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  Dedication




  I’ve never served in the military, thus sought out several veterans to assist with background information which proved invaluable to the plot line of Mine Game. A substantial percentage of net profits from sales of this novel will be donated to the Vietnam Veterans Support Foundation and other like-minded organizations.




  Chapter 1




  Hollywood, California




  1992




  





  Carla Cobra hid behind the thick trunk of a palm tree on a palatial mansion in Beverly Hills. Her body suit fit over her trim but curvy figure as snugly as the revolver in her hand. She peered at a stylishly dressed sinister-looking man carrying a metal suitcase who spotted her just as he entered the mansion.




  “Hey, hot-shot detective!” he shouted. “Try to stop me and this plutonium bomb will turn Los Angeles into Los Alamos!”




  Bent on stopping him, Carla advanced over the grounds until a misstep set off an alarm. Menacing guard dogs sprung towards her. She fled with great athletic skill to avoid their angry fangs.




  “Cut! That’s a print!” barked the director through his bullhorn.




  The first to reach Carla was Pete—in his early sixties, a craggy-faced semi-retired detective working on her TV show as a consultant.




  “Another year of Cobra Cop mopping up the bad guys!” he said in a gravelly voice, his weathered facial lines begging for anti-wrinkle cream. “Hope the show gets picked up again for another season.”




  “You’re the real detective, Pete, not me,” she said and smirked. “A made up name, you teaching me how to fire a gun so I don’t shoot myself...”




  “You’re for real,” he assured. “You just don’t know it yet.”




  * * * *




  Carla’s house in Laurel Canyon of Hollywood Hills wasn’t what her fans would envision for a television star. She’d chosen an unassuming abode tucked away on a snaking road for comfort and privacy. It had two small bedrooms and one-and-a-half baths, a modest-sized living room and den, but was small enough for her to clean by herself. She hadn’t used a decorator, but raided flea markets and bargain antique shops to fix it up.




  Carla stepped out of the shower to dry off, put on a bathrobe and combed her hair. Her face had a healthy look that Tinsel-town appraised as “almost pretty”. When she gave her trade-mark button nose crinkle, mischievous smile and wet chocolate eyes that melted across the airwaves, she grabbed her audience. She became a friend to television viewers, someone they could imagine laughing with, but also confiding their problems to.




  When the doorbell rang, she answered to see Jared, a handsome Lothario-type hunk in his late thirties dressed in a leisure suit, toting a bottle of champagne.




  Carla was both surprised and annoyed. “Why are you here? We agreed to meet at the restaurant.”




  Jared kissed her hungrily on the lips. “Another dinner, endless conversation... Let’s get comfy here and let our bodies do the talking.”




  “Well, ah...”




  Determined, Jared entered, popped the champagne and found glasses. After pouring them some, his revved libido propelled him atop Carla on the sofa, pulling her robe open, wedging his leg between hers. However, Carla was wrestling with emotions that this playboy knew nothing of. Just as he was going for the prize he sought, Carla maneuvered herself free. “No more!”




  “I’m aching for you. What gives?”




  “I’m not giving what you want...all screw and no talk!”




  The phone rang and Carla got up, closing her bathrobe tightly.




  “Call me if your Ice Age ever thaws,” Jared said, leaving, annoyed.




  His departure filled Carla with a queer mixture of sadness and frustration as she picked up the phone to hear stepfather Ralph ask, “How’s my girl?”




  “Okay, I guess. And you, Daddy?”




  “Nick’s comin’ in this weekend from college. Wish I could see you live instead of on the tube.”




  “Real soon. How’s he doing?”




  “Fine.”




  “No,” she pressed. “How’s he really doing?”




  “All’s quiet, but we know he comes with a warnin’ label. He’s fine an’ dandy when pitchin’ baseballs, but it’s off season now...too much time on his hands, when trouble finds him. Tossed outta this college an’ he’s toast.”




  Carla eventually hung up and took a deep contemplative breath before opening a vial to pop a pill to help her deal with yet another romance fiasco. As she fought to hold back emotion, the doorbell rang again. She rolled her eyes when answering it, assuming it was Jared back for another try. However, it was a UPS delivery man handing over a parcel to sign for, which she did before looking at the sender:




  R.J. Jenson




  Mine Game Group




  New York City




  Back inside her home, she became intrigued with the package and tore open the flap to pull out a manuscript. Attached was a cover letter explaining that the playwright/director had sent a month ago a copy of the play to her agent but hadn’t heard back, so perhaps Carla would be kind enough to read it. Author/director R.J. Jenson felt that it was a juicy part the former New York stage actress would “kill” for.




