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To TJ Therien, who gave me Tum Tum Run

Nothing is as it seems, but Everything is as it should be.

—Parable 23, The Old Man's Book of Wisdom  
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-1- The Jump
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There’s still a traveling show. It just doesn’t come with elephants and acrobats. No clowns. No popcorn. Or much of anything else. There aren’t three rings either. It’s been a long time since a circus traveled the country. It’s been a long time since a lot of things. 

No troubadours going from town to town. If you sing or play an instrument, you gotta be quiet about it. Artists are a thing of the past, unless you have a particular talent with portraits of the Old Man. Then your art will be on every street corner, and you’ll be invited to State dinners and feted with toasts and declarations.

The traveling show consists of just one ring. And a giant crane perched next to the ring. There’s no shallow pool of water in the ring. No, it’s just a bunch of hay bales forming a circle around a patch of cracked concrete in an old parking lot. And a quiet crowd that arcs out from the circle, paying silent witness.

It’s called The Jump.

It’s been traveling the country for years now. Every once in a while, somebody famous makes the jump and they put it on television. For a lot of people, it’s a nice break from twenty-four hours of government-approved “news,” and reruns of shows from the 50’s and 60’s. Or maybe it’s just that people are voyeurs and need to see something that makes their sad lives look better. Or maybe because they've been directed to watch. Whatever the reason, everybody watches.

Nicole didn't. She did once. It was some senator from Oklahoma. There were a few people who went before him, climbing the ladder up the side of the crane, crawling out to the end. One of them, an old man, tried to turn around. 

They didn’t let him. 

The senator was the grand finale. He went without hesitation. A swan dive, no less. 

Nicole remembered the TV cameras down on the ground trained their lenses on the spectators as they walked away. She thought she'd never forget their vacant stares.

Nicole hadn’t watched since. She didn't care if she was required to watch the spectacle. Even if it was a national holiday whenever The Jump was televised. That was just an opportunity to skip work and do her own thing. Like walk to the river and look across, wondering what it was like on the other side. Or sit on her small patio and read a book, one she wasn't supposed to read, according to The Old Man. Anything except watch the television.

* * * * *
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Every town, big and small, had a fish store. Some had more than one. It just depended. In Omaha, there were a few. Nicole worked at one on Harney Street. Years ago, it had been a cigar store, before The Old Man banned cigars. It was small and still smelled of old men telling tall tales. 

The fish store wasn't like the aquarium stores of the old days. Nicole had seen pictures in old magazines of those places, filled with fish tanks and exotic sea creatures. Giant murals of ocean scenes painted on the walls. She inspected those pictures closely, bringing them close to her face, trying to see all the different kinds of fish that floated in the tanks. That kind of fish store was long gone. 

In Nicole's fish store, the walls were lined with identical shelves. And fishbowl after fishbowl, each with one regular, old goldfish swimming about, and a white ping pong ball bobbing along as well. Each bowl had white rocks on the bottom and the same piece of green plastic sea plant on the right side.

One day, The Old Man had a picture taken in his office. On the credenza behind him, there was a small bowl with a goldfish in it and a ping pong ball bobbing on the water’s surface. Within a matter of weeks, every town and neighborhood had small stores dedicated solely to that purpose. Selling people goldfish with ping pong balls. That’s the place Nicole worked.

This is how things went with The Old Man. When he discussed a book he read, bookstores stocked only that book until there was nobody left to buy it. If he ate at a restaurant, it became the hardest place to get in to and franchises opened everywhere.

There was no telling how long the goldfish craze would last. Nicole had predicted another five weeks or so. Joe, who worked the late shift at the store, thought it would die out sooner. It didn’t really matter. They both had jobs. The need for a goldfish and ping pong ball would be replaced by something else soon enough and they’d need workers for that. No job lasted for more than a few months, but there was always something new out there. The next craze inspired by The Old Man would provide them with gainful employment before the Closing Sale sign went up on the first fish store. If nothing else, the Old Man had certainly established a full employment system for people like Nicole and Joe. Uneducated, lazy, good-for-nothing.

