
  
    [image: WREQUIEM AT THE RED ROCKS]
  


  
    
      WREQUIEM AT THE RED ROCKS

      A NOVEL OF BRUTALIST SATIRE & FUTILE GESTURES

    

    
      
        JASON MAKANSI

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Layla Dog Press]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ALSO BY JASON MAKANSI

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The Moment Before

      

        

      
        Painting by Numbers: How to Sharpen your BS Detector and Smoke Out the “Experts”

      

        

      
        Carbon IRA & YouTility: How to Address Climate Change & Reward Carbon Reduction Before It’s Too Late

      

        

      
        Lights Out: The Electricity Crisis, the Global Economy, and What it Means to You

      

        

      
        An Investor’s Guide to the Electricity Economy

      

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2026 by Jason Makansi

      All rights reserved.

      Published by Layla Dog Press, an imprint of Blank Slate Communications, LLC, Tucson, Arizona.

      This human authored and human designed book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, organizations, or persons living or dead is entirely coincidental. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review. This book may not  be used to train LLM models or for any AI purposes.

      Paperback: 979-8-9912722-3-0

      Ebook: 979-8-9912722-4-7

    

  


  
    
      
        
        To all those out there who can still find strength,

        action, and purpose while the nation

        and the world crumbles around us.
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      Bradley Maniopolis :: Lead facilitator battling CMD,  emergent ethnic, gender-fluidity, and career identity crises.

      Colloquium facilitator for Neo-anthropocentric Models of Retrospective Freedoms, on the verge of retirement, but suffering from compulsive masturbation disorder (CMD), ethnic and gender identity crises, someone who has spent a career trying to be recognized for something beyond a “subject matter expert” in his industry.

      

      Gail Bartholomew :: Packs heat whether she has a gun or not, willing to sacrifice it all for her squad.

      One of three main colloquium panelists, ex-military, just retired Director of the Cold War Missile Museum, has an axe to grind about how the Air Force is ignoring her and her fellow Missileers (who staffed the land-based US nuclear deterrent facilities), deathly ill from years of exposure to “the most dangerous materials known to man, “packs heat” whether she has a gun or not.

      

      Azul Ebunoluwa :: In transition from a rich Nigerian heir to an American Afro-beat superstar.

      Second main panelist, representing the History of Musical Instruments Gallery (HOMI-G), thirty-something affluent émigré from Nigeria, percussion player extraordinaire,  negotiating the space between the wealthy museum benefactors and his artistic ambitions.

      

      Ashera Winters :: Finding her place in a world that devalues what she values the most.

      Third main panelist, Director of the Tomahawk Hill Preservation Society, ardent defender of the earth and its non-human inhabitants, coming to grips with her lack of earning power, turns to her pet Gecko for comfort.

      

      Raj Magellan :: A Brahmin Indian American turning the chip on his shoulder into a persona and a bank account no one can challenge.

      (née Rajamahedron Majundar)  Ranked in the “under 40, over a billion” club, Principal funder of the Center for the Study of the Philosophy of Freedom, and founder of the men-only “Primates Festival”, Raj seeks to be President someday but first wants to rival Aspen and Davos with his own annual Freedom Conference by restructuring the global economy around quantitative models of freedom as the primary currency of life.

      

      Dr. Keshawn (“Kerry”) Washington :: Can’t avoid being kicked around like the football that once made him a collegiate star.

      Ex-football star and Raj’s hand-picked African-American Director of the Freedom Center, in the eye of  the scandal erupting over the replication years ago of his penis as a sex toy, and a primary target of the post-feminist culture warriors of the #VeeToo movement.

      

      Dr. Victor Haviland :: A brainiac stuffed into the maturity of a South Park character.

      Bradley’s best friend from college, math nerd, leading authority worldwide in Associational Statistics, whom, through constant texting during the conference, badgers Bradley about how many girls he’s slept with, then launches an unrequested, clandestine intervention to help Bradley deal with his CMD.

      

      Rachel Schiff :: Lifelong Jewish New Yorker who converts adolescent trauma into feminist celebrity.

      (a.k.a. Naomi Wasila)  Friend of Bradley and Victor’s from college (and Victor’s former girlfriend and lifelong confidant), self-professed expert in smashing the patriarchy and sexual relations, marshals her #VeeToo faithful to the conference venue, in protest of the Primates Festival and faulty penis replicas, all the while staging Bradley’s intervention.

      

      Nascha Sunsee :: An ambitious, grounded woman pushing against the tide of hierarchy and privilege inside and outside the Yavapai Nation.

      Overworked, underpaid manager of the Conference venue, Song of the Sun resort, in Sedona, Arizona, owned and operated by the Yavapai nation, sister property to the nearby Coins of the Canyon Casino, trying to monetize the stupid white-people comments she puts up with every day, satisfy her boss’ (“Big Chief”) ever-escalating quotas for resort guests losing money at the casino, and keep order as the colloquium decorum deteriorates and the multiple protests escalate.

      

      Avi Kauffman :: Down but not out, he’s got one more fight left in him, and he’s not going quietly.

      Professor, former hippie and social rabble-rouser, force-retired by his Sociology Department management, head of the newly formed “Collective for Liberation from Unfreedoms and Extant Inequities (CLUED-IN), or “Unfreedom Center.”

      

      Conrad Bolton :: No one pushes a billionaire like him around. Until someone does.

      HOMI-G benefactor, heir to the Bolt-Mart fortune running gas/retail stations and dollar-store equivalents around the world, gets wind of what’s going down at the Colloquium and rushes to Sedona to protect his family’s good name.

      

      Catherine Isabell Keener :: It’s her party and she’ll make someone cry if she has to.

      One of the Carefree Ladies of Cave Creek (a group of affluent married women who “take a break” annually from their hubbies) who is a guest at the resort while the Colloquium is being held. She befriends Bradley and escorts him into unknown territory.

      

      Stephanie Plemmons :: It’s always the patriarchy. Always.

      One of the esteemed Colloquium speakers, livid that an “old white guy” is running the event, can’t stop needling Bradley about his lack of “fitness for duty.”

      

      Rolex Williams :: Representing Carver University, a storied HBCU, he is exhausted from doing the White man’s work.

      Longing for the day when he doesn’t have to explain why Black Americans deserve Reparations or why Blacks are allowed to use the n-word, and myriad other nuances of cultural conversation. Loves nature, but feels strongly that his people should get their full civil rights before geckos.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        There is nothing as satisfying as creating your own mythology or as dangerous as believing it.
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      The straight white male of your generation is an endangered species.

      That’s what the woman told Bradley at the evening reception. True, he had interrupted the conversation she was having with another woman, but he’d done so courteously. As conference facilitator, he wanted to introduce himself to as many participants as possible during the kickoff evening reception.

      He asked for the woman’s name after stating his. She was not unattractive, maybe early 40s, dressed in a maroon skirt, matching heels, and a form fitting buttoned-up jacket below an icy look that preceded the chill from her handshake.

      “Dr. Stephanie Plemmons.”

      He left the right angle of his arm hanging between them, daring her not to shake.

      “Hygienic protocol,” she protested, glancing down at his hand with an upturned side of the lip.

      “Ah, okay, I get it. No worries.”

      He nodded hello to the other woman who said her name more pleasantly.

      Bradley maintained his professional demeanor, near neutral, on the north side of enthused.

      “I’m trying to get acquainted with as many of our speakers and guests as possible by asking, ‘What does freedom mean to you?’”

      That’s what he’d been asked in his interview for this gig, a clever icebreaker, he hoped.

      Dr. Plemmons didn’t hesitate. “Freedom is when white men no longer dominate the global power structure.”

