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NORMAN'S FORD, PENNSYLVANIA. JUNE 28, 2002.

A canvas-covered porta-toilet wobbled on its base in the back of Thad Gitts' pickup truck as the vehicle bounced along on bad shock absorbers.  His hound dog ran back and forth from one side of the truck to the other, stopping to point his face into the airflow and dangle his tongue out or bark at passing cars. Thad's arm was out the window gripping the side view mirror mount, the sleeve of his plaid work shirt flapping in the breeze, having no button to keep it in place.  His brown hair matched the motion of his sleeve, blowing around in the air flow.  Occasionally the dog would stick his head through the open, sliding back window, give Thad a vacant look and then go back to rambling around in the back of the truck.  "Hi Heiffer," Thad would say or "Hi dog," then give him a scratch on the head before the dog withdrew into the back of the truck again.

Thad looked in the rear view mirror to check out his load.  At first he saw his own reflection, his 40 something face that occasionally looked younger, maybe 30 something.  But right now he knew that it showed all of his years and more.  The financial stress was getting to him.  There always seemed to be something extra coming up that he had to find money for, like repairs, or an entirely new appliance, or replacing something that had hopelessly worn out.  But today he felt pretty proud of himself.  A good day's work.  One stolen porta-potty to sell to a local portable toilet rental firm that appreciated the chance to quickly and cheaply add to their inventory.  His load also consisted of one propane tank for the trailer that he lived in and one black and white dog that he loved as much as his two kids.  If Thad had to write down his profession when it came time every six months to renew his food stamp registration, he'd have to put down "portable toilet rustler" because among other things he stole over the years and some odd jobs, that's what he most regularly did.  Once every few months or so, he'd travel around and he's steal a porta-toilet or two then resell it to the local porta-toilet rental company.  It was extra money that helped him come close, usually, to making ends meet.

Thad was just returning from a construction site, near his home in eastern Pennsylvania, where he had boosted the porta-potty, and he was also returning from the hardware store where he had purchased the propane refill.  If he had thought ahead, he could have put the propane tank in the porta-toilet so that the dog wouldn't have a chance to knock it over, but thinking wasn't Thad's favorite thing.  The dog blundered into the tank which was propped in a corner, and the tank slid down into the truck bed hitting its valve on the truck's side rail, causing a very slow leak.

When he got home, he installed the tank while being entertained by country music blaring from a neighboring trailer.  The music masked the barely-audible sound of the leak, and the gas was escaping slowly enough that he didn't notice any smell.  He stood back and looked at the new tank sitting nice and clean next to the other one that sat on a rack at the front of the trailer, and he felt satisfied.

The gas from the leaking valve began to accumulate in a slightly depressed area under the trailer.  As hours passed on this oppressive summer day, not a breath of breeze helped to disperse the propane fumes, and the quantity grew until it qualified as the propane version of a critical mass, ready to blast the trailer into the air and land it in one of the posh neighbor's yards that surrounded the trailer park, maybe taking out a large part of the trailer park along with it.

The dog came over to watch Gitts install the propane tank next to its clone that resided beside it on the rack in front of the trailer.  Heiffer took a whiff, and his sensitive nose told him that this was one smell that he didn't like.  He wanted to be around Thad, but the smell of the propane bothered his nose, so he meandered away to collapse in the shade.  Gitts smelled nothing, so minor was the leak and so inefficient his nose compared to Heiffer's.  He went inside, never suspecting that his trailer could, at any minute, be replaced by a mushroom cloud.

"I'm back," he announced.

"Hi ya Honey," his wife Chlorie said.  She came over and gave him a big hug, her shoulder-length blonde hair brushing against his face.  She moved back so she could look at him and brushed back a stray strand of her hair.  It fell back over her eye.  This time she blew it aside.  It fell back over her eye again and she gave up, smiling about the disheveled look probably caused by some household project she'd been working on.  Thad gently brushed back the strand and put it back in its proper place.  It fell back over her eye and they both laughed.  He tried again, this time securing it in place behind her ear.

Music was drifting from another room, one of the kids was listening to some classic ‘50s station, something about a love lasting a million years.  He looked into Chlorie's blue eyes and gave her a quick kiss, quick because it was interrupted by a grating voice from the next room, a voice distorted by 75 or so years of smoking or being worn from overuse from complaining, or from exercising the duties of being what Thad thought qualified her as a classic mother-in-law. At least that's the way Thad would have described her voice which now said, "Did you remember to pick up my Dependables?"

