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    To my family for weathering all the storms.

      

    

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Prologue
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August 26, 2019

Hurricane Celia packed a vicious punch as it struck the Texas coast. Making landfall between Rockport and Port Aransas, the 132-mile-per-hour winds and storm surge caused immense damage.  Entire blocks of businesses and homes were wiped out. The Fulton-Rockport High School lost several walls and the roof collapsed over the gym. The Lighthouse Resort's water-facing wall crumbled into the gulf.

The local kiddie park located a mile away from the hotel took a beating. The storm surge destroyed small vending booths and buildings at Breedlove's park. Larger structures survived but sustained heavy damage. The torrential rains caused an additional three feet of standing water. The owner, Evan Breedlove (the kids called him Mr. Parks), evacuated inland to Houston with the donkey, sheep, and lamas. However, he could not very well pick up and move the kiddie rides.

The rides, including a one-hundred-year-old carousel, remained submerged for days. Upon his return, Breedlove deemed the property to be a total loss. He could not afford to rebuild the damaged or destroyed structures, and the ride control systems, filled with computers and electronics, were unsalvageable. Breedlove made the painful decision to call it quits, and the Rockport Kiddie Park and Petting Zoo became a thing of the past. One of the many victims of Hurricane Celia.

Celia itself lost steam once over land, dropping from a Cat-4 straight down to a tropical storm. It was as if whatever force motivated and guided this powerhouse of energy and destruction abandoned it. The remnants of the tempest wandered and drifted until fading away.
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Day One - Saturday
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Five Years Later

“Be sure to hold my hand,” Allen McClain said as a reminder to his six-year-old Victoria as they walked toward the entrance to Alamo World.

“I will, Daddy. I promise,” Victoria, Vic for short, replied, looking up at her father with a smile that would one day melt the heart of any boy who witnessed it.

“Good girl,” Allen said, glancing down at Vic. He caught a glimpse of her grin with the dimples in each corner of her petite mouth and his heart melted a little more. “It’s the start of Spring Break, so more people will be here than usual.”

“Stranger danger,” Vic said, “AW name tag and ID mean A-OK.”

Allen brought Vic to Alamo World many times over the past few years. As a widow, the void left by his wife’s death increased as Vic grew. These trips to the local theme park were a good distraction for him and a perfect way to allow his rambunctious kid to burn off some of her never-ending energy. Vic never tired of going around in circles on the different kids’ rides. Her favorite was the antique German carousel. To him, being able to spend weekends with his daughter without the distractions of work or television was a win.

Built in an abandoned rock quarry, the two-hundred-acre park consisted of several themed areas and contained a plethora of rides large and small, a water area, and many entertainment venues. An outdoor amphitheater hosted firework shows during the summer months, and the company was always hosting a variety of different events throughout the year.

Allen was in his mid-thirties, with short, dark brown hair, and dressed in a loose-fitting blue shirt and jeans. He was tall, slim, and had a rugged outdoorsman appearance. He worked from home as an investment banker, which also permitted him to take care of Vic. 

His daughter was of average height. In addition to her heart-melting smile, she had curly blonde hair just past the shoulders. Her eyes were bright cobalt and her skin fair; she took after her mother in those regards. She was wearing one of her favorite Sponge Bob tee shirts, lime green with the entire Foggy Bottom crew on display, and pink shorts.

The sun radiated down and warmed them as they walked hand in hand toward the security checkpoint. The sky was a beautiful azure with only an infrequent puffy white cloud to give it depth, and the day promised to be hot by mid-afternoon. 

The checkpoint was an eighteen-foot-high stone wall with a dozen arched openings. Recessed into each opening was a magnetometer, or metal detector. Nicknamed the Alamo Wall by the employees, the archways were reminiscent of structures at the Mission Conception, one of five historical missions in San Antonio. 

The lines of arriving people had yet to extend too far out from the security area. Allen and Vic meandered through the queuing until they reached the front of the line. A young officer in a starched blue uniform shirt beckoned them to step forward. Allen urged Vic to walk through first and followed behind. He nodded in greeting, winked at the officer, and beat him to the punch by saying, “Have a great day” before the officer was able to do the same. The man smiled back at him and said, “Thanks, sir. You too.”

