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It is far better to grasp the universe as it really is than to persist in delusion however satisfying and reassuring. 

—Carl Sagan

––––––––
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It seems that information and discovery isn’t information and discovery without the type of ‘proof’ that the human race requires. 

—Arjun Walia



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


A RANDOM DISCOVERY
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A sudden burst of intense energy snapped the sun’s magnetic field. Fiery explosions tore across the surface of the sun, hurling clouds of charged particles—filled with magnetic field lines—into the exosphere.

In Boulder Colorado, scientists at NOAA’s Space Weather Prediction Center monitored the cyclical solar storm through a bank of computers that recorded information on the size, solar wind speed and direction from specialized telescopes and satellites.

The division director approached a scientist studying the latest data. “Is the CMA still on course, Cheryl?”

The scientist nodded. “Yes, sir. The corona mass ejection will hit Earth with a glancing blow. The size and strength are low. It won’t make a noticeable impact.”

“Good, that’s how we like it. Post it on NASA’s website for the science crowd.”

An hour later, the scientist was scanning readings from the magnetometers and plasma instruments; confusion rippled across his brow. “Cheryl, check out the coronagraph imagery from the CCOR again.”

Cheryl looked at the data. She frowned, rubbed her eyes and checked it again. Alarm flooded her face.

“Sherman, get the director!” she shouted.

Across the country, an elderly woman suddenly gripped the arms of her wheelchair. She wheeled herself over to the window and gazed up at the cloud-laden sky. Nothing appeared out of the ordinary, but the dark foreboding continued to grip her, and a chill ran through her frail body.

In northern Virginia, a slight, middle-aged man walked through the security measures in the lobby of a corporate building.

“Calling it a night, Dr. Hamill? This is early for you,” remarked the security guard as he searched the scientist’s electronic devices.

Hamill nodded. “Not as young as I used to be, Joe.”

The guard laughed. “They say 50 is the new 40, but I sure ain’t feelin’ it. You’re all clear. See you tomorrow.”

“As sure as taxes and death,” replied the scientist.

Hamill picked up his computer and cell phone and left the innocuous building that bore no name and was hidden behind a screen of trees and manicured bushes.

When he arrived home to his fourth-floor high-rise, he fed the tabby cat, turned on the television, and went about preparing dinner.

The breaking news chime suddenly sounded, and an anchorman came on screen.

“The National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration’s Space Weather Prediction Center has issued a warning that a coronal mass ejection will hit earth in 48 hours, triggering a major geomagnetic storm that will affect satellites and wireless communication systems.”

Hamill stopped what he was doing and turned to watch the newscast.

“All aircraft will be grounded, and officials worry that it may cause extensive damage to the power grids. They are advising that people be prepared for blackouts across much of the Northern Hemisphere for several days.

“Earlier data had indicated that the corona mass ejection would have minor impact. Scientists are baffled by the sudden dramatic change. According to a NOAA spokesman, this has never happened before. A geomagnetic storm of this magnitude has not been seen since the Carrigan event in 1859—”

Hamill snapped off the television and was still for a long moment. His features tensed as the NOAA spokesman’s statement—This has never happened before—reverberated in his mind.

He picked up his cell phone and called a contact at the Space Weather Prediction Center. 

The scientist was reluctant to answer his questions. “The director is on the hot seat, Amos. We’ve been told not to talk to anyone until we figure this out. Why are you so interested?”

“I have a theory,” replied Hamill.

There was a long pause on the other end of the phone.

“Glad someone does. It was the damnedest thing. We’ll never get this egg off our face.... What do you need?”

“The readouts and coronagraphs for the last 48 hours,” said Hamill.

There was another long pause.

“All right, but if you discover something, I get the credit, Amos.”

“If I’m right, you won’t want the credit,” responded Hamill.

* * * * *
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Fairfield, Pennsylvania

Kip Stevens drove the remote two-lane country road from Addison to Fairfield. Habit didn’t dictate it. He liked to feel connected to the outside world. Radio and cell phone reception in this area at the foot of the Allegheny Mountains was spotty at best. And he liked the conveniences of gas stations and fast-food restaurants.

But today, it was the most convenient route, and the negatives were moot points. Everything was closed. Satellites and electricity had been down for hours since the geomagnetic storm had hit, and no one was predicting when normalcy would return.

