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            Newport, Kentucky, April 2018

          

        

      

    

    
      CJ stared at the DNA test results that Mr. Jared had just passed out, his heart pounding. He was anxious to look at the data, to see where he really came from. Well, to see where his ancestors came from. That was the key: his ancestors, and specifically, his grandmother.

      The DNA test was for Mr. Jared’s class, “Origins,” an elective for juniors and seniors. CJ had heard that this class was easy, and he needed one additional semester in a social science before high school graduation next year. So Origins it was.

      The class had one major assignment, with three elements: the assignment was to research your family background. The elements were to: one, develop a family tree, going back as far as possible, using the tools provided online at FamilyHeritage.com. Two, select a family member and write a paper on how that person’s heritage—his or her “origins”—had affected his or her life. And three, spit in a tube, get your DNA tested, and get your real ethnic background.

      The class started off easy, and it was fun. How could anything not be fun when you got to spit in a tube and mail it off to somebody?

      But then reality set in.

      First, finding a relative to write his paper on had become a problem for CJ. Through a process of elimination, he’d decided to write it on Nini, his grandmother. She had been an orphan, which would not seem to be a good choice for a paper on ancestry, but that fact pulled him toward her—CJ’s own parents had been killed in an auto accident when he was just an infant, so he was an orphan, too, really.

      But he hadn’t anticipated her reaction when he tried to get her to give him something to base his paper on.

      “Isn’t there anything you remember about your parents, or any other relatives?” he’d asked.

      She’d given him a nasty look and said she didn’t know anything about any relatives.

      Ignoring the negative vibes she was sending, he’d asked, “What about adoption papers or other records? Maybe I could use the tools on FamilyHeritage.com to go back and find out who your parents were. Wouldn’t that be cool?”

      “No,” she’d replied, telling him that it wouldn’t be cool at all. She’d never been adopted and never had foster parents. She grew up in an orphanage, didn’t want to know anything about her heritage, and didn’t want to talk about it.

      “That was a bad time for me, CJ. I didn’t have the best childhood. So drop it.”

      “But I have no one to write about.”

      Her scowl hadn’t revealed even a hint of sympathy.

      This conversation took place in the kitchen, as Nini prepared dinner for the two of them. Noga (CJ had called his grandfather Noga since he’d been a toddler, combining “Nonno,” Italian for grandfather, with his name, Gus) had been working at the restaurant that night—he and Nini alternated nights during the week so one of them could be home with CJ. Nini had been making meatballs, and took her time forming up the last of the spiced ground meat into a perfect sphere before she’d replied.

      “Write it on your grandfather. He’d appreciate a little attention from you.”

      He knew the obvious choice was Noga, but . . . well, he was Italian and the restaurant he and Nini owned had once been a strip club, supposedly. CJ didn’t want to go there. He got enough crap about that already from kids at school.

      “No, he wouldn’t. He hates it when people talk about how he came from Las Vegas and he’s Italian, and you know what that means . . .”

      “It doesn’t mean anything. Don’t take any of that sh . . . stuff from anybody. I don’t. He doesn’t.” She’d grabbed one of the meatballs from the bowl on the counter and reworked it, turning it over and over in her fists.

      “I know, but still.” She doesn’t understand. Or care. “Other kids have it easy,” he’d mumbled.

      “I’m sorry your parents aren’t around,” Nini had said quietly. “But Gus and I have tried our best.” The meatballs had sizzled in the preheated skillet, smelling of onions and garlic.

      “No, Nini. That’s not what I meant. I couldn’t have had better . . . you know. I’m sorry.” He’d thought about going around the counter and hugging her, but she hadn’t seemed open to that right then. “But you must know—there’s always something missing somehow, when you don’t have a mom and dad. Right? Even though you and Noga have done everything parents could do. And I turned out all right, didn’t I?”

      Nini had softened her look but hadn’t stopped working the meatballs in the skillet. “The jury’s still out on that one.” Moving her attention over to the sauce simmering in a separate pot, she’d stirred and tasted carefully. “Why don’t you write about your Grandfather Robbins?”

      “I barely know him. That would be hard.” CJ had met his father’s parents a couple of times when he’d been very young. They lived in California, a long way from Newport, Kentucky, where CJ lived with his grandparents. He didn’t really remember them, but Nini had pictures she’d pull out every now and then which showed them all together. He’d received birthday and Christmas gifts from them up until he’d turned ten, but then Grandmother Robbins had died, and he’d not had much contact since then. So it had surprised CJ when Grandfather Robbins had responded to the letter he’d sent asking for family background for the Origins class, giving him some family names, with birth and death dates and places. Then, with the use of the FamilyHeritage.com tools, he was able to trace parts of that side of his family back to Scotland and to Ireland in the 1800s. It was a good start to the family tree, but Grandfather Robbins was still not a good subject for the paper he had to write.

      “Well, you’ll have to figure it out, CJ.” Nini had wiped her hands on a towel. “I’m sorry I can’t help you, but my childhood isn’t something I want to talk about, or even think about. Find someone else to write your paper on.”

      Even after that conversation, CJ didn’t give up on writing about Nini. Maybe, he thought, he could find out who her parents were. After all, they did it on TV all the time.

      And now he had the envelope with his DNA test. It would be a good place to start. At least, it might help him figure out her ethnic background. He pulled out the colorful booklet, with the FamilyHeritage logo on the front, along with his code number, because all these DNA results were confidential. Apparently, some people didn’t like having their DNA identified and put into some database.

      CJ quickly turned to the pages inside. He found maps and charts, showing the percentages of his DNA that came from different parts of the world. FamilyHeritage could separate the DNA into thirty different regions.

      He quickly saw that the biggest slice of his DNA—29%—came from the Southern European area that included Greece and Italy. That wasn’t surprising, because of Noga.

      Another 22% was from Great Britain and 16% from Ireland. CJ figured these were from his father. Grandfather Robbins had told him they were mostly from Scottish and Irish backgrounds.

      Eleven percent was from Scandinavia.

      Probably Vikings, invading Britain and raping the locals. So, likely from the Robbins side.

      There were other trace amounts—5% from the Finland and Russia area, 4% from Western Europe and 2% from Eastern Europe.

      But what freaked him out was the chart at the bottom of the page. There was a long black bar, and the caption said, “11% Unknown.”

      Unknown? What is that?

      CJ checked with his classmates. The smart girl sitting to his right. She didn’t have any “Unknown.”

      The big guy behind him, the one who was always giving him a hard time about something. Ditto.

      He continued checking. Nobody he talked to had “Unknown.”

      So now what? Maybe there was something wrong with the spit I put in the tube. Didn’t I have a big drink from the water fountain in the hall right before class that day? Maybe I filled my tube with water instead of spit. Maybe when I hacked up snot, trying to gross out the girls, I got only snot in the tube. Would that make a difference? What is Mr. Jared going to say?

      He sat wondering, as Mr. Jared talked about DNA and told them how to read the reports. A couple kids went up to the front and talked about their results.

      Jason Popovich: mostly Eastern European and Russian, with a smattering of other European countries. No “Unknown.”

      Julie Holloway: Irish and Spanish, with a lot of Chinese. Who knew? But no “Unknown.”

      Can I fail this just because my spit didn’t work? Maybe no one will notice. They’re supposed to be confidential results, right? Oh man, what does this mean for Nini? Maybe she’s the one from Scandinavia. That, plus the little bits and pieces from other parts of Europe. This is totally screwed up.

      And then, right before the bell, Mr. Jared said, “Would the person who has test number NCHS-1879 please stop and see me after class?”

      CJ looked at the front of his envelope. There it was—1879.

      Oh, no!
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      Gus rode uneasily in the back seat of the old Ford, the well-worn springs in the stained seat launching him into the air with every bump and rut in the dirt road, bringing his head perilously close to the roof. Sitting next to him, Tony Faccio was faring even worse with his tall frame.

      “Damn, Li’l Bull,” Faccio said after whacking his head on the roof particularly hard. “Where’d you learn to drive?”

      “Shaddup, Faccio,” growled Gus’s older brother, Little Bull Mazza. Their father was Bull, and Marcio, the oldest son, was called Little Bull even though the son was now a good three inches taller and twenty-five pounds heavier than the father.

      Faccio had a way of saying, or sneering, “Li’l” so it sounded like a snub, like Little Bull wasn’t anything big or important.

      “If you’re lucky, one of these times you’ll get knocked out cold. Won’t have to face what’s coming,” Little Bull added.

      “Yeah?” Faccio snarled back. “You think I’m scared? You should see your little brother. He’s about to piss his pants.” He looked over at Gus, curling his lip.

      “Oh, you’re tough,” said Gus.

      “We’ll see who’s tough, you put that thing down,” said Faccio, nodding at the gun that Gus held tightly, pointed at him—or at least as much at him as Gus could manage, given the jouncing around they were doing in the back seat.

      “Come on, Li’l Bull. Your little brother is going to shoot me with that thing if you don’t slow down.”

      “Gus, you better not shoot him in the car,” said Little Bull, giving Gus a dirty look in the rearview mirror. “You do, you’ll clean up the mess.”

      “I got it covered.” In truth, Gus wasn’t sure he had anything covered. Sweat was rolling down his chest, even in the cool air of the desert at night. Bouncing around in the car, it was all he could do to hold on to the gun with his sweaty hands. Maybe he should have been worried about Tony jumping him, but Tony had his hands tied behind his back, making that pretty tough. Plus, Gus had backup—the Oaf in the front seat. Literally. The big guy with the wild hair in the front seat was called Oaf.

      Oaf’s real name was James, but Oaf fit him. Little Bull had pinned the nickname on him, and anyone who knew him understood why.

      For one thing, he was huge—well over six feet. For another . . . well, when he jumped into the front passenger seat of the car, holding his short-barrel shotgun, he called out, “Shotgun,” which gave him such delight he laughed about it for the first hour of their drive.

      James had objected to his nickname at one time, but it didn’t matter. Little Bull was an Alpha male, the clear leader of this pack, and if he decided to call someone “Oaf,” then that was their new name.

      “Haven’t we gone far enough, Little Bull?” asked Gus. “This car isn’t going to survive this road much longer.” Though it wasn’t the car he was worried about.

      “You know the rules,” replied Bull. “No funny stuff in Vegas, right?”

      “Yeah, but we’ve been driving for over an hour. This ought to be far enough.”

      “I just want to get up into the mountains a little bit. Hold your bones.”

      Gus peered out the window to the desert. It was dark. Especially dark, it seemed to him. There was no moon that night, and even the multitude of stars that usually teemed over the desert sky seemed to be muted. He wondered if his father knew what he was going to be doing. Wondered if he’d be proud if he knew. Or if he’d be pissed.

      Yeah, well up yours, old man.

      His dad was always saying things like, “When I was your age, I’d already put a kid in the hospital for talking back to me,” or “When I was your age, I already had my own crew,” or some other crap.

      Well, how old were you when you did this? Probably about twelve, is what you’d say. As if I believe anything you say.

      Let’s get this over with!
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      CJ sat, watching the other kids file out of class. This assignment, this whole class, now seemed like a colossal failure.

      Finally, after the last student had left the room, Mr. Jared motioned for him to come up to his desk. CJ gathered his books and papers—stuffing his DNA booklet back into the manila envelope and hoping this attempt at hiding the results would somehow make the problem go away—and shuffled up to the desk, where Mr. Jared was staring down at some papers.

      Mr. Jared was usually cool. He was one of CJ’s younger teachers, although that wasn’t saying much, because most of the teachers in the school would be classified as “ancient” by CJ, meaning they were probably over forty. But Mr. Jared seemed to be up on things like current music, video games and social media. He was tall and thin, and the hair on the top of his head was shaved about as close as his beard.

      “Yes, Mr. Jared,” CJ said, quietly so no one would overhear. “I’ve got the test with the number you said.” His stomach was flipping.

      Mr. Jared looked up. “CJ, I got a strange phone call this morning.”

      CJ wasn’t sure how to react.

      “A . . . a phone call?”

      “Yes. Apparently”—Mr. Jared nodded toward CJ’s manila envelope—“you’ve got highly unusual DNA.” He raised his eyebrows.

      “I do?” CJ thought playing dumb was the best option, at least until he understood the situation better.

      “At least, that’s what the man said on the phone.”

      “He did?” CJ shuffled his feet and switched his book and papers to his other hand.

      “He said he’s from FamilyHeritage, and that he’s sorry, but the company screwed up.”

      CJ was suddenly able to stand a little taller. He smiled. “They did?”

      Mr. Jared smiled back. “He said they would be willing to give you a new test, free of charge, if you want it.”

      “Okay, but this one took weeks to get back. I won’t have time to write my report if I have to wait for another test result before I write it.”

      “I thought of that, but he said they’d expedite it and get it back in less than two weeks. You’ll be fine. But that’s not what bothers me about this.”

      “No?” Uh-oh. Maybe I’m not going to get out of this clean.

      “No,” said Mr. Jared, frowning now and looking right at CJ. “He wanted your name. You know that all these tests are confidential, right? That they’re all coded, so nobody knows who the DNA belongs to.”

      CJ nodded.

      “Well, the guy said he wanted to send the test kit directly to you. When I told him that even I didn’t know the identities for each test, he balked. He insisted that was the only way to do it, but I told him that confidentiality is not negotiable. I don’t know if you were aware, but before we started offering this course a couple years ago, some parents raised heck when they found out we were doing DNA testing.”

      Now CJ was really confused. “So what do we do now? Was there something wrong with my spit?”

      “No, no.” Mr. Jared shook his head. “If there’s enough genetic material to get a reading, then that’s all they need. As far as next steps, that’s up to you.”

      “Well, is my test okay? Do I need another one?”

      “May I see your test? I don’t know what the issue is with it.”

      CJ nodded and thrust the envelope at Mr. Jared.

      He took the envelope, checked the number on the front, and then opened it. He removed and looked over all the pages, returning to the page with the “Unknown” result, frowning.

      “I’ll admit I’ve never seen a large ‘Unknown’ finding,” he said, “but I’ve only been doing this for a couple years. I don’t know what it means. Probably just that an error was made. As far as I’m concerned, you don’t need another test. If you want to redo it, the guy said I could call him, and he urged us to do it. He said he’d have a representative bring the test kit right to school and deliver it to me personally. And that I didn’t have to divulge the identity of the student taking the retest.”

      CJ thought for a minute. “Well, I guess I’ll take the test over. Is that okay?” He hated being different than other kids, so he didn’t like the idea that his DNA was screwed up. If he took the test again, maybe he’d get a “normal” result. And maybe he’d learn something about Nini.

      “That’s fine, CJ. I’ll let the guy know.”
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      CJ left feeling better about his strange DNA result as he rode home with his buddy, Oval Smythe, whose name had nothing to do with the shape of his face or any other body part, although anyone might doubt that if they heard the kids yelling, “Hey, Oval Butt,” or some variation. But “Oval” actually came from his kid sister, who had a hard time saying “Oliver,” his real name, when she was a toddler, and “Oval” stuck.

      Oval wasn’t in the Origins class, so CJ didn’t bring up his DNA problem, but he did wonder what a DNA test would reveal about Oval. One of the African-Americans in the Origins class had shared his results with the class. Less than half of his DNA came from Africa; the rest was from various European regions. Oval’s skin was darker than that kid’s, but that could mean many things, including which part of Africa his ancestors came from. At least, that’s what Oval had said once when CJ asked him about his skin color, back when that was an acceptable thing to ask about.

      On this ride home, Oval could barely contain his excitement. “I think we’re all set.” He grinned at his friend as they sat waiting for a red light.

      CJ looked over at him and cocked his head. “What?”

      “Yeah,” Oval continued. “Jordan says his dad is pretty much, you know, in. This is going to be epic.”

      Jordan Thomas was a friend of theirs, one of a group of guys that CJ and Oval hung out with. None of them fit into one of the major cliques—the athletes, with their letter jackets and attitudes; the nerds, with their eyeglasses and grades; the skaters with their long hair and drugs; the preps, with their cool clothes and cars; the English-as-a-second-language kids; or any other group. CJ’s friends were mostly the kids who, when you passed them in the halls, you couldn’t remember their names.

      Jordan’s family lived in an old Victorian house not far from the Ohio River, in a neighborhood with big 150-year-old mansions, most of which had been renovated. Newport was one of the old river towns founded on the Kentucky side of the river, across from downtown Cincinnati. If the river weren’t a state border, Newport would be a Cincinnati neighborhood, as would Covington, the other large city that sat just a bridge away from downtown Cincinnati. In fact, they’d be inner city neighborhoods, and both had sketchy areas befitting that location. But both also had neighborhoods where the old river captains and wealthy merchants had lived. Just a bit farther south of “Mansion Hill” where Jordan lived, the houses got smaller and were less likely to have been redone. That’s where CJ and Oval lived.

      The tops of some of the tall buildings in Cincinnati were visible from Jordan’s house, and that’s where Mr. Thomas, Jordan’s dad, worked. He drove a nice car and the family took vacations to nice places.

      It was that vacation thing that had Oval so excited. Jordan’s family, which included his older sister, a freshman at Northern Kentucky University, and his younger brother, an eighth grader, was planning a trip to Destin, Florida, over spring break. Oval had concocted a plan to get himself and CJ included in the trip.

      CJ asked, “What do you mean by ‘pretty much in’? You mean he’s going to call Nini and your mom and invite us? ’Cause you know Nini said that’s what it would take.”

      “Done deal.”

      “Right. And who’s driving? We going in their minivan?”

      “Those are just details, man. Think about the girls. College girls! On the beach! In thongs! Epic, man.”

      “Whatever.” CJ wasn’t convinced. And besides, it was more than a week away, so he hadn’t really been thinking that much about it. He had plenty of time to get excited if and when the trip actually happened.

      That night, thinking about his Origins class assignment, CJ once again considered writing his paper on Noga. But it wasn’t just the strip club thing that caused him to shy away; there was also a “mob” thing in Newport’s history that added to his discomfort. At one time Newport had been infamous for its illegal casinos, nightclubs, strip joints and every kind of vice imaginable. It was a mini-Vegas before Vegas was Vegas, and had been run by Mafia gangs.

      CJ didn’t know how he could write something on Noga that wouldn’t confirm what the kids thought—that Noga was an Italian mobster. And by extension, that CJ was involved with the mob, too. Kids already said he was his grandfather’s “muscle,” hurtful not only because of the Italian connections, but because CJ was small—five foot five, maybe 130 pounds on a good day—not exactly the stature for mob “muscle.”

      So the paper would have to be about Nini. He just had to figure out how to make an orphan into an interesting ancestry story. And he had to commit soon—his initial outline was due next week, before he left for spring break.

      

      The next day, just before class started, CJ asked Mr. Jared about the retake on the DNA test. Mr. Jared said to see him after class. So CJ had to endure what seemed like hours of his teacher talking about how civilizations with the worst diseases, like smallpox, were able to conquer other civilizations that were healthier.

      Finally, the bell rang and CJ sent a text to Oval, asking him to wait so he could spit in a tube. As the last of the kids filed out of the room—it was Friday, last bell, so nobody was hanging around—Mr. Jared motioned him up to the desk.

      “I’ve got your test kit here, CJ. Boy, you’ve really attracted some attention. This company apparently wants to do the right thing. There was a guy waiting for me when I got here this morning.” With a smile, he handed CJ a big envelope that had his ID code on it.

      When CJ opened the envelope, he found the DNA sampling kit inside different than the first one he’d used. This one had handwritten instructions, and no spit tube. Instead, the directions said to take the cotton swab, which looked like a giant Q-tip, rub it around inside his mouth, and then place it inside a plastic baggy.

      He wasn’t quite sure whether to proceed with this new kit or not. But Mr. Jared said, “I guess they’re trying something new, to make sure they don’t screw this one up.” So CJ followed the directions, put the baggy into a large envelope, and handed it all to Mr. Jared.

      “Okay. I’ll walk you out.” Mr. Jared gathered a pile of papers from his desk and shoved them into his backpack, carrying CJ’s envelope in his hand.

      As they walked down the hall, CJ said, “Since I’m not going to get my DNA results back for a while, I was wondering if I could have extra time to complete my paper. On account of, you know, I won’t have as good a picture of my ancestors as the other kids and all.”

      Mr. Jared shook his head. “No, the guy said we’d have the results back quickly. And if you’ve done your family tree . . .” He looked over at CJ and raised his eyebrows. “. . . like you’re supposed to have, then you have enough information for your paper.”

      CJ shrugged. He hadn’t really expected to get an extension and hadn’t planned to ask. The idea had just flashed into his mind, and he’d figured it was worth a try.

      As they neared the school office, just off the big lobby near the main door, Mr. Jared said, “Have a good weekend, CJ. I have to drop your kit off. The FamilyHeritage guy said he’d pick it up after school.”

      “Okay, thanks, Mr. Jared.” CJ waved. He watched Mr. Jared go into the office. Then, through the big windows that allowed the school admin people to see clearly out into the hall, he saw a man wearing a suit shake Mr. Jared’s hand and take the envelope from him. But the guy wasn’t paying attention as Mr. Jared talked. The guy had turned and watched as CJ hustled out the front door, suddenly feeling very self-conscious.
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      Saturday afternoon Oval and CJ went to a movie at Newport-On-The-Levee, a large entertainment and dining complex on the river, just about a mile from CJ’s house. As they walked back to CJ’s, they talked about the “epic” trip, with the “epic” beach, the “epic” girls and the “epic” partaking of (wink, wink) “refreshments” with the college kids.

      Nini was in the kitchen and overheard some of the “epic” discussion as the boys came in and rummaged around the refrigerator. She wiped her hands on her apron, and said, “I’d like just a few more details on this trip you’re discussing.”

      CJ tried to be nonchalant about it. “Oh, it’s the trip you’ve already said was okay. No big deal,” he said, finding some leftovers that looked interesting.

      “That may be what you remember,” said Nini, “but I seem to recall that I said you could go if, and I stress the word ‘if,’ I heard from a responsible adult with details about transportation, lodging and supervision. And so far I’ve heard nothing.”

      She crossed her arms and stared at CJ. He could see her out of the corner of his eye, and put the leftover dish back in the refrigerator, knowing he had to come up with the goods or he was toast. Nini was barely five feet tall, and weighed maybe one hundred pounds, but she could be absolutely scary when she got that look in her eyes. Oval, apparently not aware of the seriousness of the situation, stepped in blindly.

      “Not a problem, Mrs. M,” he said. “Mr. Thomas, Jordan’s dad, he’s all cool with everything. So you’ve got nothing to worry about. He’s rented a place down there in Destin and everything.”

      CJ closed his eyes and waited for Nini to let Oval have it.

      She barely turned her head, just enough to give Oval a steely sideways stare. “You do not look like a responsible adult to me,” she said. “So why, Oliver”—she always called him by his given name—“do you think I should listen to you?”

      Oval lost the grin he wore most of the time, the lopsided closed-mouth smirk that was a sort of trademark. Now he looked stunned, never having had Nini talk like that to him, at least not in recent memory. “I—uh . . . I—um,” he stammered. “I just thought . . .”

      “Don’t think, Oliver. You’re not cut out for it.”

      Ouch, that one had to hurt.

      CJ knew he’d better speak up before permanent damage was done. “No, it’s okay, Nini. We’ll have Mr. Thomas call you. No problem. Right, Oval?”

      Oval nodded vigorously. “Absolutely,” he said, looking relieved as Nini turned her gaze back to CJ.

      “See that he does,” said Nini. She turned on her heels quickly and left the boys to come up with a plan to deal with her concerns.

      “You know that you can’t lie to Nini, don’t you?” CJ asked Oval. “She knows what you’re thinking.”

      Oval nodded. He’d been friends with CJ long enough to experience Nini’s mind-reading ability, which Nini called empathy whenever CJ brought it up.

      CJ said, “Dude, you have to talk to Jordan.” With that, he felt like he’d clearly put Oval in charge of doing what was necessary to get the trip approved, and Oval nodded, like he was definitely going to follow up. CJ returned to the refrigerator to resume his search for food.

      And so on Sunday evening at the dinner table, when CJ was thinking mostly about family origins and his pending paper, along with the random thoughts like naked cheerleaders, miscellaneous superheroes, video games, and having sex with naked cheerleaders, Nini caught him off guard.

      “I talked to Mr. Thomas today,” she said, sweetly and calmly, so that after the beat or two it took CJ to realize what she’d said, he figured things were good, that Mr. Thomas had called Nini, that Oval had come through.

      “Cool.”

      “No, not cool,” Nini said, in the same sweet, calm tone.

      CJ frowned, confused. “Why?”

      “Because he said he knew nothing about you and Oliver coming with them on their vacation.” Nini looked very casual, actually stopping to take a bite of the meatloaf she’d prepared for Sunday night dinner. She always had some kind of comfort food on Sunday night, the one night during the week that the three of them, the whole family, could regularly eat together. But she was betrayed by the look she gave CJ as she swallowed and continued to talk. CJ knew this was not going to turn out well, and Nini was not calm, despite her demeanor.

      “Nope, it was all news to him,” Nini said, raising her eyebrows as if she was now asking CJ to respond.

      “Huh? That’s weird.” It was a weak response, but he needed time to think and regroup.

      “Weird? I don’t think lying is weird, do you Gus?” She looked over at Gus, who was in the adjoining family room, watching something on TV. Whether he knew what she was talking about or not, he didn’t seem anxious to get in the middle.

      “No. Lying is a lot of things, but it’s not weird,” he said, narrowing his eyes as he looked at CJ.

      CJ tried to backtrack. “No, I just meant that Oval told me—”

      Nini interrupted before he could go further. “Oh, is that how you’re going to play this? Blame the whole thing on your friend? Is that it?”

      Noga, looking at him sternly, added, “You better think about what you’re going to say next, CJ. Because if I get any whiff of anything that sounds like a lie, just a whiff, your life as you know it will change forever.”

      Suffice it to say that the rest of the conversation didn’t go any better. The bottom line was that there would be no Florida vacation in CJ’s short-term future. Fortunately, he didn’t get grounded or lose his phone or internet rights.

      After dinner he was able to talk to Oval and to Jordan to find out what had happened. It was about what he expected, that Oval had based his whole “confirmation” of the trip on Jordan saying something like, “my dad thinks it’ll be cool if you guys come down to Destin.” Jordan hadn’t actually asked his dad if his friends could get a ride with the family to Florida, or whether they could stay in the condo they had rented. If he had, he’d have learned that there was no room in the car or in the condo for Oval, CJ, or anyone else not in the family. Every seat and bed had been accounted for.
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      Later that night, CJ mulled over the spring break skirmish. He wasn’t as upset about the trip falling through as he was about the reaction by Nini and Noga. They were so disappointed in him, and he hated falling short in their eyes. They might not be his real parents, but they were better, in a way. After all, it couldn’t have been easy to be raising a teenager when you were as old as they were. They’d even officially adopted him and given him their last name. Disappointing them was worse than getting punished for doing something wrong.

      He was also feeling sorry for himself for the quandary he found himself in on his ancestry project. Later, when he found Noga reading and watching TV alone—Nini having gone to bed early—he decided to probe for information.

      “How did you and Nini meet?” he asked, sliding into his usual half-reclining position on the old couch that faced the TV.

      “Oh, geez, I don’t know,” replied Noga, picking up that morning’s newspaper to catch up on what he’d missed. “It was a long time ago. Why?”

      “Oh, I was just curious. You know, about how people meet the person they marry.”

      That sounded lame. He’ll think something is fishy. Because it is—I’m fishing for info on Nini’s ancestry.

      He kept plowing ahead. “You guys were pretty young, weren’t you?”

      “That we were,” Noga said, smiling. “That we were.”

      “So did you meet Nini at school?”

      Noga rubbed his hand across his chin, pulling down on his short beard, as white as his hair. “No. I don’t think we ever went to school together.”

      “Where, then? She said she grew up in an orphanage.” Whoops! I blew it. Will he stop talking to me now?

      “Could be.” Noga stopped smiling and looked at CJ. “I don’t know. She was on her own when I met her.”

      He’s talking, but that doesn’t sound right. “She was a teenager on her own?”

      “Things were different in those days. People didn’t just automatically graduate high school and go to college and get a good job. Things were tough, at least for some of us.” Noga picked up his newspaper again. “Talk to Nini. She’ll tell you.”

      Change up. Quick.

      “So then, you were . . . what, about twenty-four years old when my mom was born, right?”

      Noga continued smiling, raised his head and seemed to look around the room, thinking. “I guess that’s right. Yep.” He shook his head.

      “So that would make Nini about twenty-two, right?”

      “That’s right. We thought we knew everything there was, thought we had the world by the ’nads. At least I did. Despite everything that was going on. Jesus. We were so young, so naïve.”

      It was hard to think of them ever being young. Of course, to CJ, old was anything above about twenty-five. Actually, Noga was in his early seventies, but he had a full head of hair, mostly white now, and he’d thickened a bit in the belly over the years, but he still had spring in his step and enough energy to run a restaurant and bar, putting in seventy or eighty hours a week.

      Nini was a couple years younger than Noga, but she looked younger than that. Her hair was blonde, (although CJ assumed it was dyed) and she was still trim and fit. In fact, with her pale blue eyes and fair skin that was still reasonably wrinkle-free, she was quite striking. Oval had once christened her “the world’s first G-MILF,” although not to her face.

      CJ continued, “So when did you move here to Newport?”

      Noga scratched his head. “Early eighties,” he said. After a minute, he said with more certainty, “It was ’82. Annette was eleven, I remember.” Annette was CJ’s mother.

      “Why did you guys move? Didn’t you like it in Las Vegas?”

      Noga’s expression changed quickly, his smile fading, his eyes more focused. “Some things happened. Just thought it’d be better to be someplace else. There was an opportunity here, so we took it.”

      “You mean with York Street?”

      “Yeah. The York Street Café. We didn’t know squat about running a joint. But we figured it out. Had some tough days, I’ll tell you. But goddamn it, we all get tough days. You’ll have tough days, just you see. But you got to face up to ’em, work your way through. We survived. You will too.”

      No pep talk, please. Let’s get back on track.

      “Did you know I found a copy of your marriage certificate?”

      Noga brightened back up. “No. Really? How’d you do that?”

      “For this project for school. You know, about our family tree. I found it online.”

      “Well, I guess just about everything is on the internet anymore. I’d like to see that.”

      “Here. I’ll show you.” CJ had the FamilyHeritage.com site open on his laptop, which he’d brought with him to the couch, so it took him just a few clicks to bring up the marriage certificate. “Look,” he said once he’d found it. He stood and handed the laptop to Noga, who squinted and tilted his head back, trying to find the sweet spot in his bifocals so he could read what was on the screen. When he got it, he smiled. “I’ll be damned. Look, it mentions my folks, and Little Bull and Donna.” He pointed to the certificate, where his parents were listed, Marcio and Marguerite Matzelini, and the witnesses were his brother, Marcio Matzelini Junior, and his wife Donna.

      “When did you change your name?” asked CJ, noting that Noga’s name was Giuseppe Matzelini on the marriage certificate.

      “Oh, back before we moved up here. Yeah, Jesus. Las Vegas. You could be anybody you wanted back in those days. Not like today; it’s just another town.” He shook his head as he handed the laptop back to CJ.

      “And why did you change it?”

      “Oh, you know. Things happen.” He picked up the newspaper, acting like he was no longer interested. “Easier to spell.”

      CJ wasn’t so sure of that. He had to spell his name every time he gave it out: “Mazza. Two Zs.” He wasn’t ready to end the conversation though. “I see that Nini’s parents weren’t listed.”

      Noga leafed through the paper, ignoring him for a minute. Finally, he said, “Nope. Didn’t know her folks.”

      “Her maiden name was Violet Jones. Where did the Jones come from? Was that her parents’ name?” CJ thought he knew the answer, but asked anyway.

      Noga looked up from the newspaper warily. “No. Like I said, in Vegas—”

      “Yeah, I know. You could be anybody you wanted to be.”

      Noga nodded. “Yep. So . . .Violet Jones.” He held the newspaper, but he wasn’t looking at it; his gaze was focused on something far away.

      “But Noga, if I don’t know anything about Nini’s parents, I can’t write my paper about her.”

      “No. I suppose not.” Noga shook his head as if to bring himself back to the present.

      “She says I should write about you.”

      “Jesus, no.” Noga put the paper down and stood up, alarmed. “People don’t need to read about no Guinea club owner. I’ve had enough of that crap.” CJ knew instantly what caused Noga’s reaction. He had been the subject of several newspaper articles over the years, many referencing the colorful history of the York Street Café, with some hinting that parts of the most colorful bits might not really be history, but still going on.

      “This is just for school, Noga. I won’t write anything bad.”

      Noga sat down. “Still.” He picked the paper up again, looked at the page. “Write about Little Bull. Nobody will know who he is, anyway.”

      CJ shrugged off the idea of writing about Great-Uncle Marcio, Little Bull. Instead, he was more determined than ever to write about Nini. People searched to find their birth parents all the time. He’d seen it on TV a million times. How hard could it be? And then he’d have a surprise for Nini. The people on TV were always crying with joy when they found their real parents. Nini’s parents were dead, of course; they’d be ancient by now. But still. It would be so cool, he thought.

      He returned to his room to look in earnest for clues about Nini and found the task much harder than it looked on TV. He already knew there was no record of her birth on the FamilyHeritage.com site. And FamilyHeritage.com had access to all, or nearly all, birth records in the US. That meant he’d be unlikely to find those records somewhere else. There were no census records either. Nothing about her until her marriage to Noga on May 23, 1970. He couldn’t even find an orphanage in Las Vegas. There had been one, Sunny Acres, but it had burned down in 1960.

      The next morning, CJ asked Nini if Sunny Acres was the name of her orphanage, and if she remembered a big fire when she was about eleven years old. She’d responded by telling him that wasn’t the place, and to drop it.

