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For Loraine Toucher, who was called away early.


INTERVIEW I

DEFENSE INTELLIGENCE AGENCY

CASE No. NB-18266-00

October 16, 1993 08:06 HRS

D.I.A. INVESTIGATOR: Agent Julia C. Oberon

LOCAL INVESTIGATOR: Detective Sergeant Hector L. Castillo

Subject Interviewed at Albuquerque, NM Police Department Medical Detention Facility.

SUBJECT: Barlowe, Nicole Lynn.

FEMALE CAUCASIAN, AGE 34. 

SYSTEMS ANALYST, MEDUSA ENGINEERING CORPORATION

ADVANCED PROGRAMS AND DEVELOPMENT

BOSTON, MA.

CLASSIFIED.

PRESS BLACKOUT.

___________________

BEGIN TRANSCRIPTION

Oberon: Before we start, Miss Barlowe, I want you to be aware that you are under no legal obligation to speak to us. Do you understand that?

Barlowe: Yes, I do.

Oberon: This is merely informal questioning, and if you do wish to have legal counsel present, we can stop until that is made so. I am not law enforcement; I am with the Defense Intelligence Agency. Do you follow?

Barlowe: Yes, absolutely.

Castillo: There is an entire herd of corporate lawyers downstairs, flown in from Boston and New York, I’m told. You have not been charged with anything, nor at this time do I have any intention to do so. Merely asking questions here, Miss Barlowe. A lot happened on the night of October 14th. Would you like any of these lawyers present?

Barlowe: Lawyers? Already? Makes sense, I guess.

Castillo: Do you consent to questions?

Barlowe: You bet.

Castillo: You are an employee of Medusa Engineering Corporation?

Barlowe: I was . . . well, I doubt I am anymore.

Castillo: For how long, may I ask?

Barlowe: Coming up on eight years. I was part of the ‘80s hiring blitz. Pentagon money arrived in Hefty bags, it seemed. Most anyone that rolled out of MIT with a GPA above 3.8 and solid credentials was snatched up by Medusa Engineering. I thought I’d arrived, you dig?

Castillo: And what are those credentials?

Barlowe: Computer Science―my parents are in debt to the ceiling for that―and the company paid for Applied Physics. I also dabbled in Cryptology because I love a puzzle.

Oberon: Let’s talk about what happened the other night―the fourteenth.

Barlowe: You’d never believe it.

Oberon: There’s a stack of law degrees in the lobby that want to know.

Castillo: Whatever you remember, Miss Barlowe.

Barlowe: Dragonfire started out fine, then it all went sideways. How’s that?

Castillo: A great start. Your work was conducted at the Very Large Array, the radio telescope observatory outside of Socorro, just south of here. Medusa Engineering has a partnership with them? 

Barlowe: They leased us star time, and we, in turn, solved some computer problems for them. We did not use the radio telescopes as telescopes in the traditional sense―at least that’s what I was told. Inter-departmental chatter was verboten, you know.

Castillo: Compartmentalization.

Barlowe: It’s how anything nefarious is run. Keep everyone on a need-to-know basis until it all goes to hell. Compartmentalization equals Plausible Deniability. What follows is an entire legion of employees acting like that fat Sergeant Schultz from Hogan’s Heroes. [IMITATES GERMAN ACCENT] I know noth-ing! 

Oberon: Somebody knows something, and today you’re it. The VLA disaster is all over the news. NASA and DOD are making statements, but The Defense Intelligence Agency is making the inquiries. Several dishes are offline, and―

Barlowe: Offline? That’s a nice way to put it.

Oberon: You’re certainly lucky to be alive, Miss Barlowe.

Barlowe: A cop told me that just yesterday. You can’t see it because of the bandages, but I’m rolling my eyes.

Castillo: Consider yourself in Federal protective custody. Doesn’t get more secure than that. Guaranteed.

Barlowe: The Titanic had guarantees.

Castillo: Can you tell us what happened at the VLA?

Barlowe: Dragonfire was so utterly far out, no one sane would buy the conference room pitch. But Medusa Engineering has their reasons―and I’ve come to realize those reasons are very, very old.

Oberon: That’s the second time you used that term Dragonfire.

Barlowe: Just like in the military, each project has an internal code name. I honestly don’t know its real designation. That said, even if I were to disclose what I know about it, I was fed so much bullshit I may be lying to you and not know it.

Oberon: Try me.

Barlowe: We’d be here until doomsday, and my face hurts.

Oberon: We have painkillers.

Barlowe: Let’s say it had to do with capturing CME particles, isolating certain elements, then, via some technobabble no one would fully explain to me, relay it back to Earth via the DragSat II satellite. Back to Earth for―well, for whatever it was they were up to in that black tent. And that goddamn tent operation is responsible for all the blood and fire, I guarantee it.

Castillo: CME?

Barlowe: Coronal Mass Ejection, a sun burp if you want to be cute. An explosion occurs on the surface of the sun, an ungodly spew of plasma escapes through a hole in its magnetic field―the corona―and it blows out into space at crazy speed. This was a particularly fast one, and we had thirty hours to scramble our pocket protectors to New Mexico and get the gear calibrated before the wave got here.

Castillo: That’s some Star Trek stuff.

Barlowe: Aye, Captain.

Oberon: What were they looking for?

Barlowe: I’m at the kids’ table, lady. Even with my highbrow degrees, I just wrangle data and look for patterns. You may have to go all the way up the rope if you want real answers―but you’ll reach senior players like Blasko Thorpe―and chances are you’ll hang from that rope. Your best bet is their barking Doberman, Armand Jenks. If Jenks made it out alive it was likely at the expense of everyone else.