  Carla smirked at the cliché so often used to entice an actor to a project. She ran her fingers across the gold-embossed title MINE GAME by R.J. Jenson. She mused that all the paper used for the tons of unsolicited scripts floating around Hollywood might just well be the cause of all the rain forests of the world being depleted of trees. And most of the scripts were so anemic in plot, aplenty in car chases, violence and T&A that the paper might be better put to use if it were rolled around cardboard tubes for toilet paper.




  Carla needed to fight off her crown of gloom. She went for another glass of champagne but decided instead to put on bra, panties and sneakers and go to her den to climb onto the exercise treadmill. Wiping away tears, she set the machine’s timer for an hour and began running, increasing the speed to match her intensifying emotion, tears and sweat commingling. Before long, her body glistened like that of a prize fighter in a ring. Little did her fans know that her great figure up to the task of playing an action star was due in large part to running away from fragile personal problems.




  * * * *




  Carla rode inside the posh building’s glassed elevator overlooking Sunset Boulevard to her agent’s office. She was running late, due mainly to that piece of crap called her next potential boyfriend. And then there was her father. She knew Ralph was lonely; with she and Nick gone, and all he had was his small-town grocery store in Granite, Pennsylvania. The only time he left was to make his once-a-year pilgrimage to Washington’s Vietnam Memorial Wall.




  By the time Carla stepped off the elevator and entered the Henry Bloomfield theatrical agency office, she was a bundle of knots. A publicity poster on the wall displayed Carla dressed in her trademark skin-tight “snake suit” and coiled Cobra stance, pearl-handled gun drawn. Above her likeness was the title:




  Cobra Cop




  starring




  Carla Cobra




  Henry, in his later sixties and hyper-kinetic, noticed his client’s glum expression. “Someone die?”




  “Another relationship.”




  “Remember a woman’s rule of thumb, if it has tires or testicles, trouble comes with it.”




  “For sure. And then there’s my step-dad.”




  “Is he okay?”




  “He lives alone in a mill town next to an abandoned factory suspected of spilling toxins, but refuses to leave. I’ve got to see him.”




  “Bring an oxygen mask!” Henry chided. “G-a-w-d! What keeps him in Pennsyl-tucky or wherever?”




  “Memories. Now I sense he needs me, and it’s frightening. Suddenly the roles are reversed. In a way, I feel like a parent. Never thought about how lonely he could be.”




  Henry made a steeple with his fingers and leaned forward, elbows on the desk. “Carla, I can understand your feelings,” he said, “but your father’s not that old. And didn’t you once tell me he has a lot of friends, plus a grocery store to take care of? You’re drowning in guilt, sweetheart, and you’re not even Jewish.”




  “Sure, the guilt’s there,” she admitted as she started pacing the spacious room, “but it’s more than that. My dad’s voice sounds different lately. What if he’s seriously ill and keeping it from me?”




  “Why don’t you just ask him?”




  “I have, but he laughs it off. He says when it comes to backbone instead of wishbone, he can outwork my brother and me combined.”




  “I think you’re jumping to conclusions. When someone we love is far off, we all worry.”




  Carla shook her head. “Maybe, but even if Daddy had cancer or something else, he’d never let on until unable to hide the pain anymore.”




  She slumped back in the chair. “Folks back home tell me he’s getting addled, talking to himself a lot. For him, the ghosts of his past are far more alive than the present. I’m always afraid he might crack up like my step mom did. I don’t know.” She sighed. “Henry, what should I do?”




  He studied her face. “I told you the day I signed you on: in the savagely competitive Hollywood arena, being ‘too old’ is the most serious obstacle to employment for women. You used your prime-time years doing Off Broadway avant guarde theatre. If Cobra Cop gets axed, your strong cameo in this major film could be your ticket to the silver screen.”




  “Thanks again for getting me this break.”




  As they talked a while about the movie’s re-writes being sent to Henry later in the day, Carla noticed a slush pile of scripts on another desk.




  “An off-Broadway play was just sent to me,” she said. “The director/playwright said he’d sent Mine Game to you but didn’t hear back. Did you ever receive it?”




