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That’s what people have been asking for almost a year.  Max has been gone so long, he’s lost his love, his home, his money...and most of his memories.

Now Max is back, but he soon wishes he wasn’t. The Russian Rat Pack is hunting him down. A dog puppet with Lego blocks for teeth is barking out strange warnings. His weird brother is hiding something in the basement. And the woman Max left behind is involved with a crooked lobbyist whose menace is almost as big as his stomach.  

Oh yeah. And Donald Trump is also now the President of the United States.

Evil is pouring down in White Rain, the final reckoning for Max Bowman. 
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This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental. No offense is meant to the line of Active Botanicals known as White Rain, as the author is confident it is a fine product line.

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including photocopying, recording or by any information storage and retrieval system, without the written permission of the Author, except where permitted by law. Dogs are not allowed to read content without written permission provided by owner.

Find out more about White Rain and other Max Bowman books at www.facebook.com/MaxBowmanBooks.  

“You have to be born lucky in the sense that you have to have the right genes.”


-  Donald Trump



“You don't choose your family. They are God's gift to you, as you are to them.”


-  Desmond Tutu



“When his life was ruined, his family killed, his farm destroyed, Job knelt down on the ground and yelled up to the heavens, 'Why, God? Why me?' and the thundering voice of God answered, 'There's just something about you that pisses me off.”


-  Stephen King
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Lady Blue Eyes
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I like ice cream. 

No, I really do. Chocolate is, of course, yummy, although somewhat overrated. It’s what you expect. But butter pecan? Much more complex flavors, much more of an afterglow. My late father didn’t pass on much to me that I could hang onto, but an appreciation for butter pecan is definitely something I inherited. 

Strawberry, terrific, vanilla, good for a palate cleanser, and coffee? Surprisingly, coffee’s a fave ice cream flavor even though I don’t drink the stuff. I don’t like bubble gum ice cream, by the way. Makes me slightly queasy. Maple? A little odd too. Let’s face it, maple only belongs in syrup, nowhere else. So, food manufacturers, stop trying to combine things that don’t belong together. It’s annoying.

Then there’s Neapolitan. You don’t see that much anymore. Three flavors at once? You just want to shout at people eating it, “Just pick one! Not that hard!”  I mean, where else does this happen? There’s not Neapolitan meat. Nobody ever eats three vertical stripes of beef, chicken and pork packed in the same square. Maybe John Madden did back in the day, although he would have put the chicken inside the pig and then put the whole thing in a cow. Fun fact—in Ireland, instead of Neapolitan being made of vanilla, strawberry and chocolate, it’s vanilla, strawberry and lemon. Weird. How did I know that? Think a field agent once told me. Maybe it was even dear old dad that clued me in. He traveled a lot when he was alive.

Dad. Why did I keep thinking about my father?

Anyway, I like ice cream. That’s the great part about where I live. Every morning, exactly at 9:17 am, a nice woman in a Community uniform shows up at the door of my townhouse with a very small container of ice cream. I like to hold the container, because it’s chilly, and anything chilly I encounter in this godforsaken steamy armpit of America is a very, very welcome commodity. 

This nice woman, her name is Barbara, she always watches with an amused grin as I rip the plastic off the top of the container with eager anticipation. 

You wouldn’t think I would be all that excited. 

After all, I already know what’s in the container—one perfectly formed scoop of delicious ice cream, the best I’ve ever had in my whole sixty years of life—but what I don’t know, what the wild card is in this otherwise very predictable process, is the exact flavor of ice cream that wondrous scoop contains. 

As I said, Barbara is a nice woman, but she’s not the prettiest one I’ve ever met. To be honest, she’s a little on the homely side. Her nose is too big, not that I should talk, her hair is mousy and looks like she doesn’t really do anything to it before she leaves for work, and there’s some kind of giant blemish/birthmark thing on her cheek. I’d say she’s pushing forty.

But the thing about Barbara is, she brings me the ice cream in the morning, and she always does it with a smile. She seems very happy to see me, increasingly so as time goes by. Plus, she has blue eyes. Frank Sinatra’s wife was named Barbara. And her autobiography was titled Lady Blue Eyes. So that’s what I call Barbara— “Lady Blue Eyes.” 

It always makes her blush a little.

She watches me closely as I try the first spoonful of ice cream. She’s anxious to see how I’m going to react to the “Flavor of the Day,” as we laughingly call it. (Oh, did I mention she also brings me a spoon with the scoop—a real metal spoon, not some plastic one that might snap in half? She does.)  Sometimes I can tell what flavor it is just by looking at it—but many times, I can’t, because I’m colorblind. It’s another thing we laugh about (I should have a disabled license plate! But, of course, I can’t because I don’t even have a car!). Anyway, when I can’t guess the flavor, she wonders, when I put that first spoonful in my mouth, am I going to be happy or disappointed? Sometimes I don’t like the flavor, and she’ll try to smooth things over, so I’m not left in a bad mood. But if I really like it...well, Barbara loves that.

She’s always telling me how much she loves my smile!

She still talks about the day I sampled a spoonful of butter brickle. Holy cripes, butter brickle. It’s like hitting the lottery. But better. Who needs money when you got butter brickle rolling around in your mouth? That gave me my “Smile of the Century,” Barbara likes to say.

I’m pretty sure Barbara likes me. We have a thing going. But where can it go? Not very far. Little Max hasn’t stood at attention for...well, I didn’t really know. I’m not even sure how many days I’ve been here. I suppose I could count the number of flavors of ice cream I’ve consumed, but the monkey wrench in that plan is the fact that sometimes a flavor repeats. Barbara always apologizes when that happens, but I gotta admit there’s not an infinite number of ice cream flavors in the universe. You have to work with reality. 

