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“WHAT THEY’RE NOT TELLING US”

“Good day, faithful listeners! It is time once again for your weekly reminder of imminent catastrophe on the world’s most daring podcast What They’re Not Telling Us. And they do want you dead, boys and girls. Please make no mistake about that. The evidence nearly overwhelms. 

“Just ask either of my compatriots, Smilin’ Sydney Smith or Jester John Jones or even me, your host, Badass Benny Brown.

(Eerie organ music plays intro.)

“Before you start with the phone calls, let us answer a few of the most common questions. Question: who are they? Some creation of commercialized paranoia? That might be so if we profited from our program, but we do not. We’re not here to hawk products or services that sponsor us, because nobody with an eye on prosperity would wander near our show. It is dangerous to associate with us, just as it is dangerous to share our real names or identify the location of our studio, if you want to call it that. 

“We are targets, thorns in the side of some very powerful men who do not like the fact that we are disclosing their secrets and warning the average Jane and Joe. 

“To put it flatly, the parasite class, the top one thousandth of one percent in personal wealth, daily conspire to yank this glorious planet from beneath our feet and leave us to starve, drown or die of plague.

“An exaggeration, you say? Well maybe you’ll see things differently when we share hundreds of facts that can be verified through the most casual research.

“Death is coming for a whole lot of people. The parasites have loaded several weapons of mass destruction, some of them known and others secret. We’ve committed to exposing every one we can.

“Since we can’t cover them all in a single twenty-minute program, we’ll focus on a different murder plot on every show. And we challenge you: DON’T TAKE OUR WORD FOR ANYTHING! The evidence is readily available to anyone who invests an hour or so to seek it out. 

“Am I right, Smith and Jones?”

“That’s a thumbs up.” “You got it right, Brownie!”

“To introduce our theme for the day, here is our resident lyricist Jester John Jones.”

“Thanks, Badass. I’ll be the first to admit that my forays into what a few liberal critics might call poetry are preposterously simplistic and immediately scorned by anyone with literary sensibilities. But my aim is not to inspire in-depth analysis. It is simply to educate and hopefully provoke. Here’s the lyric of the day:

ONLY THE BEGINNING

My buddies and I have taken a bet

That nobody knows how bad it’ll get.

We live with a shroud draped over our head,

Refusing to predict the number of dead.

The sky is in turmoil; the ocean’s enraged.

‘Tween humans and nature, war’s being waged.

History proves there can be only one winner,

And it won’t be the merciless self-centered sinner.

Soon Mother Earth will take her last stand.

From guilty and innocent she’ll make her demand.

With all the evidence we refuse to believe,

The verdict is: somehow, we’ll all have to leave.”

“Powerful, Jester. Simple, yet poignant. In truth, Mother Earth is rising up in anger nearly everywhere people live. She’s smiting us with record-breaking storms, relentless earth tremors, volcanic eruptions, ferocious wildfires that consume all in their paths and blacken our lungs, almost all of which are climate-change related and therefore avoidable. 

“For more than half a century, climatologists have been warning us about the danger of fossil fuel emissions, danger that extends far beyond the mere poisoning of our breathing air. They absorb the sun’s heat and stoke air temperature all around the globe – from the poles, where enormous ice shelves are melting as we speak – to the coastal regions where billions will have to flee for safety from tidal flooding, unprecedented storm surges and the ever-present likelihood of mammoth tsunamis. Almost all preventable through responsible action.

“But, alas, that would require some sacrifice. To put it in the most discomfiting terms possible: that would cost the parasite class too much money. Big Oil still calls the shots throughout the world, and Big Oil would rather pretend nothing’s happening than make changes that might give us hope. 

“Global warming, which is verified by all but the most ferocious oligarch, has many indirect but equally fatal consequences. Today, we focus on the Pacific Rim, also known as the Ring of Fire. As the ice caps melt – and no one denies that they are indeed melting – the weight of the ocean itself increases, adding to the enormous pressure on the sea floor. Imagine stepping on a new tube of toothpaste, then check out Mount Kilauea on the big island Hawaii. No one has ever witnessed fountains of lava shooting this high – ever. Hundreds of feet, not the usual spritz that I witnessed in a helicopter ride twenty-five years ago. Suddenly, there are eruptions in the Philippines, Indonesia, Japan, Alaska. The ground shakes under Mounts St. Helens and Rainier, and off the coast of Washington, Oregon and California. And we’ve even learned recently of mini-eruptions as far inland as the Yellowstone super-volcano.

“After years of rejection to the point of mockery, the theory of continental drift and the existence of tectonic plates proposed by meteorologist Alex Weggener proved to be true. It is almost universally accepted. Now, imagine stepping on cracking ice and you get the idea of what might happen to these plates as the water pressure increases. 

“Any one of these seismic spitballs will add millions of cubic feet of dust and ash to an atmosphere already choked by wildfires, fed by ultra-dry vegetation, caused by irregular rainfall, the result of climate change wrought by greenhouse gases, etc., etc. 

