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Dedicated to veterans everywhere who have marched to orders from above even when the heart has begged otherwise.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
“I have set before you life and death, the blessing
 and the curse; therefore, choose life, that both you
and your descendants may live.”
 — Book of Deuteronomy
 
 

Chapter 1
I looked at the screen, and — behold — there appeared a huge mushroom-like cloud, the likeness of which I had never seen, other than like those in photographs from my history book when I was a kid back in high school so long ago.
I’m not a timid man. Never have been. Decorated veteran of the Vietnam conflict, but this, this juggernaut was like nothing you could ever imagine. Gargantuan in its breadth, even more so in what it did to your inner psyche: exploding from its epicenter, then enveloping your soul, your very being, and then, almost snakelike, worming its way into your consciousness in a way that seared memory. You could never forget it — in a sense, not even beyond death — a product not so much of man’s hatred of others, but, rather, of himself.
And death and the seemingly eternal darkness are what it brought to us, the survivors, the forgotten ones, like the memories I have — and always will — of gazing up into night blackness in Vietnam, trying to configure the constellations in some sickening attempt to keep grips on my sanity, wondering when Charlie and assorted Viet Cong would slither out from predawn jungle hideaways and slit our throats. But this one was IT; this was the one that spread out its tentacles everywhere. So, it is with this faraway, half-dreamlike memory, somehow burned indelibly into the forefront of my brain, that I look back at our own mammoth denial and self-delusion presaging the nightmare of living hell come riding to earth. How I survived it all, I don’t know. Or have I? That is, I’m here, physically, but some parts of me, maybe most of me, are dead. Dead. Dead. Dead. Forever. I don’t know what part of me left over I want to share. This is the story of survival, consummate survival. This is the story, constructed from my own meticulous diary, of those who looked over the edge, saw the past, present, and future in one glance, and tried to carry on, our egos shattered as well as the American society to which we had wedded our hopes and dreams for a better world for ourselves, our kids, and our kids’ kids. Somehow, we survived to the best of the ability God saw fit to bestow upon us.
I was already well into feeling middle-aged, fresh out from a prestigious graduate school nestled in my native New England hills and with another degree in tow, this time in the humanities, and not much else. With a newly-splintered marriage and the overall post-Cold War economy again heating up, yet with no job prospects for me within the walls of academe, my future looked dim and just plain tedious. Damn depressing. Until I met Mark Mercotti.
Soldier sphinx. Steady of hand and pony of tail, Mark had done time in ‘Nam, was about my age, and like myself had gotten himself decorations pinned to his tit and nightmares pitted into his head. Recipient of the Silver Star. He had been a member of the First Cavalry Division in ‘Nam and again, like me for a brief time previously, had done a stint with the most fucked-up unit in the US Army — the Eighth US Army in Korea. Not that Mark totally disliked Army life; he had been an outstanding field-grade officer with about fifteen years in service. Yet, when it came down to the long haul, as careers go, at fifteen years or so, he’d said he had had enough. Mark’s last long-term assignment had been in military intelligence. Something to do with aerial phenomena.
***
“How ya doin’, buddy?” A throaty, masculine voice that sounded like Mark’s burst forth from my right. Nursing a rum and Coke as I steadied myself on my stool at the local pub, I caught a glimpse of a hulking figure lumbering toward me. There he was: tall, clean-shaven with a strong, chiseled profile, well over two hundred solid pounds, and looking like he had somehow been stuffed into his mauve out-of-style leisure suit. He wore his still-luxuriant, jet-black hair in a short ponytail and a single tiny gold earring in his left ear. Unusual, I thought, for an ex-military officer. Somebody still stuck in the 70s. “What’d you say the name of this place was?”
“Central Cafe.”
“Central Cafe? Ah, yeah; that’s it. Didn’t have much trouble finding it. Not in a town this size at any rate.”
“Good. Sit down.”
“Thanks.”
“What are you drinking?”
“Uh, make it a Budweiser,” he nodded to the bartender.
“No Buds available today, Bud. How about a Miller?”
“Uh — no, I prefer Budweiser. In that case, give me a seltzer water.”
Yes, he fit my very first impression: soldier of steady habits. “So, what’s up?” I asked pensively. The rum and Coke went down easily.
“Well, remember what we started talking about back on that hike in the Berkshire Mountains last month? The time we went out to Mount — “
A sudden commotion silently erupted to our left. It involved a young couple sitting diagonally across the counter — a boyfriend-girlfriend squabble. Couldn’t have been more than a couple of years out of high school. Then for some unexplained reason, other faces focused upon all four of us at the counter.
“Look, let’s sit in that booth over there,” Mark said, one tone above a whisper. “I really wouldn’t want this to get out to anybody else. Besides, the damn smell’s killing me.” The place was starting to get musty.
Not knowing what to make of this sudden confession, other than the fact that military intelligence had made him semi-paranoid, I grabbed my drink, and we walked over and sat down. The place, a plain no-frills eatery in my hometown’s swanky downtown district, was fast filling up with a lunchtime crowd. Yodeling cowboy lyrics from a nearby jukebox began to fill the air, and it was getting hot and stuffy.
“Look, guy,” he said earnestly, leaning over on his elbows, “I know you may think this a bit much, but I really gotta keep this stuff low, low-key, see?”
“Yeah, sure. Have to do what you have to do, Mark. So, what’s the story?” 
