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PART 1 - BACKSTORY



Chapter 1 – Dead Jimmy
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Many years ago, when I was a young man and a member of the U.S. Army, I was a student at the Army Language School in Monterey, California. I spent a year there, studying Chinese Mandarin. The school is still there, high on the hill overlooking the city and Monterey Bay, only now it's called the Defense Language Institute Foreign Language Center. A classier, more modern-sounding name, I guess.

Jimmy Chisholm was the best student in our class. Languages came easy to Jimmy. He spoke Spanish and Portuguese before he came to the school, and he picked up Mandarin with ease. His accent and tone control were considered near-perfect by our teachers.

And then one day, about six months into the course, Jimmy disappeared. He didn't show up for class. His roommate hadn't seen him for days. No one knew what had happened to him.

Rumors began to swirl around the Mandarin department, and eventually spread to other language departments, as well. All of them were ridiculous. Jimmy had defected to China. No, Jimmy had run away to Mexico with a girl he met in Salinas. No, that wasn't it, either – and this one was my favorite – Jimmy had been kidnapped by little green men and taken aboard a flying saucer.

Eventually, the rumors became so much of a distraction that the Army sent a big shot officer to talk with us about what had happened to Jimmy. According to this officer – I think he was a colonel but I don't remember his name – our classmate had been involved in a head-on car crash on the narrow, treacherous, winding road out to Big Sur, and had perished at the scene.

Almost before we had time to digest this disturbing piece of news, we were confronted with an even greater shock. Jimmy's parents had arrived from Atlanta to pick up his body and take it back to Georgia for burial. But before they left, they wanted to meet Jimmy's classmates and friends. Our entire class was ordered to meet with them and to comfort them as best we could.

Jimmy's father was stoic – no tears or showing of emotion. He thanked us for meeting with him and seemed to appreciate our sharing of stories about our interactions with his son. But his mother was the complete opposite, constantly crying and insisting on talking to each of us individually. Of course, we each tried to console her and tell her nice things about her recently-deceased son – an only child, I might add.

And that was that. The shock was short-lived. Jimmy's parents left and went back to Atlanta by train, taking his body with them. My Chinese class resumed. And life went on. I finished my year-long course in Mandarin, got sent overseas and spent a couple of years in various Asian locales. Eventually I came back to the states, got out of the Army and resumed civilian life. I got married, had a couple of kids, then got divorced. And I pretty much forgot about Jimmy.

Until one day, forty years later, as I was sitting around thinking about my fast-approaching retirement, I received a phone call. From Jimmy. Yeah. That Jimmy. The dead guy.

“I know you must think it's strange,” he said, after he told me who he was. “Me calling you after all these years, I mean. I realize we never were really close friends.”

“What I think is strange is that I'm talking to a dead man. Jimmy Chisolm died years ago.”

“Yeah. I know. Car crash in Big Sur. In the fog.”

“Exactly. So, who are you and what are you up to?”

“Did you ever see the body?”

“What?”

“My body. Did you ever see it? Or my car? The one I was supposedly driving 50 miles an hour on that twisting Big Sur road. In the fog.”

“No. But I met your parents. Or Jimmy's parent, I should say.”

“Actors. Both my parents died when I was nine. I was raised by my aunt and uncle.”

“What?”

“Not my parents. Professional actors. Hired to portray my parents.”

“Hired? Who hired them?”

“The government.”

“Why?”

“To make it look like I was really dead.”

I'm not sure if this is when I started to believe that the guy on the other end of the line was really Jimmy Chisolm, or if it was just curiosity about where this was heading, but I said, “All right. So, say I believe you. Why would the government want people to think you were dead?”

“It was an excuse to pull me out of class and assign me to a special, super-secret project without me having to explain to anyone what was happening.”

“Super secret, huh?”

“Yes. It was. They trained me to talk to aliens. EBEs.”

I don't know what I was expecting Jimmy – if it really was Jimmy – to say, but that wasn't it. “Aliens?” I said.

“Well, not talk to them, exactly. They don't talk. They communicate telepathically.”

“Of course they do.”

“No, really. I spent over 20 years communicating with them. Grays. The little ones.”

“Listen, if this is a joke, it's gone far enough. Just because I'm a science fiction writer – ”

“It's not a joke. And that's exactly why I'm contacting you.”

“Because I write science fiction?”

“Because you're a writer. And this is that kind of story.”

“Science fiction, you mean?”

“No. Not fiction. This is real. But it's about aliens.”

“Uh-huh.”

“I know this is hard to believe,” he said.