The father again re-engaged his child’s tiny hand in his larger one and strolled toward the park's entrance. In front of him, a beefy security guy in a pressed white shirt stood watching over the screening operation. A supervisor of some sort, his head never ceased to rotate as he monitored the influx of people.

His head, capped by short black hair with a hint of gray, only stopped rotating as the pair walked by him. His dark skin contrasted with his spotless uniform, and his serious demeanor and focus displayed a smile and a nod at both of them as they passed. “You two have a great day. Especially you, little miss,” the man said. His voice was deep and gentle as he spoke to the little girl.

Seeing the officer’s broad chest and stout arms, Allen thought, I want that dude to show up if I am ever in trouble here.

He glanced at the supervisor’s name tag as he walked by and replied, “You too, Officer Jones. Keep the peace.”

“Yes, sir,” Officer Jones responded and resumed pivoting his head from side to side.

After passing Jones, Allen and Vic approached the central entry plaza. Constructed to look like the old mission, the aged stone and column structure had pock-marks resembling those on the face of the Alamo itself. The roofline sloped from its bell-shaped parapet toward the sides, and the fluted columns flanked each gate in a spiral fashion.

Once at the entrance he again let go of Vic's hand to pull out his wallet and fish out both of their season pass cards. Alamo World’s season passes were how Allen afforded to bring Victoria out so often. He put her in front of himself in the line of people and reached over her blond head to hand her the card. “Show it to the nice lady like last time,” he directed her.

Once again, they moved forward at a snail's pace. Vic presented her season pass card, the smiling photo on it matching the grinning face of the little girl, to the woman working at the entry turnstile.

The attendant beamed as the little girl extended the card to her. “Good morning, young lady,” the woman said, “Let me see your season pass.”

Following directions, Vic handed it over. After a brief look at the picture and the excited little girl, the attendant nodded approval, pointed a scanner to the barcode on the back, which caused a pleasant chiming noise, and returned the card to her. “All good, here you go,” she said.

“Thank you, ma’am,” Vic replied, retrieving her pass.

She took two steps forward, stopped, turned, and waited for her dad's pass to be scanned. This was one of the few times Vic did not hold her daddy’s hand while at the park, and she took the responsibility seriously to show what a big girl she was.

Vic stood waiting, looking at her father while he had his pass scanned by the elderly lady. She reminded Vic of her grandma, with her white hair and friendly voice.

Victoria loved her daddy, as she guessed other little girls loved their daddies. She adored that he wanted to spend time with her. She enjoyed the trips to Alamo World. The carousel ride was her current favorite. This year she was tall enough to sit on the different animals by herself. The one she cherished the most was the black horse, or stallion, as he called it. When she tried to say stallion, it came out sounding like stall-onion. Her father smiled when she said it that way. 

After he finished his business with the scanner lady, her daddy was back next to her. He put both passes back in his wallet and took her hand, and they began walking down the main street of Alamo World. Vic led the way a step ahead of him, guiding her father. She was able to find her way around the park, having memorized the locations of all her favorite rides.

Unlike kids her age, she had a keen sense of direction. While most six-year-olds would cry and walk in circles if separated from their parents, she knew with precision what to do and where to go; reassured that her dad would come to find her. She had an extraordinary intuition about direction, almost like a built-in GPS in her head; plus, they visited the park often and practiced and talked about what to do if they separated.

Stranger danger, AW name tag, and ID mean A-OK, Vic thought to herself. She had been taught to look for the Alamo World (AW) name tag and the photo identification employees were required to wear. She was to approach a park employee, tell them she had lost her father, and instruct them to take her to the Lost Kids’ room, known with affection as the Lost Parents’ room. There she would wait for her dad. She memorized his cell phone number and would give it to a worker so they could call him. Although she could recite these instructions since she was four (she was a smart kid), it was a litany they repeated every visit.