  Henry furrowed his brows. “Lemme think.” He went to the script collection that had titles in magic marker along its backbone seam. “Oh. Yeah. Here it is. I just barely got into it.”




  “You mean the reader’s report hasn’t arrived?” Carla asked with a smirk.




  “Only so many hours in the day,” Henry said, matter of fact. “Off Broadway in Hollywood isn’t even a blip on the entertainment screen. And the pay’s barely above your per diem rate.”




  “Any original play is worth a glance. What’s it about?”




  “Landmine soldiers in the Vietnam War.”




  Carla turned away from the invisible blow she’d just received. The words “Vietnam” and “landmine” brought back grief, loss, and anguish. To shake off her pain, she laughed nervously. “Doesn’t sound like there’s a part in it for me.”




  “It’s one of those artsy-fartsy pieces. The main character has flashbacks of his family. You’ve been offered the mother role.”




  Carla gasped. “A soldier’s mom? Am I aging that fast?”




  Henry shrugged. “I knew you wouldn’t like it.” He returned to his desk chair and sat. “And the Vietnam story angle is over-baked. Now if it were a current war or conflict, people might want to see that stuff. And it’s just off Broadway...too many strikes against it.”




  Carla silently disagreed with him, feeling that any story with deep emotion and conflict amongst its characters makes for good drama.




  Chapter 2




  Cambodia, 1992, four months earlier




  





  Han and Tith—brothers ten and twelve years old, begrudgingly rode bicycles out of their small village in the Battambang Province, leaving behind the engaging sounds of children kicking a soccer ball in a heated contest. Parents and neighbors were watching, one of the few remaining joys in their destitute Third World lives.




  “Why can’t we finish the game? P-l-e-a-s-e?” begged Han, displaying missing front teeth.




  “Don’t start with that again,” Tith said. “We have to go cutting or we don’t eat.”




  They now feared stepping into the rice fields—their main source of income, instead forced to weave thatches and mats to eek out an existence.




  Nevertheless, Han remained proud. “But I was going to score the winning goal!”




  “No, I was!” Tith corrected, pedaling faster as a great exultation filled his chest.




  They sped out of the village and within minutes the boys passed a shell-scarred field full of weeds that split a jungle in two—one section fallow, the other laden with a rich booty of thatch and bamboo. Circumventing this thicket area were black flags stapled onto a perimeter of trees. Its insignia of skull and crossbones warned in both Cambodian and English: DO NOT ENTER.




  With machetes in hand, the boys guardedly approached the caution flags.




  “The bone faces scare me!” Han said warily.




  “Don’t look at them.” Tith swung his machete, cutting away underbrush to make a path, scouting the safest way to proceed. Suddenly, he halted when detecting a nearly invisible white thread and motioned for Han to circumvent it.




  As Han moved with carefully placed footfalls, he missed sighting another fine tripwire spread at waist height across the path and attached to a booby device—a bouncing landmine whose detonating blast lifted him off the ground, tearing into him.




  A horror-stricken Tith made it through to where his blood-splattered mangled brother lay. One of Han’s arms was hanging from a tree branch, and his left shin had disintegrated, but strangely his foot had been perfectly preserved, although it now lay protruding unnaturally from underneath his left thigh, connected to the leg by strands of tendons.




  Tithe’s mind was overloaded with fear and guilt as he clutched onto his brother. “Please don’t die! I’ll get help!”




  He ran out of the bush consumed with wanting to take it all back, wishing he’d listened to his little brother’s plea to stay in the village to finish the game. As hot steaming air smeared tears across his face, Tith pedaled his bike as fast as his legs would allow back to their village. He made it to the provincial hospital full of overflowing male and female amputees, laying in cots covered with bamboo sleeping mats. These “cot and crutch” people, or vestiges of people, lived somewhere between life and death.




  Tith forced himself to acclimate to the stench of blood, appendage infections, and the smell of disinfectants that his legless father also carried. The man was sitting up in bed with a saddened expression, looking out a shuttered window that allowed for some ventilation but also brought in flies and mosquitoes.




  Tith approached him, barely able to speak about what had happened to his best friend little brother, but his horror-struck face told the story.