      She barely smiled. Her assertion was followed by an animated discussion between the two women about patriarchy, misogyny, and how men, simply by their presence, pose a danger to women. As Bradley politely excused himself and headed toward what he hoped would be less hostile territory, he heard Plemmons laugh and say something about endangered species and how she’d been assured they were not going to appoint an old white guy as facilitator.

      “He looks ethnic to me. Maybe Italian or something?” the other woman said as he moved out of earshot.

      Thankfully, most of the other participants behaved more appropriately for a reception, so he wasn’t too bothered. Maybe Dr. Plemmons had a bad flight, trouble in her romantic life, or was already just plain pissed off.

      More worrisome was the text message he received from Dr. Keshawn “Kerry” Washington who’d hired him and who was the director of the Center for the Study of the Philosophy of Freedom. Turned out Dr. Washington would not be attending the first day of the conference, “Neo-Anthropocentric Models of Retrospective Freedoms,” which meant that Bradley was on his own as facilitator. The major benefactor for the Center, Roger Magellan, was supposed to make a token appearance in the morning by video. Maybe he’d explain the absence. And why wasn’t he showing up to his own conference?

      After shaking more than a dozen hands and engaging in requisite small talk, Bradley headed for the ballroom exit. On the way, he noticed the wallpaper featured a repetitive print of the prickly pear cactus, certainly one of the weirder plants Bradley had grown accustomed to in Tucson. It seemed to have a face, to be smiling at him. No. Not just smiling. Snickering. Like it knew something he didn’t.

      An attendee walked quickly after him, holding a glass of white wine sloshing dangerously. He caught up with Bradley in the hallway. Facing each other, Bradley realized the guy had been trying to catch his eye for a while.

      “Dr. Maniopolos, I just wanted to quickly introduce myself. Dr. Mikhail Tseitinsky, from Stanford?” He had a spray of white hair poking up from the sides of his head and spoke with the last vestiges of a Cold War accent.

      “It’s Mr. Maniopolos, haven’t yet earned that PhD. I remember your name from the attendee list.”

      Maybe Tseitinsky had checked out some of his work through an internet search, wanted to chat about it.

      “I only learned about this conference two weeks ago, from a colleague. I was glad I could still register.”

      Bradley nodded. “Glad you could make it.”

      “As am I. My biology background and research in genetics and neuroscience has led me to some provocative conclusions about free will. As you can imagine, I have a special interest in the Thursday session.”

      “Weighty areas for research. I’m also quite interested in the free will session, a topic I’ve never thought much about.”

      “Then perhaps you might consider my book, Predetermination: How the Lack of Free Will Makes the World a Better Place.

      “I feel like I’ve heard of it.”

      “It was on the New York Times bestseller list for months–not boasting, mind you, just explaining where you might have seen the title. I wrote it for a lay audience.”

      “I’ll check it out!”

      “That’s quite kind of you, Dr. Maniopolos. I won’t take up more of your time. I’m sure you have many responsibilities as the conference facilitator, so I just wanted to introduce myself.”

      “Glad you did. See you in the morning.”

      Bradly headed back to his room thinking that Tseitinsky seemed like a pretty humble guy given his status as a NYT best-selling author and Stanford prof.

      Putting his hotel room door between him and the outside world, he decompressed for a few minutes, unpacked his bag, then plopped himself and his thoughts—marinating in three cocktails, a few morsels of finger food, and the mild portent of being out of his element—down on his bed and proceeded to do what he often did when he first laid down on a hotel bed. He stripped down to his underwear and masturbated.

      Once his climactic moans subsided, he entered that brief, liminal state at the Venn diagram intersection of satiation, exhaustion, and guilt.

      He never understood the guilt part.
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        * * *

      

      Bradley Yannis Mohammed Maniopolos had self-identified as white his entire life. Whenever anyone asked about his ethnicity, and most people did soon after meeting him, he’d say, half Greek, half Lebanese, and all American. He was an assimilationist, he’d tell people, when the subject of ethnicity came up or when he and his daughters argued about pronouns. Ever since, at age seven, when he was conned by his older sister into thinking that rubbing olive oil on his skin would make him less brown, he knew he was supposed to be white. All the neighborhoods his family lived in were white. The schools were white. His friends were white. Everyone he interacted with in any material way was Caucasian. He ticked white on his census and medical forms. He’d even married a Heinz 57 chick from Texas.

      Turns out, his sister wasn’t so wrong about the olive oil either.

      He was white, damnit! And straight too. Problem was, he was still the darkest guy in any group of peers, neighbors, or friends. Six decades later, he wasn’t so sure. That uncertainty infiltrated his mind the way seaweed and fish reminded you that you are an intruder in their ocean.

      That wasn’t his immediate problem, though. A few years earlier, at the tender age of 66, he’d sworn off sex. He’d carefully explained to Valerie, his spouse of 35 years, that he had no more bullets left in him and had resigned himself to a second life of celibacy. This fresh approach would be enriched by all the mental space he would then have to devote to more productive pursuits once all that anxiety over sexual performance had drained away from him permanently. Along with the anxiety around all the other performative acts which seem to dominate his life.

      He felt so strongly about this late-course correction, he made it part of his private retirement plan. He even confided it to his lifelong friend, Victor Haviland, who was taking monthly testosterone injections to keep up with the demands of his third wife, 15 years younger. Another friend, from high school, who Bradley asked if he was able to still maintain his erection until his partner was satisfied, looked at Bradley, puzzled, with a furrowed brow, and said, “What?”

      Celibacy was short-lived, though. Valerie was having none of the “no more bullets” theory. Get a ’scrip for Viagra, she urged. Of course, she didn’t demand that Bradley do this, although she was happy to point out that Bradley, over the decades, had no problem swallowing gummies, Valium, anxiety relievers, and even occasionally, amphetamines–and before that, dropping acid, doing quaaludes, and even snorting coke from time to time.

      “That was all recreational,” he pleaded.

      “And sex isn’t?”

      Then he confessed that he was afraid of asking his doctor.

      “Millions of men have asked their doctors for boner pills,” she retorted.

      “Yeah, well, billions of women have had babies, but we had to take Lamaze, EMS, Heimlich, Mozart-listening sessions, sonograms, yoga, and who remembers what else to have ours.”

      “I have no idea what that has to do with your refusal to talk to your doctor. Besides, what role did you play in giving birth to our kids that was so onerous?”

      “Aw, come on, I accompanied you for all that. I was even there in the hospital room at delivery.”

      Valerie still held a grudge because a photo of Bradley holding their first daughter in the hospital room just after birth graced their kids’ photo albums, but no one thought to take a photo of her and the baby. And, as Bradley has reminded her, that’s because the nurse put the baby in his arms and took the photo. Bradley had nothing to do with it.

      “So, are you saying you no longer find me desirable? Or is it that you need your ego assuaged to get you in the mood?” She gave him a come-hither look. “Come on, Bradley baby, want me to blow your blue-veiner?”

      “Jeez. I can still get it up. I just can’t keep it up as long as I used to.”

      He couldn’t keep it up long enough to satisfy Valerie.

      He added. “Blue veiner. Did you have a secret life writing copy for Blockbuster porn videos?”

      “I learned from the ones you brought home and stashed in the closet.”

      “You knew about those?”

      “If I could find them, the kids could find them. I had to hide them better than you did.”

      “So that’s why I lost track of ’em.”

      “They’re still in the garage crawlspace.”

      “The lost video fees I paid on those ...”

      “I’m sure half those adult videos were never returned.”

      “Can’t you go ask for the ’scrip on my behalf? I mean, let’s face it, it’s really for you. You’re the one who wants to keep having sex.”

