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  Dedication

This is for Carmen, who has the whole of my heart.


  Author's Note

This story is largely told through the written journal of Nathan Andrew Charters. I have taken some liberties with the source material in the service of clarity and consistency, but I've endeavored to maintain Nate's voice wherever possible, as this is, after all, his story.

The sections presented from the point of view of Doctor Lester Brenhurst are an extrapolation based on interviews, court documents and transcriptions, and the public record, and should be considered a storytelling construction.

-- Matthew Wayne Selznick


  From The Journal Of Nate Charters – One

I was used to eating alone.

I mean, I preferred it. When I’m hungry, I need a lot of food. I really put it away, and it’s easier if I can just concentrate on getting fuel in me without paying attention to my friends.

Not that there are whole lot of friends to distract me in the first place. We’re talking, like, count-on-one-hand quantities, here. We’re the misfits rejected by all the other cliques at Abbeque Valley High, too weird for the rest, and even in my little band, I stand out.

So it’s just as well that Abbeque Valley High School’s become so crowded over the last few years they have two lunch periods, and my friends happen to have the other one. I can concentrate on eating.

On the eighteenth of April, 1985, I sat down in my usual spot in the indoor commons, against the brick wall under Ms. Elp’s office window, and got to it.

Yes, it was that day. It was a Thursday, kind of on the cool side. Do you remember where you were and what you were doing?

Anyway, I liked to eat lunch under Ms. Elp's window because she spent her lunch keeping her eye on activity out in the commons. She’s the discipline advisor – if you’re going to get busted, you’ll deal with her. For a freak like me, having her literally at my back provided a little insurance I might be able to eat my lunch in peace.

It’s not always enough.

My hearing is very, very sensitive. Even with the racket of a few hundred kids yammering away while they eat their lunches, I can pick out certain things that might be important to my well-being. It’s part of what makes me different, same as needing to eat so much and so often.

I was halfway through my second salami sandwich when I heard the distinctive, sloshing, whoosh a partially open carton of milk makes as it flies through the air. It’s a sound I’ve heard before, and I’ve learned from the past.

I grabbed my lunch bag in one hand, my backpack in the other, and stood up. I shuffled a few feet to the left of where I'd been sitting.

The milk bomb burst against the wall. Pretty good shot; right where my back had been a few seconds before.

I looked along the arc of the milk bomb’s trajectory, across the commons. I was not surprised to see Byron Teslowski standing over in the jocks’ corner, holding court with his Wingmen. I was a target for a lot of jerks, but I'd had Teslowski’s special attention since sixth grade.

What did have me wondering was the look I saw on Teslowski’s face. He didn’t sport the grinning sneer I expected.

He looked disappointed, and confused, sure, but there was something else there I couldn’t figure out. We locked eyes for a second before Terrance Felder knocked him on his arm and got his attention, and that was that.

I sighed. Milk dripped down the wall and pooled at my feet. I was still hungry. Ms. Elp, who somehow missed the whole thing, caught my eye through the window and gave me a curt smile. I could see myself in the dim reflection of the window: short brown hair that shed just enough to never really get any longer; too-broad cheeks to support green eyes that were way too big for the rest of my head.

I looked away.

A pack of girls strolled by. The alpha bimbette, Gaby Samson, had been wearing spandex tops and leggings every day since “Flashdance” came out. I tried not to notice how puberty's blessings had provided her with gifts she hadn't had when we were in junior high. She took a second to look me up and down, lingering on the dirty white pool trickling around my feet.

“Nice puddle,” she said. Her friends all laughed, musically, obviously thrilled with themselves.

Just about your normal day for Nate Charters, boy freak.


  From The Journal Of Nate Charters – Two

I managed to get through the next three periods without incident. Seventh period, last of the day, was a study hall for me. I don’t know if anyone with last period study hall actually ever spent that time studying. The ones old enough to drive usually just went home. Abbeque Valley High was a closed campus, but even Ms. Elp looked the other way when it came to some things.

I was a sophomore, not quite sixteen, and, like my best friend Mel Wilson, still dependent on the school bus. Seventh period was when we debriefed one another on the mishaps of the day. He met me on the stairs that led down to the athletic field.

“Anything to report, Mr. Charters?”

“Byron Teslowski tried to milk-bomb me at lunch.”

Mel stroked the few dark whiskers that he’d coaxed out of his chin since winter break. “Testosteronski ought to know better by now, I'd think.”

We started down the stairs. “He does.” I thought about the odd look on Teslowski’s face. “I know he does…”

Teslowski had been harassing me so long, I knew he was familiar with the fringe benefits of my wacky metabolism and Japanese-cartoon character facial features. He should have known I would hear the milk bomb, just like I could smell his crappy cologne from fifty paces. Just like I could totally out-run and out-jump any kid in school, if I wanted to.

Never stopped him from hassling me. I guess it never stopped me from letting him, either.

“So what’s the point,” Mel said.

“I don’t know. Sport?” I frowned. I was missing something, I knew it, but I wasn't getting anywhere thinking about it. “What about you?”

“Claire’s got an Open Door, if we want to go hang out.”

Mel’s friend Claire was a Drama class geek who lived in the tract homes just beyond the fence at the far edge of the athletic field. Since a lot of us had seventh period free, she let us hang out at her place until the buses came. Open Door. It beat sticking around at school.

“Who’s gonna be there?”

“I think Jason, and of course Greg Fonseca. Some friend of Claire’s I don’t know – Rita or Lita or something.”

Jason Talbot was part of our little misfit band. Greg Fonseca, who wanted to have sex with Claire, was a rare neutral social element. “Okay.”

We reached the bottom of the stairs. To the left, unfortunates with seventh period Physical Education class did calisthenics on the blacktop under Coach Zick’s narrow gaze. To the right were the pre-fab classrooms and the upper parking lot. Straight ahead: the athletic field, and the little hole in the fence that led to Claire’s neighborhood.

I sighed and adjusted the shoulder strap of my backpack. It would be a long walk, out in the open, exposed to enemy eyes. Mel and I exchanged tight-lipped glances.

