”

 “And your grand-daughter,” I added.

 “No, not that.”

 “Not that? I don’t understand.”

 “Claire left because of -- ” She took another bit of her tea, her hand no longer shaking. “She didn’t want to leave, but somebody forced her. Scared her.”

 “Who would scare her?”

 “When she left, she wouldn’t tell me where she was going. I still don’t know. I didn’t hear from her until last autumn, when the diary arrived in the mail.”

 “She didn’t tell you where she was?” I felt stupid, asking her what she’d already told me, but I didn’t understand.

 “The package came postmarked from Detroit.” She sighed. “There was no letter to me, and I don’t think she really was living there. Passing through, maybe. She just wanted to disappear.” I could see her fighting off tears. “She wanted to disappear from them.” She pointed her thumb like a hitchhiker, aiming through the wall towards my parents’ house. “Them and their awful, awful friends. That awful Bob person.”

Uncle Bob scared her away.

 I almost didn’t want to know what he might have done to her. It must have been something truly horrific to send Claire packing and hiding even from her own mother.

 She kept on talking. “When I got the package in the mail, I tried to find her. But, she had no phone listing in Detroit. I really don’t think she was there. Just maybe stopped to mail the diary to me.”

 My cup was empty. “Why did she send you the diary?”

 “She knew Julie’s life was special. To her and to me.” She looked into my eyes, and I’m sure she was asking herself why she was revealing so much to me, a more or less complete stranger. Maybe because she knew I had read the diary. Maybe because I had shared her daughter’s room. Maybe just because I hadn’t given her a reason to hate me.

 “What did you mean you didn’t lose Julie when Claire left?”

 Her shoulders seemed to sag and her voice was much softer as she said, “There never was a Julie. She only existed between the covers of that book.”

 I took a few seconds, replaying her statements in my mind. Her words were so strange, I felt like I had to translate them from a foreign language.

 “Julie wasn’t real?” I finally asked her.

 “Claire loved her as if she were real. She lived for that child.” Finally, a tear did drop from each of her eyes. “But, no, she didn’t exist. Except to Claire. I tried to help, to keep Julie alive for her, but finally, when that Bob person came back, Julie was stolen from Claire’s heart and she never came back.”

 Mrs. Williamson started to shake, tears streaming down her face. “I don’t know what happened. I guess I didn’t want to believe anything happened. But, I lost my Claire.”

 I moved to her and carefully put my arms around her, the frail old woman falling desperately into me. I held her for ten minutes, neither one of us speaking any more.

 Afterward, she left to go to her bedroom. I thanked her and quietly let myself out of her house.








 

 

 

 

Chapter 40

 

 

 That night, I woke, feeling restless at about two in the morning. I stretched and got up for a trip to the bathroom.

 I had left the bathroom window open an inch or two and a cool breeze greeted me. I yawned and splashed water on my face. There wouldn’t be any more sleep tonight for me, so I thought I’d not even try.

 The problem was Claire. The more I knew about her, the more I felt the need to find out what had happened to her. What had really gone on between her and Uncle Bob? And why in the world would she invent a fictitious child, even going to the trouble of cutting out a photo of another girl and pasting it onto the cover of her Remembrance Diary?

 The clock was ticking on my ability to find the answer.

 I walked outside and felt a chill in the air for the first time that summer. Every other evening I had come outside at night, the air was cooler than the daytime but still warm. Tonight was different. The first subtle approach of the autumn, the first tentative departure of summer. No cicadas sang for me tonight. It was dead quiet.

I only have a few days left, I thought. My summer visits to Nelson were about to end. Somehow I knew that. Maybe this was my last trip or maybe there’d be one more, but I knew they were ending and I was damned glad they were ending. I just wanted to be back to a normal life with Jenny.

 If a normal life was an option after my magical summer.

 I had a promise to keep before I lost all hope, though. A promise I had made to my mother.

 Moving back indoors, I poured myself a glass of ice tea, and then sat down to read Claire’s diary for a couple of hours. I was drifting off to sleep when the first rays of morning sunshine broached my room.

 

 I slept solidly until about ten o’clock. When I finally woke, I took a long shower, shaved, brushed my teeth, and used every other distraction I could before returning to my promise.

 I left the room and walked over to my parents’ house. They’d both be gone for the day, my father working at the cement factory, my mother working mornings at a coffee shop.

 Marty answered my knock. “Yeah?”

 “Hi, Marty.” My older brother had always seemed so grown-up to me. Even though we had spent almost no time together when I was young, he had been my idol. I wanted to be him when I grew up almost as much as I wanted to be a major league ball player. That adulation would crash and burn when he was killed.

 Now, Marty stood in front of me, not a grown-up in any sense of the word. He was a tall kid, ungracefully tall and thin. His hair was burnt almond with a few lighter streaks. The biggest surprise I noticed was his eyes. My boyhood hero was stern, solid, brave. I’m sure my memories of him molded that image, the image of a war hero, killed while fighting for his country.

 In contrast, Marty’s eyes now shifted around, not landing directly on me. The confidence I always associated with him simply wasn’t there. In its place was hesitation and self-doubt. Fuck.

 “Oh, hi,” he said. We had chitchatted a bit over the summer, but hadn’t really spoken in any detail about anything. “Mom and Dad are out.”

 “Yes, I know. I came to see you.”

 “Me?”

 “I heard about the draft. I was in World War II and thought I could share some of my experiences with you. I know how exciting it is to fight for your country.”

 “It’s an honor,” he said flatly. From the inflection in his voice, it seemed like he was having some misgivings about this whole thing.

 “Come on and sit out here.”

 He banged the screen door behind him and sat out on the back porch with me. The same porch my father had sat on when he asked if I would look after him when he was 64. Now, I was the father figure, and my job was to save my surrogate son, my brother.

 “I was 24 when I joined the army,” I began. “They gave us six months of basic training. Then the Japs bombed Pearl Harbor.”

 I had his attention. Of course, this was all crap, since I hadn’t been born until ten years after the end of the Second World War.

 “Where were you stationed?” he asked.

 “We were fighting two wars at once, it seemed. Mostly the air force took the fight in Japan, while the rest of us went to Europe to fight the Germans.

 “We were dropped behind enemy lines. Our mission was to secure and destroy one of the supply lines that ran out from Berlin into the north. Our early reconnaissance told us the buggers were lined up sporadically along the route. We just needed to pick them off at one critical junction. It was a perfect setup, with a concrete pillar that was supposed to provide us protection so we could take over control of a small bridge.” I paused for effect. “Ten of us trained for two months for this one mission. We parachuted into the area in the middle of the night. My nine companions were all killed.”

 He was full of questions, but politely asked only one. “How did you survive?”

 “By going crazy. By killing more people than you can imagine.” I shook my head. “But, I’m not here to talk about that. I want to tell you a different story.”

 He waited, wondering where I was going.

 “This is your story. The story of your army career.”

 “What do you mean? I haven’t even been to get my haircut yet.”

 I ignored his sarcasm. I just stared into his eyes, making him understand this was not a laughing matter.

 “On September 6, you go to catch the bus. That’s three weeks from now. It’s going to meet you at the church and six other young men from Nelson and the surrounding farms will be there, all of them bursting with pride and excitement, all of them a bit scared, all of them very naïve. You actually will be the most naïve of all, because you actually do think it’s an honor to fight this war. The others don’t think that, but they have no choice, so they get on the bus with you. 

 “You only get three months of basic training, which is held in Fort Jasco in California.

 “On December 16, you will be sent to Saigon. That’s so far from here you can’t possibly imagine. Now you’re really scared. Because by now you’ve heard the rumors. The stories you don’t hear on television or from your parents. The killings. The torture. You hear about how the gooks live in tunnels in the jungle and how GI’s walk into their cunning little traps. Those GI’s are all executed. Efficiently.”

 I thought back to the way it was about to happen. I knew the exact dates, knew the exact scenario because I had read the military attaché’s report a hundred times. 

 “You only last a month.”

 I looked at Marty and could see the tension in his face. “Why are you telling me this?”

 “Because it’s the truth.” My eyes met his, and I stared at him long and hard, so he’d have no question I meant it.

 “It’s Friday, December 20. You don’t even last until Christmas. You go in country, up to the border with North Vietnam, but you never reach your destination. The Viet Cong find you first. Your commanding officer is a guy named Jason Trembleton. He’s 22 and is just as scared as everybody he’s commanding. Your troop has been separated from the main column when the gooks attacked the night before. None of your troop is able to sleep, and by daybreak you’re all a bunch of basket cases.