Allen felt the gentle tug on his arm as Vic led him forward. The first themed area was New Spain and consisted of Spanish-Colonial style buildings on either side of the midway. Most were retail shops, hoping to grab the few remaining dollars as patrons left for the day.  This early, however, they were happy to sell you some sunscreen or a bottle of water. The stucco structures were bright pastel colors, orange, green, and blue, and the majority had small balconies with black iron railings. Baskets of flowers adorned many of these, and banners of papel picados crossed in several places from the red-tiled roofs.

“All right, Vic,” Allen said. “What do you do if you become lost?”

She replied to her father, still walking and pulling, “Find a park employee with an AW name tag plus ID, and have them take me to Lost Parents.”

“Correctamundo,” he said, in his best imitation of the Fonz. Vic and Allen liked watching old episodes of Happy Days. The catchphrase Henry Winkler used as the character stuck with him. “What’s my phone number?”

She rattled it off, not losing a step toward her goal.

“Right-0 again!” Allen cried. “Good job!”

They made their way through New Spain and headed deeper into the park and the next themed area, where every day was Octoberfest. The building facades were different once they crossed over into German Land. The white-washed Spanish buildings from yesteryear became European plaza shops, with crisscrossed wooden slats over creme-colored stucco. The ambiance changed as well. The music of New Spain, traditional Mexican mariachi with guitars and trumpets, turned into folk, with brass instruments and marching beats.

Allen and Vic walked past street vendors, face painters, and skill games.  

“Make it to the top first to win a prize,” a game attendant shouted as people strolled by.

“Almost there, Daddy,” Vic announced.

Allen thought This kid has really learned her way around Alamo World these past few years. He was always amazed at how smart she was. He thought he would need to place her in those special classes in school, the ones for the brighter kids, as the regular course load wouldn’t be challenging enough. 

After a brief walk from the entry gates, Allen and his daughter turned a gentle curving midway to behold German Land's "town center". It consisted of a large open plaza, similar to those constructed in small towns like Butzbach, located a short train trip north of Frankfurt. Midways intersected in a t-formation. At the top of the T, the festhalle loomed, a massive three-story structure with crimson bricks and stone balcony facades overlooking the street. The roof was tin, faded to light green from years of baking in the Texas sun. Allen liked to eat lunch in the festhalle, as both he and Vic enjoyed the authentic schnitzel while he sipped on an imported German beer.

Past the festhalle, the midway continued deeper into the park, with additional vendors and shops on either flank, before the path crossed over into the fifties area, the Americana section.  

The main branch of the intersection consisted of a large retail store on one corner and a smaller specialty glass-blowing shop on the other. The buildings were painted a combination of dark brown, green, and cream stucco. On the tops of the corner buildings were square towers, rising twenty feet high, with large brass bells that would sound throughout the day. Further down the street was an indoor coin-operated arcade and a giant stone castle that housed the park’s water flume ride. Across from the entry was a climbing skill game, where patrons paid ten dollars to scramble up a steep rope ladder and ring the bell to win a prize. Behind this was a long, single-story structure used for storage.

In addition to shops, the facade contained faux storefronts with opaque windows and doors between the arcade and the castle. The sign above one storefront stated it was Mr. Clipper’s Friseurladen, or barber shop. The traditional red and white striped barber pole adjacent to the door slowly rotated. Another window promoted the Musikladen, or music store, and underneath the block letters was a picture of an old-style record player with a small dog sitting to the side with its head tilted.

The centerpiece of the square was Das Karussell, which was Deutsch for The Carousel. A sign proclaimed it to be an authentic German-made ride built in 1908 by the Dentzel Company. It spanned 80 feet and housed 56 different animals for kids to choose from. Forty of the menagerie were jumpers that articulated up and down on crankshafts while others were stationary. Every animal was unique, having been sculpted and painted with care, and Das Karussell featured a wide variety for the riders. There were traditional horses, Arabian stallions, and other equine beasts, each adorned with colorful saddles, plumes, and bridles. In addition to the horses, there was a bouncing hare, zebras, a giraffe, elephants, elk, and an ostrich. An assortment of felines rounded out the collection, including a set of lions, a cheetah, a newly added leopard, and a cougar. 

The canopy over the ride was red and white striped and resembled a circus tent. A large yellow flag waved from the center point of the fabric, and the rounding boards surrounding the lower edge contained paintings of German mountains, castles, and landscapes. These paintings were adorned with cherubs and bright lights. Enclosing the ride was a dark green metal fence.  