Castillo: You work for the Science Mafia? That’s a little much.

Barlowe: Let’s just say I didn’t know then what I know now. La Coven Nostra may be a better term.

Oberon: I’m no astronomer, but it seems unlikely something requiring the use of radio telescopes would take place during such a huge weather event.

Barlowe: Well, it didn’t start out that way.

Castillo: Yes, the electrical storm. Less than an hour ago, the National Weather Service sent us some pretty wild satellite photos of the Socorro and outlying area, all snapped on the night of October 14 into 15, between the hours of 6 PM and 6 AM. “Never has the formation of a cyclonic depression over a continuous landmass been reported, captured, or documented,” they said. I had to ask what the hell that meant, and some egghead there told me cyclones, hurricanes, whatever you want to call them, only form over water.

Barlowe: And he’s correct. An artificial event, Detective Castillo. I didn’t go to cop school, and even I figured that out―

Oberon: Moving up the timeline, you still maintain that later that night you were at Thompson’s Kwik Gas on Route 60?

Barlowe: I do. All of this began at the Socorro VLA―but it sure as shit ended at the Kwik Gas. When the kid and I ended up [GASPS] Wait. [SHOUTS] The kid . . . is he okay?

Oberon: Kid? What kid are you referring to?

Castillo: You were brought in alone, Miss Barlowe.

Barlowe: Yes, the kid. A boy―twelve maybe? A real trooper, that kid. Marooned at that gas station with his old man. The cop must have picked up both of us. Honestly, after all that chaos, all that fire, the wound in my neck, all of it, there’s blank spots―small ones―but I did not walk out of there alone. No way. Where is he? [RAISES VOICE] My God, where is he?

Oberon: Miss Barlowe, Deputy Youngblood’s statement made clear that your state of mind when he picked you up approximately eight miles from the filling station was one of―and I am quoting here―” incoherent, near catatonic, suffering from severe burns.”

Barlowe: My eyelids were burned off. So if you want to talk about the deputy’s assessment of my behavior, I’d start there. Your Deputy had to have been the last to see him.

Castillo: Deputy Youngblood’s write-up mentions only you, Miss Barlowe. No young boy.

Barlowe: I’m not imagining that kid.

Oberon: The burns; you were injured at the filling station?

Barlowe: I was injured all bloody night long, lady. The gas station was just the end of the line.

Oberon: This young boy you mentioned, is there a chance you became separated before Deputy Youngblood spotted you? Trauma is a twitchy thing, Miss Barlowe, Doctor Barlowe. Events get shuffled, memories scrambled.

Barlowe: It was all pretty insane at the time, I’ll admit. My current trauma is you creating doubt. I know what happened. I was there. That Deputy is lying.

Castillo: You said just a minute ago that you experienced memory loss. ‘There’s blank spots, small ones’. Seems, well, contradictory to what you’re saying now.

Barlowe: It was me and that boy. That I recall.

Castillo: We have Deputy Youngblood’s report.

Barlowe: Yeah? Well, do better, TJ Hooker.

Oberon: Anything else we’re missing?

Barlowe: Just the giants.
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Storm Signal

“LIGHTNING, DAD―DEAD AHEAD,” Caleb said.

Caleb’s eyes never left the windshield as he wrapped the headset’s cable around his Walkman. He rarely saw towering thunderheads in his native southern California, and upon witnessing this searing bolt of plasma, New Mexico had his full attention.

Behind the wheel, Pale Brody kept an eye on the fine line of the eastern horizon. An endless procession of high-tension towers guarded Route 60, while above, distant, bruised, and bloodied, the clouds shed a curtain of rain, which set to work in smearing that perfect boundary between earth and sky. The lightning flashed again, enormous and impressive. He silently congratulated himself for changing the wiper blades on his ‘68 Fleetwood before leaving Los Angeles.

“That was just huge,” Caleb said. “I can’t wait to pass through it. I guarantee the day will not be able to get any cooler than that.” He jabbed his index finger toward the sky show.

“You’re right, Playboy,” Pale said. “From here all the way to the Atlantic, the thunderstorms are really something else. We used to drive right through some certifiable whoppers back in the day. Did I ever tell you that in Nebraska we almost got caught in a twister?”

Caleb turned away so his father would not see him roll his eyes. “I’ve heard that story a couple times.”

“That’s why I change it every time I tell it, buddy.”

Back in the day for Pale meant when he anchored the lead guitar position in a band called Mac Daddy. Mac Daddy was a mid-level hard rock outfit out of Pasadena, signed to a major label subsidiary. Pale likely would never have joined a band like Mac Daddy―his guitar pastor preached Hendrix over Page―but the club scene in LA had only one lane in those days, and if you wanted to play pro, you drove in it.

Fun days nonetheless, those road trips, as Mac Daddy roamed North America, played loud, played hard, drank absolutely everything, and met absolutely everybody.

Caleb was just past the toddler stage when it all became airborne, and Valerie remained at home base with one eye on their son and the other scrutinizing the label’s A&R guy. On a few occasions, Pale flew Valerie and Caleb out for shows in New York, Denver, and Miami. Those times had been good. Never rock star spectacular, but good.