He paused, freed his hands, and refocused his glasses, sliding down his nose from the noonday humidity, then looked at me intensely. “OK, where the hell was I?” 
“‘Bout not letting this stuff out because — ”
“Yeah, that was it.” He leaned back, as if to study my reaction and have room still to notice his surroundings. “Well,” he paused, narrowing his eyes, “it all started out in the deserts of east New Mexico in ‘47. July, first week to be exact. I know what kind of stickler you are for details.” He smirked.
“Wait a minute, Mark! Why are you telling me this? Why me?”
“Well, Bill, you’ll know when the time comes. Trust me.”
I’ll never forget the way he paused, as if his revelation held some secret significance.
He focused on my face again, as if to see some hidden fear, some secret misgiving. “We — ah, I mean Army Air Corps — recovered some kind of airborne craft, initially described as a sort of flying disk. Crashed in the deserts about sixty — or was it eighty?— miles northwest of Roswell, outside some shitkicker place called Corona. There was a rancher first on the scene. Military intelligence had to get him to keep his mouth shut! We couldn’t afford to have this stuff get out!”
“Wait a minute! You’re talking about that alleged flying saucer crash at Corona, aren’t you? There’ve been shows on it, documentaries, on TV.”
“‘Alleged,’ Billy Boy?”
“Now wait a minute — ”
Everybody looked again toward the counter. The squabbling kids had started up again. The girl’s boyfriend, or whatever he was, looked back our way. Steve, the bartender, standing behind them, had a look of resignation on his face, as if he had been through this with them before.
“What the fuck you looking at?” the guy yelled at us.
I got really scared, hoping he meant Mark. Though not much more than a high school kid, he looked formidable in his dirty gray, tight-fitting muscle shirt. The kind of shirt some guys his age wear to show off. Looked like some college football tackle. 
“I said, what the fuck are you looking at, Four Eyes?” I guessed he was referring to Mark’s rather thick glasses. I breathed a sigh of relief. “I’m talkin’ to you!”
“Honey, please….” moaned the girl.
“Shut up!” He rammed her into the next bar stool. Hard. Then got off his. I don’t remember exactly what happened next; I was trying to keep my mind off the ever-increasing heat. I think Mark was already on his feet; it all happened so damned quick. I do remember Mark standing momentarily just off to the right, the much-maligned glasses sitting contentedly on our table. Then it looked like the kid had second thoughts. Didn’t matter. The kid had moved too close. Mark let him have it — an open hand thrust right to the throat followed by a lightning-fast headlock. The kid squealed like a little pig. Some women screamed. Everyone backed off. There was a loud thud. Mark had rammed the kid’s head into the counter, knocking him semi-conscious. He staggered. Mark grabbed him by his ear.
“Next time, son, pay attention to what comes out of the mouth.” Mark repositioned him on his stool. The kid slumped over, his meaty arms dangling from his sides, a rivulet of blood trickling down his neck, a tiny puddle beginning to form next to his stool. The cowboy on the jukebox finally stopped his yodeling. 
The kid’s girl had been standing there all along, taking it all in, too stupefied by the violence, by the speed, for any reaction. Or maybe she was just plain glad somebody had finally shut his big, fat mouth. Secretly, I think she liked it. I don’t know. Never inquired. Never said a word to her. It’s a funny thing, violence. Show it on TV, and people pay little attention; see it live, and they get sick. Most of them, at least. Unless you get too numbed by it all … like in ‘Nam. 
Folks were still glaring at us. Steve motioned for us to leave. We didn’t hang around for a second request. It appeared that Steve was familiar with this kind of scene with these kids or whomever. Besides, I was recently back in town — no need to get reacquainted with the police this way.
“Geez, you plugged him good. Damn, Mark, thought you were going to kill that kid.” 
An early spring breeze blowing through the door felt cool on my arms.
Mark positioned his glasses as we made our way out onto the sidewalk and into the hot overhead sun. “Don’t worry. If I’d wanted to hurt him, they’d be calling for the town coroner right now instead of giving him that wet towel.” 
We lingered awhile on the sidewalk. I thought maybe the cops would be there any moment. Wedgemont Police Station was but only a block away. I gave Mark some stupid excuse that I had to get home — pay the landlady and work on some dissertation on epistemology and Molière, or something like that — and would call him later that evening. Fact was, maybe I wasn’t as inured to violence as I’d thought.
“OK, Billy Boy. Gimme a call later, huh?” He straightened out his collar, eyeing me oddly. “Hey, you’re not upset that I –”
“Naw! You kidding? Who, me?”
“Oh, all right. That’s good. Later.”
I watched him as he walked toward the parking lot behind the pub, pausing for a moment to peer into the pub window to check out the kid. It really was time for me to go home, yet I headed for the library to check out a few things about UFOs. What Mark had said thus far was reminiscent of things I heard when I was in uniform myself. Things I couldn’t quite put my finger on, yet, like some half-foggy memory that refused to fade, jabbed at the brain. 
As I look back, nothing else that afternoon was memorable save some library newspaper stories hollering about our national currency sliding long-term against foreign ones. Again. Yeah, as if that mattered to me at the time. No full-time job. Nothing. 
A few days later, I was returning from the Veterans Administration to see my counselor and the unemployment office to see if I qualified for food stamps when I got a call from Mark.
“Billy Boy! What’s doin’? Hey! You don’t mind if I call you ‘Billy Boy,’ do ya?”