Twilight was falling. The road was deserted, making the situation seem even more surreal. It would appear people were heeding the advice of the mayor and the governor to stay at home. If things didn’t get back to normal soon, thought Kip, he would have to type up his story on a manual typewriter. Did any still exist? he wondered.

As he rounded the bend, the headlights of the car caught something ahead several feet off the side of the road. It looked like a pile of clothes in the grass. Kip slowed down as he approached the area, peering closely through the window. Suddenly, he jammed on the breaks, jumped out of the car, and ran over to the site. A man lay crumpled on the ground.

Kip bent down and rolled him over. He was a young man and looked as though he’d been in a fight. He had cuts and bruises on his face and one eye was swollen shut. He didn’t move or speak. Blood covered much of his shirt-front, and Stevens saw that the man had been shot. He felt for a pulse. It was thready. Just then, the man moaned and his eyes flickered open.

“What’s your name?” asked Kip. “What happened to you?”

The man stared up at him blankly, and Kip saw that he was in shock.

“I’ll take you to the hospital,” he said.

He carefully hoisted the man to his feet and half carried him to the car.
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A MYSTERY PATIENT
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Kip sat slumped in a chair in the dimly lit waiting room of Fairfield Memorial Hospital waiting for word from the doctor, when police detective Hank Gillespie ambled in wearing his usual frown.

He heaved a sigh of annoyance when he saw Kip. “I should have known. Why aren’t you at home like everyone else?”

Kip looked up at the short, stout detective and bit back a grin. The detective’s ode to fashion was a mismatched hairpiece that topped his head like a dust bunny begging to be liberated by a stiff wind and a suit too long in the coat, too short in the trousers—all of which served to undercut his gruff demeanor.

“Just doing my job, Gillespie. Neither snow nor rain nor heat nor gloom of night—”

“I don’t think that was meant to apply to pain-in-the-ass reporters,” retorted the detective.

“Where have you been? I thought the donut shop was closed,” joked Kip.

“Funny, Stevens. The comms are down at the station. The hospital just sent someone over to notify us. Can’t get a cup of coffee anywhere,” the detective griped. “What’s the word on this guy’s condition?”

“I don’t know. He’s probably still in surgery,” replied Kip. “The doctor hasn’t come out yet.”

Gillespie pulled out a notebook and pen. “Give me the details.”

“I was out covering the effects of the storm on the area and was on my way home by way of the back road,” explained Kip. “I found the poor guy lying off the side of the road about 15 miles from Fairfield and brought him to the hospital. That’s it.”

“Name?”

“He wasn’t conscious long enough to say,” said Kip.

The doctor walked into the waiting room then, still in his scrubs.

Kip stood up. “What’s the word, Doc?”

Gillespie glared at the reporter. “I’m asking the questions here.” He turned to the doctor. “What’s the word, Doc?”

The doctor passed a hand wearily across his face. “We removed the bullet. The first 24 hours are always touch and go, but barring any complications, the young man should make a full recovery. He was lucky. If Kip hadn’t come along when he did, we might be having this conversation in the morgue.”

“What about a description?” asked Gillespie.

“I’d put his height at about 5’10”, medium build, brown hair, mustache with that close-cropped goatee young men like to sport these days,” replied the doctor.

“Age?” quizzed Gillespie.

The doctor thought for a moment. “Mid-twenties, I’d say.”

“Name?”

“He never regained consciousness and was rushed into surgery soon after Kip brought him in. No I.D. was found on him.”

The detective turned to Kip. “Stevens, did you see a wallet on the ground where you found him?”

Kip shook his head. “But I wasn’t looking. I was a little distracted at the time.”

Detective Gillespie snapped his notebook shut. “I’ll get a man out there to search the area. When can I talk to this guy, Doctor?”

“Not until morning, Hank. He’s heavily sedated.”

“I’ll need that bullet and his clothes. We don’t know what this fellow might have been into.”

The doctor nodded. “I’ll have the nurse get them for you.”
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NO MEMORY
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The next morning, the detective returned to the hospital and found the doctor at the nurse’s station updating a file.

“Is he awake, Doc?”

The doctor looked up. “Didn’t expect to see you this early, Hank. Yeah, he’s awake, but I don’t think he’s going to be of much help to you.”

“Why not?” asked Kip, coming up behind the detective.

Gillespie grimaced and turned to him. “What are you doing here?”

“I saved the guy’s life. I want to know how he’s doing,” said Kip.