“Boy, that's an understatement.”

“I'm pretty sure I can convince you I'm Jimmy Chisholm.”

“Okay. Go ahead.”

“Well, I was in class the day you got the tones mixed up on the word bi and told Mrs. Yang you wanted to use her pussy, when you were supposed to say you wanted to use her pencil. And Mrs. Yang slapped you.”

Oh. An embarrassment from my past, something I'd almost completely forgotten. “Lots of people knew about that,” I said. Which was true. Word of my slip of the tongue and Mrs. Yang's reaction had spread quickly throughout the Mandarin Department, and then beyond.

“Yeah, I guess so. Okay. One time you, me, and a guy from another class – Craig, I think his name was – went to Mephisto's for pizza. The old place. The one they tore down for urban renewal. There was this waitress there you had the hots for. Laurie something. Have to admit, she was pretty sweet. But she was about six years older than you and had a kid, and you weren't even old enough to order a beer with your pizza.”

Holy crap! This guy really was Jimmy Chisholm, back from the dead. How else would he have known about Mephisto's and my long-ago crush, the beautiful Laurie?

“Okay. So maybe you are Jimmy,” I said. “What do you want from me?”

“Nothing. I want to send you something.”

“What? Your book?”

“No. There is no book. Just 20 years of notes – detailed notes – about every conversation I ever had with the aliens.”

“And you want to send them to me?”

“Yes.”

“Why? Do you want me to turn your notes into a book for you? Something like that? I don't really do stuff like that.”

“That would be nice, I suppose. But I don't really care what you do with them. I just need to tell someone.”

“I don't get it,” I said.

“Look, I've been sworn to secrecy my entire life. Unable to tell anyone what I know, unable to tell anyone how I spent my life, all the secrets I know. I know the answers to many of mankind's greatest questions, but I've never been able to tell anybody. Do you know how frustrating that is?”

I didn't, but I could imagine. “So now you're going to talk?”

“Yes.”

“By telling me your story?”

“Yes, that's right.”

“Why don't you just write a book and self-publish it? It's easy to do, these days.”

“I don't have time.”

“Oh, sure you do. A couple of hundred words a day and you'll have a book in less than a year.”

“I don't have a year. The doctors say three months. Maybe four. That's why I'm doing this now.”

“Oh, ... I'm sorry to hear that.”

“It's okay. I've come to grips with the whole dying thing. Since I've done it before, you know.”

I really didn't know how to respond to that.

“So, can I send you my notes? You can do whatever you want with them – write a book, throw them away, whatever you want. Just promise me you'll read them.”

“All right. Send them to me. I promise I'll read them.”

“Great. Just one more thing.”

“What's that?”

“All I have is your phone number and an email address. I need your physical address.”

I gave him my address and hung up, wondering ... well, wondering about lots of things, actually. Mostly, wondering about where all this would lead.
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Chapter 2 – The Package 
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A BOX FROM JIMMY ARRIVED five days later by Priority Mail. It was tucked behind my kitchen steps, where it couldn't be seen from the street, when I got home from grocery shopping. That's where Bitsy, my regular letter carrier, usually leaves packages for me. Apparently, the intent is to discourage porch pirates, although I haven't heard of that really being a problem around here.

As soon as I picked up the box, a sudden flash of doubt hit me. About what I'd agreed to do, I mean. Jimmy had described what he wanted to send to me as notes, but the box weighed at least 10 pounds – probably more. That was a lot of notes. I hoped they were as exciting and revealing as he'd claimed they were.

Once in the kitchen, I placed the box on the kitchen table, out of the way, and set about putting away my groceries. Usually, I only shop about every two weeks. The Publix Supermarket I shop at is about 15 miles away, and I buy a lot of heat-and-serve frozen items like turkey dinners and pizzas. Oh, and chocolate ice cream – I love chocolate ice cream. So getting those items into my freezer, once I get home, is always a priority. Otherwise, I'm sure I would have made opening the box my number one concern, as my curiosity about the notes had grown exponentially in the days waiting for Jimmy's package to arrive.

After I had the groceries put away, I turned my attention to the box. Jimmy – or whoever had packed it – had wrapped it with so much packing tape it was impossible to open. Frustrated, I grabbed a paring knife from my counter and cut off one end of the box.

As the contents spilled out onto my kitchen table, I immediately saw why the box had been so heavy. Inside were three loose-leaf binders. But these weren't regular binders – not the kind you might have used in high school or college. These suckers were huge! Each was about two inches thick and contained hundreds of pages. And on the outside of each binder was a neatly-printed plastic label identifying the contents – Interviews with Alien #1, Interviews with Alien #2, and Interviews with Alien #3. 