“Once more into the breach,” he said.

We headed out at a rapid clip, eyes front. The farther we got from the main school building, the more I felt like I was being pushed between the shoulders by the threat of discovery. We both knew Ms. Elp could appear at the top the stairs at any time, spot us, and haul us back to her office. Every step across the short grass of the athletic field increased our chances of a clean escape.

Unfortunately, every step also decreased the odds we would avoid notice by the kids doing P.E.

Mel and I were used to their taunts, but when the “faggots,” and “gay-boys” came, we picked up our pace. I don’t know why every other guy in school could have a best friend – any friend, for that matter – but if I did, I must be gay.

I knew I could lay some of the blame for my negative rep on Teslowski’s years of badgering. One day I’d thank him.

I kept my eyes on the fence. We were nearly there when Mel looked over his shoulder.

“Oop!” He looked back quickly.

“What?”

“Ms. Elp is looking at us.”

I risked a glance. My eyesight’s as good as my hearing. I saw Ms. Elp at the top of the stairs. I could make out every color in the tartan pattern on her long skirt, but I knew we wouldn't be anything other than unidentifiable blobs to her.

“We’re cool,” I said. “Too far away.”

“What if she asks us where we were, tomorrow?”

I shrugged. “Think of something. Plausible deniability, you know?”

“Hm.”

We made it to the fence and slipped through the hole in the chain link. Emerging on the quiet late afternoon street felt like casting off irons. I shifted my backpack again and tilted my head.

“Claire’s already got things started, sounds like.”

“What do you mean?”

“I can hear her stereo.”

Mel grinned. “Let me guess. Berlin?”

“Nice try, but no… it’s...” I gave it a second and really concentrated, filtering out other sounds as much as I could. “It’s Duran Duran.”

“I was gonna say Duran Duran..!”


  From The Journal Of Nate Charters – Three

At Claire’s, everyone was in the living room. If I knew Jason Talbot, Duran Duran wouldn’t be blasting from Claire’s parents’ big speakers much longer. He looked up from a box of records when Mel and I let ourselves in.

“Dude! She’s got, like, all three “Synchronicity” covers!”

Greg Fonseca, slouched on the couch like he didn’t care about anything, least of all Claire, muttered, “There’s five covers.”

Jason slid the vinyl from one of them. “Well, she’s got three.” He stood up to switch records and nodded a greeting to us. “What’s up, dudes?”

“Nada,” I said. Mel and Jason clasped hands, their arms making a “w.”

Claire came out from the back of the house. Fonseca sat up straight and smiled at her.

“Hey, guys!” She bounced with enthusiasm when she wasn’t putting on a button-lipped Molly Ringwald pout.

My super-sensitive sniffer caught the new scent while we all said our hellos. Baby powder and new sweat, plus the mysterious undertone of female pheromones. It absolutely wasn’t Claire. She had never, ever smelled like this. I looked around, confused and enthralled.

Then, the source came walking down the hall toward the living room. She was tall, with a shock of blonde hair done short and curly on top of her head, more Madonna than New Romantic. She had hazel eyes and a wide, smiling mouth, and the smell of her made me dizzy.

Claire said. “Everybody, this is my friend Lina. Lina, everybody.”

I don’t know what else was going on in the room.

I only know that Lina walked directly up to me, stuck out her hand, and said, ″You have the most beautiful eyes.”

I don’t remember taking her offered hand. I was too caught up in the way her own eyes sparkled; the way she managed to never lose her smile the whole time she looked at my weird face.

And she kept looking at me.

I’m used to the uncomfortable, curious stares people send my way. I’m noticeable. I'm different. I know it. This wasn’t that kind of look.

No one had ever looked at me the way she did.

I finally became aware of the lack of conversation around us. The only sound was from the stereo: Sting’s hollow tenor crooned “Walking in Your Footsteps,” again and again.

Claire finally spoke.

“Yeah… um, okay, then. Lina, this is Nate.”

“No one’s ever told me that before.” I silently thanked God my voice didn’t crack. I think I smiled. My lips felt like someone threw wet pasta on my face.

“That makes me special,” she said. “I’m Lina Porter.”

“Nate Charters.” I noticed we were shaking hands, very proper. We laughed about it at the same time, let go, and the moment passed.

My friends moved in.

“I’m Jason.” Lina nodded at him and smiled.

“Claire’s friend from O’Neil High!” Mel tipped an imaginary hat. “Nice to finally meet you.”

“Likewise. But I'm not so much at O'Neil now.” She gave Claire a celebratory wink. “I'm doing independent home study, as of last month.”

Claire said, “So lucky!”

Fonseca gave Lina a quick nod and turned his attention to Claire. “Hey, what are you doing tomorrow night, anyway?”

Claire cocked an eyebrow in his direction. “I’ll think of something,” she said with a laugh. She grabbed Lina by the arm and steered her back down the hall. “C’mere, you!”

They giggled their way to Claire’s bedroom and disappeared behind the closed door. I took a few steps down the hall. If I could put just a little distance between me and the stereo speakers, I might be able to hear their conversation. I didn't make a habit of spying on people, but I had to know if they were talking about me.

My friends had other ideas.

“Dude, score!” Jason punched me on the arm.

I rubbed my arm, just for show. Jason would have to try pretty hard to hurt me, but over the years I’d learned to downplay my unusual natural strength and other so-called gifts. I always hated calling attention to myself. The fewer opportunities people had to single me out as different, the better.

“It would seem you have a new friend, Nathan,” Mel put in.

“What? You think so? Why?”

On the couch, Fonseca shook his head.

Jason rolled his eyes. “Dude, she was, totally, like, staring at you!”

“And in a good way.” Mel smiled slyly. “Probably why you didn’t realize it.”

I tried to frown at him, but it didn’t get through the goofy grin on my face. “You think?”

Fonseca huffed. “Dude, whatever!”

“’S’matter, Greg,” Jason jabbed, “don’t like someone else getting the attention?”