The detective snorted. “Who are you kidding? You just want a story.” He turned back to the doctor. “Go on, Doc. You were sayin’?”

“The young man appears to have amnesia,” reported the doctor. “He doesn’t remember anything—not his name or where he’s from.”

Gillespie eyed the doctor with skepticism. “Do you believe him? Pretending amnesia is a good way to avoid answering questions if you were involved in a criminal act.”

The doctor shrugged. “He was pretty disoriented, but then again he was still sedated.”

“Which room is he in?”

“I’ll take you there,” said the doctor. “Go easy.”

As Kip started to follow, Gillespie stopped and turned to him. “Where do you think you’re going? This is police business.”

“C’mon, Gillespie. If he has amnesia, an article about him on the front page might bring someone out with information.”

“Kip is right,” said the doctor.

Gillespie hesitated. “Don’t get in the way. And if I tell you something is off the record, Stevens, it’s off the record,” he warned with the wag of his pen.

As the three men filed into the room, the stranger turned his head. His jaw was swollen, one eye was blackened, and an ugly bruise had spread across his cheek.

“This is Detective Gillespie,” said the doctor. “He needs to ask you a few questions. And this is Kip Stevens, a reporter for the Fairfield Gazette. It was Mr. Stevens who found you.”

“The doc says you don’t remember much. What do you remember?” asked the detective.

The man’s eyes darted around the room. “This isn’t right,” he whispered anxiously, his voice hoarse. “Nothing is right...these machines...I don’t belong here.” He started to thrash. “I have to leave.”

The doctor put a retraining hand on the patient’s shoulder. “Calm down now. You’ve just had surgery.”

“Who beat and shot you?” asked Gillespie.

The man just looked at him. “I shouldn’t be here.”

“Where should you be?” quizzed the detective.

The man started to drift off.

“That enough for now,” said the doctor. “He needs rest. I’ll let you know if he remembers something.”

The men walked into the hall.

“There’s more to this guy’s story,” said Gillespie.

“Gee, do you think?” remarked Kip.

Gillespie glared at him. “You know what I mean. I think the amnesia is a convenient excuse.”

“If it is, the guy is pretty convincing,” said Kip.
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MRS. THURSTON
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Stevens strode into the police station three days later and greeted the guys with a box of donuts.

“Is Gillespie in?” he asked the duty clerk.

The clerk nodded. “He’s at his desk—and he ain’t in a good mood.”

“He’s never in a good mood,” interjected a patrolman, snagging a donut.

Kip laughed. “Don’t let him hear you say that.”

He climbed the stairs to the detective division on the second floor. “Hey, Gillespie, any word yet on the John Doe fingerprints?”

The detective looked up from his desk, a pained expression on his face. “Geez, Stevens, don’t you have other assignments?”

The reporter grinned. “Not as interesting as this one. Did you find anything?”

“Give me a chance already. We’re still backed up from the solar storm.” Gillespie stood up to put a file in the cabinet. “From what we can tell, your guy isn’t in any databases. We circulated his picture to police departments around the country, but nothing has come back.”

“If his fingerprints aren’t in the system, then he hasn’t committed a crime,” conjectured Kip.

“That we know of,” reiterated Gillespie.

“He wasn’t in the military or worked any kind of job requiring a security clearance?” asked Kip.

The detective shook his head. “We got zip.” He sneezed and put a hand to his hairpiece to make sure it was still in place.

Kip’s lips twitched with amusement. “What about John’s clothes? Did you check the labels?”

Gillespie pursed his lips in annoyance. “Who’s the detective here, Stevens. Of course, I checked. Peg said the clothes are vintage...from a New York store that went out of business in 1934. She figured he probably bought the clothes in one of those retro stores...maybe was in the theater or something.”

“The playhouses around here are closed for the season,” said Kip.

“Then maybe the guy is just offbeat. Hell, Peg wears those crazy clothes from the hippie era.” Gillespie nodded toward a middle-aged woman sitting across the room. “Why don’t you ask her?”

Kip regarded the woman. She looked like one of a dozen others one might encounter on the street—plain dressed, gray hair, menopausal weight around the waist—not one who would garner particular notice one way or the other.  

“Who is she?” he asked.

“Supposed to be a psychic,” replied Gillespie.

“A psychic!” exclaimed Kip. “What’s she doing here?”

“You know the five-year-old kid that went missing two days ago?”