So Barbara and I are stuck in that kind of Sam-and-Diane push-and-pull will-they-or-won’t-they kind of relationship, except, in this case, they won’t—because my penis doesn’t work. Not that it bothers me. Nothing really bothers me these days. Not even when the ice cream is bubble gum, although I make a big show of pouting. It makes Barbara laugh and then she does something goofy to cheer me up, like stick out her tongue or give me a raspberry. I love our little fun.

Whatever the case, she stays until I eat the whole scoop. When I’m done, she takes the container and the spoon back from me and she says goodbye. After all, I’m not the only person in the Community who gets a morning ice cream delivery from Barbara and she has to be on her way, I get that. I only hope she likes delivering it to me more than she likes bringing it to the very old people that live around here.

Yes, I like ice cream. And after I have my scoop, I take a walk.
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The DJ with the “Hey-Hey”
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I like music.

And, when I take my morning walk around the Community, I hear a lot of it. They have thoughtfully placed speakers all around the neighborhood playing the biggest Top 40 hits from the ‘60’s. Exclusively. That way, I hear the Beatles, but not Wings. Somebody made the right call. Can you get sillier than “Silly Love Songs?” I don’t think so.

It’s really great. At any given moment, you’re liable to hear such forgotten great “rockers” as “Boogaloo Down Broadway,” “Come a Little Bit Closer” or “Gitarzan.” And what’s really cool is that in between those classic tunes, you get to hear the hilarious patter of “Jumpin’ Jack” Thompson, or, as he labels himself, “The DJ with the Hey-Hey.” There’s a good reason for the nickname—every time he starts one of his nonstop verbal barrages, he lets out with a loud “Hey-Hey” in a high, almost Jerry Lewis-like pitch.

At this moment, as I wander around the immaculately maintained walkways of the Community, the end of the Elvis hit, “Suspicious Minds,” is beginning to fade out. 

“I’m caught in a trap...I can’t get out...”

But there’s a trick involved with end of this song, a trick I know, because it was on the radio constantly when I was 13 years old. And I wonder how “The DJ with the Hey-Hey” is going to handle that trick. Because the job of every Top 40 DJ in the 60’s was to talk right up until the second the singer started a song, and to begin bellowing on the back end of that song the second it started to fade away. The primary rule was NO DEAD AIR...and, pro that he is, “Jumpin’ Jack” certainly subscribes to that law!

I’m already giggling to myself as the volume of Elvis’ mighty voice slowly diminishes.

“...because I love you too much, baby...”

“HEY!” shrieks Jack, suddenly jumping in, “That was Elvis singing his hugest hit of...”

Oh!  But now comes the trick! The engineers made it so that, just as you think the song is ending, suddenly, the volume comes up again! It’s NOT the end of the song!

“Oh, hey hey HEY, I better get out of the way, because the King has not dismissed us!”

HA! That’s a good one. 

A minute later, when “Suspicious Minds” actually does fade out for good, “Jumpin’ Jack” returns to make it clear he knew about the trick all along!   

“HEY HEY! ‘Course I knew that song did that, that was a dirty trick the RCA folks pulled on us back in the day, but it was a lotta fun, a lotta good fun, too bad Elvis would be dead in eight years, am I right? Such an American success story, from a two-room shotgun shack to the glory that was Graceland and we should all stop and appreciate the USA because whatever is done in the name of this great land is necessary and aligned with the life-affirming wishes of a great and benevolent God, which is why we don’t play the records of Paul Revere and the Raiders here on the Big Top 40, after all, Paul Revere himself was a contentious objector during the Vietnam War and ended up as a cook in a mental institution while other brave men and women gave their lives for freedom, these colors don’t run, am I right, folks?”

Wow. Who knew that about Paul Revere and the Raiders?  That was part of what made “The DJ with the Hey-Hey” so fun to listen to. The trivia!  Yet, some sadness with the fun. Guess I wouldn’t be hearing the Raiders monster hit “Kicks” in the near future!  Instead, “The DJ with the Hey-Hey” segues right into the opening licks of “Grazin’ in the Grass” by...gee, I don’t know. It’s an instrumental. And I never understood the title until this very minute.

I think it’s about marijuana! 

I nod to myself and walk on. My mind is officially “blown.” Far out! 

As I continue forward, I follow the walkway, which winds around the various one and two-story townhouses occupied by the other residents of the Community. Even though I’ve been here for some time, I know very few of them. As a matter of fact, most of them never even leave their small, identical dwellings. The ones I do see out and about have one thing in common.

They are very, very old.

Yes, I’m 60 years old. And yes, many people might consider that old. But these other Community residents, who are almost all male, by the way, all look like they’re at least 80. Some have walkers. Some get pushed around in wheelchairs by Community helpers. Others use the golf carts which we are all generously provided free of charge here in the Community. 

These are very special golf carts—a new generation of golf carts. They drive themselves, and they follow spoken directions. Fun! You say “Straight,” the cart goes straight. You say “Right” or “Left,” the cart goes right or left. They also understand “Stop,” “Start,” “Faster,” “Slower,” “Forward,” “Reverse,” and “Park.” They’re even programmed to avoid collisions with anything they sense in front of them. Pretty remarkable! 

But even though the carts are cool and amazing, I still walk. The exercise does me good. And I’m not alone in using my legs to get around. There are plenty of elderly gents here who—amazingly enough—still get around on their own power. There’s one who’s in his nineties! 

It gives me hope. 

As I approach the Community’s town square, I spot several of my neighbors shuffling around on their daily walks, as well as others staring blankly into space as they sit near the clump of very tall palm trees that dominates the middle of the area. There was a time when I might have thought staring blankly into space might indicate a problem. Not now. 