Four years into the band’s slow but steady climb up the ladder, they suffered a self-inflicted, humiliating blow. In 1988, Mac Daddy released a highly mocked, syrupy MTV power ballad called “I Wish You Missed Me,” right as tastes began to change. Their upcoming album, Relentless Boulevard, absolutely died in the stores because of it, and the label tossed Mac Daddy like incriminating evidence. 

The second whack in the balls came a month later, right in the middle of rescue negotiations with Capitol Records. Because of Relentless Boulevard’s dismal performance, Mac Daddy was replaced in the direct support slot for a major act’s European tour; not bumped down a peg to opening band, just gone. Upon that news, Capitol stopped returning their manager’s phone calls, then canceled future meetings. Within four months, the wounds proved fatal. The band split up.

Five years later, with the Nineties pendulum firmly set toward grunge and his marriage in the rear-view mirror, Pale hit the road for Austin, son in tow, eager to enter the world of record producing. Pale’s old pal Billy Gaines and his crazy talented batch of post-punk-chicken-pickers were set to record a follow-up to their debut record, The Tornado Alley Cats, which had made some real noise on the alternative charts. It was not only gracious of Billy to ask Pale to produce their sophomore effort, but it couldn’t have come at a better time, as Los Angeles was filled with ghosts; the house he was forced to sell, the shuttered clubs on Sunset, the handful of friends who had lost it all to drugs. If The Tornado Alley Cats’ second record made waves, it could really kick-start a new career. Produced By Pale Brody―a future he could get behind.

“I’m glad we didn’t fly―we’d have missed all of this,” Caleb said. He squirmed as he did when his dad took him to see The Empire Strikes Back re-release on the Fox lot. The Imperial Walkers on the big screen blew his mind. “Just look at that.”

Here on Route 60, part of Pale’s slow road to Texas―when they could have just powered through on Interstate 10 and hooked a left at San Antonio―the scenic route revealed its treasures as God took X-Rays of the world. A purple river delta of lightning flooded the sky.

“Behold!” Pale said. He turned to his son and wiggled his eyebrows. “There’s going to be a hammer―” 

The hammer whacked the Cadillac square across the nose. Caleb had heard thunder a few times at home, rumbling far away in the San Gabriel mountains, but he’d never experienced such deliberate, solid brutality―and his dad was friends with the guys in Slayer.

“That’s just crazy loud!” Caleb said, eyes wide as pancakes.

“Really is,” Pale said. “Pretty deafening for a storm so far away. Maybe it’s closer than we think.”

Caleb leaned toward the windshield. The sun was nearly finished for the day, and soon it would light the underside of the storm, a promise of magnificent color.

“Sound at sea level travels at seven hundred sixty miles per hour,” Caleb said. “We’re about . . . what in New Mexico? Sixty-five hundred feet, maybe? So, it’s a tad slower, seven-fifty, I’d guess, but that’s still pretty fast. So maybe you’re right about it being closer than we think. I love it, though.”

“How the hell do you know all that?”

“I actually pay attention in school, Dad. That and, well, The Learning Channel is more awesome than you think it is. There’s physics, biology, astronomy, all kinds of great stuff.”

Pale shook his head and thought, did he grow up when I wasn’t looking? “How come I never knew you were so smart?”

“Lots going on, I guess.”

Pale sighed. Caleb had endured a lot of bad news since his mother’s abrupt departure and had witnessed both parents at their worst. Still, the kid brought home A’s and B’s, had more than a passing interest in Yolanda Rivas two blocks over and had never kept a library book past its due date. His stomach wormed at the thought of uprooting his son, but the compass pointed to opportunity, and it had to be followed. Best of all, Caleb seemed to understand.

“By the way, I took one of your Marshall amps apart last year.” Caleb tried to keep one eye on his father and the other on Route 60’s descent into heavy weather. He wasn’t sure how the old man would take the news his son had been screwing around inside a vintage1972 Super Lead, but currently emboldened by the compliment, if he was going to brag a little, now was the time.

Pale frowned, but his eyes smiled. “No, you didn’t. How the hell could you do that? You were eleven. I never even saw a screwdriver until I was twenty-seven.”

Caleb nodded. “I did. I mean, not all the way like unsoldering everything, but I took out all the power tubes, cleaned the contacts, all that. I removed the whole thing from the chassis and fixed a speaker output connection that was close to failing. I figured out how the effects loop you had installed works by reading one of the amp-nerd books you bought―but never opened―and also became fascinated with re-biasing. I didn’t have the gear for that or the desire to electrocute myself, so I scrapped that idea.” 

“Dismantling that amp would have bought you a one-way ticket to military school, but amazing work nonetheless. Your mother always said you were born with special skills. When I was your age, I was into T. Rex and Little League.”

“Most kids my age are into weed, Soundgarden, and Penthouse.” Caleb watched another jab of God-fire plunge into the desert.

Voice drained of boyishness, Caleb said, “And, well, Mom never really . . . got it.”

“She had a hard time of it, you know,” Pale said.

Caleb scoffed. “Sure.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

Please, not now. The ride’s been great, the storm is awesome. Not now, Caleb, please.

“Nothing.”

Pale felt compelled to plead his case, a man in a traffic stop.

“Your mom, and hell, me too, I suppose, expected the good times to keep rolling. I think she was holding out for the beach house and the Benz. We never made it past Tarzana and Hondas.”

Pale thought: But it was far more than homes and cars or the rock star wife-life. It sidewinded beyond depression or anxiety. After a while, she turned her back on her maternal instinct and had the audacity to blame her son.