Kip nodded. “The family was on a camping trip, and he wandered off.”

“The parents insisted on bringing her in,” said Gillespie.

“No shit. Is she for real?”

Gillespie shrugged. “They found the kid a half hour ago—right where she said he’d be. She just touched the kid’s sweater the search team found and told them they were looking in the wrong place.... I thought you would have been all over this story, Stevens.”

“Anderson caught the assignment,”  said Kip.

“John Doe still isn’t remembering anything?”

Kip shook his head. “Not as far as I know. The hospital isn’t allowing visitors. The doctor brought in a psychiatrist, and they’re running more tests.”

He glanced over at the woman again. “What’s her name...the psychic?”

“Mrs. Thurston,” replied Gillespie.

“Do you still have John’s clothes?” asked Kip.

“Talk to Peg. Now get out of my hair!”

Kip ran up the steps to the lab on the third floor, got what he needed, and rushed back down to the detectives’ squad room.

The psychic was just leaving.

“Mrs. Thurston,” he called out.

The woman stopped and turned. “Do you need another statement, detective?”

“No. I’m not with the police,” said Kip. “I’m a reporter for the Fairfield Gazette—Kip Stevens. I heard how you were responsible for finding the little boy. Have you always had this ability?”

“Yes. My great grandmother, grandmother and mother all carried the gift,” she replied. “I regret to say my grandmother and mother considered it more of an affliction and chose to hide it rather than to put it to good use. Those days were not as forgiving of people who were ‘different.’ But I don’t give interviews, Mr. Stevens.”

“I’m not asking for an interview, Mrs. Thurston. I have another kind of request.”

“How can I help you?”

Kip told her about finding John Doe injured along the side of the road and of his amnesia, careful not to give away too much detail.

He showed her some suspenders. “John was wearing these when I found him. I was hoping you would be able to tell me something that might help to identify who he is.”

When she hesitated, Kip assured her that he would pay her for her service.

“Mr. Stevens, I don’t do this for the money,” she said tersely. “I’m happy to help if I can. But I don’t perform to prove myself to skeptics.”

“Point taken, Mrs. Thurston, and I’m sorry if I offended you. This is not a test. I really am at my wit’s end, and the police have no leads.”

“And I’m your last resource.”

Kip gave her a rueful smile. “Afraid so.”

“That’s all right, Mr. Stevens. I’m used to it. I realize that I may be feeding your skepticism, but I must warn you. This is not a gift that comes at my beckoning.”

Kip nodded. “I understand.”

Mrs. Thurston took the suspenders and threaded the straps slowly through her fingers, focusing her gaze on a distant point.

“I’m seeing mathematical formulas,” she said. “I keep getting the name Tessa—no Tesla.”

“It used to be one of the hottest cars on the market,” said Kip.

Mrs. Thurston shook her head. “No, this is a man.”

“John’s name?”

“No, but he has something to do with that name,” replied the psychic. “This man Tesla was a physicist...long time ago.” The psychic looked at Kip confused. “How old is John?”

“I don’t know exactly. The doctor thinks he’s in his mid-twenties.”

“Mr. Stevens, I’m seeing a man over a century old and hearing the name Slaterville.”

Kip was startled for a moment before remembering that John was wearing vintage clothes when he was found. She was probably getting her wavelengths—or whatever they were—crossed, he thought.

“I’m sorry. That’s all I’m seeing,” said Mrs. Thurston, handing the suspenders back to Kip. “I hope it helps.” She held out her card. “If I can be of more help, please call me.”

“Thanks. I’ll let you know,” replied Kip, his tone noncommittal.

Mrs. Thurston smiled. “That’s what all skeptics say when they don’t get the answers they are seeking. But you know, eventually, they do get them. Be patient, Mr. Stevens. The universe works in mysterious ways.”

She started to leave, then stopped and turned back to Kip. “You need to go to Slaterville, Mr. Stevens. I don’t know for what reason, but my guide is most insistent that you go.”
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JOGGING A MEMORY
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It was a few more days before Kip was permitted to see John.

On his way to the hospital, he stopped by a bookstore and bought a book about Nikola Tesla. He was eager to see John’s reaction to it—and to test the psychic’s abilities.

Kip signed in at the desk and walked down the hall to John’s room. A woman wearing a white doctor’s coat was just leaving it. She looked young, and Kip figured her to be a physician’s assistant checking on John’s recovery.