  * * * *




  Jeremy Jenson sat behind a makeshift desk of wooden crates. Slowly but decisively, he pressed keys to a manual typewriter that produced tapping sounds harmonizing with an overhead rickety fan pushing around tropical steam-bath air. His mat of damp hair covered a smudged, sweat-soaked handsomely sculpted face save for a noticeable scar just beneath the right eye. Alongside Jeremy was a batch of typed pages. The watery blue eyes of this middle-aged American in army fatigues became suspicious when feeling a narrow pointed tail dangling across his forehead. He swiped away the small lizard atop his head to send it scampering away. Jeremy pondered over the passage just typed before reaching into his rucksack to take out a well-worn leather cover journal that had a blood stain. He flipped through several handwritten pages until finding a certain passage and read it aloud:




  “Found our first mines and destroyed them. But millions are buried here...waiting. Does one have my name on it?”




  Satisfied that what he’d typed was accurate, he set the journal aside and continued key tapping until placing another page onto a stack that read: MINE GAME, a play by R.J. Jenson.




  During his youth, Jeremy had aspirations of becoming a playwright. That changed when he was drafted into the Vietnam War and assigned the harrowing task of locating and dismantling landmines. After he’d completed an agonized, destruction-filled tour of duty, nothing in his previous life seemed to have survived. Through it all, he’d carried a painful secret. For the first time in years, he would attempt to free himself from its ponderous weight.




  Jeremy’s concentration was broken by the whimpering of a child in a nearby makeshift room. He became transfixed by the sadness of the youngster whose armpit rested on a crutch that compensated for a leg amputated at the thigh, and an arm at the elbow. The lad’s grieving was triggered by children outside kicking about a soccer ball in a game.




  Jeremy thought he could actually see the tiny lines on the boy’s face deepen, aging him right before his very eyes. He knew the lad would never play ball with them again.




  No one knows their fate, Jeremy heard mockingly whisper through his mind.




  Approaching him were the hurried footsteps of a black-skinned Rwandan man in his late twenties rushing in. “Jeremy? Let’s go!”




  The Rwandan’s eyes told him all he needed to know. Once outside, Jeremy squinted, adjusting his eyes to the orb of sun whose furnace was stoked high. Their Jeep with the distraught Tith aboard passed through this village commune whose structures were made of bamboo and wood woven in thatch and rattan patterns.




  Outside of one hut a small group of paraplegics were sitting on benches, leaning on crutches, or crawling about on the ground. Melancholy frowns flitted across their features as they dragged on cigarette butts, observing what appeared to be shoppers at a local market. However, these people were trying out newly-made and painted prosthetic arms, legs, and feet of various sizes. Jeremy knew Cambodia was one of the most severely landmine afflicted areas in the world due to almost three decades of conflict.




  The Jeep passed a workshop where several native technicians hammered out aluminum sockets to be used for new prosthetic limbs. Inside the shop, men and women were working on an assembly line with imported raw materials, mostly polypropylene.




  Another small building contained workers busily fabricating well-fitted and comfortable sockets into which the end of the patient’s amputated leg or stump would fit.




  The village’s inhabitants had misery woven into the fabric of their lives. This painful and permanent stitch gave them the dubious distinction of being the world’s most disabled people. Their fertile but unusable land had become lost to this agrarian population due to the sheer density of mines planted all around them years ago by various enemies.




  The task at hand for Jeremy’s outfit was to clear the land of mines. The job could take months, even years, so the locals, not wanting to starve to death, resorted to the second option: entering mine-risk areas to cut and gather wood and other natural resource products to sell.




  The Jeep made it to Han and parked alongside a Red Cross truck. Blood was flowing like water from the boy’s small legs. Medics were busy cutting away shrapnel fragments and soil that had been blasted into tissue, applying antibiotics, securing tourniquets, IV glucose, and administering sedative shots as flies settled on his blood-soaked bandages. After Han was packed with dressing, a medical truck rushed him to the surgical wing of the provincial hospital that housed his father. Holding onto the boy’s hand was Tith.




  This forceful and barbaric sight of loss and limb had become all too familiar to Jeremy. He wished there was a way to tell these mines that the war was over. But he knew these silent sentinels recognized no cease fires, nor could they differentiate between the footsteps of soldiers and those of civilians.