Caleb shrugged. “She was weird. When she came home with those fortune-teller cards and mint cigarettes, I knew something was way wrong.”

Tarot cards and Kools, Pale remembered. Valerie sulked in the guest bedroom for hours, greasy-haired and cross-legged on the bed like some strung-out Yogi, sheets twisted into a battlefield. Many times he’d walked in to find her with her face buried in her hands, muttering cosmic hippie nonsense. She obsessed over cards such as The Hanged Man, The Magician, The Tower, and The Fool. The soul is in the blood, Pale, she’d said while laying the cards out in a carnival huckster’s version of solitaire, fingers yellowed, eyes exhausted and rheumy, the room hazy with smoke. And that’s why Caleb marked mine.

A crack of thunder snapped Pale out of his unpleasant daydream. “Caleb, seriously. She loves you.”

Caleb bent his face into a smirk.

“She had a strange way of showing it,” he finally said. “I was there when you weren’t, and Mom was . . . preoccupied.”

“Playboy, let’s not wade into the ‘you weren’t here’ swamp.”

Caleb remained unmoved when his mother finally packed her bags and split. On several occasions, prior to her withdrawal into the guest bedroom, he’d witnessed parents sloppy drunk, a pair of arguing idiots on public display while the valet at El Cholo or Musso and Frank brought the car around, followed by the silent, tension-filled ride home. By the time Mom stopped coming home on weekends, followed by lame excuses about “losing track of time with the girls,” Caleb knew the writing was on the wall. He never suspected that she had another man, although he couldn’t say the same for any suspicions his father may have had. Caleb’s instinct was pure and unfiltered: she simply didn’t want anything to do with him, and Dad was part of the package. Not long after, Tarot and menthol. She never ate. She stopped doing laundry―and you could forget about cooking.

The old man smartened up, cut off half his hair, put the brakes on the booze, and resumed running sprints at the park. With Mac Daddy cold in its tomb―with only a failed power ballad to keep it company―Dad began to receive road job offers from bands that had steady work. Jimmy’s in rehab, can’t tour. Mark’s wife is nine months pregnant; he won’t travel. Caleb finally figured out his father truly believed he’d be able to salvage the marriage if he stayed put and figured that later he’d be able to put his own band together if things turned around at home―so he passed on the gigs.

Caleb knew his father made a point to sound as hopeful as possible around the house. He never complained about the situation or the loss of income and dutifully manned the bilge pumps in an attempt to keep the SS Brody afloat. But when he was alone in his little home studio, Caleb could see the truth on his face as he sat behind the console, staring into nowhere with the guitar in his lap, amp buzzing, expended reel spinning, the tape leader slapping.

Despite Dad’s efforts, it wasn’t enough to stem the tide of Mom’s detachment and isolation. She’d punched her time card a while ago, ate pills like tic-tacs, and once the Ooga-Booga Express arrived at the guest bedroom station, she covered the mirror in bizarre cutouts she’d harvested from various magazines, installed blackout curtains, hung weird little talismans, burned sage, the works. She smoked Kools as if they’d fallen under threat of a moratorium and flipped Tarot Cards like a dealer at the Bellagio. She only looked at Caleb if she absolutely had to speak to him.

Caleb had never told his father, but when he watched Mom back her car out of the driveway for the last time, he was relieved to see her go. Even before the meltdown, she’d always been on the icy side, kept him at arm’s length. What loss was it to have her gone?

He’d always known he didn’t belong to her.

Within a year of her departure, Dad had done several sessions around town (from prog-rock to pop, it all paid nicely), word got around, the phone rang more often, and things looked like they’d smooth out. When the discussions for Austin began, Caleb hoped it would pan out for the old man because neither one of them genuinely minded leaving LA. Caleb knew he would miss the ocean, but the world was covered with water. He’d find another sea.

“Yeah,” Caleb said. “Let’s talk about something else.”

Pale nodded and smiled. “Next time, try the Fender Champ for your science projects. I can afford to lose that to experimentation.”

“Give me a little time, and I’ll turn that runt into a growler.”

Caleb turned his eye to the electrical towers, which in his imagination resembled colossal prisoners, a Louisiana chain gang of captured robots, he mumbled to his father. New Mexico lay bleak and unhurried beneath those giants, resigned to whatever punishment the sky saw fit to dole out.

Caleb said, “I can’t wait, this is going to be intense.” He whipped his hand around and snapped his fingers, a trick he’d learned from his father’s guitar tech. “Showtime,” he added.

Just as the words left the boy’s lips, the leading edge of the storm flashed alive with forks of feral energy.

“This is the coolest thing I’ve ever seen, Dad. Seriously.”

“Cooler than rummaging through your old man’s Super Lead?”

Caleb shrugged. “Once you’ve looked inside the magic Marshall box, the mystery is gone. So don’t make me choose.”

“Listen up, Playboy,” Pale said. He fished around for his nicotine gum. One left. Once Valerie had begun smoking like the 1950s Pittsburgh skyline, he’d become less enamored with his fealty to Camel filters. But a monkey on your back always dug in its claws, and after several setbacks, he had finally left that gibbering little imp at the side of the road. He glanced at the fuel gauge. “The old gal’s tank is getting low, and unlike hers, mine is full. I’m also out of this shitty Nicorette gum, so keep your eyes peeled for an exit.”

“Roger that.”

“The weather guy said it would be high eighties and clear today, but what do you think, Mr. Speed of Sound?”

“I think we hit the weather jackpot, so who cares?”