“’If it’s so obvious, why doesn’t the government do something about it,’ you might ask. ‘Develop alternative energy sources – like wind, solar, geothermal, which have their drawbacks to be sure, but can at least buy us time.

“The answer is simple, boys and girls. These things cost money. For the parasites, such development means outflow for decades to come, while fossil fuels mean enormous income for the immediate future.

“But aren’t they endangering their own lives and the lives of their children?

“And the answer is: maybe, if they plan to remain on Earth’s surface. But there’s the rub. As one parasite pours billions into space travel with the goal of establishing colonies on Mars, many other parasites are constructing huge underground bunkers where they and future generations can huddle for centuries from Earth’s furious response, leaving you and me, the common folk, to ride out the inevitable cataclysm and die by the billions.

“As long as they make their money, who gives a shit about you and me?

“’They wouldn’t do that,’ you say. ‘No one could be so cold as to let millions of children choke or starve to death as a result of conditions caused solely by greed.’

“You think so? Really?! Perhaps you live in a more genteel world than I do, but all I see is apathy among the wealthy class, total disdain for regular people who do not make a huge bank account their reason for being, people who commit to serving their fellows and living quiet, peaceful lives.

“You doubt there’s a conspiracy among the gluttons to abandon the general public in a time of environmental crisis? You question the existence of, or even the compulsion to build, super-bunkers equipped with an abundance of everything humans need to live on, including places of relaxation and enjoyment, and facilities to produce food?

“Maybe you’re right, and we’re the delusional ones. I hope so. 

“At this moment, a team of explorers has set out to discover whether our theories are true or fabricated. We like to call them The Magical Mystery Tour (thank you, Beatles!). They are being guided by world renowned psychic and prophet Magic Wanda Gravesend (talk about an apropos name!) and transported via Gulfstream by Betsy deMille, former spouse of world-renowned tech oligarch Charles De Marcus. They’re accompanied by a team of experts and eccentrics, traveling around the globe to uncover the most heinous plot in the history of humankind. 

“We’ll keep an eye on those folks and report on their progress on future podcasts. As of now, our time is up. Please tune in to next week’s podcast when we’ll have much, much more to add. See you then.” 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


THE TOURISTS

[image: ]




Betsy deMille tugged the pods from her ears, stifled a sigh and gazed through her window at the billowy clouds drifting by at four hundred and eighty-five miles an hour. There were days when the sight would have calmed her heart, but they were long gone now. Her stomach tightened at the muffled whine of the Gulfstream’s engines because they reminded her of their troubling destination and even more troubling mission. 

There was something Charles said to her a few years past that suddenly surfaced in her memory. She struggled to suppress it and temporarily succeeded.

She glanced around the cabin, barely half full - seven passengers, most of whom she had never seen until a few days before, all on board to help solve a mystery that she hoped would remain secret – if that was the secret she suspected. Maybe theirs were different. Maybe dozens of secrets lurked nearby, secrets with catastrophic implications. 

As of now, only she, Betsy, and a seventy-something autistic woman flirting with dementia provided the motivation for this very strange journey. The handsome couple – actually she was beautiful, he was okay – seemed equally confused by their presence, like they were stowaways on a top-secret mission. Their sixteen-year-old daughter and her slightly older friend seemed hypnotized by some computer game, completely comfortable with their surroundings and apparent purpose.   

The “Doc”, Warren Stingley lounged in a plush seat behind her, snoring gently. Of all those present and those soon to join, Doc was the only one who made it plain he’d rather be somewhere else. Mystery quests were not his thing. Of this he was more than outspoken. But the appallingly thin, mustachioed figure served as the strange woman’s personal physician which, combined with the promise of a hefty payday, convinced him to tag along. 

A brief analysis of Stingley compelled Betsy to reconsider her own motives. But first, for some reason she needed to review the circumstances that brought her to this place. 

How far back do I begin, she wondered. How does a forty-six-year-old childless woman, once considered a stunning beauty – still considered such by many – end up with a four-billion-dollar nest egg and a treasured jet plane with its own sordid story to tell? Another relentless review of personal history failed to disclose how things could have been different. Not that she minded being one of the richest women in the world. Only that this was not her goal in life. 

It was more like a consolation prize. 

The two teen girls nearby sparked memories of a similar era. The boys always rallied around Betsy, and not only because she was beautiful. She was also, even by the standards of her most jealous competitors, a nice person, visibly unimpressed by her feminine attributes. She was taller than most girls, shaped like a model, with a smile so radiant it could have adorned many a magazine. Thick brown hair – “the color of a grizzly bear” some chided – and piercing dark blue eyes accentuated a face that could have been born in a sculptor’s studio.

