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  PREFACE


  WHAT FOLLOWS IS an incredible true story. If these adjectives seem a contradiction, they are not because the story I’m about to relate defies both our senses and the reality we share, yet it is absolutely true.


  In November, 1990, while I was on a business trip to California, Paul Moran, a longtime associate, told me about Tom and Elise Gifford and the trauma they endured while in the Mojave Desert some thirteen months earlier. It was over dinner and in confidence because few people knew of what had occurred.


  Frankly, the Giffords were afraid to tell anyone outside their immediate family and Paul, Tom’s closest friend, for fear of ridicule. Nevertheless, Paul felt it important that I know. As a writer, the story would be of interest to me and Paul knew it. As a friend of the Giffords, he hoped that having someone listen to and communicate their astounding encounter would aid them in at last coming to grips with the experience.


  Tom and Elise Gifford are stable, credible individuals. Tom is a thirty-two year old supervisor of large construction projects. He is a graduate of the University of Redlands where he excelled in football as an all-league linebacker in the early 1980’s. One’s immediate impression upon meeting him holds. Tom is a quietly confident, self-reliant man. The kind of witness any attorney would relish having on his side in a case where the outcome hinged on a single individual’s testimony.


  As a person, Elise Gifford is no less impressive. Like her husband, she is the product of a middle class upbringing and a University of Redlands graduate. Elise is the mother of three: Thomas, age 2½; Zoe, 5 months; and Ashley, yet unborn at the time of their abduction. She is gentle, yet strong-willed, particularly when it comes to her family. The more sensitive of the two, Elise is the recorder of fine detail; the problem solver confronted on the evening of October 22, 1989, with a mystery she and Tom will be forced to contemplate for the rest of their lives.


  This is their story. A crack in the wall, if you will, that offers the rare opportunity to see beyond this reality into another so startingly different that it will change the way you view man’s place in the world forever.


  R.F.


  Mendham, New Jersey


  September, 2015


  “The moon shall bleed its light, And the stars shall fall from the heavens.”


  Revelation 6:12-13


  I: INVASION


  WHEN WE FIRST saw them dropping from the sky we thought it was some kind of military maneuver; maybe for Operation Desert Storm. But it was too massive even for that. I mean, there were thousands of them falling, then rushing toward us.


  So I kicked out the campfire, grabbed my gun, and ran into the back of the camper with Elise. Then we sat there, Indian-style, waiting. Until they came. Thousands of them. Thousands of pairs of tiny, red eyes glowing in the dark around us.


  Tom Gifford


  Chapter One


  La Mirada, California


  October 20, 1989


  12:20 p.m.


  The getaway weekend Tom had promised seemed a godsend, Elise was thinking as she vacuumed the wall to wall carpeting in their living room. Outside, Tom was packing the 1987 Ford pick-up his Dad had lent them for the trip. Complete with campers’ shell, a double bed and fully carpeted interior, she was hopeful its conveniences would make their weekend in the Mojave Desert more bearable.


  Originally, it had started as a hunting trip, an idea she found abhorrent, but now their plans had expanded to include a stop at Cima Dome and sightseeing at Mitchell Caverns. Not exactly a jaunt to the Islands, but these days with the kids and Tom’s hectic schedule, just getting away together was enough to satisfy her. Besides, they’d be camping at Midhills which Tom knew to be clean and well cared for, so it wouldn’t really be roughing it.


  She flicked off the Electrolux. Her eyes scanned the living room for toys, baby bottles and Zweiback toast; the artifacts a young mom came to expect after having scoured their four bedroom ranch-style home for the better part of the morning. Call her the nervous type or just plain conscientious, but she wanted the house to look right. After all, Tom’s parents weren’t obliged to babysit and agreeing to take care of the kids for the weekend was a big favor. The least she could do was to see to it that the place was clean, with beds made and dishes done. She bent down to retrieve a ‘Transformer’ Tom Jr. had tucked away beneath the coffee table.


  Elise turned the plastic toy inward so that the spaceship converted into a tiny, green monster howling up from the center of her palm. The face was twisted grotesquely, whether in fierceness or in pain she could not tell. She studied it for a drawn moment. Why on earth would a silly toy like this seem so strangely significant? she wondered before tossing it into the toy chest in the corner of the room.