Nicole and Joe made a friendly bet one day. She put her money on jigsaw puzzles. Joe had his on croquet. Nicole pointed out, "Croquet sets aren't very practical, though. Nobody has a lawn anymore." Sure, the Old Man had a lawn for playing, that vast expanse of green that still wrapped around the White House, but hardly anybody else did. Lawns being a thing of the extravagant past. Yards were dead, brown, withered in a world where water wasn’t the only thing rationed. 

Joe scoffed at her. "Since when has that mattered?"

"You have a point, but I'm stickin' with jigsaw puzzles. I'm sure he's gonna have one on his desk someday soon."

If it was croquet, there’d be a whole lot of useless croquet sets in closets everywhere. Much like the useless fishbowls showing up in family rooms and bedrooms everywhere. Like Nicole, who brought one home her first day at the store. The fish died a couple of days later. She never even named it. But jigsaw puzzles? That's something people could get behind.

* * * * *
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The Jump came to town after an absence of a little over a year. It was July. Hot and sticky. A normal Omaha summer. People did what they could to stay indoors, until The Jump arrived.

It usually stuck around for a week or two. The length depended on how many people wanted it. And that was something nobody knew. In some towns it lasted for a few days with only a straggler or two each day. In others, The Jump set up and saw brisk business for days and weeks. Although business may be the wrong word for it. The Jump was not a business for it charged no money. 

It was a lot of other things though. Entertainment. An escape. Maybe a sociology experiment. A distraction. Certainly, it was that. 

With The Jump traveling around, people couldn’t focus on everything else that was wrong. Food lines. Farmland drying up and blowing with the wind. Gas shortages. Airplanes falling from the sky. In other words, a whole lot of misery and desperation. The Jump was at least a way to forget that for a moment or two.

For others, it was an end.

It looked like The Jump wouldn’t last very long in town with that visit. Lots of crowds showed up in the blistering heat, but there weren’t many jumpers. And no famous locals. If that had happened, if it had made it on to the television, there might have been more interest. 

But the rich and the powerful, the known and the well-connected, sat it out that time. An announcement was made that The Jump would be moving on in a day or two.

Nicole got off work the eve of The Jump’s departure and saw a note taped to her apartment door. She threw it on the kitchen table and went into the bathroom. It was an even day, so she wasn’t supposed to flush. She did anyway. She was a rebel. 

Not one of the Rebels who operated out in the spaces between the cities and every once in a while launched a missile or two just to keep things interesting. No, she was a little “r” rebel, with her dead fish, flushing when she wanted, and her own little personal herb patch out on the balcony. Basil and oregano.

Back in the kitchen, Nicole grabbed the note and opened it. As soon as the words registered with her, she called her dad on the old rotary phone, forgetting that he had wandered off only a week earlier. 

Cameron, Nicole's brother, was going to take The Jump and all she had was a note to tell her. For all she knew, the note had been there all day and it was already too late.

Out on the street, Nicole panicked. She couldn't remember the best way to get to the old fairgrounds. She turned to the right, took a few steps and began to run. After a few blocks, she remembered. The river was to the right and the bridges would be a problem. Packed with people going home or trying to escape the city for a day or three. Even if all that meant was camping on the Iowa side of the river. 

And then Nicole realized the real problem with turning right. The fairgrounds were in the opposite direction. To the right, across the river, lay only desolation and the ruins of the city of Council Bluffs.

She retraced her steps and went left and took the long way around, running until she couldn’t anymore. Sweat poured off her in buckets. Through her stinging eyes, Nicole saw the giant construction crane looming ahead of her. 

The Jump. 

In the middle of the parking lot of the old fairgrounds, just like always. Over the years, it had gained this power over Nicole. She couldn't help but look at it like it was a living, breathing thing. A beast, come to town to take a few souls with it before departing for the next stop on its hell tour.

She cursed Cameron for even thinking of it. Although she could almost understand. It had been a month since their mother disappeared. Cameron and Nicole had no idea why she did, not until later. Witnesses reported that she walked out to the middle of one of the bridges that crossed the Missouri River, stood at the railing for a moment or two before slipping her shoes off. 

She’d climbed that railing and jumped into the water below. Her body was never recovered because nobody bothered to look. The authorities didn't care and Nicole, Cameron, and their father would have been arrested for trying to do so.