I said I didn’t. 
“Got some documents pertaining to what we’ve been talking about I thought you might like to have a look at.”
“You mean about aerial phenomena, pie plates in the sky?”
“Whoa, buddy. Remember what I told you about being ‘low-key’?”
At first, I didn’t; then it hit me. And as I was getting increasingly depressed over my dour-looking employment prospects, and I half-wanted to end the conversation quickly, something about Mark, and something about this aerial phenomenon shit, began to take on a steadily increasing sense of immediacy. I hadn’t realized it then, but I had an all-too-real dream about UFOs in Vietnam. At least, I think I did.
“No ... Yeah ... Wouldn’t know anything about it, really; it wasn’t my business....”
I would meet him that weekend.
The day broke clear and crisp. I woke up to find myself in a sweat, sounds of screaming and goddamned helicopters exploding in my head. Mark was over to the house earlier than agreed upon. I had hardly finished shaving and he was already at the door, again in that mauve leisure suit. Christ, hadn’t he something else to wear? He scanned the neighborhood, nervous-like.
We small-talked about sports and nothingness, the kind of things men say when they’re still too unsure of each other and of themselves. I guess I’m not good at small talk. That’s what my ex-wife used to say, right after we’d return home from something social. Bloody bitch. I felt a bit awkward and sensed the same in Mark. Perhaps it had to do with our earlier incident. I don’t know. I yearned for a smoke but decided against it. I knew Mark didn’t like tobacco smoke. But it was my own home for Chrissakes, even if it was rented in what was obviously the poorest section of town. I had to quit anyway.
He laid his briefcase on the kitchen table and shuffled some papers rather clumsily. One or two dropped to the floor. He knelt, kind of covering them up as if he didn’t want me to see them. Not yet.
“OK, remember, for now, this stuff’s between you and I.”
How I hated it when college-educated guys said, “between you and I.” 
“Let’s have a look.”
He picked up the papers and laid out on the table what appeared to be several poorly reproduced photostatic copies of official government documents, beginning with headings like “Top Secret/ORCON” and “Project Such-and-Such” followed by “Proword” and “OPR.” One was titled something to the effect of “For the President’s Eyes Only.” Mark pushed up his sleeves. I browsed through the copies. 
“It all started right after World War II,” he said. “Like I was saying back at the pub, in 1947 in New Mexico. Some put it — ”
“Some what?”
“Some of the earlier researchers put it as early as ‘43 during the war itself, during a tryout of a little-known top-secret project called Rainbow having to do with invisibility and teleportation of warships. The Navy was overseeing it. In fact, Einstein played a pivotal role, although it looks like he tried to hide it. And you thought the Manhattan Project was secret?”
“Go on.” I put down the papers.
“The Navy was working with Einstein’s Unified Field Theory, trying to put it to practical wartime use. As it happened, it’s reported that they did actually teleport a warship from the Navy dockyards in Norfolk to — and this is where it sounds really crazy — to another dimension or something. Don’t ask me exactly where. Anyways, it was gone for about thirty minutes. It was reported the guys on board, think it was forty-two, saw spirits, alien beings, and UFOs, and the experience made them crazy. One sailor went public with it. At least tried to. The Navy shut him down and has disavowed knowledge of the incident ever since. Believe it or not, Hollywood did a movie on essentially the basic facts I’ve given you.”
“So, so why isn’t it known? I mean, why hasn’t somebody come out with the story definitively?”
“That’s it! You see, the government can’t. Can’t let it out. It’d cause too much of a panic, as lame as that sounds, and you gotta realize the whole thing, UFOs and all, is being investigated from a weapons research development point of view. Besides, it’s all so bizarre that who’d believe it at face value anyhow?” 
I had been so absorbed that it was only at that moment that I became aware of my next-door neighbor’s dog barking. “And what about UFOs?”
“They’re called AVCs or Alien Visitation Crafts within intel. Anyhow, that was next, in ‘47. First time we ever got hard-core physical evidence. I’m telling you….” He composed himself. “Couple of them crashed in New Mexico, like I said. The one by Corona carried four aliens. Dr. Bronk, one of twelve original investigators appointed to an ultra-secret presidential panel to report to Truman — the panel was called Majestic-12 — nicknamed them EBE, for Extraterrestrial Biological Entities, until a better term could be agreed upon. Bronk was the one who did the first autopsies. The panel was headed by Dr. Vannevar Bush, one of the country’s preeminent scientists at the time. Ever hear of him?”
I said I wasn’t sure.
“Doesn’t surprise me. He wasn’t internationally known like Einstein. Incidentally, evidence points to the probability that the panel continues today.”
I glanced at a couple of the documents. Mark pointed out one referring to the MJ-12 panel. “You said there were ‘a couple of them.’ What happened to the other?”
“That’s mentioned here too someplace. Anyways, the crash was about one hundred and fifty miles from Corona, west. In good condition.”
“You mean occupants?”
“No, the craft.”
“Any of them ever survive?”
“Yes.”
“What happened?”
“Another crash occurred in ‘49. There was one survivor, EBE-1. He died in 1952.”
“Died in 1952? And just how the hell was this all kept secret?”
“You have to understand this was — is — considered ‘Above Top Secret.’ He was kept — I believe it was at Los Alamos. I’d have to go back and check on details. It’s all pretty confusing.”
“That’s an understatement.”