      “Bradley, you’re acting like an infant. You already told me you’re still able to get it up, and I assume you’re still masturbating as per usual. So, if you don’t find me appealing as a sex partner, just tell me.”

      “Hey, it’s my body. I don’t want that pharma shit in it.”

      “You stop doing gummies, and I’ll believe you.”

      Valerie put an end to the months-long arguments by threatening the polyamory they had experimented with years ago.

      He knew this was a thing, the horniness of the post-menopausal, post-career, post-child-rearing woman, another reason Bradley was certain God didn’t exist. What intelligent designer would make men top out at nineteen and women at ninety? Well, maybe not quite ninety.

      The last thing he needed in his life was another person demanding equal attention in the love and sex department. He was trying to shed responsibility and performance demands, not add to them.

      So, he caved. In time, the Viagra righted his intimacy with Valerie but had a side effect. Compulsive masturbation disorder, CMD. He’d looked it up. It was worse than when he was in his 20s, when he’d sometimes masturbate two or three times a day, even on days he’d had sex with a girlfriend or one-night stand. Hell, sometimes not even an hour after.

      Now that Valerie was getting off regularly again, what did she care about his problems? “Go join a Facebook club for Viagra users,” she’d joked. Except he wasn’t really sure the Viagra correlated with his masturbatory excess. Like most medical questions, you couldn’t depend on the internet for a straight answer. He was just thankful that this time around, Instagram offered an endless supply of scantily clad women to figuratively rub up against instead of having to buy his porn from newsstands and convenience stores and take it to the counter where the overweight, under-resourced, pizza-faced cashier invariably would look at you, offended, like ‘We only sell smut here because of the First Amendment.’ Or, if it was a guy, snickering like Beavis. Or was it Butthead?

      If kids today only knew how tough it was back then. ‘Aw, dude, we had to buy our pornography in a store.’ He remembered this commercial with a guy web-searching while his wife was paying the bills. Then the computer screen says, in a HAL-like voice, “You have reached the end of the internet. Please turn back.”

      Today, there was no end to internet porn.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      He rearranged his pillow and gazed out the hotel room window wondering if the canyon the resort was nestled into was one of those Sedona energy vortices he’d read about. Maybe the whole place was on some sacred land or something. Although there was nothing particularly Native American-ish about the place even though the resort was supposedly owned by some tribe. There was a long, curved desk built into the wall, and a table piece underneath on wheels that rolled out, a work surface for a keyboard, he guessed. Very modern. Three framed photos were mounted above the desk, one was a close-up of some wildflowers, the second an even closer-up of tree bark, and the third a cactus in the foreground with the side of a mountain behind it. Nice, but nothing screamed Indian or magical vortex.

      Just before he swiped Cuddles4UFOxoxo off the screen, a text alert from Victor appeared at the top of his screen, cutting Cuddles’s head off at her eyebrows.

      How many girls have you slept with?

      WTF? That’s from left field. Bradley thought. Victor was up late. It was eleven p.m. in Miami. He texted back.

      The brilliant, tenured professor asks ...  what?

      You read it right.

      You can’t be serious.

      I am.

      Then you’ve reached a level of immaturity best handled by your therapist.

      I’m dead serious.

      I don’t have time for this. He paused. As the sun set, the eastern side of the cliffs out his window were glowing like embers at the bottom of a fire pit. Anyway, I can’t even begin to answer that until we get some definitions in place.

      Like what?

      Like, do you mean how many beds I’ve slept in also occupied by a woman, how many times I’ve had sex, how many times I’ve had intercourse, I mean, what’s your definition of ‘slept with’ or ‘sex’?

      You know what I mean.

      No, I don’t. Is making out ‘having sex’? Or does genitalia have to be involved?

      Uh, genitalia, then.

      Okay, buddy, what’s prompting this awkward line of inquiry?

      IDK. Just curious. Maybe this whole ‘MeToo’ thing I keep seeing on the news.

      I’ll think about it. Gotta run.

      Lying still, in a bit of shock, Bradley shed his briefs, then got up, went to the john, took a leak, glimpsed himself in the mirror, then stared longer than he should, something he’d been doing since puberty. He placed his hands on the counter and leaned in.

      He looked down at this pecker, wondered if he could give it another go. Like, right now.

      Maybe the pud-pulling had less to do with Viagra and more a consequence of being almost completely retired. He had more free space in his mind. Like a computer CPU when you cleaned out the idle apps and useless files.

      Why wasn’t Valerie taking something to ease their whole sex thing? Her orgasms had been taking forever ever since they first slept together. Hell, if it didn’t take her half a day to climax, his hard-ons wouldn’t seem so brief. They have pills for everything these days, why couldn’t she take one to speed things up?

      He soaped and washed his hands of any remnants of semen, grabbed a hand towel from the rack with a fastener screw that was coming out of the wall on one side, then tossed it on the counter. Is there a hotel in the world where towel rack attachments aren’t coming out of the wall?

      How many women had he slept with?

      No one ever actually answers the question, not truthfully, except perhaps Tino Lamborghini, who probably lost count at fifty before he was even out of college. Tino used to say, back in the day, if you talk to ten women a day, you’ll convince one to sleep with you. Sure, if you looked like Tino, were built like Tino, and were as flirtatiously persistent as Tino. Hell, half the guys at college would probably have fucked Tino if there was no shame in it.

      Now, it was looking like Tino could be the Harvey Weinstein of his class cohort.

      Bradley was no Tino, but he started counting anyway. Number one was easy. Everyone remembers number one. Well, maybe not Wilt Chamberlain. But then again, that would depend on Victor’s definition. Number two was surprisingly hazy. Number three? Shit, number three might have been Victor’s girlfriend back in college, Rachel Schiff. In fact, he’d found out about CMD in a book Rachel had authored about women and their vaginas.

      Victor, Bradley, and a number of other guys on campus were subjects of experiments concocted by Rachel for “Immersive Novel Construction,” an experimental creative writing course offered at the women’s college across the street. These guys, Bradley and Victor included, appeared as characters in Rachel’s debut novel draft, illicitly obtained and read by a later boyfriend, who got royally pissed off and accidentally-on-purpose left it on a table at the college pub the next evening for the rest of the student body to get a look at.

      Call it an early version of doxxing.

      The exposure of Rachel’s draft was a bona fide campus scandal, topped only by the two a.m. Sunday false fire alarm at the largest campus dorm which emptied out the rooms onto the quad and revealed just who really was sleeping with whom.

      The two men Rachel spilled out with that night were neither Bradley, Victor, nor the guy who leaked “The Penis Papers,” as Rachel’s draft had come to be known. Rachel didn’t have boyfriends or lovers or hook-ups or whatever you call them today, friends with benefits. She had temporary sexual gratification accomplices, which she then leaped on and over to cross that wide, raging river she called the patriarchy–a term very much in vogue now but which, as Bradley understood it, got its initial burst of academic momentum in the 1970s at women’s colleges in the Northeast. Women’s colleges like the one Rachel attended across the street.

      As much as Rachel feigned outrage at the unauthorized release of her work, she reveled in the attention it brought, and later, the contract from a major publisher a few dozen blocks south on Broadway for three works of fiction, none of which were bestsellers, but which were instrumental in her entry to Hollywood as a scriptwriter and consultant for some of the industry’s budding female pornography producers. The industry needed help appealing to women.

      Thinking of Rachel was not helping his count. He was feeling the four-hour drive from Tucson and needed to do something, or he’d fall asleep. If he did, he’d be awake before midnight. He went down to the lobby. The line at the front desk was long. He walked around it and headed toward the bar.