The pain of losing her mother certainly stabbed at Nicole a few times, but Cameron took it much worse––sobbing uncontrollably when she spoke to him, barely leaving his apartment ever since. He had turned into a shell of his former self. 

When they were younger, he was the family comedian. Cracking jokes at everything possible, including The Old Man––"Why did The Old Man cross the road? To see if he could destroy the other side, too." “The President's Men. Men in skirts, have they got issues or what?!" 

When he made those jokes, if one of their parents was around, they would shush him. But he kept on. It was who he was. It was how he dealt with everything. If he couldn't make a joke out of something, he wanted nothing to do with it. 

The jokes dried up after their mother had disappeared. 

Nicole would have given anything to hear his laugh again. Instead, when she now looked at The Jump, it pulsed and throbbed, as though it couldn't wait for its next victim. At the thought of Cameron having already been chewed up, she felt like falling to the ground and curling into a ball. But she couldn't. She had to find out, to save him if there was any chance.

As she approached the fairgrounds, the spectators were going in the opposite direction. Nicole looked at The Jump again and saw that there was nobody climbing up. Nobody perched out on the end. It looked like the jumping day was done. 

She picked up her pace again, pushing through the crowd until she got to the ring of hay bales, and then hesitating before peeking over. Nicole felt for a moment like she was little again, and they were watching The Wizard of Oz on television. Just like when the flying monkeys showed up, she wanted to cover her eyes, peeking through her fingers at what was in the center of those hay bales. 

She couldn't hide from it though. 

Five broken bodies lay scattered in the middle and a few others had been pushed to the sides.

Cameron wasn’t one of them.

After looking around, Nicole couldn't find her brother among the living who remained in the area, so she made her way to the registration booth. 

On the wall was a list of the day’s jumpers. Nicole ran her finger down the sheet of paper. Cameron Bell was not on the list. 

Nicole breathed for the first time since she read his note and turned around.

“Cameron! Cameron! Cameron!” 

The stragglers who had yet to leave turned to look at Nicole before turning back to their own demons. Several of them lingered by the bales, seemingly unable to take their eyes off the bodies. Others huddled about in small groups, whispering to each other. 

Nicole's noise apparently wasn't appreciated given the looks she received and soon, as she continued to yell her brother’s name, a couple of police officers turned towards her.

“No need, officers,” Nicole said to them before they got close. “I’m on my way.” 

They kept coming, so she shut up and headed to the exit, looking over her shoulder only once to see they had decided she wasn’t worth the trouble. 

Nicole wasn’t. She was just looking for her brother. 

She wandered the streets back to her apartment as the sun went down, first detouring by Cameron’s place and pounding on his door. 

No answer.

The streets got emptier and quieter as she made her way. People were in their homes and apartments where they belonged, watching the news they were supposed to watch, eating the food they were supposed to eat. In a few hours, lights would go out and prayers to the Old Man would be recited. And in the morning, people would rise and do it all over again. 

Only The Jump would be leaving town. 

Nicole thought that if she didn't find her brother that night, she would return to The Jump first thing in the morning to make sure he didn’t take a last-minute dive before they pack the thing up.

When Nicole gave up her wandering search, she returned home. On the third-floor landing of Nicole's apartment building, she found Cameron curled up in front of her door. Nicole sat down next to her brother and brought him into her arms. Cameron sobbed into her shoulder, “I just couldn’t do it. I wanted to find Mom, but I just couldn’t.”

“I’m glad you didn’t.” The heat of his fear and anger at what they had lost soaked into Nicole's shirt. “I need you here.”

“I miss them.”

“Me too.”

The Bell children went inside the apartment. Cameron curled into a ball on the sofa and continued to shed quiet tears. 

Nicole paced in front of him, trying to figure out what they should do.

After several minutes, she stopped and sat down next to her brother. "I think we should leave," she whispered, not s sure she’d actually said it. Only thought it. "Where would we go?"

"To find Dad."

Cameron sat up and wiped his nose with the back of his hand. A look of concentration settled over his face. "Yeah. Okay. Let's do that."
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-2- Introducing Alisdair Weston


25 Years Earlier
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The place was a small town in Kentucky. Loretto, where fewer than 1,000 people called home. Alisdair Weston rose in the school auditorium and walked slowly to the podium. A few journalists from nearby newspapers were there. A few locals, too. There were no TV cameras. Just a few people with their phones out, recording Weston as he began to speak.