When Caleb saw one of the electrical towers take a direct hit, the flare so dazzled his eyes it was like paparazzi inside the Cadillac.

“Wow!” Caleb said. “Did you see that? Did you see that tower get hit?”

Pale had seen it, and for a moment, his balls tightened. A half-mile away or so, one of the hundred-foot giants had been jabbed by a spear from heaven. Sparks blew from the impact, but the tower stood fast. Wires swayed; dust blew. Soon the rain would find them.

“No, I missed it,” Pale said. He knew Caleb wanted to file a report. “Tell me about it.”

“The lightning just came down like . . . like a missile. It hit the tower like Ba-Boom!” He flipped his fingers out and raised his hands to simulate an explosion. “Millions of sparks―and that glow!”

Caleb tossed the Walkman into the back seat like a toy outgrown. He pressed his hand to the passenger window, a starfish in an aquarium. In a minute or so, the stricken tower would be at their side, and there was no way he was missing that.

“These desert thunderstorms can get pretty wild, but in my experience, they pass quickly,” Pale said. “Enjoy it while it lasts. But we need fuel, and my whiz reactor is about to go super-critical.” 

“Maybe we could just find a bridge, like in that awesome tornado footage you see on the news. People park under bridges, and the sound gets all crazy. You can pee in the bushes.”

“Keep your eyes out for an exit, buddy. Bridge will be the last resort.”

Caleb shrugged. “Might be more fun under the bridge.”

Pale grinned. More fun? This kid is fearless.

“This is it!” Caleb said.

As Pale slowed the Caddy, Caleb rolled down his window. The injured tower stood in dim silhouette, a mighty steel lattice. At the crown, where the impact had occurred, the tower sustained an enormous black scar. The raw power coursing through that lightning strike had been tremendous, but the tower endured.

The wires hummed. At their connection point, a faint glow was still visible.

“What’s that ray-gun-looking thing between the wire and the tower?” Caleb said, marveling at the giant.

Now that Pale thought about it, the dual rows of glass discs did kind of resemble a ray gun from an old science fiction movie.

“Insulator,” Pale said, “Supposed to keep the power from running into the tower instead of flowing through the line. That would break the circuit, I guess. We have similar ones on the telephone pole behind our house, well, the old house, but these insulators are just gigantic.”

“They’re still glowing. Man, they must have taken a real beating.”

The air felt alive, crisp, prickling with tension―everything to Caleb seemed to be on the precipice, like the apex of a roller coaster. He turned to his father.

“Smells like . . . like electricity? Is that possible?”

“Ozone,” Pale said. “The smell of a thunderstorm.”

“What happens if lightning hits the car, Dad? We’re metal too.”

Pale snorted. He threw up the index and pinky devil horns.

They both laughed, partly because it was mildly funny but mainly because the storm showed it could become a close, dangerous reality. Caleb put his window up, and Pale put the pedal down.

A quarter mile later, Caleb spotted a rusted sign that read:

THOMPSON’S KWIK-GAS

3 MILES

NEXT RIGHT

Caleb pointed. “There’s our exit plan.”

“Right on time,” Pale said, but his voice was drowned out by rapid bashes of thunder, artillery fire from a sky-borne adversary.
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Otis and the Canary

BY THE TIME the big red Cadillac pulled into Thompson’s Kwik Gas, the wind had throttled up. Debris and loose paper skated across the gravel yard of the filling station, chased by tiny dust-devils. Caleb watched as a toppled trash can coughed up a salad of soda cans, hot dog wrappers, and blue paper towels. 

“Man, this place is old school,” Caleb said.

Beneath the slanted, fifties-era awning stood four gas pumps past their prime, complete with rotary indicators and manual levers. Fluorescent tubes glowed above, struggling in the omnipresent static electricity. The color fluctuation produced a weird funhouse effect, and Caleb wasn’t sure if he dug that or not. A few yards away, an old swing sign advertising Chesterfields―Put A SMILE in your Smoking!―swayed like a man at the gallows.

As Pale pushed the door open the wind defied him, nearly slapping him back into the driver’s seat. He crabbed out of the Caddy and dug for his wallet while Caleb, already at the pump, nabbed the hose.

“Hey!” Caleb said, “The wind’s warm like the Santa Ana.”

“That’s a little freaky,” Pale agreed.

Santa Ana winds were hot, dry, miserable, and threatened fire, never accompanied by clouds, let alone thunderheads.

At the horizon, lightning raged.

“We would have missed all of this on an airplane,” Caleb reiterated.

“Or we could have flown through it, which might have been worse. Listen up, Caleb―keep your eyes open. If I don’t pee right now, I’m going to burst, but I’ll be right back.”

Caleb scoffed. “I’m not six,” he said. He flipped up the pump’s manual lever and pulled down the license plate, exposing the fuel cap. “I’ll be fourteen next July. And look, we’re the only car here.”

“Stay in the car until the tank’s full. I know the storm is cool, but with the wind and everything . . . or your . . . just sit tight.” Pale handed Caleb the Visa. “In case I take longer. Back in a flash.”

I almost said, “or your mother will kill me,” but she likely wouldn’t have noticed if you’d gone missing.

A memory dashed through his mind, Valerie dumping the contents of her nightstand into a paper bag, flustered and hurried, hair askew, suitcases already in the hall, clothes poking from the seams as if their escape had been thwarted. She wore her rabbit fur vest. A cigarette bobbed from her lips.

We both know he’s not right, Pale, she said as she rolled the grocery bag shut.