“Naval Intelligence Support has primary field operational responsibility; from there information is funneled to the Director of the CIA, whose job it is to coordinate with MJ-12 and the president directly. The president might not even be fully appraised of what’s going on.”
He meant ‘apprised.’ 
“How do you mean, ‘not fully appraised’?” 
“I mean, even the president doesn’t have the highest security clearance. You were in intel. Thought you might have known that.”
I told him I didn’t, though I had heard rumors to that effect. My head began to hurt.
“My own gut feeling is that presidents, ever since Kennedy, are not being kept appraised of all details, like many of us believed they should be.”
“What makes you think that?”
“Gut feeling.”
I had the distinct impression Mark knew more than he was letting on. I knew instinctively by now not to push too hard. “OK. Between you and me, where does that leave it all now?”
He repeated my question. “Well....” He tugged at his shirt collar, loosening it as if the revelations were making him squirm. “It means that the whole thing is the biggest secret in history.”
Obviously, I thought.
“It means that soon it’ll be too late.”
“Too late? Too late for what?”
He eyed me. Coolly. “Too late for most of us. Too late for just about every unlucky bastard on the planet, ‘cept maybe those who go underground.”
“What the f — ” I caught myself. Since ‘Nam, I had picked up the tempting habit of ubiquitous cursing. I was trying to stop. I was even told by a female colleague that I had said ‘fuck’ once quite casually in formal company, at an official academic function at that. I was surprised. Academics have to watch what comes out of their mouths, either in class or official events.
This sudden eruption of emotion appeared to delight him. It was as if he were waiting for some display of intense feelings about all this. He leaned back on his heels, making his stature loom even larger. I realized what had caused my headache. His damn aftershave lotion. Bad enough he had to wear that same silly suit. He folded his arms across his chest, enhancing his already considerable aura of authority.
“What the heck are you talking about?” I was excited.
A wan smile eased across his face; then, almost as suddenly, his manner changed from earnestness to passive engagement. “Really,” he said, “we’d better end it. You’ve had about all you can absorb for one day.”
“Wait a minute. Tell me everything!” I leaned toward him. He stood his ground.
“No, big fella. That’s it for today. Besides, now it’s my time to run. The other stuff entails religion and evolution. Too much to get into now.”
I persisted. I forgot that he couldn’t be swayed. He shook his head. I had to know what he knew. He nodded toward the papers. “Go ahead,” he said, “have another look. Quick.” I devoured the documents ravenously. I sat down to steady myself. I couldn’t read fast enough. He began to fidget.
“Can I keep them? Just to have a look overnight?”
I guess I must have looked too eager, something of a fool. He didn’t have to say no. It was in his eyes. This time I wouldn’t ask twice. He knew he had me where he wanted me.
***
Over the next several days, I thought of our encounter. Constantly. We stayed in touch sporadically. In a sense, that was fine by me. I had too many piddling details to attend to, like those involving my ex-wife, though I craved the answers to what he had titillated me with. Then while playing with Buckie, my neighbor’s big, long-haired mongrel, it dawned on me. Mark said that I had been in Intelligence. This was true, albeit for a short time. I’d never told him that. Or at least I didn’t remember doing so. I wondered aloud at times how he knew. I felt it was I who was starting to look over shoulders. Events of the previous days steamrolled into my mind.
Job hunting was not going well. I was starting to get scared. Bills were beginning to pile up, and resources starting to slim down. After surviving Vietnam, I thought nothing would ever bother me again. I was wrong. My life was playing itself out like a script already read. Apply to this college department, harangue the department secretary on my status, and then more often than not, get some shitass this-position-is-not-to-materialize-after-all-due-to-unexpected- financial-exigencies answer. I constantly had to remind myself I wasn’t seeking work at Harvard. 
It was getting late in the spring and, as academic jobs go, time to get a bit desperate. The good thing was I hadn’t heard from my ex-wife in quite some time. When we’d been in high school, Sheila had been the girl in all the guys’ wet dreams. Fresh off a Norman Rockwell canvas. Now I hoped she had moved out of the area. She hadn’t been bothering me for money. What a relief. It wasn’t to last long. She’d lasso me when I least expected it. It was early Sunday morning. My phone rang.
“William, why in hell haven’t you been in touch, goddammit? Why?”
“Uh, I don’t — ”
“Dammit! You know you’re supposed to. What the hell’s going on with you, anyway?”
“I, uh, d — didn’t even thought — ”
“‘Didn’t even thought’? ‘Didn’t even thought’? What the fuck kind of English is that? English teacher, eh?” She laughed.
“Now, wait a minute. Calm down. Payment’s on its way,” I lied. “It’ll be there in the blink of an eye.”
“In the blink of an eye and your ass! If I haven’t heard from you by the end of next week....” She let her voice trail off. There was a pause. Then she yelled, “You know what the hell you have to do! I know you’re lying, not by what you say, but by what you don’t.”
I said nothing and just sat there in a fool’s fog.
“William, William, you playing games with me again?” She shrieked in ever-louder shrillness. “Speak to me, damn you! You’re always so damn indecisive!”
I assured her I was not playing games.
“And when you start working in September, I want to know where it is! What solid prospects have you had since March?”
“Several.”
“‘Several’? Where?”
“You know, several — ”
“No, I don’t know!” She sarcastically emphasized “don’t.”
“Several down South and up North. Two-bit junior colleges and religious-affiliated institutions.”