“Seriously,” Mel said. “At least it’s not Claire giving Nate the eye!”

Fonseca finally got off the couch. “Whatever,” he mumbled. We looked at him. Now that he was up, he had to do something. He dived for Claire’s record box and conspicuously focused on picking one out and putting it on the turntable.

The chiming keyboards and “Hey, hey, hey, heys” of Simple Minds’ “Don’t You Forget About Me” rang forth. Claire burst back into the living room.

“I love this song! I can’t hear it enough!”

We would all hear it more than enough in the months that followed, but right then, it was fresh and different.

Lina came up behind her. She looked at me quickly and a smile flashed on her face. “Isn’t it from that movie?”

“The Breakfast Club.” Claire bopped her head in time to the trotting bass line.

Mel inspected the album cover. “Right – a bunch of kids get detention together.” He smiled wickedly at Jason. “Hey, it’s your life story, Jase!”

“Nyuk, nyuk.”

Fonseca worked his way next to Claire. “Hey, maybe you’d wanna go see it on Friday?”

Next to me, intoxicating and close, Lina just barely whispered, “Oh, please.”

I tilted my head and said quietly to her, “He doesn't know when to give up.”

She turned to me, eyes wide, that toothy smile back on her face. “You weren’t supposed to hear that!”

“I’ve got really good ears,” I said.

“I’m gonna have to remember that.”

Claire said, “I saw it last weekend already.”

Fonseca stuck out his chest a little. “With who?”

“With my sister, Greg!” Claire rolled her eyes. “I’m so sure!”

“Oh.” Greg went back to the couch. “Okay.”

Lina said to me, “So, have you seen it yet?”

“No…”

“Do you want to see it?”

“Yeah, uh, I guess.” I took the album from Mel. “Huh. It’s got that kid from The Outsiders.”

Mel stroked his chin-pubes. “Um, Nate, I don’t think that’s what she meant.”

I was completely without anything like a clue. It must have been obvious on my face.

Lina put her fists on her hips and stuck out her chin. “I want to, y’know, see it with you, Nate.” She backed off a touch. “If you want to.”

“Oh!” I floundered. This beautiful girl with the narcotic scent was asking me out? “You want…” I felt myself starting to redden.

“I can’t.”

Lina seemed to deflate. “Oh, okay, that’s cool…”

Jason’s mouth dropped open. “Dude..!”

“No, I mean…” I looked at Lina. “I don’t have a car.”

Mel made a theatrical production out of speaking to me from one side of his mouth. “Nate. She asked you out. She. Asked you.”

Lina was all smiles again, and eyes only for me. Every time she looked at me, I felt lighter.

I felt normal.

“It’s no problem,” she said. “I can drive us.”

“Oh.” I smiled back. “Okay.”

Mel spread his arms as if presenting the two of us to the room. “There you go!”

“Is Saturday okay with you?” Lina asked me.

“Uh, yeah… yeah!”

“Good.” She took a pen out of one of the pockets of her flower-print peasant dress and held it ready above the palm of her hand. “What’s your number?”

Mel shouted, “Oh, shit!”

Jason gave him a look. “Spaz, much?”

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

“We’re gonna miss the bus!”

I looked at my watch. It was way late. Even if we were on school grounds, we wouldn’t make it to the parking lot in time.

“Crap.”

Lina had a small smile on her face. “You still take the bus? Oh, you poor dears.”

Jason dug in the pockets of his stonewashed jeans and counted change. “I’ve got enough for the regular bus, I think.”

Mel dialed down, but he looked morose. “That’ll take hours.”

I tried to calculate if public transportation would get me home before my mother. If not, I’d need a story to explain why I wasn’t in the parking lot when the bus came.

“Hey, boys.”

We all looked at Lina.

“I’ll drive you home.”

“Yeah?” said Jason.

“That’s capital!” said Mel.

I smiled at her. “That’s great.”

“I have ulterior motives. This way, I’ll know how to get to your house Saturday night.”

Somehow I had forgotten that this gorgeous girl had made a date with me not two minutes ago. “Oh, right…”

Mel put a chummy arm around Lina. “You’re all right, Ms. Porter.”

“My adoring public,” she said. She looked right at me.


  Lester Brenhurst – One

He stood in the open doorway of his mother's room, still and silent, and watched her for five minutes.

She sat hunched in a chair, her hands in her lap, knobby fingers intertwining and reaching. Her lips moved. Now and then, she shook her head back and forth or breathed papery laughter.

She didn't know he was there.

He leaned his shoulder on the door frame.

In the sixth minute, he stepped into the room and cleared his throat.

“Hello, mom.”

His mother waved a hand, dismissing an actor from the rickety stage of her memory, and slowly turned her head.

“Lester.” Her thin lips pursed critically. “When are we going back to Paris?”

He unbuttoned his suit coat and crouched next to her. “Paris...? When..?”

“You promised we'd go back one day. Neither one of us are getting any younger, you know.”

He placed a hand on her wrist. Her skin was very warm, and very dry. “We never went to Paris, Mom.”

She rolled her eyes. “Don't be a tease.” She slipped her arm back and took his hand. “It wasn't so long ago I'm going to forget it.” When she smiled, a cracked desert of wrinkles spread across her face. “Even so soon after the war, it was... it was...”

Lester Brenhurst inclined his head as he realized his mother was talking to his father, the elder Doctor Brenhurst.

“It wasn't so long ago that I would forget,” his mother said again.

No. It was the present that was disappearing from her mind. Brenhurst very gently squeezed her hand.

“How do you like it here so far, Mom?”

She jerked in her chair. Her eyes widened when her gaze found him. Brenhurst could almost see the storm of confusion play across the calcified neural connections in her brain.

“It's good to be closer to you,” she said. Her awareness found focus, and to Brenhurst, it was as if his mother abruptly took up residence in the body of the befuddled old woman holding his hand.

“You could visit more often,” she said. “You're not all the way across the country any more.”

“I'm sorry, mom.” He fought the urge to look at this watch, then fought the shame that chased it. “Things are getting busy at work.”