What’s wrong with you? Pale fired back. You’re his mother, for God’s sake.

Caleb rolled his eyes as his father jogged toward the illustration of a pointing glove that read PIT STOP.

“Fill ‘er up?” The old man’s voice came out of nowhere. “Welcome to the wide-open between Pie Town and Datil, the only gas on Route 60 until Magdalena.”

Startled, Caleb whirled around.

Thunder crackled. As the wind toyed with an aluminum sign, it tapped a madman’s rhythm. I Believe In Crystal Light Because I Believe In Me! 

“Fill ‘er up?” the old thing repeated.

White kinky hair beat a retreat from the man’s forehead, and crags like the dry riverbeds of Mars flowed from the corners of his eyes. He clearly hadn’t shaved in a few days, but the unkempt appearance stirred no anxiety in the boy. The man’s teeth, the few stubborn enough to remain in his head, were soured with the same tint of yellow that had conquered the whites of his eyes. He was as black as a witch’s cat.

“Sorry if I scared you there, son,” he said. “I know it’s hard to hear over the wind and such.”

“It’s fine,” Caleb said. He handed the old timer the hose, flipped his eyes over to the restrooms, and back. His father was already inside. “I had it all ready to go, though, Mister. You take Visa?”

“These old pumps, you know, they can be fussy. Some machines, I find, all they’ll ever do is disobey. Your pop has a fine old road schooner. I’ll bet he treats her real nice. And yes, I take plastic, paper, and gold.” His face stretched into a wide, friendly grin.

Caleb nodded. “The Caddy used to belong to my grandpa, but he died when I was little, so my dad has always had it. My mom called it Red Zeppelin.”

Across the road, a blade of wind howled through the scaffolds of the electrical towers. A dust devil the size of a bus whirled past. In the far away, the sun suffocated behind the wall of the storm. It coughed one last ray of orange into the sky before it choked.

“Name’s Otis Thompson, and this is my place,” he held his hand out to indicate the filling station and his double-wide, which poked out from behind the mini-mart. Next to the trailer stood an enormous satellite dish that looked more like a spider web than an antenna.

Caleb watched the old man, who began to squeegee the windshield. Probably habit, but full-service gas was something he’d very rarely seen, so he let it go and watched the show.

“Caleb Brody. My Dad’s in the restroom. He’ll be back right away.”

“I was securing the air hoses when I saw you and your pop pull in here. The first thing I thought: I wonder if they’ll have the sense to stay off the road for a bit because the sky is bound to open up, nice and wide.”

“I think the storm’s pretty neat, Mister,” Caleb said.

“Love is always fascinating at first.”

Caleb’s expression was unreadable. “The hot wind is weird, though.”

“Let me be true to tell you, I saw a Winnebago get hit by lightning once right here in front of my Kwik Gas. It flashed white for a second, then Pow! Exploded just like a grenade. That was some heat!”

“Wow.” Caleb grimaced and took an unconscious step backward. “That’s gnarly.”

“Everyone got electrocuted, too,” Otis said through a sigh. He moved to the passenger side of the windshield and got to work. “You’ve never heard such screaming. A Really tragic scene.”

He finished with the windshield and began to start on the rear window. “Desert weather moves fast, don’t you know, and I don’t mind if people hole up when the sky becomes crabby. Happens all the time. Better safe than sorry, as they say, and I could use the company. I never close up shop, though. No-sir-eee.”

Caleb couldn’t shake his uneasy feeling about the wind. He’d been in Hawaii once with his folks, and yes, it rained even when it was eighty degrees, but this was different. This was a fire wind, and fire wind blew the sky clear―never clouds, and never lightning.

“It hasn’t rained a drop on us yet,” he said.

“It will,” Otis said. He set the hose back, plunged his hands into his pockets, and rocked on his heels. “It’ll howl through here like the Devil in a speedboat, then be on to bother someone else.”

Pale, fresh from the restroom, picked up the pace when he noticed the old man in the gray jumpsuit chatting up his son. Under the fritzing fluorescents, the big red Fleetwood looked the color of blood. He crushed his empty Nicorette pack and dropped it into the trash can next to the fuel pumps.

“Two points and right at the buzzer,” Otis said. With Pale’s Visa, he tapped a peppy rhythm on his calloused fingers. “Twenty-two dollars and fifty-five cents.”

“Thanks for taking care of everything,” Pale said.

“I was just telling your boy here that it’s alright by me if you folks wait out the storm. They don’t last too long, and the market is stocked to the rafters. You also look like a man that could use a nicotine refill. Don’t smoke anymore myself, my Ruthie saw to that, but I understand the habit, sure enough. Takes courage to quit, but that gum tastes awful. I’ll have to run inside to run the Visa, Mr.―” He read the name on the card. “Mr. Brody. Follow me, and you can grab your gum and such.”

Pale said to Caleb, “You want anything from inside? Pop, chips, nuclear reactor schematic?”

“I’m fine―”

A blazing sword of skyfire stabbed the desert, cutting Caleb off in mid-sentence. A second later, a cannon blast of thunder rolled across the New Mexico plain. The clouds opened, and down fell Otis’ rain, pushed by Caleb’s fire wind.

Caleb hopped back into the Caddy and watched his father and Otis dart across the yard to the mini-mart. A moment later, the exterior lights popped on.

Night and the storm arrived in tandem.

***

“My offer is still good, you know,” Otis said. “It’s wet ‘n wild.” 

