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Based on a true story.

Earth, 1959 . . . 

A quaint little farmhouse in the middle of the night in the middle of America. Bottomless stars above endless vegetable fields. Remote, dark, and quiet, except for all the crickets and fireflies.

In a floral-print room at the top of a long, creaky set of stairs, a snoring Farmer sits up in bed, instantly alert, jostling his Wife.

Go back to sleep, Merl, she says. Whatever it is, you’re dreaming.

Hush, he says. Hear that?

No, she says. Don’t wake me up. Go to sleep.

The Farmer is on his feet in his nightshirt. He finds his shotgun under the bed.

Shhhhhh, he says. Gonna go look.

You stay away from that bottle, she yells as he creaks down the stairs, past the front door and down to the basement. Outside in the bright moonlight, something heavy hovers silently past the front windows.

In the musty basement, the Farmer pulls the cord on a naked lightbulb. He digs through a cluttered shelf above a grimy workbench and finds a liquor bottle. The bottle is empty, with a note stuck to it: Go back to bed!

Cursing under his breath, he pulls the cord and the bulb goes out. But the room’s still lit. Bright light from outside pours through the basement windows, then flutters and goes out. The Farmer reaches for his gun.

He sneaks cautiously out the back door in just his long johns and hunting cap. He waits, listening. The crickets suddenly stop. Emptiness bears down on him. He whistles a little to test his own hearing. Jittery hands on the gun, he creeps into the darkness.

A few steps later, he stops again with a sudden lurch, listening. Nothing.

Hovering directly behind him, a plump flying saucer, about double the size of a big, round minivan. Slowly, the Farmer circles the farmyard, listening. The animals stare, wide-eyed and hushed.

The saucer circles with him, silent and out of sight. The Farmer shrugs, takes a deep breath and shuffles off to the barn.

The Farmer’s Wife is almost back to sleep when the barn door bangs shut in the wind. She hauls herself out of bed, throwing open the window.

Merl, she hollers. Get away from that jug!

In a far corner of the barn, the Farmer already has the cork out of a big jug. He steams for a moment and takes the biggest pull he can manage.

Marching out in a huff, gun under his arm, fumbling with the heavy barn door, he turns . . . 

You and your imagination, he shouts up at the window.

. . . and is nose to nose with the dark saucer. It begins to glow. He drops his gun. The light grows brighter and brighter. A huge flash, then darkness. The saucer is gone.

The Farmer’s stunned Wife whispers, Merl?

Yeah, Merl whispers back.

Bring me that jug, she says.

 

On a middle floor of the Pentagon, a dozen shiny shoes clatter down a highly polished hallway.

In a large, mid-floor briefing room, various clocks and maps highlight locations around the world. Military Brass pours in and heads straight the coffee pots.

Alright, an Army General says. What is this all about?

An Admiral picks out a cruller from a long tray.

Army didn’t call this meeting, he asks.

No, the Army General says. All I heard was Operation Dragonhead, don’t be late.

Hammertree’s deal, an Air Force General says. Right?

Hammertree, the Admiral says. Always figured that crackpot for the looney bin.

Is that so, exclaims a muffled voice from beneath the table.

They all leap backwards as General Augustus T. Hammertree, a five-foot-tall brawler, hustles from beneath the table as if practicing a high school wrestling drill.

Excuse me, gentlemen, Hammertree says. I often surveil a room before making an entrance. Saved my life many times. Now, tell me. Would a crackpot do that? Precisely.

The Army General rolls his eyes, digging around the coffee pot area for some aspirin.

How may we help you, General, he asks.

Thank you for asking, but I can take the presentation from here, General, thank you, Hammertree says. Lights!

The lights go out and they find their chairs as a clanking projector churns to life. On the screen, a black and grey aerial photo marked Pough River Valley.

It is in times of relative peace, such as these, when we need our strength most, Hammertree says. Yes?

All grunt in agreement.

And it is the sharpest blade that cuts best, Hammertree says.

More agreement.

So, if you don’t have somebody to attack, Hammertree says. Might as well attack yourself, am I right?

Say that one again, the Admiral says.

The filmstrip shows a small, bustling town on a lazy river.

What you see before you is an average, small, quiet mountain town, Hammertree says. American in every possible way.

The idyllic photos give way to detailed maps with swooping arrows, troop numbers and timetables.