      CJ wasn’t positive that Nini was being truthful, but after school he continued to look, and found another lead, 4-Bar Ranch, a place for orphaned children located near Las Vegas, which said on its web page that it had been open for sixty-three years. But that meant that it hadn’t opened until 1965, five years after Sunny Acres burned. Nini had probably never lived there—she’d have been sixteen when it opened—but it was possible that they had the Sunny Acres records.

      CJ called the 4-Bar Ranch but got little other than more frustration. The woman he talked to sounded like she was reading from a script that had only one response, no matter the question: “I’m sorry, but the 4-Bar Ranch doesn’t divulge any information about its residents, past or present.” She wouldn’t even tell him if they had the records from Sunny Acres. CJ persisted, and finally got her to tell him that if he were to submit a request in writing, it would be considered “in good time,” whatever that meant. Or he could come by in person and speak to the director, who wouldn’t speak to anyone on the phone about residents. CJ wanted to scream at the woman, but he held his temper and hung up quietly.

      He also tried to reach his Great-Aunt Donna. She was the widow of Noga’s brother Marcio, and they had been the witnesses at Nini and Noga’s wedding. CJ figured that Donna might be able to help him with background on Nini, but she never answered her phone. He even left messages, but she didn’t return his calls.

      CJ sat in a cloud, a black cloud, on Monday night. He felt like he’d hit a dead end with his project, and it had taken a position of importance in his mind that was weighing heavily. It was no longer just a school assignment; it was about his family, his missing family. He wanted, needed, to fill a hole that he hadn’t even known was there. Oh, he’d felt the pain of not having his actual parents in the past, but he had never felt it with such urgency.

      But then he got a Facebook message that proved to be the catalyst for an idea that completely changed his outlook.

      The message—What R U doing spring break? Come 2 Vegas! I promise U fun!!!—was from his cousin Penny Hancock, who lived in Las Vegas. CJ had met her a few times on family trips, mostly when he’d been just a kid. The most recent trip had been three years ago, when they’d all gone for Great-Aunt Donna’s 75th birthday. Aunt Donna (he never referred to her as “Great-Aunt” or Marcio as “Great-Uncle”) and Uncle Marcio, aka Little Bull, were Penny’s grandparents. In fact, it was Marcio who had given her the name “Penny.” Her real name was Nicole, but Marcio said she was too small to be a nickel, she was just a penny, and the nickname stuck.

      At the time of this last meeting, CJ had been about to go into high school, and she was a year younger, still in middle school, and seemed too young to be of much interest to him. However, Penny followed him around that whole weekend, acting as if she really liked him. Before he knew what was happening, she’d friended him on Facebook and Snapchat, followed him on Twitter and Instagram, and was constantly sending him messages, commenting on his posts, and, in general, being a pest.

      A message like the one he’d just received wasn’t unusual—Penny had sent others like it in the past. But this one just happened to hit at exactly the right time to give CJ the perfect solution to his search for family, and his spring break too.
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      Little Bull finally stopped the car, in the middle of the dirt road on a flat spot just below a rise in the dry, prickly desert mountains. “This’ll do,” he said as he turned the car off and turned to look back at Faccio. “Everybody out.” Pointing at Oaf, he said, “Get the shovel from the trunk.”

      “You bet,” replied Oaf, a little too gleefully for Gus, and darted out the right side.

      Little Bull climbed out, waving a flashlight, giving them some light in the desert night.

      Gus shoved Faccio. “Get out, asshole,” he said, as Oaf pulled Faccio’s door open.

      “Gus, goddamn,” said Faccio, whose face looked pale in the dim glow from the car’s dome light. “You ain’t really going to do this, are you?”

      “Got to,” said Gus. Leaning, he yelled out at Oaf, “Hey, watch him, Oaf.”

      Little Bull was taking a piss on the side of the road, and looked over as Gus climbed out of the back seat and stood beside him. “Damn, it’s a long ride out here,” he said. He looked at Gus, who was staring off into nothing. “You okay, kid?”

      “Yeah, I guess,” replied Gus. He wasn’t scared—he would never back down from a fight or duck a challenge. If anything, he was too careless, too eager to rush into danger. But this thing, this was too cold, too calculated, premeditated, emotionless. Gus didn’t like Faccio, but he didn’t hate him, didn’t really feel much of anything about him. Maybe that’s why he was bothered by what he had to do. He didn’t care, and thought he ought to.

      Little Bull looked at him like maybe he sensed what Gus was feeling. He turned and yelled across the car. “Damn, Oaf. I told you to get that shovel.”

      Oaf yelled back. “Yeah, yeah. Just making sure this asshole doesn’t try to run off.”

      “Where’s he going to run?” asked Little Bull, making his way around the back of the car to stand in front of Faccio. “You going to run into the desert? Think you can outrun me? Or the slug I’ll send after you?” He raised his gun and stuck it right in Faccio’s face.

      Gus continued to look out at the desert. Not that he could actually see anything. It was so dark that that it was hard to see where the desert ended and the sky began. But Gus didn’t notice, didn’t really see the dark. He was only vaguely aware of what was being said on the other side of the car—something about digging holes, and Faccio saying he wasn’t going to do it.

      Gus continued thinking about his job, his duty. Not the details, just the weight of it. Then he heard Little Bull. “Gus, you coming?”

      Gus shook his head, kicked the dirt, muttered, “Fuck it,” to himself, and came around the car. “Let’s go. Let’s go. Come on.” He shoved Faccio toward the desert. “Go, go, go,” he said.

      Leaving the road, which was little more than two tire tracks through the rocky ground, the men headed into the desert, with darkness closing in just where the light from Little Bull’s flashlight faded. They walked out 200 or 300 feet and stopped near the base of a large boulder, one of a number of big rocks that had either rolled down from the mountain above them or had been left there by some force of nature. There was just enough light to tell who was who, but not much else. Faccio was the one with his hands tied, and Gus was the one pushing him to go farther into the anonymity of the desert.

      Faccio, turning to Gus, broke his tough guy façade. “What have I ever done to you? Huh? Tell me that!”

      Gus had known Tony Faccio since junior high, where Faccio had been one of a group of kids one grade ahead of Gus who called themselves “The Outfit,” but were little more than the school bullies.

      Gus hadn’t been immune to the bullying, but by the time he got to high school he had been treated with some deference. One reason was that his brother, Little Bull, three years older, was someone you didn’t want to mess with. Another reason was that his father was even scarier than his brother. When Gus had been in eighth grade, his father got some notoriety from an investigation of the casino business, conducted by the FBI and splashed across the front pages by the local newspaper. Reputed to be a high-ranking member of the group that ran several of the big casinos in town, including one of the mega-hotel/casinos being built in the new area known as the “Strip,” Bull had been one of seven who’d been charged with money laundering. He wasn’t convicted, but his reputation was forged as one of the tough guys in town.

      Faccio had been trying to be a tough guy in a tough town since he dropped out of high school. The fact that he was out here in the desert on the wrong end of a gun was a direct result.

      “It ain’t what you done to me,” said Gus.

      “Nah,” added Little Bull. “You just picked the wrong friends, is all.”

      Actually, what had sealed Faccio’s fate was his decision to work for the organization that was about to open the biggest hotel and casino in Vegas—the Mohave—out on the Strip. Operating out of Kansas City, this group had long been a minor player, holding interests in several small downtown casinos. When they decided to make a big play with the Mohave, Faccio had seen an opportunity to improve his station, and moved from Bull’s group, which was managed out of Cleveland and Los Angeles, to the Mohave. That was bad enough, but then Faccio decided to use his knowledge of Bull’s cash run, in which the proceeds of the previous night’s skim from the casinos were literally driven out of town to begin the laundering process. Faccio and several others hijacked the car carrying the cash, killing the two couriers in the process.

      It was Little Bull who’d tracked the hijacking to Faccio, and Bull who’d passed the death sentence. That’s what got Gus to this point, ready to make his own step forward. Movies and books sometimes refer to such a step as becoming a “made man,” but that’s not how Gus thought about it. It was just another step along the path to being “in” the organization. You’re in, or you’re out. Gus was in. Faccio was out. Simple stuff, really.

      Now Faccio started to whine, mumbling something about paying them. Gus was about to tell him to shut up when Oaf interrupted.

      “Do you hear something?” he said, looking up the hill.

      They all held their breath for a second, listening, and even Faccio turned to look up.

      “Damn,” said Little Bull. “We’ve got company.” He pointed up the road. “Someone’s coming.” He squinted, as if that would help him hear better. “More than one someone.”

      Gus could hear it too. A low rumble from somewhere over the crest of the hill. A truck, or trucks.

      Little Bull looked at him. “Get the car. Move it off the road, behind the rocks.”

      Gus stuck the gun back in his belt and took off at a dead run toward the car.

      Christ. Who’d be out here in the desert now? Soldiers, maybe?

      There were several military bases around this part of Nevada, and a big testing range off over the mountains somewhere.

      Maybe just some rancher—or kids, out partying in the desert.

      Gus threw open the car door, slid into the seat, and turned the engine on, but left the lights off. He didn’t want to be spotted by whoever was coming. He glanced up to where the road ran up the hill to a crest, toward the rumble that he could clearly hear now. There was a set of headlights coming over the ridge. Whoever it was would be upon him soon.

      He slammed the car into gear and turned toward the desert, blind in the dark. He hit the gas, spinning his rear wheels in the dirt, and promptly hit one of the scrub bushes that grew out here—about the only thing that did. He backed up to go around the bush, shifted back into drive, but before he could get completely off the road, the truck came barreling down on him, going much too fast for the road and the dark. Then another vehicle appeared over the ridge, this one smaller, going just as fast.

      He was screwed and he knew it. He was out in the open, plainly visible. In fact, his immediate fear was of being broadsided by the truck coming at him, headlights bouncing up, down, side to side, getting bigger by the second.
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      When CJ told Penny he’d like to come to Vegas for spring break, it had taken a whole flurry of messages back and forth before she believed him. Then he made sure she got her parents on board before he talked to Nini. He wanted to have every detail thought out first. He couldn’t afford another fiasco like the spring break trip with Oval.

      He approached Nini when she got home from the restaurant a little past eleven. He figured he’d soften her up first, try to make her feel a little guilty for not taking family vacation trips—that Las Vegas visit for Aunt Donna’s birthday was the last trip they’d made. But Nini didn’t seem moved when he mentioned that fact. She’d always said that they couldn’t travel much because a restaurant couldn’t take care of itself.

      “This is about going to Florida with Oliver, isn’t it?” she asked with a look that said I’m too tired for this garbage.

      “No,” replied CJ, feeling a little smug. “I’ve got a better idea.”

      “Oh?” Nini said, raising her eyebrows.

      “You know how I’ve been working on that project on our family tree?”

      “You mean that one where you keep asking me about my parents, even though I’ve told you I never knew them? That project?”

      “Right. Well, I’ve got a new idea. I’m going to write my report on Uncle Marcio.”

      Noga, who was sitting in his favorite chair across the room, perked up when he heard Marcio’s name.

      Nini looked at Noga. “Did you know about this?” she asked.

      Noga replied, “I suggested it earlier. I don’t want him writing about me.”

      Nini turned back to CJ. “Okay, that’s fine,” she said, as if she got final approval on who he picked. “What’s that got to do with Florida?”

      So CJ explained that he was going to go to Las Vegas for spring break, that Penny had invited him and that she’d cleared it with her parents, Uncle Kevin and Aunt Melissa, and he could interview them about Marcio and get details that would work for his paper. Of course, they weren’t his real aunt and uncle, because they were his grandfather’s brother’s children, but that’s how things worked in CJ’s family. He could also talk to Aunt Donna, who lived in Las Vegas in a retirement home.

      When Noga started to object to the cost of flying to Las Vegas, CJ was prepared. He’d found reasonably cheap flights on Frontier, who’d recently opened some new routes from the Cincinnati/Northern Kentucky airport, and said he’d saved some money for his spring break trip that would just about cover the whole thing. Nini was so impressed she offered to pay the airfare so he could use his money for meals and fun on his trip.

      Nini’s only admonition was to tell him to be careful about what he wrote about Marcio. “Don’t believe everything you read, and don’t dig into what he did for a living,” she’d said.

      “No problem.” And it really wasn’t a problem since CJ didn’t intend to write about Marcio at all. His real plan was to go to Las Vegas and find out who Nini’s parents had been.

      He was confident that if he talked to people in person, he’d be able to get the information he couldn’t find online or over the phone. He’d always been good with people. He had some of Nini’s empathy, or at least that’s what she told him. Being able to “read” people—to have a sense of what they were thinking or where they were coming from—helped him, whether he just wanted them to like him, or whether he wanted to persuade them to agree with him.

      CJ went back to school the next day with renewed vigor. But he suddenly felt very guilty when Oval greeted him, saying, “Dude. We have to find a way to get us to Destin. Jordan so totally screwed us.”

      CJ felt like a jerk when he told Oval he was going to Las Vegas now. “Sorry, Oval,” he said, “but no way Nini’s going to let me go to Destin after Jordan’s dad said he didn’t know anything about it.”

      Oval seemed to take it well. “No problem. I understand. I’ll figure something out, man.” And then, seeing CJ’s guilty-looking face, “It’s not on you.”

      By the time they met up at CJ’s locker after school, Oval had a solution. “I’ll come with you to Vegas! Loose women, dancing girls, casinos, free booze. It’ll be epic!”

      CJ’s reacted first with surprise, then with joy. “Really?” he said, ready to give Oval a bear hug. But then reality slowly set in. He thought about his secret mission. “But it’s complicated. It’s expensive. We have to fly,” he said.

      “Hold on there, Superman,” said Oval, lopsided grin in place. “What makes you think I can’t fly?” He paused a beat, and then gave CJ a good-natured shove. “No, really. I’ve got money saved up, plus my birthday money, plus some from Christmas I still have.”

      CJ pulled his backpack from his locker, his mind racing. “But I’m staying with my cousin.”

      “Hey, I’ll sleep on the floor. No biggie.” He nodded quickly, over and over, literally bouncing in anticipation. “What do you say?”

      “I just don’t want you to get bored or anything. I’ve got stuff I’ve got to do.”

      Still bouncing. “One, it’s not here. Two, it’s Vegas, baby. How bad could it be?”

      So Oval checked with his parents (really) and CJ checked with Nini and Noga, who confirmed with Penny’s parents. Oval got a ticket on the same flights as CJ, and, as he said when he called CJ to confirm everything, “It’s on, baby. The epic trip to Vegas!”
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      The rest of the week went slowly for CJ. He was excited about going to Las Vegas, and about his real mission: to find Nini’s birth records. He asked Mr. Jared for advice on how to find the information he needed.

      Mr. Jared said he admired CJ for tackling the project, but warned him that he shouldn’t get his hopes up, because he was likely to fail to find anything about Nini. He said that FamilyHeritage had access to almost all public records, so if there wasn’t anything on their website, the records probably didn’t exist. He mentioned a couple other websites CJ could check, including the one for the Mormon Church, but he’d talked about those in class and CJ had already checked them.

      Mr. Jared told him not to put all his eggs into the Nini basket, and to make sure he had a backup plan.

      CJ told him he would write about Great-Uncle Marcio if he couldn’t find anything about Nini, and that he’d be researching Marcio on his trip just in case.

      “Since you’ll be looking for birth records and census data that FamilyHeritage doesn’t have,” Mr. Jared had said, “try the local library and newspapers. Look for any mention of your grandmother in newspapers around the time of her birth, and around any significant event, like graduation. Look for her family name. What was her maiden name?”

      “Jones,” CJ replied sheepishly.

      “Oh.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Pretty common.” He shrugged. “But still, give it a try. And check out big hospitals. Sometimes they keep birth and death records.”

      CJ went online that night to find out where he could find libraries, newspapers and hospitals in and around Las Vegas.

      

      Walking into his Origins class on Friday, CJ was greeted with a smiling Mr. Jared. “Guess what I found in my box today,” he said, smiling and holding out a big manila envelope.

      “Really! That’s awesome!” CJ grabbed the envelope, noting the big FamilyHeritage logo on the front. “Thanks, Mr. Jared.”

      He had almost forgotten about the second DNA test, having focused all his attention on the trip to Las Vegas. He tore into the envelope and studied the report. “Look,” he said, “no more ‘Unknown.’” Feeling very relieved to have a “normal” DNA report like the rest of the kids, he held the paper up to show Mr. Jared, who’d followed him to his seat.

      “No more ‘Unknown,’” Mr. Jared said, studying the report. “Actually, it looks like you’re even more Italian than you thought.”

      “Let me see.” Sure enough, it said he was actually 40% Italian. Quickly, he realized that all the “Unknown” DNA on the first report had been included in the Italian total on this one, and the rest of the numbers hadn’t changed. “Weird. But what the heck, at least it’s not ‘Unknown,’ right?”

      “Congratulations,” said Mr. Jared. “Oh, by the way, is there something else in that envelope? I thought it felt a little heavy.”

      CJ flipped the envelope over, shook it, and a square box slid out. The box held an expensive-looking black leather wallet, with a small FamilyHeritage logo embossed on the inside.

      “Very nice,” said Mr. Jared, picking up the wallet. “I guess those FamilyHeritage guys really want to make up for making you take the second test.” He handed it back to CJ. “Just the thing for a guy taking a trip, huh?”

      CJ had to agree. He carried a nylon wallet that he’d had since middle school, so this was a definite upgrade. “Things are really looking up, Mr. Jared.”

      But after he got home that evening, and sat with the two DNA reports, he felt a little uneasy. How could he be 40% Italian? He knew that his dad’s side of the family was mostly Irish and Scottish, because he’d traced the family tree back. He didn’t think there was any Italian blood on that side. So did that mean that Nini was mostly Italian? That’s the only thing that made sense. She didn’t look Italian, but then, Italians probably weren’t all swarthy dark-haired types like Noga.

      Maybe Nini was Italian. She said she didn’t know, so why not? CJ looked Italian, after all. He had what Nini called a “Roman” nose, like Noga, which he thought made him look kind of grown-up, even if it was a little big. He had dark hair, but he wasn’t nearly as dark-skinned as Noga. So he got his coloring from his father, from those Irish and Scottish genes. Nini could still be Italian. Some Italians were even blonde. Noga had said so.
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            Las Vegas, April 2018

          

        

      

    

    
      Las Vegas was hot. CJ could tell from the wisp of outside air that leaked around the opened door to the plane when he stepped into the jetway. It had been warm back home for early April, in the sixties with an occasional seventy over the last couple of weeks, and he knew it was warmer in Vegas—he’d packed all summer clothes, polos and shorts—but he was still shocked at how warm that breath of air felt.

      He could almost hear Nini’s voice. I hope you’ve brought the right clothes for this heat. But of course, she wasn’t there.

      No, but Oval was there. And it was Oval’s voice he heard: “Hot, it’s hot. Dude, it’s hot. Sweeeet.”

      CJ stepped into the wide hallway after clearing the gate, instinctively looking for someone to follow. He’d never flown without Nini and Noga before. He felt foolish. Seventeen and on his own? He could figure it out. He searched for the signs for baggage claim, found one, pointed Oval in the right direction and set off. He was cool.

      As they walked past the security checkpoint, CJ saw a lot of people holding signs. “Smith,” “Dr. Tuttle,” etc. And, sure enough, there was one with his name on it. “Mazza.” Holding the sign was a girl with short dark hair, wearing a yellow blouse and black shorts, looking worried. Could that possibly be Penny, his cousin? She was small, which was how he remembered her. But something about the way she filled out those shorts seemed different. She didn’t look like the annoying little girl with braces that he expected. She’d posted online and sent him probably hundreds of selfies over the last couple of years, but to be honest, he hadn’t really paid attention. He would now.

      Apparently, Oval noticed too. “No way. Is that little hottie your cousin?”

      “Yeah. I think so.”

      Oval leaned toward CJ and whispered, “She is so out of your league.”

      “I know,” whispered CJ back.

      “I may have to step in here and take care of her.”

      “In your dreams.” He shot Oval a dirty look.

      “Hi. Penny?” CJ said aloud as he walked up to her.

      The girl immediately brightened. “Hey, hotshot. Sorry about the doofus sign, but I wasn’t sure you’d remember me.” She tried to hug him, but the sign got caught between them so they ended up doing an awkward little dance step.

      “Sorry. Sorry,” she said as she tried to wrestle the sign out of the way.

      “No problem,” said CJ, smiling. “Of course I remembered you. I mean, we only talk about fifty times a day.” That wasn’t quite true. Penny posted constantly, but CJ seldom posted, and almost never directly to Penny.

      “Oh, that’s just me,” said Penny, still looking flustered. “I get a little carried away sometimes. Sorry.” She gave him a quick smile, and then turned to Oval. “So, stud, you must be Oval. How’s the wrestling career going?”

      Now Oval looked embarrassed. He turned to CJ and said, “You told her I was a wrestler?”

      “Yeah,” CJ said. “It was the only thing I could think of telling her about you that was a positive.”

      “Ha ha.” Oval turned to Penny, who was smirking. “I wrestle on the high school team, you know. And I am pretty good, but it’s a long way from Wrestlemania-type wrestling. I have many more charms that my former friend CJ has apparently failed to tell you about.”

      “Cool. I can’t wait to hear all about them, but first, let’s get your bags and then head up to my house.” Penny pointed down the concourse. “We can take the scenic route.”

      CJ and Oval fell into step behind her. Oval gave CJ a little bump, and a thumbs up.

      The boys had each checked a bag, so they chatted as they walked to baggage claim and waited on the bags. Mostly, Penny chattered away, about how cool it was that they had spring break the same week, and about Vegas—the great weather, how much there was to do, etc. Oval was all over it; everything was either awesome or epic. CJ occasionally threw out a “That’s cool,” but mostly remained quiet while the two of them kept a nonstop stream of chatter going.

      When they got to the car, Penny had another bout of nervousness. “I’ve been driving, well, I’ve had my license for like, months now, and like that, but you know. Well, my mom, this is my mom’s car, she like, let me drive here to pick you up, no problem and stuff. But—you, if you want . . .”

      CJ knew where she was going with this. “Yeah. I’d like to drive, if that’s okay.”

      But Oval thought he should drive. “Not so fast,” he said. “I’m the one who actually owns a Honda, just like this one.”

      “Your old Civic is nothing like this Accord,” pointed out CJ.

      Penny said her parents would be happier if CJ drove. “Because they know him and everything,” she said.

      Oval shrugged and jumped into the back seat. “No biggie. Be easier for me to take in the sights,” he said.

      While he was starting the car, CJ smiled his best and casually said, “Your hair, it’s shorter than last time I was out here, isn’t it?” He wasn’t normally so observant, but he sensed that Penny was uncomfortable, anxious about meeting him. Frankly, he was probably at least as nervous as she was, but he figured if she loosened up, maybe he could, too. Commenting on her short hair was a way to show that he was paying attention to her. He hoped it would help.

      She looked startled, whipping her head around, mouth agape. Before she could answer, he continued, “I like it,” smiling again as he backed out of the parking space.

      “Thanks,” she managed, blushing. “I just got it cut, and . . . well, it’s shorter and everything. I mean, I’ve worn it short for a while now, but, you know . . .” She stopped, throwing up her hands. “Whatever.”

      She directed them north on Las Vegas Boulevard, up the famous Strip. She prattled on, pointing out some of her favorite hotels, talking about them like she was a frequent guest—New York-New York, the Bellagio, Caesars Palace, the two Wynns, and Circus Circus. Oval oohed and ahhed, opened his window and took pictures of the lights and sights.

      It was slow going because the traffic was horrendous, both the cars and the pedestrians creeping along, gawking at the sights and the neon spectacle. It was nighttime in Vegas, nearly ten p.m., but CJ had the sense that things were just getting started. He, however, was tired. With the three-hour time change, it was late for him, and he and Oval had been on a plane or in airports for nearly seven hours by then, so he suggested they cut their tour short and head for home.

      Oval reluctantly agreed.

      Penny lived in a suburb north and west of the Strip. Her house, a Southwest desert stucco two-story with tile roof, looked new to CJ. Penny said her family had lived there “forever,” but when CJ told her his house was over 120 years old, she admitted hers had probably been built only about twenty years ago.

      Penny’s parents were friendly in a welcoming but not smothering way. Melissa was not a big woman, but was mom-shaped, CJ thought. Kevin was tall, with a belly that hung over his belt.

      CJ sensed they might be a little unsure of him, natural since they’d really only met him the one time since he’d been a child, so he made sure he shook both their hands, thanked them for allowing Oval and him to stay with them, and praised Penny for giving him the grand tour of the Strip.

      Oval was also gracious, and, for him, pretty quiet. Maybe he really was tired.

      Mr. Hancock asked about the project CJ was working on. “I understand you’d like to learn a little about Penny’s Grandfather Matzelini,” he said, shuffling his feet and frowning. “What exactly do you want to know?”

      CJ sensed the tension behind the question, so he said, “Well, I’m doing a project for school about family origins. And Noga—my grandfather Gus, that’s what I call him—he’s always talked about how great his brother Marcio was. I’ve already tracked the Matzelini family roots back to Italy in the early 1800s. I want to be able to learn a little about how the family’s heritage had an effect on Penny’s grandfather.” CJ could tell he wasn’t getting the reaction he’d hoped for, so he added, “You know, like the language, the traditions, how they dressed, the food the family ate, stuff like that.” He hoped he wouldn’t have to use any of those things, but the mention of them seemed to relax the Hancocks.

      “Great,” said Penny. “Mom still uses some of the old Matzelini recipes, like for lasagna. Huh, Mom.”

      “Well, that’s true,” said Mrs. Hancock. “The red sauce, anyway.”

      “Cool,” said CJ. “Hey, maybe I could even include the recipe in my report. That would be awesome.”

      Mr. Hancock, though, still looked a little concerned. “Just be careful,” he said, looking straight at CJ with a look that clearly meant he was being serious. “Do not talk about any of the trouble he got into, or what the newspapers said about him. Just keep it to the family stuff.”

      “Don’t worry,” he said. “This is all about family.”

      Everyone loosened up after that, and things went more smoothly. Mrs. Hancock tried to get the boys to eat something, and even after they declined, she served ice cream and cookies anyway, which Oval devoured and CJ nibbled at.

      Eventually, CJ excused Oval and himself, blaming their fading energy on jet lag. Penny’s older brother was away at college somewhere in California, so CJ was given his bedroom on the second floor. Oval got the guest room down the hall.

      The last thing CJ did before going to bed was to text Nini that he’d arrived safely. It was after two in the morning back home, but he knew on a Friday night, Nini would still be at York Street. He didn’t expect her to text him back right away, but she did.

      “A man was looking for you. Are you in trouble?” the text said.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            11

          

          

      

    

    







            Near Las Vegas, July 1964

          

        

      

    

    
      Gus reacted, not thinking, just doing. He tried to drive Little Bull’s car off the road, out of the way of the truck bearing down on him, but he hit a scrub bush. He stomped on the accelerator, trying to drive over the bush, but the engine whined and his rear wheels spun, so he had to back up and go around. Before he could get completely clear, the truck was on top of him.

      It swerved to miss him and fishtailed, back and forth, before tipping and sliding on its side, coming to a grinding stop off the road fifty yards down.

      Gus stopped once he was completely off the road and looked back. The truck looked like it might be military, with a canvas covering over the back. The door opened on what was now the topside, and a man climbed out. Several more people scrambled out of the back. He hoped no one had been hurt too bad in the crash. They’d blame him, for sure, for blocking the road.

      He pulled farther off the road, maneuvering around some big rocks, stopping near the base of a sharp rise. He debated whether he should go back and see if anyone had been hurt just as the second vehicle, smaller, a Jeep maybe, came sliding to a stop just up the road from where his car had been. He saw two men get out of the Jeep and run toward the truck, only to retreat quickly when someone near the truck shot at them.

      A fierce gun battle broke out—Gus could see the muzzle flashes as well as hear the shots—with a steady stream of gunshots from the Jeep, and a few return shots from the truck. Those gunshots scared him—he was almost in the line of fire from the truck, and a stray shot could easily hit him. Or a ricochet off one of the rocks that were all around might come his way.

      Gus jumped out of the car and scrambled back toward where he’d left Little Bull and the others. In the dark and the confusion, trying to keep his head down, he couldn’t find them. They were hiding, no doubt, staying out of the way of the gunfire.

      Up the road, another larger vehicle crested the hill and stopped. It was followed by a fourth vehicle, and soon he could see muzzle flashes from up there, too. Both left their headlights on, pointed generally down toward the action below. It wasn’t enough light to see clearly, but it created shadows, so it was a little easier to make out what was going on. He was afraid it might also make it easier to spot his car.

      He figured he was totally fucked. Who would have thought they’d see anybody out in the dark of the desert? But here he was, in the middle of some battle. Crouching to make himself as small a target as possible, he went back to the car and kneeled behind it, using it for cover. He hoped Little Bull would come to him. So far, whoever was doing the shooting hadn’t seemed to notice him, but he figured someone would eventually spot the car.

      He could vaguely hear the parties yelling to each other occasionally, but he couldn’t pick up what was being said.

      Quickly, the situation got even more complicated. Something— a helicopter, he thought—making a strange noise, a high-pitched whining noise, appeared over the hill. It was soon overhead, with a blinding light shining down onto the desert. It hovered near the overturned truck, on the other side of the road, and then slowly came down, landing a few dozen yards from the overturned truck. As it landed, the downward directed light went out, leaving everything in darkness and shadows again.

      The noise from the helicopter continued even after it had landed, blocking most of the sounds of the gunshots.

      In the shadows, he saw a figure running away from the shooting, away from the overturned truck. He knew instinctively that it was a girl. She ran bent over, trying to avoid the gunfire.

      Unfortunately, the guys near the Jeep saw her too. One of them turned and chased. Her path was taking her roughly toward Gus. The guy had an angle on her, but the girl was fast.

      Gus had not intended to take sides in this battle. Indeed, he didn’t know what the sides were. But when he saw the man stop and hold his gun out, clearly intending to shoot the girl, he reacted. Pulling his gun from his back waistband, and leaning over the car, he aimed for the man.

      Too far for this little pistol.

      Muzzle flash! The guy took a shot, but missed. The girl, sensing the danger, changed course. Now she was coming directly at Gus. She saw something—Gus assumed it was the car—and yelled, but Gus couldn’t hear her over the sound of the helicopter.

      The man started running again, and he, too, seemed to see the car. He fired a second shot wildly while running.

      Gus aimed carefully, waiting until the man got closer. When the man slowed to take another shot, Gus pulled the trigger.

      Bam!

      The man was down.

      So I’m getting my first, after all, and it isn’t Faccio.

      Gus looked up toward the Jeep. The other man up there was standing, facing toward Gus. He’d seen, or heard, Gus’s shot.

      Fuck. Here we go.

      Out of his peripheral vision Gus saw something else moving off to his left. Two men, one chasing the other, were running toward the battle. Their path was farther down the hill from where the girl came from, but was angling up toward the overturned truck. The man near the Jeep apparently saw them too, and turned away from Gus and fired at the running men. One of them, the one who’d been giving chase, went down. In the dark, he couldn’t be certain, but that sure looked like Oaf.

      Damn, Oaf. What are you doing?

      The other man—who had to be Faccio—stopped and went back, leaned over Oaf, and then stood and fired back at the Jeep man. Based on the muzzle flash, Gus figured it was Oaf’s shotgun. They exchanged a couple of shots, and Jeep man lost. Then the running man, Faccio, got up and continued toward the truck.

      At least he took out the guy who’d seen me. But damn, what a fuckup.

      Gus looked around to see if anyone else was coming his way. He couldn’t see anything from up on the hill. Only the girl, who continued to run, coming at him, finally colliding with him, eyes flashing.

      “Help me, help me, help me!” she cried, grasping at him.
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            Las Vegas, April 2018

          

        

      

    

    
      CJ knew Nini was probably busy, near closing hour on a Friday night. But there was no way he could go to bed with that message hanging out there. So he called her. She answered on the second ring, and started with the questions.

      Yes, he’d arrived safely. No problems. The Hancocks were nice. Penny was very nice. Weather was good. Oval was good. Everything was good.

      “But what’s this about someone looking for me?” CJ finally got in. “Who?”

      “That’s what I wanted to ask you,” she said. She hadn’t talked to the man. Yolanda, a hostess who’d been with them at York Street forever, had been at the front when he’d come in around six that night.

      “Yolanda figured he was either a banker or a cop, since nobody else she knows wears a suit. So assuming you’re not in the process of taking out a loan, I have to ask: Are you in some kind of trouble?”

      “Me? Trouble? No way.” His mind raced. Was there any way he could be in trouble?

      “Then why is some cop looking for you?”

      “There is no way some cop is looking for me. That’s just bogus.”

      “You know I can tell when you’re lying to me.”

      “Then you know I’m not lying, Nini. I swear.”

      “Okay, but this is strange. Oh, and one more thing,” she added. “Yolanda told him you were visiting relatives in Las Vegas.”

      “Really?” He didn’t know why that mattered.

      “And she said he seemed very happy about that.”

      “Why?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe he’s some creep. But if he shows up down there, you let me know.”

      Yeah, right. Like a cop from Newport is going to show up on Penny’s doorstep.

      “Love you, Nini,” he said as he closed out the call.

      “Love you always,” she responded.

      The only guy in a suit that he could think of was that guy he’d seen at the school, the one from FamilyHeritage. But he already had the revised DNA results. And they were supposed to be anonymous, weren’t they? How would the guy even know the results were CJ’s?

      No, it had to be something, someone else. A mistake of some kind.

      

      Saturday, the Hancocks had a plan. It wasn’t what CJ had in mind, but he could tell they were still a little unsure about him—what was this boy doing, coming to their home and paying attention to their daughter? What were his intentions, to use the old saying? He couldn’t very well tell them that it was the daughter who’d been stalking him, not the other way around. What were her intentions?