 “The jungle heat is oppressing, scorpions and snakes are everywhere, strange echoing sounds bounce off the unfamiliar trees, hot rain streams down, blinding you, and above all, you feel the eyes of the enemy on you. Lots of them. You know they have you in their sights. You imagine the rifles centering you in their cross hairs. But that’s nothing compared to what actually happens.”

 He was scared. He was a fucking eighteen-year-old kid, for crissakes. Why the hell was he being forced into committing suicide? He didn’t say anything, just listened.

 My voice softened to little more than a whisper. As I spoke, I felt the terror in my own voice.

 “You take a bullet to the gut. Three bullets actually hit you, but it’s the one in the gut that does the damage. The others rip holes in you, then pass right through. You don’t die right away, but you wish to hell you had. The pain is so terrible, like nothing you’ve ever dreamed of before. The hole in your gut is so large, your intestines start to fall out in front of you. You try to hold them in, knowing you’re going to die, wondering how this could happen.

 “The gooks find you and laugh as you crawl around the jungle floor. They snap a word over and over again, but you don’t know what it means. They taunt you. Finally, they spit out in English, ‘Patriot!’

 “You don’t feel like a patriot now. You feel like a child. You’ve long ago wet your pants and shit yourself, and now all you wish is that you could go to sleep and end the pain. You’re eighteen years old and all you want to do is die.”

 I paused, shaking from describing Marty’s future to him in such detail. I took a deep breath and finished my story.

 “The gooks eventually tire of watching you. They slit your throat. The last sound you hear is their laughter once again.”

 

 Marty continued to be silent for a few minutes. He hung his head low.

 I reached to him and pulled his head back up to me. The spirit had left him, and all he wanted was to make it not true.

 “Go,” I said. “Go to Canada while you still can.”

 “How could you know this?” he asked.

 I just stared at him. “Go.”








 

 

 

 

Chapter 41

 

 

 I left Marty so he could digest our conversation. There’s no way I could tell if I scared him enough or if he’d just laugh me off as a crazy old man. If he listened to Dad, it would be the latter choice.

 I went back to my room and tried to settle down with a cold beer. Just one this time.

Claire.

 I rummaged through my mind, pulling out random memories, hoping some strands would somehow tie together. Why did you create Julie? I asked in futility. Why did you leave?

 And, maybe most important of all, Why do I care?

 At some point, I’d want to say good-bye to Little Sam, since my time was running short. The last time I had seen him, he was playing baseball with the other members of the Beauty Shop Gang.

The Beauty Shop Gang. Something twigged. Something I had missed. I tried to connect the dots in my mind to find the clue I had over-looked.

 Melanie, Mikey, Lance, Rich, and a couple of others whose names didn’t immediately come to mind. During daylight, you could pretty much count on all of us being together somewhere, unless I was hiding in the library. That was my sole time alone. Otherwise, we spent every day of every summer together during our teen years, playing baseball mostly. Other times, we’d try our hand at other sports: football, basketball, whatever.

 In the winter, it would be hockey, played on rinks we watered ourselves at the back of the beauty shop. Or watching B horror movies on TV every Saturday afternoon. Vampirella. Old Bella Lugosi flicks. Lon Chaney. Vincent Price. We loved them all. We even secretly looked forward to watching Dark Shadows each weekday at 4:00, pretending it was a horror show instead of a soap opera.

 Some summer days, we just wandered around the neighborhood in a pack. We never bothered anyone, just wanted to explore, wanted to relieve boredom.

The haunted house.

 That was it. That’s what was nagging at me. The time we dared each other to go to the Stone Manor. Double dog dared each other to go up to the attic.

 I bolted up and ran from the basement, leaving half a can of beer behind.

 

 The Stone Manor was about a ten-minute walk, but I was half-jogging and got there in less than five.

 The house stood hidden down a long winding gravel driveway. I couldn’t see the building from the street, as a dense cluster of trees covered both sides. I walked down the drive and found myself in front of -- well, a large house to be sure, three stories -- but certainly not the monstrosity I remembered.

 It didn’t particularly look haunted for that matter, only slightly in dis-repair. Run-down. I’d seen many other houses in my life that looked more “haunted.”

 By this time, it no longer surprised me that my memories differed from reality. Of course, my childhood self probably did think this was about as haunted as a house could get, and it was that feeling of dread I stored away.

 The house was built of dark brown bricks, with solid yellowing mortar. There were many windows, most of which had been broken by kids throwing a decade or more of rocks. Including me.

 It was more pathetic than scary.

 I knew the door would be unlocked, since it would be unlocked a year down the road when the Beauty Shop Gang came calling.

 The inside was as empty as I remembered, but still not frightening. It just looked vacant, a hollow shell of a home, waiting patiently for its owners to return. I wondered if they ever did.

 I took a quick walk through the main floor, mostly just to assure myself I was alone. Not seeing or hearing anybody else, I skipped the next two floors and went directly to the attic.

 The third floor had one of those trap doors that fold down from the ceiling. I pulled down the stairs, which creaked from lack of use. The steps were solid, and I climbed into the attic.

 The light wasn’t very good, since there was only one small window at each end of the attic. The roof of the house was a pitched A-frame, and the attic reflected this. The highest point was in the center, where I could just barely stand without having to crouch. The ceiling sloped down quickly on either side to disappear into nothing at the edges of the house.

 My eyes adjusted to the light level after about half a minute.

 It was cold and a bit damp. A light kiss of a breeze made the air seem alive.

 One side of the attic was crammed with old furniture. A wooden rocking chair. A bed frame. Two dressers. A bunch of other things. They all appeared to be in good condition. There were a couple of wooden crates stacked together, and behind those were a few frames protecting some amateur landscapes. None of this was what I was looking for.

 I turned and walked to the other side of the attic, near the far window, and as I got closer, I could see the scene I remembered from my previous visit here, next year.

 This window hadn’t been broken, and it was covered with a stained glass diagram of a white dove flying past some navy blue thorns. A sun set in one corner of the window.

 Beneath the window was a child’s play area. Maybe two children, a boy and a girl.

 There was a small plastic table set up with three small pink chairs carefully arranged just so. The table was set for a tea party. There was a white linen cloth covering the table, a set of small plastic cups, a miniature teapot, and chrome-colored fake silverware.

 A doll sat in the middle seat.

 The doll was about eighteen inches tall and wore a frilly green dress.

 The dress was covered with splotches of red, as was the doll’s face. It looked as if it was covered in blood.

 That was the image that had frightened us all those years ago. A blood-soaked doll.

 We had come up the stairs, relaxed, feeling we had conquered the haunted house. But then, we saw the corpselike doll, which really turned us around 180 degrees. Our relaxed minds jumped into over-drive, immediately imagining a dark horror, a murderous psychopath, using the doll as a surrogate child.

 In my mind’s eye, the murderous psycho was hiding behind those crates at the other end of the room. Near the exit. Near our escape.

 We had all stared at the doll, and it almost seemed as if it was bleeding fresh blood as we watched.

 Mel was the first one to say anything when she admitted, “I’m getting scared.” Without even knowing I was doing it, I took her hand in mine.

 Right then, a gust of wind shook through the attic, breaking us from staring at the doll. One of the crates seemed to make a crunching noise.

 And by God, we all just about flew out of that house, jumping down the stairs three at a time, in a mad panic to get out before it got us. We ran and ran and didn’t stop until we were back in the central part of Nelson, surrounded by normal homes, normal cars, normal everything.

 We never spoke of the visit to the Stone Manor again.

 

 Now, I forced myself to look at the other toys in the attic. There was an Easy Bake Oven beside the table, a small crib and stroller, and a couple of other dolls that might have been Barbies. I don’t know dolls well enough to really tell.

 The far side of the table had the boys’ toys. A pile of scattered tracks from an HO train set, a couple of boxcars lying on their side nearby. A cardboard box full of pieces of a Hot Wheels road race set. A deflated football, a handful of GI Joe soldiers, one missing an arm.

 This rung a bell. Curious, I crouched down and picked up the box holding the Hot Wheels and read the scrawled note on the bottom: “Property of Sam Ellis. DO NOT TOUCH!”

 I dropped the box in surprise at seeing my own name.

 “This was mine?” I asked.

 I looked more closely at the other items. Were they all mine? Yes, I had once owned a train set and an old football. I seemed to recall them all being given away by my parents, or maybe sold at a junk sale or something.

How did they end up here?

 A loud creak sounded from somewhere below in the house, and my heart jumped a beat. I almost dropped the train set. I hadn’t realized how quiet it was in the house until just then. I forced myself to relax.

 I looked back and picked up the tortured little doll sitting patiently at the tea party. She had a note in a pocket of her dress. I unfolded it and read, “Welcome to Julie’s tea party. This is the last party I can have. I have to go away now. If you ever want to know why, you’ll need to read May 21. It’s here with me.”