It became obvious to all that in the endless parade of hungry males, Betsy deMille had first pick. Strangely, she never went for the quarterback or the class president or the resident genius, either in high school or college. Most boys like this smothered their true selves in ego and believed a girl like her had to be won through impressive achievements. Of course, she preferred a guy with ambition, but he didn’t have to rule the world.

She dated some men who could actually be categorized as homely. They charmed her with openness, honesty and a keen sense of humor. Sadly, they could not free themselves from the looks game, and always felt like they were falling short of her expectations. Even worse, they assumed that it was only a matter of time before she dumped them. She remembered Ben Creecher, the son of a preacher, who captured her heart and had clear sailing to capturing her hand in marriage as well. He had admirable values, surprising hidden talents, extraordinary self-control (remember that time when the drunk mocked him for dating out of his league?), but very low self-esteem. When he broke up with Betsy, and therefore broke her heart, he claimed it was because she was too good for him. In truth, he meant too “good-looking” for him. He’d forever be wondering where she was when they were apart, whether the guy she was talking to was hitting on her and making a positive impression. Life with her would be filled with paranoia.

Betsy wept uncontrollably for days and withdrew from public appearances, except for class. Soon, she devoted social time to her studies, graduating magna cum laude with a Bachelor’s in Sociology, that blossomed into a Masters in Social Work two years later, and then an ABD (all but dissertation) in the same field. 

At first, Charles DeMarcus embodied all that she wanted from a man. Yes, he was good looking, but in a boyish sense. Reddish-brown hair, blue eyes and a smattering of freckles across his nose, his youthful look betrayed strength and drive. She met Charles in undergrad school, Rutgers University, and maintained a good-natured friendship with him for over a year before he graduated with a degree in advanced computer programming. “I just want to make a contribution, you know?” he would say. “When I’m lyin’ on my deathbed, I want to look back and see that I helped somebody.” It hurt her heart when they parted with a hug, he setting off for MIT, where he would graduate number one in his class.

Apparently, several firms found his academic credentials and other qualities highly desirable. Many up-and-comers had the brains and eloquence, but Charles possessed a vibrant personality, could make just about anybody laugh, and knew instinctively when it was time to get serious. His power of persuasion was unsurpassed by the best in the field of video games. When Batlow and Semple offered a starting salary of three hundred thousand dollars, He considered accepting a matter of common sense. “You remember the contract Juan Soto signed with the Mets? Do you remember the heat he took for what his critics called greed, seven hundred and eighty million bucks for fifteen years – to play baseball? I say he would have been a fool to turn that offer down. Where else are you going to make that kind of money? Think of the good you can do with it? So yeah, I went to the highest bidder, which also happened to be a highly influential firm in the sphere of politics.”

This he spoke to Betsy on the night they reconnected after four years, a chance encounter in one of New York City’s hottest night spots. Still reeling after the loss of Ben, but desperate for some socializing, she accompanied Jill, Diane and Melissa to Warren’s Warren on 48th Street. While her friends bantered with campaigning males, she sat quietly sipping a margarita and eyeing the crowd. Like a silly rom-com, she and Charles spotted each other simultaneously and erupted with excited smiles. They hugged, kissed each other’s cheek and remained oblivious to the dozen or so males who drifted disappointed away. 

As silly as it sounded, fate had to play a role here somewhere. This was too much of a coincidence.

The thought thrilled Betsy, that some higher power could play an active role in her life. Years later, six months before they split permanently, a corrupted Charles shattered her illusion when he confessed to loving her from the first time he laid eyes on her. He kept tabs on her whereabouts throughout those years of separation. He even whispered some discouraging words in Ben’s ear when Charles feared they were getting too close. He knew where she lived and followed her to the club. 

A dimming light was emphatically extinguished that night. 

They married amid opulent pomp and circumstance at St. Bartholomew’s Roman Catholic Church, despite the fact that Betsy was Presbyterian and Charles never worshipped anywhere. It was a family thing, also encouraged by the firm whose founders were Catholic. “Seems like the prudent thing to do,” Charles reasoned. That was the first time she truly felt disappointed in him, when he let outside pressures, rather than his inner nature govern his behavior. At least the Church treated them well, despite their detachment. 

This was to be the first of many mounting disappointments. Soon, extreme wealth and power seduced this once-altruistic dreamer, and the values Betsy cherished in him waned. Charles went on to amass extraordinary wealth to the tune of eleven billion dollars when he developed the revolutionary program called Roadblock, an impenetrable safeguard against software hackers both foreign and domestic. The government paid him an original sum of two billion dollars, to be renewed every year with updates only he could provide. He made the rest of his fortune through retail sales. Roadblock guaranteed security, and the public bought it – big time. Soon, the fun began. He purchased a jet plane, the one in which she now sat, and hosted bacchanals, mostly en route to a Super Bowl or similar splashy event. 

Keeping secrets proved to be another highly lucrative source of income. Suddenly, the wonder boy bumped shoulders with the richest people on the planet, all of whom benefited from his genius in some way. He became privy to knowledge shared by a very few and was handsomely rewarded for his silence. 