“You're always busy at work.” She clicked her tongue. “You're away so often, Lester. I know people depend on you – but your wife and son need you as much as everyone else, you know.”

Just like that, he was back to being his father in her mind. His mother's lucidity was tidal, rising and falling at the whim of a complex geometry of memory and association. Inexorably, though, the current was shifting, and soon the sea would recede forever.

“I try to come every week,” he said.

She smiled and sniffed. “I know. It's important work. I do know.”

His father had been an engineer involved with the reconstruction of Europe after the Second World War. Lester's lips twitched.

His work was important, too.

“I'm glad you understand, mom.”

His beeper chirped.

His mother's face collapsed and she shrank back to her slouch. “I hate that thing,” she whispered.

Brenhurst un-clipped the pager from his belt. The LED display read, “911***”

He'd been expecting it. He stood up.

“I have to go now, mother.”

He had almost delayed his visit until after. But, given what the world was about to become, he doubted he'd have time to spare for weeks. Or months. By then...

“Let's make the arrangements next time,” his mother said with a resigned sigh. “Let's just call the travel agent and buy the tickets. Please?”

He bent down and kissed the top of her head. “I'll see you soon, mother.”

He saw one of the hospice nurses on his way out. Her eyebrows shot up and her mouth turned down.

“Dr. Brenhurst... you just got here...”

“Turn on the televisions,” he said, and pushed through the door.

~


He got in the car, started the engine, and picked up the blocky car-phone handset. He dialed without looking.

Brenhurst listened to one ring. The other party didn't waste time on greetings.

“It's happened.”

Brenhurst nodded to himself. “Washington? Donner?”

“Yes. Where are you?”

Brenhurst yanked the steering column gear shift into drive. “Santa Ana. I'll be back in twenty minutes.”


  From The Journal Of Nate Charters – Four

Jason lived all the way over by Lake Abbeque. If you had to go by Jason’s ratty, strategically ripped wardrobe, you’d never guess his parents could afford the big house. Mel lived two blocks up from my place in a much more modest neighborhood. For the brief time between his place and mine, Lina and I were alone in her little silver Volkswagen Golf. That was a first for me.

I mean, I’ve been in cars with girls who are my friends before, like Claire, but none of them ever told me my eyes are nice, or asked me out. I felt a little awkward. The radio saved me from dorky silence for the whole two blocks when Toto Coelo’s “I Eat Cannibals” came on.

“Ugh!” Lina jabbed at the pre-select buttons on the dashboard radio. “I’m so tired of that stupid song!”

“I saw the video,” I said. “They look like something out of Sigmund and the Sea Monsters.”

“Totally.”

“Totally not Coelo,” I affirmed. I sounded lame to my own ears, but she just grinned.

The next two stations ran commercials. Finally, Lina found something we both hated enough to laugh about.

“Oh, man,” I said.

Lina laughed, and sang along in a ridiculous bass. “I wear my su-hun glasses at night…”

I picked it up. “So I can so I can…”

The radio ruined our fun when an announcer cut in with a special bulletin.

“Aw, man,” Lina turned down the volume.

“We’re here, anyway,” I said. “Third house on the left.”

“Oh, okay.”

Lina hooked into the driveway. My mother came out the front door immediately.

“Oh, hey, I’ll introduce you to my mother,” I said.

“She looks pissed,” Lina said.

I got out of the car. My mother couldn’t have been home long; she was still in her work clothes.

“Where the hell have you been?”

I was startled. “I missed the bus…”

“I called the school. Ms. Elp looked in all your usual places, and you weren’t there.”

“Well…” I fought a minor panic that she’d called the school and I wasn’t around, but I was also totally confused. Why did she need to look for me in the first place?

“I’m not late, or anything…” In fact, with Lina driving us more directly than the bus, I was a little early.

Lina leaned over and stuck her head out the passenger window and flashed a big smile. “Hello, Mrs. Charters. I’m Lina Porter.”

My mother glanced at her, then glared at me. “We don’t have time for your friends right now. I need you in the house.”

“But…”

“Right now!”

I looked at Lina, who looked as baffled as me, and a little angry, too. I shrugged emphatically. “I – I guess I have to go…”

“Can I still call you for Saturday?”

“Yes!” I pulled a pen out of my jeans pocket, grabbed her hand, and quickly scrawled my number on her palm. Lina beamed like it was the combination to Fort Knox.

My mother stood by the front door. I could hear the television inside, which was another oddity for a weekday afternoon. “Right now, Nathan!”

Lina backed her car out of the driveway and onto the street. I could see her watching me in the rear view mirror as she drove away.

I followed my mother into the house as she said, “Have you heard the news?”

“About what?”

She looked at me, her mouth slightly open, and shook her head. “That explains that.” She hustled me into the living room. “Sit down.”

I sat down on the couch, facing the television. She stood behind me, her hands gripping the back cushions. The adrenaline in her perspiration was a sharp tang in my nostrils.

On television, a middle aged-man in a business suit floated over the heads of a crowd of reporters. In the background, the Washington Monument gleamed like bone.


  From The Journal Of Nate Charters – Five

“What is this?”

My mother’s voice was terse. “They’ll show it all again. It’s all that’s on.”

The scene switched to the same man standing on solid ground behind a lectern topped with a cluster of microphones. His blue eyes scanned the audience. He put his closed hand in front of his mouth, cleared his throat, and put both hands on the lectern.

“My name is Dr. William Karl Donner. As many of you know, I made my name as a neurosurgeon. Fewer people know that I haven’t practiced medicine at all in the last few years. Rather, I’ve directed my energies to a research institute located east of Missoula, Montana.

“The Donner Institute has come under some scrutiny lately. Because of our insistence on privacy, the Federal Bureau of Investigation is concerned that we’re organizing some kind of militia up there. I have come to Washington today to meet with Attorney General Meese, and others, to reassure the administration and clarify the purpose of the Institute, and my own mission.

“Before I meet with them, I wanted to address the American people, and by extension, the people of the world. I appreciate you all coming out here. You were promised something remarkable.