She wore little makeup—a touch of blush and lip color. Her auburn hair was loosely gathered on top her head, and she wore the black “librarian” glasses to give her an extra air of authority—or so Kip guessed. Either way a nice touch, he thought.

“You are here to see,” she looked down at her iPad, “patient number 203?” she asked.

“I call him John...for John Doe,” said Kip.

She looked up at him with a humorless expression. “Yes, I get that. I’m Dr. Porter, the psychiatrist assigned to ‘John’s’ case.”

Kip blinked in surprise. Except for the glasses, nothing else was according to type. “You’re a shrink?”

“Psychiatrist,” she corrected him coolly.

“Sorry. Usually shrinks—I mean psychiatrists—don’t look like you,” replied Kip.

At the raise of her brow, he instantly knew he was in trouble.

“What I mean to say is that you don’t look old enough,” he quickly amended.

“I get that a lot,” she responded, annoyed. “I can assure you that I have all the necessary credentials.”

“I think I should stop talking now,” said Kip.

“Yes, that might be advisable.” Dr. Porter fixed him with appraising hazel green eyes framed by long dark lashes. “You must be Mr. Stevens.”

It was a flat statement of fact, and Kip wondered how to interpret that. If she had heard he was a bonehead, he had proved her point.

“Ah—how is the patient today?” he asked, redirecting the conversation.

“Physically, his injuries are healing,” she replied. “Mentally, he’s having dreams that disturb him. It’s common as the memory struggles to come back. Fragments of a person’s life usually come in flashes or dreams with no order,” she went on to explain. “I’m having ‘John’ moved to the psych unit so I can observe him more closely.”

Her eyes went to the book that Kip carried. “Is that for him?”

Kip nodded. “I thought it might jog his memory. The way he was freaking out over technology, I didn’t think he was ready to surf the net on a computer yet.”

“It’s best not to press him,” said Dr. Porter. “He’s having great difficulty accepting the fact that this is the 21st century. He seems to think this is 1903. I’m trying ease him into the present to avoid a psychotic break. 

Kip’s eyes widened, and he stopped short of uttering an expletive. “That’s strange,” he murmured.

“What is?” quizzed Dr. Porter.

Kip hesitated. “John was wearing clothes from that era when I found him?”

She looked at him in surprise. “He was wearing period clothes?”

“Maybe that’s why he’s confused,” said Kip.

Dr. Porter was silent for a moment, her expression troubled. “May I see the book?”

Kip handed it to her.

She looked at it and frowned. “Nikola Tesla—he was a physicist in the last century. Why did you choose this subject?”

Kip swallowed hard. After the inglorious first impression he had made with her, he wasn’t about to say that he was following the lead of a psychic.

“Uh, coincidence,” he replied. “I heard that John had an interest in science.”

She took off her glasses and slipped them into the breast pocket of her coat. “I don’t think it’s a good idea. It will feed his delusions, Mr. Stevens.”

“Doctor, if he’s so obsessed with the past, the topic might help him to remember who he really is,” suggested Kip. “It’s worth a shot.”

She considered the matter and handed the book back to him. “Please be careful what you say to him, Mr. Stevens.”

As she started down the hall, he called out to her. “Call me Kip.”

Dr. Porter glanced over her shoulder at him and continued on her way. He wasn’t sure that was a good sign.

Kip pondered this new development. It was going to harden Gillespie’s suspicions about John all the more. Hell, he didn’t know what to make of it himself.

When Kip entered the room, John was sitting in a chair.

“Well, you are looking better,” he said. “I’m Kip Stevens.”

The man looked up at him, showing little emotion. “Yes, I remember. You’re the one who found me. Thank you for helping me.”

Kip nodded. “Anytime. Have you recalled anything?”

John shook his head. “Only that I know this isn’t where I am supposed to be. The doctor said that sometimes people don’t want to remember because they fear what the truth may be. Detective Gillespie seems to think I was involved in some criminal activity. What do you think, Mr. Stevens?”

Kip hesitated. “I can’t say with any certainty one way or the other until I know more facts. But I’ve been a reporter for many years, and my instincts tell me that you’re not a criminal.”

John sighed. “Well, I suppose that is something. Thank you, Mr. Stevens.”

“Call me Kip. I brought you a book. Maybe it will help you to remember something.”