The blade came down when Charles declared he wanted no children, despite Betsy’s repeated entreaties. “We’re having too much fun,” he said. “Life is too short and . . .” he always paused here, “this is no environment to bring a child into.” She always wondered why a man who basically conquered the world, who had the best of everything – including her, or so he said – would be so reluctant to have a family. To emphasize his commitment to this position, Charles had a vasectomy – or so he said. Betsy accepted her fate as a childless woman with a quietly broken heart. She still loved Charles and supported him despite his distancing, because she remembered who he was and who he could become again. Maybe they would adopt someday.

The relationship finally collapsed irrevocable when a nineteen-year-old legal aide filed a paternity suit against Charles and proved her case through DNA testing. Betsy sued for divorce, won the biggest settlement in legal history, and retreated to her summer home in Ocean City, New Jersey.

She seemed content to remain in her private haven, taking the occasional drive down to Cape May or attending a concert in Atlantic City. The boardwalk and modest seaside shops calmed her heart like no professional therapy could. After the glitz and excitement of the jet-setting life, she wanted nothing more than to relax and blend in with the locals.

All of which came to an end when she was invited to the Met Gala, New York City’s celebrity-laced tribute to the arts. It took some coaxing from family and friends, but she finally agreed to attend. After all, she still had the clothes, which she hesitated to give away – not because she placed any particular value on them. They reminded her of halcyon days – cameras, frenzied fans and movie stars. While the life still held a certain hedonistic appeal, it got old very, very fast. Maybe she kept the duds as a warning of how seductive and soul-crushing rampant materialism could be.

She attended the Gala because she approved of its theme. They were raising funds to provide education for the underprivileged, a profound cause. It was only through education, that the general public could remain vigilant over the oppressors and parasites in our culture. Education not only imparted facts; it taught one how to learn, where and how to seek information. Only through education was there any hope for the future.

So, she dressed up for the soiree, bought Robin, her little sister and guest, an appropriate outfit, and rented a stretch limo to provide the transportation to and from. Her only misgiving was a chance encounter with Charles, who would undoubtedly be attending, along with Miss Whoeveritwasnow.

Although Betsy had long passed the stage of star-struck, Robin gushed over the extraordinary parade of luminaries from the fields of entertainment, politics and business. “Oh, look! There’s . . .” she’d gasp, struggling to keep from pointing and rushing over for an autograph and/or a selfie.

The Gala officials received Betsy with sincere respect, knowing the depth of her pocketbook. In fact, they treated her like royalty. This she realized when genuine royalty showed up and had to wait their turn behind her. The fund-raisers hoped for ten mil from the beautiful Ms. deMille. At first, she felt ashamed reveling in her power, based solely on wealth. But finally, she accepted the position in which, perhaps, a higher power placed her. As Charles once wisely said, “You can do an awful lot of good with this money.”

Charles. Charles De Marcus, once the love of her life. The same Charles DeMarcus who courted Terry Lakefield, Hollywood’s latest “It Girl.” The same Charles DeMarcus who abandoned his date without explanation, strode across the ballroom floor and gently squeezed Betsy’s arm. She knew who it was before turning.

She met his eyes straight-faced, neither warm nor cold. What in the world could this man want to make a scene at such an event? She had no idea what to expect. Hostility? False affection, to demonstrate for all what a big man he was in both power and character? 

But his expression read something entirely unexpected. Concern, perhaps even worry. She could only listen in stunned silence.

“Betsy, I’ll make this short, because I’m sure you want nothing further to do with me. There are no words to describe the shame I feel in the way I treated you. Sorry seems ridiculously lame. You are still the love of my life, and it would kill me if any harm came to you. That’s why I need a few private minutes sometime very soon. Not for long. I know I can’t win you back. And I know I can never even the score.”

She stared at him dumbfounded. Gone was the smirk of self-satisfaction and the boyish glint. In their place she saw helplessness, desperation in fact. She glanced around the room and noticed dozens of partiers staring at them as if they were giving a performance. 

She sighed. “Charles, I can’t imagine you have anything . . .”

“Yes, I do, Betsy,” he rasped. “Yes, I do. I can’t go on knowing what I know without being sure you know it too.”

“If it’s about the stock market . . .”

“It has NOTHING to do with the stock market!” He suddenly realized he was making a scene, took her arm and ushered her onto the veranda, which was virtually abandoned on this unseasonably chilly night. On the way, Terry Lakefield intercepted them and faced Charles with a stern countenance, a highly inappropriate expression for a scantily clad beauty in celebration-mode. “I guess I’ll mingle for the rest of the evening, Charles. And I’ll find my way home.”

De Marcus barely acknowledged her, merely nodding. He seemed oblivious to the steam rising from their breath as he kept hold of Betsy’s arm and stared into her eyes. She witnessed behavior like this for about six months before the final break-up and it still caused her stomach to churn. Charles was privy to several top secrets, some of which caused sleepless nights. 