      It was never too late for a nightcap. And what was up with Victor’s question, anyway?
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      Nascha Sunsee Array, manager for the Song of the Sun Resort, rushed back from checking on the Freedom Center reception room to find the registration line nearly out the door. T

      here were no backup employees. Several of the hotel’s staff had been called to the casino property down the interstate for what was forecasted to be a banner week. It wasn’t like COVID protocols had disappeared entirely, which added time and aggravation to just about every task on the property. If they’d just allot the resources and a little money for marketing and promotion, Song of the Sun could really take off.

      Overworked as she was, she was grateful for her position. Yet she couldn’t help but think of better ways to make a living, ways that didn’t involve pandering to tribal leaders, or those who pretended to have enough Yavapai blood to qualify to work in tribal administration. Plus, she didn’t think the quota system she had to operate under was ethical. That wasn’t her call, though.

      Years ago, she’d attended a weekend workshop promoted by a famous talking head news anchor who never showed up but instead addressed the attendees, crammed into a Country Living Inn & Suites meeting room outside Flagstaff, remotely. The conference, targeted at women, was titled “Know your Value.” Fees for staff with management potential, like Nascha, were paid by Song of the Sun. There she got the idea for her book.

      “How do you pronounce Yavapai,” the guest in front of her asked politely. Just the kind of question that would hold up the line even more.

      “Just think of it as ‘have a pie,’” Nascha replied, sweetly.

      “Oh, that’s cute, but really⁠—”

      “It’s pretty close, actually, to how it is pronounced.” She arched her eyebrows and twitched her head towards the line.

      “And is the have a pie reservation close by?”

      “Just up the highway.”

      “Are ‘have a pies’ Apache or Navajo? Someone told me both occupied this area.”

      “Neither. We’re Navapache. And we still occupy this area.”

      “Is that a thing, Navapache?”

      “It should be.”

      Who the hell knows. Just possibly, the Heinz 57 concept could apply to nonwhite people from Europe living on this continent, too. Maybe brown people could call it the Sriracha Scoville Scale 1500. Doesn’t exactly roll off the tip of the tongue, but who cares?

      This exchange wouldn’t even make it into her collection, The Tonto Chronicles, which she hoped to publish one day and be rewarded for her “value.” In the preface, Nascha had written, “The ‘Lone’ Ranger had a constant companion. His name was Tonto.” Perhaps that short quote alone summed up the typical American’s perspective on the “Wild West.”

      Nascha waved up the next person. Audible sighs of frustration were becoming uncomfortable. Yet this one guest didn’t budge.

      “Is there someone to help with the luggage?”

      You can’t roll a roller bag?

      Nascha smiled. “He should return from assisting another guest any minute, if you wouldn’t mind waiting over there.” She pointed to a comfortable fiery-red lounge chair, backed up against a midnight-blue wall decorated with turquoise and silver trim.

      One bellman for a 300-room property. Who doubled as the handyman, and sometimes the concierge. What was the Chief thinking?

      Nascha motioned again to the next person in line, who was not impolite enough to move forward until the present guest fully exited.

      The man paused and came to attention.

      “I respectfully acknowledge that I am on land of the Native Americans of this area, and am committed to building sustainable relationships with the, uh, sovereign and indigenous ...”

      Nascha looked at him, puzzled.

      “Uh, okay ... your name, please?”

      “I thought I was supposed to say something like that,” the man said. “I even tried to memorize a land acknowledgement before I got here.” He seemed crushed.

      “May I see a driver’s license?”

      While she was registering him, Nascha remembered when a representative of the Center for the Study of Freedom and Philosophy called to discuss a “land and people preamble” that participants could announce at the beginning of their colloquium. At the time, she’d thought it courteous of the person to want to craft it and clear it with her, but she had no authority to do so. Truthfully, she didn’t even agree with the practice. Just another way for those who now control the land to make themselves feel less guilty about the people they took it from.

      She’d referred the lady on the phone to the Tribal Council at Camp Verde, realizing that the odds of her getting a timely response was worse than the odds of the Yavapai and the Hopi ever settling their dispute over who owns the valley below the three mesas.

      The only “acknowledgement” Nascha could abide by was the one embodied by a famous tale in Southwest Native American circles, told in as many variations as there are tribes: A native chief was once asked by NASA to contribute something for a radio signal of a collection of messages NASA planned to send out into space for any life forms who might have the sophisticated technology to receive and translate it. The Chief refused. NASA asked again. The Chief refused. Finally, a deal was struck. He would craft a message in his native language but would not divulge it to NASA. After being pestered about the message the rest of his life, he whispered it on his deathbed: “Don’t believe a word these people say.”

      The previous registrant was still waiting for help with the luggage. Nascha ducked quickly into the office behind her, got on the radio, and pleaded with Rodrigo to hurry. He was probably sneaking a smoke. She returned to the desk. The line now snaked out to the parking lot. She’d have to start handing out free drink tickets.

      With each guest she registered, “Nascha’s Have a Pie,” that bakery she’d always wanted to open, seemed like a better and better idea. The pie shop idea predated the Know Your Value conference, but she figured she could sell The Tonto Chronicles in the shop. Bottom line was, there had to be a better way to earn a living than managing a severely under-resourced resort or sitting in a dilapidated booth selling jewelry to white people along the highways to Flagstaff and the Grand Canyon.

      She was certain The Tonto Chronicles could be a bestseller. Who wouldn’t laugh at stories about ridiculous things white people say, like when a guest said to her, “a buffalo nickel for your thoughts” and then burst out laughing. They didn’t even have buffalo around here.

      At the very least, she wished the Big Chief would take seriously her idea of converting the golf course into a full-blown arena for vortex-focused pharma and psychedelics-fueled parties organized by and for the wealthy white women in Phoenix and LA. Nascha had already proved it could be a serious revenue producer. She’d prove it again later this week when the Carefree Ladies of Cave Creek showed up.

      Nascha didn’t have the kind of power that allowed her to make big decisions about the resort. It didn’t have to matter that the Song of the Sun wasn’t located in one of the mythical seven energy vortices of Sedona. Who said there could only be seven? There was no reason why her resort couldn’t be an eighth. With a little marketing, they could create their own mythology.

      Mythology, she thought, was the one thing they were really good at. Identify some sacred spot where mother earth crawled out of the other side of the black hole, put up EMF sensors, and set the dials to some fictitious zone of synchronicity. Or some such BS. Their patrons wouldn’t know the difference. Or care. But the elders instead decided it was a good idea to build a golf course in a charming canyon with a dry riverbed.

      She needed to focus on the present, though. How was she going to make her quota for the month?
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      The next morning, Bradley entered the empty hotel elevator car from the top floor where his room was located. By the time it got to level two, it was packed with colloquium participants.

      “Oh, hello, Ashera,” he called out across several people’s heads and necks after the door opened and one of his principal panelists squeezed into the remaining space. She hunched her shoulders and pulled her bag closer to her body. She tried unsuccessfully to respond to Bradley with a half-smile and quarter turn of the head.

      Ashera, whom he’d met at the reception, could be N+1 or whatever Victor’s number turned out to be. She had the kind of thick, wild hair that made you ignore the color and just admire how much you’d like to bury your face in it. Her ethnic blend must be a cocktail no genetic mixologist could duplicate. It was clear from her bio he’d read earlier how she identified—them, they, Mexican, Moroccan, Tohono O’ Odom, and vegan. To-Tonto what? He guessed she was tattooed to the hilt, including the knobby flower shooting out of an aloe plant wrapped around a vein in her neck.

      Bradley had wanted to fill out his pronouns as “It” which elicited a smiley face from Dr. Washington, when he responded to an email about pronouns. The emoji was by no means permission to violate present-day norms for making sure others understood the source of your victimhood.