May 21.

 May 21, 1965 was the date Mrs. Williamson had said Claire left.

 I had checked and her Remembrance Diary was empty for that date. It was the only date without an entry.

 But, now the doll told me the entry for May 21 was here.

 I searched the doll to see if there were any other papers hidden in her dress, but there were none. She seemed to smile at me, almost laughing, as if she were saying, “Did you really think it would be that easy?” Nothing was on the table or anywhere else in plain sight, either. I looked behind and around the general area, but no luck.

 I searched for an hour, everywhere, moving back to the other end of the attic, checking the drawers in the furniture, but then light was starting to fade. Twilight was coming.

 I needed to find May 21, but it felt hopeless. I had looked everywhere. What if somebody else had beaten me to finding it? I went back and looked at the toys one more time before almost giving up.

The Easy Bake Oven.

 I opened the oven and saw the note. It was written on the same paper as the diary and in Claire’s handwriting.

 I shoved the note in my pocket and put the oven back in its place, ready for me to find it a year later, and I left the Stone Manor for the last time, just as darkness covered it.








 

 

 

 

Chapter 42

 

 

 Sunday morning.

 Six o’clock arrived much too early for my tastes. Fortunately, I had set the alarm clock Mrs. Williamson had left in my room, or there’s no way I could have awoken. The alarm seemed to go on a long time before slowly winding itself down. By the time I had actually woken up enough to crawl out of bed and walk over to the clock (sitting on the dresser, out of reach for this very reason), it had stopped ringing.

 I guessed fish were morning people.

 It took me a good thirty minutes to really wake up after that. Two quick cups of coffee and a cold shower helped.

 I was more tired these days due to my newfound penchant for getting up in the middle of the night and wandering outside. Looking back, I’m not really sure why I started doing that, but it seemed like a habit I was going to have trouble breaking. The nighttime was refreshing, clean, unencumbered. It felt like I was more alive than during the daytime.

 At seven on the dot, I walked over and banged on the back door of my parents’ house. Dad opened the door and sheepishly nodded at me, with a smile. “All set,” he said. “I got the rods. You got bait?”

 “Umm, no.” I had forgotten about that. The only bait I had remembered was the two cases of Budweiser now sitting beside me. Dad glanced down to be sure I had them.

 A chorus of a kids’ song ran through my

mind: twenty-four bottles of beer on the wall . . .

 We put the beer in the trunk of his rusting green ’57 Plymouth, and he drove us out of town. I didn’t know where we were headed, since I had never fished as a kid, but he was taking us northeast. I remembered an arm of the Montana River flowed up in that direction.

 The car stank from the bitter smell of rancid cigarettes. The ashtray was full of butts, and there were half a dozen others on the floor by my feet. I don’t think Dad could tell how bad it was.

 “You know a good spot, right?”

 He didn’t look over at me when he answered. “Been a helluva long time. Still don’t know why you wanted to do this.”

 “I’m just trying to fit in.”

 “Yeah. Sure you are.” The tone of his voice made me wonder what was going through his mind. He pulled sharply over to the side and into a gas station. He looked over at me expectantly, and then pointed at the sign in the window.
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 I went inside and asked for a box of worms. The clerk was an old man, jowls pulling his face down and random whiskers springing out from them. He shuffled down to the rear of the store and came back with a small box that looked like an order of chicken chow mein from my local Chinese delivery place in Seattle. “Fifty?” he asked.

 “Sure.”

 “Dollar seventy-five.” He shook the box. “Should all still be alive. I got a boy collects ‘em over night.”

 “I’m sure they’ll be fine.”

 He rung up the sale, and I took the change and the worms back to the car. “We’re all set.” I had to remember not to fasten the seatbelt. Nobody did that.

 “How about you grab me a beer before we head out,” he said.

 I was going to talk about the dangers of drinking and driving and then thought how silly I would sound. I took a beer out of the case and popped the cap for him. He took a long drink before pulling out of the gas station.

 “You not having one?”

 “Later. I don’t want to be too buzzed to catch anything.”

 “Wouldn’t bother me none.”

 We drove the rest of the way in silence. Fortunately, we weren’t going very far, and I took mental notes as we went. I wasn’t planning on driving back home with him.

 A few miles outside the city limits, we followed a snaking dirt road down a hill. It dead-ended in a small clearing surrounded by a thick thatch of trees. Their shadows swept over us, and I could hear their branches slowly swishing against us as we set up our site. The Montana flowed by at a brisk pace, about twenty feet across. There were a few wide pools in the river where the water didn’t flow as smoothly. Dad pointed them out. “Fish’ll be in those pockets. Trout. Some perch. Whitefish.”

 I nodded.

 “Bring out the beer.” I did as I was asked. It wasn’t even 8:00 in the fucking morning, and he was on his third beer.

 Some memories are true.

 I had to force myself to put a worm onto the hook. It felt like I was torturing the damned thing. I did my best not to think about the fish nibbling at the worm. I never thought about how inhumane fishing seemed until then. I tossed my line out and hoped nothing would bite.

 “Jimmy, when’s the last time you were out fishing?”

 “Don’t really know. Probably ten years. Maybe more.” He thought a moment. “Shit, probably twenty.”

 His line went out to another still pool, and we sat down on some large rocks to play the waiting game.

 

 Two hours passed, with only a few bites and even less conversation. Dad had six more beers and had long ago started to slur his words.

 

 Another hour and the first dozen beers were history. He was starting to look very grumpy, and whenever he said anything to me, it was a snap. “Why the hell are you here?” “Can’t you keep your fuckin’ line away from mine?” “How much fuckin’ money you make?” And on and on.

 He had had a couple of nibbles on his line but had pulled the rod back too early, letting the fish get away. “You too good to drink with me? Is that it?”

 I finally conceded and opened a beer for myself. It actually tasted pretty good after being outside for the past while.

 After another few moments of silence, I started on my mission. “Jimmy?”

 “What now?”

 “I need your help.”

 He looked over at me and laughed. “Like I could help you with a damned thing, Mr. Bigtime Stockbroker. The only fuckin’ thing I can help you with is to mix you a block of fuckin’ concrete.”

 “That’s not the kind of help I’m looking for.”

 “Well, for crissakes, spill it.”

 I paused to be sure I had his attention. “I’m not really a stock broker. And I’m not really from Seattle.”

 He snorted and swallowed another gulp of beer. I pretended to do the same. “You’re a fuckin’ phony? That’s a riot. So, what’s the real scoop?”

 I had prepared my story the night before, when I was sitting out in the yard in my wonderful nighttime. I knew the only way I was going to get what I wanted was to change my whole history for him and invent lies he’d rather believe.

 “I’ve been involved in a lot of,” I paused for effect, “shall we just say, ventures, over the years. Some of them are not the kind of thing you see listed proudly on a corporate resume.”

 “Corporate resume! Christ, can’t you speak normal? What are you doin’?”

 “Mostly small time.” He was staring at me, listening to every word now. “I started pulling convenience stores and gas stations. A couple small bank branches.” I shook my head. “That’s when I was a lot younger and stupider.”

 “You think you’re any smarter now?”

 I tugged on my line a bit. “Now, I run drugs across the Mexican border. Lots. I make a real good commission off it.”

 The Mexican border was more than 1,000 miles from Nelson, but that fact didn’t sink in to Dad. He was too drunk to let inconvenient details stick in his mind.

 “Yeah, well, good for you. Doesn’t tell me what the fuck you think you need from me.”

 I pretended to stare off into space. “I have certain desires.”

 In the distance, a fish jumped and made a small splash. Don’t bite now, I silently asked.

 I took another drink of beer, a real one this time, and said, “So the thing is, I like boys.”

 He slowly reeled in part of his line and didn’t say anything for a moment. I let the silence grow until he finally broke it. “Yeah, you look like a fuckin’ queer. Shoulda guessed that.”

 “I need one. A young one.”

 He shook his head. “I don’t know what to say.”

 “You know.” I looked over to him. “I want Sam.”

 He immediately said, “I can’t do that.” Just for a moment, I was convinced I was wrong, that my father wasn’t involved in my summer of hell after all. A few seconds of relief washed over me. Then he added, “He’s already taken.”

 The sentence hung in the air. My fingers hurt from grasping my fishing pole so tightly. It was true. He was in it up to his ass.

 “I’ll pay more.”

 He laughed. “More? I don’t think you know what kind of deal you’re looking at. I got all my bar bills paid off promptly for me. You think you got that much money?”

 I didn’t know where to go now. I thought he’d hand over Sam and double his take.

 “Okay, tell me what my other options are. You’re supplying to this other guy, right? What else have you given him in the past? I might be interested.”