"Damn," he whispered to Chlorie, who rolled her eyes up toward the ceiling.

An elderly lady that matched the voice from the other room walkered herself out to where Thad and Chlorie were and stopped in front of Thad.  Her face looked like the "before" photo in an advertisement from some wrinkle cream, skin hanging loose in places, a face that seemed ready to fall off her skull.  The underside of her chin always brought to Thad's mind the image of a turkey, her voice that of a crow.

Chlorie, Grandma's daughter, saw a face worn by motherly devotion, every wrinkle a badge of dedication to the well-being of her children, each line a tribute to the toll taken by the constant effort to raise her child without a father, who had been a forest ranger and had been killed in a forest fire.  He had made a career out of sitting in a lookout tower, scanning for fires, one of which eventually closed in on his hill, surrounding him and taking his life, while Chlorie was just a little girl.  Grandma looked at Thad.

"Thanks, dammit!  What am I supposed to do when I leak?"

"You said you had a few left," he said, "We can get more tomorrow.  They'll last."

"I swear to God.  I don't ask much."

Yes you do, he thought.

"You got my daughter and me stuck in this dump of a trailer with the neighbors thinking-"

Thad cut her off in mid sentence.  "You could move out if you want.  I won't beg you too much to stay."

Grandma put on a disgusted look and walkered back to what she had been doing.  Grandma enjoyed badgering Thad, verbally sparring with him, but she didn't use her trump card, the fact that Thad depended on her social security and pension to make ends meet for the family at the end of each month.  She never brought that up, never even considered bringing it up.  That would bring their verbal match to a level that it should never be brought to.  Right now it was good-natured battling.  Mentioning his dependence on her monthly checks would remove any good-natured aspect to the verbal jousting and lower it into the realm of nastiness.

Chlorie and Thad watched as she receded into the adjacent room, then Chlorie said, "She likes you, you know.  She really does."  She put a hand on each of Thad's shoulders and gazed into his eyes, waiting for an answer.

He put his arms around her waist then said, "I hope she don't start hating me, then.  I couldn't take it, missing out on all her good treatment of me."

Chlorie laughed and began to draw Thad close for another hug.  This time they were interrupted by a boy, of about 11, possessing a well-fed look, sporting one red pimple on his cheek, in preparation for the crop he'd probably have as a teenager.  Chlorie kept her hands on Thad's shoulders a moment then clasped her hands together behind his neck.

"Got another one, huh Dad?" Junior, as he was called, said proudly, gesturing out front.

"Yeah, got another porta-toilet."  Now, he raised his voice so that the grandmother could hear, "Now Grandma can get an operation to remove her mean bumps."  He had always disciplined Thad Junior when the boy would act up or when he'd give the dog a hard time, by saying, "Oh no!  Look at Junior's forehead.  That boy's getting mean bumps."

Chlorie would go along, "Yeah, look at that.  Mean bumps all over his forehead from acting mean."

Junior eventually caught on, but it always remained the way the family referred to someone being mean—having mean bumps.

Rebbie, as Junior's sister was called, short for Rebecca, entered from her bedroom, which was near the middle of the trailer.  She was brushing her hair, the same blonde as her mother's but shorter and with bangs.  She had grown so quickly, Thad always thought.  Seemed like yesterday she was just a little baby sleeping in his arms.  Now here she was, probably not far from marriage, probably to one of the doubtful examples of the young males she dated from her community college or from the trailer park.  "Hi Dad," she said.  "Got that propane?  Don't want the other tank to go empty right in the middle of the barbecue tomorrow."

"I got it.  We won't have to go broke going to the Barbecue Pit tomorrow.  Got a porta-potty too," he added.  "A few extra bucks to help out."

Rebbie became concerned.  "Dad, I know it probably wouldn't be too much of a jail sentence, since you've never done anything...or got caught anyway, before, but I worry that some guard or watchman might shoot you."

"I always check it out first.  I pick some out-of-the-way site and make sure no one's around.  They always keep the porta-toilets near the road for some reason.  Makes it easier."  He didn't tell her about the time he was loading a porta-toilet into his truck and he spotted a person checking out his mailbox.  The person gave him a quick glance, looked back at the mail, checked Thad out one more time and then went back up his driveway and into his house.  There apparently was no call to the police.  Thad heard no sirens as he finished loading and drove off.  That was the only time he ever felt like a criminal stealing things for extra cash.  When he was unobserved, it felt more like a job.  He continued reassuring Rebbie.  "I just act like I belong there, and if someone sees me, he just thinks I'm supposed to be there.  Don't worry Rebbie, it ain't no permanent thing, just till we get something going better. Let's watch some T. V.  Yeah, someone get the old lady out here and we'll make some popcorn and watch a movie or something."
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GETTYSBURG, PENNSYLVANIA. JUNE 29, 1863.