And as such, the perfect target for a coordinated Communist attack, he says. This town is a hub for the entire region. Powered by its own local hydro-electric dam. A crossroads for rail, telephone and telegraph lines. Yet the enemy could secure this area without breaking a sweat. In a single night, planting their seed deep into the heartland. What makes the average Commie Red’s blood sing more than that? So, the strong feeling among many of the executive staff is simply, why not make this an opportunity to keep citizens of fine communities, such as our little town here, on guard? I mean, in a deeply personal way, right down deep in their butt cracks. Always does folks good to leave a round in the chamber, just in case, figuratively speaking. Ike agrees with me that our vulnerabilities are certainly our weakest points. I have his complete faith in that. As a result, this confidential pubic information operation’s aim is to win the hearts of the people by frightening their minds as best we can. Officially speaking, the White House fully agrees that it knows nothing about this whatsoever and is in no way involved, of course.

Clandestine nods pass all around in the flickering light. The screen now shows the drawings of the flag and uniforms of an imaginary country, called Aggressor.

Worked these up myself, Hammertree says.

Nice pen work, the Air Force General says.

Thank you, Hammertree says.

So, then, the Admiral wonders out loud. What is Aggressor?

Next on the screen are the battle plans spliced with stock film clips of troop movements from several different real wars and a few classic feature films, as well as actual aerial photos of the town.

A fake Commie country gives folks something to focus on, Hammertree says. Name worked well with focus groups. As you see here, we will descend upon this valley with an overwhelming force. Secure the town, the dam and power plant, the rail yard and so forth. Standard infantry protocol, full air, ground, and tactical, atomic support. All the usual stuff. Then we’ll have the local press in to let them witness the devastating swiftness of a potential enemy attack. Next day, the Eighty-Second Airborne will liberate the area. Got a real nice parade planned. And so forth. Questions?

One off the top of my head, the Air Force General says. What about the people?

Hammertree’s confused.

People, he says. What people?

The ones that live there, the Admiral says.

This is the farthest thing from Hammertree’s mind.

Right, right, he says. Only the Mayor and city government are aware of this exercise. The element of surprise is key. Those weasels in Congress have got to understand. We need more funding. We need more futuristic technology. We need the whole country behind us on this. So, these people? I hope these people of yours crap their pants, General. I sincerely do. Though we will try our best not to shoot them. Naturally.

Yes, the Army General says. Naturally. What sort of futuristic technology?

The lights go on. Startled, the Generals jump in their chairs.

Hammertree now wears a large, round helmet with pointy, metal antennas. Face hidden behind dark plastic, he looks like a metal-headed bug-man.

Beside Hammertree stands Dr. Eugene Percival in a starched lab coat with a big name tag. He grins, eyes wide, mouth open. Insane, but only a little.

Perhaps I should explain, Doctor Percival says.

Whoa, the Air Force General says. When did this guy get here?

Doctor Percival licks his lips and ignores him. 

General Hammertree now wears a communications helmet like none other in the world, Percival says. Except for the other ones I made for the Soldiers. Those are the same as this one.

Yes, the Admiral says. Go on.

Anyone wearing a transistor helmet may speak to anyone else wearing a transistor helmet, Percival says. The helmet acts as a gas mask. The helmet contains a day’s supply of water. It can operate as a completely functional weather station. Several parts of the helmet may be eaten as food. The helmet contains three Lucky Strike cigarettes, which ignite only upon specific verbal command. There is a hook in the back for storage and opening bottles. It also plays your favorite music.

Percival flips a dial on the helmet and festive music plays.

Looks heavy, the Army General says.

It is, Percival says. Very.

They all exchange impressed nods.

Is it bulletproof, the Admiral asks.

Could be, Percival says. If you aim at it right.

Hammertree removes the helmet and turns off the music.

Well, we’d love to chat all day, ladies, but we attack at dawn, he says.

This operation, whatever it is, the Army General says. It’s already on the books? Then why tell us?

Hammertree glares back at them.

Oh, well, I mean, secret mission and all, Hammertree says. Got to tell somebody.

He and Percival rush out. The door closes.

I don’t know, fellas, the Marine General says. Would a crackpot do that?

Tell you what, the Army General says. You go tell Ike he picked the wrong guy. We’ll wait here. Good luck. Meanwhile, want to watch the movie again?

They do.

 

Several states away, a tall brick smokestack reads Home of Pough River Pants. The sun shines across tidy rows of tiny houses, a store and a school. A Teacher rings the morning bell. Trucks hum through the gates. Workers load raw materials into one end of the Mill and pull heavy crates out the other. Huge windows overlook the workers and the wide, slow river. Henry’s Father listens carefully to a squawking telephone receiver.