A cold beer in one hand and the binder labeled Alien #1 in the other, I went into the living room and settled into my recliner to see what Jimmy had to say. Excitement and nervousness fought for control of my emotions as I stared at the binder cover. What would I find inside? Would it be revolutionary information that would change mankind's understanding of alien beings and our place in the universe? Or perhaps just the fantasies of a wacked-out, seriously-disturbed person?

After all, I hadn't seen or heard from Jimmy in over 40 years. That's usually the way it works with dead people – you don't see them or hear much from them. What if Jimmy wasn't, as he claimed, an alien interviewer? What if he was just a good old-fashioned nut job?

Or, what if Jimmy – the Jimmy on the phone and the Jimmy who sent me the box – wasn't Jimmy, at all, but someone perpetrating a prank, or some kind of scam? Although, try as I might, I couldn't think of anyone who would go to as much trouble as this entailed. For a brief moment, I pondered the possibilities the binder might contain a live snake or might explode when I opened it. I'm not sure if I'd call that normal caution or paranoia.

Eventually, though, I opened the binder. My excitement and nervousness were immediately replaced by disappointment – the first page was entirely in code. So were the second and third. I flipped quickly through the binder – the pages weren't numbered but there were hundreds of them – looking for the key to the code but couldn't find it. Nothing but page after page of what looked like a simple substitution code filled the binder.

Searching through the pages of binders #2 and #3 yielded identical results. Everything was in code, and there was no key. Thanks a lot, Jimmy! What was I supposed to do with this? Maybe this whole thing was a prank of some kind.

I got another beer from the fridge and leaned back to consider my predicament. The obvious thing to do was to give Jimmy a call and find out what was going on. So that's what I did – I got my phone, scrolled down my log to when I'd gotten the call from Jimmy, and ... the entry was gone. There was no call from Jimmy.

Thinking I'd gotten the day wrong, I checked the log for the two days before and the two days after. Nothing. I checked three days in each direction, then five. Still nothing. According to my phone, I'd never received a call from Jimmy.

Hmm. Very strange. I decided to go check the box in which the binders had been shipped. And that's when I found it, wrapped in a small piece of bubble wrap and taped to the inside of the box. A flash drive.

Finally, I thought. The key. But when I plugged the flash drive into my computer's USB port, it didn't contain the key to the code. The only documents on the drive looked to be copies of the material in the binders – interviews with the three aliens, in code.

It appeared I'd hit a dead end. Unsure of what my next step should be, I returned to the living room, finished my beer, turned off the light, leaned back in my recliner, and promptly fell asleep. I've always felt that, in uncertain times, a short nap can be of tremendous help in clearing up confusion and helping to set a course of action. And that was my hope this time – that I'd nod off and wake up in a half hour or so with a plan, some idea of what to do next.

I must have been pretty tired. Almost three hours later I awoke, groggy, with the taste of stale beer heavy in my mouth. The house was dark, the living room illuminated only by a dim glow coming from outside and the bright blue numbers of the clock across the room, which proclaimed it was 9:42. I struggled to my feet and started for the bathroom, intending to brush my teeth and pee, not necessarily in that order.

That's when I noticed that, although the house was dark inside, the faint glow coming from outside was coming from my outside lights. My motion-activated floodlights were on. I wondered if that was what woke me, but at the same time I had the feeling I'd been awakened by a noise, not by the lights.

A quick glance out my living room window revealed an empty front lawn. I thought perhaps a neighbor's dog had wandered onto my property and triggered the lights – that's happened before. More than once, in fact. But I saw nothing unusual out on my lawn, only long, fuzzy shadows cast by the floodlights.

I left the interior lights off and went into the kitchen. The window above the sink offered a wider view of the yard and surrounding area than did the window in the living room – easily visible were the front of my garage, the driveway, and the street that fronted my house. I cracked open the blinds and peeked out.

The yard was empty. But, just as I turned away and headed for the bathroom, a car door slammed, out on the street. I looked out the window again. Down the street, about a half-block away, a car was parked, barely visible beneath a broken street lamp. And, as I watched, the car pulled out and vanished down the street into the darkness.

Nothing odd about that. There are houses all up and down this street, and people come and go at all hours of the day and night. Except for one thing. When this car pulled out and disappeared into the night, the driver never turned on his headlights.