  “Thomas! Tommy, where are you?” she called. Elise Gifford padded through the hallway and into the baby’s bedroom looking immediately to the crib where Zoe, their five month old, lay fitfully sleeping. Her hair was blonde and her skin fair like Elise’s. Her legs and body were long and extended beneath the cotton blanket. ‘Gonna make a fine sprinter someday,’ Elise reflected in a flash of memories back to her track days at Chaffey High. ‘A natural born runner.’


  The thought had no sooner passed through her mind when she caught sight of Tom Jr. Already a climber at 2½ years of age, he was on the other side of the crib attempting to scale the guardrail! She rushed across the room in time to catch him, then shook her head at the futility of it all.


  “You little monkey!” she scolded holding his face six inches from her own. “You were gonna pounce on your baby sister, weren’t you?”


  She rubbed her nose up against his. He giggled and squirmed as Elise held him back from her again, staring deep into his crystal blue eyes. For a split second she thought she saw something in them; no behind them, that caused her pause. Quite unlike his own, these appeared the wizened, knowing eyes not of a toddler, but of an old man. ‘We know one another well,’ the eyes seemed to be saying. ‘We are the same, you and me, in mind and body and soul.’


  These reflections were interrupted by the sound of Tom’s heavy footfall as his 6′1″, 225 pound frame ambled down the hallway toward Zoe’s room.


  “Where the hell are they?” he pled in exasperation.


  “Shhh,” Elise hissed back at him. “The baby!”


  He held up his right hand in a gesture of compliance. “Sorry, I didn’t know she was sleeping. . . .”


  She screwed her eyes to the ceiling, feeling every minute of their five-year marriage, then gathered Tom Jr. in her arms.


  “Have you called?” she asked once they’d entered the hallway.


  “Yeah, yeah, I called. There’s no answer.”


  She planted Tom Jr. feet-first on the carpet, then bent down to tie his shoe.


  “Then, they’re on their way. There’s no need to have a heart attack about it! You’ll get to shoot your deer or buck or whatever it is you’re after. I swear, sometimes I think you’re more of a little boy than your son!”


  “It’s a buck,” he pouted. “The kind of four-point buck I’ve been after every year for fifteen years out in the Mojave!”


  Tom marched from the hallway into the foyer, then out the front door. Tom Jr. dawdled after him as Elise watched, still on one knee. “Men! ” she swore quietly to herself.


  Once outside, Tom walked to the back of the truck in the driveway. He extended the tailgate reaching beyond the gas stove, blankets and cooler to grab the 7mm Browning Magnum that hung on a rack above the fold-down bed on the camper’s right side. He held the weapon up, sight to eye, then took aim. In his mind’s eye he could see the mule deer, near big as a horse, like he’d seen it one week before. Big as it was, tracking the huge animal down and locating it once you did was no easy feat. Its grayish color was indistinguishable from the pinyon pine, shrub pines and high sand; so much so that more than once he’d heard of hunters suddenly discovering a three hundred pound buck not fifteen feet from them!


  It wasn’t like that when Ron, his 26 year old brother, Dad and he were out in California’s high desert near Tabletop Mountain at the opening of hunting season. No, he had the buck all right. Not one hundred yards off in the distance, poised like a statue on a knoll just north of them. Since he’d found it, it was his shot. His chance to bag a magnificent specimen, huge with a four-point rack of antlers, directly in his gun sight. But he missed! Goddamn failed, he cursed, letting the weapon fall back down to his side; and he wasn’t used to failing; not in football where he played first team middle linebacker for the University of Redlands; and not in business where, as Project Manager for Southwest Construction, he never missed an opportunity for a sale, always bringing his project in on time and under budget! Hunting was no different. It was determination that paid off in the long run, Tom always liked to say, and he was out to prove it again this weekend.


  Tom returned the Browning to its rack beneath the shell of the camper. Tom Jr. had climbed onto the tailgate and was worming his way through the menagerie of camping equipment. Tom took him into his arms.


  “Your Daddy’s gonna bag that deer, Tommy,” he promised. “You wait and see. On Monday night, after we come back, the whole family’s gonna have one hell of a venison dinner.”


  It was then that Tom heard the long-awaited sound of his Dad’s Chevy Lumina parking curbside. The engine stopped, two car doors opened and slammed as Tom Jr. wrestled his way out of Dad’s arms and down to the ground.


  “Jeez, what took you so long?” he called.