“Here it is.”

That’s when he did it: spread his arms and just lifted, right off the ground. The picture on TV went a little crazy-kilter while the cameraman tried to keep Donner in the frame. I guess he was caught off guard. So was everyone else; you could hear gasps and shouts from the crowd.

The picture fuzzed for a split second. Donner spoke again, a good eight feet above the microphones on the lectern. It didn’t matter; somehow his voice carried.

“This is not a trick. There are no wires, no rods, and to those of you watching this on television, the photographers and cameramen recording this are not participating in any kind of special effect.”

Donner turned slowly in the air, as if trying to show us all there wasn’t anything up his sleeve. He slowly settled back behind the lectern.

The crowd was dead silent.

“What I’ve just done is an inconsequential parlor trick compared to my full creative ability. I am here today to tell you that I am not the only person who possesses such unusual abilities – indeed, there are several thousand of us across the globe.”

The reporters finally burst with a flurry of questions. Donner held up his hand.

“Please. I will take a handful of questions after I finish my statement. There’s not much more. Allow me to continue.” When he spoke, he didn’t raise his voice, but he was somehow loud enough to be heard over the reporters. It made me shiver, and it was more than enough to quiet them.

“Thank you. As I said, there are thousands of us all over the world. We live among you. While we are different – some may even look different – most are almost the same as you. I can assure you that none have the kind of innate power I possess, or anything like my control… and that’s why I’m here today.

“Please listen carefully.

“The major powers of the world have been aware of the existence of my people for some time. I have evidence, which I am prepared to distribute to the major media syndicates, that we are often subjected to human rights abuses such as imprisonment, torture, and even, I’m horrified to say, experimentation. It will be seen, regrettably, that the United States of America is among the participants of these abominations.

“Therefore, out of desperate necessarily, I appear before you today not only to declare our existence. I stand today before the eyes of the world and declare that my people – all those people who possess unique abilities – are from this day forward sovereign individuals.

“I’ll explain what I mean by this: If I should learn that one such as myself has encountered misfortune, harassment, or persecution, the party responsible will answer to me, be they individual, agency, or government.

“By the same token, if one of my people acts in a way contrary to the universal principles of compassion and dignity, they too will answer to me and mine.

“We are sovereign. We are separate. However, we have no desire other than to live our lives in peace, with you.”

Donner glanced over his shoulder. In the blink of an eye, the Washington Monument changed color from ivory white to flat black. Later, we would learn that everything in and around the Monument, including every object in the kiosk down to the smallest paper clip, turned black as well.

Donner nodded, a grim, small smile on his lips. Another blink, and the narrow obelisk returned to normal.

I shivered. I realized I was breathing shallow and fast.

“Aggression against my sovereign people will not be tolerated. Please have no doubts as to my ability to enforce these claims. It’s my sincere wish the nations of the world do not find it necessary to put that to the test.”

The microphones picked up the whine of fighter jets soaring high above the Capitol. Donner cast his gaze across the throng of reporters.

“I’ll take your questions now.”

The television coverage broke away from the replay of the press conference. I looked at my mother.

“Is this guy for real?”

Her voice was flat. “He’s real. All the networks are carrying this; none of them are claiming any of the others are pulling a hoax. It’s real.” She sighed. “He’s real.”

“No way…”

She came around the couch and sat down. I slid off the cushions and sat on the floor, my knees pulled up to my chin. Like the rest of the world, we watched television for a while.

The White House made a statement decrying Donner as irresponsible and a panic mongerer. Unconfirmed reports from Manhattan about a shadowy, winged monster were breathlessly linked with Donner’s claim that he was not the only one. Channel four brought in a panel of experts, only there were no experts, not yet, so they found Carl Sagan, Richard Feynman, Ray Bradbury, and Daniel Schor. We were shown Donner’s return to the Watergate Hotel, which was quickly evacuated of all other guests and surrounded by the National Guard. That meant Washington D.C. was in a state of emergency, and that meant that everyone was taking this seriously.

I suddenly realized my mother was quietly weeping. I was confused, and excitement had expanded in my chest, but I didn’t understand tears. I got back up on the couch next to her. “Hey, mom, it’s all right…”

“Don’t you see it?” She wiped her eyes with the back of her hand and sobbed a little laugh. “Do you really think they’ll let this happen?”

I knew she meant the government. Like a lot of kids my age I knew, I had a pretty strong distrust of Reagan. I carried around some righteous indignation about Central America, and worried about being drafted in a few years (if they’d have a freak like me). Now this guy comes around, tells the world all those old comic books are coming to life, and practically dares Reagan to do something about it.

“I... guess not.”

“I was worried about you,” she said. “I was afraid the school had kept you. That they had been told to because...”

I wasn’t ready to really get behind what she was saying. I wanted to be like everybody else. I hated that I was different, I really hated it.

I still had to ask the question.

“Do you think I’m…”

She put her hand on my cheek. Her palm was hot and wet. “I’ve always been proud of your gifts. I love you, and I love what makes you different.”

I hated when she talked like that. It was hard not to pull away.

She must have sensed it. She stood up. “We’re going to have to leave for a while. I’ll call Gran Louise; we’ll use the cabin.”

My world was being rearranged on national television; my sense of who and what I was in disarray, but when I heard my mother say that, my mind went right to Lina. “We can’t leave! Not now!”

She took me by the shoulders. “We can’t be sure it’s safe to stay right now. I’m not going to argue about it. No one is going to take you away from me.”

“But I’m not like him!” I could hear myself yelling; I felt like a spectator, arguing with myself as much as with my paranoid mother. “I’m nobody! I’m just some freaky kid!”

Her face darkened. Her eyes burned. “You are not a freak.” I knew she wasn’t mad at me. She was scared. “Go. Pack enough for a week.”

I took another look at the television. Bill Moyers and some skinny old guy were talking about when comic books were banned back in the fifties. An old black and white cartoon of a flying man fighting robots flashed by. It made me wonder if people would start dressing up in leotards and beating each other up, like in Jason’s Japanese Gekiga books.