Bruce Carterette had just arrived in Gettysburg.  He thought back over the previous 25 years that he had spent in traveling around the U. S. witnessing major events as they unfolded, including those great Civil War battles that had now led up to Robert E. Lee's Army of Northern Virginia moving towards a small town in Pennsylvania.

Carterette checked into a hotel and left his sign painting kit in his room.  He wouldn't be trying to drum up any business to survive on for the next week or so.  He had more important matters to attend to.  He went down to the street and hired a boy to help him unload his wagon.  It took four trips to transfer all the items from his wagon to his room.  Carterette knew he didn't have anything that was valuable at all by 1863 standards, but he had great hopes for the future.  He believed in a saying that explained his caution of not just covering up the contents of the wagon and storing it in the livery stable until he left Gettysburg.  That saying was: "People will steal anything that's not fastened down."  So he brought the sculpture, paintings, prints, coins, and first editions to his room.  And he brought the Civil War swords, hats, buckles, guns, maps, flags and photos too.

The boy carried two watercolors in.  "I like these," he said, regarding a seascape.  "I've only been to the ocean once.  We visited my cousins in New York."

"Ever heard of Winslow Homer?" asked Carterette with a grin.  The boy shook his head.  "Nobody else has either.  Winslow Homer is a correspondent, an illustrator for Harper's Weekly.  He dabbles with watercolor a bit too."  Carterette smiled devilishly.  "Think he'll be famous someday?"  The boy looked at the watercolors again, then shrugged.  Carterette continued.  "Maybe his paintings will be worth millions of dollars someday."

The boy laughed at what he no doubt perceived as a joke.  "Ain't never heard of him, but my Mom's got one of those over there on her wall."  He pointed at a wooden crate filled with hundreds of Currier and Ives prints that he had brought in and put down earlier.

"Yeah, they're nice aren't they?"  Not worth much either though.  Yet."  Then he added.  "Ever hear of Mathew Brady, kid?"  The boy shook his head.  "I've got a whole box of his photographs.  I think I'm personally paying that guy's way in the world.  He'll be along here to Gettysburg after a while to take some photographs of the battlefield and the dead."

The boy looked puzzled, but didn't say anything, probably wondering now if the man was insane and whether the wages promised to him were in danger of not being paid.

"Trust me," Carterette said.  "I've got my sources.  There's going to be some real action around here in a few days."
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NORMAN'S FORD, PENNSYLVANIA. JUNE 29, 2002.

Thad Gitts walked outside to enjoy the early morning air and have a cigarette.  The rest of the family was still in bed.  There was a glow high in the atmosphere where the daylight was beginning to make its presence known, but on the ground it was still dark enough for street lights to be on.  But the one in front of Thad's trailer had been shot out by someone months ago.  Thad noticed a barely-visible glow, like a faint aura around his trailer, and on the untrimmed bushes that grew against the side of the trailer in places, on the grass near the trailer, and on the part of the cement slab nearest the trailer, where the Gitts family liked to relax on plastic lawn chairs.  The glow was nothing new.  He had seen it many times before.  His trailer sported a very faint glow from time to time, like other trailers in the park sported rust spots or coatings of filth deposited by years of unwashed neglect and exposure to auto exhaust, dirty rain, or blowing dirt.  Nobody in the family had the slightest idea what this glow was but here it was once again.

Thad thought, I got to get some scientist out here to try and figure out what it is.  But this glow probably won't appear that day, just like when your car is making a noise and you bring it to a repair shop but it won't make the noise for the mechanic, and the mechanic looks at you like you're a damned idiot, and if the car was capable of laughing it would be laughing at you behind your back.  Probably just some of the "Reading Prong" radon you hear about all the time around this part of Pennsylvania.  Every time someone decides to buy a house in this part of the state, they make damn sure they get favorable results from a radon detector left in the house for a few days before they sign the papers.  The place is probably deadly with radon gas.  But then my trailer only shows that glow once in a while, not every day, like it would if it was radon.

Gitts noticed his dog Heiffer lying on the ground beside the trailer, looking dead, like he had been hit by the baseball lying near his head.  He hurried over to the dog, but on the way, he saw the dog stretch his legs a bit, not dead, but maybe semiconscious.  Just then, Gitts saw the shiny head of his neighbor bobbing back and forth, a reflection from a light in the neighbor's yard on the other side of a tall fence that separated their properties, blocking the trailers from the sight of the home owners.