      Victor could get away with using “It,” since he was adopted and was indeed a victim of anything or anyone that didn’t involve the highest order statistical analysis methods on the planet. Despite being raised in a strict Anglican household in New Hampshire by whiter-than-white, and Britisher than British parents.

      After sharing a proper good morning after they exited the elevator, Ashera and Bradley walked side by side in silence past the registration area, then through an outdoor canopied walkway that felt like a curtain of heat. Making conversation with Ashera during the reception had been difficult. Like talking to your cat. Even when you didn’t have one.

      The Conference Center was freezing, even though it was sweltering outside. Immediately, he was jolted by the views from the floor-to-ceiling windows of gorgeous jagged red rocks and cliffs on either side of the golf course, views that forced contemplation. Introspection. Retrospection. All of the above. Although the fiery color palette of the rising sun had receded, the western canyon wall seemed to radiate back the warmth it had absorbed, like a baked pie coming out of the oven.

      During his interview, Dr. Washington explained how he viewed his role as facilitator. Bradley summed it up as, “So you want me to act as a discussion catalyst without dissociating and becoming part of the product content.” Something like that, Keshawn replied back, looking a bit puzzled.

      He was also instructed to make sure that the Freedom Center comes across as a champion of diversity, equity, and inclusion, DEI–or, as Bradley thought when he first saw the acronym, God in Latin, or close enough to God based on the one year of the dead language he was forced to take five decades ago at prep school. To the extent possible, he was supposed to make sure no one felt left out of the discussion, and to make a special effort to engage, or call on, those who might take offense at not being engaged or otherwise called on.

      “You know what I mean, right?” Keshawn said, without a wink or a nod.

      “Well, not exactly. I’m to achieve ‘equity’ by paying special attention to some and less attention to others?”

      “It does sound nonsensical when you put it that way. Just make sure no one dominates over, interrupts, or demeans other participants­.”

      “You mean white men?”

      “Okay, I mean white men!”

      “Ah, then, I will ensure no mansplaining takes place!” He pulled that word from straight from Valerie’s lips.

      “That’s it, that’s right,” Dr. Washington said, smiling happily like the man in front of him had finally hit upon the right answer.

      As Victor had been bitching about the last few years, DEI had become God-like in the halls of higher learning. Bradley had wanted to push it with Washington, an African-American, and ask if he should prevent all men from mansplaining, or just white men. Were black men off the hook? What about indigenous men? Indian Subcontinent types? Asians? Mexicans? What were the rules?

      Victor said it had become more important to not offend any single individual in your class than it was to instill some collective level of understanding of the material, whether it was in the highest level graduate courses Victor taught or Intro to Statistics. Victor, and other professors he knew, complained incessantly that standardized college entrance exams had gone the way of the Neanderthal, because they weren’t fair to, in Victor’s words, Neanderthals. Grade inflation had reduced the assignment of marks to the first two letters of the alphabet. Almost any comment a professor made about the work, written or oral, could be challenged as “having come from a place of non-objectivity regarding the person’s ethnicity, race, gender, socio-economic status, sexual orientation, generational poverty, genetic structure, and general physical and mental impairments not the fault of the individual.”

      Although Bradley engaged with academia tangentially in his own career as an industry and technology analyst (he dealt with “complex engineered energy systems,” he liked to say), and as a parent seeking the best schools and universities for his kids, he hadn’t understood the depth and breadth of the changes. He wasn’t “down in the weeds” of the DEI movement, as Victor said, so he couldn’t possibly understand how bad it had gotten.

      The academy had come a long way from when Bradley’s college freshman chemistry professor propelled his 5-foot-4  yarmulke-topped frame into the 300-person lecture hall, saying, “Okay, look at the person to the left of you.” All fearfully, if with bewilderment, obeyed. “Now look to the right of you.” Some 270 heads, many with unkempt, robust manes swishing through the air, turned as if on orders taken from a boot camp drill instructor. “Good job. One of those two people won’t be here next semester, and the other won’t be here next year!” He hadn’t seen that professor express such glee for the rest of the year.

      The job of a freshman chemistry professor back then was to weed out one-third of the students who thought they had a chance at getting into med school and force another third into other majors. On top of that, women had only recently even been allowed to attend the Ivy League university he and Victor went to.

      Two of the women in his engineering program could have qualified for the list Victor was asking about.

      He saw a text come in from Valerie.

      Do you know where the olive oil is?
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      Ashera, Bradley, and one of Bradley’s other panelists, Azul Ebunoluwa, who had not been at the reception, were all seated at the dais. Bradley poured water into the short glasses set near each seat, taking care not to let the ice in the pitcher cause a spill.

      When he finished and turned to look over the gathered attendees, he was astounded to see the number of women in the audience. At most of the conferences Bradley attended, women were usually less than five percent of the crowd, often a lot less, like zero. Here, he guessed, they made up between half and two-thirds.

      Gail Bartholomew, Director of the Cold War Missile Museum, the third panelist, had also missed the reception and was still a no-show. Bradley was getting nervous. Hell of a start if there was no Gail, no Dr. Washington. He looked at his cheat sheet with his opening remarks. Well, Bartholomew didn’t have to be here for his intro or the remote video feed with Roger Magellan.

      He checked his watch again. Surely Gail was just delayed. Bradley, along with the other panelists and speakers, were being well-compensated by the Freedom Center. Washington had said, “The Center wants to ensure there is no poaching of expertise from people or groups lacking power just because the Center has political and cultural clout.” Bradley wasn’t sure what the director meant. What kind of clout did a brand new Freedom Center wield?

      Bradley and Dr. Washington had ordered the program so practical material would go first, then empirical research, and finally, the conceptual and speculative topics. He’d asked Gail to lead off, if only because he knew her from his volunteer work at the museum.

      “I figured that was you when I saw the program,” Gail said warmly, when Bradley had introduced himself on the phone, “Maniopolos isn’t exactly under M from the Daughters of the American Revolution.”

      Bradley laughed. “But it is from a country proud to be the birthplace of democracy.”

      “And how’s that going for them?” Gail snickered. “So, tell me, how long does my presentation need to be? I don’t have to prepare a PowerPoint or anything, do I?”

      “That’s up to you. We’ll have AV equipment set up, but the only requirement, per se, is to address the topic suggested by the Freedom Center for your institution, which I’ve captured as, ‘Achieving Peace and Freedom Through Military Strength.’ Working title.”

      “Yeah, I remember from your last email that freedom could be thought of as protecting the ‘collective peace of mind of a nation’ in this context, through mutually assured destruction.”

      “Kind of a contradiction in terms, no?”

      Gail had paused a moment. “Perhaps.”

      “Or a Catch-22.”

      “Never read it.”

      “So, MAD did not lead to peace of mind?” Bradley pictured Slim Pickens riding “Little Boy” in Dr. Strangelove.

      “Fear is what keeps citizens in their place, not peace,” she countered.

      “Well, Ms. Bartholomew....”

      “It’s Captain Bartholomew,” she said sternly. Then in a more relaxed way. “Or Gail. I’m just funnin’ you.”

      “Gail, you are free to frame your presentation within the context of the question in any way you wish. You’re the expert here.”

      “Don’t worry. I follow orders. Most of the time.” She chuckled through a labored breath, like she was suffering from asthma. “This isn’t my normal kind of assignment, though. I mean, I haven’t led tours at the museum for years, I can barely do that kind of walking anymore. I sure don’t seek this kind of extracurricular work. This just seemed, well, the right thing at the right time.”