She uttered something like, “Uhm.” That always meant she didn’t believe me. I wanted to smash down the phone. Another period of silence. “Did that Yale seminar lead anywhere, the one where you were supposed to give your paper on e-piss-ta-me-jee — I can’t even say it.” She meant epistemology.
“The Yale seminar?” I didn’t correct her; it wasn’t at Yale. It wouldn’t have mattered to you if it had been at Idiots Anonymous, I thought to myself. “Yeah, that went off OK.” She laughed hilariously.
“William?”
“Yes?”
“You’re such a stupid fuck! With all the education you’ve got, you’d think by now, why, you’d think by now — ah, forget it.... When you going to settle down and get a real job, the kind that a man can help support his wife and kids with, if we were to have any?” 
I hung up the phone. Maybe I was a ‘stupid fuck.’ All I knew at that moment was I had had enough.
I wasn’t doing anything in the way of dating since the breakup. Didn’t socialize much. For all the punishment she dished out, I was still secretly half-yearning for reconciliation. I knew it’d never work. No matter how hard I tried. Sometimes a thing just dies out between a man and a woman. Or maybe they never had it, only thought they had — created the whole damned thing in their heads and transferred it between their legs. Or was it the other way around? I was scared of dating again. Besides, the girls — or “women,” as they insist upon — I met in grad school or at work were not my type. Fat or looked half-lesbian. Sheila? Sheila was gorgeous — at least on the outside. 
There was this girl I had taken “Modern Interpretations of Feminist Literature” with. Julie. I thought of her — a lot. Great body. Only one in the whole bloody program. I’d dial her number. Got it when everybody in class exchanged them to ‘keep in touch,’ although we all knew we never would. After the first ring, I’d slam down the receiver. I wasn’t good at this. Socially constipated. Strange, but I wasn’t like that when I’d been in the Army. Must have been because I was then in Asia or something, women there having fewer expectations.
I was staying in touch with Mark by volition and with Sheila by decree. Mark assured me he was willing to go over additional details of his UFO disclosures.
***
The days continued to slide by. As the temperature increased, so did my anxiety. Still no full-time job prospects. That would mean I’d have to continue working part-time at the local university and at whatever two-bit jobs I could line up. Spring cleanup of senior citizens’ homes in town and the like. Damned hard work, but the pay was good and out of the sight of the tax man.
I did get a call from, of all people, Julie. She was going to suggest that we go out for dinner; I just knew it. Instead, she asked me to make a donation to the Little League team she was coaching. I couldn’t think straight or fast enough on my feet. I knew she wouldn’t call again. I had to propose something — fast. We agreed to keep in touch. That was the best I could manage. 
Then one day, I got an e-mail from a college dean up in New Hampshire. I had just about given up on securing a fall position. This looked good, though it had the ‘-t’ in ‘Watson’ misspelled with a ‘-d.’ Couldn’t even get my damned name straight. It said my phone had been out of order or was malfunctioning, and would I please contact them ASAP, collect, about an interview? I was already imagining all sorts of things when I realized I had better calm down. Perhaps I would interview only to make their predetermined candidate look legitimate. I had experienced this before. I thought of giving Mark a call, asking him if he’d like to accompany me on the trip; he was a computer salesman, and I was sure he’d be able to take time off. And, after all, he did say he wanted to fill me in on the UFO questions I still had running around in my head. But just as quickly, my thoughts ran to Julie. I’d rather have her company, for this trip at any rate. I vowed to ask her. I became the dreamer; she the dreamed.
We would go during the academic spring break. I knew she roomed with a girlfriend and, like me, was looking for a teaching assignment. I rehearsed the invitation over and over in my head, trying to imagine every minute detail, rebutting every possible objection she could proffer. We’d take my motorcycle. Afraid? We’d go by car. We’d stop in Boston’s Chinatown for dinner. Didn’t like Chinese food? No problem, we’d go elsewhere. I tried to make it sound more-than-fascinating. I finally dug up the courage. 
No, she couldn’t — or wouldn’t?— go; thanks for asking. Period. Didn’t even offer a cursory maybe-some-other-time.
That brought me back to Mark. By now, I convinced myself I’d rather have a man’s company anyway. We both liked survivalist-type camping, something you could hardly do with most women, and perhaps we could turn it into a weekend trip. But first, I needed to get a date from the college.
Then Mark said he couldn’t make it but thanked me for asking. I would take myself. Besides, now that meant I’d be free to take off on a dogleg if I wanted — no need to come up with a justification for anybody. I received an interview appointment for the week after the following.
While I was packing my camping gear a day or two before departure, Mark called to say that, yes, he should be able to make it after all. “I’d love for us to go to Lake Winnipesaukee,” he gushed, though I told him there wouldn’t be time, and then he said he’d go anyhow. We would leave first thing Friday morning; the interview was set for late afternoon, and we wouldn’t return till Saturday evening or early Sunday. At least I would have company.
***
Spring came in spurts that year. Unusually steady winds were keeping summer-like temperatures from arriving early; since Vietnam, I’ve had an aversion to hot weather. The redolence of early lilacs hung in the air, and I couldn’t get over the number of robins there were. Yellowish-orange crocuses and brilliant hyacinths at the edge of my landlady’s front yard came up “bee-you-tee-ful” this spring, she said, and that we should all be grateful for God’s grace, particularly right after Easter. She was an elderly, plump Puerto Rican widow with a remarkable green thumb. Everything on her small plot was budding in complementary hues of greens, reds, blues, and yellows. Even the colors of her laundry, when hung out to dry, appeared to match the surroundings. Looking back, little did I realize it then; springtime’s breath was one to be treasured. It felt great to be alive. 