 “Sloppy seconds?” He roared with laughter and started to choke. He took another drink, finished the bottle and then immediately opened the next one and took a drink from it. I felt his greed getting control of him.

 “Tell me,” I said.

 “There were only a few others,” he finally said. “Few boys from the neighborhood. A couple girls.”

 “You can get girls, too?”

 “I don’t really do much. I just -- just help get them into the house and then me and the family get out.”

Claire.

 “You ever do the girl that lived where I do now?” I smiled to show him I thought that would be funny.

 “You bet. She was the first. A long time ago.” He looked up and seemed to be lost in thought. “She was worth a hundred bucks. Lot of money back then. Bob really liked her.” He realized he had used Bob’s name. “Don’t you be telling nobody about that.”

 “God, no.” I felt sick when I added, “Maybe me and Bob could share Sam.”

 He shrugged. “Dunno. I ain’t gonna fuck up my bar bill for you.”

 “How many times did he rape Claire?”

 “Rape?” He pulled in some more line. “We don’t call it that. She was his guest. Three times. Then, that crazy old loon next door seemed to get suspicious, and we had to cut her loose.”

 “The girl never told?”

 “Hell, no. Told her we’d kill the old woman if she did. Bob’s a fucker. He woulda done that old crone, too. He’s very convincing.”

 I nodded. All I could think about was poor Claire, being brutally raped by that animal just like I had been. And both of us had had our horrible times facilitated by the other animal that was right beside me. And he just couldn’t help snickering over it.

 The fishing trip was over. I had heard everything I had come to hear. I was about to pull in my line, when one last question came to mind.

 “What about Marie? What’s she know about all this?”

“Marie? Shit, she can’t figure out what two plus two is. ‘Specially not with a split head. She knows enough not to ask.”

 I remembered my mother’s screams as she fell down a flight of stairs, and now all the violence in my household made a lot more sense.

 Suddenly, I totally lost my temper. I tossed the rod into the river and jumped at my father. “You are such a goddamned pig,” I shouted.

 “Hey, hold on,” he said as he stumbled back and slipped. The beer he was holding smashed on the rocks.

 I grabbed his shoulders and pulled him to face me. “You fucking scum! Do you have any idea how many lives you’ve ruined!”

 “What the fuck you talkin’ about?” he yelled. “You want them, too.”

 Scared, he tried to get away from me. He swung his fist and grazed my ear, and that only got me more violent. I hit him, then again, and again.

 I found a large piece of broken, brown glass in my hand. I moved it to his neck. “You don’t deserve to live.”

 “Please,” he whispered. Spittle fell from his mouth and he coughed. “Don’t.” His eyes were as big as silver dollars, begging me.

 A sudden urge came over me, and I could feel my arm moving forward, the glass grinding through his skin and bursting through his jugular. Slashing. Ripping.

 But at the last second, I held back. I don’t know how I resisted killing him, and I could feel my own blood trickling down my hand as I crunched the broken glass.

 In disgust, I threw him to the ground. “You let Bob near Sam or anyone else ever again, and I will fucking well kill you.” I took the glass and lightly scored his left cheek, a four-inch long scar he’d wear for the rest of his days. It would be a warning every time he looked into a mirror. He screamed at the pain or maybe at the fear of what I might do next.

 I shoved him to the ground and walked away.

 I stormed off back toward town, anger still flooding through me. Fucking animal.








 

 

 

 

Chapter 43

 

 

 It took me most of the afternoon to calm down. All I could think of was wanting to kill my father. And how close I had come to doing exactly that.

 One thing had been clarified on the fishing trip: I was absolutely nothing like him. I may have some superficial habits that were similar, but his very soul was rotten to the core. I didn’t believe I was following in those particular footsteps.

May 21, 1965.

 The date Claire left. The date on the last portion of her Remembrance Diary. 

 I held the thin, yellowed paper in my hand that I had found in the Stone Manor. I could feel the power of Claire’s last words even before I read them. The paper held sadness and hope. Sadness for one ending, hope for a new beginning.

 I read.

 

 My Julie.

 This is the day I lost you. I’ve tried to write this last entry so many times, and I always give up, my words lost in a sea of tears. I can’t place these words in my diary, because this one entry would weigh the diary down, crush it under the terrible weight of our separation. The diary needs to stay full of hope, full of my love for you.

 Yes, today is the day we part forever.

 He came back today. That monster who hurt me so badly all those years ago. I saw him slowly walking up the lane beside my mother’s house. He saw me, too, and he grinned and chuckled.

 My heart jumped as the memory came back of the day he took me. Held me down, forced himself inside me.

 I ran into my room and locked the door. I curled myself up into a small ball in a corner, hiding behind my blue easy chair. All I wanted was for him to not find me. To not hurt me again.

 But I couldn’t banish his grin or his chuckle. He may not find me today, but I wasn’t safe. He’d come for me whenever he wanted.

 And if I wasn’t safe, neither were you.

 I couldn’t bring you with me, as much as I wanted to. You needed to stay. I needed to leave you.

 That Bob person won’t hurt you. You’re not what he wants.

 Julie, my hand is shaking so hard, I wonder if you can even make out what I’m writing. I know you’ll never read these words, but I’m keeping them safe. Just in case.

 Don’t ever forget me. I won’t ever forget you. I promise.

 

 I carefully folded the note and slipped it into the Remembrance Diary, between May 20 and May 22. I skimmed both those entries. The first was talking about a picnic where Julie and Claire had gone out by the sunflower fields to the south. The latter was them sitting on the porch during a crashing thunderstorm, lightning ripping through the skies like a knife. They felt safe, awed by the light show before them.

 And now the diary was complete.

 Now I knew why Claire left. She was afraid of Bob, when he had returned. She knew he would demand another pound of her flesh.

 For some reason, she obviously felt she couldn’t take Julie with her, even if she didn’t exist. For some reason, Julie belonged in Nelson.

 I popped the cap off a Schlitz and drank, the cold beer burning as I gulped it down. I held the bottle up in front of me. “Claire, here’s to you. I hope everything worked out for you, wherever you went.”








 

 

 

 

Chapter 44

 

 

 Another week passed. A knock on my door turned out to be Marie. I was surprised to see her. Or anyone. Nobody had knocked on the door since I moved in.

 “Hi,” she said.

 “Marie, what a nice surprise.”

 “I need to come in.”

 I moved aside and she slid by me. She swirled around and pushed the door shut. “Nobody knows I’m here.”

 She was wearing a yellow sundress with a white fringe on the collar. She looked at me expectantly, holding her arms together tightly. Her eyes darted around the room.

 “Sit down,” I said. “Can I get you something?”

 She shook her head. Her eyes found me, bridging the awkward silence growing around us. I waved my hand to the chair. “Please.”

 “This isn’t easy for me.”

 “What is it?”

 She smiled, one of her broad smiles that caught me off guard and made me realize just how beautiful she must have been when she was young. Even now, I felt a pit in my stomach. I turned away from her, guilt cascading through me. She’s my mother, for God’s sake.

 “Marty went to Canada,” she announced. “I don’t know how you did it, but he’s gone. He’s going to be safe now.”

 I was momentarily surprised to hear this. “That’s great news,” I said, meaning it completely. “How did that happen?”

 “The border’s only a couple hours north of here. He went with my brother, said they were going to pick up a shipment of lumber. Timothy is in the business.”

 I nodded, remembering.

 “He just came back alone.”

 I smiled, relieved Marty was now safe. I began to explore the memories being formed in my mind. I now knew he wasn’t killed in Vietnam after all; he ended up living in Canada until the amnesty.

 “Marie, I’m so glad it worked out.”

 Just then, she rushed to me and hugged me tightly. “It was you,” she whispered in my ear. She put her hands on the back of my head. “Marty told me you convinced him to go. I’m here to re-pay my debt to you.”

 She looked at me and leaned up to kiss me.

 I pushed her back. “Marie, no, you don’t owe me that.”

 She looked puzzled. “But -- ”

 “You can repay your debt by just telling me the truth.”

 Marie looked embarrassed, and I knew she had never been rejected before. A part of me wondered how many times she had used her fading beauty for paying back favors. That was a thought best relegated to another time, but right then I concentrated on what I needed to know.

 “What are you talking about?” Her voice was sterner, and she finally sat in the easy chair, opening her purse and searching frantically for a cigarette.

 “You’ve lived here a long time,” I said.

 She lit her cigarette, an unfiltered Camel, and let out a long swoosh of smoke. “A very long time,” she said finally. “A lifetime and then some.” The earlier harshness in her voice was replaced by sadness.

 I sat in the other chair and waited until she looked back up at me.