“Do you remember that interview of Diana Marshall, the former assistant deputy of the Department of the Interior, the one that got scorned by the media, and ultimately disappeared? What she said was true. I know it for a fact, but what she didn’t say was why. That’s what you’ve got to know. You need to take action and sign on with us before it’s too late.”

“It sounds to me like whatever you’re afraid of can’t be avoided,” Betsy said, pulling her arm free. “I’d rather hang with the people, if you don’t mind.”

“If what we suspect is true, you won’t be hanging with anybody sooner than you think.”

“Why, Charles. Tell me what’s going on.”

“Not here. Let’s enjoy the rest of the evening. I’ll call you tomorrow.”

He backed through the open sliding glass door into the ballroom, leaving his perplexed former wife gazing at him in disbelief.

“Tomorrow,” he repeated, twice promising a call that never came. 
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“HELP ME, WANDA!”
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Wanda Gravesend did not speak a word until she was two and a half. When she finally did, the circumstances shocked her family.

Terry, her older sister by fifteen years, kissed the toddler, stroked her hair and cheek, and bounced to the front door. Mom and Dad hugged her and urged her to have a good time. As Terry prepared to step out, little Wanda cried, “No! Wind!” Franny, the middle sister, age eight, dropped her cards and stared in shock, as did the other three. 

The teen wrestled with conflicting emotions. This remarkable breakthrough demanded further attention, but she had a date with heart throb Tony Vicenti. After several seconds of inner debate, she made her decision. Wanda would almost assuredly speak again. Another opportunity to date Tony may never arise. She closed the door slowly behind her.

That was the last time any of them would ever see Terry again. Twenty minutes later, a rogue tornado seized the car in which she, Tony, Dave and Cindi rode, lifted it from the road, spun it around like a fan blade and slammed it against the Barsdale’s old oak tree. The car caught fire, evoking the dreadful vision of trapped youths frantically trying to escape the crumpled mass. An autopsy brought some relief. It revealed that all four died on impact.

In the midst of their grief, Marc and Grace Gravesend could not shake the memory of Wanda’s first words, prophetic words, words of warning.

This was to be the first of many incidents when Wanda Gravesend saw the future. She spent the following year utterly mute, until her father Marc turned on the Kentucky Derby and posed a question to the little girl on the floor next to him. She was building odd structures with an old set of Lincoln Logs. “What do you think, Wanda? Who’s going to win?”

To Marc Gravesend’s shock, Wanda answered cryptically, “Spots.”

Marc studied the procession of steeds and saw that only one was a roan. All of the others were solid shades of brown, black or white. Still aching from their tragic loss, he recalled Wanda’s strangely accurate prediction. He phoned his bookie and placed a c-note on Rainbow Bill, a twenty-to-one shot, certainly not the longest odds but long enough to rake in a decent sum - if the roan won. 

Rainbow Bill did indeed win – by a nose, and for the moment Grace withheld her usual criticism of Marc’s economically crippling addiction. This was the first of many wins that would turn the Gravesends into one of the wealthiest families in Basking Ridge, New Jersey. Not only did Wanda predict horse races, she also occasionally announced the daily lottery numbers. The big multi-million-dollar weekly drawings required too many syllables, and the little girl had her limitations. 

Marc soon learned to keep mum about his little gold mine. Organized crime carried considerable clout in the Garden State, as the HBO series The Sopranos would someday make famous. Chronic winners depleted the mob’s take and soon attracted unwanted attention. In short, this kind of winning streak was dangerous.

Marc experimented with a new approach. Now the proud owner of a personal computer, he consulted a brokerage, one of the first websites on the fledgling internet. It took several tries, so many in fact that he doubted his latest get-rich-quick strategy. Finally, he discovered the magic of icons, which represented various stock options. He called little Wanda to his side and asked her which one he should invest in. Of course, she had no idea what “invest” meant. She merely pointed to the one that called to her, for lack of a better term. 

Marc Gravesend made millions, which he bequeathed to Grace. When she followed her husband to the great beyond two years later, the two surviving daughters Franny and Wanda inherited a fortune. Neither reveled in wealth. Franny committed her life to caring for Wanda, never married and earned the reputation of recluse. Wanda was diagnosed as severely autistic, attended special schools and compounded her fame with uncannily accurate predictions regarding schoolmates and their families. 

When Janie Cassidy prepared to leave with her parents to board a private plane, Wanda screamed, “Don’t go!” her first words in over three months. Janie went anyway, and was one of the victims of a crash that claimed six. 

The clincher came when the now forty-year-old wailed, “Crash! Fire! Emergency! They’re jumping!” The staff at St. Margaret’s Nursing Home tried vainly to calm the panicking woman, who on this day was unusually verbose. They understood her terror when jet planes crashed into the World Trade Center the next day. Violating policy, someone contacted an expert on extra-sensory perception and the legend of Wanda Gravesend became a matter of public scrutiny. 