Now I understand peace at its deepest level.

Even though none of us really interact with each other, it’s still comforting to see everyone out and about. This is the time of day most of us emerge for some welcome sunshine and fresh air. Since we are not allowed out after dark (our doors lock automatically—“The DJ with the Hey-Hey” always says it’s for our own safety when he signs off at sunset), it’s the coolest time the outdoors is available to us, when it’s still a few hours before noon and the temperature is still relatively comfortable. The humidity is another story, of course, but I deal with it. Keep things positive, Lady Blue Eyes likes to say! 

“HEY HEY,” shrieks “Jumpin’ Jack” as “Grazin’ in the Grass” starts to fade away. “Now it’s time for ‘The DJ with the Hey-Hey’ to play one of his all-time favorites and I hope it’s one of yours, it’s amazing to think this was the NUMBER ONE single of 1966, a special moment in time before the public turned on the Vietnam War, when all people appreciated America’s efforts, as they should, because whatever is done in the name of this great land is necessary and aligned with the life-affirming wishes of a great and benevolent God! Here, from American hero Sergeant Barry Sadler, comes, ‘The Ballad of the Green Berets!”

Wow. It was Number One in 1966? The thing played constantly when I was a kid, but it was that popular? 

As I listen to the lyrics about fighting soldiers from the sky and the fearless men who jump and die, I remember with shame that my cousin Rick and I would repeat that second line over and over, like we were paratroopers with brain problems. “Jump and die...jump and die...jump and die...” over and over, as if we were in a hypnotic trance, like know-nothing sheep dropping to our deaths. Maybe it was innocent fun. After all, we were children. But then again, these were American heroes.

I walk on...a little more slowly and a little more “woke,” as the young people like to say now. Or did before I got here. How did I get here?

I reach the edge of the manmade lake, the Community Lake. And I finger the metal bracelet around my left wrist. Its power button glows as I draw near. The lake is a reminder that I can only go so far. If I get too close to its shorefront, that button will glow much brighter. And the pain will...

Well, I don’t like to think about the pain.

It’s the same with the edge of the woods on the other side of the Community. If I follow the path too far into the trees... I stop myself. I don’t need to think about unpleasant outcomes. I don’t really need to think about anything. I need to turn around, walk past my ancient, mottled neighbors and return to the comfort of my air-conditioned townhouse, where the refrigerator is restocked twice a week while I sleep, where I can take a shower (or bath) to wash away the thin layer of sweat the morning heat has sucked out of my skin...and then, for the rest of the day, enjoy some television. 

Yes, it’s a little boring. But that’s okay. It’s only about today.

Tomorrow will be different.

Tomorrow, Doug Daytona will come.
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Doug Daytona
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I remember the day Doug Daytona first visited me. I remember it very clearly.

I don’t think it was too long after I first came to the Community. I still don’t really know how I got here, but I do know that at first, I felt very restless about my situation. It was only over time that I learned to calm down, stop grappling with random negative thoughts and enjoy my new simple and carefree life here. As far as I know, this is the first time in my life that I have no problems. Absolutely none. And no worries. My every need is met. 

It took time for me to realize how good this was for me. None of us ever get the chance to truly and fully relax in the outside world—there are always concerns about things like money, health, the people in our lives, what might happen tomorrow. I am lucky. All those uncertainties are gone. I have had many days to understand the advantages of my situation and embrace them.

Barbara, the lady who comes every morning with the ice cream, she saw the change in me happen gradually. And when she saw finally saw the serenity, real serenity, manifest itself in my eyes, she told me it was time. 

“Time for what?” I asked.

She just gave me her Lady Blue Eyes smile and said nothing. 

A few days later, when she came with the ice cream (I even remember it was a scoop of Cookies and Cream!), she told me I was going to have two very special guests later that afternoon. That in itself was notable because I had never had any unexpected visitors at the Community. Yes, a doctor came around once in a while to make sure I was healthy, but that man was all business. He took my pulse, listened to my chest while I breathed in and breathed out, maybe took a little blood (ouch!), then went on his way.

This was different.

According to Barbara, these new visitors were coming from far away to see me—and, she added, it was because I was such a special person. I had no idea why I was special or why anyone cared about me. Frankly, I remembered little from the past few years. But I trusted Barbara, her blue eyes always reassured me and I felt truth shining through them. I trusted her and sometimes looked at her legs and wished I could touch them. I told her that once and she turned bright red. At least, I assumed it was red, because, as I say, I’m colorblind. Reds and greens are hard, as are shades of blue and brown.

A few days later, it was definitely a while after lunch (they leave pre-wrapped sandwiches in my refrigerator so I don’t have to do a thing!), a knock came on my door. I opened the door and two men stood there. One was tall, wearing a brown sports jacket and a button-up shirt and looked to be in his early forties. His big bouffy brown hair was parted down the middle and he had a big, welcoming smile on his face. He was carrying a simple brown briefcase.

“Max? Max Bowman?”

I smiled and nodded. 

He extended a hand and I shook it casually. Maybe too casually, because he looked down at my hand to see if something was wrong with it. 

“Hi, I’m Shawn Shepheard, we’ve actually met briefly a couple of times.”

“Oh?” I said, because I didn’t remember this fellow at all.

“Yes, at the Eddie di Pineda fundraiser last year? And the year before that, at the Keenan Van Zola event? I mean, neither of those ended particularly well...” he said, looking into my eyes to see if any glimmer of recognition appeared.

I shook my head. He actually seemed pleased that I couldn’t remember. I guess they must not have ended well. Had I done something...?