 “I want the truth, Marie. I’m leaving soon, and you’ll never see me again.”

 I didn’t know if she would be happy or sad to see the end of me, and she wasn’t giving anything away. She would have been a good poker player.

 “What?”

 “Let’s start with Bob. Why do you allow him to do the things he does?”

 She pushed herself back into the chair and pursed her lips, then took another drag. “Sometimes I think I never had a choice. I’ve been a prisoner in my own life. In my own home.”

 “You could leave.”

 She laughed. “You are so damned naïve. You’ve never had someone like Bob after you.” She stared at me. “You want the truth? Well, the truth is that I was his first victim. He took me over and over again, until he got sick of me. And for each time, Jimmy could have a few more drinks paid for.”

 Silence hung in the room. He raped my mother too?

 “Then, somehow it was just -- I don’t know -- easy, I guess is the word, to look the other way.”

 “You let others be hurt like you?”

 “I told you. I didn’t have any choice.”

 Anger rushed through me. I wanted to tell her she always had a fucking choice. That Claire was brutally raped because of her and then her own son. Me. People make their own choices and she made hers.

 But I didn’t say any of that. I took a deep breath. “You knew about Claire?”

 She nodded. “She was next after me. That was a long time ago.”

 “Tell me.”

 “I need a drink. You got anything?”
 “Beer.” I went and opened her one and gave her a glass to go with it. She poured it and took a long gulp.

 “Must have been -- ” I imagined her calculating in her mind “ -- about fourteen years ago.

 “She was so young, so pretty. Outgoing and fun. Afterwards, she was never the same. She walked tall, proud, but with a lost innocence that robbed her of the joy she always had before.

 “Jimmy got her into the house. Some pretext or other. I don’t know what. Got her to go upstairs. Bob was there. I heard her scream, just once.”

 Marie’s eyes glazed over and I imagined her reliving the scene. “Just the once. And then, she went home. She never told Mrs. Williamson. She couldn’t have. I knew Bob had threatened to kill them both. He always used that threat. And he meant it. Still does.”

 “How do you know Claire didn’t tell?”

 She took another long drink and waved to indicate she wanted another beer. I asked her a second question before she could answer the first. “Why do you drink so much? You’re an attractive woman, bright, you could have anything, anybody, why destroy yourself like this?”

 In a way, it was the same question I had asked earlier but I wanted to find some reason my mother ended up like this, some magic formulation that would make me snap my fingers and say, “Of course. That explains everything.”

 “It’s easier to hide in a bottle than anywhere else,” she said.

 She stared into nothing for a while before adding, “Once, I had a dream. I was young, full of energy. I was like Claire. I remember wanting to open a little shop, design dresses. Not a huge dream, really, but mine nonetheless.”

 “What happened?”

 “Jimmy happened. When we got married, he wanted me at home. Dinner on the table at five o’clock. Or else. He took my dreams and destroyed them.”

 I kept quiet as she searched for words.

 “The only part of me he left alone was church. I get comfort from my religion. I’m not proud of some things I’ve done in my life. I have nothing to offer anybody but -- ”

 She lit another cigarette and chuckled. “Sometimes I wish I was Catholic, so I could go to confession. Just to have a friendly voice to talk to. And then I feel guilty about even wishing I were Catholic. Can’t win.”

 I got another beer and gave it to her, then asked my other question again. “How do you know Claire never told Mrs. Williamson?”

 “Claire got pregnant. From Bob, of course.”

 The surprise must have shown on my face, since I knew Julie was fictitious. “Go on.”

 “She never said anything about the father. She was only seventeen. Mrs. Williamson was horrified. These things didn’t happen back then. This was 1954, remember.

 “Claire was sent to visit her aunt in Great Falls. Stayed with her till the baby was born. As the time grew near, Mrs. Williamson wrestled with herself and decided she wanted the baby here in Nelson. She asked me and Jimmy to adopt the baby.”

My parents adopted Claire’s daughter? I was getting more confused, not less.

 “What happened?”
 “We did take him.”

 “Him?”

 “Sammy.” She put out the remains of her cigarette. “My Sammy is Claire’s son. Claire’s bastard son from that monster. Mrs. Williamson would never have allowed us to adopt him if she knew.”

 

 My whole world had been turned upside down with just a couple of sentences. I felt dizzy, light-headed.

 I was adopted, and my biological parents were Bob and Claire.

 How could that be?

 But of course I knew exactly how it could be. My mother had just told me.

 The beer I got this time was for me. I faced away from Marie to hide the shock that must have been written all over my face.

 Finally, I turned back to her. She was talking, and I had missed part of what she had said. “ -- name him.”

 “What? What did you say?”

 “I said that Claire wanted to name him. I thought that would be too awkward, so we compromised. I named him Samuel after my father, but Claire gave him his middle name, Julian.”

 Julian. Julie.

I was Julie.

 “Why did you adopt Sam?” Somehow, this still didn’t make as much sense as I wanted it to. “You already had a son. Marty.”

 “Yes, yes, we had a son. And I guess some would wonder why we took Sammy. I fought Jimmy about it. He didn’t want Sammy. Not one bit.” She laughed. “Hell, he didn’t want Marty, either. Just wanted to poke me and screw the consequences.” She fidgeted with the frill on her dress. “That was a very long time ago.

 “But, I wanted Sammy. I guess it was just knowing what Claire and I shared, the terrible horrors we had both experienced. It was a kinship that went beyond family. I just had to help her.”

 I no longer felt anger for my mother. All I felt was pity. “Marie, I think maybe you should leave now.”

 She quickly took me up on my offer, glanced out the window of the door and then scooted out without another word.








 

 

 

 

Chapter 45

 

 

 “Bob Collingwood, please,” I said.

 The receptionist looked bored. She had a nest of ratty blonde hair that looked like it hadn’t been washed in weeks. When I entered the front door of City Hall, she was reading a paperback she hid as I walked toward her. I could see it partially sticking out from under some paper on the side of her desk and recognized it as a Harlequin Romance.

 “Do you have an appointment?” she asked. She picked up a leather-bound notepad and started to scan it.

 “No, but I need to see him.”

 She glanced down the hall to her right, and that was enough for me. I started to walk in that direction.

 “Hey, you can’t do that.”

 “Sure I can. Go back to your book.”

 She didn’t follow, not that I cared one way or the other. There was no way she could have stopped me.

 Several offices lined one side of the corridor. Each had a bronze-colored nameplate.

 Bob Collingwood was the third door down. I looked in and saw him. It felt weird because the last time I had seen him, he was dead, his throat slit from the carving knife in my hand.

 Weird. But then it was only one more weird thing in a summer long festival of the weird.

 He was leaning back in a swivel chair, one leg crossing the other, holding a black telephone up to one ear. I took a moment to collect my thoughts. I hadn’t really had a close look at him earlier, and now I looked to see the face of the monster from my youth.

 He was obese, at least 300 pounds, maybe a lot more. It was hard to tell when he was sitting down. His hair was light brown, just like mine, and he had it slicked back with some kind of goop. He wore a three-piece black suit with a red tie. The vest wasn’t buttoned.

 In my time, if Bob had wandered down Pike Street in Seattle, everybody would laugh at the old fool. He just looked like a faded businessman from the forties, and even here in 1968 he looked like a failed anachronism. A relic, lost in time.

 “Get off the phone,” I said.

 He finally noticed me, and I saw a frown form. He hesitated a minute and then said into the phone, “I’ll have to call you back, love. Give me a few minutes. Right. Bye.”

 He took his time hanging up the phone and then snapped his head up.

 “Who are you? You can’t just come in here without an appointment.”

 “I can.” I moved closer, leaning on his desk. He smelled like he hadn’t showered for a week. “My name is Sam Johnson. I live next door to Jimmy and Marie Ellis.”

 Those names got his attention, and he waited for me to continue.

 “Let’s get one thing straight,” I said. “I am not here to negotiate. You are going to do three things for me.”

 This got him to smirk. “Listen, Mister. I don’t know who you are, but if you got any complaints about the way the City is being run, I suggest you put it in writing and send copies to the Mayor and all Councilmen. You don’t just barge in and think I’m going to do something.”

 He stood up to face me. He was shorter than I remembered. Three or four inches shorter than me. He started to button up his vest.

 “Listen, you fucker,” I said. “This has nothing to do with the City. This is about you fucking little boys and girls. This is about your fucking miserable life. If you care about living past the end of today, you’d better goddamn well listen. And you’d better goddamn follow through on my three demands.”

 He moved around the desk and went to shut his door. This was not a conversation he wanted the dumb receptionist to overhear.

 Bob shook his head. His eyes pierced into me. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, Mr. Johnson, but you’re way off base here. I’d appreciate it if you left my office right now.”