Although many months usually passed between visions, Wanda proved astonishingly accurate almost every time, even more so than the world-famous seer Edgar Cayce. A motion picture production team took steps to immortalize her on screen, but the otherwise mute, detached woman proved so boring they dropped the project. 

Still, Wanda Gravesend earned a place on a secret government watch-list. Indeed, certain matters had to be kept under wraps, and people with Wanda’s gifts posed considerable danger. Such a danger surfaced when she repeatedly muttered the words “strange men,” followed by “deep digs.” By now, thousands of followers hung on her every word. She earned the reputation of prophet in some circles, which stayed the hands of those who believed she needed to disappear. Potential kidnappers would have to defy a throng of devotees, who threatened violent reprisals if any harm came to their hero. For this reason, few in places of power objected when Wanda boarded a Gulfstream for the purpose of seeking out new revelations.

Separated from her posse, she’d be much easier to silence.
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UNCOMMON CLARA
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When sixteen-year-old Clara Common accepted a part-time job at the Gravesend Recovery Suites, she had no knowledge of Wanda’s fame. She merely wanted to devote spare time to caring for the needy and maybe make a few bucks in the process. Her parents, Jim and Guin, both devout Christians (in the eyes of others – not their own), heartily approved of their daughter’s calling. Jim, in fact, had similar duties as a former pastor, until he was dismissed from his parish for reasons best described as treacherous. 

Clara’s aging patient required attention when her older sister Franny needed to leave the premises. She usually did this to go shopping, workout or simply refresh her mind.

For two hours every weekday afternoon, including holidays, Clara Common unlocked Wanda’s front door, placed her schoolbooks on a table just inside, and then announced her arrival in a loud voice. From somewhere beyond, a bell would chime to let the teenager know she was not alone and that the lady of the house was conscious and able to take visitors. 

Although Clara wasn’t there to visit, per se. Her job was to make the beds and load the dishes daily, vacuum the floor, water the plants and fill the bird feeders twice weekly, clean the tropical fish tank every other month, and give her mute employer a massage in her spare time, plus several other domestic tasks when needed. During these more intimate moments, Clara whispered comforting words into the ears of the perception-compromised elderly woman, rarely receiving so much as an “ahh” in response. Truthfully, Clara had no idea if Ms. Gravesend was even aware of her presence or whether she liked the young woman. 

The circumstances leading to their inclusion on the Magical Mystery Tour are somewhat convoluted, and some might say “highly coincidental.”

The blossoming beauty was only remotely aware of the What They’re Not Telling Us podcast. She listened to it one afternoon with her friends and was visibly startled when the name of Wanda Gravesend was mentioned. “Oh my God!” she cried. “I know her!”

Clara’s access to one of the world’s foremost psychics made her a subject of awe to many, both in and beyond her circle. Clara soon started receiving strange phone calls from people asking if she could arrange an audience with the odd celebrity. The teen stated frankly that she possessed no such authority, but was advised by Franny that Wanda was not interested in receiving guests.

Of course, verbal rejections usually fail to deter the determined. Strangers tailed Clara from school to Wanda’s residence, a development she found especially troubling. She imagined being seized and held hostage until a meeting could be arranged. She even considered quitting her job, but held off because of her growing affection for the fragile woman. 

Despite her inability to show it, Wanda apparently returned that affection. This became obvious when the aging woman refused to travel off premises without her teenaged companion. And Clara refused to travel without Mom and Papa.
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A NOSE FOR NEWS

[image: ]




Despite secret efforts from some powerful influences, the Diana Marshall story refused to disappear. It continued to hover on the outskirts of the news and sparked imaginations among the inquisitive and the paranoid. Was a secret cabal of gazillionaires siphoning off trillions of tax-payers’ dollars to construct enormous underground bunkers for the purpose of hiding from what’s coming? If so, where are these bunkers? If so, what do the builders think is coming?  

Alicia Akimbo, desperate to report hard news, followed this whisper of a story, hoping to expand her role in the WJDM universe. Recently rescued from her hostess job on Lofty Airlines, she intended to make the most of her opportunity, break a big one and eventually anchor a nightly newscast. Beautiful, Black and gifted, Alicia eased comfortably into the world of movers and shakers, attending parties, galas, fundraisers, et.al. She quickly made the acquaintance of Betsy deMille. The soon-to-be billionaire took an immediate liking to the young reporter, seeing a lot of herself in Alicia’s gifts and ambition. Betsy got a hint of the conspiracy when Charles overstepped his bounds and ordered his wife to avoid the wannabe reporter. He might just as well have joined their hands; that’s how unlikely it was that Betsy would respond to her husband’s entreaties.