“What animal do you want to ride on first, Vic?” Allen asked his daughter.

She replied, “I want to ride the black stall-onion.”

Her father chuckled, “Ok, and I’ll get on the pig.”

They joined the line behind a small group of other people waiting for the current cycle to stop. The wait would be short this early in the day. Many of the customers, or guests as the park employees called them, headed for the larger roller coasters first. Those lines would be long by mid-day and longer once Spring Break got into full swing. The popularity of the parks’ bigger thrills kept the wait at the smaller family rides short.

***
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JONATHAN RIGSBY WAS operating the carousel this Saturday morning. Rigs, as his friends and co-workers liked to call him, started working at Alamo World last summer. At seventeen, he was tall and slim, with blooms of acne on each cheek. His brown hair fell straight on either side of his head from his center-line part, and he wore it as long as he dared, at shoulder length. If he allowed any further growth, the human resources gal at the clock-in station would fuss at him.

He enjoyed operating the carousel, although he also ran some of the larger rides. The pace was slower and he interacted with the little kids (parents ate that shit up). When he was on the dock at a coaster, he had to hustle and bustle to keep the line moving as fast as possible, and that did not permit as much time to engage with people as he did at the smaller family attraction.

Rigs kept his eye on the few guests on the carousel as it rotated counterclockwise. A convex mirror toward the back allowed him to see if anyone was misbehaving. Sometimes guests stood up on the animals or tried to move from one to another. 

He glanced down at the controls in front of him. The green status light had turned yellow, indicating the cycle was over. The motor disengaged and the carousel was spinning now, slowing to a crawl. He pushed the button that triggered the microphone on its gooseneck arm and looked back up to monitor the guests. He said in a friendly voice, “Well, folks, the ride is almost over. Please stay seated until the ride comes to a full and complete stop.” He paused his spiel as the machine slowed even more. “Hold on,” he said, drawing the words out. “I need you to wait until the very end.”

The carousel stopped its rotation, and he glanced down at the panel in time to see the yellow light turn red for all-stop.

“OK, everyone, you may now safely exit the ride. Thanks for visiting, and come back again,” Rigs said into the mic. After releasing the microphone button, he grasped the on/off key, turned the switch to the off position, pulled it out, and put the elastic band around his wrist.

He stepped out of the tiny control booth and into the walkway surrounding the carousel. He swung open the exit door in the hunter-green iron fence and stood smiling as parents and young kids filed past and back into Alamo World for the next exciting ride.

After all the guests left, Rigs closed the gate, walked to the opposite side of the small cubicle, and began to let the subsequent group of riders in. Ride, Rinse, Repeat. It was monotonous and repetitious work, but he liked escaping his reality as much as the guests wanted to escape theirs. He enjoyed helping them make family memories.  

He nodded and smiled at each person as they entered. Being friendly was part of the job, but he also needed to ensure everyone met the rider's requirements. He eyeballed the smaller kids, and if they were shorter than the 36-inch queue rail they were walking next to, he would tell the mom or dad they needed to stand adjacent to their child.

Everybody in this current bunch was tall enough to ride. A mother passed with several little boys filing in before her. She is going to have fun keeping up with those three today, Rigs thought. A family approached next, mom, dad, a young boy, and a teenage girl. She’s cute, he thought. I’d try for a phone number if the parents were not around. But they were here, and he liked his job more than he wanted a lecture from his supervisor for flirting while at work. Last in line was a man and a little girl of five or six. He was tall, slim, and rugged-looking with brown hair. The little girl was smiling, her dimples accenting her petite mouth. 

Once they passed, Rigs closed the entrance gate and paused to let everyone settle on their selected animal. He spotted the little girl getting on the black stallion with the help of her dad. Nice choice, he thought, observing the father mount the clown pig behind her. The steed and pig were in the middle ring of animals, and offset from them on the outside stood the leopard. Its pupils glistened like darkness in a circle of pale gold, and its mouth pulled back into a slight grin, with a small hint of teeth revealed.