 I had a large brown paper bag with me that I put on his desk. I opened it and took out a sheath of paper, tossing it at him.

 “I have two other copies of this,” I said. “This one is your own personal version.”

 He reluctantly looked at the notes I had written out. It started with him raping Marie, then Claire. The comments I had gleaned from my father about the others. But most of the eight pages of notes covered what he had done to Little Sam that summer. Details of the barbaric acts he had performed on me and had me perform on him.

 His face drained of color as he read my notes. “How the hell . . . ?”

 I didn’t say anything, just wanting to be sure he understood everything I had written. It had been hard to write it all down, but I had forced myself the night before. There were details in there nobody could mistake, including the running sore on Bob’s penis. When he got to that part, he snapped the papers down to his desk.

 “What do you think you’re doing here?”

 “I told you. You’re going to do three things for me. If you don’t, one copy of that is going to the Times-Record for them to publish, and the other one is going to the State Police. Not the local cronies you have in your back pocket.”

 He moved around the desk and sat back down in his chair.

 “What do you want?”

 I held out three fingers. “One. You will never touch another child. You will stay away from Sam forever. You will never, ever be alone with another kid. If I see you just once, I’ll fucking well kill you. You understand?”

 “Go on.”

 “Two. You will send ten thousand dollars to this address by the close of business today.” I handed him a sheet of paper. It had Marty’s address in Canada.

 “Who’s this going to?”

 “None of your fucking business. Send it in cash.” I leaned over the desk again. “You have no power here anymore, you asshole. The game is over. If you don’t follow through on my rules, your life is over. Do you fucking understand?”

 He didn’t answer. I walked around the desk and grabbed his tie, pulling him up from his chair. “Do you fucking well understand I am going to ruin your life if you do not follow my rules to the letter?”

 He nodded and I pushed him back to his seat.

 “What’s the third thing?”

 I told him the third thing he had to do. It was the easiest of the three, so I knew he’d agree to it immediately. When he did, I handed him the last item from my paper bag. Claire’s Remembrance Diary.

 “I will be watching you the rest of your life. You’ll never know where I am. But, I swear to you if you don’t follow through on these orders, you are a dead man.”

 I marched out of his office.








 

 

 

 

Chapter 46

 

 

 The baseball diamond was empty, and I knew Little Sam wasn’t at his house, since I had seen him leave earlier in the day. The best shot was the library, and my hunch paid off when I saw him sitting alone at a long wooden table in the science section. He always sat alone.

 “Whatcha reading?”

 He looked up at me, a bit startled after being engrossed in the book. He carefully marked his page and closed it, then held it up to show me. “It’s about Mars.”

 “Any good?”

 He looked back at the cover. It showed an artist’s conception of Mars, a reddish brown planet with white ice caps and a network of dark lines joining various parts of the surface.

 Canals. Flowing water. Maybe something still living there. Faint memories of the book flashed through my mind.

 “It’s okay,” Little Sam said. “Seems a bit out of date, though, I think.”

 “Ah, well, you’ll still learn a lot from it.”

 “You read books like this?”

 “All the time. I love to read. Hey, remember that first time I met you in Crippling Park and you were reading 2001?”

 “Sure.”

 “Funny thing,” I tried to chuckle to show how much an idiot I thought I was. “You must have thought I was a real weirdo, saying I’d read that when I was a kid. It didn’t hit me till later on how that must have sounded, since it’s a new book.”

 “Yeah, well, how come you said that?”

 “Arthur C. Clarke wrote 2001 based on an old short story he wrote a long time ago called ‘The Sentinel.’ That’s what I meant I had read.”

 He smiled at me, and I could see relief crossing his face. “Oh! Now that makes sense.”

 Actually, it didn’t, because the short story was only published in the fifties, still too late for me to have read it as a kid, but he bought it and that’s all that mattered.

 “I’m leaving town today,” I said. “You probably won’t see me again.”

 “Going back to Seattle?”

 “Yes.”

 There was silence between us. I wasn’t sure how to broach the next subject. Finally, I just blurted out, “Things are going to be different now. Bad things come in cycles. Yours is over.” I spoke softly, being careful not to frighten him.

 “What do you mean?”

 “I heard about Uncle Bob.” I could see him tense, and I held my hands up to reassure him. “He won’t be bothering you any more. You can go back to the way life was a year ago.”

 I didn’t know if he believed me or not, and ultimately it wouldn’t matter, since he would soon realize Bob was out of his life forever.

 There was more silence and finally I said, “It’s been good knowing you, Sam.”

 He nodded in silence, and I smiled as I left him with his book.

 

 I walked through downtown, past the beauty shop, the bank, City Hall. Past the coffee shop and Old Man Jones, the grocer who had been the first person I had talked to in 1968. I could see him through the window, leaning on his counter, hoping for a customer to come through the door.

 Main Street was as quiet as I had seen it all summer. A few kids sat on the edge of the sidewalk, cigarettes hanging out of their mouths, quietly waiting for any kind of trouble they could find.

 I had one last errand to run. I walked over to Tod Clark’s Pawn Shop. The owner didn’t recognize me at first, but it came back to him quickly enough when I described the ring I had left with him.

 “I hope you still have it,” I said

 “Sure thing. Nobody around here can afford a nice piece like that.” He went to the rear of the store and came back a few minutes later. “Wish I could buy it myself,” he said.

 I slipped the ring onto my finger, feeling it push gently into my flesh, finding its home again. I smiled as I looked at it and paid back the money with a premium of twenty dollars.

 Dark clouds were rolling in from the western horizon. There was a very cool wind blowing, and leaves were pulled off their branches, drawing lazy patterns on the road.

 I walked out of town, past the Welcome to Nelson, population 35,347 sign. Past the last stop light and out into the fields.

 All the corn was harvested. Only rotting stumps remained. It felt like I could see forever above the stalks.

 And finally, I found the sunflowers. The acres and acres of sunflowers where I had originally woken when I had my first dissolving.

 The plants were all dead. The bright yellow flowers were shriveled brown husks that drooped over, fragile corpses. The millions of sunflowers were all now just so many dead scarecrows.

 I found the tree where I had originally awakened, and I sat down beside it. I don’t know how I knew to do this, but it just felt right.

 After an hour or so, I laid down on the ground, and not long after, before the rains hit, I fell asleep.








 

 

 

 

Part 9

 

 

 

Every man’s memory is his private literature.

 

Aldous Huxley








 

 

 

 

Chapter 47

 

 

 The first face I saw when I woke in the hospital was the cranky old nurse who had also been there when I woke from my first dissolving. At first, she didn’t see my eyes open as she stood at the foot of my bed, reading my chart.

 “Can I have some water?” My voice was gravelly and my throat sore. I was well used to the sensation.

 “Well, look who’s come around. Our favorite visitor to these parts.”

 “Water, please.”

 She poured me a glass and put a straw in it, so it would be easier for me to drink. It felt wonderful going down. “Thanks. I want to see Jenny.”

 I could feel my eyes trying to close. I was dead tired and wasn’t going to be able to stay awake for long. Part of that would be the IV. God knows what they were sending through my veins.

 She sat beside me and took my pulse and blood pressure. Then she looked at her watch. “Your wife will be back in about an hour. Daybreak. She’s been here every day and most of every night for you.”

 “Yeah, I knew she would.”

 “Didn’t seem as worried this time, like she knew you’d live through it again. You ask me, I dunno how you do it. This is four now, right?”

 Her tone was softer than the last time I had seen her. She actually looked like she cared. “Yeah. Four. And that’s it.”

 “Guess we’ll be seeing about that.”

 “Guess we will.”

 That’s the last I remember, as I fell back asleep.

 

 Sunshine flooded the room when I next awoke. Even before I really became fully conscious, I could feel Jenny’s hand holding mine. I squeezed and felt her squeeze back.

 “Sam?”

 I forced my eyes open and looked into her beautiful black face. It seemed like such a long time since I had seen her.

 “I’m back,” I said. “And that was the last time. It’s over.”

 She carefully leaned over and kissed my cheek. “Don’t overdo it,” she said. “We’ll talk when you’re more rested.”

 “We leave tomorrow,” I said.

 She laughed. “Somehow I knew you’d say that.”

 

 The following morning, I truly did feel much better. Dr. Kyzer did a once-over on me and admonished me for even considering leaving the hospital, but his words had no effect on me, and with Jenny supporting my decision, he just threw up his hands in frustration and signed my release.

 Jenny helped me dress. I agreed to be taken to the front entrance in a wheelchair, even though I was sure I could walk it on my own.