“Can we come in?” he asked, snapping me out of my memory search. I nodded, and stepped back, so they could enter the townhouse. Then an odd thing happened. The other man, whose name I had yet to learn, actually rushed in past Shawn, pushing him to the side.

“Doug,” said Shawn reprovingly. 

“Hey man, sorry, but it’s hot as heck out there,” said the other man.

Now that he was inside, I could get a good look at him. He was short and energetic, wore thick black-framed glasses and had a lot of product in his short blonde hair. There was maybe more product than hair, to be truthful, with the result being small oily patches of it standing straight up into the air. He was a little chubby to be sure, but dressed smartly. He was wearing an expensive checkered shirt untucked over well-fitting pressed jeans, plus a pair of really hip cream-colored laced shoes. He was dressed to the nines!

“Hey man,” he said to me, also pumping my relaxed hand in a shake. “Doug Daytona. Great to meet a legend like you, Max.”

“I’m a legend?” I asked him guilelessly. I was unaware of that status! But Doug’s pale round face nodded enthusiastically. He was very sure about this.

Shawn entered and closed the door behind him. “Maybe we can sit around the dining room table and talk a little?” he asked politely.

Talk. Most of the time I really didn’t feel up to a talk. When Barbara came in the morning, I had the energy to keep up my end of a conversation. Late in the afternoon, that was when I began to droop. Sometimes I’d even nap. But I pushed myself. These gentlemen had come to see me for a special reason and I wanted to make sure they were happy with the results.

I sat down across from Shawn and Doug. Shawn put his briefcase flat on the tabletop and opened it up. He took out a couple of books. Both had large color pictures of Shawn’s face on their front covers.

“Just as an introduction, Max, I thought I’d bring you a couple of my best-selling books. This one is called, How to Talk Practically Anybody into Anything, and the other one is called, Sugar-Free Shawn. It’s about my battle with Type 1 Diabetes and how I overcame it to not only play hockey, but also become an internationally-known motivational speaker and author.”

“Wow,” I said, looking at the two tomes. “Books. We don’t have books here.” 

“Well,” said Shawn, in a special little confidential tone, “Then I guess you must be glad I showed up today!”

I looked at Doug questioningly.

“Hey man!” he said enthusiastically.

“And this is Doug Daytona,” Shawn continued. “Doug published these books for me.”

“Yeah, Max, I’m kind of a media guru. I have a consulting business in Atlanta. I’ve also authored best-selling books, I’ve written songs and, what’s congruent to our conversation here is, I direct movies.”

“Movies?” I said in awe.

“I’ve won five Emmys for my work, Max.”

Shawn let out a little laugh. “Oh, you won them in Buttfuck, Georgia.” Shawn turned to me. “He enters his little films in these very small television markets, where the only competition is some church lady demonstrating how to can peaches, and he wins. Now, he has a giant Emmy projected on the wall of his office, do you believe this guy? He’s never won a national Emmy.”

Doug stared at Shawn intently. “What are you doing here, man? Why are you saying that?”

“Calm down, Doug, it’s just getting to be a little weird with you. I mean, you’ve got an Emmy charm bracelet now.” I looked at Doug’s wrist. He did indeed have a gold charm bracelet with five miniature Emmy awards dangling from it. “It’s just getting a little terrifying, that’s all.”

Doug looked at me and pointed to Shawn, laughing. “You can’t listen to him! He’s Canadian!”

“I’ve applied for my citizenship, Martin Scorcrazy, so let’s drop that subject.”

I had no idea what was going on, but it was better than watching another Bonanza episode on the TV.  Especially if it was one after Pernell Roberts left the show. Even worse if it was after Hoss died. 

“What kind of movies do you make?” I asked. “Any I’ve heard of?”

“Probably not,” answered Doug. “They’re documentaries about notable people. That’s why I’m here. To make a documentary about you.”

“Why?” 

Doug gave me an intent look. “Not for you, Max. And not for me. It’s for your country. Are you ready to do something for your country? Are you ready to do something for America?”

I smiled. I knew the answer to this one. “Whatever is done in the name of this great land is necessary and aligned with the life-affirming wishes of a great and benevolent God.”

They both looked at me in silent delight and amazement.

“Wow,” said Shawn finally, “That is spooky. That was just what the nutjob on the speaker system was saying outside.”

“He’s not a nutjob, Shawn,” Doug said, a little testily. He turned back to me again. “Max, I want to make my greatest film to date. I want to make a movie where you tell your story for the first time ever.”

He looked at me expectantly. I was pretty sure I was furrowing my brow. If I wasn’t, I should have been, because the plain fact was I didn’t know what my story was.

“Max, you seem confused,” said Shawn.

“I can’t remember things,” I answered. “At least recent things. I remember things from when I was a kid...and from when I worked for the Agency a little bit. And I remember stuff that’s happened since I came to the Community. But other than that...”

I let the thought trail off. It was curious I didn’t remember anything. But it didn’t seem to really matter if I did or not. So...I let it go. Instead, I smiled at these two guys. It was kind of fun how they bickered with each other.

“That’s the beauty of this, Max,” Doug said. “When we do this movie, we can help you remember everything. That way, you can learn your own story through this process.”

Huh.

“So you know my story?”

“Yes!” answered Doug. “And when we film, we’ll tell you all about it. We just need to know you’re up for doing this.”

“Do I need to?” I asked. It sounded like a lot of work. What I really wanted to say was, “Why not leave well enough alone?” It was an attitude that came in handy around here. And I was suddenly feeling uncomfortable about dealing with stuff I didn’t know. Something told me it was better I didn’t know.

“Max, I really believe you have to do this,” Doug went on (I could see he was a good salesman—this little guy didn’t stop!). “What you just said about America. About doing what’s necessary for your country. Well, this is necessary.”