Maybe he's taking his dog out early or something,  Thad figured.

Gitts got up on a large boulder near the fence and yelled over at the neighbor.  "What did you do to Heiffer?"  He held up the baseball to show the neighbor.

The neighbor's head moved closer to the fence, curious.  "What the hell is a Heiffer?  I mean other than the obvious."

"Heiffer's my dog," Gitts gestured toward Heiffer by turning his head in the dog's direction.  When he did that, he noticed that Heiffer had rolled over now, and the dog was looking Thad's way, not semiconscious, just his usual lazy self, but Gitts decided to continue, glaring at his neighbor anyway.

"You named your dog Heiffer?" the neighbor asked.  Heiffer was now fully alert, concerned about the elevated voices.  His floppy ears arched out a bit to hear better.

"Yeah, I named my dog Heiffer.  What of it?"

"Why the hell would you name a dog after a type of cow?"

Thad gave him a look as if to say, Isn't it obvious?  Take a look at the dog, then simply said, "He's black and white."

"Your wife is white with black hair.  Do you call her a cow too?"

"You're confusing her with my neighbor's wife."  Thad gave a quick point at his neighbor's trailer.  "My wife's a blonde, and no I don't call her a cow.  Anyway we spell the dog's name different.  Two Fs."

"You can actually spell.  I'm amazed."  The neighbor laughed, amused and pleased at the same time with his comeback.  Then he walked off, giving Gitts a disgusted wave off, as if to say, "Go to Hell, trailer trash."  He didn't have to say it though.  Thad Gitts knew that was what was in his neighbor's mind as he walked off.

Gitts leaned over the fence just as the neighbor was about to enter the back door of his house.  "Hey!  At least I have a dog that's named after a cow and not a wife that's—"

His neighbor shot him a deadly "if-looks-could-kill" look.  Gitts let the rest of his comment remain unsaid.  Pictures entered his mind of occasional newspaper or TV stories of one neighbor shooting another for lesser things.  The neighbor said out loud this time, "Trailer Trash!"  He shook his head and then turned and went inside.

Gitts walked over to the cement slab of the trailer to have a smoke in peace.  He passed the dog and gave Heiffer a dissatisfied look, but then stopped, came back, bent down and scratched the dog's head.  Heiffer stretched out in ecstasy and then, while still laying on his back, let his legs slowly collapse against his body and closed his eyes.  Thad watched the dog fade back into sleep and smiled at the dog's attitude toward life.

Gitts headed for the slab again, stopping to have a look at the trailer with its faint glow, and rummaged in his mind again for an explanation.  Maybe it's static electricity or foxfire like cousin Pete from West Virginia suggested.  Or, St. Elmo's Fire.  Wasn't that something that glowed?  He remembered something about that.  A glow on ship's masts or on flagpoles wasn't it?  He had watched Moby Dick on TV once, and could picture Captain Ahab holding up a harpoon with the glow on the end while he bellowed about how much he hated the white whale.

Somewhere in his mind there was information about St. Elmo's Fire or Foxfire or something like that.  Too tired to make an attempt to drag it to the surface right now though.  Been seeing that glow forever.  Since the day we moved into this trailer park.  Wonder if the previous renters of this space saw it on their trailer.  Maybe that's why the space was available, the only empty one in the park the day we came looking for a space.  Maybe the space was too spooky.  Or maybe they figured the space was on a uranium deposit or something like that and they'd end up glowing too, or maybe begin to grow strange extra body parts.

That glow made old Thad feel a bit special though.  Maybe once or twice a week or so the trailer would glow slightly like it was doing now.  Nobody else's trailer did.  New renters who moved into the trailer park spoke to him about it at first, saying something like "Am I imagining things or is there a faint glow around your trailer sometimes?"  But finding out that Thad had no idea about its cause, they gradually just came to think of it as a normal part of life in this trailer park.  They'd be walking by Thad's trailer and see the glow, maybe divert to walk a bit closer to examine it, then say, "There's Gitts' trailer glowing again."  The jaded answer came, "Yeah, weird," said with the same enthusiasm a clerk in a store would have saying "Have a nice day."

Thad thought about the cigarette.  He took one out and put it in his mouth, letting it dangle there for a moment, enjoying the feel of it and the taste of the paper.  Then he got out his lighter, flipped open the top and lit up.