Hmm.
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Chapter 3 – Teresa
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IN RETROSPECT, CALLING my friend, Teresa, and telling her about Jimmy and the notebooks was a mistake. This was a story I should have kept to myself. I shouldn't have involved her.

But I did.

My friendship with Teresa began a few years ago during one of my grocery runs to Publix, in Bartow. The store was relatively empty of customers and I was just getting started, cruising up and down the aisles, not paying much attention to where I was going, mostly just checking out the nearly endless array of available snacks and goodies. I'm a big fan of snacks and goodies.

As I turned into the 'cookies' aisle, my cart ran head on into the cart of a very attractive Hispanic woman who was doing the same as me. Not paying attention to where she was going, I mean. We took turns apologizing.

“I'm so sorry,” I told her.

“No, no. It's my fault. I wasn't looking where I was going.” She smiled, obviously embarrassed.

“Well, that makes two of us. And I am sorry,” I said.

“Don't be. I'm sure I'll survive.” She smiled again – nice, straight, white teeth set into a well-tanned, friendly face, maybe 40 years old, with medium-long, black hair just starting to show a few streaks of gray. I think the word cute would be a good way to describe her.

I nodded and started to leave, but she stopped me.

“Don't I know you?” she said.

I looked back at her. She didn't look familiar. “I don't know. Do you?”

“I think maybe I do. Can you take off your cap? And your sunglasses? So I can see you better.”

I removed my shades and cap and smoothed out that gray stuff on the top of my head, trying to make myself look presentable. “How's this?”

“You sure look familiar, but I can't place you. Are you famous or something?”

I laughed. “Far from it. Really far.”

“What do you do?”

“I'm a writer. I write – ”

“Science fiction! You're Chet Novicki!” she blurted out. “I knew I recognized you.”

I'm pretty sure my jaw must have dropped open when she said that. While it's true I'm a science fiction writer and have written a few books, I'm not famous and never have been, and no stranger has ever recognized me in public before. “I don't believe it,” I said.

“What? That you're Chet Novicki, the famous writer?” She giggled.

“No. That you recognized me.”

“I'm your biggest fan. I have all the Podok books, even the box set. And some of your songs, too. I have The Fudgecats album.”

“You're kidding!”

“It's true.”

A large woman, her cart pile high with frozen pizzas, beer, and a variety of chips, rounded the corner. Finding her way blocked by our carts, she gifted us with an “ahem,” followed quickly by a “harrumph!” We moved to one side and let her pass.

“This is all very hard to believe,” I said.

“I know. Do you live here? Or are you just visiting?”

“Here. Well, in Fort Meade, actually.”

“I live here, in Bartow. I can't believe you live around here. And that I met you.”

At this point, I think I blushed and said something lame – “Yeah, it's a small world,” or something to that effect.

We chatted on for several minutes. She obviously had read my books – she described the plots of a couple of them in detail. And she told me about herself. Her name was Teresa, she was 41, single, and she was an office assistant for a local dermatologist. She was also, in her words, “the world's biggest science fiction fan.”

Eventually, though, it was time to continue our shopping. We said our goodbyes and I thanked her for recognizing me. Ego wise, I was feeling pretty good as I walked away, heading for the frozen food section.

Five minutes later, Teresa and I bumped into each other again – figuratively, this time – in the ice cream section.

“Stocking up?” I said, eyeing the two containers of ice cream in her cart.

“Yeah. It's Buy One Get One Free on Edy's ice cream. That's my favorite.”

“Guess I'll get some, then. I like it, too.”

“You know, I was thinking ... ” she said.

“Uh-huh?”

“Can we stay in touch?”

“What?”

“Stay in touch. Like, maybe ... by email?”

“Well, ... ”

“I promise I won't harass you, or anything like that.”

And that's how our friendship started, with an exchange of email addresses. Over the course of a few months we progressed from emails to phone calls, and then to dating and a hot romance that eventually flamed out, but left us where we are today. Friends. Really good friends.

So, Teresa being a good friend, I regret involving her in all this. But I did, and there's nothing I can do about it. And, of course, I didn't know then what I know now.

* * * * *
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“What!” said the self-described 'world's biggest science fiction fan' when I called her the following morning and told her about Jimmy and the notebooks. “What! You're kidding me!”

“Nope. It's true. He died 40 years ago. Or, at least, I thought he did.”

“But, obviously, that wasn't so.”

“I guess not.”

“And? What did they say? The notebooks.”

“Well, I looked at them, but I couldn't read them. They're written in some sort of code.”

“What kind of code?” she said.