“How so?” I asked curiously.

“Because there are a lot of lies about you out there. People trying to smear our country and using you to do it.”

“Really? What are they saying I did?”  I was almost alarmed, but it was hard to get all the way there.

“It’s complicated and I don’t think you’ll fully understand the importance of this project until we get into it. Now, I know this is impinging on your time and will require some effort, but I can guide you through it so it’s as easy as possible. Best of all, we can get through it in just one day of shooting.”

“All kidding aside,” Shawn said, looking solemn, “Doug here is very talented and a great patriot. That’s why I’m here, Max. I want you to know this is important, very important and it’s something only you can do for the U.S.A.”

Hmmm. I looked down at Shawn’s books. I paged through them. He was an author. That meant he knew things.

I shrugged and smiled.

“Okay.”

“Cool,” said a very happy Doug. “This is gonna be killer!”

That was a while ago. I didn’t know how many days had passed because there are no calendars here. But I knew that today, Doug Daytona would finally coming with his camera crew to film me. Last night, I had difficulty sleeping for the first time in months. I actually felt some anxiety. What was my story? Why were people using it to tear down America? What if I couldn’t remember enough to make this film work? Would I be letting down my country?

I finally managed a few hours of sleep. But then I overslept. Barbara had to ring the doorbell several times before I heard it. I put on my bathrobe and hurried downstairs. Seeing her standing in the doorway, holding that bowl with that perfect scoop of ice cream, relaxed me instantly. 

“Because it’s a special day,” she murmured, “you get Butter Brickle.”

Whoa. I gobbled it down like there was no tomorrow.

Butter Brickle always makes me think everything is going to be okay. And, in a few hours, when Doug Daytona showed up with a sound guy and a camera guy and a few “grips and gaffers” as he called them, I felt like everything would be okay.

Now that the day is over—the filming only took one day, like Doug promised!—I realize that he was right. My story does need to get out. And now it seems like it will.

But now I’m tired. Now it’s time to rest.
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A small series of explosions are going off somewhere deep inside of me.
All night as I sleep, I wake up every so often with a jolt, only to find myself in a sweaty state of panic. Then, just when I manage to get back to sleep, there’s another explosion, another jolt, more sweat.

I should have heeded my own advice. I should have left well enough alone. Hearing my story from Doug Daytona must have unlocked some kind of repressed shock. I’m upset. Something is wrong. I feel upside down in my own mind. 

I wake up with the sun and think I might be able to get back to sleep and regain my cherished serenity. But instead, I just toss and turn some more. When Barbara rings the doorbell, I’m not dressed for the day as I usually am. Instead, I am in my bathrobe with nothing underneath it.

“Oh, my. Max,” she says, seeing my condition.

I ask her to come in. I don’t want her to stand in the doorway and watch me eat my ice cream. Today, I want her closer and I want the door shut to the outside world. She agrees.

She sits on the couch next to me as I eat my scoop. Chocolate Almond. It’s good, but no Butter Brickle. As I finish, she puts her hand on my leg. It gives me goosebumps.

“I know you’ve been through a lot, Max. It was brave of you to do what you did. You’ll regain your footing again, I promise.”

Her hand feels good on my bare leg. I look at her. Really look at her.

“Sometimes I wish...” I said.

“What, Max?” Lady Blue Eyes whispers. “What do you wish?”

What could I say? I wish Little Max would spring to attention? I hand the bowl with spoon back to her without another word. She leaves. I think she knows the problem. Otherwise, she would have asked more questions. I’m disappointed she didn’t.

Now, it’s time to go outdoors, but I’m so tired and so rattled, I decide to use one of the hi-tech golf carts instead of walking. Luckily, I will still be able to hear the Top 40 tunes played by “The DJ with the Hey-Hey,” because the audio feed plays through the cart’s dashboard without me having to do anything. 

As I turn on the cart and say, “Forward!”, I hear the Wild One himself, Bobby Rydell, shout... 

“Chicks! Kicks! Cats! Cool! School!” 

Which can only mean I will be enjoying his rendition of “Swingin’ School” as I begin motoring around the Community. Actually, I think there is only his rendition to enjoy. I do not believe any other recording artists covered “Swingin’ School.” The only reason I knew the song at all is because my oldest brother Henry had the 45 single. I was a little young when it came out and mostly listening to my Huckleberry Hound story album at the time. When it came to the Pixie and Dixie adventure (they were two mice always pursued by this cat named Mr. Jinks), the duo always talked about how good cheese was and it always made me hungry for it. I would ask my mother for a slice of American cheese and it tasted delicious.

My childhood memory is disrupted as I hear a voice call from nearby. Is that voice calling my name?  Maybe. But just in case...

“Faster,” I said to the cart.   

“HEY HEY,” shrieks “Jumpin’ Jack” as Bobby Rydell “whoa whoa’s” his way to the end of the tune. “That was Mr. Bobby Rydell with his 1960 hit, ‘Swingin’ School.’ Bobby was one of a number of teen idols who suddenly fell off the charts when the four mop tops, John, Paul, George and Ringo came to America to play on the Ed Sullivan show, inaugurating the British Invasion and what a shame that was, that good clean-cut American rock n’ roll was suddenly shown the door by drug-infested degenerates from a foreign land. It would be a few years until we could take our radio back and what a blessing it was when the King himself, Elvis Presley made his comeback in 1968, because whatever is done in the name of this great land is necessary and aligned with the life-affirming wishes of a great and benevolent God! Now, let’s jump back to 1966 and celebrate another great American, Mr. Frank Sinatra. Get ready for some dynamite doobie-doobie-dooing as you listen to his landmark hit, ‘Strangers in the Night” ...