Rigs began his walk, clockwise, around the ride. He moved in this direction to face the guests so he would approach them from the front and not startle them if he needed to correct anything they were doing. As he walked the perimeter he made sure everyone was mounted, feet straddled on an animal, and that they were holding onto the pole.

Once he completed his circle, he closed both the entry and exit gates and took his spot in the operator booth. As Rigs inserted the key and turned the selector switch to the on position, he also pressed the audio button, “Hey riders, welcome to Das Karussell. I hope you enjoy your ride this morning. Please be extra kind to our carousel animals as they have just been refurbished and repainted for your enjoyment, and we’ve even added some to our flock,” he said. “Can you guess which are new?"

The ride had been shut down for the first few months of the year to undergo a complete rehab. All the animals had been removed and relocated to Alamo World’s extensive fiberglass and paint shop, where they had been cleaned, inspected, and repaired. 

Giving a final look from left to right, Rigs engaged the start button on his small metal panel, and the carousel began to slowly circulate.

On the black stallion, Vic held onto the cold, brass pole with both hands. She loved being up high on this giant beast; though it was fake, she pretended to be on an actual horse. This animal was on the rotating cranks making the steed elevate and drop back down, giving her a trotting sensation. Vic hoped her daddy would take her riding one day when she was older.

She looked around as the ride began picking up speed. It was slow at first, but fun nonetheless. Once in a while, she bravely released one hand to wave at people standing along the fence line. Afterward, she returned her hand to the pole as she felt safer holding on.

Glancing to the right, she spied the large leopard. It looked like it was stalking her horse. She imagined being a princess racing away as the mean cat chased after her, wanting to catch and eat her. But the feline to her side and slightly behind would never win this race, and she envisioned running away with the fast stall-onion and leaving the cat in the dust.

Sitting aft of Vic, Allen smiled as his little girl enjoyed her ride, going up and down on the dark stallion. Although its body was solid ebony from head to rump, it had a pearlescent white mane and tale. The deep brown saddle overlayed a pink blanket, and the shiny blue harness and bridle contrasted against its skin. Silver buckles adorned the harness and trim of the saddle, further accenting the majestic nature of the beast. Allen admired the artistry that went into making the life-like creature his daughter loved.

Ahead of him and to the right, he noticed the leopard. That wasn’t here before, he thought. I bet that’s one of the new animals the kid, the ride attendant, was speaking about. 

The big feline was sleek and muscular, with a deep orange coat fading to a cream color underneath. Black spots covered its hide and the tail was long and thick. He could almost see the muscles of the lean cat rippling beneath its colorful fur. The portion of its large head visible to him looked ferocious. Allen imagined it turning to the left to stare at his little girl on the stallion and then rotating further to look behind itself at the silly pig. If that happened, he knew he would be in trouble as the clown pig could never outrun the super fast leopard.

Allen felt a shiver up and down his spine and forced his eyes away from the leopard. That’s a morbid thought for a Saturday morning carousel ride, thinking the cat would come to eat me. Shaking his head, he relaxed and enjoyed the slow circular motion as the carousel went around and around and smiled at the back of his little Victoria.

Soon, the ride began to slow down for the inevitable conclusion, and the kid was again on the microphone, reminding folks to stay seated until the ride stopped. Afterward, Allen hopped off the pig and went to help Vic dismount from the stallion.

“Have fun, sweetie?” he asked as he grabbed her by the waist and swung her to her feet on the carousel floor.

“Oh yes, that was fun, Daddy!” Vic said. “I want to go again later.”

“OK, sounds good,” Allen replied. He couldn’t refuse another carousel ride for his little girl, could he? What kind of dad would he be?

“We’ll stop back by before we leave as long as it is not too crowded, OK?”

“OK, Daddy.”

As they talked, they walked behind the stallion. The leopard blocked a direct exit so they steered around to cross directly in front of the spotted cat with its grinning mouth.

It happened so fast as to be unnoticeable. The thick paw of the leopard struck forward like a bolt of lightning, a solitary claw extending toward the petite human.  

“Ow!” Vic cried out, reaching down to her right leg.

“What’s wrong, kiddo?” Allen asked with concern.