John took the book and looked at it. “Nikola Tesla,” he murmured. “I think I know him.” He scanned through several more pages, then stopped on one and stared at it. “Slaterville...that name sounds familiar.”

Kip was taken aback. The psychic had mentioned Slaterville. “It’s a town not far from here. Maybe you live there,” he suggested.

John puckered his brow as he struggled to remember. “No...I was there for another reason—with Mr. Tesla.” He looked up at Kip. “You must contact Mr. Tesla. He can tell you who I am.”

Kip caught his breath. Mindful of Dr. Porter’s warning, he casually retrieved the book from John and decided to let her tell him that Tesla had died in 1943.
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SLATERVILLE
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Ted Dittmore was not a tall man, but his large, solid frame gave heft to a sense of authority. The thatch of silver hair and bifocals were his only concessions to advancing years, golf his only vice.

As the longtime Managing Editor of the Fairfield Gazette, he doggedly held to three principles: journalistic integrity, provable facts, and economy. Thus, he met Kip’s request with little enthusiasm. It violated the last two tenets. 

“Why do you want to go to Slaterville? And why do you need four days?” quizzed the editor. “It’s an hour away.”

“I have a lead I need to follow up,” said Kip.

The editor’s eyes narrowed as he scrutinized his reporter. “If this is about that fellow you found, I thought I told you to drop it.”

“He’s certain he was in Slaterville, Chief. It doesn’t hurt to check it out.” Kip thought better of not mentioning the psychic. 

“Look, I let you run his picture and the story,” argued Dittmore. “No one has come forward with information. I have other assignments for you to work on. You already missed one deadline.... Your guy probably got rolled in a card game...or a drug deal went bad.”

Kip scoffed. “You sound like the police. Anything they can’t explain, they pin on drugs. For your information, no drugs were found in John’s system, and there was no sign of drug use.”

“John? You got a name?” questioned the editor with more interest.

“No. I call him John...you know, for John Doe?”

“Oh, well, it doesn’t mean that he wasn’t dealing drugs and trespassed on someone else’s turf,” insisted Dittmore.

Kip snorted. “Come on, Ted, the guy was dressed in period clothes when I found him. He’s probably an actor or something.”

A thought suddenly flashed in the editor’s mind. “Wait a minute. You said he was dressed in period clothes?”

Kip nodded.

Dittmore rummaged through the papers on his desk and came up with a page of copy. “This came across my desk a few days ago to run in the paper. Slaterville is celebrating Founders’ Day. Townspeople are dressing up like in the old days to give tours and lectures. Your guy is probably one of these re-enactors.”

Kip took the copy and read through it. “All the more reason for me to go to Slaterville. Someone must know him.”

The editor sighed heavily. “A guy was mugged. He temporarily lost his memory. It happens every day somewhere. What’s the story here, Kip?”

Kip shook his head. “I’m not sure yet,” he replied ruminatively. “I just have this feeling.”

Dittmore tapped his fingers on the desk as he considered the matter. He glanced over at Kip. There was no denying the guy had a nose for stories.

“You can have three days,” said Dittmore, “on your dime.”

“Gee, you’re generous to a fault, Ted. Wasn’t it you who said that pulling on a small thread can lead to the unraveling of a big story?”

“I don’t see a story here big enough to justify making it a covered assignment, Stevens. If you find something to change my mind, I’ll okay picking up your expenses.”

Dittmore paused. “This is a small-town paper, Kip, not the Philadelphia Inquirer, and Fairfield isn’t your usual crime and corruption beat. If you can’t get used to that...”

Kip nodded. “Message received.” 

* * * * *
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Slaterville was located 65 miles northwest of Fairfield and once a thriving lumber town until the timber played out in the 1920s. Now, it was a quaint tourist destination on the register of historic towns, thanks to an anonymous benefactor as the story went.

The tourists were out in force for the fall colors, and the celebration was an added draw. Townspeople wore clothes like the ones John had been found wearing, boosting Kip’s confidence of discovering the man’s identity.

As Kip maneuvered his way through the congestion of cars, pedestrians, and horse-drawn carriages to a large historic home, now a bed and breakfast, he counted himself lucky to have gotten a last-minute reservation. He checked into the B&B and showed the clerk an image of John on his iPhone. She didn’t recognize him.

Kip drove to the library. Inside the old gothic building, he found his way to the research department.

The librarian was friendly and dressed in period clothes as well. “Are you a visitor in town for the celebration?” she asked.