“Go,” my mother repeated.

I made for my room and threw clothes into my duffel bag. I heard my mother on the phone with Gran Louise. If I’d been in the same room and everything else was really quiet, I might have just made out the far side of the conversation. As it was, my mother’s tone told me they were arguing. When my mother’s voice dropped to a frantic whisper, I knew they were conspiring. At one point, I heard my mother say, “I do not blame Andrew, Louise.”

Andrew was my dad. He died right after I was born. Why would they bring him up? I resolved to ask my mother about it. There would be plenty of time at the freaking cabin.

The crazy events of the day suddenly caught up with me. I slouched, limbs heavy, on the edge of my bed.

It wasn’t fair. This could have been an almost perfect day. Lina Porter said I have beautiful eyes.

My mother burst in. “Hey. You can sleep in the car. Come on.”

I grabbed my bag and trudged behind her. “What about your job?”

“People will still be buying houses when this is over,” she said. “It’s not the end of the world. Not quite.”

“Then why are we acting like it?”

For a second she looked like she was going to answer me. Instead, she pushed me out the front door.


  Lester Brenhurst – Two

Hours later, Brenhurst stood up from behind his desk and stretched. He pinched the bridge of his nose and closed his eyes tightly for a moment. He’d been working in the flickering light from a wall-mounted television since the sun went down, long ago.

He looked up at the screen. Once again, the network played footage of Dr. William Karl Donner floating above a crowd of reporters and cameramen.

The scene gave him a little rush of savage energy. His tired scowl twisted into a fierce smile.

After a quarter century preparing in the shadows, how could he not almost welcome the war finally beginning?


  From The Journal Of Nate Charters – Six

It was a two hour drive, five thousand feet up the mountains, to Kirby Lake. I slept nearly the whole way.

I dreamed I was running through the woods. Lina kept yelling at me to wait up, but I never saw her. Through the whole dream, I was a mountain lion, but it wasn’t as cool as it sounds. The main thing crowding my feline brain was fear. I felt like I was being chased, and I felt ashamed for running, but I couldn’t stop.

The slow crunch of car tires on the gravel driveway of Gran Louise’s cabin woke me up. I dragged myself out of the car while my mother unlocked the front door of the cabin.

We hadn't been up here for a couple of years, the summer before I started high school. The cabin smelled like dust and pine needles, with a very faint, stale hint of my mother and myself. I wrinkled my nose.

“Can we open the windows?”

“It’s almost freezing outside,” my mother said, but I could see even she thought the air was stuffy. “Maybe just for a few minutes.” She zipped into the master bedroom, dropped off her bags, came back into the living room, and turned on the little television in the cabin’s small main room. It took a while to warm up.

“Put your bag in your bedroom,” she said. “Then come back. There might be something new.”

I went down the short hall to the same little room I’d slept in every time we’d come up here since I was six. Gran Louise told me my dad slept here when he was a little kid.

Nothing had changed in the cabin since he had been here last, probably twenty years before. I used to think it was kind of neat, having his model airplanes and his old books and stuff there. I wasn’t sure why the sight of my dead father’s childhood things irritated me this time. Maybe it was because I didn’t feel like a kid anymore, myself. I just knew I wanted the last four hours to have never happened.

Still, being there reminded me to ask my mother about her phone conversation with Gran Louise. I went back into the living room.

“Hey, mom.”

“Shh. Watch.” She pointed at the television.

The caption on the bottom of the screen said “Live – New York City.” A news helicopter spotlight splashed across the rooftops. The light settled on something I couldn’t believe.

These days, it’s pretty commonplace, I know. But this was the first time. I bet you were freaked out, too.

There was a man on the edge of the roof. He had long, stringy hair. His shirt was off. His chest was huge; his shoulders, unnaturally broad. He wore a cape, but I couldn’t see where it attached.

Then, the cape spread out, and up, and I saw, along with the rest of the world, that it wasn’t a cape at all. He had a pair of pale, pink wings growing right out of his shoulders.

He looked up at the helicopter; right into the camera. The reporter said something, but I can’t remember a word of it. All I remember was the look on this guy’s face. He was laughing hysterically. He pointed at the camera, waved, and gave us all the finger before he jumped right off the roof.

The camera and the spotlight kept up with him just long enough to see that he didn’t fall. He flew away.

Of course I know now that he was Gary Chancellor. He was almost killed by an angry mob during the Pilgrimage, a year or so later. But right then, that night, all I knew was that he was proof.

The television replayed Gary Chancellor spreading his wings. The caption changed to read “Sovereign of New York.”

I knew I wasn’t breathing right. I was kind of gasping. I was shaking, too. My face was wet, but I wasn’t really crying.

Sovereign.

They were giving the freaks a name, the name Donner himself, maybe without intending it, had coined.

Now there was a name for what I was. A label.

It’s hard to explain how I felt about all that back then. I hated being different. All my life, all I’ve ever wanted was to be like everybody else. Being different had screwed up my whole life.

That’s not just me whining. That’s how it was.

That night, though, I thought I wasn’t actually alone. Not if people were painting national landmarks with ESP and flying around major cities on bat wings. I was, apparently, a Sovereign. I was part of a group.

Only thing was, that group, or at least their self-proclaimed leader, was making a big deal about being different.

It was pretty confusing.

My mother said, “It’s all right.”

I sighed tremulously. “Oh yeah?”

She shook her head at the television. “It’s not going to go well if they keep doing things like that.” Chancellor gave the bird to the world in instant replay.

“Heh.” I sighed again and forced a smile. “Um, in case you were wondering…”

“Hm?”

“I can’t fly.”

She didn’t smile back. “Do you know how serious this is?”

“Um, like, duh, mom.”

She crossed her arms on her chest. “That man – Donner – has sent the whole world into shock. There are… there are riots in most of the major cities, including LA. When the shock wears off, it’s going to be worse.”

“What’s worse than riots?” I shook my head. “Why are people rioting? I don’t…”

“There’s going to be a lot of fear,” she went on. “Do you know what happens when people in power get scared?”