  Jeremy put on a ballistic helmet and earphones, a Kevlar high-collared flak jacket and padded “ballet slipper” air cushioned boots that helped reduce the risk of accidentally activating a mine. He picked up a highly sensitive metal detector wand to scan painstakingly slow beyond the black warning flags. The detector was so acute that it could sense the tiny metal firing pins in even the smallest plastic mines. Soon a tell-tale beep and buzzing sound in Jeremy’s earphones rang madly, signaling a metal read. He lowered himself to lay down flat, his face mere inches away from potential danger, and gently pushed a sharp pointed metal prodder into the ground. Once contact was made with the mine, he cut away the surrounding ground with a knife and large trowel to extricate an explosive often the size of a small canteen.




  Eventually he rose and traced his steps back out to the Rwandan. “Bloody bastards must be breeding. They’re everywhere. Go for help. I’ll get started.”




  “Not again! Just wait for backup.”




  “Want to make a bet?” Jeremy asked while taking from his pocket a roll of cash tied by a rubber band that he tossed onto the ground.




  “Stop with that shit, man!” the black man snapped in irritation. “I heard about you.”




  “Betcha I dismantle a deuce or trey before you return.”




  “Your head needs dismantled, mate!” The Rwandan stomped off to the Jeep.




  “If I don’t make it,” Jeremy shouted, “have a party with the guys on me!”




  The Rwandan just stood there, not replying.




  “I might not be as big of a nut job as you think,” Jeremy continued. “Oh sure, the first few moves I make will require one or more wild, potentially fatal guesses. So, should I start in a corner, on the side or maybe somewhere—”




  “You’re sick…get help.”




  Jeremy laughed deliriously and gave a thumb up sign before the Rwandan drove away shaking his head.




  Jeremy, a part of this technical advisory group of expatriate specialists composed of two fourteen-man platoons, worked in two-man teams under high stress for short periods before rotating. Only one man on each team would be assigned to go in the danger zone so risks to the team became minimized. His partner would rest in the safe area to keep fresh, so his concentration would be high upon returning. No one was ever to be alone when on the “sharp” end of things, when reliance on others was literally a matter of life and death. Most of the time Jeremy was a team player who supplied not only leadership but continual banter and joking among the international team to help build morale as they trudged through monsoon rains or scorching heat, chopping away underbrush. However, the de-miners knew that their leader would have days when some inner war he raged against mines took hold of him, having him welcoming the sheer atavistic horror that these instruments of death pose.




  Ignoring the skull and crossbones warning not to enter the thicket, he quickly ascertained mines were planted underground everywhere, like potatoes. Some had coined-sized detonator buttons, white or rusted in color. From the detonator, trip lines made of nearly invisible nylon thread led to tying-off points such as trees or rocks nearby.




  When Jeremy’s detector cried out madly with static buzz, he glared and spoke to a skull and cross bone sign. “And fuck you too!”




  He smashed a ritualistic fist into his chest to pump himself up before whispering his old war mantra, “I do not fear the Valley of Death because I’m the meanest mother fucker in the Valley!”




  Jeremy took out a sharp-pointed metal rod, gently pushing it into the ground to probe for a mine that revealed the sinister green curves of a PMN-2. He knew this mine would detonate with only five kg of pressure applied to the black plastic pressure pad. To make the sweep even riskier, to his right peeking out from the soil was a type 72B mine that, if tilted more than ten degrees, would detonate. The icing on the cake was concealed under some brush—a POMZ-2 one mounted on a stake and driven into the ground, having a tripwire laid out at leg height.




  Jeremy picked up some small rocks and tossed them ten yards away that set off another loud blast.




  He knew he was pinned in real good with no place for assumption in a minefield. He carefully positioned himself flat on the ground to scrape soil away from a mine’s pressure pad. His heart went thump, thump, thump amidst heavy breathing and he heard in his mind a guardian angel from hell whispering, Trip a wire, pay the price.




  Chapter 3




  1992 Back to Present, Granite, Pennsylvania




  





  Jeremy Jenson, dressed in civilian clothes, drove his car along a country road through hills scarred from excavation. He passed a large derelict factory as he came to a marker sign:




  GRANITE, PENNSYLVANIA




  Population: 8,100




  Est. 1888




  He easily perceived this languishing backwater ghostly mill town full of abandoned and crumbling buildings as one having seen far better days. Entire blocks of the downtown area contain boarded storefronts with For Sale or Lease signs with only a couple showing signs of life.




  Jeremy parked across from a plain-looking store whose window logo read: COBRASKY GROCERY.