“Actually, I’m here on another matter, but it would seem that I have come at the right time,” replied Kip.

She reached for a pamphlet on the counter. “This is a schedule of events you might find interesting. At two o’clock, ‘Alexander Graham Bell’ is demonstrating his telephone at the museum. And you won’t want to miss ‘Mr. Tesla’s’ amazing demonstration of electricity at the theater on the square at four o’clock. Both men were visitors to the city, you know.”

“I knew that Mr. Tesla was here in the early 1900s,” said Kip.

“October 1903,” the woman proudly informed him.

Kip took out his cell phone and pulled up John’s photo. “Do you know this man?”

The librarian studied the image. “Sorry, I don’t recognize him. Was he in an accident? He looks pretty banged up.”

“He was found injured on the side of the road near Fairfield. He can’t remember his name or where he’s from, and he was wearing period clothes. When I heard about your Founders’ Day Celebration, I thought he might be a participant,” explained Kip. “The name Tesla seems to hold special meaning for him.”

“The poor man. Ask Mrs. Rappaport the town historian,” suggested the librarian. “She knows everyone in town and did all the hiring for the re-enactments. Her office is in the old Slater Homestead. Is there anything else I can help you with?”

“Yes. I would like to see back issues for the last two weeks of the Evening Star please,” replied Kip.

The librarian brought him the issues, and Kip sat down and looked through them, searching for any mention of an occurrence that could be linked to John—a mugging, a shooting, a drug bust. He found nothing. Kip looked at his watch. He still had two hours until the Tesla demonstration.

He left the library and walked around town taking pictures of it in the meantime. At four o’clock, he made his way across the square along with a sizable crowd to the restored Victorian theater.

The minute Kip walked into the building, he felt transported back in time. Mosaic floors, globe wall sconces, and huge gilded mirrors decorated the lobby. Cream-colored columns supported a balcony and box seats, easily accessed by a grand wrought iron and brass staircase.

As Kip moved to the main floor seats with the other tourists, he shared their awe at the opulence of the architectural details. Acanthus leaves and scrollwork in gold leaf adorned the proscenium arch and framed the Baroque ceiling mural. Crystal chandeliers gave off a soft glow of light. Pastel colors of peach and green enhanced lavish plasterwork against cream white walls and gold fixtures. Together with the plush crimson velvet that draped the stage and covered the seats, the effect was jaw-dropping, especially to one accustomed to the minimalist style of the 21st century.

Kip found a seat with a clear view. When everyone was seated, the actor strode onto stage followed by an assistant. John had to have been acting as an assistant in some of these performances, he thought with increased optimism.

The man portraying Tesla bore a striking resemblance to the scientist and copied his manner and showmanship right down to the white coat and tails.

As accustomed to technology as people of this day and age were, the actor still managed to amaze with displays of electric current arcing from Tesla coils. People gasped when jags of lightning leaped across the stage and volts of electricity seemingly ran through the actor’s body. Kip could imagine the effect it must have had on an audience over 100 years ago.

At the end of the performance, Kip approached the actor and the assistant and congratulated them. He showed them the picture of John, certain they would recognize him as a fellow actor. When neither could identify him, Kip was surprised. The pieces fit so neatly together. There couldn’t possibly be any other explanation.

“Are you sure?” pressed Kip.

The Tesla actor nodded. “Sam and I are the only ones who play these parts. I’ve never seen this man before.”

“Neither have I,” said Sam.

Kip left the theater perplexed and disappointed. He caught dinner at a tourist spot and went back to his hotel.

The next morning, he was up early and stopped by police headquarters to make further inquiries.

“Oh yeah, we got a general inquiry from Detective Gillespie with the Fairfield Police,” said the duty officer. “We checked missing persons and incident reports but couldn’t find anything on this John Doe.”

“Did you notice anyone acting strange a couple of weeks ago?” asked Kip.

The cop laughed. “Sure. There was a solar storm and a full moon.”

Kip smiled. “I mean stranger than usual. Did you have an incident report two weeks ago of a shooting that was maybe linked to a mugging or a drug deal?”

“Nope. Just the usual small-town stuff—domestic quarrels, a couple of drunks in a fight, traffic violations. There hasn’t been a shooting in Slaterville in two years,” replied the duty officer. “You might ask Mrs. Rappaport over at the Historical Society about your guy. She knows everyone and everything that goes on in this town.”
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