      “We appreciate your willingness to join us. And you’ll be receiving the first half of your remuneration in two weeks or thereabouts.”

      “Now there’s a big word. Gotta admit, it’s pretty sweet money. And paid in advance!”

      “Can’t disagree with that,” Bradley added with a laugh.

      “By the way,” Gail added, “I am now the former Director of the CWMM. There was a recent re-org by the Air Force. I accepted an early retirement.”

      “Even better. Now you aren’t bound by their restrictions. We’ll get the real story!”

      She snorted. “You might at that.”
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        * * *

      

      By 8:10 a.m., the audience was getting restless. Bradley had to do something. Valerie had once described comfort-building exercises used to open large meetings at the company she worked for.

      “Before I make formal introductions, why don’t we all take a few minutes to breathe deeply, stretch, introduce yourself to the people next to you, and tell each of those folks something interesting about yourself that wouldn’t show up on your CV. Just make sure it’s G-rated.”

      He overheard someone grumble in the first row. “What is this, church?” Everyone else seemed eager to comply.

      That took them to 8:20 a.m. Still no Gail. He’d just go ahead with the Magellan introduction. He didn’t want to make a multi-billionaire wait.

      He already had Magellan queued up on his laptop. He went to the podium.

      “While we’re waiting for any stragglers getting their coffee and pastries, let me be the first to welcome all of you to the inaugural International Conference on Neo-Anthropocentric Models of Retrospective Freedoms, sponsored by the Center for the Study of the Philosophy of Freedom, or the Freedom Center, affiliated with Sonoran Community College in Tucson, Arizona. My name is Bradley Maniopolos, and I am honored to be your facilitator for the next few days.”

      Dr. Plemmons, that enemy of the patriarchy he’d met at the reception, immediately rose from the audience. “I was assured this conference would not have an old white guy for a facilitator.”

      Trouble already, Bradley thought. He could turn over his two ethnic cards but that just wasn’t him.

      “Well, you don’t really know how old I am,” Bradley said, with a chuckle.

      Before Dr. Plemmons could retort, Bartholomew burst through the thick cypress-wood double doors at the back of the meeting room. All eyes turned in her direction, as the first ones who noticed gasped and nudged the person next to them. One attendee in a middle aisle seat bolted towards the other double doors. A third took cover under the flimsy narrow conference table in front of each attendee, spilling a pitcher of water in the process.

      Gail marched towards the dais wearing a mauve-colored holster strapped to her hip, handgun snapped into it. Most of the audience was too stunned to react, even as her stride and manner seemed to suggest that she’d have no problem using the weapon. Bradley glanced quickly at Ashera and Azul. It was unclear whose mouth had the larger diameter opening. Azul’s certainly had the whiter teeth. Gail was out of breath by the time she reached the dais.

      Bradley recalled that Gail walked like a Brontosaurus—or was it Apatasaurus now? She’d always dressed like a drill sergeant and strode about with unwavering purpose, even when she didn’t have one. Her ruddy complexion, reddish-orange hair, spherical frame with short, stumpy limbs, and a pumpkin of a head could be startling when combined with her bull-in-a-China-shop manners. As she approached the dais, he tried to exude nonchalance, even as, for a split second, his legs vibrated under the table. Since it appeared she wasn’t going to fire the weapon anytime soon, the agitation in the room subsided. Barely.

      He’d seen all sorts of weird shit at conferences. That time a speaker told him he’d never done public speaking before, then took the stage, promptly fainted, bashed his head, bled like a mother, and was taken away in an EMS vehicle. Then there was Bump Brummit, a guy who sold machines three-stories high and thirty feet in diameter. He decked a guy in a meeting room because the man dared to move his briefcase a few feet without asking Bump’s permission.

      Maybe the worst was when one of his speakers at a conference Bradley had organized told an off-color joke, offending a woman attendee, who reported it to the engineering society which sponsored the conference. Next thing Bradley knew, the president of the society called him on the carpet and demanded that he and his speaker apologize.

      No one had ever shown up overtly packing heat, though, and some pretty tough dudes worked in his industry.

      After Gail took her seat at the dais, Bradley said, “Now that we have a quorum, and a good gal with a gun ...”

      He hoped for a few laughs, got none.

      “Let me quickly introduce Roger Magellan, a tireless advocate for the Freedom Center who will make a few remarks on the big screen.” He hit a few buttons on his computer and wondered whether Magellan would mention some of Bradley’s publications, his books, his interviews on CNBC, features in Newsweek, quotes in the The Wall Street Journal and The New York Times. He’d applied for this gig and sent in his creds as a lark, thinking it was something different to do as he eased into retirement, and was still mystified as to why they’d selected him.

      “Roger, we’re ready.”

      Bradley was surprised the video feed wasn’t live in real time, but instead an IG-like reel of someone emerging from a thick forest into a clearing, wearing a presidential dark suit and red-blue-white tie who didn’t look like a guy named Roger Magellan. He looked as Indian subcontinent as anyone could, darker than Bradley. His hair was straight, slicked back over his head in a pompadour with some shiny goo that reminded Bradley of Brylcreem. He was tall, lean, and clean, with an angular face, a cherubic smile, a confident demeanor, and an air of superiority.

      Bradley was yanked out of the moment. In his decades of professional experience, the men he’d worked with who came from the subcontinent never did squat. They were self-important know-it-alls who wouldn’t shut up during meetings, but who never completed the work they were assigned. They always tried to get out of paying their invoices by claiming you didn’t perform to the letter of the agreement. They always had lofty degrees from great universities, certificates for this or that, and dozens of plaques on their office “I love me” walls, but it was always all talk and no action. They loved presenting papers, leading committees, and seeing their name in print, but hardly ever did actual work. Bradley had ended up holding the bag more than once.

      Well, he figured, Magellan sure wasn’t going to mention any of Bradley’s work.

      “A hearty welcome to beautiful, one of a kind Sedona, Arizona!”

      Ugh. His ebullience was off-putting, especially since the man hadn’t bothered to show up for his own conference.

      “My name is Roger Magellan of the Magellan Foundation. Before I say anything more, let me apologize on behalf of Dr. Keshawn Washington, the Freedom Center Director, who is not attending due to a personal emergency. He will make every effort to arrive just as soon as he is able.”

      Not a real explanation, Bradley noted.

      Magellan went on to thank the speakers and panelists and the institutions they represented, and then reviewed some of the highlights of the agenda. He made special note of a presentation by a Professor Wertmuller. The concept behind her work deserved a patent, Magellan said, but certainly the mathematical model she was creating, with generous Freedom Center support, would provide the basis for multiple patents and intellectual property down the road.

      Right. Keshawn had mentioned that Magellan was “high” on Wertmuller. “Quantizing Freedom” was the title of her talk. Bradley had no idea what that meant, but he was looking forward to finding out. Magellan also mentioned the Thursday session on free will and teased the audience with his possible virtual attendance to join the discussion.

      Magellan continued, “All of you may think this is silly reverie on my part, but I have no doubt whatsoever that this conference will one day be considered the Davos or Aspen of its field!”

      That comment turned some audience member expressions quizzical. Bradley thought he heard a snort from somewhere near the front.

      “Now I will leave you in the capable hands of our facilitator, Mr. Maniopolos ...”

      He stressed the mister! Like he was lesser. Couldn’t the guy at least mention one of his books, his years of policy work in DC, his exposure of Enron? Something rather than emphasizing the “mister?”

      “Thank you, Roger. We’ll see you on Thursday!” Bradley shut down the video feed and looked out at the audience. “The Aspen of Freedom! The Davos of Liberty!” Bradley offered a half-hearted fist pump. “Well, I trust we can live up to those aspirations!” Then he turned toward Gail.