  Inside, a husky burlap-looking man in his early sixties with thick forearms sticking out from rolled-up sleeves finished with a lone customer. Jeremy patiently waited until the man locked up and then ambled down the street to enter a beer garden. Jeremy checked his wristwatch before driving off in the opposite direction.




  As the sun faded westward in the sky, Jeremy drove to the church cemetery, parked and walked through the rusted wrought iron gate to study names on tombstones until stopping at one that read:




  





  ANDREW “ANDY” COBRASKY




  1951–1972




  Pvt. U.S. Army




  In Loving Memory




  





  “Never thought I’d make it back here, Andy,” Jeremy said. “But things are now in place; old scores need to be settled.”




  He knelt to touch the tombstone. “Por mak slap ruos,” he said in Vietnamese “Best friends for ‘death and life,’ sworn to look after one another forever.”




  Jeremy rose and returned his car to look at a hand-drawn map before driving a few blocks to park on a street with rundown redbrick factory track houses—most boarded up, others relegated to empty lots. Looming behind them was a behemoth abandoned rusted factory with warning signs: KEEP OFF and POTENTIAL HAZARDOUS TOXINS.




  The factory had a tall, rickety smokestack chimney with faded vertical lettering spelling GRANITE GLASS. Graffiti was all about as were stove and furnace parts once used for heating air for the blast furnaces.




  Store-owner Ralph walked toward his row house, dragging on a cigarette, stopping to lean over to cough up a wad of congestion onto the ground before continuing.




  Jeremy heard the man speaking to someone, although no one was around. He knew all about that burgeoning problem but was more concerned with another. He approached from behind to inspect Ralph’s phlegm, flecked with blood.




  “Hey, stranger?”




  Ralph’s eyes opened wide when seeing this man who often occupied his thoughts. “Bobby?” he asked with surprise. “Well, I’ll be. What brings you to God’s country?”




  “Maybe God himself.”




  The two eyed one another cautiously before embracing in a bear hug.




  * * * *




  





  Hollywood




  





  A weary Carla returned home from her agent’s office, took off her dress and wondered if she should again attack the exercise den. Though putting on a jogging suit, she instead decided to put off further training until tomorrow morning. Being a screen action hero was a bitch, she knew. Those skin-tight pants she poured herself into became eye candy for her viewers. But dashing off from caper to caper like part gymnast/part full contact fighter required her to be in tip-top shape.




  She sank into the sofa thinking about the broken record mantra running through her head over deceased stepbrother Andy.




  Can anyone ever measure up to him?




  No one ever had, in nearly twenty years since his death. Why couldn’t she just move on with her life? That vexing dilemma prompted her to seek psychiatric help. Different counselors uncovered one problem after another, rather like peeling off the layers of an onion. Finally she reached the core of that onion, revealing the unresolved traumas of losing her real parents, the strain of entering a new family, only to lose a stepbrother to a war and her stepmother to the anguish caused by the loss of a son. Paramount, though, was that instinctively something she’d grown to like about Andy she couldn’t live without. Once Carla was in high school and developed into a sizzling girl of summer, there was born between them an undeniable attraction. Best not to think of that, Carla’s mind spoke. No, mustn’t think of that at all.




  Carla gave the appearance of strength to others, especially her remaining family. Only she was aware of the soft core of vulnerability that was deep inside them, ever threatening to rise to the surface. There was a pattern of conversation that never varied, topics they talked about and personal ones never mentioned. Together they’d woven a web as delicate as that of a spider and perhaps as deadly as a black widow. Therapy had Carla realizing that the experience would be good for father Ralph and kid brother, Nick, as well. However, both became incensed upon her mentioning it. Never again did she broach the subject although she saw each withdrawing more and more—Ralph into the daily routine of small town living and, before too long, into one-sided conversations with his deceased wife and son; Nick into throwing blazing fastballs on the baseball diamond, or drinking and getting into fights, all to vent his aggression, shielding himself from his own demons.




  Acting was Carla’s defense. She’d read it was often the perfect escape for flawed personalities, people better at being someone else other than themselves. When playing her television show character, she became so into the role that she lost her own identity. After the last day of filming concluded, looking into the mirror she wondered if she’d be lost in mainstream society if she was having to be her true self all the time.




  She went to the kitchen counter to sort through her mail only to see the opened UPS parcel and Mine Game.




  But something kept her from picking up the play. She knew what it was; despite her therapy, she still couldn’t face the thought of reading something with a war theme that brought back painful family memories of guilt born decades ago.