 My dissolvings were unique as far as I knew. No other patient had anything in common with me, and my recovery was also nothing like a normal recovery. I knew I’d be fine much quicker than made sense, and even the doctors reluctantly agreed I probably knew what I was talking about.

 Jenny drove us home in my Camry. “I’m getting used to driving this,” she said. “Maybe I should buy one for myself.” She looked over at me and laughed. She had always disdained my decision to buy an import.

 “So, tell me the rest of the story.”

 I did. It took the entire drive home and then a couple of hours sitting together on our back deck to get through everything.

 She didn’t say anything more until I was done. “Your parents are Claire and Bob,” she said.

 “My biological parents. Yeah.”

 “Wow.” She poured us each a glass of lemonade. It was a warm, sunny summer afternoon, and the drink was perfect. “Oh, I forgot to tell you! Mel came by.”

 “Mel? What?”

 She smiled and held my hand. “What do you mean ‘What’? Remember Melanie, your best friend? She heard you were in the hospital again. She stayed in your room with me for a while and we got caught up. How long’s it been since we’ve seen her? Couple years?” She seemed to focus on a distant point. I tried to figure out what the hell she was talking about.

 Mel was dead.

 But . . .

 No, she wasn’t. Not any longer.

 I found my newly grown memories. Mel was never killed the summer of ’69. She never went missing, never was found stabbed to death.

How could that be? I could also remember those things happening. The cops finding her body. Attending her funeral.

 But I could just as easily remember that she never died. She left Nelson shortly after I did, went to live in Los Angeles, married an unknown actor, divorced him a couple of years later. She was still as skinny as ever and still wore her hair in a ponytail. She even wore a baseball cap sometimes.

 I knew all these things, and I also knew she died when she was a young girl.

 “She’s so great,” Jenny was saying. “I wish she lived closer so we could see her more often.”

 All I could do was nod.

 “She’s seeing a guy, but you ask me, it doesn’t sound promising.”

 “But she died,” I blurted out.

 Jenny snapped back to me. “What?”

 “She died. When we were young. She was murdered. They never found out who did it. Not a clue. Whoever it was -- ”

 “What? Whoever it was? What?”

 The last piece of the puzzle fell into place. “Uncle Bob must have killed her.”

 “You’ve lost me.”

 “That’s the only thing that makes sense. I warned him to stay away from kids. Threatened to come back and kill him if he ever went near another boy or girl.”

 “You think he would have murdered Mel?”

 I nodded. “It’s the only thing that makes any sense. He didn’t do it after I threatened him.”

 “Oh, Sam, this is so strange to hear. You introduced Mel to me more than twenty-five years ago. Now you’re telling me she was killed but you went back and saved her? How could I remember knowing her all these years?”

 “I remember both versions,” I said. “The memories

co-exist quite comfortably.”

 She drank her lemonade and rubbed her cheeks with the cold glass.

 “Guess it’s a good thing you went through all this.”

 “Ready to go do our errand?”

 “Ready? I’ve been dying to do it ever since you told me about the third demand you made of Bob.”

 “He sure didn’t understand it. Now we’ll just have to see if he actually followed through on it.”

 

 Jenny drove us again, this time to the National Trust Company on Pike Street, near the waterfront. National Trust had been an institution in Seattle since they first rolled out the wooden sidewalks in the late eighteen hundreds.

 When we walked in, an ambience of wealth covered us. This wasn’t a bank for a normal Joe. Only the finest customers were accepted. Nowadays, that meant tech giants or coffee barons. In 1968, there was a broader client base, including at least one City Councilman from Montana.

 I remembered the stunned look on Bob’s face when I told him my third and final demand. “I want you to get your ass over to Seattle and open up a fifty year trust for this.” I then handed him Claire’s Remembrance Diary, packed tightly in newspaper, inside a small box. “You tell them Sam Ellis will be looking for this in about forty years. And you pay them enough fucking money to keep it safe until then.”

 “What is it?” he asked.

 “It’s your fucking life. This doesn’t get paid for, you’re a fucking dead man.” I had stared into his eyes and left him not a shadow of a doubt I was serious.

 And I was.

 

 I explained to the Customer Service Representative what I was there for. She looked puzzled and then went to find a manager.

 After a few minutes, an older man of about sixty came out, smiling, wire glasses perched on his nose. “Mr. Ellis! It’s nice to finally meet you.”

 “Same here,” I said. “Does that mean you have my package?”

 “Yes, sir. I must say this has been an oddity for the company. We’ve often wondered if you were ever really going to show up, but we’ve been paid for another several years, so we didn’t have to worry about that yet.”

 “Great. Please give it to me.”

 “There are just a few formalities, sir. I’ll need to see proper identification, and then of course we have some forms to fill out. You know how it is.”

 I did.

 After a short time, Jenny and I were back in the car, heading for home. Shredded newspaper lay at my feet. In my hands was my mother’s Remembrance Diary.








 

 

 

 

Chapter 48

 

 

 Three weeks passed. Jenny read the Remembrance Diary front to back, twice. By the end of it, I think she knew more about Claire than I did. She knew her moods, her colors, her wishes and desires. And her fears. She knew how much Julie meant to her -- how much I meant to her.

 I knew those things too, but somehow Jenny sucked all these characteristics in, breathed them. She knew who Claire was, deep down inside her.

 One day, I found Jenny crying over the Diary. “It must have been so hard.”

 “What was?” I asked. I pulled her to me.

 “To live alongside her real child, to never be able to say she loved you. To be so close, but so far away that a single hug was out of the realm of possibility.” She wiped her eyes. “And then to leave you, being so frightened that she left the one thing precious to her.”

 During those three weeks, I completely regained my strength, although I was careful about any physical activity I did. Nothing would hurt me, but it could make my rehabilitation a bit longer.

 It took most of that time to find Claire.

 I found her by googling. When I first searched for her name, I got back more than 10,000 hits. Most of them had nothing to do with anyone named Claire Williamson, just web sites that happened to have both words nearby. I refined my search by including quotes around the name, and that reduced the hits to a few hundred, but I wasn’t really very optimistic. Claire would be close to seventy now and may never have found her way onto a web site of any kind.

 If she was even alive.

 I did go through each hit, but nothing jumped out at me that seemed to be about her.

 I kept looking, trying different variations. I was near giving up when I thought of the phone book. She would have a phone wouldn’t she?

 But probably not under her entire name. It would more likely be entered as “C. Williamson.” That made me think of 411.com. I went there and they had a way to find people given their name and birth date.

Birth date. That was in the diary somewhere. I knew I could find it again, but Jenny would likely know it off the top of her head.

 I called to her and asked her.

 “June 22, 1938,” she answered without hesitation.

 Bingo.

 “She’s back in Montana. Great Falls.”

 Jenny stared at the monitor with me. “We must have been so close to her when you were in the hospital there.”

 The web site gave her address and phone number.

My real mother.

 

 We drove the Camry to Montana, our third drive there this year.

 We had no way to know how Claire would react, whether she would even remember me. I had no real idea of what I was even going to say when we knocked on her door.

 She lived in a four-story apartment building, third floor at the back.

 I was surprised there wasn’t any security. We just opened the door and walked up.

 The building was just awful. We could hear people talking through the walls as we walked towards Claire’s apartment. There were a few holes and areas where the paint had been picked off the walls. “Must be dirt cheap,” I said. “There’d be no other reason for her to stay in a place like this.”

 Jenny held my hand tightly as we got to the door. My heart was pounding as hard as it could.

 There was a peephole in the door. Before I could knock, I saw a shadow cover the hole and then the door opened.

 “Hello?” she said. “Can I help you?”

 There she was.

 Claire.

 Her hair was dark, exactly like the cover of the Remembrance Diary. Only the odd strand showed a bit of white. She wore her hair hanging loose, longer than the photo on the cover of the diary.

 She stood tall and strong. She wasn’t quite eye to eye with me but not far from it. Now I knew where my height came from.

 I hesitated so long in saying anything that Jenny finally jumped in there. “You’re Claire Williamson?” she asked.

 “Yes, yes, and who might you two be?” She looked a bit annoyed but also curious.
 Jenny looked at me pleadingly, and I finally regained my composure long enough to talk. “Claire, my name is Sam Ellis.”

 Her mouth opened in surprise at my name, and she studied my face for a few moments. It wasn’t quite like looking in the mirror, but I could see my eyes on her face, and a hint of my bone structure. She must have seen the same. “Sam . . . ” She swung the door open. “I don’t know where my manners are. Please come in.” She never stopped staring at me.

 “Thank you. This is my wife, Jenny.”

 “So nice to meet you. You’ll have to forgive me. It’s just that it’s been such a long time.”