Pale entered his PIN on the Verifone reader. He pocketed his gum, thanked Otis for his offer, and stepped outside. When the wind grabbed the door and the needles of driving rain stung his face, he immediately regretted his decision.

Headlights approached. Pale could hear a big rig’s diesel engine knock and grumble as the driver downshifted. He double-timed it back to the Caddy, relieved to be beneath the awning.

Pale stood at the passenger door as the eighteen-wheeler hissed to stop. The Peterbilt and the trailer it towed, both painted a blaring yellow, boasted they were the property of the Canary Trucking Company, Omaha, Nebraska. On the trailer, a winking cartoon bird wearing a trucker hat presented an eager Thumbs-Up.

The Caddy’s passenger window fell in a grumbling, electric whir.

“Dad, it’s getting pretty bad. I can barely see a hundred yards down the road.” He nodded toward the big rig. “Even the trucker pulled off the highway.” 

A tall figure clad in a hooded rain slicker scaled down the big rig’s cab. Head lowered against the rain; he approached the Cadillac. In one hand, he carried an enormous black flashlight.

Pale had experienced many a Maglite-toting State Trooper back in the road dog days, blasting their vehicle with light, searching for drugs, guns, and drugs. There had been several pullovers and a few close calls, but all the Officer Friendlies had ever found was a tiny bag of weed in Minnesota and a twenty-year-old groupie so desperate to leave Syracuse she chose Mac Daddy as the avenue of escape.

Pale turned and nodded, barely able to conceal his misery from the wind and rain. “Hi there. Something we can do for you?”

“I don’t mean to interfere,” the trucker began, his Native American accent unmistakable. Water ran down the slope of his nose in a shiny line. His eyes were so brown they were nearly black. Big black braids dangled from his hood like sleeping kingsnakes. “But you look like you’re getting ready to head out. Not a good idea to be on the highway. Road is uneven, the low spots will fill if they haven’t already, and that means hydroplaning, especially in a boat like yours. Best to stay put for a while.”

A mammoth thunderbolt brained one of the transmission towers. Hot light spewed from the target as a crowbar of thunder yanked everyone’s ears open. Insulators glowed orange, then blue, and finally buzzed themselves back to normal.

“Jeeezus!” the trucker gasped. “See what I mean, Paleface? A few miles back, I saw that happen multiple times. Purple lightning.” Looking directly into Pale’s eyes, the trucker raised a breadstick of a finger, which sported a turquoise ring nearly the size of an egg. “For your boy’s sake, at least.”

The trucker shoved his flashlight into his slicker and hightailed it to the mini-mart.

Paleface? No way this guy recognized me. He was just being facetious.

“Dad, everyone’s telling us to stay put. We should listen.”

Otis had put a touch of fear into Caleb (even though he thought that story about the Winnebago was kind of spooky-cool, actually), but the Indian trucker, his expression as he looked right into his dad’s eyes, for some reason, sealed the deal. Besides, it might be fun just to sit and watch the storm from the big picture window in the mini-mart, toss back a couple of dogs and a bag of chips, and maybe sneak a peek at a naughty mag if the situation presented itself. One thing was clear to Caleb: you could not get entertainment like this on an airplane. Ever. 

“Let’s stay awhile. Huh?”

Pale felt like an idiot. The old guy and the trucker must be just shaking their heads and having a good laugh at the clueless California twinkie.

The rain and hot wind just didn’t jibe. Pale wanted to be out of here, but that massive submarine of a car, its ancient drum brakes, and how it handled like a B-17 with its tail blown off would be nothing but stress on a slick road and gusting winds. Hydroplaning, the trucker had said, and he had the sense to steer his big yellow canary off the road and wait it out. Was he willing to put Caleb into that peril, especially if he fled now with his ego bruised? A pussy would run into the storm out of embarrassment; a man would see his son’s safety.

“Grab your stuff,” Pale said. “We’ll rustle up some mini-mart vittles and watch the show.”

Pale thought about his guitars in the trunk―he never liked to leave instruments in the car, especially in heat or humidity. But the delay would likely be minimal―how long could a desert thunderstorm really last―and he’d just hump his fiddles into the motel later.

“We’ll probably be done with all this in an hour,” Pale said. “Then it’s up the road to the motel in Magdalena for the night. French toast in the morning. Let’s make it happen.”

“Win,” Caleb said.

The track of Route 60 yawned wide as night took dominion, the road slick now with long sleeping oils. Across the road from Thompson’s Kwik Gas, the wind moaned the name of every ghost through the chain gang of electrical towers, daring the storm to spill its worst―be it from God, Magician, or Madman.


-3-

Devil Wind and the Mother of Frankenstein

OTIS TRIED TO find a weather report, a news update, something on the radio, but the storm cast a curtain of interference over the area, so a clear signal was not in the cards. For a few seconds the little radio picked up some Ranchero music and a Country station, but both fritzed into static and a jagged snaggle of tones, as if the Emergency Broadcast System had run amok. 

Wincing and rubbing his temple, Otis gave up and shut the radio off.

“That was ugly,” Pale said. For a moment, the sound conjured a memory of his mother crying in her bedroom. The images scattered like sand in the wind when the radio was silenced.

“Sounded like Tyler Beans tuning up,” Caleb said from across the store.

Tyler “Beans” Grady was Pale’s long-time guitar tech. The man was a fantastic luthier, he could diagnose and remedy guitar disasters at the drop of a hat and kept Pale’s entire rig running like a thoroughbred. Beans, however, could not tune a guitar by ear for his life. Pale once told him, Beans, you’ve discovered the key of H. Nice work.