“I don't know. It's just long lines of letters of the alphabet. No spaces, like between words – just letters. And each page has two or three paragraphs of these lines, each paragraph separated by a couple of skipped lines.”

“So, do you have – what do they call it? The key?”

“Yeah, the key. And no, I don't have it. The only things in the box were the three notebooks and the flash drive.”

“That's kind of strange. That he'd send you stuff in code but not include the key.”

I agreed with her assessment of the situation. It was strange.

“Maybe it's not that difficult,” she suggested.

“What's not difficult?”

“The code. Maybe it's just a simple substitution code. Where you move letters one or two spaces to the left or the right. Have you tried that?”

“No. Besides, what's the point? If the code's that easy to break, why bother to encode it?”

“Yeah, I guess you're right. Why bother?”

“Anyway, I know absolutely nothing about codes.”

There was a long pause on Teresa's end.

“You still there?” I said.

“Yeah. I was thinking.”

“Oh, oh.”

I could almost hear her grinning at my comment as she said, “I could ask my Uncle Bill. He was in the Army.”

“So?”

“He was in the Army Security Agency.”

“Hey, so was I. That's how I went to language school and studied Chinese. The ASA sent me.”

“He worked with codes.”

“Oh. Well, then, that sounds like a great idea,” I said. “Tell you what. I've gotta go shopping later this afternoon. I'll swing by your place and drop off a copy of the flash drive for you to show to your uncle. Sound good?”

“After five. I won't be home until around five.”

“All right. I'll see you then.”

“I can hardly wait to see this stuff,” she said, and hung up.

*****
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It was almost six when I got to Teresa's. She popped the flash drive into her laptop and we spent almost an hour looking at the copies of the notebooks, eventually agreeing that none of it made any sense at all. We'd probably still be there, trying to figure out the code, but I had to go back to Publix and pick up a couple of items I'd forgotten the day before, so I left the flash drive with Teresa, to show to her uncle, and left.

A couple of days went by without much happening. My yard stayed dark at night and there were no strange cars out on the street. I know because I checked. So I wrote off my previous suspicions as paranoia and tried to resume my normal life.

The notebooks still sat on my living room floor, in front of my recliner, where I'd stacked them for easy access. Six or seven times a day – probably more – I'd pick one up and thumb through it, although I don't know why. I couldn't read any of it. Maybe I thought if I stared at the code long enough, I'd get an inkling of how it worked. Or that the long lines of nonsensical letters would somehow magically rearrange themselves into something that made sense. But they never did.

With magical intervention apparently out of the question, Teresa's Uncle Bill seemed to be our last hope of breaking the code. He lived down south, in Tequesta, about 150 miles away, but Teresa had made plans to meet up with him over the coming weekend, to visit with family and to give him a copy of the encoded notebooks. So I was more than a little surprised when Teresa called me at five past seven on Friday morning, waking me up.

“What's happening?” I mumbled into my phone.

“Did I wake you?”

“No, I was just getting up,” I lied.

“Guess what I'm doing?”

“I don't know. Talking to me on the phone? What?”

“I'm sitting in my car, outside my house.”

“How come? Car trouble? You need some help?”

“No. Not car trouble. It's just ... there's about a hundred cops in my house, and it was so crowded I kept getting in the way, so I came out here.”

“Police? A hundred of them?”

“Well, maybe more like six. Or eight. But my house is small – you know that.”

“Why are the police in your house?”

“I was robbed.”

“Robbed?” I sat up in bed, suddenly wide awake.

“Yeah. Or burgled. Is that a real word? Maybe burglarized – that's it. Someone broke into my house.”

“Were you home? Are you okay?”

“Yeah, yeah, I'm fine. A little shaken up, but okay. I woke up and they were in my bedroom. I think there were three of them. I screamed when I saw them and one of them – this really big guy – flipped me over and stuck a needle in my butt, and that put me back to sleep.”

“You're kidding!”

“No, I'm not. So when I woke up a little while ago, I called the police. And now they're searching through my house, looking for clues.”

“So ... what? Did they steal a bunch of your stuff?”

“No, that's one of the funny things about all this. All they took was my computer. Where I'd copied your notebooks.”

“That's it? Just your computer?”

“Yeah.”

“That's okay. I've still got the notebooks,” I said. “I can make more copies.”

“That's good.”

“What else?

“Else?”

“Yeah. You said taking your computer was one of the funny things about all this. What else was funny?”

“Oh, yeah. But you're not going to believe this part.”

“Maybe I will. Try me.”

“One of them – the burglars, I mean – was an alien. A little gray, outer-space alien!”
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