  His Dad, whom they called Wolfy because of his white hair and sharp, wolfish features, smiled broadly, proud to display the overspill of paunch that had crept over his beltline during the past couple of years. He collected Tom Jr. into his arms.


  “Barstow’s not around the corner, you know. We hit traffic on I-15. What’s the hurry anyway?”


  “Easy for you to say,” his son joked. “All you’ve got to look forward to is babysittin’. I’m on my way to bag a four-pointer!”


  “I wish you luck after last week. You deserve it, son.”


  Carole, Tom’s Mom, came up beside Wolfy. He passed Tom Jr. into her open arms. Tall and thin in contrast to her ex-Marine husband’s stout frame, her red hair was cut short in a pixie style that flattered her longish face, high cheekbones and distinctive features.


  “Well, if you do get that buck make sure he’s gutted and cleaned before you bring him home. My God, the mess your father’s put me through over the years with his hunting!”


  Elise appeared in the doorway opening the screen door halfway as Carole neared the entrance. “Hi Folks! Zoe’s asleep, her formula’s in the fridge and Tom’s already eaten lunch.”


  The father and son watched as they disappeared into the foyer.


  “You know, Dad, if it’s all the same to you, I’d just as soon get on the road. We’re all packed and it’s already past noon.”


  Wolfy just nodded knowing how his son could be once he’d gotten an idea in his head.


  Inside the house, Elise leaned over the safety rail of Zoe’s crib. She kissed the sleeping infant tenderly as Carole looked on from the doorway, Tom Jr. at her side.


  “Come on, Elise, it’s showtime!” her husband’s baritone boomed from the foyer.


  She straightened up, then gave her mother-in-law a look of exasperation. Walking from the room, Elise took Tom Jr. in her arms.


  “Now you be a good little boy for your Grandma and Wolfy,” she instructed.


  “Mommy go?” he asked.


  “Yes,” she answered, the uneasiness of moments before returning, “Mommy go bye-bye.”


  12:45 p.m.


  TOM AND ELISE were all too familiar with the snarls of stop and go traffic on the 605 Freeway and like most southern Californians had learned to take it in stride. In the forefront of Tom’s mind was the freedom this long weekend had come to represent. Shuttling between jobs at the Norwalk State Hospital and ongoing Metrorail construction in Long Beach had left him tapped out emotionally. Traffic, budgets, unions — Jesus, the list of problems seemed endless. Yet, here he was about to break loose from the tentacles of L.A.; way loose to the familiarity and calm of the Mojave. And underlying it all, he thought, a smile of anticipation passing over his lips, was the buck. Totally unlike the day-to-day bureaucracy he’d become embroiled in with the state and local governments at work, here was his chance to hit the mark; to crack that sucker and take him out once and for all.


  He glanced momentarily to Elise who was locked in her own reveries of kids and how she and Tom had finally decided on the trip. It was the Thursday before, she recalled, when his parents, who lived in Barstow, offered to babysit for them. They’d gone to dinner at Rosita’s, a neighborhood restaurant, when after two Margueritas, Tom broke the news.


  The week before he’d missed the opportunity of a lifetime, he’d told her, and wanted desperately to go after that buck. What’s more, he was leaving this weekend and wanted her to come along!


  Elise’s first response was ‘no’ on principle because she genuinely disliked the idea of tracking some poor animal through the desert, then killing it. But Tom could be persuasive and felt guilty about leaving her home for weekends back-to-back. “Point is, it doesn’t have to be just hunting,” he’d promised. “There’s Cima Dome, Tabletop Mountain, Mitchell Caverns. I tell you, Elise, staring down from on top of those mountains is like standin’ on the edge of the world.”


  No doubt he was right. There wasn’t anyone she knew who understood more about the Mojave than Tom. So, given the fact that his parents had already agreed to take the kids and that she could use a break from the house anyway, she agreed.


  Elise gazed from out of the passenger window. They were headed east on I-15. Already the roadside was taking on the tan, barren look of a desert.


  “Nice of my folks to watch the kids like this, eh babe?”


  “Awful nice,” said Elise stretching her long arms to the trucktop and yawning. “I just hope they behave; especially Thomas.”


  “He’s at that age all right. Into everything.”


  “Yep. But you know lately, it’s more than that; something different I’ve been noticing. I’m not sure what.” Elise reached behind the front seat and into the cooler for a can of Coke. She pulled open the fliptop, then took a sip.


  “You know how close we are; especially since he was sick with that heart problem.”