She didn’t wait for my answer, which is fine, because I knew she wasn’t looking for one. She was lecturing.

“They attack, Nathan.”

“How do you know?” I wasn’t being snide.

“I remember Kent State… hell, I remember McCarthy, sort of.”

“But that still doesn’t have anything to do with us,” I said. “We didn’t have to high-tail it all the way up here.”

“No?” She raised an eyebrow.

“No, we didn’t!” I huffed. “Look, even if I am… like that guy. I’m not, like, all crazy powerful, and stuff. Why would anyone care about me?”

“Don’t assume,” she said.

I felt like I was missing something. “I’m not in their league! I don’t threaten anyone. Even if there are more people like Donner, they’re gonna go after them, not me.” I shrugged and looked around at the cabin. “It seems stupid to go running off to the mountains, like this is so far out of the way there aren’t any cops or any…”

She stopped me cold. “We… are… not running, Nathan. Do you understand me?”

“Oh.” My face was hot. “Sure, mom.”

“This isn’t a game.”

“Then let’s go home!” Right then, the only thing that linked me to anything normal was Lina Porter, and the fact that we made a date to go out on Saturday night. The idea that I might miss that frustrated me enough to defy my mother, which was something I rarely did.

“Not yet.”

Something was wrong. The olfactory pathways that constantly brought information streaming into my senses carried the root of that wrongness on my mother’s perspiration, and if she was going to dance around it, I was going to dig it out.

“You’re way more freaked out that you need to be. What’s going on?”

I swear, I thought for a second she was going to slap my face, and I guess I deserved it. Instead, she kind of deflated. Her eyes were red.

“You just have to trust me. You just have to go along with this for a little while.”

I backed off. “How long is a little while?”

She glanced at the television. The Washington Monument went from white to black to white again. She hugged herself. “I don’t know yet. We’ll see.”

I sighed. “Like I don’t have a life, or nothing.”

I wondered what Lina thought of my family, what with my mother being all rude to her. Probably made her wonder what I was really like, if my mother was such a case.

Then I remembered. Lina had to have seen the TV. By now, I could guess what she thought.

The more I thought of it, the more upset I got. It was bad enough being the freakiest kid in school. What was it going to do to my reputation, which was already way, way to the left of zero on the number line, if I didn’t show up at school the day after all this Sovereign stuff went down? Everyone would be talking about it, and, hey, where’s that freaky Charters kid, anyway? You think maybe..?

Wonderful.

My mother took another look at the television. It was continuous re-hashing of what had already happened and we’d already seen.

“I’m going to bed,” she said. “Wake me if anything new happens, if you’re staying up.”

“Okay.”

Alone, I stared at the television. I switched channels, once around the dial. Everything had been pre-empted by the Sovereign story, even on public television and the Spanish networks. Turns out “Soberano” is Spanish for Sovereign.

No one had anything new to say. It didn’t matter. I soaked it in.

Tomorrow, William Donner would begin talks with President Reagan. That was wild. It made me wonder if what Donner had said was true, that our government was abusing people like him, or like me, or whatever?

I was ready to believe it. It just figured.

This one show had some commentators discussing the implications of Donner’s declaration on the Cold War. The “Nuclear War Clock” was moved another minute closer to midnight. The Russians and China put out independent statements denying abusive treatment of any Sovereign in their countries, but someone from the White House pointed out this wasn’t the same as admitting they did or did not have any Sovereign in those countries in the first place.

One commentator brought up the potential of Sovereign soldiers in the service of the Soviets. Everyone pretty much agreed the whole world would be screwed if we started fighting wars with armies like that.

It was depressing. It made me angry. Bad enough we had, like, a million nukes waiting to wipe us out. Now there were human bombs walking around. I understood why people were rioting.

Would people start hating me? Hating me more?

I’d had enough TV. I shut it off.

The cabin was quiet in the way that told me my mother was probably asleep. I wasn’t anywhere near tired, not after sleeping in the car. Even if I hadn’t napped, my bad mood gave me agitated energy.

I padded as quietly as possible into my bedroom. It was dark, but there was enough light for me to see. I have excellent night vision, another one of the little perks that made me, thanks to Donner, officially now, a freak. I grabbed my jacket and slid it on.

My mother’s keys to the cabin were on the little counter separating the living room from the kitchen. I stuffed them into my jeans pocket and went outside.


  From The Journal Of Nate Charters – Seven

The cabin is on a quiet stretch of road about a mile from Kirby Lake and the small village that surrounds it. There aren’t any streetlights, and everything’s all woodsy and overgrown. That night, the moon was barely a sliver in the sky, but that was plenty of light for me to see well enough.

Once I was down the road a bit, out of sight of the cabin, I stopped and took a deep breath. The cold air was invigorating, and the scents of the forest filled me up.

I know I’ve mentioned, here and there, what it is that makes me different from everyone else. My fast metabolism, my big eyes, my weird, never-growing hair, and my night vision. I guess I should run it all down for you.

Basically, all of my senses, except for, I guess, touch, are way more sensitive than other people. I can hear a wider frequency range, and quieter sounds. My eyesight, like I said, is very sharp, and I can see in almost total darkness. The less light there is, the less color I can make out, but my mother says that’s the same for everyone. Difference is, to me a night-light is like a lit room, but all done in gray.

Then there's my sense of smell. I remember once when I was a little kid, playing hide and seek with Mel and some other kids, I knew who was hiding in the room with me because I could track their scents. Sometimes, my sense of smell overwhelms everything else. This is bad when it’s a bag of rancid garbage, but mega-great when it’s something like Lina’s personal scent.

Finally, I’m stronger than I look. I had a lot of tests done on me as I was growing up, and one doctor basically told me and my mom that my muscles can do more with less. The rest of my body, like my lungs and heart and blood, are hyped up to make that possible, but the cost is my metabolism. If I’m really active for a while, or if I’m too stressed out, I get tired faster than most people. Also, as I’ve mentioned, I need a lot of fuel to keep things moving.