In truth, Charles’ deepening concern merely solidified Betsy’s and Alicia’s relationship. That he seemed to know things that lent credibility to the Mayweather claim ignited Betsy’s imagination and eagerness to find answers. In short, she and Alicia became a team, a team that grew all the more formidable when Betsy got her money and Alicia broke her story. Magic Wanda and the What They’re Not Telling Us podcast provided impetus to plow ahead.  

Suddenly, Clara Common found herself immersed in a controversy way over her head. Sometimes, later in the afternoon she’d sit beside Wanda, hold her hands and look into her eyes. When the older woman occasionally focused, she seemed to smile and squeezed. Once, she even leaned forward and bumped Clara’s forehead, behavior that even Franny had never seen. Rather than feel jealousy, as so many other siblings would under similar circumstances, open-hearted Franny delighted in her sister’s shows of affection and praised the young care-giver for evoking such displays.

In her way, Clara had become part of the family, a role that portended unexpected consequences. 

Alicia, the reporter, asked to interview Wanda, an endeavor sister Franny knew would be futile. No one could predict when Wanda would speak or what subject she’d speak on, so the reporter, who happened to work on the station Franny watched every night, was welcome to come and find out for herself. 

Wanda refused to accept visitors unless Franny and/or Clara were present. To their surprise, the gifted seer repeated words she had uttered months before: “strange men/deep digs.” Alicia got on her knees and took Wanda’s hands in hers. “Where are they, Wanda? Can you tell us? Do you know?”

To this the autistic prophet answered simply and cryptically, “high blocks/lost dreams!”

Coincidentally – or perhaps not – What They’re Not Telling Us identified the mysterious arrival of strange men at various critical junctures throughout history. Their counsel ranged from warnings of imminent catastrophe to directions on how to construct monoliths that defied engineering capabilities of the time, the Great Pyramids, Stonehenge, the Mayan ruins and Rapa Nui (Easter Island) to name just a few. 

Strange men would play a critical role for those who survived.
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WEIRD SIGHTINGS
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Jay Laughinghorse was a strange man in his own right. Even his own people looked at him oddly. For some, he served merely as a tool for the white man, a traitor-in-training. For others, his theories and writings made native Americans seem juvenile in their superstitions.

Laughinghorse knew what he saw, and he had just enough corroborating evidence – fellow witnesses – to rescue him from the slag heap of crackpots. After serving as a national park ranger for seven years, he shifted his attention from petty crimes and domestic quarrels to a field his people seriously considered but rarely spoke about. It was Laughinghorse’s belief that portals to another dimension dotted the Earth’s surface. And it was through these portals that beings of different shapes and colors intruded into our world for various reasons. Some came merely as explorers, others because they were lost, and still others as heralds warning of imminent disasters. He accepted without question the existence of the famous Mothman of West Virginia, the Yeti of the Himalayas, and even the Jersey Devil in the swamp lands of the Garden State. Of course, there were many more acknowledged in other cultures that also bore the ring of truth. 

As Jay packed for his urgent trip to Phoenix Sky Harbor Airport, he lifted the framed photo of his former wife, who passed from this world less than three years before. He chased away the memory of her lying still at the base of the porch steps, wide-eyed, the victim of a heart attack – unusual for someone her age with no prior symptoms. Jay believed he had been targeted by something whose existence it did not want known and Lily Cornflower paid the price for his deepening investigations. Whatever she saw stopped her heart, although attending physicians ruled out sudden shock or blood-curdling terror.

Jay wrote a book chronicling his experience patrolling the Badlands where, among other sites, the world-famous Devil’s Acre Ranch is located. Frequently the subject of independent and heavily sponsored investigations, “the Pit”, as locals called the territory, produced sightings of UAPs, strange creatures with red eyes, crop circles and the ubiquitous Yeti, which was known here by another name. He chronicled the scores of reports he investigated at the insistence of terrified constituents, and a best-seller resulted. 

A frequent guest on What They’re Not Telling Us, Jay’s testimonies covered a wide range of territory. Not only did he share the many cases that others experienced, he had his own stories to tell. He claimed without reservation that he saw a huge lanky creature covered in long hair standing outside his bedroom window, either looking in or looking away. He could not tell. Clearly, whatever it was wanted to be seen. It made no hostile moves. It simply stood still until it was sure the ranger had seen it. Then it sauntered off into the high brush and disappeared.

Except for the very strange cattle mutilations, no activity reported in the region could be categorized as violent. The mutilations, performed with surgical precision, could have a natural explanation, but that did not remove from them the honest label of “weird.”

It was Jay’s unshakeable theory that all of this supernatural activity had a consistent purpose. It was a sign of some sort, and revealed itself in isolated locations throughout the world. “So many have said for so long that our concept of reality is pathetically limited, that there is so much more to this existence than we are most frequently led to believe.”