The video was viewed millions of times in the months that followed. Like archaeologists pouring over ancient writings, viewers puzzled over what it all meant. As the recording begins, Weston can be seen shuffling papers on the podium, dropping some and appearing to put them back in some random order. Once he got the stack under control, he looked out at the sparsely filled room.

The person with the phone, whose name has never been revealed, was off to the side. He, or she, alternately zoomed in on Weston and zoomed out to get the reaction of the few who were there.

When Weston began speaking, at first, he spoke uncertainly. He stopped and started, his voice occasionally taking on a quavering quality that said to the listener that this man was nervous and if he was serious about his announcement, he better pick up his game a bit. But about halfway through, something changed. His voice steadied and an expression came over his face as he launched into his broadside of modern America and explained why he, a little-known Congressman from Nowhere, Kentucky, was running for President.


We live in an age of division and distress. 

Too many Americans go to bed hungry or without a roof over their heads. While others count their billions and never stop adding to their stack of cash. Rather than seeking to unite us and to provide for all, our leaders, if you can call them that, have sunk into corruption and greed, pandering to their bases while ignoring the misery in front of them. 

They are more interested in power for their own benefit instead of power for your benefit. For the people of America. 

These people in power are the enemy. Have no doubt about that.

We are a great nation, leading the world through two great wars, creating the greatest economy that ever existed, and serving as a beacon of freedom and prosperity for all on Earth. 

We have led through democracy and financial aid. We fought wars to protect those who couldn't protect themselves. We have done so much for so many.

But it's time now to step back––to take care of our own for it is a fact that we have left so many of our fellow countrymen and women behind while distracted by the needs of others. 

Many who have never appreciated our help and our example, but who have opted instead to continue to battle us in endless conflicts that bleed our resources.

This is why I am running for President. 

To paraphrase an old election slogan of better days, once again, there will be a chicken in every pot and a roof over everybody's head. I will ensure that peace exists in our lands and at our shores. 

However, until we can get our own house in order, when I am President, we will no longer fight the world's wars. We have our own war right here in America that must be resolved. We must achieve internal peace before we can spread peace throughout the world.

You may be looking at me now, wondering how I think I can win the Presidency. It's simple. Because I believe I can. And I will. God is on my side. America needs God. 

And God WILL BLESS AMERICA!!



When the news channels got a hold of the video, they aired it. Talking heads practically exploded at Weston's belief that he could win the Presidency. CNN declared him "the proverbial back-bencher" and practically laughed at the idea he could win. 

"Nobody has heard of him. Nobody. I called a source at GOP's national headquarters. She'd never heard of him. I had to google him to see who he was before I came on air tonight," said an anchor from MSNBC. 

And Fox News, while applauding his call to God at the conclusion, showed the opening of the video over and over, with their anchor asking, "Is Alisdair Weston ready for prime time?"

What the pundits and pontificators didn't realize was how desperate Americans were for something different. The talking heads cracked jokes about Weston Who? But in small towns and lost places around America, Weston touched a vein. He spoke to their needs and desires and offered a hand to them instead of two hands to the powerful. 

Weston ran his campaign on a shoestring as an independent, unaligned with any of the major or minor parties. He relied on small donations that began to come in from millions of Americans, many of whom had never donated to a political campaign before. 

As an independent, he didn't have to run through a primary gauntlet. Instead, he was able to speak to the crowds he wanted to speak to, in the states where he wanted to go. He didn't need to pander to voters for delegates. Weston didn't have to appear in 37 debates from Iowa to New Hampshire to Georgia and on to California.

Instead, in the closing lines of his stump speech, repeated at events across the country, he spoke of his dream for America. 


I remember when children roamed the streets. They didn't spend the day looking at screens, locked away from other children. No, our children had free rein to experience the world and we were better for it. 

In school, we started the day with the pledge, learned the three r's and how to think. We didn't have counselors ensuring our self-esteem. Everybody didn't get a trophy. If you lost, you lost. Winning was rewarded. Not losing.

Our leaders didn't always agree on things, but they worked together when the nation's needs demanded. Now, they just scream and yell and stomp their feet. And race to their own screens and the poison of social media. 
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