  Carla argued with herself that the script sent to her was the creation of some writer’s imagination. It had nothing to do with Andy; the war was a fact of history, as viable a subject for theatre or film as the Civil War or World War II. As an actress, she had to be objective, judging a story on its own merits, no matter what personal associations she might have with the subject matter.




  Her fingers ran across the title: Mine Game by R.J. Jenson. She probably wouldn’t even read an unsolicited play without agent representation, and off-Broadway Henry thought wasn’t even worth consideration.




  Times like now when distracted by problems, when her mind became bogged down when not exercising, she would dust and tidy up, keeping active with mindless things. She contemplated calling Nick and asking for help with their father, but she dismissed that idea. Perhaps she could phone Beulah Johnson, who lived across the street from him. She was so much in love with Ralph and would do anything for him that it had become a family joke. Thinking about Beulah had her smiling. The woman was quite willing to step in and manage the grocery store if Ralph ever had to go away; in fact, Beulah would like to step in and manage his entire life, if he would let her.




  No, contacting Beulah would probably create more problems than it would solve. Anything Carla said to the woman would be all over Granite in warp speed.




  With everything in the house in perfect order—Carla had even put her favorite cassettes back in their cases—she still was restless. Wandering back into the kitchen, she again noticed the play on the table. Looking for something to occupy her mind she finally picked it up, figuring to give it a quick perusal before turning on TV. She poured herself some white wine and went to the living room to curl up on the sofa with only one lamp on over her shoulder. She opened the script to the cast of characters, glancing through the names and descriptions to find the part offered her. The play had a rather large cast for an off-Broadway production—a total of fourteen characters, six of them major roles.




  The part offered her—Lilly, the mother, was the fourth in order of importance, definitely supporting role, the only other being the lead’s younger sister, Cindy. Both of the leads were male roles—John and Angelo. The play’s major action centered on Angelo who has flashback scenes with his family, primarily his father and mother.




  Carla didn’t start reading the script at the beginning, but flipped through the pages looking for scenes involving her character, Lilly, all set in a kitchen of a small town home. She was impressed with the technique the playwright used for these moments. The battlefield set would remain dimly lit, while Lilly appeared downstage right in a spotlight, while another would focus on Angelo. The two characters wouldn’t interact face to face but through dialogue directed toward the audience. It would be a real challenge for the actors to pull off this kind of scene.




  Carla quickly realized her intended role was quite demanding. At different times, Lilly would appear at various ages, depending upon the memories Andy was recalling. There would be numerous changes in costume and makeup. Out of a hundred and twenty pages of script, Carla counted forty involving the character of Lilly. Not a meaty amount, but not bad. She began reading a scene in which she’d have to stretch some to play a mid-fifties woman.




  ANGELO




  Mom, I know how you hate this war I’m enlisting




  into. Don’t ask me why, but it’s the right thing to do.




  





  LILLY




  (overwhelmed with emotion)




  Hon, we’ve always encouraged you to make




  your own decisions. But this is a senseless




  war that I don’t support. Please don’t go!




  





  ANGELO




  I have to.




  





  LILLY




  Even if it hurts me?




  





  ANGELO




  If I stay, it will hurt you even more. I know




  what I have to do.




  





  LILLY




  I don’t understand. You have some secret?




  





  ANGELO




  (hugging and tickling his mom)




  It’s no secret that I love you!




  





  The scene continued with Roger, the father, eventually stepping into the spotlight with the distraught Lilly to argue that he understood a man’s obligation—he’d been in the Korean War—yet he couldn’t deny the torturous anguish his wife would feel the whole time her son was in harm’s way.




  Uncomfortably Carla set down the script and stared into space. The scene gave her a strange sense of déjà vu, strongly reminiscent of the one that had taken place between her stepparents and Andy so many years ago.




  Chapter 4




  Carla made some calls to get caught up with friends, but once that was done the Mine Game play continued to invade her thoughts. She again picked it up, assuring herself that anyone could identify with it; it had that universal quality that made for good drama. It was a scene that had probably been played out time and time again between parents and sons determined to go off to war. Just when the story became too serious on the war front with fear dominating—fear of death, of being maimed—the playwright dexterously veered to small-town humor. As in the flashback scene when Lilly was a young mother and Angelo just a child of four. The actor playing Angelo would stay as an adult but use a child’s voice.
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