      “For our first presentation, I have the pleasure of introducing not just the former Director of the Cold War Missile Museum, but a woman who was my superior officer, of sorts, when I was a volunteer docent at the museum, a lady who did far more for all of us during the Cold War than build a bomb shelter in the backyard or hide under a desk during a school drill.”

      “Now these poor kids have to suffer through active-shooter drills,” a woman yelled from the floor.

      Bradley ignored the outburst and read Gail’s bio.

      “Thank you for your service,” someone yelled, scanning the audience in a way that implied that everyone else in the room should be grateful as well.

      “Or is it ‘thank you for your servitude?’” retorted a woman near the front, carrying a “Smash the Patriarchy” and “Black Lives Matter” bag, who turned around and looked venomously at the man who’d just yelled.

      Gail had no words on her slides, just photos from the museum, some of her squad mates from back in the day, and close-ups of some of the equipment. She invited everyone to come down for a visit. They were only 30 minutes south of Tucson, she said, and bragged that the best, cheapest tacos and burritos in the land could be had at Tacho’s Food Truck in the parking lot of the Green Valley Mall.

      “Tacho employs very cheap labor and doesn’t pay rent,” she added, wryly. “He makes this secret salsa from a family recipe, so you know it’s the good stuff.”

      From the photos, the museum appeared to be nothing more than an office building and a couple of connected trailers with a few instruments and antennae jutting up from the ground in the back. She called that “topside.” A few small tanks, and a display of a rocket engine. Then a shot looking down into the silo from the bubble dome protecting it. She pointed at a huge earthen formation to the southwest.

      “Other than the abandoned mine over thataway, not much between here and the border but mule trails.”

      “Mule trails?” an audience member asked.

      Pointing with her hand-held laser, she responded, “Up here, between the site and the mine, is the pathway used for years by Mexican smugglers.” She looked back at the questioner and added in a tone that Bradley couldn’t tell was serious or not, “They leave their trash like coyote skat.”

      “Not exactly tight security,” an audience member observed.

      “If you only knew,” Gail said.

      Audience members shifted uncomfortably in their seats.

      The last slide was a photo of herself in uniform in 1979.

      “I didn’t always look like the person you see in front of you today, fat, sick, health problems out the wazoo. But that’s a separate story.”

      Indeed, Bradley thought. She looked even worse than the last time Bradley had been at the site.

      When her power point was complete, Gail went off on a bit of a ramble.

      “So, you folks, and the rest of the world for that matter,” she said, as she carefully surveyed the audience, “probably wonder what we did down there. I mean, as I mentioned, these sites were manned 24/7/365. We did the things we were supposed to do, but that’s kind of boring to talk about. Then we did the things we weren’t supposed to do and we’re not supposed to talk about. And then the site did things to us the Air Force definitely doesn’t want us to talk about.

      “We performed mindless repetitive tasks, proceeded through checklists, maintained the equipment, manned the control room—and no, it does not have the red button you see in all the movies—wrote the indicator and gage readings on clipboards during our rounds, regularly handled some particularly noxious gases and flammable, explosive compounds, and communicated with our superiors at the Bagman Air Force base up the road. We kind of did what the site crews do at other industrial facilities.” She smiled at Bradley. “You and I talked about that. “We baby the equipment,” she continued, “follow safety protocols and, to be honest, prayed that nothing really bad would happen. Elaborate instruction manuals guided every action we performed at the site. Almost down to how to take a shit.”

      Several in the audience gasped. A few chuckled.

      “Hey, we’re all adults,” Gail said, with a shrug.

      Bradley said, “Sorry to interrupt, Gail, but could you tell the audience about the guidance system computer?”

      “Ah, yes, the guidance system for a warhead that would take out half of Moscow had a central processing unit with less brainpower than the ringtone on your phone.”

      Bradley had his own theory about those missile sites.

      Gail went on. “You folks probably haven’t thought about the Cold War in years. Too obsessed with global warming, 9/11, the War on Terror, MAGA, illegal immigration, school shootings, etc. What is a “cold war” anyway? We were fighting wars all over the world, not just Vietnam. The CIA ran them undercover. There was nothing cold about all the bullets flying and bombs dropping. But I digress.

      “Then,” she paused, for effect, “then there is what the site did to us missileers. I mean, there’s a lot of publicly available info on how all of us were affected—site accidents, deteriorating equipment, long-term health effects—but there is a big difference between information that is made available to the public, you know, through Freedom of Information Act requests, and general public knowledge. I’ll tell you one—this missile program was described as early as 1973 as ‘an accident waiting to happen’ by the Pentagon’s own analysts. Accidents did happen. Occasionally, something went boom at one of the sites. Not ours, thank God.”

      Bradley got Gail’s attention and gave her the one-minute sign.

      “Okay, okay, I’ll shut my trap. To conclude, did we achieve ‘peace through strength’ and did the missile program protect American liberty? I don’t know, how do you define freedom anyway? That’s what you’re here to talk about. No Russian missiles ever struck U.S. soil. No American nukes landed on Russian soil. Did we ‘win’ the Cold War? Maybe, but who lost and at what cost?” She paused. “Questions?

      Ashera raised her hand. “What if we saved all that money we spent building missiles like yours and instead negotiated with the Russians to achieve peace, a cold peace, if you will? Wouldn’t that have done more to protect ‘freedom’ of Americans and Russians?”

      Gail responded, “I stay away from high-patheticals ... and I’m not mispronouncing the word. No offense, it just doesn’t do anyone any good to speculate.”

      Bradley interjected, “I like that! Hypathetical.” Then he wondered if Ashera felt shot down. That would be against Dr. Washington’s rules of engagement for the meeting.

      “Oh, and if you’re wondering why I have this pistol strapped to my waist, yes, I did mean to scare the shit out of all of you,” Gail added. “I’m dramatizing the fact that site commanders like me carried a pistol in case any of the crew was, shall we say, reluctant to follow orders when we got the call to blow half of Russia.”

      Whew! Bradley thought, at least she has a reason.

      An audience member yelled out, “You mean, you’d have to shoot one of your own?”

      “That was the idea,” Gail said.

      Murmurs flowed through the audience like the peaks and valleys of multiple sine waves.

      “Would you?” asked the lady with the BLM insignia on her handbag?

      “Would I what?”

      “Shoot a member of your own crew?”

      That’s another ‘hypathetical.’”

      Audience member: “So, in your estimation, did the Cold War enhance American freedom or not?”

      “I suppose, if you define freedom as the spread of capitalism around the world and countering communism, then, absolutely, the Cold War was unarguably successful.”

      “But at the expense of the rest of the world, right?” The audience member asked. “Or at least those nations which were not our allies?”

      “Depends on if you think global freedom is a zero-sum game. One nation gains freedom while another loses it. Or, as I like to say, there but for the grace of me goes you.”

      “That’s kind of brutal,” Bradley said, smiling, “but I think we’ll have to leave it there. Before we break, does anyone have a final question or thought or two?”

      Gail labored from the podium back to her place on the dais. The chair creaked ominously as she sat. “I prefer to sit,” she said. One audience member raised a hand and asked, “Did you ever get to meet any of your Missileer counterparts in Russia?”

      Gail shook her head. “Nah, Perestroika and glasnost didn’t go that far.”

      Another audience member called out. “Could you comment on the false narrative of the so-called “missile gap” perpetrated by the Pentagon and the media in the late 1950s?”

      Gail laughed. “No need. You just did.”

      “Can you say ‘yellowcake?’” someone yelled.

      Bradley held up a hand. “Okay, let’s not get too far afield. On that note, it really is time for a break.”