My mother says I’m gifted. You might think it all sounds pretty cool, too. Thing is, I’m just different enough to get singled out. When I walk in a room, everyone knows I’m different. I can’t hide it. I’d rather be just a nerd, or whatever, and still be able to at least say I’m normal.

Still, up in the mountains, alone with the wind and the pine needles and everything all quiet, it’s actually kind of nice. That deep breath I took told a whole big story, all carried on the air.

About seven feet away, under a pile of pine needles, a dead squirrel was decomposing. That’s not as gross as you’d think; just a musty, warm kind of smell. Down the road and off the left shoulder, in a little ravine, was some kind of small carnivore. I could smell the meat on its breath. Maybe a fox, or a coyote, or even a house cat?

If I closed my eyes, opened my mouth a little, and just breathed through my nose, I could make a map in my head of the immediate area; a map of all the life. Bring in my hypersensitive ears, and I could hear the soft crinkle of vegetation under the paws of that little mystery animal. I could make out, very roughly, how tall the trees were based on the different tones of their leaves rustling up and down the trunks. Very faintly, if I really focused, I could hear the lake water slapping on a wooden dock, a couple of miles away.

I don’t know. I might have imagined that last one.

I stood there, I don’t know how long, in the middle of the road, eyes closed, and just let myself be who I was. I stood there long enough for the crickets to relax in my presence and start chirping again. I stood there long enough to forget about the television, and William Donner, and the flying man, and even Lina Porter and my life in Abbeque Valley. I was just, like, there.

You know what felt good? I knew I was the only person in the world who could feel this hooked in to nature and stuff. Damn right I was special, and tough luck on the rest of you.

I opened my eyes. That little carnivore turned out to be a raccoon. It was on the gravel shoulder now, about ten feet away from me. It stood up on its hind legs and twitched its nose in my direction.

About the same time, we both heard a car coming. Mr. Raccoon hustled off into the brush. I strolled over to the side of the road and kept walking.

Headlights washed over me and a blocky white van went by. It swerved a little as it passed, then rounded the corner ahead. Through the trees, I could see its headlights tilt off into the woods. There was a screech, and a dull thud. I heard the whine of wheels spinning in air before the engine went dead.

The breeze carried the citrus taint of radiator fluid. I was irritated. So much for my moment communing with Mother Nature. I felt a little guilty about that, since it sure sounded like somebody just drove off the road. I went to check it out.

The van had gone into a little ditch. The back tires were a foot off the ground. The front of the van had kissed a fir tree.

I came up alongside the driver’s door. “Anybody hurt?”

“God damn it!” It was a man’s voice, loaded with irritation, but without pain or fear.

I looked in the driver’s side window. An older guy, with receding, kinky hair, a short goatee, and glasses, fumbled with his seat belt.

The window was down. I pulled the lock up and opened the door. It seemed to me there were too many gear shifts next to his seat.

“Are you all right?”

“Yeah, dammit.” He succeeded in undoing his seat belt, and had to lean an arm on the steering wheel to keep from tilting forward. He looked at me. His eyes narrowed.

“I’ll be damned.”

“Excuse me?” I didn’t like the way he looked at me. I’ve seen that expression before when people first see me and can’t decide if they should stare or look away. “I asked if you were all right.”

“Oh, hell, kid, I’m fine.” He shifted a little in the seat.

I didn’t get why we were just hanging out. “So… do you want to get out of the van?”

He adjusted the glasses on his face and squinted at me. “I said I was fine. I still need your help. I don’t have the use of my legs. I can’t walk. Get it?”

I almost felt like going back to my stroll. I didn’t like this guy’s attitude, even if he claimed to be handicapped.

“If you can’t walk, how do you drive?”

He frowned, but his eyes were bright. “Not very well, apparently.” He shook his head and sighed. He pointed to the extra levers between the front seats. “See these? The van is a custom job.”

I got it. He could shift, or brake, or accelerate with his right hand. “Well, look, if I have to, I can carry you back to our cabin. It’s just down the road…”

He put his head on the steering wheel and sighed. “Listen, it might be less embarrassing for the both of us if you just get my chair out of the back.” He handed me the keys.

“Oh.”

I went around to the back of the van. It was a little awkward, since the whole tail end was up off the ground. I managed to open the back doors.

Inside the van, large pieces of wood and animal sculptures in various stages of completion had been thrown around from the crash. There were bears, deer, even one that looked like it would eventually be a griffin. There was also a wheelchair.

I muscled the wheelchair out, figured out how to snap it open, and wheeled it around to the driver’s side.

“Here you go,” I said.

He slid an arm across my shoulders. He smelled of aspen and denim, and he was not light. I got him into the chair.

“Okay. Thanks.” Once he was settled, he gave me another long look.

“What’s your story, anyway? I knew this kid, down Glendora. He had this bone disorder, made his face all flat and broad. You got something like that?”

Doesn’t matter how often it happens, I still get knocked over by people’s blunt stupidity. Maybe this was worse, since the guy throwing stones apparently hadn’t walked on two feet for some time.

“Do you want my help or not?”

He scowled and seemed a little surprised. “Already got it. You don’t want to help any more, that’s fine.”

“Doesn’t look like you need it.” I wanted to leave him there, but something wasn’t right.

He grinned. He stuck out his right hand.

“Denver Colorado. That’s my name, not where I was headed.”

Totally confused, I automatically shook his hand. “Nate Charters.”

“Charters?”

“What’s your story, anyway?” I don’t know why he repeated my name, since he’d clearly heard me. I decided I could play along. “You one of those, whattaya call, deaf dudes?” I gave him a smarmy grin.

He smiled, and conceded with a tilt of his head. “Okay, Nate Charters. Nice to meet you.”

“Sure it is.”

Now he did laugh. “Relax. I didn’t mean anything. Just taking your measure.”

“Make a lot of friends that way?”

“Just enough,” he said.

I bit my tongue. “I’m just up the street here. You can come in and call a tow truck, or something.”

“That’d be neighborly of you.”
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