  “Yeah. . . .”


  “Well, you may not believe this, but lately I can tell what he’s thinking. Honest. And know what else? He can tell what I’m thinking, too. Even before we speak. He looks at me and I know that he understands. We just do it, or get it, with no words exchanged. We just know.” Tom took a gulp of soda, then depressed the gas pedal down to the floor as traffic became non-existent.


  “I suppose that most moms feel that way about their kids.”


  “No, not like this, Tom. It’s deeper than that; it’s in his eyes and just not the same at all with Zoe.”


  “Hey, I believe you!” Tom clowned, seeing the seriousness in her eyes. “Honest! I’m just a guy tryin’ to shoot a deer this weekend. Overspent budgets, town council meetings, clairvoyant kids . . . all of it fifty miles away and likely to get a lot farther.” He bent down to produce a glass jar filled with quarters from beneath the truck seat. “But in case you forgot this is a vacation, I thought we might stop at Whiskey Pete’s to try our luck at the slots before we turn in for the night at Midhills.” The gravity of Elise’s concerns seemed to lift like fog in the midday sun. She leaned over to give him a peck on the cheek.


  “Sounds fine to me,” she revelled, taking a swig of Coke. “Let’s take these quarters and go win us some money!!”


  The driving time that followed was a period of introspection for both of them. Certainly there were times during their five years together when Elise and Tom wondered if their marriage would last, and it might not have, had it not been for Elise’s Mormon upbringing and devotion to family. Early along there were the finances that left them barely able to make their rent each month. Then came baby Thomas and his hospitalization, the loss of Elise’s income and most recently Tom’s long hours on the road and at work. These moments of doubt were few and, in the long run, left them closer than ever; but there were other occasions of equal intensity when both knew they were meant to spend their lives together. The birth of Zoe five months earlier and the last half year generally was a time like that. Fact is, at this early stage of life, they had it made. Tom’s work was demanding, but he’d have it no other way, Tom Jr.’s health was back 100% and their marriage seemed to have broken through the early hurdles to be tempered, strong and enduring.


  Such was their disposition as they grabbed a late dinner at a steakhouse near Nipton, then crossed the border into Nevada. This was their time to let loose and they did, Tom swigging a Coors as he played blackjack and Elise sipping from a Long Island Iced Tea as she tried her hand at the slots. In the lounge, a country western band blasted Charlie Daniels rockabilly, which was just fine with Elise, who loved to dance and found Tom a willing partner once he’d won $150 at the tables.


  Listen to music, gamble and dance to the early morning; not a bad way for two homebodies to begin three days away from the rat race existence of southern California. By 2 a.m., exhausted and $70 richer, Tom and Elise began their double back from Nevada to the Midhills camp site some ninety miles away.


  “Well, we won, didn’t we?” Elise asked, the excitement of the night still with her.


  “Yeah, we did,” Tom answered absently, trying to navigate the fog and rain that shrouded the I-15.


  “Weather’s sure changed.”


  “Like that in the desert. Especially this time of year.”


  Elise shivered. She folded her arms close to keep warm, peering idly from out of the passenger side window as they turned off the highway headed toward the New York mountains. Over the past four hours the temperature had dropped nearly thirty degrees and a driving wind had pick up, pelting the truck with sand as it knifed through the thick, clinging mist.


  An eerie chill passed through her as she gazed beyond the rafts of fog to the silhouette of volcanic formations. They rose up from the desert floor like enormous waves of earth, accentuated by an occasional Joshua tree whose spiked branches jutted skyward like clawing fingers into the night. Tom had told her about the mining operations that flourished here in the 1800’s and how even now this alien terrain of canyons and craters was the source of cerium, lanthanum and dozens of other rare earths with science fiction names related to high tech super conductivity.


  Her thoughts were shattered by the screeching sound of burning rubber as she was thrown forward into the dashboard.


  “Jesus, Tom!”


  The truck stopped dead.


  “Sorry. We must have hit a washed-out section of the road. With the fog it’s tough to see.”


  “How much farther to Midhills?”


  “Too far to go in this weather.” He hesitated. “I was thinkin’ it might


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  “The devil might be a presence from another universe. We might be fighting an implaccable enemy out there and the devil might be the agent of the implaccable enemy with God as the tired general fighting that war with his own agents of hope."


  —Norman Mailer


  David Frost Interview


  November, 1992
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