“Strangers in the Night.” That summer for my birthday, I had gotten my first transistor radio and my first real earful of Sinatra. I loved that song. But I was afraid to tell anybody. It didn’t seem very “cool” to like “Strangers in the Night.” I felt like if I bought any Sinatra singles, my brothers would make fun of me. So, I didn’t. Later, I bought all his albums.

My childhood memories are disrupted again—by that same voice. It is calling my name.

I don’t want anyone to call my name. Not today.

“Faster,” I say to the cart. Then, “Right.” The cart takes the turn at the clump of palm trees and begins taking me out towards the lake.

The voice makes me afraid. I know it and I don’t know why—but it feels connected to the small explosions that are still going off inside me. I really don’t want that voice to catch up to me and cause me more restless sleep.

Just then, the cart brakes suddenly, abruptly. My head is thrown forward.

The person with the voice has run in front of the cart, causing the vehicle to automatically stop. It has that technology.  

This man seems familiar, although I cannot place him. He resembles a bald rat covered in sweat. He is wearing a suit and tie on a day when the temperature is approaching 90 and the humidity is close behind it. I want no part of this. I want no part of suits and ties. I want to think about Pixie and Dixie and Frank Sinatra and American cheese. 

“Forward,” I say to the cart. It doesn’t move. That’s because the man isn’t moving from his position directly in front of the path of the cart. 

“Max,” the man says, breathing hard from running. “What the fuck.” 

It comes to me. His name is Howard.

We sit on a bench near the lake. I want to go back to my air-conditioned townhouse, but he doesn’t want to.

“Hey, I want to stop sweating fucking buckets as much as you do, but we have to talk here. There’s got to be surveillance in your place, Max.”

“Surveillance? But nothing ever happens.”

“And that’s the way they want to keep it. Jesus, I can’t believe you’re here. Are you all right? What the fuck did they do to you?”

I look at him a moment.

“Were we friends?” I ask.

“Depends on what day you’re talking about,” he says, with a little edge. “You know, everybody thinks you’re dead.”

“I just found out I’m lucky to be alive. Fighting for America is dangerous business.”

“Fighting for America?”

“Yes. But whatever is done in the name of this great land is necessary and aligned with the life-affirming wishes of a great and benevolent God.”

Howard sighs and looks up at the sky. I don’t know why. There is nothing up there except a cloud once in a while.

“They turned your mind to fucking Jell-O. They finally fucking did it after two years of trying.” He shakes his head and looks back towards the Community. “I always heard rumors about this place. Turns out they were true. The dumping ground for Agency old-timers who know too much and might talk. If you look hard enough, you can probably find the guys who really shot JFK and RFK. Shit, maybe I should move here. I’d feel young every day of the year next to one of these premature corpses.”

“Why are you here?” I ask as pleasantly as possible, even though I really do not want to know the answer.

“I doubt if you’ll understand a goddam word I’m saying, considering half of your brain has been turned to molten lava, but Senator Eddie di Penada asked me to come down here. My boss. You remember him?”

Eddie di Penada. Shawn, the man who came the first time with Doug Daytona, mentioned that name too. That I remembered.

“Anyway, he had me come down here looking for Andrew Wright, ironically enough. Nobody can find him either, so Eddie was thinking maybe the Agency mind-fucked him and dropped him here. You’ve gotta remember Andrew Wright?”

“Andrew Wright?”

“Yeah, the guy you apparently tried to kill? Well, actually, nobody knows what happened, there was an incident at a restaurant in Sedona, Arizona and then you both disappeared. I don’t suppose you can shed any light on the situation?”

The little explosions inside me grew bigger.

“I can’t remember anything...” My voice trails off. What is this man’s name?

“Howard,” he says insistently.

“...Howard,” I repeat after his reminder.

He thinks a moment, then runs his hand over his sweaty fleshy forehead. 

“Okay, I’m officially fucking melting, let’s go back to your place.”

Inside my townhouse, Howard picks up the TV remote and turns on the set. He starts flipping through the channels. We get about ten different ones here in the Community.

“The Beverly Hillbillies,” Howard said, staring at the TV screen. Flip. “Password.” Flip. “Burke’s Law.” Flip. “The Mike Douglas Show.” Flip. “High Chaparral. At least that one’s in fucking color.”  

“Yes, Howard, there’s a channel with just comedies, one with just game shows, one with just action-adventure hours, one with talk shows, one with Westerns, one with movies, one with cartoons...”

“How much do you wanna bet they never show The Prisoner?”

“The Prisoner. Wasn’t that an English show?”

Howard nodded, “They showed it on CBS every summer.” He flipped through the channels a few more times. “Seems like none of these channels show anything produced after the Johnson Administration.”

“The old shows are still good. I don’t mind.”

Howard looks at me. “In your condition, I don’t think you’d mind if I hit you in the back of the head with a crowbar.”

“Oh, that would hurt.”

He rolls his eyes and looks around at the art on the walls of my living room area. There is a painting of an ocean wave that I really like. The one I like second best is of a boy getting his first haircut.

“Norman fucking Rockwell,” Howard says while staring at it. “Figures.” He turns to me. “Well, I guess you’re set. You’ve reached Nirvana, Max. Nothing but music and TV from the 60’s...you’re flooded with all your ancient pop culture references 24/7. This is it. This is MaxLand, your own personal twisted theme park, all that’s missing are the comic books. Maybe this was your destiny.”

“They take good care of me, Howard. I get ice cream every morning.”

“Ice cream? In the morning?”

“Yes, Barbara brings me a cold scoop every morning. And she watches me eat it and we talk. I really like her legs.”

He looks at me thoughtfully a moment.