 Jenny shook her hand warmly and we all went into the living area and sat. The apartment didn’t look much better on the inside than it did on the outside. I wondered if there were rats, then shuffled that thought from my mind. Other than the obvious rundown nature of the apartment, Claire had tried her best to keep it neat.

 “Claire, I have something for you.” I handed her the Remembrance Diary.

 “Oh, my Lord.” She carefully took the diary and held it lovingly in her hands. “Sam, how did you find this?”

 I smiled at her. “It’s a long story. The most important part of which is that I know I was Julie. I know you’re my mother.”

 She just looked at me. I could see her mouth trying to form words but nothing came out.

 Jenny came to the rescue. “Claire, we only found this out recently and have been trying to find you.”

 Claire started to sob, lowering her head to her hands. I moved to her slowly, uncertainly. This was such a shock to her, I knew, as it was originally to me. I’d had a few weeks to let everything settle in my mind. The shock of seeing me would take her a long time to get over.

 “Is it really you?” she finally asked.

 “It really is.”

 She clutched me, silently crying. After a minute, she pulled away and wiped the tears from her face.

 “I’ve never let you go, really,” she said. “After I left Nelson, I tried to keep watching what you were doing without you knowing it.”

 I kept quiet, just wanting to hear her words. Her voice wasn’t like I imagined it. She had a gravelly, throaty voice, as if she didn’t talk a lot and was out of practice.

 “I attended your graduation, you know. Sat in the audience and you never knew I was there.” She pointed over to a small room behind me. “Come look.”

 She led us to a table that had a dozen books all identical to the Remembrance Diary. Oversized scrapbooks, all with the same brown leather cover. The only difference was that these books each had a strip of masking tape on the side and years were marked on each. The earliest had “1968 -- 1971” written on the tape. The most recent had just “1992 -- ”.

 I opened one of the middle volumes. It was full of handwritten pages in Claire’s unmistakable small and clear handwriting. Every once in a while I could see the word “Julie” jump out.

 “You kept writing the diary,” I said.

 She smiled. “I could never allow myself to truly let you go. But, I lost track of you in 1993. I never knew what happened to you after that.”

 “Why did you send the Diary to your mother?” I asked. “It was so important to you.”

 “I tried to break with you, knowing I could never really be your mother. I hoped that by sending the diary back to Nelson, I might be freed of you.” She laughed and looked at the other volumes. “Obviously that didn’t happen.”

 Jenny took Claire’s hand. “We all have a lot to catch up on.”








 

 

 

 

Chapter 49

 

 

 More than two years have passed since my last dissolving. Life is good. No, more than good. Life is amazing.

 So, to catch up on a few loose ends before I

finish . . .

 My father and my mother died the same way I first remembered them. Nothing changed with my memories there except a bit of sadness, knowing my mother could have been a really good person. I never saw the attractiveness in her when I was growing up, nor the care that she obviously was capable of. She remained a bitter woman until the day she died.

 Marty ended up in Calgary. After about ten years there, he moved to Vancouver, not far from Seattle. I had many new memories of times we traveled to each other’s homes to visit. He is as close as a brother could be. When he first received the gift of $10,000 in the mail all those years ago, he was bewildered and held on to it for more than a year. After that, he just decided to spend it. He opened up a small second hand goods store and has been successful at it ever since. He never found out where the money came from.

 Bob? I don’t know what ever happened to him. I could probably find out if I wanted to trace him on the Internet, but he isn’t worth my time. I never saw him again after that horrible summer, but I don’t know if he stayed in Nelson or moved on. I just didn’t care.

 Mel lived! We keep in touch a lot. She’s living with that guy she met in Los Angeles and seems happy. With Mel, “seeming” happy is probably as good as it gets, so we’re glad for her.

 Claire moved in with us. We couldn’t stand to see her in that firetrap she was living in, and Jenny talked me into bringing her into our home. It frankly didn’t take a lot of convincing. Claire is a kind and gentle woman, and I love her more than I ever loved the parents who I had lived with all those years.

 And Jenny.

 My wonderful Jenny. Still the strongest person I know, and the best.

 After everything was long over, I looked back at how I had treated her in the past and shook my head in abject horror. How could I have ever hurt her so badly? I finally asked her why she had stayed with me through those terrible times.

 She answered me, “Sometimes the times were bad, but I always knew there was a different you, just waiting to climb to the surface. I kept wishing that was going to be a quick transition, but it turned out to be longer than I hoped.” She paused and then added, “It was worth the wait.”

 And the source of all these strange adventures?

 I read a lot of books about quantum mechanics when this was going on, as I mentioned earlier. It’s hard to believe this is “real” science, but it is. Unfortunately, I don’t remember every last detail. It’s so strange, and it just doesn’t seem to want to stick in my memory. I know there’s something called the “many worlds interpretation” that says there are an infinite number of universes, all slightly different.

 Suppose I flip a coin. Half the time it comes down heads and half the time it’s tails. The many worlds interpretation says both events truly happen, and the universe splits into two identical copies. Every possible choice we make causes more and more splits, an infinite number of splits making an infinite number of universes.

 Could I have somehow been jumping between these similar universes? Mel lived in some while dying in others?

 When I thought I had all the concepts straight about all this, I tried to explain it to Jenny, and she got lost within about two minutes. Within three, she was asking me questions I had no answers to. Since then, I decided the details don’t matter. I don’t have a clue if that’s even close to the right track.

 What about God? Could a God have simply decided I needed another crack? I don’t know. But, I do know I joined a Unitarian Church and attend most Sundays. To look for answers? Maybe. I’m not sure about that, either.

 Could all of this have been dreams brought on by the dissolvings? That’s one idea I’m ready to rule out. Where did the Remembrance Diary come from?

 I know all this happened, just as I’ve written it down in these pages.

 At the end of the day, I’ve decided that the “how” of it simply doesn’t matter.

 What matters is that for once in my life, I’m settled and truly happy with Jenny and Claire. We laugh and chat and never seem to be bored with one another.

 My mother still calls me Julie.

 

THE END








 

 

 

 

Afterword

 

 

 I sometimes get asked where I got the idea for The Memory Tree. Depending on who asked the question and the circumstances, I might give different answers. I sometimes talk about always being interested in time travel stories and wanting to write one myself. Or I might talk about some of the books that have influenced my writing over the years, such as Replay by Ken Grimwood or The Man Who Folded Himself by David Gerrold.

 What I don’t often talk about is the genesis of the child sexual abuse that is at the heart of the novel. I’m actually surprised that in the years since the original publication of the novel, nobody has come out and asked me about that part of the book directly.

 So, where did that part of the story come from? Simple: I lived through it. Much of the abuse described in the story actually happened to me. In many ways, I wrote The Memory Tree to try to exorcise some terrible memories and events that I suffered through.

 What happened after publication, though, surprised me a great deal.

 In the first year or so that the book was published, I heard from many readers who loved the book. That was very gratifying. Several hundred people took the time to e-mail me or post comments on various web sites praising the book.

 That was very humbling and incredibly cool.

 Of those hundreds of comments, there were a dozen or so that seared my soul. They were from people who had been victims of child sexual abuse themselves and who had read my novel and who were affected by it. In some cases, the e-mails were full of heartfelt thanks for writing the book. Many felt that the book actually made a difference in how they viewed their own terrible experiences and helped them to move a step closer to true closure with their situations.

 I cherished those messages. How often does an average guy make a difference in someone’s life?

 One of the e-mails came from the wonderful writer, Ronald Kelly, who, years later, was kind enough to write the introduction to this new edition of The Memory Tree. His public words here tell the kind of story I heard many times in private. I’m truly grateful to Ron and his daughter for letting me include their story here.

 

 The first edition of The Memory Tree was a finalist for the Bram Stoker Award. Let me tell you, that was pretty amazing. Over the years a number of people have helped the book get to its original readership, and I want to thank some of them here:

 

 Mark Sieber, the first person to write a review of the book on a message board.

 

 Kealan Patrick Burke, who write the introduction to the first edition and who’s been very generous with his praise.

 

 Gary A. Braunbeck, my mentor and friend, who wrote my favorite blurb about the book.

 

 Thomas F. Monteleone, John Paul Allen, Nanci Kalanta, Larry Roberts, Tod Clark, Lisa Morton, Dave Solow, Michael Louis Calvillo, all of whom contributed in the success of the book. Many other people wrote excellent reviews or sent me encouraging comments; I thank you all.

 

 Roy Robbins was kind enough to republish this novel at Bad Moon Books, and now this edition is here courtesy of Rich Chizmar and the other wonderful folks at Cemetery Dance.

 Most of all I want to thank the readers who have supported the book over the years. I truly am grateful.

 

 John R. Little, February 2, 2011.
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