Jay Laughinghorse’s two primary foci checked two boxes on the podcast, the one about unidentified airborne phenomena, and the one about alien heralds warning of humankind’s imminent suicide. What grabbed one podcaster’s attention, especially, was the Navaho prophecy of major seismic catastrophe, what was being touted as “the Big Roll.” The grandfather of podcaster Silent Sydney Smith first posed the theory that largely explained why some land was once under water and some ice was once fertile undergrowth. One need only analyze empirical evidence to arrive at this truth. If anything, science and the over-educated wallowed in a state of limited perception brought about by commitment to a narrow set of facts, thus ignoring and ridiculing a bigger picture that was far more logical. More than likely, ego played the biggest role. Deep jealousy plagued the scientific community, which most frequently surfaces when someone poses a theory that others secretly accepted as sound but rejected because they had not thought of it first.

On clear moonless evenings, Jay often relaxed in an outdoor lounge chair and gazed at the stars. More than once, he spotted what could not have been human-made aircraft flying in formation, then bolting into the night sky beyond sight like soaring arrows. Other eyewitnesses shared his experience, but they all learned quickly not to tell the authorities. It was unstated governmental policy that any such claims were to be brushed off as hallucinations or drunken reveries. For some reason, the official position denied the existence of alien visitations or encounters. Keeping the public ignorant of such things enabled the powers-that-be to prepare for the possibility of a full-scale invasion, from which they planned to hide in their luxurious, fully-equipped bunkers for generations. Jay’s mention of this last factor placed him on two watch lists, a top-secret one and an eccentric public one. 

He too wondered where these mythical bunkers might be located. Certainly, they were far from major population centers since secrecy in their construction was paramount. A place like the “Res” (Native American reservation) might be a logical choice, given the millions of acres of open land. This raised the question of how machinery and materials could be transported to such areas without detection. If such an activity were taking place, it had to rival the ancient pyramids in its mysterious origin. Briefly, Jay fancied an underground species cooperating with in-the-know surface humans to maximize their chance for survival.

But survival from what? Did anybody know for certain?

These thoughts preoccupied his mind as he waited for the arrival of Snoopy, the Gulfstream owned by a benefactress named Betsy deMille.
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SAINT OR PSYCHO?
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Karl Hollis, seventy-years old and hobbled by bad knees, assumed his life had come to a practical end. There was simply no worldly use for him anymore. His daughter Jeanette, still loyal and loving, emphatically urged him to enter an assisted living facility. Such entreaties merely magnified despair over his imminent end. No matter what he said or did, it seemed he would indeed “go gentle into that good night” (thank you, Dylan Thomas), taking with him knowledge and fruitful suspicions that could awaken curiosity and even passionate inquiry among the younger generations.

But to those who heard his testimonies, so energetic that they were often branded “rants”, he seemed like a pathetic old man desperate to seem relevant.

“At least get your haircut, Daddy. Please? You look like a wild man.” Fortunately, Jeanette made no mention of his beard, which his loving wife Raylene, now deceased, insisted he shave if he wanted to remain married to her. Karl’s scruffy white facial hair seemed to Jeanette like a declaration of defiance at the ghost of her mother, when it was only grown because Karl hated shaving.

Whenever his thoughts ventured to the past, a time he preferred to forget, his mind soon tumbled beyond the Raylene years – good years, happy years – to the first love of his life: Linda. Linda Thorsen Baker, a fellow archaeologist and mountain-climber. Together with other members of the Sky-High Club – Blake, Ana, Darbie and Floyd - they scaled most of the major sites in the Pacific Northwest, including Mounts Rainier and St. Helens. The memory of cool, pure air and blindingly bright blue skies made him breathe deeply and sigh, the former to fill his lungs with healthy vapors that existed in memory only, and the latter to express deep, lasting regret.

He told her not to go. The whole side of the mountain had been bulging for days. Any vulcanologist could see this was not to be your typical eruption, smoke, gas and lava belching from the upper tip of a cone. Mt. St. Helens gave every indication that it was to follow the lead of Mt. Pelee in Martinique in the Lesser Antilles, which erupted with considerable warning in 1902, obliterating the city of Saint Pierre and killing instantly between twenty-five and thirty thousand people, including those aboard ships in the harbor. Only one man survived, a convict protected by the concrete walls of his jail cell. His sentence was later commuted and he went on to be a side show attraction in the Barnum and Bailey Circus. Due to the intervention of power-hungry elitists, the panicking throngs, who tried to escape the inevitable, were forced to remain in the city until the critical upcoming election day. The day arrived, but the election did not. There was no one left to vote. The side of Mt. Pelee bulged alarmingly. Blasts of gas and intensifying tremors drove swarms of insects, poisonous and otherwise, down the slope into the city. The massive explosion and pyroclastic flow solved that problem, but reduced the entire city to smoldering ruins in the process.  

“This is not without precedent, Linda,” he implored. “We’ve all been warned that an eruption is imminent.”

“This could be a once-in-a-lifetime chance, My Love!” She insisted, taking him by the shoulders and flashing that radiant smile.
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