I had my own loft over her house yet felt hemmed in nonetheless. I yearned to get away from the sterile homogeneity that came with the expanding mindless commercial development swallowing up what had been my cozy hometown of Wedgemont. I needed to get out into open countryside. The New Hampshire trip would do me good, I reflected, and might help to veer my thoughts away from Sheila and Julie. If I got the job, I felt I would take to countryside more reminiscent of traditional New England well, but I wasn’t raising my expectations. Disappointment had been my only reliable companion back then.
Mark came over again earlier than expected, waking up Buckie and with her everybody else. He hadn’t thrown off the soldier’s habit of early rising, something I’d sloughed off years ago. He was in unusually high spirits and, in lieu of cheap aftershave, was wearing his scintillating Hollywood smile. Maria, the landlady, could never quite get over how handsome he was in her eyes, alternately swooning between “muy guapo!” and “Oh, papacito — eef I only met heem twentee jeers ahgo!” It was true; this time he looked even more “guapo.” He had traded in his glasses for contact lenses; it made him look younger, less intellectual, he said. In Vietnam, he said, guys wearing glasses in combat looked like guys right out of a biology lab. Meanwhile, Maria had invited us downstairs for last-minute coffee, no doubt to gaze more at Mark than to be ladylike nice to me. I told Mark to go down without me. Perhaps if I left her alone with him for a few minutes, she would be extra nice to me when I got back.
The sun was already shining strong in the east, signaling a promising day. As we walked toward the driveway, Maria remarked how ridiculous I would look dressed in a suit and tie under my weather suit while driving the motorcycle. That reminded me of something Sheila would spit out. But I knew Maria meant no slight. I removed my tie.
Mark straddled the backseat; I got on in front. Maria waved good-bye, all the while her eyes glued to Mark. We edged our way out slowly, taking extra care not to accidentally run over Maria’s beloved crocuses. With the start-up of the bike, Buckie began yelping and yomping all over again. “Joo ‘ave ah save treep,” Maria yelled over the crescendo of the engine as we pulled away.
The spring air felt good flowing over my body. I felt alive. Mark appeared to be enjoying himself as well. 
We seemed to fly the next few hours over the highways and byways cutting through greening towns dotting the southern New England countryside, towns with names like New Britain and Manchester, Pequabeck and Wapping, names that echoed New England’s lost British and Indian heritage, lost to the sprawling rot of ever-sprouting national chain stores and fast-food franchises, car washes, and faceless shopping plazas. The artificiality of it all was overwhelming. 
We roared through Hartford and Worcester, arriving in Boston well before noon. “Let’s lunch in Chinatown,” I hollered over the engine rumble. 
“All right by me, Billy Boy,” Mark shot back. I considered what it would have been like if Julie had gone with me. “Probably would be complaining about damn-near everything,” I thought out loud. Mark’s strong grip on my hips felt good. It reminded me of the time I dragged out a big, raw-boned Polish kid from Minnesota, Army PFC Kablinski, from a bomb blast on Tran Quay Cap Street in downtown Saigon, blood oozing from his legs, just above the kneecaps, his arms squeezing me as I dragged him to safety. Years later, as I reflect upon it, it made me feel wanted, needed. I had hardly developed a man’s friendship since my discharge. I missed the military camaraderie. Still, I missed a woman’s hands more.
We got back on the road and headed north, crossing over into New Hampshire earlier than expected. Towns sailed by more slowly; perhaps it was the roomier countryside that made it appear so. We passed Manchester; it wouldn’t be much farther. The spring air felt cooler.
Well into the New Hampshire woods, we pulled over by a deserted stream for a break. We made our way over to what almost resembled a man-made arbor. Mark began massaging his feet.
“I get a funny feeling, still, when I’m around Orientals, you know,” Mark exclaimed without notice. “I don’t know. Don’t hate them or anything. I know they looked at it over there as their calling too. Just sometimes I feel like I can’t trust them. Like they’re going to come at me from behind. Know what I mean?” We were sitting on a bed of cool, moist pine needles; he looked like he was far away. Though too early in the season, what smelled like newly cut hay from a nearby farm wafted our way. 
I told him I understood. Maybe more than he realized. I figured out then why he’d insisted on our being seated backs to the wall when we had stopped at the Vietnamese restaurant back in Boston. Faces there shook some not-too-distant memories for both of us.
“I mean, here the goddamn Army is telling us to call them ‘gooks’ and yet, when it’s all over, you know, like, if you ever used that term in peacetime, they’d drum you out of the service before you could zip up your fly after taking a leak.”
I knelt by the stream to rinse out my mouth. 
“You know what I’m saying, Bill?” He looked at me. Hard. The kind of look I had not seen in a long time. “And you know what it was like when we got back home.” He mumbled things about his return, how his sister didn’t want to talk to him. He shook his head. “God bless America.” We didn’t say anything for a long time.
“Goddammit!” He dropped his head between his legs and cupped his ears in his hands as if he wanted to drown out the moment, the horror of yesterday, the reality of today. Cackling from a distant bird shattered the silence.