“Well, I’m not going to disturb your perfect life here, Max. Enjoy the peace and quiet. You’ve earned it.”

I smile. Howard talks as though he is about to leave. That means nothing is going to change. Relief floods my heart and douses the explosions inside me. Howard is going to leave.

“But maybe you can drive me out to the gate in your super-techno-cart. They wouldn’t let me bring my rental in here and it’s a pretty good walk, especially in this fucking heat.”

“Sure, Howard. I would be happy to.”
We drive the cart towards the gate, which is at the end of a long paved path to the right of the Community. I never go down this way. The gate terrifies me. It’s very tall and scary and manned by people in uniform with guns. Plus, when I get too close to it, the power button on the bracelet on my wrist begins to glow more brightly. Luckily, I know where to stop so I don’t have to deal with the pain. I had to learn the hard way, but I learned.

As we ride along, Howard stares at me. He makes me uncomfortable. I am very glad he is leaving the Community.

“So you get ice cream every morning,” he finally says. “And this woman...she watches you eat it. Does she wait until you eat it all?”

I nod. Why is he suddenly bringing up Barbara and the ice cream?

“And you think this woman is hot?” Howard asks.

“I like her legs.”

Howard nods. “I get it. Any port in a storm.”

“Storm?”

“Have you made a move on her?”

“I can’t even masturbate, Howard.”

Howard looks at me in disbelief.

“Faster,” I say nervously to the cart.

“Wow. So, the dick is dead.” He pauses. “How much would you like to fuck this chick?”

I don’t like Howard talking about Lady Blue Eyes like that. But I want to hear what he has to say on the subject.

“A lot, Howard. I miss sex.”

“Yeah, me too. I can only afford to buy some once a month or so.”

He buys sex?

We get closer to the gate. I have to stop soon. I feel the growing vibrations from the bracelet. Soon, they will make my body hurt. But I will wait as long as I can, because I want Howard to say more, to give me a way to have sex with Barbara. But he’s quiet and we’re almost out of time.

“Stop,” says Howard out of nowhere. The cart stops. 

“Howard, I should leave you here anyway. I can’t go further. The bracelet makes me feel too much pain.”

He looks at the bracelet on my wrist and nods to himself. “That’s how they keep you from straying. They must have an invisible fence around the perimeter, right?”

“Invisible fence?”

“Some kind of electrical field. This bracelet shocks you or something if you try to leave the area.”

“I don’t want to leave the area.”

“I can see that. But if you ever did...”

“It doesn’t shock me, Howard. It fills my entire body with pain. It really hurts.”

Another pause. Why isn’t he getting out and walking away? Instead, he looks at me. And looks at me. 

“Listen, does this woman like you back?” he finally asks. Good. He has returned to the subject I want to discuss.

“I think very much.”

“That makes sense, since you’re the only one in that place who probably still has all his original organs. Okay, I’m going to try and help you out. And this may solve more than one problem.”

“I don’t have any other problems. But what do you think I should do, Howard?”

“Quit the ice cream.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Just try and follow along, this isn’t that complicated. I think the ice cream she’s giving you isn’t just ice cream. There’s something in it that makes your dick not work. And maybe your brain too.”

“Barbara wouldn’t feed me something that would hurt me.”

Howard gave me a nice, friendly and reassuring smile, like he was a dog owner talking to his beloved pet. It made me feel warm and relaxed. 

“She probably doesn’t know, Max,” he said very slowly. “And that’s why you have to talk to her about it. Start by asking her if she wants to be with you. Have you asked her that yet?”

“No.”

“Then do it. And if she reeeeeeally likes you, she’ll stop giving you the ice cream on her own. But you two have to be careful. Because a lot of people around here want you to eat the ice cream.”

“Really?”

“I’m pretty sure of that. And one more thing. Talk about this with her outside. Not in your townhouse. Outside.”

“The surveillance?”

“Yes, Max, good boy for remembering. And one more thing. Keep my name out of this. I have enough problems.” 

“Of course, you do. You live on the other side of the gate.”

“Yes, I do. Nobody’s bringing me ice cream every morning.”

“It’s really good ice cream. I like it.”

Howard smiles and pats me on the shoulder. Then he gets out of the cart. “Good luck, Chauncey. You’re going to need a shitload of it.”

“My name is Max.”

“Right now, as far as I’m concerned, it’s Chauncey, Chauncey Gardner.”

And then he starts walking away towards the gate.

I am almost sad to see him go. He seems to understand things in a way I don’t. He even seems to understand me in a way I can’t.

But the sadness is temporary. Now, I am too excited about the possibility of Barbara and me being together to hold on to anything that makes me feel bad.

Tomorrow morning, I will ask her. 
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“We have to go outside,” I say to Barbara when she shows up the next morning.

“But...your ice cream.”

“I will eat it outside.”

We go out and I lead her back to the small grassy area between my townhouse and my neighbor’s. She looks at me curiously. I see the scoop of ice cream is beginning to melt. It’s already very hot out.

“Do you want to be with me?” I ask when we stop in the yard area.

Her eyes open wide with excitement. “Max...what are you saying...?”

“I would have asked sooner, but...my penis. It doesn’t work.”

“Oh,” she says sadly, the excitement quickly leaving her face. 

“But I think I know how to fix it.”

The excitement comes back. “How?” she asks breathlessly.

I point to the bowl containing the melting scoop.

“No more ice cream,” I whisper.

Now she is startled.

“You think it’s the ice cream? Really? I...well, I shouldn’t tell you this, but I know there’s medication in it...” 

Medication. Bingo!  Howard, you are smart.

She continues. “But it’s supposed to be helping you. Things do have side effects though, God knows the commercials let you know all about those...”