      The audience exited out to the lobby area for refreshments and coffee. Bradley and Gail chatted on the dais. He pointed at the weapon.

      “I mean, surely this is a case of an unnecessary action hero. Did you really need this?”

      “I checked with the hotel. They have no publicly displayed prohibition against open-carry. It’s an open-carry state.”

      “Right, but you couldn’t just show a photo of yourself back then with the pistol?”

      “It’s part of my delivery.” She winked.

      An audience member strode up to the dais. “Thank you for standing up for our Second Amendment rights,” he said, extending his hand to Gail. And then he was off on a rant, talking about how his freedoms were being threatened by the libs as Bradley left them to it and walked away.
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        * * *

      

      After sucking down a cup of coffee, remarkably decent for a conference hotel, and chatting up a few of the attendees, Bradley had ten minutes left to duck back into his room. Several of the attendees had caught him during the break to share their feelings about the weapon, ranging from mild displeasure to extreme discomfort.

      He texted Victor:

      Holy shit! One of my panelists showed up armed.

      It took a few minutes for a response.

      That’s nothing new. A weapon, or a pair, beats a hope and a prayer!

      What?

      It’s a saying around Florida, the DeSanctimonious State.

      You’ve been to conferences with armed academics?

      No one comes armed to talk about associational statistics. Other colleagues have mentioned it, though.

      That’s it? No one cares?

      Not enough.

      Doesn’t it change how people talk about their work?

      I guess.

      What do you do about it?

      IDK. Turn it into a teachable moment?

      LOL. Not!

      Seriously. A break in the texting.

      So, what’s your count?

      Bradley sighed.

      I know it’s not your strong suit, but ... be mature.

      I want an initial estimate by the end of the day.

      Go baby your stats students.

      Then he realized that he had not communicated with Valerie since yesterday morning. They had parted on a tense note. He wasn’t sure why. Something felt amiss. They’d even had sex the weekend before, and he had made sure that she reached her orgasm, even though he hadn’t. So, it couldn’t be that.

      Well, he spent most of his married life trying to figure out why she was feeling whatever she was feeling and what he could do about it. Then again, she hadn’t bothered to communicate with him either. Another one of those, who’s on first, something unresolvable on second, I don’t know on third, but let’s talk about it ad infinitum always waiting at home plate.

      Bradley stopped at the front desk on the way back to the conference room. He motioned to the lady whose name tag read Nascha.

      “Excuse me. What is the Song of the Sun’s policy on open-carry?”

      “We don’t allow booze to be brought in from the outside, not even brown-bagging, except in the privacy of guest rooms.”

      “I meant firearms.”

      “Oh, uh, as per state law, we allow it except where and when alcohol is served.”

      “Don’t most hotels prohibit open-carry on premises?”

      “The national chains perhaps. We are a one-off, affiliated with the Coins of the Canyon Casino down the interstate a ways. For obvious reasons, weapons are not allowed on casino premises in the possession of any guests. We have jurisdiction, as it’s on Tribal land. I mean, it’s really all our land, but you know....”

      “Oh? What Native American nation are you affiliated with?”

      “Yavapai.”

      “Yav a pai,” Bradley repeated, slowly.

      “Yavapai,” Nascha repeated, eager for her next entry in The Tonto Chronicles.

      “Ah, okay, thanks.”

      Nascha watched the guy nod and walk away without saying anything overtly stupid or racist. Bummer.

      “Yava dabba do,” Bradley muttered, with a quirk of his lips.
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        * * *

      

      Victor had said to make it a teachable moment, Bradley thought, entering the meeting room, before he noticed an attendee with a pistol and holster strapped to his waist, the same guy who thanked Gail for defending the Second Amendment. Goddamn, what was this, a saloon in the Wild West serving shots of highbrow cogitation on freedom?

      When the group had reconvened, Bradley began by suggesting they delay the next formal presentation until after lunch and take the opportunity of the unforeseen incident with Gail to have an ad hoc discussion about freedom in the context of gun possession, open and concealed carry, and the Second Amendment. That was when he noticed yet another attendee with a holstered gun. Well, at least there were only three good guys and gals with guns. The unarmed were still in the majority, if defenseless. Unless there were guns hidden in purses and pockets.

      Ashera swiftly grabbed one of the microphones from the panelist table. Bradley could see her hands tremble around the handle.

      “I’m not going to, uh, pretend nothing out of the ordinary happened this morning. While I have, um, great respect for Ms. Bartholomew and her fellow Missileers, I won’t abide by this notion that the freedom one person is entitled to in carrying a gun should take precedence over the fear forced onto the rest of the audience and our lack of freedom to feel safe at a colloquium to which we were all invited.”

      “That’s an unfreedom!” an audience member yelled.

      Another audience member in the first row said, “Look at the precedent you established. Now there are two others carrying firearms. Jeez, a small army is materializing.”

      “Three,” said one of two African Americans in the audience, who stood up, pointed to the firearm at his waist, and sat down. “It’s an integrated army!”

      Bradley did a spit take, but no one else laughed.

      Gail, who was sitting next to Ashera, said, “All of us have the right to carry a weapon.”

      “Also the obligation to consider others who choose not to carry weapons. Your freedom to parade around with a gun on your hip effectively nullifies my freedom to feel safe in this space.”

      Gail considered Ashera’s comment. “Fair enough,” as she unclipped the holster, leaned over the table, and placed the weapon between herself and Ashera. “Take it with you to the podium during your talk. How’s that for equity?”

      Gail smiled as if she’d just won the lottery.

      I’m sitting here at an academic conference, Bradley thought, and four attendees are packing heat.

      He spoke up, “Well, look, there’s the legal case, and then there’s the ethical case. And the normative case. Surely, it’s a ‘norm,’ meaning normally people do not brandish firearms while engaging and debating at an academic conference.”

      Gail looked over at him. “That norm was just challenged.”

      “That’s what the last eight years have been about,” an audience member said. “One party destroying norms, the other is trying to play by the norms.”

      “Okay, think about this,” Gail said. “A bicyclist comes to a four-way stop intersection, slows down, then crosses, when a guy in a honking Camaro blows through the stop sign. The cyclist screams at the car and flips him off. Both broke the law because neither obeyed the stop sign. Who would have been at fault if the bicyclist got mowed down?”

      “It’s the degree of illegality,” the same audience member replied. “What the motorist did was more illegal than what the bicyclist did. Bicyclists are not required to make a full stop at a stop sign.”

      Gail laughed. “Tell that to the attendees at his funeral. The ‘norm’ for motorists is that most do not come to a full stop at any stop sign, even though it’s the law.”

      Bradley spoke up. “So everything is a gray area subject to interpretation.”

      “Let’s face it,” Dr. Plemmons spoke up from the second row, “the whole system of laws is constructed by those with power, flaunted by those with power, and used against those with less or no power.”

      Gail nodded, thoughtfully. “You get it, girl! So, who is really free in a society? Only those who make the rules. I spent all those years underground, wrestling with hazardous chemical tanks, faulty equipment, unreliable leak detectors. Missileers were exposed to some of the nastiest stuff humans have ever invented, not to mention radiation. We’re all dying off early. We have every form of cancer you can think of, plus diabetes, skin ailments, you name it. We did all of that in the name of protecting American liberty. We didn’t make the rules. But we did follow them.”

      Then she added, with a devilish grin, “Mostly.”

    



OEBPS/images/break-section-side-screen.png





OEBPS/images/wrequium-front-cover.jpg
Freedom ntrolling the Narrative

iREcl

2

\

W G T |
\
 —

JASON MAKANSI

s ool





OEBPS/images/bsc---layla-dog-small.jpg