I didn’t know what to do. I took a step toward him, cracking a dried tree limb, half-wanting to put my arms around him, as I did that big Polish kid, but I was too embarrassed. My own eyes had gotten a mist on them and I looked away. Anger inside me that I thought had died down was still there. Undiminished. I looked back. I couldn’t tell if he was crying or not. Whatever it was, I knew then as I looked down at him, now smaller and almost pitiful, there would always be something special about that frozen-framed moment....
We rolled under a vine-covered steel archway: ‘Swenson College. Est. 1947.’ Again, I couldn’t get the topic of UFOs out of my head. Mark and I had agreed we would talk about it over more documents when we got back. I was supposed to be focusing on the interview, for Chrissakes. The campus appeared quiet. 
The interview did indeed go smoothly. Answers to questions on the applications of Burke’s rhetorical pentad, recent theories of phallocentrism in feminist literature, finer distinctions of Rogerian arguments in communication analyses were all bandied about with as much ease as you could say how-do-you-do. Dean Rodgers, the bow-tied and British-accented interview committee chief, would preface every other question with “And now for your analysis, Mr. Watson?” while curling his big handlebar mustache, pausing to peer over the edge of his glasses at the other committee members in a ridiculously ingrained repertoire aimed at intimidating his subordinates while puffing up his own bloated sense of worldly importance. His appearance, prissy as it was, when coupled with his oversized bouffant hairdo held together with plenty of hair spray, gave him a surreal look, like some Sunday comic strip character come to life. 
Later, I walked over to meet the college president for tea, at which time we talked about absolutely nothing, and then hurried across the spacious campus square toward the library where Mark was killing time. Rock music from the 80s was now blasting out of the second story of the nearby dormitory to my right. Some coeds were standing behind a row of tables, hawking anti-”Violence Against Women” posters in anticipation (another poster read) of some big rally later in the term. 
Mark was seated in a corner, late-afternoon sunshine illuminating the book he cradled in his hands, something about alien abductions, as far as I could make out. I never inquired. As I walked toward him, out of the corner of my eye, I caught a coed behind the bookracks surreptitiously eyeing him.
“How’d it go?” 
“Don’t ask. Who the hell knows? You know when we pointy-heads get together. Couldn’t spit out a straight answer if our lives depended on it.” I laughed. “This queer, the dean, is the funniest character I met all year, Mark.”
He looked upset. “What’s the matter?” I had purposely kept my voice low. “I didn’t say he sexually harassed me, for God’s sake.” I then launched into a mime. Mark laughed. “You should’ve seen this guy.”
The ride back would go slowly. Neither one of us was in a rush to return: I to my loft, Mark to dumping computers onto underworked, overpaid candy-assed office managers, as he put it. Since I met him, Mark had maintained he was seriously considering a career change. To what I didn’t know. Never asked. 
We would camp out that night not far from the college. I was tired more from contemplating the interview than from going through with it or driving up; I needed a rest. Mark, too, looked forward to sleeping out under the stars. We headed westward.
At nightfall, we rumbled off into a public rest area. It was the last one on that stretch of road. The stars began to make a twinkling canopy overhead. Early-evening birds rustled all around us. It was a beautiful night. I half-wished to myself that daylight would never come. There wasn’t a vehicle to be seen in the lot. We planned to bunk down here for the night, which meant I had to get to sleep early. Mark would be up at “0-6-30 hours,” he was still often wont to say, as if the act of early rising wasn’t military-like enough for him. 
The night spring air was nippy; we didn’t care. Mark stretched out and lay on his sleeping bag, not bothering to get in, as if by doing so, he would not fall asleep early and miss out on New England’s early-evening springtime magic. An occasional small animal strayed too close, reminding us that the forest was not sleeping yet either. I had gotten settled after considerable fidgeting, locked my hands behind the nape of my neck, and looked up and into the heavens. Remembrances of night-patrol duty in Vietnam came flashing back. There appeared to be a million stars, starlight so bright, it was almost breathtaking. 
“Ever wonder what it’d be like out there if you could go, visit for one day, one day out of eternity, and visit other worlds?” asked Mark. “And these other lives, other beings, do you think they’d be as violent, as cruel, as we can be? Kill others in the name of God and righteousness?”
I looked back at him. He lay there, smiling, the phosphorescence of moon glow reflected in his face. “Don’t know. But I’ve thought about it. A lot.” I looked back toward the sky. “You know, I used to try to figure out the constellations in ‘Nam on night patrol. Thought that way, maybe I wouldn’t go crazy by dawn, or at least, if Charlie got to me before then, I’d die with some kind of peace of mind.”
“Did it work?”
“No ... no, I don’t think so. Think I did go somewhat crazy. God knows I didn’t retain any peace of mind.”
“Yeah.”
“Funny thing is, you know, after all the time I spent stargazing, only one I thought I could ever identify for sure was the Big Dipper. Ain’t that a bitch!”
We both laughed. A shooting star streaked toward the east. Both of us lay there, mesmerized by the awesomeness and majesty of it all. It was something I found hard to put into words. Fact is, I didn’t think that I would ever make it back alive to the States and that somehow, I had cheated the hands of Fate from prematurely clasping another soul. The times when I used to think about why I got back not crippled, physically at least, would hit me in the stomach, and, if I dwelled on it, it’d make me sick, so I tried not to dwell on it. All I know was that there were guys I went to Wedgemont High with who never made it back to our little hometown, other than in a body bag — if they were that lucky. There were guys killed in a manner I won’t go into; there should be some dignity in death. They were no more than overgrown kids. Goddammit. A passing truck honked its horn, piercing the silence of nightfall.