“I don’t need any medication,” I say. “And, Lady Blue Eyes, I think this will make it so we can...”

She blushes. 

I gently take the bowl from her hand and dump the scoop behind a bush that grows by the edge of the townhouse. I don’t even care what flavor it was. Some things are worth more than Butter Brickle.

“Every morning, we will pretend that I ate the ice cream. But I won’t,” I say quietly. “Do you understand? So, we will have to go outside to fool them.”

“Why outside?”

“The surveillance,” I whisper.

She laughs.

“Max, I am your surveillance. There aren’t any cameras in your townhouse.” She pauses. Then, finally, she asks with some disbelief, her hand moving up to her face to cover the blemish on her cheek, “You really want to be with me?” 

“I love your legs,” I say with a smile.

She looks away shyly. Lady Blue Eyes. She is a lady, all right.

I bring her close to me and kiss her. Nothing happens to my penis, but I know that soon it will. So, I kiss her again. She strokes my cheek.

“You have good jeans, I bet.”

Jeans? I used to wear jeans. How did she know that? 

It only takes a week. 

One night, I dream that I’m rolling around with Elizabeth Montgomery from Bewitched and Barbara Eden from I Dream of Jeannie (I watched them on the comedy channel the night before). I wake up with an erection. And I successfully masturbate.

It feels good!

But, at the same time, the explosions inside me grow bigger. Images flood my mind. I see flaming buildings, lost dogs, samurai swords, an old man singing by a piano, a tiny little gun in my hand... They don’t seem to make sense. But they haunt me because they seem so specific. I feel like they have something to do with the stories that Doug Daytona made me tell. I feel like they really happened.  

I shake. I get headaches.

And I begin to wonder. How did I end up in the Community? Why was I put here?  That opens up many other questions. My mind begins thinking about everything in a way it didn’t before. This makes me sad, because it was finally at a place where it questioned nothing. It was blissful. Now, it’s ravaged. 

When Barbara comes in the morning, she notices my state of mind. We still melt the ice cream with hot water from the faucet in the kitchen sink and then pour it down the drain, as we did every day for the past week, but she is clearly worried about me. 

I don’t want her to worry. I take her back in the living room and we kiss some more. She is wearing a skirt, so I move my hand high up her leg, near the part I want to reach. I put my other hand on one of her breasts. It’s like that time back in high school when Donna Frabotta (it sounds like a made-up name, but isn’t!) let me do all that, but nothing else.

I feel a stirring between my legs, but I want to wait one more day. I want to make sure it goes right for me and Barbara. I tell her that, but she wants me to touch her more, because she says she needs “release.” 

But suddenly, I feel a very sharp pain in my head. 

I see a dead woman lying on the sidewalk, I see her vividly, and I see another woman in a bathrobe and she kisses me too. I try not to let Barbara see that I am having these disturbing thoughts, because I don’t want her to make me eat the ice cream tomorrow and ruin our plans. I ask her to wait just one more day. 

But suddenly, I’m not so sure I like her anymore and I don’t know why. 

That afternoon, I watch an old episode of The Rifleman on the Western channel. It upsets me. I don’t like looking at Chuck Connors. I get a feeling he wants to kill me. No...he actually tried to. Which is strange, because in the episode, he is kind to his son Mark and only trying to stop a man from hurting them both.

I tremble a little.

There has been a bottle of white wine in the refrigerator for quite some time. A long time ago, Barbara told me that it was okay to have a glass or two once in a while and that’s why they put the bottle there. But I shouldn’t have more than that glass or two, that’s why they would never give me more than that one bottle at a time. That bottle has stayed corked since I came here. I never felt a need for it. 

But tonight, I feel that need.

I drink all the wine, the entire bottle, while I try to make all the disturbing pictures in my head go away. I try to distract myself by watching the Jupiter 2 spaceship struggle through an asteroid storm on Lost in Space, but it does not work. Suddenly, I realize all these old TV shows and movies are boring. Most of them I’ve seen before and other ones, like Judd for the Defense and Ozzie and Harriet, I never liked in the first place. I wonder why we don’t have any news channels. I wonder why there are no books to read, no internet to search, nothing to do except watch TV and listen to music that’s fifty or sixty years old.

Because I have not had alcohol in a very long time, the wine quickly makes me sleepy and I pass out on the couch. It is not a very relaxing sleep, because I have more nightmares. 

I wake up with a headache. It’s morning. Today is supposed to be the day with Barbara and she will be here soon. I sweated a lot last night, so I need to take a shower quickly, before she gets here.

In the shower, I breathe in and out to clear my head. It does seem to be getting clearer every day, without me having to do anything. But, at the same time, I am feeling increasingly tense and nervous. I miss my serenity.

I touch my penis. It responds. I think this is going to work!

But then the shower door opens. Shocked, I turn abruptly to see who it is.

Oh. It’s Barbara. And she’s completely naked. Oh.

She kisses me as the steam from the water surrounds us. She touches my penis. Now it’s really responding. Oh!

We’re back on the bed and I’m inside her. She makes noises. Good noises, not bad ones.

But then something happens and I’m making bad noises. Very bad noises.

Because I see Jules’ face where Barbara’s had been. Jules. I remember her name. Angela. I remember her name. 

The pain is suddenly overwhelming. I finish, but it’s not a pleasant ending. I push Barbara off and roll away from her. I hold my head firmly between my two hands, pushing on it, trying to squeeze the pain out of my brain. And I fall on the floor.

What the fuck. 

I’m not seeing so good, but I can make out this naked woman with a blotch on her cheek standing over me and she’s plenty pissed.

“Tomorrow morning, you eat the ice cream again. This was a BAD IDEA!”

She picks up her clothes
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