      And what about Oval? They didn’t know what to make of the funny kid with the goofy grin.

      CJ quickly made the decision to go along with whatever the Hancocks had planned, and Oval readily agreed. It turned out fine; the plan involved an outing to Hoover Dam and Lake Mead, including a tour of the dam and a picnic on the lake. CJ tried to be the perfect guest, paying attention to his adult hosts while fending off the attentions of Penny, who seemed to want to tease him constantly. Like, she’d “accidentally” let her hand touch his on the back seat during the drive out to the dam. Then she’d give him a little sideways look, like they were getting away with something. And she’d casually reach over to hold his hand when they were walking behind her parents. He was usually pretty good at reading what was going on with people, but he wasn’t sure if she was playing or testing him. He tried to be nonchalant about it, treating it like a little game.

      Fortunately, Oval kept the Hancocks occupied with a steady stream of questions; e.g., how often did they go to the casinos (never), what shows did they go to (whatever shows someone was willing to give them tickets to), what was the desert like in the winter (beautiful), did they ever almost die from the heat in the summer (it was a dry heat).

      Oval noticed the little games that Penny was playing with CJ and raised his eyebrows a few times but kept his mouth shut about it.

      CJ tried to get Penny off him by querying her parents about Uncle Marcio from time to time. He recorded their responses in a notebook he’d brought along for just this purpose. By the end of the day, which seemed extraordinarily long to him, he felt that all the Hancocks, including Penny, were comfortable that he really was working on a project about Marcio, and that’s what brought him to Las Vegas. He was just a bit worried that he’d have a hard time doing his research on Nini.

      His concern was not alleviated the next day, when Penny made it clear that she had ideas for how they’d spend their time. She had the day planned, and she insisted that she give the boys a big tour of Vegas. More than insisted, she nearly threw a fit when her mother suggested that maybe CJ had his own ideas about what to do, which he did, but he held his tongue when he saw how important this was to Penny. And Oval was up for anything, especially if Penny was going to be there.

      Before they left, Mrs. Hancock made Penny promise to be home in time to go and have dinner with her grandmother.

      Penny’s grandmother, Aunt Donna to CJ, was important in CJ’s plan. He knew she’d known Nini before she’d married Noga, so he was hopeful she’d be able to give him some information that would help him find out who Nini’s parents had been.

      But first they had Penny’s tour, so they left, CJ driving again, back to the Strip. They had brunch at an outdoor café near Caesars Palace. They ate eggs and pastries and talked. Well, mostly, Penny and Oval talked. She rattled on about how great everything was, her school, her friends, Las Vegas, the weather. Oval agreed with everything she had to say.

      CJ decided that Penny was more cute than what he’d call beautiful, with small, fine features, expressive eyes. She had a narrow nose, not the Matzelini hook nose that Nini called “Roman.” Her dark hair was short in back, parted on the side, kind of swept back, and the hair in front tended to fall into her eyes. She’d absentmindedly tuck it behind her ear frequently while she talked. He liked that for some reason.

      The more she talked, the more relaxed she became. There was less of the physical teasing that she’d been doing the day before, although she frequently touched him—a little grab of his arm as she leaned in to say something, or a playful jab when she laughed at something he said.

      She didn’t act the same way with Oval. She’d laugh at him and with him, and clearly enjoyed him, but didn’t engage him physically.

      After they split the bill for brunch they strolled along the Strip, taking in the sights and dodging the crowds of tourists. They sat on a bench near the fountains at the Bellagio and people-watched. CJ started making up stories for some of the more interesting or unusual people they saw walk by. “Look at those two,” he said, pointing out a young couple holding hands. “He just got a job as a mechanic at a local garage, and she’s planning to be a dancer in the show at MGM Grand.” He grinned at Penny, who was shaking her head.

      Oval picked up on the game immediately. “Look over there.” He pointed to an elderly couple. The man, wearing a Hawaiian shirt and shorts that came almost to his ankles, bent over using a walker to help him as he shuffled across the busy street. His white-haired wife tried to hurry him along before the light changed. “Flash forward fifty years, and there’s the same couple, still together.”

      Now Penny laughed. “But what about them?” she said, pointing to a family with both husband and wife pushing strollers and three other toddlers in tow, looking like all of them were about to collapse in exhaustion. “I’ll bet they’re tourists from Utah, and they’re heading back to their room at Circus Circus after a full breakfast at the Cheesecake Factory.” She looked at CJ expectantly, pushing the strand of hair behind her ear.

      CJ laughed, and said, “Pretty good, but too close to what’s probably real.”

      “Like what?”

      “Try this. See, those aren’t really kids. They’re little people who perform in one of the Cirque de Soleil shows. And those two adults aren’t the parents. They’re kidnapping them for their own show, Cirque de Okay.”

      Penny thought that was hilarious and added her own thoughts in between giggles. “Oh, yeah. Cirque de Okay, the one that has shows out at the Holiday Inn by the airport.”

      Oval chimed in. “Right. But it’s not the Holiday Inn, it’s the Motel 6.”

      They all laughed, and riffed on more of the people walking by until one of their targets gave them a dirty look. Then they walked the Strip, occasionally whispering to each other something like, “Look, that girl over there is actually Miley Cyrus in disguise,” or “That dude just robbed a casino.”

      They went into the big M&M’s store, where the whole store sold only stuff with an M&M’s theme, but most of it wasn’t candy. They finally found the chocolate in a showroom on the top floor, with more flavors and colors than they could count, and left with a bag of chocolates each.

      By the time they’d finished their tour of the Strip, including a peek inside at several of the big hotels and casinos, it was afternoon, but Penny’s day wasn’t complete. They got back in the car and drove downtown, where Penny said the whole Las Vegas thing really started.

      Much of the downtown area was a covered mall now, with casinos and tourist shops lining the streets. It seemed a little seedy to CJ, especially after seeing the Strip.

      “Back when your grandfather and mine were, like, our age,” said Penny, ignoring the year separating them, “this was about all there was. The Strip was just getting started, and the casinos down here were big deals. Of course, it was a lot nicer back then.”

      They strolled the mall, and Oval got excited by the big neon cowboy sign, which Penny said wasn’t the original. “That one was much bigger,” she said, “and it was outside, before they had the mall and stuff.”

      Then Penny had what she said was a surprise for CJ. “Mom and Dad wouldn’t probably like this since they’re so hung up on the whole gangster thing, but I think we should go to the Mob Museum, for kicks. And there’s something there that’s really cool. It might even help you with your project.”

      The Mob Museum, just a couple blocks from the mall, was in a restored federal courthouse building. It had exhibits about organized crime and the Mafia, with a special focus on those gangsters who were prominent in the days when Las Vegas was becoming the gambling capitol of the United States.

      Penny paid for their admissions, and could scarcely contain her excitement as they toured the exhibits. Initially, CJ found the museum interesting, especially since he knew that he’d had family members, including Noga, who might have been involved in some of the activities depicted.

      Oval seemed enthusiastic, but CJ could tell he wasn’t really into it. CJ’s interest waned too, when the museum seemed to bog down with stuff about the mob in other cities, like Chicago, that he had no interest in. Penny, though, still seemed excited when she finally urged them past a series of exhibits on the government’s actions against the mob and to another room, where there were a number of framed newspaper articles. Penny ignored all but one of the last, and proudly pointed to a yellowed clipping, with a headline that said, “Mob Shootout In North Las Vegas.”

      CJ frowned, and looked at Penny. There are dozens of clippings like this throughout the museum; what makes this one special?

      Penny said, “Check it out.”

      Just below the headline was a black and white photo showing two men standing over what looked like two bodies on the floor of someone’s living room. The caption said, “Pictured are Captain Jake O’Fallon, USAF, right, with Marcio (Little Bull) Matzelini, Jr., left, at the scene of a mob shootout in which two men were killed. See full article on page A4.” CJ snapped his head around to look at Penny as soon as he read that, his eyes wide.

      “Yeah. Cool, huh?” she said, smiling. “My grandfather, the subject of your project, was in a mob shootout.”

      “Okay. Wow!”

      “That was your grandfather?” Oval asked. “That mean-looking dude there, standing over the body? Man, awesome. Wait ’til we get back to Newport.”

      “Oval,” CJ said. “Seriously. Do not do that. Noga will go nuts if you start spreading stuff around about his brother.”

      “No, I wouldn’t do that,” said Oval, backing off. “But it’s still awesome.”

      He wasn’t going to tell Oval, but there were two things about the clipping that really struck CJ. One was the fact that his grandfather’s brother Marcio was involved in a mob shootout. The other was the date of the newspaper: May 21, 1982. That was the same year that Nini and Noga had moved from Las Vegas to Newport. Noga had said things happened and that’s why they moved. He wondered if this was one of those things.

      “Do you know where the full article is? Is it here someplace in the museum?” He wanted to read more about what had happened.

      “No, I don’t think so. But this is really cool, isn’t it?”

      “Yeah. Really.”

      CJ could tell that Penny was thrilled that he liked the clipping. Maybe too thrilled. She gave him a full hug.

      CJ, distracted and thinking about the possible implications the clipping revealed—and a little fed up with her physical teasing—didn’t respond to her. In fact, he pushed her away and said, “Hey, we’re cousins, after all.”

      Penny stepped back, gave him a look that he instantly read as trouble, and stuttered, “Second cousins.”

      CJ, still not grasping the situation, said, “Still . . .” He had no other cousins but Penny and her brother. He’d thought of them as cousins, never considering that second cousin was any different than a first cousin. That was, in part, a consequence of being raised by his grandparents—he was missing a whole generation. His great-uncle was Uncle Mario. His second cousin was Cousin Penny.

      But Penny looked hurt. She narrowed her eyes and shook her head. Then she turned her back. Standing there, not facing him, she said, “It’s time to go,” and walked toward the exit.

      Too late, CJ realized he’d made a mistake.

      Oval saw it too. Behind Penny’s back, he raised his hands and mouthed the word Boom.

      Yes, thought CJ, that had been an explosion all right. He seldom missed reading people in such a big way. He ran after her, but she continued shaking her head, never looking directly at him on the walk to the parking lot. Once they were in the car, with her driving this time, he said, “We don’t really know each other very well.”

      Oval stayed quiet in the back seat.

      She responded, still not looking at him. “We talk all the time.”

      “Well, yeah, on Instagram and stuff.”

      “So?”

      “What I mean is, I’ve been so focused on this family tree thing, and I see your name over there all the time in the “cousin” position . . .” He actually used air quotes when he said “cousin.” “. . . So I just always thought of you as a cousin, you know? I mean, before I got here and everything.”

      She didn’t respond.

      “So I was so blown away by the stuff you showed me in the museum back there, I just wasn’t thinking.” That was true.

      She continued to drive without comment, so he continued. “Really, I do like you.” That drew a slight glance from her, and a pronounced shake of the head from Oval.

      CJ thought he’d better regroup. “Look, last time I saw you in person, you were about twelve or something, and I just wasn’t ready for the real you, the girl who met me at the airport. Okay?”

      Another uncomfortable silence hung there, until she pulled into her driveway, turned the car off, and turned to him. “Why did you come here?” she asked.

      He didn’t know what to say. He’d probably have done better to say nothing, but instead said, “To do my research for my project. And to see you, of course.”

      She grimaced and said, “You’re so full of shit.” Looking away, she continued, “You’re always like, ‘Oh Mrs. Hancock, your dress is so pretty,’ and ‘Oh Mr. Hancock, you’re so big and strong and handsome—’”

      “I don’t,” he interrupted, his face turning red, from embarrassment or rage, or both.

      She quickly turned to him, pointing a finger and snarling. “You do. You say whatever you think someone wants to hear.” She lowered her voice and growled, “Oh Penny, you’re so hot, I just love you.”

      He wanted to say she was wrong, he never did that, but he just looked at her with his mouth open. Shocked.

      She stopped wagging her finger in his face and leaned toward him. “Well, I see through all that. You want everybody to love you, but you don’t care about anybody but yourself. Let me tell you something: nobody likes a phony.”

      An uncomfortable silence floated between them. CJ had never been called out like that. He didn’t know how to react. He knew Penny was totally wrong, wasn’t she? He wasn’t a phony. He was just trying to be nice to people. If he sensed what people were feeling, wasn’t it good to respond to it? That was different than being phony, wasn’t it? He cared about other people. He was sure of it. Pretty sure. But how could he prove it? After what seemed like a very long time, he said, “I’m sorry. I’d just like another chance.”

      “Whatever,” she said, got out of the car and went into the house.

      Oval reappeared in the back seat. “Wow, dude,” he said. “I don’t think that could have gone any worse.”
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      Aunt Donna climbed into the back of the Hancocks’ SUV, next to Penny. CJ and Oval were tucked back into the third row. Penny had almost refused to come, relenting only after her mother took her into the kitchen, out of earshot from where CJ stood guiltily in the entryway.

      Aunt Donna looked even better than CJ remembered her. The last time he’d seen her had been at her birthday, three years ago. He remembered thinking that anyone turning seventy-five must be near death. But the woman who got into the car at the retirement home (where she lived in independent living, Mrs. Hancock stated loudly) was pretty spry, considering she was nearing eighty and somewhat overweight. She was wearing a flowery dress with a white cardigan, which CJ thought was total overkill given that it was still about eighty degrees out. She gave Penny a kiss and reached back to grasp CJ’s hand and give it a squeeze. “Oh, it’s so nice to see you, Christopher.”

      “YOU TOO, AUNT DONNA,” he said, leaning toward her.

      “You don’t have to yell, dear,” she said, still smiling. “I can hear.”

      He looked up at Mrs. Hancock in the front seat, who met his eye and shook her head. Mrs. Hancock had told him that Aunt Donna didn’t like to talk on the phone because she couldn’t hear. That was probably why she hadn’t answered his phone calls.

      “I’m sorry, Aunt Donna,” he said, confused. “I thought you didn’t like talking on the phone, and . . .” He realized he’d stuck his foot in it there.

      “I don’t,” she said. “I just hate those little phones they have nowadays.”

      Maybe that explained it. He introduced Oval, who said, “Nice to meet you,” without raising his voice, and Aunt Donna seemed to hear him fine. She sat back and participated in chitchat during the ride to the restaurant, mostly about CJ’s arrival and the trip out to the dam the day before. CJ noticed that everyone looked directly at her when they spoke to her, and raised their voice a bit.

      The restaurant, a small Italian café in a strip mall near Aunt Donna’s place, was half empty when they arrived, so the noise level was such that conversation was not too difficult. Everyone with the exception of Penny seemed interested to hear what CJ was going to ask about his project, so soon after they sat down, CJ began his interview. He placed his notebook on the table and started quizzing Aunt Donna. He knew this interview was one of the major justifications for his trip to Las Vegas, and so he’d better make it good.

      He started with general background—how did she meet Uncle Marcio, where did she live, how long were they married—and tried to get Aunt Donna to tell stories. He asked what Marcio was like, and what their life was like in the early days. He moved on to things related to his Italian heritage, because he’d told the Hancocks that was what he was after.

      None of this information was really of great interest to CJ, but he maintained a good front, or at least he thought he did.

      Perhaps sensing that CJ’s heart wasn’t really into this line of questions, Oval interrupted. “So tell me, Mrs. M., was your husband Marcio really in the Mafia, like?” he asked, maintaining his lopsided grin.

      “Why, of course he was, dear,” Donna said before anyone could stop her.

      “No, no, we don’t need to talk about those old rumors, Mother,” said Mrs. Hancock quickly, clearly uncomfortable.

      It was obvious that everybody at the table had come to attention, especially with Donna’s unexpected answer. But Donna pressed on.

      She said, “There’s no harm in just talking, especially now that Marcio is no longer with us.”

      Oval, seeing the opportunity to keep things going, asked, “So was he like the godfather?”

      “Oh, no.” Donna waved her hand. “You watch too many movies, young man. There was no godfather. He was more like a capo, a captain. But in those days, all the casinos were run by some group or family. It was just the way it was.”

      “Epic,” replied Oval.

      Mrs. Hancock again jumped in. “That’s enough, Mother.”

      “I’m just trying to be helpful, dear,” Donna said with a sly grin. “Christopher said he wanted to know all about Marcio, after all.”

      Mr. Hancock asked her to tell some of the stories about Mrs. Hancock as a baby, growing up in the old house. He clearly had some stories in mind, stories that would get them off the Mafia business.

      Donna nodded, thought for a minute, and said, “My, yes. Those were surely interesting times. Yes, they were.” But she went in a different direction than Mr. Hancock probably expected when she said, “Somewhere I have a picture of the three of us girls, and you were just the—”

      “Wait,” said Mrs. Hancock. “What three girls?”

      “Why, you and me and Venus, of course.”

      “Venus?” asked Penny, sounding confused.

      “Oh—Violet, I mean,” Donna said quickly, shaking her head. “We sometimes called her Venus when she was younger.”

      CJ saw the opportunity to learn more about Nini, so he interjected, “So you knew my grandmother a long time?”

      “Yes, yes,” replied Donna. “Such a pretty girl. She was just a child herself when we met her, it seemed. But so pretty. I was jealous, I mean to tell you.”

      “How did you meet?” asked CJ, anxiously.

      “Oh, well, she’s the reason I moved in with Marcio, don’t you know? Yes. It’s true.” She had a way of pursing her lips every once in a while, and she did so now as she lifted her eyes to gaze off into the past. “When Gus and Marcio brought her in, I was so jealous, well . . . I guess I made a scene. My. I guess I did.” She looked back at CJ. “But what was I going to do, I ask you? Let her take over?” She looked over at Mrs. Hancock for agreement.

      “What do you mean, Aunt Donna?” CJ drew her attention back to him. “When you say Gus and Marcio brought her in?”

      “Oh, I don’t know,” she waved off CJ’s question with a flippant gesture. “You’d have to ask Gus. I just knew that she wasn’t going to be the only female living in that little house with those boys, I’ll tell you that.” And she nodded, to put extra emphasis on it.

      CJ wasn’t sure where to go with his next question, but Donna continued on without further prompting. “My, but I needn’t have worried. Violet was just a girl herself, a child, really. So innocent, she wouldn’t have known how to hurt a fly.” She looked wistfully off again, pursing her lips twice before focusing back on her daughter, Mrs. Hancock. “You weren’t even a year old, then. And I’d known Marcio for just a few months. But Violet was a such a godsend, watching you so I could go off to work in that filthy casino.”

      Mrs. Hancock smiled at CJ then, sending a message that he interpreted as Your grandmother was a good person, see. You were lucky to be raised by her.

      Donna wasn’t quite done yet, though. “I cried, really, when she and Gus ran off. That was much later, of course. Right after that nasty business.”

      CJ really wanted to know more, but before he could think of the right question to ask, Mrs. Hancock spoke up.

      “Okay, that’s enough on that, Mother,” she said. “What CJ really wants to know about is Marcio. Tell him more about his Italian side.”

      “Italian side?” Donna replied. “Well, he never talked about his job, but I don’t know if that’s because he was Italian or because he was a man. He did like Italian food, I must say.” As if to add emphasis, she picked up her fork and ate another bite of her ravioli.

      She talked a little more about Marcio, particularly about his parents, but she had to admit that she never knew them well. His mother had been wonderful, but had died when Mrs. Hancock was young, and his father was seldom around. CJ made some notes, but didn’t find much that was of interest.

      Before they dropped Donna off at her home, CJ schemed for a way to get back to see her privately. He couldn’t think of anything better than simply to ask, “If I think of any more questions, you know, about Marcio and everything, can I come by to see you?”

      “Of course, Christopher. Any time. Just not too early, because I have to make myself look presentable in the mornings, and that takes a bit longer these days.” She laughed, and everyone else in the car laughed with her. “Or not too late, because I don’t stay up like I used to.”

      CJ told her he’d really enjoy it if they could talk some more, so they made an appointment for two p.m. the next day.

      “Thanks a lot, Aunt Donna,” said CJ, waving as she went in the door to her building. “You’ve been great.”

      CJ was left knowing more than he ever wanted to know about his Uncle Marcio, and a few new things about his grandmother, Nini. CJ figured that the nasty business Donna referred to was probably the incident he’d seen in the article in the museum, and that could very well be what caused her and Noga to move to Newport. And this was the first time he’d heard anyone refer to her as “Venus.”

      He was thinking hard about how he was going to try to get more from Aunt Donna when one more confusing thing happened. When they got back to the Hancock’s house, he and Oval followed Penny in through the kitchen. He wasn’t even thinking about the big fight they’d had earlier until she turned around and gave him a big smile. “See you in the morning, Sherlock,” she said, and then skipped—yes, skipped—over to the stairs and ran up to her room.

      What was that about? Sherlock?

      She hadn’t said a word to him all night, and now she seemed like everything was cool. She hated him just a few hours before, but now things were good? And she often called him and Oval little names, like hotshot and sport, or stud and show-off. But Sherlock was a new one. He had no idea what was going on.

      Oval wasn’t any help. His only comment was, “Damn. Just when I thought I was going to get a shot at her, she turns around and is all kissy-kissy. How do you figure girls, anyway?”

      CJ had no clue.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            14

          

          

      

    

    







            Near Las Vegas, July 1964

          

        

      

    

    
      As the battle continued nearby, Gus and the frightened girl huddled behind the car. He periodically peeked over the fender at what was happening across the road, and kept his gun ready in case someone else came after them. Just a few minutes after the girl arrived, Little Bull slid in next to them.

      “Who’s she?” he said, leaning in toward Gus to be heard over the helicopter, and nodding at the girl who was sitting next to Gus, shivering.

      She was wearing what looked like pajamas, dark and flimsy, with a drawstring waist on the loose-fitting pants. She sat in the dirt with her hands covering her eyes, as if she didn’t want to see what was happening, her back to the car, pushed as tight against the protective surface as she could get.

      “I don’t know,” said Gus. “She escaped from over there, that truck that’s lying on its side, taking fire. Where were you? Was that Faccio I saw running down the hill?”

      “Yeah, he made a break for it when the shooting started. Oaf went after him. Jesus, what a clusterfuck.”

      “I can’t believe you sent Oaf after Faccio, out into the middle of all that,” said Gus, dipping back below the car. “You know, one of them is down. I think it’s Oaf.”

      “I didn’t send him, dipshit. He just took off after Faccio.” He paused and looked at the still-active battle. “Shit. Oaf was an okay kid.”

      He turned to the girl and asked, “What’s going on out there?”

      The girl didn’t answer, but huddled smaller, pushing even harder against the car and against Gus.

      “No, really,” Little Bull insisted. “Who are these people? Who are you?” He reached over and grabbed the girl’s arm to pull her closer to him.

      Still, the girl ignored him, turning her face away.

      “What do you want to do?” asked Gus, looking at Little Bull.

      Little Bull let go of the girl and looked out at the battle. “Get out of here.”

      “What about Faccio and Oaf?” asked Gus.

      “I don’t know. Faccio isn’t worth chasing. Oaf, well, he’s a big boy. If he’s still alive, he can take care of himself. We’ll check back for him later.”

      Little Bull reached into the car, grabbed the keys, went around to the back and opened the trunk. He leaned into the trunk, hidden from Gus’s view. After a few seconds, he slammed the trunk closed and yelled to Gus. “Get in. I pulled the wires to the tail lights so they won’t be able to see us drive away.” He jumped into the driver’s seat and started the car. There was so much noise from the helicopter that the sound of the car engine had little chance of being overheard.

      Gus stood and opened the back door. He pulled the girl up, realizing that she weighed almost nothing. He pushed her into the back seat, crawled in after her, and pulled the door closed. “Okay, we’re in,” he said.

      “You sure you want to bring her?” asked Little Bull, looking over the seat at the two of them huddling low in the seat.

      “Yeah.” Gus said. He felt extremely protective of the girl. She’d asked for his help, and he was set on making sure she got out of there. “Just drive,” he said.

      Little Bull crept slowly off into the desert. They edged around rocks and trees and cactus, working their way further from the battle.

      After a few minutes, Gus said, “I had to shoot one of them.”

      “Oh, fuck, Gus,” said Little Bull. “One of who? The soldiers? Fuck.”

      “Soldiers? Yeah, probably. He was trying to shoot her.” He pulled her closer to him.

      “Well, all the more reason to get the hell out of here.”

      Gus looked out the back window to see if they were clear yet. “Hey,” he said. “It looks like some of them are getting into the helicopter.” He could see figures running into light that looked like it came from an open doorway.

      The girl sat up and looked out. She gasped, “Oh no. No,” and pushed her hands against the window.

      As they watched, the helicopter lifted, and then rose and flew back over the mountain, leaving them all in silence.

      The girl slumped down in the seat, brought her hands to cover her eyes and cried, stifling sobs, shaking uncontrollably.

      “Talk to your girlfriend, Gus,” said Little Bull. “Find out what the fuck is going on.”
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      CJ struggled to get out of bed the next morning. He’d slept poorly, lying awake, thinking about what he’d learned—and not learned—from Aunt Donna. He couldn’t wait to ask her more about Nini, especially about where Marcio and Noga had met her. He’d bet Donna knew something, and he hoped it was enough to go back to find where Nini had grown up, and maybe that would be enough to find who her parents were.

      It hadn’t only been Nini and Donna who’d kept him awake; it had also been Penny. He went over and over the fight they’d had. Had he really been such a shit, such a phony? He’d never said the things she said he’d said, but wondered if he sounded as ridiculously pompous as she made it seem. Did he treat everybody like that? What about his friends? Did they think he was a suck-up? He’d always been able to sense what people felt, to put himself in their shoes. And he always—or at least often—tried to be nice, to say the things they’d like to hear, or to answer the questions they wanted answered, even if they hadn’t asked them. It was his gift, Nini said. So why wasn’t he feeling good about it now?

      He lay in bed for a long time after he’d finally slogged up to consciousness. He dreaded facing the Hancocks and trying to keep up the charade about his interest in Marcio, but strangely, at the same time, he was anxious to see Penny. What was that thing last night, when she’d smiled at him? Had she forgiven him, or was it something else? He took a long shower trying to somehow divine the answer, but eventually gave up and went out to face the music.

      Mrs. Hancock, dressed in a dark blue pantsuit with cream blouse, was picking things up in the kitchen. She greeted him and told him Oval hadn’t yet appeared. She offered him coffee, which he politely declined, and pointed out where he could find cereal, bread for toast, or eggs if he preferred. He nodded, and glanced over at Penny, sitting on a stool pulled up to the other side of the big island in their kitchen. Penny was watching him, and he couldn’t read what she was thinking.

      “What’s on your agenda today, kids?” asked Mrs. Hancock, looking from CJ to Penny and back, as if they had jointly planned something.

      Penny put the focus on him. “Yeah, Deckard, what’s the plan?” she said, looking at him, still unreadable.

      “Deckard?” asked CJ.

      Penny frowned “The detective dude in Blade Runner? Don’t tell me you’ve never seen Blade Runner?”

      “Oh. Jeez.” He shrugged and shook his head. Turning to Mrs. Hancock, he said, “Well, I’d like to check out the newspaper office first. Then, maybe the library, depending on how much time the newspaper takes. I’ve got an appointment with Aunt Donna at two.”

      Mr. Hancock walked into the kitchen, said, “Good morning,” and then looked at Mrs. Hancock. “You ready?”

      “Yes, dear,” she said, taking her purse from the counter. She turned back to CJ and said, “I don’t know what you could have left to talk to my mother about, but have fun.” The two of them went out to the garage, carpooling today so the kids could use the Honda to get around.

      CJ felt uneasy, alone with Penny quietly chewing on a piece of toast, watching him. She was wearing a white cotton sleeveless blouse with denim shorts, rolled up so they were shorter, and running shoes—definitely a more casual look than she’d sported the previous two days. CJ interpreted that to mean that she had quit trying to impress him. In fact, he wouldn’t have been surprised if she were completely done with him.

      He looked in the refrigerator for some orange juice, but finding none, he opted for milk instead. Downing half a large glass in three quick gulps, he put the glass on the counter and looked at Penny.

      “You want some cereal with that?” she said.

      “Nah. I’ll just have some toast.” The half piece on her plate looked dry. “You have some peanut butter?”

      “In there.” She pointed to the cabinet next to the refrigerator.

      “You don’t have to go with me today,” he said while looking for the peanut butter.

      She didn’t say anything until he turned around. “Hah. And you will get around how?”

      “I don’t know. Uber or something.” He knew how lame that sounded, but he hadn’t thought it through.

      She smirked. “Right. Finish your toast, and we’ll hit the road as soon as your loony friend makes his appearance.”

      As if on cue, Oval appeared, looking wide awake and ready to go. Like CJ, he was wearing a polo and cargo shorts. Nini had refused to let CJ pack his usual array of t-shirts, and he’d passed on the dress code to Oval—collared shirt at all times.

      Oval greeted them with, “What’s up for today, fellow party animals? Hike the desert canyons? Storm a casino? Ravage a hotel buffet?”

      Despite the obvious tension between them, both Penny and CJ couldn’t help but smile.

      CJ responded, “Nothing that awesome, I’m afraid. I want to do some research today.”

      “No biggie.” Oval then nodded toward Penny, as if to ask if she knew what was going on.

      Before they’d even left home, CJ had told Oval about his plan to find Nini’s birth parents. He’d shrugged and said that sounded great. But Penny was still in the dark, thinking the research was about Marcio. Given that he was on rocky ground with her, CJ knew it would probably be better to level with her than risk another blowup if she found out he had been less than honest. But he just wasn’t ready.
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      The ride to the newspaper office was quiet, except for CJ giving directions from Google maps and Oval humming “Viva Las Vegas” in the back seat. CJ had no idea where he stood with Penny. She was here, but the atmosphere was pretty chilly. He couldn’t get any vibe from her, and for him that was really frustrating. It was as if she was waiting—for him to make a mistake, or to commit himself to some course. He didn’t know. He sat paralyzed, mute, stupid, with no idea what to do or say.

      The Las Vegas Review Journal was in a red adobe low-lying building just off the interstate, in a light industrial area near downtown. CJ felt overdressed in his green polo as he watched a stream of men and women enter the newspaper office wearing worn khakis, sweatpants, wrinkled sports coats that would be ugly even if they were clean and pressed, and other various articles that even he thought were disgusting. And based on the fact that these people went past the reception desk and into the offices, they were the employees. No dress code here.

      The receptionist, a middle-aged woman wearing a presentable striped blouse and a pair of glasses that dominated her face seemed nice enough, but had no idea what an archive was. After two phone calls, she sent the trio through a labyrinth of halls, where they eventually found a small office occupied by an older man wearing a narrow tie and a blue shirt that was slightly frayed at the collar. He was seated at a desk only barely big enough to hold the huge old PC he studied through his wire-frame glasses. CJ asked if he was the man to see about the newspaper archive. Rather than answering, he handed CJ a form and said, “Fill it out.”

      CJ sat in the only chair, filling out the information request, while Penny stood in the doorway, watching him, while Oval remained in the hall.

      CJ asked for three things: the full article from the 1982 newspaper that Penny had shown him at the Mob Museum, birth records for Violet Jones for the period 1946–51, and any mention of Violet Jones between 1946 and 1982. As a second thought, he added the same for Venus Jones.

      The man took CJ’s request and read it over. He looked up at CJ, shook his head and said, “Sorry, kid. We don’t go back that far. Anything more than twenty years old, you have to go look at the library.”

      CJ tried to hide his disappointment. He’d already tried the online resources of the library, and knew the online files also went back only about twenty years. He’d have to use the microfilm records, and he wasn’t really sure what they were. But he kept his cool and calmly listened to the directions the man gave them to get to the library.

      After leaving the newspaper, Penny spoke up. “What are you really looking for?” she asked as they walked toward her car.

      “What do you mean?” CJ answered.

      “I mean, you said you were coming to find out about Grandfather Marcio, but that list you submitted back there didn’t have anything to do with him.”

      “Yeah, the article from the museum. That was about Marcio.”

      “But everything else was about your grandmother.”

      “Well, I’d like to find out more about her, too. She was an orphan, you know?”

      “So this whole trip was about her?”

      “No, no.” CJ was caught and he knew it. “Not the whole trip.”

      “God, you are such a liar!” Penny grimaced and got into the car, slamming the door after herself.

      “Dude, I told you,” said Oval, giving CJ an I-told-you-so look. “You take her for granted, and she does not like that.”

      “I wasn’t prepared for this.”

      “Yeah, you weren’t prepared for her,” Oval said, pointing to Penny in the car, ignoring both of them. “She really wants you to like her.”

      “I think she wants more than that.”

      “Right. She wants you to respect her, too.”

      CJ nodded. “You’re probably right.”

      “I know I’m right. And if you can’t do it, I’m ready to take over. Don’t know what she’ll think about it, but I’m game.”

      “No, get in the car,” CJ said, opening the passenger door. “Let’s go.”

      Once in the car, CJ looked over at Penny. He closed his eyes and started talking softly. “I never knew my mother and father, you know. Not that Nini and Noga haven’t been good to me—they have. They’ve been the best parents you could ever ask for. But still . . .” He paused, not sure where he was going with this. It was not something he planned, not something he’d ever thought of saying.

      He continued, staring out through the windshield. “I wonder what my mother was . . . what she smelled like. Whether she laughed just like Noga. Whether my dad would’ve missed playing with his son in the yard. Just, you know . . .” He looked at Penny, who was sitting silently behind the wheel, her eyes wide, her mouth open. “. . . I just wanted to know them.”

      Penny looked at him, her eyes narrowed.