“It scratched me,” Vic replied, looking up at Allen. He saw a small scratch on her leg right above the knee, tiny drops of blood whelping up.

As they were in front of the large cat, Allen looked toward it. The leopard continued to stare straight ahead. Reaching down, he rubbed his hand across the animal’s paws. Feels smooth, he thought. 

“OK, hun, let’s go get you a bandaid. You’ll be ok,” he assured her.

As they exit and pass by the skinny kid with brown hair, Allen paused, “Hey, my kid got scratched over by the leopard. I didn’t feel anything sharp, but you may want to have it checked out.”

“Oh, I’m sorry, mister,” Rigs replied, concern in his voice. “Do you need me to call first aid?” he asked. Part of his training was to determine if a guest needed help.

“Nah,” Allen responded. “We know where it is. We come here all the time. Just have someone take a look, would you?”

“Yes sir, I sure will,” Rigs said.

As the man and little girl walked off, Rigs was thankful the guy was not pissed off at him. Some people would become downright ugly when something happened to their kid. After closing the gate, he motioned to the guests waiting in line to hold on a minute, and he stepped onto the carousel platform and up to the leopard.

The cat was new, and its sneaky, skulking manner didn’t quite fit the classic look of the original animals. He thought it was subtle enough that most people wouldn't notice. Stooping down, he inspected the animal’s head, paying attention to the snout and jawline. As the orange cat stared at him with those pale golden eyes, Rigs ran his hands over the face, mouth, and underside of the jaw. Next he inspected both of the forelegs and paws. I don’t feel anything sharp, he mused, But I’ll call Base and let them know. 

Not seeing any reason to close the ride, Riggs went to the gate to let in the next group. Ride, rinse, repeat. Once he loaded them, he would call Base and notify them of what the man said. Kid more than likely scratched herself by accident, Rigs thought.

***
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JOHN GARCIA WAS ON desk duty in the first aid station when the man with the blond-headed kid walked in. An EMT with the San Antonio Fire Department, he liked working part-time for Alamo World. Treating the minor injuries or illnesses he handled here was less stressful than the back-to-back emergencies he dealt with while working with the fire department. Generally, the worst thing he had to deal with was the lunch special in the employee cafe.

John was lean and muscular at thirty, with jet black hair cropped close to the scalp, military-style, and a burnished brown complexion. He wore a light blue button-down uniform shirt with a star of life, the symbol for Emergency Services, emblazoned on the front right pocket. The dark blue patch with a white Texas state in the center proclaimed he was an EMT.

“Can I help you?” John asked as the man approached the counter.

“Yeah. Hi, my kid got a scratch. Can I get a bandaid?” Allen asked.

“Sure. Come on back,” he replied, getting up from the chair and indicating the open doorway connecting the waiting area to the treatment room.

Allen and Vic entered, hand in hand, and John guided them to a gray vinyl exam table like those found in most doctors’ offices, draped with a thin paper sheet.

“Are you dad? Hop her right up here for me, and let me take a look.”

Allen did as requested, “Sit up here, Vic,” he told his daughter as he lifted her and placed her on the seat.

“Hi there,” John said to her, smiling. “Vic? Is that short for Vickie?”

“Victoria,” she answered with a smile of her own.

“Pleasure to meet you, Victoria. Let’s see what you got there.” He examined the small scratch on her lateral leg. It was an inch long and penetrated the epidermis enough to cause minor bleeding. “How did you get this?”

“The big cat tried to scratch me,” she replied with a slight frown. “I don’t think I like that cat.”

John looked at Allen, eyebrows raised.

“I think she scratched it on a carousel animal, the leopard, but we didn’t find anything sharp,” Allen said. “We told the attendant, and he said he would check it out.”

“Oh, I see,” John said. “Well, sorry about that. How about we get this cleaned up and you can go back out and have some more fun?” he asked Vic.

Vic nodded with excitement at the thought of more rides.

John washed the wound with peroxide, followed by a slather of antibiotic ointment, and covered it with an Alamo World bandaid. Afterward, he grabbed a clipboard to document the injury and the care he provided.

As he walked them back to the door, he gave Allen a few more bandaids for the road.

Vic and Allen hit the pavement, heading to the
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