True to his word, Mark was up by ‘0-6-30 hours,’ rousing me from my slumber, his powerful hand on my shoulder. Said he didn’t need a watch; he knew by the sun. I looked at mine. Sure enough, he was within ten minutes’ accuracy, and I didn’t give a damn. Far as I was concerned, this was vacation, and I wasn’t about to answer to his form of reveille.
“C’mon, get up! What the hell you gonna do all mornin’, huh? Sleep till the cows come home tonight, too?”
Half-asleep, I shot back: “Sonofabitch! Leave me alone!” and something to the effect that he “could walk back” if he liked. I’m short-tempered early in the morning, Sheila always reminded me, and I regretted the outburst almost immediately. 
Mark hurriedly backed off. My eyes still drooping, I could see he was hurt, and I apologized immediately. Some time would pass before he would get over it, and I chastised myself for being such a nasty bastard, till I heard Sheila’s remonstrances ringing in my ears. Suddenly, I didn’t feel so bad. 
On the return leg home, he didn’t say anything memorable other than “I empathize that you couldn’t find any peace, especially when peering into the heavens while on night recon in ‘Nam, you know?” I became more befuddled than ever.
As I roared into Wedgemont, Maria, digging in her front yard, mentioned that “some Hulie” had called and would call back. She was full of inquisitiveness as to the nature of the call. I had temporarily given out the old lady’s number to the few people I knew while my home phone was being repaired, and she incessantly badgered me about “Hulie.” Then, I remembered Julie had said she would call about the interview.
“Professore, why don’t joo — ”
“I told you, don’t call me that. I’m only an adjunct, you know, part-time teacher. That’s all.” She appeared oblivious. I wasn’t about to protest too vigorously. I liked Maria.
“Why don’t joo meet my niece, Juanita, Professore? She’s bery preetty, nice, ahnd, oh, Professore, kooks goood. ‘Ice and beans. Chee-keen. Ahnd soo deboted. Gooz to shurch ev’ry Soonday! She — ”
“OK, OK. This time, you win.” I was more tired from the trip than expected and had had enough debate with the interview committee.
“Goood!” She smiled her familiar gap-toothed smile. She had been urging this upon me for several months. I wasn’t about to decline anymore; I was so lonely for some feminine company, the prospect of some blind date gone awry didn’t faze me any longer. Her tenacity won out. I’d seen Juanita’s old college graduation photo, wedged in between a half-dozen pictures of the Virgin Mary, every time I stepped into Maria’s living room with its distinctive, lingering smell of recently cooked Spanish foods. “Looks like a hot tamale,” I’d said to myself the first time I saw it. Juanita looked better with every passing glance.
“Professore, I weel arrange eet eemmeediately.” She wiped the dirt off her hands on her already-dirtied apron and scurried inside the house, pausing to look back and smile when she got to the porch.
***
The next several weeks dragged on. Swenson College mailed a cutesy rejection-form letter thanking me for my interest, again misspelling my name. After making another payment, I hadn’t heard from Sheila. Julie inquired about my interview and said she had some unexpected problem with her parents and had to move back in with them; Maria’s niece was on an extended vacation in Puerto Rico and wouldn’t be back for at least three weeks. Aside from my students at the university, I only talked with Mark, Maria, and Buckie next door. 
In retrospect, Mark must have been measuring me up for my “suitability” (as he later put it) to receive additional intelligence disclosures on UFOs. He no longer delayed information about evolution and religion pertaining to the topic. He stated that it had been ascertained that humankind was the product of several-to-many alien genetic (DNA) manipulations, the last occurring about five hundred years before Christ and that Christ himself was a genetic hybrid, put on Earth to teach about love and tolerance, his own birth, life, and death carefully monitored by the aliens. All the while, he showed me secret documents testifying to the seeming absurdities. As amazing as these revelations were, there was more.
There was a “Project Looking Glass” about seeing back in time, and another project, whose name escapes me, about the future. Somehow the latter project was initiated to test the Catholic Church’s Lady of Fatima prophecy. Whether the project was supposed to be conclusive, I don’t know. However, it did imply that Christ would make his Second Coming and the world, or more precisely our civilization, would end as the result of World War III at or shortly after the turn of the millennium. When asked about how he could have smuggled out such sensitive information, Mark was vague, only saying he still had inside contacts. Because of the disclosures, I knew he trusted me; why he had chosen to show them to me, coupled with his remarks during our Swenson trip, bothered me more now than ever.
All this was, naturally, very disturbing and, on the surface at least, if it weren’t for the documents, my belief in Mark, and my own considerable recent research, I could have easily disabused myself of the whole thing. Some crackpot paranoid conspiracy theory, not much else. But hard as I tried to come up with logical explanations, I had to admit there was some subterranean, internally logical consistency to it all. I knew how the government, dating back to President Nixon and Secretary of State Kissinger, lied and left behind many of our brothers imprisoned in Southeast Asia to circumvent paying secretly agreed-upon war reparations and later tried to cover up the effects of Agent Orange so as not to pay our own veterans. 
“Things are not always what they seem,” Mark had once said. The remark echoed in the corridors of my mind. Everything had to be more than mere coincidence.
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