      CJ gulped, blinked and said, “So then I get this stupid project, and Nini doesn’t know her parents either. So we’re supposed to be this family only we’re missing half of it. It’s not fair, somehow. I want more. I want Nini to have more.” He shrugged. “I don’t know. I’ll probably write my report on Uncle Marcio. I have enough stuff on him, probably, to do it. But wouldn’t it be cool if we could find out who Nini’s mom and dad were? Maybe it would just be a name. But maybe we could find out where they came from, what happened to them. Maybe it would give her a sense of where she came from, give her a family. Wouldn’t that be cool?” He looked at Penny, wondering if he made any sense at all.

      Penny nodded. Slowly. Touched CJ’s hand. “Yeah,” she said. “That would be cool.”

      CJ glanced back at Oval, and he nodded to him while mouthing the words, “Good job.”
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      The library was in another red adobe building, just east of the Strip. As at the newspaper office, they had no trouble finding a place to park on the street, and they soon found their way to the periodicals section. CJ approached the girl at the desk who was not much older than Penny, he noted, but not nearly as attractive, with long dark hair that lay flat, like it was in need of a good wash. She was wearing a “Library Assistant” badge on her white blouse. He told her what he wanted, and she, too, gave him a form to fill out, only this one was a quarter-page, on green paper. She told him, “One request at a time.”

      He filled out the date and publication for the article from the museum and gave it to the assistant, who told him it would be just a few minutes.

      While waiting, the trio sat in wooden chairs at a very large library table that had a half-dozen chairs arranged around it. CJ noted that there were ten or twelve people scattered around the large room, seated at tables like theirs and in comfortable-looking armchairs. The library at home was a lot older, he surmised. This one was new, modern, contemporary, not how a library should look, it seemed to him.

      The people themselves were mostly older, mostly men, and included a couple who looked like they could be homeless. There were two girls who looked to be in high school or maybe college, seated at two of the three large computer screens on small desks along the far wall. On the other end of the room, large shelving units formed what CJ knew to be the “stacks,” or at least that’s what they called them in the Cincinnati library.

      It was quiet, this being a library, and all three kids sat with their phones, checking out their respective Facebook, Twitter and other social media sites. CJ was tempted to post an Instagram of the library, knowing he’d get instant feedback from Jordan, who was probably lying on a beach somewhere in Florida, if he was even out of bed by now. But he decided not to, sure that Jordan would be quick to make some snarky remark, comparing the library to the beach.

      Oval apparently didn’t have the same reservation, for he quickly showed CJ a text from Jordan. It showed a close-up photo of a girl’s tattooed thigh. “Doing some reading here too,” it said.

      Oval snapped his fingers in front of Penny’s face, took a quick photo of her surprised look, and sent it back. “Not suffering here. LOL,” he said.

      After about ten minutes, they got the article that CJ had asked for. Unfortunately, it was on microfilm, and the library assistant had to show them how to insert the big cassette into the reader, a large machine that sat on a table over near the computers. The librarian told him he could insert dimes to print out pages, or he could use a USB drive to save copies. After a few minutes of instruction, he was able to scroll through the microfilm to find the date he was looking for, and then to the page with the article.

      The article said that there’d been a gunfight at Marcio’s home. Authorities suspected that it was mob-related, but Marcio claimed he had been attacked and was merely defending himself and his family. However, when the police arrived they found no family present. Only Marcio, who was referred to as “a lieutenant in the syndicate,” and the two dead men, identified as “Tony Faccio, a known mobster,” and “Victor Ernst, a former US Air Force officer.”

      CJ felt the same sense of discovery that he’d felt when he saw the clipping at the museum. But the more he thought about it, the more he realized that about the only new thing was that Marcio claimed he’d been protecting his family. CJ wondered who that would be—Aunt Donna was obvious, but he wondered if Noga and Nini had been there too. Was anyone else involved in the gunfight, or did Marcio shoot these two guys all by himself?

      He asked Penny what she knew about the shooting, and she said she knew nothing.

      “Well, I’m going to ask Aunt Donna this afternoon,” said CJ. “This is probably what caused Nini and Noga to leave Las Vegas, so there’s more to it than what’s said in the article.”

      Penny had a couple of dimes, so they printed out the article and the photo from the front page.

      At first, the rest of their information search at the library went poorly. The library assistant told CJ that there was no way to do a search for birth records or mentions of someone’s name in the old newspapers. All he could do was to get the old microfilm of newspapers and scroll through them himself, reading each day’s paper for what he was looking for. When CJ expressed his frustration, inadvertently using a word seldom heard in the library, the assistant disappeared through a door behind the information desk. She appeared a minute later with an older black woman sporting a “Supervisor” badge.

      “Can I help you?” she asked, smiling, but looking at them warily as she did.

      Perhaps it was that the supervisor looked to be nearly as old as Nini, or maybe it was her graying hair or the old-fashioned dress she wore, or perhaps it was just that CJ sensed something about her, but he babbled out his whole story, about his project, that Nini was an orphan, and that he didn’t have parents. At that point, she suggested that they sit down at one of the tables and devise a plan.

      The four of them talked quietly, with Penny and Oval participating as if they had been part of this quest all along. The supervisor told them to call her Ms. Parsons, and listened carefully to everything they had to say. Unfortunately, she confirmed that the newspaper archives older than twenty years were not searchable, just as the assistant had said. She suggested an online search looking for mentions of past events so that he would have a date to match old newspaper editions, but admitted that would be very time-consuming. She made some other suggestions, but they were things CJ had on his list and had tried, such as FamilyHeritage.com, the heritage website of the Mormon Church, and the local newspaper office. She said they could try to get birth records from hospitals. CJ had that on his list, but didn’t know where to start since there were at least seven hospitals in Las Vegas. Ms. Parsons told them of two to try first, because they’d been around the longest.

      Oval was the one who asked about orphanages.

      Ms. Parsons raised her eyebrows. “Orphanages, eh? I’m sure we have them, or had them at one time.” She led them behind the information desk, where she used a big desktop computer to search. But whether or not she searched anything different than what CJ had done with Google, she came back with the same result.

      “Are you sure that the orphanage was in Las Vegas?” she asked. “I can’t find anything that would have been operating through the 1950s or ’60s. There might have been something in Carson City. Do you think that could be it?”

      “I don’t think so, but I don’t know for sure,” answered CJ. “She said Las Vegas, though.”

      Ms. Parsons worked a few minutes longer at the computer, but then looked up and said, “I’m sorry, but I can’t find anything here. Why don’t you go check out those hospitals, and I’ll keep searching? If I find anything, I’ll call you.”

      CJ gave her his cell number and thanked her for her help. He was discouraged as he headed out for the car.
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      Once the helicopter left, the desert was quiet except for noises of the vehicles moving around the battlefield. Little Bull carefully, slowly, edged his car farther away into the desert. Fortunately, they soon topped a rise and disappeared from the view of the men, so he felt a little more comfortable and picked his speed up slightly.

      Gus was afraid the men would hear them, especially when Marcio gunned the engine to go up a rise or when he had to brake suddenly to avoid some danger hidden in the dark. He could still hear voices occasionally through his open window, and then truck engines, which he interpreted as a sign the men were leaving.

      The girl shivered next to him in the back seat, her feet on the seat, her knees hugged to her chest, her head buried in her arms.

      Periodically, Gus tried to talk to her, but she didn’t respond. After the truck engine noises receded, he asked Marcio if they should go back to look for Oaf and Faccio.

      Little Bull responded, “If we can make it all the way to the bottom of this hill, I think we’ll find the road. Then we can decide if it’s safe to go check.”

      They continued inching through the desert, down a gradual incline. More than once, Gus had to get out to move some obstruction or scout for a way around a steep ridge or big rock, using a flashlight to guide them. Marcio refused to turn on the car headlights even when they were a couple miles away from the battlefield.

      The girl hated it when Gus got out. She snuggled her back up tight against him when he returned, but still didn’t talk. She continued to shiver, even though it was warm in the car. Gus put his arm around her to comfort her, and she snuggled against him. He felt very protective, even though in the dark he couldn’t really tell if she was twelve or twenty.

      After more than an hour of working their way through the desert, they reached the road that they’d taken when coming in. Little Bull turned to Gus and asked, “Want to keep going, or check back?”

      “Don’t you think we should go back?” Gus answered.

      The girl reacted badly. “No, no. Don’t take me back. Don’t take me back.”

      “Well, well,” said Little Bull. “She can speak. Back where, sweetie?”

      “Back there!” she cried. “Back there.”

      “Where is there? Where were you running from?”

      “From them! Them!”

      “Who are they? What do they want with you?”

      “Those men! Don’t take me to those men.” She cried hysterically now.

      Gus hugged her, tried to comfort her. “Don’t worry,” he said. “We won’t take you back.” Turing to Little Bull, he said, “Let’s get out of here. We have no idea what the hell was going on up there, and she doesn’t want to go back. I don’t like leaving Oaf, but I sure as hell don’t want to get caught, either.”

      Little Bull didn’t say anything right away. He was probably going through the alternatives in his head. Then he said, “Yeah, let’s get going. Question is, what do we do with her? Doesn’t look like you’d want to just dump her out here in the desert. So I guess we should take her back to my place. Maybe she’ll talk a bit after she gets a shot or two of Jim Beam and maybe a little sleep.”

      “Okay. Sure. Let’s go to your place. Sounds good.”
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      On the way to the first hospital, CJ, Oval, and Penny stopped at a Wendy’s for a burger and fries. As they sat down to eat, Penny made fun of CJ’s polo shirt, which she said looked like something her father would wear.

      CJ agreed, but said that her father would wear it tucked in, which made all the difference.

      Penny shrugged.

      Through a mouthful of fries, Oval commented. “Glad you guys are friends again.”

      Penny ignored him. CJ nodded, but kept his mouth shut.

      The hospital turned out to be another dead end. They waited for over thirty minutes to talk to a very thin, very efficient Hispanic woman in the administration office, only to be told that the hospital did not keep files of births and deaths. The county kept those records for all the hospitals. Any records from back in the ’40s and ’50s would have been turned over long ago. Further, she added that she knew those county records were all available on familyheritage.com. Her husband had done a big family tree a few years earlier, and had found all the Las Vegas records readily available. “So if you’ve checked there,” she said, “and you can’t find it, then it doesn’t exist.”

      Back in the car, Penny said, “Bummer. We should get over to my grandmother’s place.”

      CJ agreed. “Yeah, that took longer than I expected, and we got nothing. It doesn’t look like going to any more hospitals are going to pay off.”

      Oval was looking at something behind them.

      “Hey, guys,” he said. “Have you noticed that car before, the white Cadillac parked right behind us?”

      CJ and Penny turned around to look. “Are you kidding?” she said. “A white sedan. Like there aren’t any other white sedans around.”

      “No. I saw that car before, back at the library.”

      CJ said, “That car? You’re sure it was that car?”

      “Yeah. That car.”

      “They all look alike,” Penny said. “How do you know?”

      “There’s something about it, something that caught my eye.”

      “Who’s driving?” asked CJ. The bright midday Vegas sun was shining down on them, and the glare off the windshield blocked any view of the interior of the car.

      “I don’t know. Just some guy.”

      “Pull out, CJ, and see if he follows us,” said Penny.

      “Look, he’s turning our way,” said Oval, watching as the car pulled into traffic two cars behind them.

      “He only had two choices, doofus,” said Penny, “left or right.”

      “Doofus?” said Oval, sounding offended. “Is that what our relationship has become? Really?” He paused a second, and then added, “What is a doofus, anyway?”

      “It’s like a dork or a nerd, only not as smart,” responded Penny. “It’s something my dad says. And look, your car didn’t follow us around the corner.”

      Oval looked back at the car, going straight at the intersection they’d just passed. “I’m not kidding. I’ve seen that car before.”

      “Okay, doofus.”

      Donna was in a good mood when they got to her place. Dressed more casually in a pair of black pants and a colorful pink and aqua long-sleeved blouse, she looked younger and seemed more energetic than she had the night before. She was overjoyed that they’d come, and it was hard for CJ to ask questions, because she talked nonstop. At one point she chided Oval good-naturedly for calling her Mrs. M.

      “Who’s this Missus Em you keep talking about?” she said. “You can call me Grandmother, or Granny Matzelini, or Aunt Donna, but I don’t know any Missus Em.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” replied Oval. “Or, I mean, yes Aunt Donna.”

      She’d brought a box of photos down to the lobby, where they sat around a small round table. The photos were almost all family shots, showing Penny’s mother growing up, and there were quite a few with Penny and her brother when they were small. Donna had a story to tell about almost every picture, and she tended to elaborate on those showing Marcio, because that’s what she thought CJ was most interested in.

      CJ found an opportunity when Donna showed a picture with Gus and Violet, posing with her and Marcio in front of a large neon sign that said, “Cactus Bloom.”

      “Wow,” he said, “you all look so young in that one.”

      Donna turned it over and looked at the back, where a date was written. “Yes, that was in ’66. Before Violet and Gus got married, I believe.”

      “Yeah. They got married in ’70,” said CJ.

      “That was the casino we worked at, the Cactus Bloom.” She was ready to pull out another photo, but CJ reached over and grabbed that one.

      “So 1966,” he said, looking more closely at the photo. “That must have been about the time that you all met.”

      Donna smiled at him. “Well, I’d known Marcio for a while by then, and Gus, he was living with Marcio most of the time. I guess Violet I’d known about a year or two.”

      “Where did she come from? Nini—or Violet,” CJ stammered. “I mean, where was she before?”

      “Oh, I don’t know, believe me,” said Donna, holding her hand up to her heart. “One day she was just there.”

      “But she had to come from somewhere,” said CJ. “People don’t just magically appear out of nowhere.”

      Seeing his look of disappointment, Donna continued, “Well, she always said she was a runaway, escaped from some horrible place. I expect that’s what she’s said to you.”

      “Something like that,” admitted CJ. “Only she said she grew up in an orphanage. She never said anything about running away.”

      “I don’t know,” said Donna, shaking her head and pursing her lips. She leaned forward and looked around at each of them, as if she was about to confide in them and didn’t want anybody to overhear.

      “See,” she said quietly, “Marcio told me that he and Gus had found her. She was escaping from something.” Now she leaned in even closer. “But it sounded more like a prison break than some orphanage.” She sat back, looking pleased with herself. “At least,” she said in her normal voice, “that’s what Marcio told me. But you know what I think.” She leaned in again and waved her fingers at them so they’d get closer.

      CJ leaned in and looked around, wondering if his eyes were as big as Oval’s and Penny’s.

      “See, the thing is,” whispered Donna, “Marcio said that Violet was escaping from some military outfit. It was dark, he couldn’t tell who they were, but they had uniforms. And guns, and helicopters and whatnot. It sounded like a horrendous ordeal; it’s no wonder she was so shaken up.” She leaned back, and then leaned in again and whispered even more softly. “I always thought she was a Russian spy. You know, one of those ones who live here and try to pretend they’re Americans. Only she was caught, along with a bunch of others. Maybe even her folks, I don’t know.” She nodded, raised her eyebrows and smiled again.

      “Wow,” said Oval. “That’s really something, Mrs.  . . . um, Aunt Donna. We’ll be sure to keep your secret—we’ll never tell CJ’s grandmother what you said.”

      Donna threw out her hands. In her normal voice, she said, “My lands, tell her whatever you want. I’ve had this same conversation with her, believe me.”

      “What did she say?” asked Penny, blinking.

      “She laughed at me,” Donna said, almost laughing herself. But then she turned serious again. “Of course, what would you expect? That she would admit it? Ha.” She clearly enjoyed having a rapt audience.

      “Why would you think she was a Russian spy?” asked CJ. “Did she have a Russian accent or something?”

      “No, no. But it was the sixties, you know. Middle of the Cold War. The Russians were the bad guys, the evil empire. So if you were a military prisoner, then it was most likely that you were a Russian. At least, that’s how it seemed to me.”

      “Sure. Makes sense,” said Oval, stroking his chin.

      “Plus, you know,” Donna continued, “there were government types, FBI and whatnot, hanging around for years.”

      That didn’t quite make sense to CJ. “Are you sure the FBI wasn’t hanging around because of the mob stuff?” he asked.

      “Well, that’s what Gus and Marcio used to say, but I’m not sure. Of course, I never really knew what Marcio was up to; he never brought his work home with him, never talked about it.”

      Donna shook her head, looked around at the kids, then up at the clock. Deciding that it was time to move on, she grabbed a handful of pictures out of the box and started thumbing through them, looking for something else to talk about. “What else can I tell you about Marcio?” she asked.

      CJ had almost forgotten about the article he’d found at the library, but Donna’s query reminded him. He reached into his backpack and pulled out the copy of the article, and handed it to Donna, confident that her mood seemed right for it. “We found this at the library this morning, Aunt Donna, and wondered if you could tell us what happened.”

      She looked it over, reading it carefully. As she neared the end, she started nodding. “See, this is what I was talking about. These awful men attacked Marcio and Gus. And Violet and Annette were . . .” The memory was clearly upsetting. Holding up the article, she said, “See, this thing implies that this was some mob thing, some shootout between gangs. But it was the government. It was”—she looked at the article again—“this Victor Ernst who was behind it.”

      “Did you know Victor Ernst?” asked Oval.

      “I don’t think so, but I can’t be sure that he wasn’t one of the ones giving us a hard time over the years,” answered Donna.

      “So what happened at this shootout?” asked CJ, pointing to the newspaper clipping.

      “I don’t know. But it was ugly.”

      “You said something about Violet and Annette,” said CJ. “Were they there? My mother would have been a little girl.”

      “Yes,” Donna said. “They were there, but don’t tell anybody I said so. Because officially, they weren’t. Marcio just didn’t want to have them be questioned by the police, or go through any of that. Gus, neither.”

      “So Gus was there? Noga?” asked CJ.

      “Oh yes. That’s where Gus and Violet lived. Marcio and I had moved to another house, not far away. But officially, this was still Marcio’s house.”

      “And was this why Gus and Violet left Vegas?” he asked. “Because of what happened?”

      “They left soon after. You can draw your own conclusions.”

      The picture wasn’t clear for CJ. “But why would some mobster and an Air Force guy come after a Russian spy? I’m not sure I understand.”

      “No, I never did either, Christopher. I don’t think we’ll ever know.”
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      Leaving Aunt Donna’s, the three intrepid researchers were bubbling. They clambered into the car and CJ drove off, headed for Penny’s house.

      Penny said, “This all makes so much sense.”

      “Epic,” said Oval. “Your grandmother, a Russian spy.”

      CJ, who was driving, said, “I don’t know. I don’t think she was Russian.”

      “Why not?” asked Penny.

      “Yeah,” added Oval. “I think you should call her, and say Dos Verdanya, or whatever that is. See what she says.”

      “Dasvidaniya? You mean ‘goodbye’ in Russian?” said Penny, throwing a withering gaze at Oval in the back seat. “That’s all you got?”

      “Guys,” said CJ. “She can’t be Russian. I’ve had my DNA tested, remember? And I have almost no Russian genes.”

      Oval had a solution. “Maybe she wasn’t Russian originally. Maybe she was Bulgarian or Estonian, or one of those.”

      “Or, better,” said Penny, “maybe she was recruited by the Russians, but wasn’t Russian herself.”

      They were on a roll. Oval said, “Or, listen to this. Maybe her parents were recruited somewhere else.”

      “Yeah, like in Italy or something,” said Penny.

      “Right. In Italy,” said Oval. “That accounts for all the extra Italian DNA stuff in you. Then her parents came here to do their spy stuff.”

      “Aunt Violet probably wasn’t even guilty herself,” said Penny.

      “Sure,” said Oval. “Her parents didn’t escape . . .”

      “No, they were, like, executed or something,” said Penny.

      “Right. And that’s why she can’t tell you about her parents. She’d get caught if anyone knew her parents had been spies who were executed.” Oval seemed quite pleased with this whole thing.

      CJ, though, wasn’t quite so pleased. “I don’t know,” he said. “This changes everything. Now I don’t look for orphanages, I look for . . . what? Military prisons?”

      Penny said, “Or prisons of any kind. Do spies have their own prisons? I bet not.”

      “So then we look for prison breaks?” asked Oval, scratching his head. “Is that what you’re saying?”

      “Look, the library is open for a while this afternoon,” said CJ. “Let’s go there and talk to Ms. Parsons. Maybe she’ll have some ideas. We can also get on their computers to do online searches.”

      “Okay, sure,” said Penny.

      “Give me some directions to the library,” said CJ.

      “And I’ll start searching for prison escapes on my phone,” said Oval.

      By the time they reached the library, Oval and Penny had each done multiple searches on their phones for things that related to prisons, prison escapes, and spies, but found nothing that they could say was helpful or related to CJ’s grandmother.

      “There are very few spies who have been caught and sent to prison,” said Oval. “Just a few, and they’re famous. Not to me, but the things I read in Wikipedia say they’re famous. None sound like they could be your relative.”

      Fortunately, Ms. Parsons was at the desk in the periodicals section.

      “I’m afraid I haven’t found much new about orphanages,” she said when the kids came up to the desk.

      “Oh, that’s okay,” said CJ. “We’ve got some new leads, and we’re not sure how to proceed.” He told her about Aunt Donna’s theory that Nini had escaped from something other than an orphanage. Maybe a prison. And that she might have been a spy.

      When CJ had finished, Ms. Parsons stared at him for a second, her mouth partly open, frown lines on her otherwise smooth forehead. “Do you mean to tell me,” she said, “that you think your grandmother escaped from prison where she was being held for espionage? And that is more likely than that she ran away from an orphanage? And that she has remained on the loose for all these years after her prison escape?”

      “Well, yeah, I guess,” he said, knowing it sounded dumb.

      Ms. Parsons looked at Oval. “And you agree with this?” she asked him.

      Oval, for once, didn’t speak. He nodded and shrugged.

      Ms. Parsons turned to Penny. “And you?”

      “It sounded better when my grandmother said it,” answered Penny. “But she should know. She was there.”

      “And she said CJ’s grandmother was a spy who escaped from prison, huh?” Ms. Parsons shook her head. She wasn’t buying it.

      “Yeah, she did,” said Penny, but not with any conviction.

      CJ said, “Look, could we pursue both? We haven’t had any luck with orphanages so far, so why don’t we try the prison thing, too? Just to see if there’s anything out there.”

      Ms. Parsons shrugged. “Sure. Why not? So when would this prison break have happened?”

      “Mid-sixties. Same time period as we were looking at before,” said CJ. “That’s when my grandparents met.”

      “Only now you’re looking for something other than your grandmother’s name,” said Ms. Parsons. “How about the trial? When would she have been sent to prison?”

      CJ looked at Penny, and then at Oval. They both shrugged. They hadn’t thought about that.

      “Some time before, but I don’t know. Could have been any time before,” said CJ.

      “It seems to me that if she were a child, she wouldn’t have been sent to an adult prison,” said Ms. Parsons. “So I think I’d stick to a period close to when you think the escape took place.” She looked at each of them, as if for agreement. They each nodded approval.

      “Okay, then, so you have birth records to look for in the late forties, all this new prison spy stuff in the mid-sixties, and what was that other thing . . .” She looked at the notes she’d made from the last time they’d met. “Yes, anything you can find in 1982 around the time of that article you found in the museum. Is that about it?”

      “Yeah, that sounds good,” said CJ.

      “How many months do you have to look through all the material?” Ms. Parsons asked, looking at CJ with a slight grin.

      “Months?” he said.

      “Well, my boy, it’s one thing to look for something specific, like you did with that article earlier.” She leaned forward. “You knew the exact date the article was printed, and it didn’t take long to pull the microfilm for the newspaper for that date, scroll through and find the article. But now you have years to look through, and no specific dates or events. If I pulled the microfilm for just one year, how long do you think it would take you to look through one year’s newspaper editions? That’s 365 newspapers. For just one of the years. And just one newspaper.”

      “I . . . I don’t know,” answered CJ. “A long time?”

      “Right. A long time.” Ms. Parsons leaned back like she was exhausted.

      Oval asked, “So what do we do?”

      “You can get on Google and start searching for espionage trials and prison escapes.” She shook her head. “I don’t know. You’d have to be really lucky to find anything.”

      “Yeah, we did some searching already, and couldn’t find anything,” said Penny.

      “With something as epic as a spy breaking out of prison, you’d think it’d be famous, like, and easy to find,” said Oval. “But it doesn’t come up on any searches I’ve done.”

      “That’s one reason I can’t believe your grandmother is involved in something like this.” Ms. Parsons said.

      CJ, feeling the frustration of the reality of never finding anything about Nini, asked, “If you were me, what would you do?”

      “I think I’d focus on orphanages, and records of orphans,” said Ms. Parsons. “I’m so sorry I haven’t given you more hope.” She pushed her chair back and started to stand, but then frowned and sat back down.

      “I do have one more thought,” she said. “There’s a fellow who’s a regular here. He does a lot of reading of old newspapers, magazines and books, and he’s been very interested in that period, the mid-sixties. Especially 1964–65, I think.” She looked up, like she was thinking. “I seem to recall some interest he had in looking at material from the late forties too, come to think of it.” She looked back at CJ. “Anyway, if anybody knows about something unusual going on, he’d be the one I’d ask.”

      Feeling buoyed by even a hint of good news, CJ said, “Yeah?”

      “Yeah,” she responded, smiling back. “If you could come in the morning, he’s nearly always here on Tuesday mornings, and usually Friday morning, too. Why don’t you try that?”

      “Okay, I will.”

      “Come around nine or so, and he should be here. I’ll introduce you.”

      “Great. Thanks.”

      “Okay. But now, one thing,” she said with a note of caution in her voice. “He’s a little . .  uh, eccentric, shall we say. He’ll admit to being a crackpot. But he has a good heart, and as I said, he’s gone over every newspaper and magazine published during those times, and about those times, and chased down every reference. I don’t know what he’s been looking for, or if he’s found whatever it is. He has, uh, particular interests. Maybe even peculiar interests. Well, you’ll see.”

      Once out of the library, CJ asked Penny and Oval what they thought.

      “I don’t know,” said Penny. “This guy sounds a little scary to me.”

      “I think we have to talk to him,” said CJ. “He may be able to help. And we need help.”

      “Well, while you’re thinking,” said Oval, “I propose that we head to the Strip, get some ice cream, play some blackjack in the casino of our choice, and thereby prepare ourselves mentally for whatever it is that we’re going to be doing tomorrow.”

      And that’s what they did. All but the blackjack thing, anyway, which went afoul when Oval sat at a table at Caesars Palace and slapped down a $5 bill. The woman dealer looked at him out of the corner of an eye, barely lifted a finger, just enough to wag no, no at him.

      “Told ya that you had to be twenty-one to gamble, high roller,” said Penny when they were back on the street.

      “Hey, it was worth a shot,” said Oval.
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      The girl was still not talking when they got to Little Bull’s house late that night. The house wasn’t anything special—a two-bedroom, one-bath box in a neighborhood full of identical boxes, built in the boom times spurred on by the growth of the Las Vegas casino scene. The house wasn’t far from the casino where Little Bull and Gus worked, and where their father, Bull Matzelini, was head of security.

      Gus had been staying in his brother’s second bedroom that summer, but expected that he’d have to move back to his parent’s house when he went back to high school in the fall. He looked forward to graduating the following spring, and then joining the family business full-time.

      Little Bull told Gus he should put the girl in the second bedroom. “You can sleep with her, or you can sleep on the couch. Your choice. If it was me,” he said as he very deliberately took a long look at the girl, “I’d definitely be with her in the bed. You decide. I’m hitting the hay, myself.”

      The girl—she still hadn’t given them her name—was sexually appealing, almost despite how she looked. She appeared to be about Gus’s age or a little younger, was small—not even five feet tall. Her short cut, disheveled hair was a shocking blonde color, almost silver. Though her light blue eyes were swollen from sobbing, they shone with an intensity suggesting intelligence she had yet to reveal.

      She seemed very needy to Gus, not that she wanted anything in particular from him, but that she was dependent on him. He didn’t know if it was because she trusted him, or just that she felt hopeless, and he was the only one around who could help.

      He put her in the bedroom, told her he’d be right outside her door if she needed anything, and curled up on the couch.

      The next morning, Little Bull was up early, shaking Gus awake.

      “Let’s get going. I want to check out the desert from last night, see if we can find any bodies,” he said. “Tell your girlfriend to wait for us here.”

      Gus knocked on the bedroom door. Hearing nothing, he opened it a crack and peered in. The girl was sitting up, holding the blanket up tightly to her chin, glaring at him warily. He stepped into the room and told her that he and Little Bull were leaving for a bit, but would be back in two or three hours. He told her where she could find a towel so she could take a shower while they were gone. He also told her she could use his toothbrush, the blue one.

      She nodded.

      “Just one thing before we go,” he said. “My name is Gus Matzelini, and my brother is Marcio Matzelini, but everybody calls him Little Bull. I’d like to know your name.”

      She nodded again. “Venus,” she said. “I’m Venus.”

      “Venus what?”

      She shrugged. “Just Venus.”

      The girl was definitely strange. He didn’t know why she wouldn’t give him her last name, but he wasn’t going to make a big deal about it. “Okay, Venus. We’ll be back, and then we can talk.”

      She nodded again, lowering the blanket just a bit.

      During the drive out to the desert, Little Bull and Gus speculated on what had happened the night before, and on what role the girl had played. They agreed that she had been in the truck that was overturned, and that the men following were military of some kind. But why a teenage girl would be chased and fired upon by the military was a mystery.

      The helicopter was another mystery. At first, they both thought the helicopter was part of the military force, but later it had become clear that it was on the side of the girl and her companions. At least some of them had made an escape in the helicopter.

      The helicopter was confusing for another reason—it wasn’t really a helicopter. Little Bull, three years older than Gus, had been in the Army and had seen many helicopters. None were like the one they’d seen in the desert.

      “It was one of those vertical jets,” he told Gus. “I think its name is actually something like Vertical Takeoff and Landing. I’ve never seen one before, but I’ve heard about them. They’re jets, but the engines rotate around so they can take off straight up in the air, and then the engines rotate around and they fly like a regular jet. I’m sure that’s what it was.”

      Gus shrugged. “I don’t know. I know the thing didn’t have a blade over the top, and it didn’t sound like a copter, but I was so busy trying to stay out of the way of any stray gunshots that I didn’t really pay much attention.”

      “Well, that’s what it was. What else could it be?”

      The drove into the desert, following the same dirt road they’d been on the night before. When they neared the battleground, they had a surprise—there was a military roadblock not far from the place where they’d rejoined the road after finding their way down the hill through the desert the night before. A soldier dressed in fatigues and carrying a rifle waved them to a stop, and then came up to the car. “Sorry, there’s a military operation up ahead,” he said. “You’ll have to turn around.”

      Gus had a pretty good idea that the operation was to clean up after what had happened the night before, but Little Bull asked what was going on anyway.

      “That’s confidential, sir,” said the soldier. Then he asked what they were doing out in the desert.

      “Taking a shortcut to a friend’s place. He’s up by Crystal Springs,” said Little Bull. “But we may be a little lost.”

      The soldier nodded and pulled a little notebook out of a pocket. “Can I have your names, please, Sir?” he asked, looking in the window to get a look at Gus.

      Little Bull didn’t hesitate. “I’m Sonny Ford, and this is my associate, Mickey DiCastro,” he said.

      Gus didn’t know whether to panic or burst out laughing. Mickey DiCastro was Tony Faccio’s boss, and Sonny Ford was Mickey’s boss in the Kansas City mob. They were both in their fifties, so he and Little Bull would have a hard time posing as them if the soldier had had a clue. But he didn’t. He wrote the names down, thanked them, and stood out of the way while they turned around.

      They had a good laugh on the way back home. But they realized that they weren’t going to learn anything new out in the desert.

      “Don’t look good for Oaf,” said Little Bull.

      “Or Faccio,” added Gus.

      “Yeah, screw Faccio. I hope he got blown up good. But maybe Oaf will still turn up.”

      “Or maybe the military’s got him.”

      “Maybe he’ll be held prisoner, like your girlfriend.”

      “Yeah, I wish she was my girlfriend.”

      “I’ll bet you do. But we sure got to talk to that girl when we get back.”

      “Right.”

      “Maybe we can get Donna to come over and help her get cleaned up. Get her some decent clothes.”

      Donna was Little Bull’s girlfriend. She stayed over at his place once in a while, but not too often, because she had a baby: a little girl, only about a year old.
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      The next morning the three comrades arrived at the library promptly at nine, as promised. They’d had a fun evening, and at least on the surface appeared to be enjoying each other’s company. But CJ felt that things still weren’t right between him and Penny. She acted nice enough, no longer openly hostile, but she didn’t tease him, or touch him, like she had when he first got to Las Vegas. She seemed closed to him, difficult for him to read. He was torn between trying to do something to remedy the situation, and ignoring her to focus on his search for Nini’s background, as hopeless as that seemed.

      But when he tried to ignore her, he couldn’t stop thinking about how he could fix the situation. He hated having this thing, this veil of uncertainty, hanging between them.

      Jack Dobbins, the man that the librarian Ms. Parsons introduced them to, seemed neither scary nor particularly helpful, at least at first. He was old, probably a little older even than Noga. A funny little hat, like a beret, but with a short bill, was sitting on the table in front of him, which he probably wore to cover the bald patch on top of his head. His wire-frame glasses sat low on his nose as he read a newspaper.

      After he was introduced, Jack looked up and said, “Thanks, Mille. They look like nice kids.”

      She excused herself, and he said, “She’s such a beautiful lady. I don’t know what it is about black skin, but it seems to age so much better than white, don’t you think?”

      He looked at Oval, who rubbed his cheeks and quickly responded, “I don’t know, skin’s not really my thing.”

      “What is your thing?” asked Jack.

      “Friends,” said Oval, looking at CJ. “And hot women, obviously.” He looked over at Penny.

      Penny gave him a fake smile back.