Yes, he says, patiently.

Henry’s Mother hovers at the office door, pencils sticking from her hair. She sees his concern.

Of course, he says. Alright.

She paces as he hangs up.

Another one, she asks.

Our button and zipper man, he says. Called in the whole note.

I don’t understand, she says. We always pay on time.

Said he’s sorry, Henry’s Father says. Said it came right from the top. His Wife has your pie pan.

I’ll go by after church, she says. But this can’t be. We pay on time. Always on time. Always.

Please don’t worry, he says.

Passed worry miles and miles ago, she says. What do we do now?

Get everybody together, he says. I’ll find something or other to say.

 

Across the street from Poughville City Hall, a corner diner hums with a happy breakfast crowd. Darlene sits at the counter. She’s the Mayor’s only assistant and de facto Chief of Staff, dressed ten years past her age. She studies a dusty ledger covered in miniature, scribbled numbers.

Merva, the diner owner and head cook, whirls out of the kitchen. She’s got a spatula in one hand and a coffee pot in the other.

My, my, Merva says, filling Darlene’s cup. Only a year out of high school and practically running City Hall already. I swear, I don’t know what the Mayor did without you.

I’m sure he did fine, Darlene says. But when they made Little Jim Finty treasurer in this town, Grover Cleveland was president. When they buried him last week, he took any idea how to read this pigeon scratch with him. Mayor’s worried. Thought I’d take a look.

Well, anyway, much luck, Merva says.

Thanks, Darlene says.

No, I mean to say congratulations, Merva says, not enjoying the taste of her words. Sorry. Been meaning to say. Congratulations. I’m sure you and big dumb tubby are gonna be so very happy together.

Darlene sips her coffee.

I take it you don’t think Charlie’s good for me, she asks.

No, and neither’s bacon fat, Merva says. I like Charlie Potatoes just fine. But he’s been working on you since the second grade. So, why now? This’s not how your story ends, lady. I’m sorry, but Charlie . . . 

Is here, Merva, Darlene says. Charlie’s here. And that happens to be what I like about him.

 

Outside of town, a good-sized green turtle contemplates a wide dirt road, then goes for it. A half mile away, a Backwoods Hunter in an old pickup rounds a corner, bouncing along at top speed.

Behind him in the truck bed, a set of big bumps send a guitar case, then a duffle bag, high into the air. The next bump is Henry, same school class as Darlene. The three trade positions like a juggling act.

By now, the turtle is in the middle of the road, truck hurtling closer. Rusty brakes lock. Bald tires slide. The turtle braces for impact. The wheels stop just short.

Relieved, the turtle carries on.

Henry gathers his things, hops from the truck bed and knocks on the window. 

Thanks, Henry says.

The Hunter is shocked to see him as he winds down the window.

Who are you, he asks.

You gave me a ride, Henry says. About fifty miles ago.

Thought you fell out, the Hunter says, climbing out of the truck.

I did, Henry says. Couple times.

Well, here you are, the Hunter says. To the Mill, you said, right?

They are stopped at a sign that says Mill Road. 

Yeah, Henry says. But if you didn’t know I was back there, why’d you stop?

The Hunter picks up the turtle and tucks it under his arm.

Soup, he says.

 

Inside the fabric Mill loading dock, the Workers fill the floor and balconies.

A long while ago, before Henry was born, Mother and I were fortunate enough to buy out our partners in this proud fabric company, Henry’s Father tells them. Some wanted to cut corners a bit. But you people are our family. And making pants, shirts, fabric belts, curtains, tents, and other valuable necessities is our life. So, I’m sorry say . . . 

He’s chocking up. Henry’s Mother puts her arm around him.

Courage now, dear, she says.

As of this morning, the Mill is closed, he says to an audible gasp. You’ll all get pay for the month. And you all can stay on in the village until the land is sold. We’ll keep the school open. But this is that and . . .  That’s the end of that.

A shudder runs through the crowd.

We borrowed a bit to buy the new equipment a few summers ago, Henry’s Mother says. It was time. Couldn’t keep up any other way. Last week the bank called that note in. It was unexpected, but we do carry a cushion for such emergencies. Now it’s our suppliers too. One by one. Every inch of credit. No explanation why, but it doesn’t really matter. This cleans us out. I don’t know what to say, except we shook hands with the wrong folks and we take full responsibility.
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