And to Pale, that’s what this noise was like; a keyless, dissonant blasphemy.

“Sorry about the radio, everyone,” Otis said. “No news is good news, I guess. And speaking of beans, I’ll get some fresh coffee going. Chief Big Wheel over here likes it dark and muddy, isn’t that right, buddy?”

“Swampier the better, Gas Money,” the trucker said. “You still have any of that Ecuadoran Hi-Test I was hauling a few months ago? One cup of that stuff makes you stand up straight and shit bigger than Texas.”

Otis chuckled. “A few pounds of it managed to fall off your truck.”

“The same.” He winked at Pale and leaned into his ear. “If you can’t sample the goods, why haul them?”

Pale nodded. He was reminded of the guitar strings he’d swiped as a kid working at Dorian’s Music in Hermosa Beach. He’d sold only one guitar that summer and his commission had been shit, but he bagged a mile of strings and a ton of free lessons.

“You call him Gas Money?” Pale said.

The big Indian shrugged. “Well, just look at him.”

“I dress for success, Big Wheel,” Otis said. He unzipped his jumpsuit and offered the trucker a friendly middle finger salute.

Thunder rolled; the rain flowed in curtains. Several jabs of lighting dazzled their eyes with blue spots. Otis was surprised the power was still on and wondered how long their luck would hold in that regard. Backup consisted of an eight-kilowatt gennie in the shed out back and the battery-powered emergency lights required by law. He worried about his brand-new satellite dish out there in all that wind. If that baby hit the deck, he’d have to either call the service guys in Las Cruces or spend a hell of a time fixing that mess. Either way, he’d miss his shows.

Pale, who had taken roost next to the trucker in folding chairs they’d set up between the Frito Lay rack and Slush Puppie dispenser, assumed the man was named Ken―his belt buckle spelled the name out in big iron-block letters detailed in turquoise. Hard to miss.

“Your name’s Ken, I’m guessing?” Pale said, pointing to the belt. He held his hand out. “Pale Brody.”

The trucker’s eyes went wide for a second.

“Your name is really Pale?” he said, shaking Pale’s hand. “Shit, buddy, sorry about the paleface comment. That’s never happened before.”

Pale grinned. “It’s a nickname, actually.”

“Well, I was just working a little Apache humor on you, bud. Old habits from the Rez, you know.”

Pale shook his head. “It’s fine. Name’s Pete. Peter. A thousand years ago, in the schoolyard, I used to be called Peter Pan. I was sick as a pig for a couple weeks, and when I came back to school, I looked like death. I was re-christened Peter Pale. Pale just stuck.” 

The trucker looked at his belt buckle then raised his eyes. He folded his arms over his chest and wiggled his eyebrows.

“Ken-osabe,” he said, then gave a short, curt nod.

“You’re shitting me,” Pale said.

The Indian laughed. “Of course I’m shitting you!” He turned and looked at Otis, who was busy with the coffee. “Gas Money, my man, where do you find these people? Ha! The name’s Ken Lightfeather. Who’s the papoose?” Ken poked his thumb at Pale’s son, who was watching the light show from the plate glass window. “I saw the California plates on the Caddy, so I’m thinking the sky show is new for him.”

“That’s Caleb. Yeah, it’s all a big spectacle. Caleb, come and say hello to Ken Lightfeather.”

A little of the conversation was getting through, but to Caleb, the thunder and window-rattling muted most everything. Crunching Pringles didn’t help, either. He turned at the sound of his name.

“Say hello to Ken Lightfeather,” Pale repeated, holding his hand out like a magician introducing his lovely assistant.

“Hi, Mr. Lightfeather,” Caleb said. “Thanks for helping us make our decision to stay.”

Ken nodded. “First big thunderstorm?” he asked.

“I’ve seen lightning before, but nothing like this. I mean, the color, the―”

A wallop from the sky squashed all conversation. Ingots of light strobed in blazing succession, immediately followed by colossal anvils of thunder. Caleb backed away as the window flexed, immediately sorry for his recklessness. A lone thunderbolt followed and scored a direct hit on one of the electrical towers opposite Route 60. The effect was blinding but enthralling, and for a moment, he saw the wires sway―as if the tower had flinched.

The lights flickered. The hum of the refrigerators stuttered.

“Oh Ruthie, we’re in the thick of it now,” Otis said as he poured Ken’s stolen coffee. “Back in the seventies we lived near Tampa, and after hurricane Darlene, we had a power failure that lasted eight days. We’d never played so much cribbage by candlelight.”

Pale stood. “Keep your distance from that window, Playboy.”

Caleb blinked and shook it off. He turned to his father and offered a wide smile. “Just surprised, but that was awesome.”

Pale looked at his watch, a Movado Valerie had given him on their final anniversary in 1990. “We’ve been here nearly an hour.”

Ken shrugged. “Been on the road since age sixteen and seen some mighty skies.” And that was true. The highway offered far more opportunity than the Arizona Rez, so when a young, aimless, and eager to get away Ken Lightfeather had accumulated a hundred dollars in tens, fives, and singles, he hitchhiked as far as Boise. Even though Ken fit in there less than he did at home with his old man, he worked like a dog on ranches, tractor repair shops, and finally bars until he’d saved enough dough to enroll in a trucking school in Twin Falls. By the time he was twenty, he had his Class A CDL. A year later, he could drive an eighteen-wheeler outside of Idaho, and the road opened wide.
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