      Jack grinned and said, “Well, you have good taste. Like me. I keep trying to get Mille to go out with me, but she tells me I’m just an old crackpot and turns me down. She probably told you that too, didn’t she? But that’s all right. Everybody thinks I’m an old crackpot. That suits me fine.”

      He looked around at them as if he expected them to say something, but they all seemed tongue-tied at that moment. After a few awkward seconds, Penny broke the silence.

      “I’m sure you’re not a crackpot at all, Mr. Dobbins,” she said.

      “Technically, you could call me Doctor Dobbins, although I haven’t been a doctor for a very long time. But call me Jack. And thank you, but the truth is, there are times that think I am a crackpot.”

      CJ cleared his throat, and said, “Ms. Parsons said you might be able to help us—”

      “I doubt it,” Jack said quickly. “She told me you were looking for orphanages and whatnot, but I don’t know anything about orphanages. I don’t know why she sent you to me.”

      “Um, okay,” said CJ, “but she said you also read everything about the same stuff that we’re looking for.”

      “Like what?” Jack asked, looking skeptical.

      “Like—” CJ started.

      Jack interrupted, asking, “Look, you’re CJ, right? The one who’s trying to find his mother’s parents?”

      “Grandmother’s parents,” CJ corrected. “My parents were killed in a car wreck when I was just a baby. So I’ve been looking for birth records back around the late 1940s. But I can’t find anything.”

      “What’s your grandmother’s name?”

      “Violet Jones.”

      Jack gave a little laugh. “Okay. And she’s from around here?”

      “That’s what she says,” said CJ, holding back the theory that she came from Russia or some other foreign country.

      Rubbing his chin, which didn’t look like it had been shaved in a few days, Jack asked, “What’s this about her being a spy?”

      CJ felt embarrassed. Ms. Parsons must have told him. Just the way Jack said it made it clear he thought it was crazy.

      CJ responded, “Well, that’s what Aunt Donna—er, Penny’s grandmother Donna—said. That’s her theory, anyway.”

      “Sounds like an interesting family. Why would she have that theory?”

      “I don’t know. Just because she didn’t know where Nini, my grandmother, came from,” said CJ.

      “Hmm. Well, I don’t know anything about spies, either.” Jack shrugged. “How do you think I could help you?”

      “Well, like I said, Ms. Parsons said if anyone would know of anything strange happening back in the sixties, like a prison break or escaped spies, or espionage trials, then you’d be the one.” CJ held little hope that this was going anywhere.

      “And you’ve already looked for this stuff?”

      “Some. But we can’t find anything. Maybe it would be in the newspapers from back then.”

      “Well, you’ll never have time to go through all those records. They’re on microfilm.”

      Oval said, “We know what a pain that is. It’s like they tried to make things digital before they knew what digital was, or something.”

      Jack smiled. “Is your grandfather still alive? What does he think about all this?”

      “Yeah, he’s alive. And he’s not talking about Nini’s background. Of course, I don’t think he knows about the spy theory.”

      “Good. So he doesn’t know what your”—he pointed at Penny—“grandmother thinks about your”—he pointed at CJ—“grandmother. What was your grandfather’s name?”

      “Gus Mazza. Or, Giuseppe, really. That’s his real name,” CJ answered.

      Penny corrected him. “Well, technically, his name is Giuseppe Matzelini,” she said. “He changed it to Mazza sometime later.”

      CJ said, “Right. That was in, like, 1982, before he moved to Newport, Kentucky.”

      “Matzelini, huh?” said Jack. He gazed left and that right, around the library, as if he were looking for somebody. He seemed to give it some thought, and then said, “Look, let me think about this, okay? Maybe I can come up with some ideas for you. Let me have your cell number, CJ, and I’ll call you if I think of something.”

      So CJ gave his number, and they all thanked him. They stopped by the desk and thanked Ms. Parsons on the way out. She said she hoped Jack had helped, and wished them good luck. CJ was sure they were going to need it.
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      “Well, that was a big zero,” said Penny once they were outside. “For a crackhead, he didn’t show me anything.”

      “No, he didn’t help us at all,” chimed in Oval. “What are we going to do now? This seems like a lost cause.”

      “I’m not ready to quit yet,” said CJ. “And it was crackpot, not crackhead.”

      “So. Same difference,” said Penny.

      “Whatever, I’m not feeling good about the spy angle, or the prison break,” said CJ. “Let’s go out to that orphanage, the ranch thing. I know it’s a long shot, but I’ve got nothing else right now.”

      CJ drove while Penny found directions to the 4-Bar Ranch, which was north and east of Las Vegas, not too far from a big Air Force base. It was on a back road, in what seemed to CJ like the middle of nowhere. A long, unpaved driveway took them to the main building, a low single-story structure that could have been the original ranch house, painted red with white trim. Out behind the main building, they could see several others, also painted red and white, including a barn, a building that looked like a big garage, and others that could have been bunkhouses, with rows of windows.

      When he’d called the 4-Bar, CJ had basically been stonewalled, so he expected to get the runaround now. Thus, he was pleasantly surprised when they were greeted at the door by a man who introduced himself as “Reverend Billy Stubble, the ranch director.” He was a big man in his forties, his plaid shirt stretching over his belly, which lapped over and nearly hid his silver belt buckle. He had short dark hair and a big smile. He looked the part of a rancher, wearing cowboy boots and jeans, and even a string tie. He invited them to sit with him in a comfortable living room filled with plush couches and big chairs.

      Unfortunately, it quickly became apparent that despite the friendly greeting, Reverend Billy wasn’t going to be much help. Even though he knew about older orphanages, the ranch had no records going back before the 4-Bar started in 1965. He even knew about the fire at Sunny Acres, and thought that whatever records might have existed were probably destroyed in the fire.

      “You might try the state records office up in Carson City,” he said. “If anyone has any records on orphans in Nevada, that’s who would have them. I’m not optimistic, mind you, and it’s a long way to go, but that’s about the best thing I can tell you.”

      The disappointment was weighing on CJ. His head hurt, and he stood mute, not knowing what to ask next. Nothing seemed to matter.

      Penny, however, reacted differently. She was mad. “Reverend Billy,” she said, “how can someone, an orphan, find their parents? I know people do it. But how?”

      Reverend Billy frowned. “My dear,” he said, “I don’t know how. It’s not easy. I know that. The thing is, the parents—or most often, parent—who gives up a child doesn’t want to be found. At least, that’s been true most often in my experience. Or perhaps the parents are deceased, and the child is a true orphan, with no family. And then, of course, to protect both the child and any remaining family, all the records are sealed. The bottom line is, you’re not supposed to be able to find the parents unless they want to be found.”

      Oval said, “I’ll bet if we were Oprah or somebody like that, we’d be able to find anybody.”

      Reverend Billy turned to Oval. “Oprah’s got lots of money, and she could hire lots of people to look, but I’ll tell you: they’d be doing the same things you are. They’d be digging and knocking on doors. If they have more success, it’s just because they knocked on more doors. So don’t give up.”

      “Easy for you to say, Rev,” said Oval. “He’s got an assignment due when he gets back to school next week.”

      “I wish I could be of more help,” said the Reverend, rising from his chair and showing them out.

      Without saying anything, Penny got in the driver seat for the trip back to town. Her spinning wheels threw gravel as she sped back for the main road. “What a waste of time,” she muttered.

      Oval, in the back seat, said, “True. So what’s next, old buddy?”

      CJ could sense the mood in the car. “I’m sorry, Oval. I’ve wasted your spring break. You should be at the beach.”

      “No biggie,” responded Oval. “Hey, look out there. We’ve got lots of sand. Just add a little water, and it’s pretty beach-like.”

      CJ smiled a thank-you to him, and said, “This whole search thing has just been asinine.”

      Penny raised her eyebrows and looked at CJ. “Wow. Be careful there, cowboy. You don’t want to go hurting yourself working up those big words.”

      Without looking at her, CJ said, “I know you’re really mad at me, Penny. I waste your time and then I mess up with that whole cousin thing.”

      Penny concentrated on her driving for a minute, going as fast as she could. But then she slowed and said, “I’m not mad at you. And as for the cousin thing, it’s not even a thing. We’re not cousins. I just wished you didn’t hate me.”

      CJ looked over at her. “Hate you?” he said. Where did she get that idea?

      Oval squelched out, “Not cousins?”

      At that moment, CJ’s phone rang. He looked at it, debating whether to answer. He didn’t recognize the number, a Las Vegas number. Shaking his head, he answered.

      It was Jack Dobbins. “CJ, I’ve been thinking it over, and I might have some things you’ll be interested in. Can we meet?”

      “Meet? Again?” CJ said. He looked at Penny and Oval, made a face and shrugged.

      Oval nodded, and mouthed back, “Why not?”

      “Okay, sure. I guess we could meet. When?” asked CJ.

      Jack asked him to come back to the library, and CJ told him they could make it in about forty-five minutes. Then Jack closed by saying, “And make sure you’re not followed this time.”

      CJ didn’t know how to respond, so he merely said, “Okay.”

      When he told Penny and Oval about what Jack had said, Oval went crazy.

      “I told you that white car was following us the other day,” he said, turning to scan the traffic behind them.

      Penny and CJ disagreed with Oval about the white car. Penny said, “That Jack is supposed to be a crackpot. Maybe that’s why—he’s paranoid and thinks people are after him.”

      Still, after some discussion, the trio devised an elaborate plan to evade any potential followers before going to the library. Their plan involved doing a U-turn on a busy street, having Penny drop Oval and CJ off at one end of a mall, and then driving around and parking on the other end. Penny would go into the mall on the other end, while Oval and CJ would walk through the mall. Oval would go out to get the car while CJ watched to see if anyone was following Oval. If not, he’d go to the car, and they’d drive around to pick Penny up back on the other end. They thought they were really clever.

      They had plenty of time on the ride to town to discuss the cousin thing. Penny told CJ that if he had listened to Grandmother Donna, he would have realized that she’d admitted that Melissa, Penny’s mother and Donna’s daughter, had been born before Donna met Marcio. So Marcio was not Melissa’s father, and Penny and CJ were not blood relatives.

      “So,” she said, “we’re not cousins. You can’t use that as an excuse for not liking me.”

      “But,” protested CJ, “I do like you.”

      “Stop. You’re just going to make me mad again.”
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      Donna came over after she got off work that night and immediately adopted Venus, treating her like the younger sister she never had. Over the next several days, she brought over some clothes so Venus could change out of the pajama-like outfit that she’d worn out of the desert, and some personal care items, including a toothbrush. Donna was a bit taller and a bit curvier, meaning her clothes didn’t fit Venus well, so she decided that the two of them would have to go shopping using Gus’s money.

      Gus didn’t object. He appreciated the attention Donna was giving Venus, helping her relax and feel more comfortable. He felt responsible for Venus, and very protective. He had no idea what to do with her. If only she’d give him some idea, some direction, some hint as to what she’d like to do or where she’d like to go . . . but she seemed content to live in Little Bull’s bedroom and absorb his and Donna’s attention.

      Venus didn’t divulge much of anything about her life to Gus. Donna said she was amazingly naïve, unable to drive a car, find her way around, or even shop.

      “It’s like she’s never been in a store, never tried on shoes, never paid for things before,” Donna said. “It’s not like she’s dumb. You don’t have to tell her anything twice.”

      Donna had been dating Little Bull for a few months. She’d been working as a cocktail waitress in the casino that also employed Little Bull, his father, and, part-time, Gus. Soon after they started dating, Little Bull got her a job dealing blackjack, which paid a little better, had better working hours, and meant she didn’t have to be on her feet in high heels for hours every day. On the other hand, she was curvy, flirty, and outgoing, so she’d always done well with tips as a waitress. All in all, though, she seemed happy with the change.

      She had a baby daughter, less than a year old, and that had held her back from spending more time with Little Bull. But within a few days of meeting Venus, she cleaned up the little room behind the kitchen that had been used primarily for storage. She put in a crib and a little dresser and called it “the nursery.” The next day she moved in, with her daughter Melissa sleeping in the nursery, Donna with Little Bull, and Gus still on the couch. Donna said she’d decided that Venus needed her close, but Gus wasn’t sure that was what was really behind the move.

      Little Bull clearly had the hots for Donna, and he was surprisingly good with Melissa. He’d comfort her when she cried, and even changed a diaper now and then.

      Venus became the full-time babysitter whenever Donna was working or was out with Little Bull. She accepted the role willingly, and didn’t seem to expect much in return.

      The change in living arrangements left Gus confused. With so many people now living in the small house, Gus hated sleeping on the couch, where he had no privacy. He continued to feel very protective of Venus, but at the same time he was drawn to her sensually, which went beyond sexuality. Even though she projected an aura of neediness herself, at the same time she seemed attuned to him and his moods. He tried to be strong, to engender a sense of trust and safety, but still she was able to comfort him when he was overwrought and soothe him when he got agitated, often with just a word or a touch.

      As she became more comfortable around him, Venus told Gus a little about “those men,” who’d held her, along with her mother and a small group of friends, as a prisoner. She said they had been treated badly but wouldn’t elaborate. She claimed not to know why they were prisoners, where they were being held, or who the captors were. When he asked how long she’d been held, she said, “a long time.”

      Gus questioned her about what had happened that night in the desert. He wanted to know what had become of Oaf and Tony Faccio, and to understand what had really happened to her.

      In private, she told him that it had been an escape. She didn’t know details, only that they’d been in the back of a truck, driving over rough roads. When the truck crashed, she’d been thrown out the back. She’d become disoriented, and when the shooting started, she panicked and ran away from the guns. That’s when she found Gus.

      One of the most confusing parts of her story for Gus was when she talked about what happened to her mother and her friends. She would only say that her mother and the others were “gone.”

      Gus offered to help her find her mother and the others. But Venus just shrugged and repeated, “They’re gone,” as if that was the end of it. She wouldn’t talk about any of her story with anyone but Gus, not even Donna.

      

      About three weeks after the event in the desert, Gus was starting to feel antsy about the start of high school in the fall. He asked Venus if she wanted to enroll with him, but she declined. She said she’d been taught by some of the “nice” people who’d been her captors, and that she’d had access to television so she was reasonably aware of current events and culture. She was wary of going out in public, and particularly of meeting new people. Shopping with Donna was okay, she said, because nobody knew who she was. But going to school was out of the question.

      About that same time, Gus was approached at work by two men who flashed badges and asked to speak to him. He was at the loading dock behind the casino, helping unload a shipment of equipment.

      The two men pulled him aside and showed him a Polaroid picture of what was clearly a dead man. They asked if he knew the man.

      “Doesn’t ring any bells,” he said, lying. He knew immediately who it was, and his insides were doing flips.

      “No?” said the older of the men. “That’s funny. Some other guys said you were close friends.” He was wearing a uniform. Not a cop uniform, though. This one was military. Army, thought Gus.

      “Me?” said Gus. “I don’t know. I don’t usually hang around with dead guys.”

      “Very funny, asshole,” said the other man, who didn’t look military. He continued, “You know this is James Sorrento. He’s dead because he was somewhere where he shouldn’t have been. You sure you don’t recognize your old buddy?”

      Gus grabbed the photo, trying to see if he could learn anything from it. James, or, as he was known by his friends, Oaf, was lying on a clean white table in what looked like a hospital room. Certainly not the desert, where Gus had seen him last.

      “Now I see the resemblance,” said Gus. “Sure. Didn’t recognize him at first. What happened to him?”

      Ignoring his question, the older man said, “As we understand it, James wasn’t alone the other night when this happened. When’s the last time you saw him? Alive, I mean.”

      “Oh, Geez, it must have been a couple months or so ago, at least,” said Gus.

      The two men asked him where he was on the night James died. He told him he’d been with his brother at home, playing cards. They hassled him about his answer, but he didn’t care. It was an alibi they’d discussed, just in case. He hadn’t believed they’d ever need it, but he felt lucky that Little Bull had insisted.

      That night at home, Gus and Little Bull sat drinking beer, talking about what had happened. Venus was in her usual position, snuggled tight against Gus on the couch. Melissa was playing on a blanket on the floor, and Donna was at work.

      The two men had also approached Little Bull, but they were more belligerent with him, even threatening to take him “downtown” for questioning. He stuck to his story, and the two eventually left, but not before warning him that they’d be back.

      “The thing that gets me, though,” said Little Bull, “is that they never once said anything about Faccio. Did they ask you about him, Gus?”

      “No, they didn’t,” answered Gus. “I thought about asking them, but I couldn’t figure out how to do it without admitting that I’d been there.”

      “Well, I’ll tell you what,” said Little Bull. “It means that Faccio is still out there someplace.”

      “Then we’d all better watch our backs,” said Gus. “He knows where we live.”

      “Yeah, plus that Army guy and his cop buddy might show up here, too,” added Little Bull.

      Somehow, Venus had not understood until that moment just what was being discussed. But suddenly it all became clear to her, and she panicked. “Oh, no. You can’t let them come for me,” she said, grabbing Gus’s arm with both hands. “You can’t let them take me back. You can’t.” She squeezed him as she searched his eyes for assurance, for protection.

      Gus instantly realized that Venus was indeed in danger. “Christ,” he said. “Venus has no ID. If those jerks come around here, that could be a problem. You can get her some fake ID, can’t you Little Bull?”

      “I can get her a driver’s license tomorrow,” said Little Bull. “A social security card will take a few days. Don’t sweat it. Consider it done.”

      “With a social security card, she could get a real job,” said Gus.

      “Wait,” said Venus. “What will I do about baby Melissa if I start some job? Donna won’t have a babysitter.”

      “Don’t worry,” said Little Bull. “We’ll work something out.”

      Gus grabbed her by the shoulders and looked her in the eyes. “And don’t you worry,” he said. “I promise you, I will always take care of you. Always.”

      She stared back at him for a long minute. And then she seemed to relax. She nodded, and wiped a tear.

      And that was the moment that Violet Jones was born.

      Later that night, after Melissa was put to bed for the last time and Donna and Little Bull had disappeared into their bedroom, Gus was just getting settled in on the couch when she came to him. She didn’t say a word. Not then. She leaned over and kissed him, gently but firmly on the lips. Then she took his hand and led him to the bedroom.

      He was very careful with her, caressing her tenderly, and she directed him surely and slowly. Gus felt that they connected on a level so deeply emotional, the physical connection almost seemed secondary. She cried afterward, but to him it didn’t seem to be because of regret, but because of some sense of relief. He felt he’d finally earned her trust.

      She slept in his arms while he kept watch. Or at least that’s how he perceived it.

      When they woke in the hour before dawn, they made love again, a little more urgently this time, but no less tenderly.

      Then she told him a story, speaking so softly he could barely hear her over their breathing and the beating of their hearts. And whether he believed her or not wasn’t really the point. The point was, she told him.
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      Oval spotted several suspect white cars, but none seemed to be following them as they went through their avoidance maneuvers. By the time they’d finished, they were fifteen minutes late getting to the library.

      Ms. Parsons was behind the desk, and she led them to where Jack was sitting in the back of the periodicals section. His hat was on the table in front of him, and an old-fashioned briefcase was next to the hat. Jack looked a little perturbed, glaring at them as they approached.

      “Sorry we’re late,” said CJ, “but we were extra careful getting here.”

      Jack nodded, and then motioned for them all to sit down.

      Oval broke the ice. “If you’re so worried about us being followed,” he asked, “why are we meeting in the library? Anybody could see us here.”

      Jack gave him a begrudging smile. “I come here all the time,” he said. “They don’t bother with me in here anymore. But if you’re followed, then it’s better that we meet someplace public than somewhere you could compromise me.”

      “We weren’t followed,” said Penny. “We were really good. Weren’t we, guys?”

      CJ and Oval nodded. CJ said, “So what’s up?”

      Jack nodded and opened his briefcase. It was the old style with the strap that went across the top to close the opening, in dark brown leather, or at least it had been brown once. It was indistinguishable from black now, with multiple scars, as if it had been tossed around and mishandled for years. Before pulling anything out, Jack looked at CJ and asked, “You said your grandfather was a Matzelini, right?”

      “Right,” answered CJ. “Gus, or really, Guiseppe Matzelini.”

      “Years ago, there was a guy named Little Bull Matzelini.”

      “Yeah. He was Gus’s brother, so my great-uncle, I guess,” said CJ, wondering where this was going.

      Penny added, “Little Bull Matzelini was my grandfather.”

      “So you’re a Matzelini, too?” Jack asked her.

      “Yes.” She hesitated. “Well, not by blood.” She blushed and glanced over at CJ, who gave her a quick smile. “Marcio, Little Bull, was my mother’s stepfather. I guess.”

      Jack nodded. He glanced at Oval, who appeared to get flustered.

      “I’m just a friend,” Oval said quickly, patting his chest. “No relation.”

      Jack nodded again, and turned back to CJ. “There was a guy I knew, a long time ago, and he knew the Matzelinis. Or I should say he knew Little Bull Matzelini, and maybe Giuseppe, I don’t remember. Didn’t have nice things to say about Little Bull.” He looked from CJ to Penny, to see if they had any reaction.

      Neither did. They sat expressionless, waiting for more.

      Jack continued, “Of course, the guy I knew was an asshole, so he was probably wrong about Little Bull.” He smiled and looked at each of them again.

      This time they smiled back.

      “The guy I knew was named Faccio,” Jack said. “Tony Faccio.”

      CJ quickly looked at Penny, who was staring back, eyes wide. “But that’s the guy from that clipping,” said CJ.

      Before Penny could respond, Jack stood quickly, looking behind where CJ and Penny were sitting, opposite him.

      “Damn it,” he said in a loud whisper, clearly upset. “I told you to make sure you weren’t followed.”

      “We weren’t,” CJ said.

      “No way,” added Oval.

      “Well, that guy in the white shirt followed you in here this morning, and now he’s back.” Jack snapped his briefcase closed, put on his funny hat, and disappeared quickly though a nearby door marked “EXIT.”

      “What the heck was that?” said CJ.

      Oval stood and looked behind them. “What a dweeb.”

      CJ and Penny turned around to see what he was talking about. Sure enough, there was a man standing near the information desk, looking at something in a rack of magazines. His white shirt made him easy to spot. His back was to them, so they couldn’t see his face.

      Oval said, “The guy is wearing a long-sleeve shirt and dress pants in the desert. Like, how to blend in, NOT.”

      “So who is he?” asked Penny.

      “I don’t know,” said CJ, but it occurred to him that if the guy was following them, they might be in some danger. “Maybe we should get out of here. Take the exit like Jack.”

      “Good idea,” said Oval. “Let’s book it.”

      “No, wait,” said Penny. “I think the guy is leaving.”

      They all watched as the man slowly walked back toward the main entrance. As he left the periodical room, he glanced back over his shoulder at the kids.

      “Jesus,” CJ said. “He looks vaguely familiar. I can’t place him, though.”

      “This is seriously messed up, guys,” said Oval.

      “You know what else is messed up?” said Penny. She looked at Oval and CJ as if she was waiting for them to answer. When they didn’t, she blurted, “Jack. Jack is seriously messed up.”

      “Yeah, you’re probably right,” said CJ. “I was really wondering what he was about to tell us, and what was in the briefcase.”

      “Yeah,” said Penny. “And he knew Tony Faccio back in the day, the guy mentioned in the article about my Grandfather Marcio.”

      “So what does all this have to do with your grandmother, CJ?” asked Oval.

      “I don’t know,” CJ answered. “Except that there was a shootout between Marcio and Faccio, and soon after that my grandparents changed their names and moved to Newport.”

      “None of this makes any sense,” said Penny. “So what now, puzzle man?”

      “Well, I’ve got Jack’s phone number from when he called me earlier,” said CJ. “I’ll wait for a while for him to calm down, and then I’ll call him and see if he’ll meet with us again.”

      “And this time we’ll make sure white shirt doesn’t show up,” said Oval, pointing out the way the man had left.

      On their way out Oval stopped by the desk where Ms. Parsons was working.

      “Excuse me, Ms. Parsons,” he said. “Did you happen to notice that guy in the white shirt who just left?”

      “No, I’m sorry, but I didn’t,” she said.

      “He was in here this morning too, I think.”

      “He might have been, but I didn’t see him.”

      “Just one more thing,” Oval said. “You mentioned that Jack was a crackpot. At least, that’s what he called himself.”

      She nodded.

      “May I ask what makes him a crackpot?”

      CJ and Penny shrank back, embarrassed that Oval would ask such a question, but Ms. Parsons just smiled.

      She said, “Of course. I don’t know if he’s told you yet, but he thinks he was abducted by aliens.”

      As the kids left the library, CJ felt a bit stunned, and more than a bit confused.

      Oval, looking around for the man in the white shirt, said, “We know who to look for now, at least.”

      “Face it, we’re worse off now than we were an hour and a half ago when we were ready to give up,” Penny said, marching toward her car and waving her arms to emphasize her points. “One, some jerk has supposedly been following us.” She climbed into the driver’s seat, but didn’t interrupt her speech. “Two, the man who told us that is an admitted crackpot who thinks he was kidnapped by aliens. Shoot, he probably thinks he is an alien, for all we know.” She stopped for a breath as the boys got in. “And besides, the alien idiot disappeared without telling us anything anyway. So whoop-de-do, we’re really gettin’ it done now.”

      “Things are just getting interesting,” said Oval. It was hard for CJ to tell if he had his tongue in his cheek or not.

      “Yeah, right,” said Penny. “Next thing we’ll find out is that Ms. Parsons is the alien who abducted old Jack.”

      Oval responded, “Sure. Maybe that’s why he likes her so much. Who else would pay attention to an old man like that?”

      CJ, who’d remained quiet while his friends ranted, now spoke up. “Hold on, guys. I don’t think it’s time to quit yet. I’m still really curious about what Jack was going to tell us. I mean, he seemed to be really worked up.”

      “Doesn’t explain why the guy is following you,” said Penny.

      “Well, I still want to know what Jack has to say.” CJ looked from Penny to Oval. “Something has upset him, and I’d like to know what. It’s got to be about more than some random guy showing up in the library. There’s more here. Like, what’s in the briefcase?”

      “I don’t know,” said Oval. “I’m kind of with Penny on this one. If someone tells you he was abducted by aliens, then whatever he tells you next you’ve kind of got to question, don’t you think?”

      “I’m not saying I’m going to believe whatever he says,” said CJ. “But I’d still like to hear it.”

      “Hey, go for it,” said Penny. “I’ve got nothing better to do for the rest of the week than drive you two crack detectives around.”

      CJ gave her a fake smile and pulled out his phone. He called Jack but got no answer. He didn’t leave a message.

      They went back to Penny’s house, where they spent the evening blowing off steam. One of Penny’s best friends lived next door to her, and she had a swimming pool. The group of them were joined at the pool by two more of Penny’s friends, who were not as cute but were at least as fun to be with. Rosa, the friend from next door, had an older brother, Carlo, who joined them, but he was not as friendly, mostly just watching the girls a little too closely, in CJ’s opinion. One of the girls, Jenny, who was pretty but almost painfully thin, tried to flirt with Carlo, but he acted only mildly interested. They ordered pizza and made like real spring-breakers.

      Oval was, as usual, the life of the party. The girls loved him, not only because he was funny, but also because he looked good. His wrestling season had just ended, so he hadn’t eaten his way back to his “normal weight,” which was about thirty-five pounds higher than his wrestling weight. He told them that he was just, “four pizzas and about five pounds of French fries” removed from displaying his “epic abs.”

      CJ had to correct him. “Even when you’re at weight for wrestling, you have no abs. You look less like a hunk than like a starving refugee.”

      “You mean like you look now?”

      “Exactly.” CJ posed, flexing his muscles, what there was of them. That drew a laugh.

      CJ had been checking in every evening with Nini and Noga, just to let them know he was okay, and that he hadn’t yet worn out his welcome with the Hancocks. Of course, he didn’t tell them what he was really doing with most of his time; instead, he made it sound like he’d been touring Vegas, swimming and eating, mostly. And now that he was actually swimming, he almost felt like he wasn’t lying.

      He also didn’t say anything about white shirt guy, even though he figured it was at least possible, and maybe even probable, that if this guy was following him, it was the same guy who’d shown up at York Street looking for him.

      No reason to bother Nini with that. She’d just worry. It’s not like she can do anything about it.

      In this evening’s conversation, Nini asked an unusual question: “Are you hearing anything in your head?” she asked.

      “What?” said CJ. “Do you think I’m going nuts?” Did she know about his meeting up with the crackpot who thought he’d been abducted? Did that craziness rub off?

      “No, I mean, do you have headaches, or anything like that?” she said, quickly catching herself.

      “Why would you ask that?” he said.

      “I’m having some headaches and was hoping you didn’t catch the same bug I have before you left,” she said. “That’s all.”

      “No. Nini. I’m fine,” he said, a little upset at her questions. But after hanging up, he remembered that he’d had a bit of a headache earlier.

      Mothers and grandmothers were always weird. They asked questions and said stuff all the time that seemed to just pop into their heads.

      It was later, near midnight, when CJ and Oval were just finishing up a session of playing Halo on Penny’s brother’s Xbox, that CJ got a return call from Jack.

      “Do you want to try this again?” Jack asked him.

      “Yeah,” answered CJ. “If you do.”

      Jack told him that the next meeting wouldn’t be at the library. He gave directions to a Starbucks near the old downtown and told CJ to be there at 9:00. “Wait for me there.”

      Oval wasn’t really happy about the meeting, not because he didn’t want to see Jack, but because of the time.

      “This is supposed to be vacation. We’ve been getting up so early, every day. Why can’t we get a good vacation sleep-in just once?” he said.

      “Not my choice, so we’ll just have to live with it,” replied CJ.

      Penny had gone to bed, so CJ texted her to let her know about the meeting. She hadn’t gone to sleep yet, and within seconds of CJ’s text, appeared in the family room wearing her pjs, which were just tight enough to get Oval to pay attention.

      “We’re not really going to do this, are we?” she asked.

      “You don’t need to go,” said CJ. “I’ll take Uber or something. But I’m going to meet him.”

      “No, I’ll go,” said Penny. “But this crazy lunatic better say something pretty damn incredible, or you’re going to find yourself chasing your fantasies on a bicycle.”
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      Penny didn’t make any avoidance maneuvers on the way to Starbucks, despite Oval’s repeated requests. She said going through all that trouble again would be “stupid.” Oval was left to try to spot the telltale white car on his own after CJ declared neutrality, expressing his skepticism that anyone was actually following them.

      “Personal opinion,” CJ said. “Jack is paranoid, and you’re delusional, Oval.”

      That drew a smile from Penny and a shrug from Oval, who said, “You’ll be singing a different tune when the dude with the white shirt shows up at Starbucks.”

      But he didn’t. Show up, that is. Unfortunately, neither had Jack by the time the trio were nearly finished with their lattes. Oval hadn’t noticed the passage of time—he was too occupied by tracking the many white cars driving by on the main street outside.

      Penny, though, demonstrated her lack of patience. Starting at fifteen, she started counting off the minutes that Jack was late. “Sixteen minutes now. Let’s go,” she said. “Seventeen minutes. That’s enough.”

      CJ tried to distract her. “Did I tell you how much I like those green shorts on you?” he said when she reached eighteen.

      “You’re full of shit,” she said. “And it’s now nineteen minutes.”

      “And that pink T-shirt is perfect.”

      “If you had an ounce of sincerity in your entire body, I’d be shocked.”

      CJ grinned, and raised his eyebrows.

      “Twenty minutes.”

      “Did you do something different with your hair this morning?”

      “Stop. I know what you’re doing, and it won’t work.”

      CJ continued smiling.

      “Twenty-one minutes. Last call, sleazeball.”

      The ring of his phone rescued CJ. It was Jack.

      “Just listen, don’t talk.” He then gave CJ instructions, telling him to leave the Starbucks, cross the street, walk about three blocks, with two turns, and go into the store at an address he had CJ repeat back. Then he hung up.

      Naturally, Penny didn’t think much of the plan. But Oval did.

      “Hey, this is cool,” he said. “It’s like one of those deliver-the-ransom type deals they always show in bad movies. I’ll bet when we get to the next place, a pay phone will ring, and we’ll answer and get instructions for us to go somewhere else.”

      “Pay phone?” said Penny. “Like there’s even such a thing.” Turning to CJ, she continued, “If your buddy doesn’t show at the next place, you’re on your own.”

      She looked at both CJ and Oval to make sure they understood her ultimatum. They both nodded.

      “Okay,” she said. “Let’s go, little lemmings.”

      The next store turned out to be another coffee shop, this one a local shop rather than a Starbucks. Jack walked in right behind them.

      “So let’s get something to drink, on me, and we’ll sit down and talk,” he said. He gave CJ a twenty-dollar bill and told him to get him a medium dark roast, and then went to a table in a back corner.

      Standing in line, Penny whispered to CJ, “This better be good.”

      “I know.”

      They’d had lattes at Starbucks, so they each got an iced drink that was more sugar than coffee, and they joined Jack in the corner.

      Oval started talking before he even got seated. “Okay, I have to know. Let’s get the elephant out of the room, so to speak. Were you abducted by aliens?”

      “Oh, Jesus, who told you that?” said Jack. He didn’t look as upset as CJ feared he’d be when Oval sprang the question. “Was it Mille?” Seeing Oval nod slightly, he continued. “She knows better than that.” He paused, looking down at his beat-up briefcase, which he’d brought with him, while the kids waited to see if he was going to answer.

      Finally, he looked up at Oval and said, “No, I was not abducted.”

      He paused again, taking a loud sip of his coffee. But then he spoke again. “I sort of volunteered.” He smiled and took another sip of coffee.

      “But that’s a story for another day,” he said.
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      “Not another time,” insisted CJ. “Now. You can’t say you’ve been abducted, or not abducted, or whatever, by aliens, and just blow it off.”