He leaned back in the lawn chair, its front legs off the ground, teetering on the brink of tipping over backwards, but the position relaxed him so completely that he almost fell asleep a couple of times.  His cigarette slowly burned down to within a millimeter of his lips as he nursed the last puff out of it as much as he dared before his mouth got a "hotfoot."

He figured he'd better get back inside, do something constructive, maybe fix the toaster, or at least try to, or at least give the impression that he was making an effort at it.  If he fell asleep out here and Grandma got up and found him she'd have more ammunition to blast him with about being lazy and useless.  He gave a sigh and began to get up, taking the butt from his mouth only seconds away from getting burned.  After stretching for a moment, he walked toward the door, walked up the steps, flicked the smoldering butt, not in any particular direction, but it ended up under the trailer when its arc through the air was completed.  Thad's mind was only allowed a split second to comprehend what came next.  There was a quick registering in his mind of a brilliant flash and a feeling of pressure suddenly hitting him, like a giant fist.
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GETTYSBURG. JUNE 29, 1863.

After quickly splashing some water on his face and looking himself over in the mirror, Bruce Carterette left the hotel and started walking the streets, observing.  After a while, he sat on a bench and leaned back his thin frame.  The creaking of the bench was accompanied by the sound of his knee cracking and he suddenly felt all of his 45 years.  He felt sweat accumulating inside of the brim of his hat so he took it off and waved it around a few times to evaporate a bit of the sweat.  He looked across the street at a woman who was walking by and found himself wondering if when the person he was looking for arrived would it be a woman.  He had always figured it would be a team, a group, but maybe it would be just one person.  Best to consider all possibilities so that he didn't miss anything.

He often wished that there was a great American dictator in charge of things, who required that people walk around with a broad grin.  Yeah, he thought, teeth would be the best indicator, the clue he was looking for.  Every one seemed to have such bad teeth here, missing, discolored, or rotten.  Facial hair on men or a lack of it would be another indicator.  Many men seemed to wear beards.  If he saw a group of men that were all clean shaven he would observe them more closely for clues.  A close look at the eyes might also reveal what he needed to know.

Carterette felt excited.  In his 25 years of wandering from major event to major event, he had never spotted what he was looking for, but this was Gettysburg.  He noticed a man with a suit, one who looked lost, or uncomfortable, as if he wasn't used to a suit, or something that wasn't quite right. Maybe the man was just uncomfortably hot, but Carterette crossed the street and wandered over toward the man, moving up just behind him.  He regarded the fabric of the man's suit.  It looked normal.  He edged up alongside but just behind the man, looking at the man's left eye.  Nothing out of the ordinary there.  Carterette stepped on an acorn or something crunchy and the sound made the man turn around.  He looked at Carterette with suspicion and took a step back from him, probably figuring he was about to have his pocket picked if he wasn't careful.

"My apologies for having startled you sir.  Might you have the time?"  Get the guy talking, Carterette thought.  Look for non-typical speech patterns or expressions that might give him away.

"Sorry," the man shrugged and turned away.  No timepiece, no conversation.  Carterette didn't give up.  "Heard we may have some visitors," he said with a big smile designed to induce the same in the man.  "I heard rumors of Rebs out by Chambersburg.  Hope they stay there."

The man finally smiled, probably figuring it was a joke about the Rebs.  Three missing front teeth, a huge black hole in the side of another tooth, and a large chip out of another.  Carterette said, "Goodbye sir," and returned to his search, figuring that if the people he was looking for didn't show up here on these days leading up to and during the Battle of Gettysburg then they wouldn't be coming at all and he might as well get better at his sign painting because that's how he'd be making a living, for the rest of his life.
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AT THE GITTS TRAILER.

Thad Gitts' eyes opened, but they might as well have remained closed because all he saw was a scramble.  Each eye was sending the brain a different image, and those images were overlapping, as the brain tried unsuccessfully to make sense of it all, resulting in something resembling a fuzzy TV image.  Before his vision began to clear, a foggy thought was banging around in his skull, searching for a functioning brain area that might be able to relay the message to his consciousness.  It was trying to say, "Hey man, something happened here, you're not just lying here because you had too much booze last night and fell asleep on the patio in your lawn chair again, leaned back and tipped over, hitting your head.  No such luck.  Something bad is wrong.  Your wreck of a trailer looks even worse than a wreck now.  You finally blew the thing up with all the propane you use.  Hey!  Check on the family!  Pull yourself together, decide which image you're going to believe, follow it and see if anyone's still alive in there."
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