      Jack ignored him, reaching into his old briefcase and pulling out an old, yellow legal pad, with writing and doodles and what looked like coffee stains on wrinkled pages.

      After waiting for just a few seconds for Jack to answer CJ, Penny said, “Yeah, and what makes you think that white shirt man is following us?”

      Jack looked up at her, but not before casually taking another sip of his still-too-hot coffee. He said, “You have to understand, I’m a well-known figure around here, a pain in the ass to some. There are people who keep tabs on me, listen to my phone, search my mail and my email, and sometimes follow me. Now, maybe that guy yesterday was one of those people—he was new. I hadn’t seen him before. But he didn’t look like the usual type. He looked like a banker who’d lost his way.”

      A banker? Yolanda said the guy looking for me looked like a banker. Damn!

      “Whether he followed you or was keeping tabs on me isn’t important,” Jack continued. “The thing is, I might have something that’ll interest you, and you might have something that’ll help me, and I don’t want them to get in the way.” He sipped some more coffee, and looked down at his pad, before looking up at CJ again. “Plus, of course, these guys might be dangerous. People have died.”

      Apparently, that was too much for Penny. “Oh, for God’s sake,” she said. “Are you kidding me?” Then, in a mocking tone, waving her arms over her head, she said, “They’re out to get me. They’re out to get us all. Run for your lives.”

      “Penny!” said CJ. “Stop. You’re not helping anything.”

      But Jack didn’t seem disturbed. “Oh, it’s okay. Nothing I haven’t heard before.”

      “I’d really like to hear what you’ve got,” said CJ.

      Jack looked back at his legal pad. “You said you’re related to Little Bull Matzelini, right?”

      “Right. Little Bull was my great-uncle and was Penny’s grandfather.”

      “And Little Bull has been dead for a long time. But your grandfather was . . .”

      “He was Giuseppe, who was known as Gus. He was Little Bull’s younger brother.”

      “Okay. I went back to my notes after we talked yesterday, and it’s possible that Gus might know something, or have seen something, that would help me.”

      “What? What would he know?”

      Oval added, “And why would he know it? He doesn’t even live here.”

      Jack looked at Oval and nodded. “Let me take a step back, and give you some background,” he said. “I’ve been looking into something that happened a long time ago. Something that the government has been, shall we say, less than forthcoming about. This fellow Anthony Faccio, Tony Faccio, who I had the displeasure of spending some time with in rather close quarters—”

      “It must have been a long time ago,” interrupted Oval. “’Cause he died back in, like, ’82. We saw the newspaper story.”

      “Yes, I knew him before then,” said Jack. “Anyway, he was present at this event. But I lost contact with him, and he subsequently died, as you said.” He stopped, sipped coffee, and seemed to think about what he wanted to say next. Finally, he continued, “That’s where your grandfather comes in. See, Tony Faccio told me that Little Bull Matzelini was present at this event, but I don’t remember if he said Gus was present too. It was so long ago.” He shook his head, and looked at the kids, almost apologetically.

      “Little Bull died before I could speak to him. But maybe if I could talk to your grandfather.” Jack looked at CJ, as if he was asking permission.

      “Why didn’t you talk to him before?” asked CJ.

      Oval added, “Yeah, it’s not like this just happened. You’ve had a few years, if this thing, whatever it was, happened before 1982. A few decades.”

      Jack nodded, and said, “A couple things. One, I was gone for quite a long time. And then I had a few difficulties that kept me from my quest. Plus, by the time I was able to work on this, many people had died, like Little Bull and Tony Faccio. And on top of that, now I learn that your grandfather had changed his name. He no longer goes by Matzelini.”

      “Well, geez,” said CJ. “That was forever ago. Like 1982.”

      Jack shrugged. “I didn’t know. And to tell the truth, I was looking in different directions, focused on the government. I knew they had the answers. But if I could talk to your grandfather now . . .”

      CJ said, “Sure. Let’s see.” He pulled out his cell phone and looked at it. “It’s Wednesday morning, so it’s a good time to call. But no, wait, there’s the time difference. So no, it’s still the big lunch rush at home, probably. You should wait another half hour or so to call him.”

      “That’s fine,” said Jack. “Could I have his number?”

      CJ nodded, but before giving Jack the number, he asked, “So what was this event you talk about?”

      Jack gave him a half smile. He looked at Penny and then at Oval, who were both staring at him. Jack said, “I don’t know if . . .” He shook his head. “Look, I’ve been trying to uncover some truths, some things that certain people don’t want uncovered.”

      Penny interrupted. “Yeah, yeah, you told us they were out to get you already. So what’s new? What’s really going on?”

      Jack held up his hand. “Hold on, let me finish,” he said. “You may not believe me, but let me tell you, they are after me.” He reached into his briefcase a brought out a sheaf of papers over two inches thick, with a big clip holding them together. “I’ve asked nicely, pleaded, begged and threatened. For nothing. They’ve given me nothing. Of course, that’s after they held me prisoner, tortured me, and confined me to a mental ward.” He waved the papers around, and continued, “So now I’m going to expose the whole thing. How? By publishing this book and promoting it all over the place. Oh, they’ll deny everything, all right. But if I have witnesses, people who will verify certain details, the truth will stick.”

      “Is that why you want to talk to my grandfather?” asked CJ. “To get him to verify your story?”

      “Maybe,” said Jack. “But I’m a little concerned, that if he went to all the trouble to change his name and move to someplace different, maybe he’s worried that these people are after him, too. Maybe if I get you guys involved in all this, and if somebody’s following you, or if somebody’s following me and sees you, then maybe it’ll come back on your grandfather, and on you. Do you know what I’m saying? He could be at risk here. As could all of you.”

      Penny’s eyes grew, and Oval’s mouth dropped.

      “Now, you tell us,” said CJ. “It might have been nice to know that before you lured us here.”

      Oval looked at CJ, and said, “Crap, are we in trouble for something?”

      Penny answered, “We’re not in trouble. It’s this asshole who’s in trouble.” She pointed to Jack.

      “That’s true,” said Jack, “and I’d like to keep it that way.” Turning to CJ, he said, “But I still need to talk to your grandfather. Please, give me his number.”

      CJ said, “No. Here’s how we’ll do it. I’ll call him on my phone, and then, if he’s willing, I’ll let you talk with him. That way, there won’t be any connection between the two of you. No calls from you to him on your cell phone, or vice-versa.”

      “Okay, I like it,” said Jack. “But what if I need to call him back?”

      “If he wants you to call him back, he can give you his number. I’m not going to do that.”

      “I’d prefer that you not overhear the conversation,” said Jack.

      “Tough,” said CJ. “I’d prefer to hear what’s going on. It’s us who’s being followed, according to you. I want to know why.”

      “Smart thinking,” said Oval.

      “There may be hope for you yet,” said Penny, leaning over and squeezing CJ’s arm.

      So CJ called Noga, who answered on the second ring. CJ explained that he had someone who wanted to talk to him about something that happened a long time ago. “But the guy’s a little nuts, and a lot paranoid, so you may not want to talk to him. He says it has something to do with Tony Faccio, if that helps.”

      “Put him on,” said Noga.
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      “My name is Jack Dobbins,” Jack said into the phone. “But I used to be Captain Jack Omdahl, M.D. Not that that makes any difference.”

      CJ wanted to hear both sides of the conversation, but Jack refused to put the phone on speaker, so he had to do with just hearing the one side, and even that was difficult, because Jack talked quietly.

      “Yes. Thanks,” Jack continued. “CJ and his friends are doing well. We’re here in downtown Las Vegas, having a coffee together.”

      He turned his back to the kids as he listened to Gus’s reply.

      “Well, the reason I wanted to speak to you is . . . Yes, I knew Tony Faccio for a time, and he mentioned your brother’s name, and I believe he mentioned yours as well . . . No, no, it was well before that. Maybe seventeen or eighteen years before, something like that. And in fact, that’s what I need to ask you about. See, Mr. Faccio was at a certain event back then, and he implied that your brother and perhaps you might have been present as well.

      “Well, I happen to have been present, and I’m trying to . . .

      “There was a bit of a skirmish, in the desert, north of . . . Right. A skirmish is what I’d call it. You might call it something else if you were there.

      “Yes, I was attached to Edwards Air Force Base, officially, in the Medical Corps . . . And so the question I have is, were you present at this skirmish or whatever you’d like to call it?

      “No. Really? Are you sure about that? . . . It was a long time ago. Look, I’m not the bad guy here, I assure you . . . Please. I— . . . No. I understand, but if you’d just—”

      Now Jack turned back and handed the phone to CJ, looking dejected. “Here,” he said. “He wants to talk to you.”

      CJ took the phone. “Hello, Noga?” he said.

      Noga said, quickly, “Look. I don’t know who this guy is, or how he got ahold of you, but he’s bad news. Get out of there, and do not, I said do not talk to him again. Got it?”

      “Okay, Noga. I’ve got it.”

      “I’m serious, CJ. Get out now.”

      “Right. Talk to you later. Bye.” CJ disconnected, and took a look at Jack, who was staring at him, looking . . . what, was that hopeful? Desperate?

      Should he do what Noga said and leave the coffee shop? Or should he try to understand what had just happened? What was it they said about curiosity and the cat? But CJ got a very strong vibe from Jack. He might be bad news, as Noga said, but if so, CJ was pretty sure it wasn’t intentional, and Jack had no ill will directed at CJ.

      “So,” CJ said, still staring at Jack. “What was this skirmish you talked about?”

      Jack looked down at the table, picked up his coffee, which was now empty, and put it down again. He looked uncomfortable. After a long pause, during which CJ kept staring at him, unblinking, he said, “Look. This doesn’t really have anything to do with you. I just thought . . . I don’t know what I thought.”

      Penny, who looked angrier than ever, her eyes just narrow slits focused on Jack, said, “You better think of something, there, buddy.”

      “Yeah, what’s this got to do with CJ’s grandmother, anyway?” said Oval, looking confused.

      Jack’s expression quickly changed from dejected to surprised as he turned to Oval. “I don’t know,” he said. “Maybe nothing.”

      Now CJ was surprised. “But that’s what we’ve been doing, searching for her parents, or at least her heritage. That’s why Ms. Parsons at the library told us to talk to you. And you said we could help each other.”

      “No, no,” said Jack. “You were interested in some of the same time periods that interest me. Like the late forties.”

      “When Nini was born,” said CJ.

      “And the mid-sixties,” said Jack.

      “When she and Noga met.”

      “You had the article from 1982.”

      “Right. That’s when they moved to Kentucky.”

      “And changed their name,” added Oval.

      “And that’s when something happened with your pal, Tony Faccio, that probably caused them to move and change their name,” said Penny, now looking skeptically at Jack.

      Jack now looked at each of them, shaking his head. Gradually, his eyes got big, and he put his hands to his face, covering everything but those big eyes.

      “Oh, Jesus,” he said.
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      It was a hot night, even for Vegas. Gus had been working late, and his brother had just dropped him off at home. Working late wasn’t unusual; Gus and Little Bull often worked past midnight, into the wee hours of the morning. They did whatever they had to do, whatever their bosses asked them to do. That was how to get ahead, according to their father, who should know. He was a big boss, important. He reported directly to the president of the casino holding company, and that was pretty high up.

      Gus ran a crew, reporting to his brother, who was in charge of security for one of the casinos owned by the holding company. That night, Gus had been making sure a high roller, one of the casino’s best customers, had made it to the airport on time and without incident. That sort of assignment was often more difficult than it sounded, because these high-value, very wealthy customers frequently traveled with an entourage of family, friends, mistresses, and hangers-on, and Gus had to keep all these people out of the grips of con artists, thieves, drug dealers, and the cops.

      Gus was preoccupied, thinking about a close call with a drug-addled brother or cousin of the high roller, who’d passed out in the bathroom of the airport lounge and nearly missed the flight, and he failed to notice the dark shapes lurking around the corner of his house. Violet was still up when Gus walked in, watching TV. She’d been having trouble sleeping the past couple weeks, and had been complaining about headaches. She seemed a little better now than she’d been, but he still worried about her.

      Gus went to the couch and kissed her. “How are you feeling?”

      “Fine. Better,” she said, keeping her eyes on the TV.

      Taking off the sport coat he wore to work and hanging it on the back of a chair, he asked about Annette, their eleven-year-old daughter.

      “She’s good,” said Violet. “School night. Test tomorrow, so she stayed up studying until a little while ago. She might still be awake if you want to kiss her good night.”

      Before Gus could get even halfway to Annette’s bedroom, there was a knock on the door.

      “I’ll get it,” he said, reversing direction. “Who the hell is knocking on the door at this time of night?” He immediately thought of Little Bull. Maybe he’d forgotten something and doubled back.

      Opening the door, Gus was surprised to find two men standing there. The first looked to be in his twenties. He looked vaguely familiar. The other was older, and wearing what looked like fatigues. It was dark, and Gus couldn’t see him well.

      The first one said, “Well, well. I thought you was Little Bull when I first seen you. But no, goddamn, it’s you, Gus, you little shit. You look like hell, you know that?” He took a step into the house, but Gus blocked his entry.

      “Who the fuck are you?” asked Gus, holding onto the door with one hand, and wondering if he should reach for the gun that was clearly visible in his shoulder holster now that his coat was off. He hesitated, though. This guy acted like he knew him, but Gus felt a tingling on the hairs on his neck. He couldn’t place the face.

      “Ain’t you going to let us in?” the man asked, sneering. “Come on, Gus. Oh, by the way, don’t you go for that gat you got there. My buddy behind me has a .45 in his hand right now, and shit, you try anything and he just might miss you and hit that pretty little lady who’s sitting there behind you.”

      Gus looked at the second man, who nodded but didn’t reveal his gun, hidden behind the first man. Holding his ground, he asked again, “Who are you?”

      “I’m your old buddy, Tony Faccio,” said the first man. “What? You don’t recognize me? It hasn’t been that long, has it?”

      Gus was having a disconnect. On hearing the name, a flood of memories came back. This guy did look like Tony Faccio, but there was something wrong. Something didn’t fit. “What do you want?” he asked, while his mind swam.

      “Get out of the fucking way, that’s what I want,” said Faccio, pushing his way past the still-stunned Gus.

      Gus turned to Violet, pointed to the bedrooms, and said, “Go. Get Annette and stay out of sight.”

      Violet shook her head no, but stood and gave the men entering her home a good look. Then she turned and walked rapidly to the back of the house, where she quietly went into one of the bedrooms.

      “Nice piece you got for yourself there, Gus,” said Faccio, admiring the retreating Violet. “How’d you manage that?”

      Gus, accepting that this was Tony Faccio, said, “I thought you was dead. Long time ago.”

      “Yeah,” said Faccio, “I almost was. Remember Oaf? Seems like I ended up with Oaf’s gun, and he ended up taking one in the chest.” He shrugged like it was no big deal. “So then I got hit, and some doc helped me out, and, well, next thing I know, they’re fucking with me.”

      He looked around the living room, peered back into the nearby dining area and the kitchen. “Nice little place. I thought this was Little Bull’s place, though.”

      “It was, long time ago. Mine now,” said Gus.

      “Jesus, do I have a good memory or what? I remembered right where Little Bull used to shack up.” Faccio strode around the house, looking very pleased with himself. His dark hair was plastered against his head, just like Gus remembered. In fact, as Gus’s memories came flooding back, Faccio looked just like he had when he’d disappeared in the desert. But still, something seemed off.

      “Hey, sit down, Gus,” said Faccio. “But first, let me have that gat you got.”

      Gus looked over at the second man, who was now clearly brandishing a .45 automatic as he stood just inside the door, staring at him. He looked vaguely familiar too.

      Gus held his arms out while Faccio took the gun from Gus’s holster, and stuck it in his own waistband. He then pushed Gus back so that he sat down hard on the couch.

      “Where you been?” Gus asked, trying to figure out how this man, who nobody had seen for years, could still be alive.

      “The truth is, I don’t know,” said Faccio, waving his arms. “And if I told you what they told me, you wouldn’t believe it anyway.” He smirked and sat in the armchair across from Gus. “So that’s not important.”

      “What do you want?” asked Gus.

      Faccio smiled broadly, revealing the gap in his bottom teeth, just behind a prominent lower left canine. “Now we’re talking, old buddy,” he said. “Get right to the point. So first, let me tell you a little story.

      “You remember that night in the desert, right? With Little Bull, and, like that. So these folks I was with since then dropped me off the other night. See, my pal Vic, here . . .” He motioned to the man with the gun, standing by the door. “. . . him and some of his buddies came and picked me up. Not that I wanted to get picked up, now. But they spotted us at the drop-off and grabbed me. The others got away. Took me back to some army base. Some assholes there wanted to know what the hell I was doing, and how I got there. All kinds of shit like that.” He looked from Gus to Vic and back and shifted in the chair, leaning forward.

      “So then, after I told them my story, they want to know how I got out to the desert that night, me and Oaf. They don’t know about Little Bull’s car, and you.” He looked like he was enjoying himself.

      “I’m thinking to myself, ‘why rat on my old buddies,’ you know. Oh, I mean, I know you said you was going to shoot me that night, but I never figured you’d do it. So no hard feelings or nothing.

      “But see, I know why these assholes want to know who was there. I know what happened. And I’m thinking, you and Little Bull, you’re smart guys. You probably know, too, right? But these assholes, they don’t want nobody to know. Get it? So if they find out you was there, then you’re in deep shit.”

      Now Gus knew where this was going. He felt a chill down his spine.

      Faccio continued, “Anyway, Vic is a standup guy. He helps me disappear into the desert one more time, and I promise him that my good buddies . . .” He held his hands out and nodded, indicating he was talking about Gus. “. . . meaning you and Little Bull, of course, you’ll help us out with a little stake. Something to get us started, you know? ’Cause, you owe me, right?” His smile disappeared. “You and that fuckwad of a brother of yours. I thought I was going to get to see him tonight. Wait. Maybe I will. Let’s see how this all plays out.”

      “How what plays out?” asked Gus, knowing that he wasn’t going to like the answer. He’d been in tough situations before. He was sure he could get off the couch and have Faccio on his back on the floor and have his own gun in his hands before Faccio could even think about stopping him, but the military guy by the door was a problem. He looked way too comfortable standing with that gun, like he knew what he was doing.

      Faccio answered, “Like I was sayin’, I been fucked over. Now, all my old buddies, they’re gone. Or dead. I don’t know. All I got left is you—and Little Bull, I expect.”

      “What?” said Gus. “You want money?” He reached for his wallet. “I don’t have much.”

      “Don’t make me laugh,” said Faccio. “You can get all the money you want. You still makin’ those skim runs?”

      “You crazy?” said Gus. “Nobody’s done that for years.”

      Faccio now looked mad. He stood, pointed at Gus and said, “I don’t care. Where there’s gambling, there’s money. I want some. You call Little Bull, get him over here now.”

      “He don’t have any money,” said Gus, trying to act like he wasn’t being intimidated.

      “Then call your old man,” yelled Faccio. “Tell him you need, um . . .” He looked over at Vic, still holding the gun on Gus. “What do you think, about $250K?”

      Vic nodded. Faccio turned back to Gus. “Yeah. Call Bull and tell him you need 250 big ones. Tonight.”

      Gus said, “One thing I can tell you with absolute certainty. If I call my father, this is what’s going to happen.” Turning to the man at the door, he continued, “Vic, or whatever your name is, Faccio is already a dead man. My father, he’ll erase you. If he comes, he’ll leave scorched earth. Not even any bodies left. Not you, not Faccio, probably not me. Shit, we’ll be lucky if the house is left standing. He doesn’t fuck around. No one will even remember you ever existed, you’ll be so gone.”

      Vic said, “Scary shit. But I need something too. Not money. I need to know what you saw out in that desert that night. I need to know what your brother saw. ’Cause if what Tony here tells me is true, then you two cost me. You helped kill my career out there that night. And I need to know why.”

      “Why?” said Gus. “Why what? We didn’t have anything to do with whatever was going on that night. If you was there, then you know.”

      “I was there, asshole, and I need to know what you did.”

      “Not happening,” said Gus, with more confidence than he felt.

      “Oh, fuck you,” said Faccio. “You owe me.”

      It was the last thing he ever said. As he reached for the gun in his belt, a shot rang out, thunderous in the confines of the small house. Faccio flew sideways, the top of his head splattering the ceiling.

      Vic immediately fired a round into the darkened hallway behind the kitchen, where the shot had come from. He didn’t have time to fire a second time. He was hit in the chest, and dropped straight down, lying still in front of the door.

      The ringing in Gus’s ears blended into the screaming coming from the back bedroom.

      Annette!

      Gus was on his feet, racing toward the bedroom, almost before Vic hit the ground. He ran face-first into Little Bull, emerging from the hall, smoke rising from automatic he held.

      “They’re okay,” said Little Bull. “Violet let me in the bedroom window. They’re on the floor, under a mattress.” He walked out to the living room and took a quick look around, making sure his aim had been good. Then he went to the door. “Grab that gun,” he said, peering out from behind the wooden door, while closing it slightly. “They got a friend across the street. Let’s see if he comes this way or runs off.”
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      Jack was flustered. He looked from CJ to Penny to Oval and back around again. His hands fluttered; he put his hat on, and then took it off again and put it on the table.

      “I’ve got to think about this,” he said, after picking his briefcase up off the floor but not opening it.

      “Oh no you don’t,” said Penny. “You owe us. We’ve been running around like blind puppies, and you haven’t told us a thing.”

      “I called my grandfather for you,” said CJ. “Now, you do something for us. Tell us what you wanted to talk to him about. Who knows, maybe I can still get him to talk to you.”

      Jack looked at CJ and seemed to calm down. He nodded and scratched his scruffy chin. “I don’t know about your grandfather,” he said. “Either I’m on the right track and I scared him, or I’m completely off my rocker and I scared him.”

      “I’m voting for the last one,” said Penny. “Off your rocker, for sure.”

      “I know he doesn’t want me to talk to you,” said CJ. “But I want to hear the story. So talk.”

      Jack stared at CJ for a minute. CJ stared back. If it was going to be a test of wills, he wasn’t going to back down.

      There was an uncomfortable pause during which Oval looked like he was about to break the silence, only to be stopped by CJ, who held up his hand to him. Penny rolled her eyes at least once, and then Jack decided. Reaching into his briefcase, he pulled out a large sheaf of papers, probably the same one he’d been waving about the day before. He said, “Okay. I’ll let you in on a story you won’t believe.”

      “Oh, coming from you, I don’t know why we wouldn’t believe it,” said Penny, rolling her eyes once more.

      Turning to her, Jack said, “I’ve never lied to you. I just wanted to protect you, keep you from getting involved in something that, at first, I didn’t think you had any connection to.”

      “At first?” said CJ. “Does that mean you think we have a connection now?”

      “I don’t know,” said Jack, turning back to CJ. “But if you read this, you’ll understand why I need to talk to your grandfather, and perhaps your grandmother.”

      He handed CJ the papers. The top page, stained, with curling corners, read: “The Autobiography of Captain Jackson Omdahl, MD.”

      “Catchy title, there, Doc,” said Penny.

      Jack smiled, and said, “I’m a physician, not a writer. But this is not fiction. This is what actually happened.”

      CJ looked at the thick stack, and said, “You want me to read all that?”

      “What else would you do with it?” answered Jack. “You will be astounded.”

      “Oh, man,” said Oval. “I’m glad I don’t have to read it.” Then, quickly looking at Jack, he said, “Oh. No offense, or anything. I just don’t read anything I don’t have to, for school or whatever.”

      “Okay,” said CJ. “I’ll take it. But it will take me a while to read this whole thing.” He picked up the papers and started to stand.

      “Oh, no,” said Jack, reaching over and grabbing the papers out of CJ’s hands. “You have to do it here.” He slapped the papers firmly back on the table.

      “Here?” said CJ.

      “Yes. Just start. You’ll see,” Jack said, motioning for CJ to sit back down.

      CJ grimaced, but sat down and looked at the papers. Slowly, he started reading. Penny and Oval looked at each other, Penny rolling her eyes, Oval shrugging his shoulders.

      Reading quickly, CJ turned to the next page, and then the next. Reading part of the third page, he skipped to the bottom, and then turned to the next. “Why should I care about the fact that you were born in Minnetonka, Minnesota, and lived in a little blue house, and whatever?”

      Jack reached over, grabbed the book, and said, “Yes, yes. That’s all background. Let’s skip ahead . . .” He flipped through pages, muttering to himself, “That’s med school . . . um, the Army . . . internship, okay.” Looking back at CJ, he handed the book back, having turned back the first thirty pages.

      “Read here,” he said. “This is about the night at Muroc.”

      CJ shook his head, but started reading again.

      Oval grew impatient. He stood, and said, “Maybe I could go get the car and bring it back here.”

      “Good idea,” said Penny, reaching into her purse to get the keys. “Take your time. Looks like this could take a while.”

      Oval took the keys and shuffled away to get the car, parked several blocks away at the Starbucks where they’d first thought they were going to meet Jack.

      Curious, and probably bored watching CJ read, Penny reached over to the book and pulled it away from him. She undid the big clip holding the papers together, took the first section that he had already either read or skipped, and gave the rest back to him. “I’ll just check out the stuff you’ve already gone through,” she said.

      Jack didn’t object, although he looked nervous as the two kids sat across from him, reading his autobiography.

      Penny quickly grew restless, as what she was reading failed to hold her attention. “I think I’ll go get another frozen coffee,” she said, rising. “Anything for you two?”

      CJ and Jack both shook their head no, so she went up to the front of the shop and got in line while CJ continued to read.

      After a few more minutes, without looking up from the book, CJ asked, “What’s all this? I don’t understand all this medical stuff.”

      “Oh, don’t worry about that,” answered Jack. “I was doing my residency at the base hospital at Muroc Army Airfield. That night we had several accident victims brought in. I was assisting in the operating room on one of them. That’s just the description of the injuries she’d suffered, and what we did to treat her, repair those injuries. Just skip over it.”

      CJ looked up at Jack, feeling frustrated. “You know I’m never going to read all this,” he said. “So far, you’ve told me to skip over most of what I’ve seen. It’d be a lot easier if you just told me what you want me to know.”

      Jack started to nod, but then a startled look came across his face. His eyes got big, his brow furrowed, he squinted. He tried to stand up, but was stopped by a large man who emerged from behind CJ.

      “Hold it there, Jack,” said the man. “Let’s gather all this up and you two can come with me.”

      The man picked up the loose papers on the table and pulled the rest of the book from CJ’s hands. He looked to be in his late thirties or early forties, with dark hair cut very short, making him appear nearly bald. His neck was thick, his shoulders broad, and his blue polo was stretched tight over his trim torso. He continued to smile as he picked up the big clip and put the book back together. Then he reached for Jack’s briefcase. Jack started to object, but the man gave him a look, and Jack withdrew his hand. The man put the book back into the briefcase, latched the clasp, and handed it back to Jack.

      “Okay, let’s all walk out together, shall we?” the man said, motioning for them to head for the door.

      “No way I’m going anywhere with you,” CJ said, staying in his chair.

      “Yeah,” the man said, his smile fading slightly. “You know I’m not asking.”

      CJ stood and turned toward the door, thinking of making a run for it, but another man stood in his way. This one was also wearing a blue polo with black cargo pants and heavy, black, rubber-soled shoes. He was younger, bigger, and meaner-looking than the first man, and he frowned down  at CJ. His hair was dark, and a little longer than the first man’s, and he wasn’t smiling. He stood with his feet apart and his hands together, and watched CJ carefully.

      “Stand down, Chief,” said the first man. “He’s not going anywhere, are you, son?”

      CJ turned back to the first man. “Who are you?” he asked.

      “We’re a concerned party,” the man responded, taking Jack by the arm and helping him up from the table. He pointed toward the door, while keeping a firm hold on Jack’s upper arm.

      “Let’s go, Doctor,” he said to Jack.

      Jack, looking dazed, started toward the door, so CJ did too, following the second man. He saw Penny standing off to the side, holding a coffee cup to her lips, looking confused. He looked at her, and shook his head, slowly, hoping no one else would notice.

      Fortunately, Penny got his signal, and took a step backward, watching the group file out of the coffee shop. Once out of the shop, Jack seemed to rally. He stood straighter, stopped, pulled his arm away from the man holding him, and demanded, “What is your name? This is ridiculous.”

      The man didn’t answer, but tried to grab Jack’s arm again.

      Jack backed away. “I demand that you stop, now,” he said. “You have no right.”

      CJ stopped, but the second man turned and grabbed his arm. CJ tried to pull away, but the man had a firm grip, and CJ couldn’t break it. He was feeling panic now, recognizing these men really were going to try to force him and Jack to go with them. He struggled to get free, but to no avail.

      As he struggled, he saw Penny emerge from the door to the coffee shop and edge away from them, down the sidewalk, watching carefully. She had her cell phone in her hand, having ditched her coffee somewhere along the way.

      A big black van came to a screeching halt in the road in front of them, facing the wrong way, and a third man in a blue polo jumped out of the driver’s seat and opened the sliding side door.

      Jack was now using his briefcase to hit the man holding him, yelling, “Let him go. He’s not involved in this. He’s a kid. Leave him alone.”

      CJ realized Jack was talking about him, and that made him panic even more. It sounded like Jack knew what this was about, and it wasn’t good. He pulled again, got free for a second, but the big man grabbed him with both hands this time.

      Penny now started screaming, “Help! Police! Help us!” She waved her arms wildly while she screamed. Unfortunately, the only people nearby were in the coffee shop, and CJ couldn’t see if any of them heard the commotion.

      Jack continued to struggle, and now both of the blue-shirted men worked to force him into the vehicle.

      The big man, now snarling at him, pulled CJ toward the open door, intending to shove him in after Jack.

      Then CJ heard squealing brakes and a car skidding. He looked to his left toward the sounds, just in time to see a flash of blue—a blue Honda—as it slammed into the front of the van.

      The force of the collision moved the van toward the men, and two of the blue polo men were knocked to the pavement. The man holding CJ released him at the moment of impact, an involuntary reaction to the crash. CJ quickly backed away. The man looked at him, cocked his head, said something CJ couldn’t hear, and turned to help his buddies.

      CJ ran toward Penny, who was still on the sidewalk a dozen yards away, waving her arms. Looking back, he saw the big man helping his two buddies up. The driver looked like he’d been hurt, and the big man helped him into the van, through the still open side door, and then the big man jumped in too. The other man, the one who’d talked to them in the coffee shop, looked around, assessing the situation, and jumped into the driver’s seat. The front end of the van had been bashed in pretty good where the Honda hit it, but it was still drivable. It backed up, pulled around the Honda, and then sped off, spinning its wheels as it left.

      CJ now noticed that a crowd had gathered, and Penny was still screaming. She was trying to get into the Honda, her Honda, but she couldn’t get the front driver’s door open. CJ ran around the car to help her. He pulled and pulled again on the door, which had been damaged in the crash. On the third pull, the door opened and he saw Oval. He was slumped in the seat, the air bag having deployed in his face. He wasn’t moving.
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      “The guy’s smart,” said Little Bull, still peering out the doorway. “He’s getting out while the getting’s good.”

      Gus looked out through the front window. He saw a car across the street pull away from the curb and drive away fast.

      “Shit, Little Bull,” said Gus. “This is my house! You fucking shot two guys in my house! With my wife and daughter here!”

      “What did you want me to do? Wait for them to shoot you? Maybe shoot Violet and Ann too? You should be thanking me.”

      Gus covered his eyes with his hands and threw his head back. “It all happened so fast.”

      Little Bull rolled Faccio over with his foot. “Did I hear you call this guy ‘Faccio’? He’s fucking dead.”

      “He is now.”

      Little Bull leaned down to peer at the dead man’s face. “Shit, this is Faccio, isn’t it?”

      “Yeah. It’s Faccio. I don’t know how, or where he’s been all these years, but it’s him all right.”

      “He looks pretty good, for a guy missing the half his scalp.”

      Gus shook his head and went back to the bedroom to check on Violet and Ann. He found them where Little Bull said they’d be, under the mattress against the wall. He told them it was all over, and helped them get out from under the mattress, kissing Violet and picking up Ann to comfort her. She was scared, shivering and whimpering. Violet was almost as bad, tearfully asking what happened.

      “I’ll fill you in a minute,” he said, handing Ann to Violet. “Wait here. Don’t come out to the living room yet.”

      Gus went back to talk to Little Bull, peering out the door to make sure nobody else was coming. “What now?” he asked.

      “The cops will be here soon,” Little Bull answered. He turned to Gus. “Look, the house is still in my name. You take Violet and Ann and clear out. I’ll tell the cops these guys came in here, tried to rob me, but I got the drop on them.”

      Gus thought about it. What Faccio had said scared him. “They,” whoever that was, were still looking for anyone who had been in the desert that night, the night he’d found Venus/Violet.

      Quickly, Gus made his decision. He couldn’t put Violet in danger. He couldn’t risk having someone, someone in power, discover their secret. “Okay,” he said. “We’ll clear out. I don’t know how much you overheard of what Faccio was saying, but do not talk to anybody about—”

      “I know, little brother,” said Little Bull. “No sweat. Get out of here.”

      

      Later, much later, in the wee hours of the morning, Gus jumped to his feet; he’d dozed off waiting for his brother, who walked in the back door, smiling. Violet and Ann were sleeping soundly in the guest bedroom at Little Bull’s house. Donna hadn’t even questioned them when they all showed up, so Gus assumed Little Bull must have called her.

      “How’d it go?” asked Gus.

      “Like I said it would,” answered Little Bull, going directly to the refrigerator and grabbing a beer. “Want one?” He held up the can of Miller.

      “Sure,” said Gus.

      Little Bull threw him the can and reached back into the refrigerator for another for himself. He walked over into the adjoining family room and flopped on the couch. Taking a long suck on the beer, and said, “Long night.”

      Gus took a drink of his beer, too. “So?” he asked. “Give me the blow-by-blow.”

      “Hey, the cops were all right. They didn’t like that I’d nailed those two with two shots, but I told them, I’m really lucky.” He smiled a tired smile and drank more of his beer.

      He continued, “Also, somebody figured out I didn’t live there, so I told them that Donna and I had a fight, so I was sleeping over there.” He rubbed his eyes. “They asked what we were fighting about. Can you believe that?” He finished his beer in one more long pull, got up and fetched another, and came and sat down again.

      “Anyway,” he continued, “it was all right. I told them Faccio was an old-time hood I used to know who’d been out of town for a long time, as far as I knew. The other guy I’d never seen before. Told them Faccio wanted money, which was true. When I went to take a piss, I came back with my gun, and the other guy started shooting, so it was all self-defense. Turns out Faccio was packing too—he had a .45 in his belt at the back—so that was good.” He looked at his beer for a minute before taking another drink. Not a long one this time, just a break so he could think.

      “Man, there were at least four squad cars that I saw, plus detectives, and I saw reporters too. A real show, I’ll tell you. All for a dirtball like Faccio.”

      He paused again, and looked at Gus, before continuing. “Here’s the strange thing. I’m standing there in the living room, looking at the bodies and the blood, and this guy comes up to me. He’s wearing a uniform. Not a cop, a soldier of some kind. Introduces himself. Captain O’Fallon. Jake O’Fallon, I think it was. Anyway, he says he’s my new best friend. Can you believe that?

      “We talk a bit. Then he says something about another guy who was out in the desert. Oaf, but he called him by his name, James Sorrento. This O’Fallon knows they—the military—talked to me before about Oaf.”

      Gus was alarmed. “Shit. You mean way back right after it happened? When we had government types poking all around?”

      “That’s how I took it. So I tell him that I haven’t seen Oaf in years. Have no idea what happened to him. Or Faccio either.”

      “Good,” said Gus. He got up to get another beer. He was afraid he’d need it before he heard anymore.

      Little Bull kept talking. “O’Fallon says they were watching Faccio, they knew about him, and wasn’t it interesting that he came to see me.”

      “Interesting? Why was it interesting?”

      “That’s what I said. Told him that he was after money and must have figured I had some. Not so interesting to me.”

      “So what was this best friend thing?” asked Gus. “Doesn’t sound like he’s much of a friend.”

      “No, but then he says this other guy, the guy with Faccio, Vic something or other, he’s one of theirs.”

      “Yeah. I made him for military.”

      “Right. So O’Fallon says they don’t really want the cops digging into all this shit. He can make it all go away.”

      “Really?” That was the first good news that Gus had heard in a while.

      “I ask him what he wants from me. He says he wants to know how Faccio and Oaf got out to the desert that night back in 1964.”

      “Fuck.”

      “I ask him how the hell am I supposed to know. He just looks at me. Cold. The fucker’s got some balls, I’ll say that for him. He says this is how it’s going to go. The cops will back off tomorrow. I’m not to talk to anybody about any of this. Not Faccio, or Oaf, or what happened tonight. None of it.”

      “Well, that’s good.”

      “Sure. But he says he’s going to need more from me. And then, right when he’s leaving, he says, ‘Hey, you got a brother, don’t you?’”

      “Double fuck.”

      “I told him you got nothing to do with all this, but he just looked at me again.”

      “God damn, Little Bull. I’m not going to talk to him. I can’t.”

      “I know.”

      The truth was, Little Bull didn’t know the details that Gus was afraid to let out. He knew that Venus had escaped from the turned-over truck that night. But he didn’t know what she had been running from, or where the others had escaped to. Gus had told him enough so that he knew there was a secret worth keeping, but in their family secrets were okay. They lived in a world of secrets. They kept their secrets.

      Gus nodded at him, nervously, not knowing what his next step should be.

      Little Bull said, “I’ll go with you tomorrow. We’ll talk to Dad. Maybe he can set you up somewhere, out of town. A long way from Vegas.”

      That sounded good to Gus. He said. “I need to become someone else. With Violet and Ann. We need to disappear.”

      “Okay, You know how this goes. I’ll get what you need. Who do you want to be?”
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      At the hospital, Oval was still groggy, either from the painkillers to stave off the ache from his broken ankle, or from the mild concussion he’d incurred when the air bag went off. A lot had happened since the crash—Penny’s mom and dad had both come to the hospital, frantic, worried about all three kids. After long explanations, plus some hugs and tears, they had left again without ever complaining about the wrecked car. Oval had talked to his parents, too, but had been a little loopy, so CJ had to step in and reconfirm that Oval was fine. They seemed remarkably calm about the whole thing.

      That wasn’t the case with Nini and Noga when CJ called them. Nini sounded like she was on the verge of tears when she said, “Get home as soon as you can. I’m worried about you.”

      But it was Noga who seemed most upset. After Nini had finished talking, he got on the phone a second time, and walked somewhere so Nini couldn’t hear him, saying, “This happened right after that damn phone call, didn’t it? What did I tell you about that man? I knew something bad was going to happen. I haven’t told your grandmother about it yet, because she would . . . would . . . I don’t know what she would do. You get your ass home.”

      CJ told him that he couldn’t leave with Oval in the hospital, and that he didn’t know how long it would be before Oval got out—a small lie since the doctors had said they just wanted to keep him overnight for observation. He promised to come home as soon as he could.

      The story the three told their parents had been constructed on the spot by CJ and embellished by Penny. Oval, who had been knocked out only briefly, heard enough to concur, although he told the cops things were a bit blurry in his compromised memory.

      CJ had quickly sized up the situation and decided that the truth would put Oval in serious trouble, because he’d clearly crashed the Honda into the van intentionally. Further, revealing the kidnapping attempt would involve all of them in a complicated story that none of them could explain—they had no idea who would be trying to kidnap him, or why, or if it was really a kidnapping at all. And to top it off, Jack had escaped. CJ feared that he’d been in the van when it sped off, but Penny was sure she saw him jump out just before it left. She had been so concerned with Oval that she hadn’t seen where he’d gone, but wherever he was, he wasn’t returning CJ’s calls.

      When the cops had arrived on the scene—within seconds after the crash, it seemed to CJ—he’d been the first to speak. Before the cop asked him anything, he’d said, “Oh my God, we were waiting for our friend to pick us up from the coffee shop, when this big van came swerving over into his lane. Oval, that’s his name, couldn’t stop, even though you could tell he slammed on his brakes by the sounds of him skidding and everything. He hit the front end of the van really hard, but it was so big, it seemed like it was barely damaged.”

      Penny added, “Three guys jumped out and looked at the damage, then jumped back in and sped off. I didn’t get any license numbers; it all happened so fast.” That was helpful, because a couple patrons of the coffee shop said they saw men running around outside the van before it left, so the whole thing seemed to fit together. Nobody said anything about an old man wearing a funny hat getting into or out of the van.

      The kids didn’t get away free, however.

      Penny had started freaking out during the event. She was on the sidewalk, screaming, as Jack and CJ were being pushed toward the van. When Oval crashed to stop the abduction, she nearly went into hysterics.

      CJ had reacted very differently. For him, things slowed down, and he viewed them as through a fog. After the crash, he got away from the man holding him, saw Penny jumping and screaming, and moved toward her. When she dashed to the car to see if Oval was all right, he shifted his attention that way, and found himself pulling at the car door.

      Oval at first seemed to be in some distress, but then he opened his eyes, turned and grinned. Penny, seeing Oval’s grin, seemed overcome with relief, and buried her face in CJ’s chest. CJ gave her a squeeze, trying to provide comfort. He even whispered to her, “He’s okay. We’re all okay. It’s all over, baby, it’s all over.”

      CJ remained holding Penny when the first cop arrived. Still in a fog, CJ committed to his “accident” story. Despite throwing CJ several questioning looks, Penny supported his explanation of events. He remained calm and in control, not only of himself, but of the situation. Even after Penny’s parents arrived, CJ carefully explained the accident, soothing their overwrought reactions on seeing their wrecked car and emotional daughter.

      It wasn’t until after all the nurses and doctors had left Oval’s hospital room that it hit CJ. Finally alone with just his friends, he suddenly leaned forward in his chair and covered his eyes, trying to hold back the flood of emotions.

      “Oh my God,” he said. “Oh my God. Oh my God. What have I done?” If he’d been completely alone, the tears would have flowed, but he felt he had to hold it together for his friends. He’d been the one who got them involved with Jack, which resulted in the attempted abduction; he’d lied to the cops by telling them it was an accident, involving his friends in something that could have severe consequences, especially if it turned out that Jack had been hurt in any way; and he’d assumed the leadership role—appropriate, given the situation, but not a natural role for him. He’d always been the kid that everybody liked. Having people rely on him was different, and not comfortable.

      Seeing CJ nearly lose it seemed to upset Penny, and Oval apparently saw her reaction. “Are you okay?” he asked CJ.

      “Yeah, sure,” said CJ, pulling himself together. “I’m just so sorry for putting you guys in this situation. Plus, I need to thank you. I don’t know how you figured out what was going on, but I’d be long gone in the back of that van if you hadn’t slammed into it.”

      Oval seemed to come through without an emotional hangover. He said, “It was a split-second decision. As I was approaching, looking for a place to park, I saw Penny, jumping and waving her arms in front of the coffee shop. There was that van, stopped in my lane, facing me. I didn’t know what was going on. Then I saw some guy pushing Jack into the van, and another guy holding you, and  . . . I don’t know, Penny pointing and screaming. Next thing I know, I was trying to do a screeching three-point turn in front of the van, and I don’t really know how to do that, and blam! I’m waking up and looking at your face.”

      “It was awesome, Oval,” said CJ.

      “Stupid,” said Penny, who wasn’t smiling. “You could have been killed.”

      “But I wasn’t. So now what?” asked Oval.

      “So now, you get some sleep, and Penny and I do what we can to find Jack and figure out what happened,” said CJ.

      CJ and Penny told Oval they’d be back and headed out toward the lobby. Once they were alone in the elevator, Penny, looking at her shoes, said, “I’m sorry for jumping all over you back there in the street. I just got overwhelmed by everything.”

      “You might have noticed that I gave you a pretty good squeeze back.” CJ paused, and then added, “I know what you mean. I felt the same way. In fact, I almost kissed you there, right in the street.”

      “I was just so emotional, right then. I—I just—didn’t know what to do. And I still don’t. What are we going to do now? Somebody tried to kidnap you, and we didn’t even tell anybody.”

      This is where the leadership thing kicked in again. Next steps were up to him. He made his decision, and said, “Let’s go to the library and ask Ms. Parsons about Jack.”

      “He’s jerked us around for two days,” said Penny. “And nearly got you kidnapped. I think that’s enough. Let’s let him go.”

      “No, we can’t,” said CJ. “Not now. Not when we don’t know who or why or anything else. We’ve got to find him if we’re ever going to find answers. Plus, he may be in trouble.”

      “Well, screw him. I think he’s a creep.” Then she peered at CJ, and said, “You are the only person I know who would spend their whole spring break working on a project for school. And look where it’s led.”

      “This is not for school. This has never been for school.” Holding up his phone, he said, “Just called for an Uber. Be here in five.”

      As they walked out to the driveway where they’d be picked up, Penny took CJ’s hand. He tried to pretend it was no big deal.

      

      Fortunately, Ms. Parsons was in her usual place, behind the desk in the periodicals section. She smiled when she saw the kids approaching.

      “My, my,” she said. “Back again so soon?”

      “Ms. Parsons, we need some information,” said CJ as he reached the desk. “Can you tell us about your friend Jack? He may be in trouble.”

      “May be?” said Penny. “He’s definitely in trouble.”

      Ms. Parsons’ smile faded. “What do you mean, dear?” she asked Penny. “Has he done something wrong?”

      “I don’t know,” said Penny. “But he nearly got CJ kidnapped, and now he’s disappeared.”

      That seemed to confuse Ms. Parsons. There being no other patrons at the desk needing her attention, she came out from behind the desk and motioned for the kids to join her at a nearby table. Once they were all seated, she asked what had happened.

      CJ described the meeting they’d had with Jack, the phone call with Noga, the attempted kidnapping and Oval’s heroic actions.

      “My, my, my,” said Ms. Parsons, shaking her head and wringing her hands. “I don’t know what to say. I’m so sorry I got you involved in all this.” She looked crestfallen, eyes moist, her frown dragging her face toward her ample bosom.

      “You didn’t get us involved,” said CJ. “We asked for help, and you tried.”

      “Right, it’s not your fault,” added Penny. “But we need to know more about Jack. You said he was a crackpot, but this seems like more than that. Who’d want to kidnap him? Were those guys after him, or CJ, or both—or what?”

      “I’m sure I don’t know, child,” said Ms. Parsons, still shaking her head. “Jack is an . . . um, interesting character, to say the least. He’s been coming in here for the last few years, regularly, and so I’ve gotten to know him a bit. We’ve even shared a meal or two now and then. But I didn’t dream he’d put you in danger.”

      “Does he put himself in danger?” asked CJ.

      “Well, no. I mean, not really, I don’t think,” said Ms. Parsons. “You must understand, he’s a—well, he’s involved with a group of people, they call themselves ‘the True Believers’ or some such nonsense. They all claim to have seen flying saucers, or little green men, or to have been taken by aliens and experimented on.”

      “Wow,” said Penny. “So when you said he was a crackpot, you weren’t kidding.”

      “No, I wasn’t kidding,” said Ms. Parsons, smiling now. “But Jack doesn’t believe any of that silliness. He says that none of them know what they’re talking about. They’re making it up, trying to get attention, or they’re delusional, or just flat-out crazy.”

      “But then why would he hang out with them?” asked CJ.

      “He says it’s because they provide a perfect cover for him. He claims that the government—that’s what he always calls it, ‘the government,’ not, ‘the cops,’ or ‘the FBI,’ or even, ‘the authorities,’—the government is after him. He says they’ve held him captive, put him in institutions, and that they watch him constantly. He says he’s always got to watch his back.” She threw up her hands. “I don’t know. It seems like it’s a bit much. But maybe that’s what happened. Maybe he’s right, and they are out to get him. Maybe you got caught in the middle of something.”

      Ms. Parsons excused herself to go help someone at the desk. While she was gone, Penny and CJ talked about what they should do next.

      Penny said, “I am now absolutely positive that Jack is some kind of nut. I think we should bug out of here and never look back.”

      “No, I can’t do that,” said CJ. “I owe him something. Back there when those thugs were shoving us into the van, Jack tried to get them to let me go. He fought them, hit them with his briefcase, and screamed at them. He really tried. The least that I can do is try to make sure he’s okay.”

      Ms. Parsons reappeared at the table, sliding into the same chair. If anything, she looked even sadder than when she left. “Please accept my apologies, dears. Go enjoy yourselves, and don’t you worry about old Jack or me. We’ll be fine.”

      “That’s what I told him,” said Penny. “We should be happy that we’re all okay, and move on.”

      “We will, I promise,” said CJ. “But I just want to check in on him, thank him, and let him know there’s no hard feelings.” He smiled at Ms. Parsons, his best suck-up smile. “I have Jack’s phone number, but not his address. And could you let us know places he likes to hang out, in case he’s not home?”

      Ms. Parsons went to the desk, wrote two addresses on a slip of paper, brought it back and gave it to CJ. “This is his home address, and this is where the True Believers get together. Both are near the old downtown. I can’t believe I’m giving you this, but you kids be careful!” She waved to them as they left.

      “Let’s get back to the hospital,” said Penny. “That’s where my mom is going to pick us up tonight.”

      “Got Uber on the way.”

      “We can’t keep using Uber, by the way. Unless you have a lot more money than I think you do.”

      “I know, but what can we do? Oval wrecked your mom’s car, so we’re kind of stuck.”

      “I’ve got an idea. Hold on.” She pulled out her phone and made a call. She asked the person who answered if she’d find her grandmother and put her on the phone. While she was waiting, she turned to CJ. “Just have to know how to make connections,” she said to him, smiling.

      “Hello, GRANDMA Donna. Hey, do you still have your old car?
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      Penny and CJ spent an uncomfortable night, further soothing her parents’ concerns, apologizing for letting Oval drive the Honda (although Penny’s dad pointed out that Oval’s parents’ insurance would be taking care of the repairs) and persuading them that borrowing Donna’s car was a good thing. CJ also had another long talk with Nini and Noga about much of the same stuff, and got them to reluctantly agree to let him stay until his scheduled Sunday return home. Neither CJ nor Penny said anything about Jack or the kidnapping, of course.

      So it was that the next morning they were at the hospital, waiting for Oval to be released and talking about what they should do next.

      “We need to find Jack,” CJ said. “Make sure he’s okay.”

      “What about your search for Nini’s ancestry?” asked Oval. “After all, that’s what got us here.”

      “I know, and I kept thinking that Jack was going to give us something on Nini, but he never did,” said CJ.

      “Well, what was in that stack of papers, that book he wanted you to read in the coffee shop?” asked Penny. “There must have been something in it, the way he was protecting it.”

      “I don’t know,” said CJ. “He was a doctor in the Army a long time ago, and what I read was all about some patients of his, some people who crashed a plane or something. They must have been important people, or celebrities, because he wrote a lot of stuff about guards, and security. But I never got far enough to find out who they were or what happened to them.”

      “Strange,” said Penny. “Really strange. He seemed to know your grandfather, though. Wonder what that was about.”

      “Yeah. Something happened in the desert,” said Oval. “Some event he thought your grandfather might have been at. Must have been epic.”

      “Epic, my ass,” said Penny. “The only thing epic around here is his imagination.”

      “I know you don’t like him, but I can’t walk away,” said CJ. “Plus, we need to find out who those guys were at the coffee shop yesterday. I don’t know if they’re going to pop up and try to kidnap us again.”

      “To be honest,” said Penny, dropping her voice to a whisper, “I’m scared. I don’t want to keep doing this. We should have told the cops what really happened.”

      CJ slid over next to her, but didn’t say anything. He put his arm around her shoulders to try and comfort her. But he was thinking that she was probably right.

      “Don’t worry about any kidnappers. I’ve still got one good leg to kick them with,” said Oval, always the jokester. But CJ could tell he was straining to stay in character, and not just because the joke was lame. He looked tired and had complained about his lack of sleep. The nurses kept waking him up, he’d said, because they were worried about the concussion he’d suffered.

      But then he said he was looking forward to getting back to school with the cast on his ankle. “I’ll get all kinds of sympathy, plus I can get girls to sign my cast. It’ll be an epic way to meet all the hot girls.”

      Even Penny had to smile at Oval’s effort to lighten things up. But as they sat and waited for Oval’s release, she became moody. In fact, all three kids had fallen silent, perhaps all thinking about what lay ahead.

      Penny broke the silence. “What if those men are waiting for us?”

      “They’re not,” said CJ, sounding more confident than he felt. “They were after Jack, not me, and definitely not you.”

      “You don’t know that,” said Penny.

      “We’ll never know what’s going on if we turn and run now,” said CJ.

      “I don’t know if I’d call it running,” said Oval. “Running isn’t in my immediate future anyway. I’d just say we were not going to chase the old crackhead.”

      He got Penny to smile again. “It’s not crackhead, dummy. But he might be on some drugs, for all we know.”

      “Whatever. If he wants to find us, let him,” said Oval.

      “Look, guys. Why don’t I drop you off at Penny’s, or at a casino, wherever you want,” said CJ. “I’ll go see if I can find Jack, and I’ll catch up to you later.”

      Penny and Oval looked at each other, and both nodded, of like mind. Penny turned to CJ and said, “Nice try.”

      “No chance, old buddy,” said Oval. “We’re like the three musketeers. One for all, three for something or other.”

      “You know that cracking wise can get old, don’t you?” said Penny.

      

      It was nearly noon before Oval was let out, and food was at the top of their to-do list. They found an all-you-can-eat buffet in the downtown area, with the only complication being that someone had to carry Oval’s tray because he was on crutches. Even so, they managed to get at least their money’s worth at the buffet.

      Donna’s car, which CJ was driving, was a Buick, at least fifteen years old. It was the biggest car CJ had ever driven, and it may have been the ugliest. One good thing though—the huge back seat made it easy to get Oval and his crutches into the car.

      After leaving the buffet, CJ headed to Jack’s home address, the one given to them by Ms. Parsons. It turned out to be in an apartment complex three or four miles east of downtown. It wasn’t exactly a wealthy neighborhood—CJ had seen a mobile home park nearby, and houses that looked to be about the same size as a double-wide—but the complex was clean and in good repair.

      CJ pulled into one of the carports, which Penny quickly pointed out was probably for residents only.

      “Hey, we’re not going to be here long,” said CJ, “and this big old car gets really hot sitting in the sun.”

      He told Oval to wait in the car while he went up the exterior steps to knock on the door to the second story unit that was Jack’s. There was no answer. CJ knocked harder, and then even harder, but he could hear no movement inside.

      Returning to the car, he told Penny and Oval that they’d next try the meeting place for the True Believers.

      They missed it twice before they finally found it—a storefront in a shopping strip along a busy street halfway back toward downtown. There was no address on the storefront, or on any of the others in the strip mall, but through a process of deduction, they decided it had to be the one with the worn sign that said only “Billiard Parlor.” The windows were covered with old posters for long-past rock concerts and pool tournaments, making it impossible to see inside.

      The door was unlocked and CJ led the way in, followed closely by Penny, while Oval limped in with his crutches.

      “Who calls themselves the True Believers?” Oval said. “It sounds like a bad ’90s rock group. I’ve got to meet them.”

      They found a dimly lit room furnished with one ratty looking pool table and two round wooden tables surrounded by a total of five wobbly looking wooden chairs. On the left was a small bar, fronted by two bar stools, with a collection of unlit neon signs advertising various beer brands. Not a soul was visible. The place smelled like old beer and stale cigarettes.

      Just past the bar was a yellow door with a small black sign that said, “No Admittance.” CJ knocked. “Hello,” he called out as he knocked again. Hearing no response, he tried the knob, which turned. He pushed the door open, revealing a back room roughly twice the size of the front, with several desks in the center and long rectangular tables along the walls. Most of the surfaces were covered with stacks of papers that looked like newspapers and brochures of various kinds.

      Seated at the desk closest to the door was a man who was completely bald. He was wearing huge black-rimmed glasses, a shirt that had once been white, open at the collar, and black suspenders. He had a narrow pale face, and, in CJ’s terms, looked nearly grandpa-old. That was not quite as old as Noga, but older than Penny’s parents.

      “What you doing in here?” the man asked, looking up from the desk, startled.

      CJ moved through the door two steps to stand directly in front of the desk. “Is this where the True Believers meet?”

      “Never heard of them,” the man said, staring at CJ with a blank look on his face.

      “Okay,” said CJ. “Well, do you know Jack Dobbins? He sent us here.”

      “Who wants to know?” said the man.

      “Me,” said CJ. “I do.”

      “Like I said, who wants to know?” Now the man’s expression changed to a slight smirk.

      Oval stepped in front of CJ, and said, “Sir, may I introduce Mr. Christopher James Mazza, who is well-known in certain circles, if you know what I mean.”

      “I’m impressed,” said the man, who was definitely smirking now. “Mr. Mazza, what circles is it that you’re known in?”

      Now Penny stepped forward, giving Oval a look as she did. “Oh, for—” she said. “We were with Jack Dobbins yesterday, and we’re afraid he might be in some trouble, so we’re checking on him. Do you know him or not?”

      A woman emerged from behind a stack of boxes near the back of the room. She was younger than the man, maybe in her mid-forties, was profoundly pear-shaped with especially wide hips, dark hair streaked with gray, a wide mouth and a fleshy face.

      “Clyde,” she said, “Don’t give these kids a hard time.” She wiped her hands on a rag that she put aside as she walked toward the front. “Hi, I’m Marge.” She stuck out her hand and shook with each of the kids, who introduced themselves.

      “You were asking about Jack?” She looked at Penny.

      “Right. We’re worried about him,” answered CJ.

      The woman looked at CJ and said, “Jack didn’t come in today. Too bad, because we could have used some help. We’re getting out our current issue.” She looked behind her and walked over to one of the side tables. Reaching into a cardboard box, she drew out a thin pamphlet and held it up. The title was “The True Believer Quarterly.” The cover showed a blurry photograph that looked like one of those flying saucer pictures that CJ had seen on the Discovery channel or the History channel.

      “Wow!” said Oval. “Can I see that?” He held out his hand.

      Marge said, “Sure. Be my guest.” She handed him the pamphlet.

      Oval asked her, “So have you seen aliens?”

      Clyde answered, “All the time.”

      Marge frowned at Clyde and said, “Well, you, maybe. For me, it was just the one time.”

      Penny reached over and grabbed the pamphlet from Oval’s hand. “The True Believers. It sounds like some kind of religious cult.”

      “Yeah, we get that,” said Clyde. “But back when we started this thing, right after the first time I was taken, twenty-five years ago . . .”

      “Twenty-three,” said Marge.

      “. . . twenty-three years ago,” continued Clyde, “it was clear that what we believed in was that extraterrestrials were all around us, and were taking humans and experimenting on us.”

      “No kidding?” said Oval. “Did that happen to you?”

      “All the time,” said Clyde.

      “So when was the last time?” asked Oval, leaning forward onto the desk, enthralled.

      “Oh, what was it, about five or six months ago,” said Clyde, like it was no big deal.

      “And what did they do to you?” asked Oval.

      CJ could see that Marge had heard all this before. She rolled her eyes and straightened some papers on the desk behind Clyde’s.

      Clyde answered, waving his hands, “They poke you and prod you, and take your DNA. Jesus, kid, you’d think you’d know all this. It’s well-documented fact. Read a little.”

      Marge turned and admonished him. “Clyde, be nice.”

      “Well, if they’re really friends of Jack’s, you’d think they’d know some of this,” he said, motioning to the three kids.

      Marge said, “I don’t know. Jack has his own ideas.” She turned to CJ and said, “Speaking of Jack, you said he was in trouble. What kind of trouble?”

      Trying not to get into too many details, CJ told them about sitting with Jack in a coffee shop the day before, and the men who tried to get him into a van. “We’re pretty sure he got away,” he said. “But we’re worried about him.”

      “It’s probably that damned DoD,” said Clyde, turning to Marge. “Jack’s always complaining about them.”

      “DoD?” said Penny.

      “Yeah, the Department of Defense,” said Clyde. “DoD.”

      “Like the Army and Navy?” asked Oval. “That Department of Defense?”

      Clyde said, “It used to be the Air Force that was in charge of all this, with their Project Bluebook and all that. They’d do whatever they could to hide the fact that we were being visited by aliens all the time. Then they closed down and turned it all over to NASA.”

      “You mean like the space agency, the National whatever Space Agency? Like the astronauts?”

      “Just like that,” said Clyde.

      Marge said, “It’s the National Aeronautics and Space Administration, and that’s the one.”

      “No way,” said Oval.

      Clyde said, “So now the DoD has their own outfit, secret, no one knows about it, looking into all things alien. Hell, they have their own squads of goons now, lots of them the same guys who were in the Air Force. Even Congress doesn’t know about them.”

      CJ said, “So you think it was the DoD that tried to pick Jack up yesterday?”

      “The DoD was no friend of Jack’s, I’ll tell you that,” said Clyde.

      “Would they hurt him?” asked Penny.

      “Honey, they’ll do whatever they want,” said Clyde. “I heard they had a run-in with that guy from up in the Dakotas, Miller was it? He plum disappeared.”

      Marge frowned at him. “Don’t be exaggerating, Clyde. You’ll scare these kids. Besides, what I heard was that Miller ran off with his wife’s sister.”

      “That’s not how I heard it,” said Clyde, shaking his head.

      “I think you should talk to Jack,” said Marge, turning back to CJ. “Let’s try to call him. Clyde, call Jack and see how he’s doing.”

      Clyde pulled an old flip phone out of his pocket. When he saw the kids staring, he held it up and said, “Those smart phones you all carry around is all bugged, you know. They can listen in on everything you say.”

      Marge rolled her eyes as Clyde made the call. There was no answer, so Clyde left a message: “Jack, this is Clyde Poston. There’s some kids here looking for you. Give me a call back. You have the number. Thanks.”

      “If he calls us back, we’ll have him call you,” said Marge. “I’m sure he’s all right. Don’t worry too much about him. He’s a tough old coot. Does he have your number?”

      CJ nodded and they said their goodbyes. Once in the car and on their way, Penny said, “Do you believe any of that?”

      “Not much,” said CJ. “But remember, Ms. Parsons at the library said Jack didn’t believe in these guys, either. He was just using them for cover.”

      “Cover for what?” asked Penny.

      “Don’t know,” said CJ. “It’s one of the reasons we have to find him.”

      “Do you really think it was the DoD yesterday?” she asked. “They tried to take you, too, you know.”

      “It seems like if they wanted me, they could grab me any time,” said CJ.

      “Maybe they don’t know who you are,” she said. “Maybe you were just someone who happened to be with Jack when they decided to grab him.”

      “So Jack’s bad news, then.”

      “Yeah. No kidding. Stay away from him. I keep saying that. You keep ignoring me.”

      “I’m not ignoring you,” said CJ. “I’m, just . . .” He felt himself getting emotional. Angry, frustrated. He struggled to say what he was feeling. What came out was, “You don’t know what it’s like.”

      “What?” said Penny. “What don’t I know?”

      At a red light, CJ turned toward Penny. “It’s easy for you,” he said. “You have a mother and father, a brother. A FAMILY.”

      Tugging at her seat belt, Penny turned to face CJ, leaning toward him. “So what do a bunch of flying saucer nut jobs have to do with family, huh? Tell me that.”

      “They’ll help me find Jack,” said CJ, straining against his seat belt so he was practically nose to nose with Penny.

      “Jack is crazier than those weirdos we just saw. He stands you up, nearly gets you kidnapped, and what does he have to do with family?”

      “He knows stuff!”

      “You are so full of shit.”
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      “Hey, guys, the light is green,” Oval said from the backseat.

      “What does Jack know?” said Penny. CJ stomped on the gas just as a car behind them honked.

      Trying to calm down, CJ said, “I don’t know. He seemed like he knew Noga. And maybe Nini.”

      Penny, who hadn’t calmed down, said, “I know Noga and Nini. Lots of people know them. So what?”

      “No, he knew them BEFORE.”

      “Yeah, I think he did say something like that,” said Oval. “Maybe he can help.”

      Penny turned to the back. “You shut up,” she said. “You’ve already got a broken ankle. You looking for something more?”

      Oval looked unsure about how to answer that. He kept quiet as Penny turned back to CJ. But she, too, kept her mouth shut.

      CJ seethed as he drove on.

      After a long period of silence, it was Oval who spoke. “So where we going?”

      CJ answered, “I’m taking you both back to Penny’s. Then I’ll go find Jack by myself.”

      “Great,” said Penny. “You can chase after that crazy old man and get yourself kidnapped or killed, or fly off in a flying saucer, for all I care.”

      Waiting a minute before he spoke, Oval said, “What are you going to do? Drive around all day looking for some old guy getting shoved into a van? I mean, where do you expect to find him, anyway?”

      CJ looked over at Penny, who was staring straight ahead, her eyes squinted, her lips pursed. After stopping at another light, he looked back at Oval. “What do you think I should do?”

      Oval sat up straight. “Let’s go have some fun,” he said. “You can’t reach Jack anyway.” He pushed Penny in the shoulder. “There must be something fun to do in this town, isn’t there?”

      Penny turned slowly. Not smiling, she said, “Fine. Let’s go pretend we like each other.”

      “Where to?” said Oval, upbeat as always, ignoring Penny’s mood.

      “To the Strip,” she said. “Take a left at the next light.” To Oval, she said, “How mobile are you?”

      “You’d be surprised. Even on crutches, I can probably motor faster than you. I got good last year when I broke my foot. Remember, CJ? In the last meet of the year, too.”

      CJ answered, “Yeah, I remember.”

      “That hurt,” said Oval. “This ankle thing is nothing compared to that.”

      “So are you up for the old people’s giant Ferris wheel, or do you want real roller coasters and shit?”

      “Real roller coasters and shit. Real roller coasters and shit,” Oval chanted.

      Even Penny had to smile at that.

      

      The three had just finished a ride on Insanity, a spinning ride from the top of the Stratosphere, a casino complex about halfway between downtown and the heart of the Strip, when CJ’s phone rang.

      “It’s Jack,” he said, looking at the caller ID. Then, feeling a little guilty for his earlier stance on chasing after “the crazy old man,” he put the call on speaker so Penny and Oval could weigh in.

      “Are you okay?” he said, forgoing any normal greeting.

      “Yeah, yeah,” answered Jack.

      Penny leaned over CJ’s phone and said, “Why haven’t you returned our calls, huh? Been zipping around in your flying saucer?”

      After a slight pause, Jack said, “I heard that you met our True Believer friends.”

      “Those guys are cracked,” said Penny.

      “I don’t know how you found them,” said Jack. “I certainly didn’t send you to see them.”

      A group of people—tourists, based on the ugly shorts and cameras they sported—pushed CJ as they charged toward the line for the coaster. He struggled to get back to where Penny and Oval moved, out of the stream of coaster riders.

      “Who were those guys yesterday?” asked CJ, loudly because of the noise of the crowd, again holding the phone up so Penny and Oval could hear. “Were they from the DoD? What was that all about?”

      “Well, yes, I assume that’s something else you picked up from the True Believers,” said Jack. “As a matter of fact, I’ve just spent a rather unpleasant afternoon with my friends from the Department of Defense.”

      “Why?” asked Penny. “I saw you get away from them.”

      “I did. Thanks to that remarkable bit of driving by your friend. How is he, by the way?”

      “He’s got a broken ankle,” said CJ.

      “I’m fine,” added Oval.

      “Ah, Mr. Oval, is it? Thank you for what you did. It was either very brave, or very stupid, I’m not sure which,” said Jack.

      “Sounds like stupid,” said Oval, “If you spent the afternoon with those jerks anyway.”

      “Maybe, but you helped your friends stay out of the clutches of my buddies. I wasn’t quite so lucky. It seems they have ways of finding me, no matter what. Fortunately, it was without any of you.”

      Oval asked, “So are the Defense dudes going to come and pick us up, too? Or, at least, are they coming for CJ?”

      “No, not right now,” replied Jack. “I was able to persuade them that you were not involved in any way, that you were just in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

      CJ felt himself growing very tired of this. He couldn’t see where his involvement with Jack was going to take him. He said, “Okay. So as long as you’re all right, we’re kind of busy right now . . .”

      Both Penny and Oval looked surprised—was CJ really going to give Jack the kiss-off, after all the arguments?

      Jack could sense what was coming too. “Wait a minute, kid,” he said. “Let me tell you why I called.”

      Penny jumped in. “Just you wait a minute, chief,” she said. “CJ is searching for information about his grandmother. How you got involved, I don’t know. But as far as I can tell, you don’t even know who CJ’s grandmother is.”

      “Hold on, Penny,” said Jack quickly. “I know things about CJ’s grandparents that you are not going to believe.”

      “I’ll bet that’s true,” said Oval. “At least, the not believing part.”

      “CJ,” said Jack. “Listen to me now. You may be in danger.”

      “Yeah, thanks to you,” answered CJ.

      Jack’s voice sounded more urgent, more insistent. “This is important. You know that man at the library, the one I pointed out? One of the first times we met. I said he was following you?”

      “I remember,” said CJ. “What about him?”

      Oval said to Penny, “I told you that dude was bad.”

      “Well, he may be dangerous,” said Jack. “In fact, that’s why the DoD wanted to talk to us. Because he was seen more than once near where we were meeting.”

      “Who is he?” asked CJ.

      “I don’t know,” answered Jack. “They wouldn’t tell me.”

      CJ was torn, still anxious about what—if anything—Jack could tell him about Nini or Noga, and loyalty to Penny and Oval, who’d clearly had enough of Jack. Loyalty felt more right, so he said, “Okay, thanks for the warning. We’ll watch out for him, but we’ve got coasters to ride now.”

      “You don’t understand, CJ,” said Jack. “There are things at play here that you wouldn’t believe, things I can’t talk about on the phone. I’m sorry you didn’t get a chance to read more of my book, because then you’d know. We’ve got to meet. Look, just stay where you are. I’ll come and pick you up.”

      “No, man,” said CJ, still not sure if this was the right thing to do. “We’re standing on the sidewalk here. And I think we’ll just be on our way. But thanks anyway for the tip.”

      With a smile, Penny leaned across CJ and grabbed his phone. “Yeah, thanks for everything,” she said into the phone. “And goodbye.” She ended the call and smiled even wider.

      “Okay,” she said. “Now what should we do?”

    

  



    
      
        
          
            35

          

          

      

    

    







            Las Vegas, April 2018

          

        

      

    

    
      CJ, Penny, and Oval finished up their afternoon after their second run on the Big Apple coaster that wound around and through the New York skyline at the New York-New York Hotel. Oval decided that maybe standing in lines and thrill rides weren’t the best thing for his now throbbing ankle, so they headed for their car.

      They were in the parking garage when Penny dropped the pack of gum she’d fished out of her purse. Stooping to pick it up, she spotted a figure just getting out of the elevator behind them.

      “Uh-oh, guys,” she said, standing up and facing away from the man she’d seen. “Don’t look now, but I think that dude from the library is right behind us.”

      Both CJ and Oval turned immediately to look.

      The man, about ten paces behind them, had stopped and was looking right at them. He quickly took a step back toward the elevator, nearly knocking over a couple who’d emerged from the elevator with him, looking down at something in his hand, perhaps a cell phone. He wore white shirt and dark slacks, and was definitely the same man they’d seen earlier in the week at the library, the man that Jack had just warned them about.

      “Go get the car,” said Oval. “I’ll knock the shit out of him with my crutches.”

      “Don’t be stupid,” said CJ, who started walking toward the man.

      “No,” said Penny, reaching out for CJ, but he was already too far away to reach.

      But CJ kept walking. He approached the man, who looked to be at least forty with a slight paunch, wearing glasses. He didn’t look like someone CJ should be afraid of. As CJ got close, the man looked up from his phone. Seeing CJ, he first looked startled, then confused. He moved away from the elevator, attempting to dodge around CJ.

      CJ thought about grabbing the man, but didn’t. He turned and spoke to the man’s back as he walked away. “Why are you following us?” he said, trying to hide his nervousness.

      The man half-turned back to CJ. “What?” he said.

      “You’ve been following us all week,” said CJ, feeling a little more confidence. “What do you want?”

      Now the man looked incredulous, squinting and shaking his head. He looked over at the couple, who were now a half-dozen steps in front of him, and then back at CJ. He said, “Are you crazy, kid?” He walked quickly away, turning right, avoiding Penny and Oval, who were down the row to the left.

      CJ hustled over to the other kids. “Come on, let’s get the car. Hurry,” he said, and took off at a lope toward where the car was parked.

      Oval followed, and Penny had to run to keep up with him, as he indeed could move pretty fast for someone on crutches.

      When they reached the car, CJ started it up and said, “Fast, get in. I want to follow that guy. He just got in a car down in the next row over.”

      “You really are nuts,” said Penny, scrambling into the front seat. “This is dumb.”

      “Yeah, I don’t know about this either, dude,” said Oval, struggling to get his crutches stowed and his door closed.

      But CJ was determined. He backed the car out and then raced to the end of the row, looking for the other car.

      Seeing a car turn up the exit ramp, Oval said, “See, there. That’s the same white car we’ve been seeing all week.”

      As CJ followed the white car out of the garage, Penny said, “CJ, don’t do this. Jack said that guy was dangerous.”

      “Since when do you listen to anything that Jack says?” asked CJ, scrambling for his wallet to pay the parking fee.

      “Since when do you listen to anything that I say?” said Penny, folding her arms and sighing loudly.

      CJ managed to get out of the garage and slide in behind the white car at the traffic light.

      “What are you going to do?” asked Oval. “Stop him? Punch his lights out? I mean, what’s the play here?”

      “I don’t have a play,” said CJ. “This guy has apparently been following us all week, so I thought I’d see how he likes it.”

      “Oh, that’s so smart,” said Penny, still with her arms crossed. “I’m sure he’s going to be so scared—three kids chasing after him. One with crutches.”

      CJ didn’t respond, concentrating on following the white car. It took a couple right turns, ending up heading west, away from the Strip. Finally, he said, “How are we going to know who this guy is if we don’t follow him?”

      “Why do we care?” answered Penny.

      “Yeah, you know all we’re doing is making his job easier,” said Oval. “He was following us. Now he knows right where we are.”

      The white car passed the freeway ramp and continued on the side street for several blocks before making another right turn into an industrial area.

      “You don’t even know why he was following us,” said Penny. “Maybe he has a gun and wants to kill us. Maybe he’s a pedophile. Maybe he’s the one who wanted to kidnap us.”

      CJ said, “He could have pulled his gun on us in the garage, and he didn’t.”

      “So what?” said Penny. “That doesn’t mean he won’t.”

      The car made a left turn into a small parking lot, in what looked like a construction area. When CJ pulled in behind him, the driver made a quick 180-degree turn, effectively blocking CJ, who slammed on his brakes.

      “Shit,” said CJ, throwing the car into reverse.

      “Damn it!” said Penny, slamming her fists into the dash. “I told you!”

      The driver’s door on the white car opened and the man got out, looking very angry.

      CJ tried backing away, but suddenly another car pulled in behind him. “Shit, shit, shit,” he said.

      “Oh man, we’re totally fucked,” said Oval.

      “Do something,” said Penny, watching the man from the white car stop advancing on them.

      “Just wait,” said CJ, looking at his rearview mirror. “Who is that?”

      Oval turned around to look behind. “Oh crap,” he said. “That’s Jack.”

      All three kids turned to look. They saw Jack getting out of the green car behind them and moving around behind their car toward the other man who stood just in front of them.

      “Who are you?” they heard Jack say. “Government?”

      The man glared at Jack, looked at CJ, then back to Jack. He sneered. “Fuck you,” he said, and turned back to his car.

      Jack called out again. “Is this about the drugs? Is that it?”

      The man didn’t answer. He got back in his car and slowly pulled around the other two, glared at Jack, and drove out of the parking lot.

      Jack watched the man go, and then went up to CJ’s window, motioning for CJ to open it. When the window was open, Jack bent down so he could see all three kids. “You all okay?” he asked.

      “We’re fine,” said CJ. Penny and Oval nodded.

      “CJ. We really need to talk now,” said Jack.

      “How did you happen to be here?” asked CJ. “Coincidence?”

      “Not at all,” answered Jack. “After you blew me off, I came looking for you. Figured you might be at New York-New York after that crack about roller coasters. I found that jerk”—he motioned toward the street—“and then saw he was watching you. That was right before you left, down the elevator to the parking garage. I was parked on the street, so I just double parked near the garage exit and waited for you to come out.”

      “How’d you know what car we had?” asked Penny. Her mistrust bled through her voice.

      “When I talked to Clyde down at the True Believers, he said you were driving an old brown Buick. Not too hard to spot.”

      “Who was that guy? I heard you say something about drugs,” said CJ. “I don’t get it. We’re not into drugs.”

      “No, no, not those kinds of drugs,” Jack said, shaking his head. “Look, bottom line, I don’t know who he was. My guess, he was part of a—” He stopped, lifted his hat and ran his hand through his hair, what there was of it. “This is why we need to talk. It’s a long story.”

      “I don’t know if we have time for a long story,” said CJ.

      “Yeah, we’re kind of busy,” added Penny.

      “Let me tell you what’s going on, before you get yourself into real trouble,” said Jack, looking a little desperate.

      “What’s this got to do with CJ’s grandmother, anyway?” asked Oval. “That’s what we’re here for. Not to get involved in your shit.”

      “That’s the thing,” said Jack. “It’s not just my shit. That guy was following you, not me. It may be that our shit is the same shit.” He looked at CJ and nodded. “I’m not kidding. There’s something going on here that has us both in the crosshairs. If we ignore it, we . . . I don’t know. But don’t just walk away.”

      CJ looked at Jack, and then at Oval and Penny, thinking. Then he said, “No, Oval is right. The only reason I’m even here in Vegas is because I thought I could find out something about my grandmother. But that’s not looking too good right now. I’ve only got one more lead, and that’s up in Carson City. So we’re going to drive up there tomorrow. And then we’ll have just Saturday left, because Oval and I are flying out Sunday.”

      “Carson City?” said Jack. “What’s in Carson City? Is this about the Russian spy thing? Because I think—”

      “I don’t think Nini was a Russian spy. Carson City is where they have the records for the orphanage that my grandmother probably grew up in,” said CJ. “At least, I hope they do. It’s my last chance, really.”

      “And they can’t tell you over the phone?” said Jack.

      “No. Have to prove I am who I say I am, that I’m related to the orphan, I guess,” said CJ.

      “I’ll buy you all dinner, all right?” said Jack. “Give us a chance to talk.”

      “Didn’t you hear?” said Penny. “We’re busy.” She leaned toward Jack, sneering.

      “We’ve talked to you before, and all we’ve ever gotten for it is a broken ankle,” said Oval, raising his cast up to show Jack.

      “Yeah, we’ve got our own plans for dinner,” said CJ. “No thanks.”

      “Then, how are you getting to Carson City?” said Jack. “Not in that old heap you’re driving. Through the desert? Carson City is at least six hours away. Let me take you. We can talk on the way.”

      CJ turned to Penny and Oval. Penny crossed her arms and looked away. Oval shrugged. CJ turned back to Jack, took a deep breath and said, “Okay. You pick us up at Penny’s place at eight o’clock in the morning.”

      Jack smiled. “Deal. But be careful tonight. I’m not kidding. You could be in danger.”

      

      And so Penny told her mother that they’d be going to Carson City. CJ told an elaborate story to explain why he needed to go there: basically, that some of the records on Marcio that he’d found on FamilyHeritage.com were confusing, so he wanted to see what the state records office had. But Mrs. Hancock was less concerned with why they were going than how. She eventually consented to the trip on the grounds that she first meet Jack before they left.

      Jack arrived just before eight in the morning. He managed somehow to charm Mrs. Hancock, who seemed pleased that he was older, and not an obvious pedophile, so the trip was approved.

      Having stayed up playing video games, eating anything and nearly everything they could find in the house, and watching a horror movie into the wee hours, the three kids were quite tired when they piled in to Jack’s car.

      CJ, especially, was in bad shape. He said that he’d been unable to sleep much because of headaches. In fact, headaches had bothered him off and on all week.

      “Do you get headaches often?” asked Penny. “’Cause I get them sometimes.”

      “It’s weird,” he said. “It’s not really a headache. It’s more like voices in my head, someone talking to me. Or yelling at me, really. I’ve never had this happen before.”

      “I hope those voices aren’t too loud,” said Jack. “Because I’ve got a story to tell, and I want to make sure you hear it.”

      CJ assured him that he was fine, and once they were well out into the desert north of Vegas, Jack started telling his story. The kids may have been tired when he started, but they gradually came to wide-eyed attention as Jack told them about the strange crash victims.
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      Lieutenant Jack Omdahl, MD, was tired. He’d been on duty at the base hospital since six p.m. It was almost four a.m. now, so he had a couple more hours on his shift. He hated these overnight tours; it was often quiet in the middle of the night, meaning it was easy to get bored. Boredom was poison to a doctor, especially to a young resident, who needed to keep a sharp edge to perform his best, prove his worth, and avoid mistakes.

      Jack was a bit of a wunderkind. Only twenty-five, he’d completed med school, served nearly three years in the Army during the war, and was now in his last year of residency. Because he was younger than most of his peers, he felt he was under constant scrutiny. He couldn’t afford to perform at any level below excellent.

      He was working the Emergency Department that night, so he was thrilled when told that they had plane crash victims coming in. The good news was that a plane crash meant trauma, maybe severe trauma. For a surgical resident, severe trauma was what you lived for, where you felt challenged, where you could prove your skills.

      The bad news was that he wouldn’t be going home at the end of his shift. He’d probably be in surgery long after the theoretical quitting time. But that was all right. It was all hands on deck. The adrenaline was starting to flow even as the staff gathered, preparing equipment and facilities for a major event. For it was clearly major—not only was the staff coming to high alert, but security was making itself felt. That wasn’t unusual at Muroc, where some of the most secret aviation research was headquartered, including flight-testing new airplane designs, and rocket testing. Security was a daily fact at Muroc, although tonight it seemed even tighter than usual.

      Jack wasn’t disappointed when the victims arrived, rushed from the airfield in separate ambulances. Six victims, all badly injured. He heard there were two others, DOA.

      He helped with triage, quickly diagnosing and identifying injuries, and prioritizing patients. He then headed for the operating room, where he’d be working on a young woman who had multiple fractures as well as internal injuries. It seemed all the crash victims had severe injuries. Jack didn’t know what kind of aircraft they’d been flying, and he didn’t care. All he needed to know was on the table in front of him.

      It took nearly seven hours before the woman was stabilized. Her fractures were set but would require more surgeries. She’d been transfused massive amounts of blood to replace what she’d lost and didn’t seem to be reacting well. Still, she appeared to be out of immediate danger.

      He moved from one operating room to a second, where another of the victims was in even worse shape. This one, a man, had more severe internal injuries, and the doctors were having a difficult time getting the bleeding stopped. By the time they finished with him Jack had been on his feet for thirteen hours straight.

      Before he could even finish scrubbing after leaving the operating room, he was approached by a sergeant holding a clipboard, asking him who he’d operated on, and for his personal info—name, rank, serial number. Jack asked why the sergeant needed that info and was told it was all part of the security situation.

      “You know I’m an officer, right?” Jack asked. “I’m already signed on for every damn secret in the Army.”

      “Yes, I understand that, Lieutenant, but this is a special case. We need to keep track of everyone who has contact with these victims. And no, I do not know why.”

      Jack complied; this was the Army, after all. He was bushed, and went to his on-base apartment to get a couple hours sleep.

      He was back in two and a half hours, feeling anxious if not refreshed. He chatted with a couple of colleagues in the doctor’s lounge while getting coffee, learning that one of the crash victims had expired on the operating table. The others were in various stages of recovery, but all were in the critical care unit.

      Jack went directly to the CCU, but found that the crash victims were in a separate wing, and he had to pass through a security check before he could even get to a nurse’s station. Security was tight indeed. These must be VIP patients.

      He found his female patient awake, a good sign. She didn’t respond to his questions or directives, but she was under heavy sedation and he didn’t expect her to be alert. Her vital signs were marginal, but stable. Still, her eyes, which were a remarkable shade of blue, were wide open, and he sensed her watching him.

      Over the next several days, he found he was under a new set of orders. He and several other doctors and nurses were assigned to work only on the crash victims. It was as if the security net around these victims was being drawn tighter and tighter—no new faces in, no old faces out. It wasn’t really a problem; these patients were in need of extraordinary care. He was back in the operating room nearly every day, working on one or another of them.

      He found himself enjoying the time he spent with his first patient. None of the patients were speaking, and none carried any identification, so each was given a nickname. Jack’s patient was called “Aphrodite.” One of the doctors had pinned that name on her, because, he told Jack, she was “as beautiful and sexy as a Greek goddess.”

      Keeping with the god and goddess theme, the man who seemed to be the leader of the group of crash victims was called Zeus. An older man, Neptune. The smallest, youngest man, Mercury. The other woman was called Helen.

      Jack couldn’t say Aphrodite was the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen. Of course, lying in a hospital bed with catheters and tubes made it hard for any patient to look good. But there was something about her that he found sensuous, the way her expressive eyes followed him when he was with her, the light touch of her hand on his arm when he was examining her. He felt that she was communicating with him, even though no words were passed.

      Aphrodite had been back in the operating room three times the first week that he had her as a patient, twice for issues related to her internal injuries, and once for the fractures on her left leg. She was frequently sleeping when he visited, but when she was awake, her eyes seemed to always be on him, as if she were studying him.

      A couple of the other crash victims started speaking, but they spoke in a language that none of the medical staff could understand. Jack had heard that the Army was looking for a translator, but none had been found.

      And then, three weeks after Aphrodite was first brought in to the hospital, Jack was doing his morning rounds. She’d been alert more and more frequently the past few days, and this particular day, she was sitting up and smiling, her blue eyes sparkling.

      “Good morning, Doctor,” she said when he entered her room. Jack was both shocked that she spoke English, and thrilled at the sound of her voice, much more thrilled than he should have been.
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      Just a few days after Aphrodite’s first words, Jack, two other doctors who had been working with the crash victims, and a group of nurses were transferred, accompanying the patients as they were all moved to Groom Lake. As soon as he found out about the transfer, Jack protested. Groom Lake had a small airfield, but had no real base hospital, and had little need for the medical staff that was being moved. Except, of course, for the crash victims, who were still in critical condition, needing extensive treatment—but they wouldn’t need the entire staff that was being transferred on a full-time basis.

      His protest fell on deaf ears. He was told that Groom Lake was primarily a testing facility, where some of the most highly secret military projects were being developed. It would, therefore, be much easier to provide the level of security that the crash victims required. These patients were considered a high priority and were to receive the very best medical treatment possible. Jack should be proud that he had been selected for this duty. This would not be a permanent assignment, he was told. He could get back to his previous posting once the crash victims were fully recovered.

      At first, Jack found the conditions at Groom Lake to be abysmal. The medical facility was housed in what had clearly been hastily converted from living quarters. The equipment, while new, had been installed haphazardly, and he fought a constant battle to find the drugs and supplies that he needed.

      However, soon after they arrived, Jack found that there was a massive construction project underway, and much of the construction was for medical facilities. Included were not only patient, exam, and operating facilities, but also laboratories and testing facilities.

      Jack and the transferred medical team continued to treat the crash victims. All five survivors were showing good signs of recovery, but further surgeries were still needed for all but Aphrodite. She was getting stronger by the day, and was soon moving about with the aid of crutches.

      With so few patients, Jack found he had increasing amounts of time on his hands. He started spending more and more of his day with Aphrodite. He would sit with her, walk with her, and generally enjoy her company.

      They spent a good part of their time together working on language. When she’d spoken that first “Good morning, Doctor,” Jack had thought she knew the English language but hadn’t spoken because of the trauma she’d gone through. That proved not to be the case. She’d observed nurses and staff greet Jack that way, noted that he seemed pleased, and so recited it to him one morning. She later told him that she’d understood not a single word.

      Jack found a willing and able student in Aphrodite. She quickly moved past names for body parts, something Jack dealt with in far more detail than perhaps someone who wasn’t a physician might have. She understood the concept of personal names, but her own came out as an unintelligible garble. She laughed when Jack tried to say it. Her laugh was so light and infectious that Jack repeated his poor efforts at reproducing the clicks and guttural sounds that rolled off her tongue so easily, failing each time. Eventually they fell into a laughing fit, and she had to beg him to stop, saying that she was perfectly happy being called Aphrodite.

      A few days later, Jack was in Aphrodite’s room, trying to learn more about her, under the guise of teaching her more English. He was quite curious about where she was from, not only because he was attracted to her, but because her accent was unusual.

      “Where were you traveling to,” he asked, “when your plane crashed?” He’d previously gotten “plane” into her vocabulary by making engine sounds and running around her room with his arms spread wide. He’d even sketched a rough—very rough—drawing. Even though they couldn’t see planes—there were no windows in her room because the new facility was entirely underground—they could sometimes hear planes from the airfield. She’d drawn her interpretation of a plane, which looked much more like a triangle than a plane, but had seemed to get the concept, along with the idea of her crash.

      But she just shrugged at his “traveling to” question. And at his follow-up: “Where were you traveling from?”

      At about that point, an officer came barging into Aphrodite’s room. Her door was open; whenever anyone was in the room with her, the door was to remain open, with a guard stationed out in the hall.

      “What are you doing, Lieutenant?” the officer asked.

      Jack, surprised by the sudden interruption, looked at him. “We’re working on my patient’s English, Captain. Why?”

      The captain, older than Jack by a few years, shorter by a few inches, but heavier by a few pounds, curled his upper lip. “Sounded like you were interrogating her.” He took a step closer to Jack, who was still seated on the chair next to the bed where Aphrodite was staring up with her mouth open, as if she were shocked.

      The captain stood uncomfortably close to Jack, and looked down at him. “What do you have to say, Lieutenant?”

      “I was merely trying to learn a little about my patient,” Jack replied.

      “That’s my job,” said the captain. “If you want to teach her a little language, fine. Makes my job easier. But your job is to get her body healed. Not to ask her a bunch of unrelated questions.”

      Jack rose from his chair and, being taller, he stared down at the captain’s crew-cut head. “I’m sorry, Captain. I don’t believe we’ve met. I’m Doctor Omdahl. And this is my patient, Aphrodite.” He nodded toward her, while continuing to stare at the captain.

      After an awkward few seconds, the captain took a step back. “I’m Captain Vic Ernst, Doctor. I know who you are, and am well acquainted with Aphrodite.” He looked at her and smiled.

      Jack smiled back, every bit as insincerely as the captain. “Unless I’m mistaken, I don’t answer to you,” he said.

      “No, you don’t, Lieutenant,” said Captain Ernst. “But she does.”

      Maintaining his smile, Jack quickly processed. Aphrodite was no soldier. He was sure of that. He’d wondered about the ridiculous level of security surrounding the crash victims, but frankly, had been so focused on the medical challenges and duties that he hadn’t really questioned it. Could it be that they were prisoners? Foreign agents maybe? They did have an unusual accent, and no translator had ever been brought in. It was all very strange.

      “And why does she answer to you?” he asked.

      Captain Ernst raised his eyebrows and looked away. He moved back, then toward the bed where Aphrodite was watching him carefully. He pointed to her, and looked back at Jack, his smile gone. “Your patient and her friends are guests of ours.” He looked back at Aphrodite and gave her a fake smile.

      Jack sensed that Aphrodite was not happy to see Captain Ernst. Was that fear he detected in the way she was looking at him, or merely dislike?

      “As I said,” Captain Ernst continued, “we all have our roles. You see after the medical needs of our guests, and I am their host. You do your job, and I’ll do mine. Simple.”

      Jack wasn’t sure why this captain bothered him so much. He’d met many men in the Army who had been antagonistic assholes. Maybe it was because Aphrodite was involved. “Of course, Captain. I’m trying to do my job. But you understand, my ability to communicate with my patients is important in my treatment.”

      “Teaching her English is a good thing. Just stay away from things like where she came from and why she’s here, and we’ll all be happy. Okay?” Without waiting for a reply, he continued. “Good. Then we’re on the same page, Lieutenant.” He smiled once more, looked at each of them, and left.

      “Do you know that man?” Jack asked Aphrodite as soon as Captain Ernst had left.

      She seemed frightened at Jack’s tone. She shrank back, frowning at him, drawing both hands to her face, and shook her head.

      Jack tried again, more measured this time. “That man, Captain Ernst?” He pointed to the door. “Have you seen him before?”

      This time she seemed to grasp the question, and nodded.

      He continued to try to find out what she knew about Ernst, and with the aid of body language, signs, and multiple questions, found out only that, since the transfer to Groom Lake, he’d been talking to her frequently, sometimes in her room, sometimes in a room down the hall.

      Jack asked the other doctors and nurses if they knew anything about Ernst. The response from another of the transferred residents was typical. “Stout guy, big nose? Yeah, he’s around. Acts like he’s in charge, but I don’t know if he is. Not a crowd-pleaser, if you know what I mean.”
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      “I hate to break it to you, but this is a major yawner, Doc,” said Penny from the back seat. “Why do you think we care about your autobiography? So you’re a doctor, and you’ve been in the Army. Big whoop.”

      “Wait, though,” said CJ. “This guy, Ernst. Wasn’t he mentioned in that article about your grandfather, Penny?”

      “Yeah, I think you’re right,” she responded. “He was one of the guys killed.”

      “Along with that other guy that you said you knew, Anthony Faccio,” added CJ, looking at Jack, who appeared to be concentrating on the road, which ran straight for as far as CJ could see. The spare landscape was peppered with scrub brush, with desert hills visible in the distance.

      “Yes, I knew them both. Not at the same time, but I knew them.”

      “So were these two the connection to my grandparents?” asked CJ. “Is that where this is going?”

      Jack wagged his head back and forth. “Oh, they each played a role, that’s true. Tony Faccio was an asshole, but Vic Ernst, Captain Ernst, he was the devil,” he said, not taking his eyes off the road. “He made my life hell back in those days.”

      “Why?” said Oval, sounding as if he was just waking up from a nap in the back seat. “What’d he do?”

      “Well, for one thing, he got me kicked out of Groom Lake, at least for a while,” said Jack, shaking his head as if he were remembering some of the details.

      “So what?” said Penny. “I thought you wanted to get out of there.”

      “It’s complicated,” said Jack.

      He sat quietly for a few minutes. CJ wasn’t sure if he was thinking about what had happened to him, or how to tell his story, or if he was going to stop.

      “So keep going,” CJ said, after what seemed like a long wait. “You wanted to drive us to Carson City so you could tell us all this stuff. You’ve got a captive audience.”

      “We may be captives, but that doesn’t mean you need to torture us,” said Penny. “Let’s get to the good stuff.”

      Jack didn’t respond immediately, but after a bit he looked at CJ and said. “I’m going to skip ahead. To 1964. I was back at Groom Lake—”

      “Wait a minute,” interrupted Oval. “The crash victims were still there?”

      “They were still there,” Jack replied. “Prisoners, now, more than patients, although they continued to have medical issues.”

      “Who were they?” asked Oval. “Why were they prisoners?” It was clear from his tone that he didn’t think this story was holding together. But then he brightened, and said, “Wait a minute. Maybe Donna’s story about Russian spies was true, after all.”

      “No, they were not spies, I’m afraid,” said Jack.

      “What then?” asked Penny, getting interested again.

      “I’ll get to that,” said Jack.

      Oval, shaking his head, said, “Okay, we’ll play your game. But I thought you just said you’d been kicked out of Groom Lake, and now you’re back there.”

      “I was kicked out, for five or six years, in fact. But I was called back, not permanently, but for specific cases. I got to be a pretty good surgeon . . .”

      “Still in the Army?” asked Penny.

      “Still in the Army. I was . . .” Jack paused and took a breath. “I wasn’t really allowed to leave, as part of the deal when I was kicked out of Groom Lake.”

      He frowned, from the memory, or from the difficulty telling about it. CJ couldn’t tell. Only that Jack found it painful.

      “So why were you kicked out, anyway?” CJ asked.

      “I, uh, I did some stupid things. Ernst caught me. I was dumb, and he—he had me.” Jack rubbed his face. “It was my fault, and he was within his rights to do what he did.”

      “Doesn’t sound like you thought so,” said CJ.

      Jack didn’t respond to that, but shook his head and said, “Look, this isn’t what I wanted to tell you. Let me get back to the story. See, I was back at Groom Lake . . .”

      “Where is that, anyway?” asked Oval. “I’ve never heard of it. And what about this Muroc you mentioned? Where is that?”

      “Those are the old names, I guess,” said Jack, seeming relieved to talk about something other than the painful story of his banishment. “Muroc Army Air Base is now Edwards Air Force Base.”

      “That’s over in California, isn’t it?” said Penny. “Not too far.”

      “Right. Between Barstow and Bakersfield,” said Jack. “And Groom Lake is a small base, where top, top secret projects were developed. In the desert north of Vegas.” He looked at the Oval and Penny in the rearview mirror. “People sometimes call it Area 51, I understand.”

      Penny sat up and leaned over the seat back, trying to talk right into Jack’s face. She said, “Oh, I get it now. Area 51. The crash victims were aliens, right? That’s what this is about.”

      Jack leaned away from her, swerving the car into the opposite lane. Fortunately, there were no other cars in sight. He said, “That’s not what this is about, but yes, they were from somewhere else, not Earth.”

      CJ turned to Jack, and said, “And you didn’t think to mention that until now? That this is a story about aliens?” Disgusted, he leaned back in his seat. “I see now why they call you a crackpot.”

      Oval added, “Yeah, here you were, working on little green people, and you left that part out? Really? I mean, it’s epic, but come on.”

      “They weren’t little green men,” said Jack, defensively. “In fact, I had no idea they weren’t from Earth. Not for a long time. They didn’t look different than us, at least from the outside.”

      “What do you mean?” asked Penny. “Do they look different inside?”

      “No, but there are differences which show up when you’re a doctor,” said Jack. “Larger than normal heart, smaller liver, large pancreas. And then the blood chemistry; that was always a problem. But none of these by itself was completely out of whack.”

      “So how did you find out?” asked Oval.

      “The medical things,” said Jack. “Plus all the security, the special treatment. Lots of little things that caused us to ask questions. Finally, we were told the crash wasn’t a plane. It was a UFO.”

      “Ooh, flying saucers,” said Oval.

      “Sort of,” said Jack.

      “Wait,” said Penny. “How could aliens look just like us? That makes no sense.”

      “The theory, held by some of the, quote/unquote, ‘aliens’ was that we were related somehow,” said Jack. “Same ancestry, somewhere in history.”

      “Same Adam and Eve?” said Oval.

      “Don’t be an idiot,” said Penny. “We’re descended from apes. How can some aliens be descended from the same apes? Huh?”

      “Maybe some very advanced civilization founded both our worlds a long, long time ago,” said Jack. “Maybe we’re not descended from apes, but from them. I don’t know.”

      Suddenly CJ exploded. “So what.” He pounded his fists on the dashboard, startling everyone. “I don’t care about your stupid alien fantasies. This is all bullshit. I still don’t get what this has to do with Nini.”

      Nobody spoke for a minute or two. But then Jack said quietly, “Just let me continue with my story.”

      CJ shrugged. “I got nothing better to do. But this is still bullshit.”

      Penny added, “Yeah. Tell your story. But you know none of us believes a word.”

      “Fair enough,” said Jack. “Maybe that will change.”

      “Don’t bet on it,” she said.
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      When Jack arrived at Groom Lake in July of 1964, he was immediately thrown into a tough medical situation: Neptune was in crisis yet again. He was suffering a failure of both his liver and his one remaining kidney. And this time, efforts to save him failed.

      They held services for him in the small commons room, a central area that served as cafeteria, meeting room, and social area for the crash patients. It was the hub for the medical complex, which included a hospital wing where Jack spent virtually all his time, a wing with patient living quarters, another wing with administration offices, and a fourth, a research wing.

      At the funeral services, Jack looked for Aphrodite. When he saw her, she came not from their residences as he expected, but from the medical wing. And she was in a wheelchair.

      “What’s going on?” he asked as he walked over to meet her. “I didn’t know you were in medical. I just came from there.” He was worried; Aphrodite looked pale. Someone should have told him about her.

      “Oh, it’s nothing,” she said. “They want to run a few tests, keep me close to monitor me.”

      “I hope they’re not Blankenship tests,” said Jack. He was referring to tests run by the research team led by Dr. Kenneth Blankenship, who Jack detested. They’d had a number of arguments over the years. Jack suspected that he was doing unethical research using the crash victims as his test subjects, but Blankenship denied doing anything wrong.

      “Don’t,” said Aphrodite. She and Jack had this conversation many times, but the testing had never stopped, despite Jack’s efforts.

      They sat together in the front row for the brief service, conducted by the base chaplain. Neptune was the first of the crash victims to die since the first few days following the crash. Aphrodite seemed to take his death particularly hard.

      Following the short service, the two sat together, waiting until she was called to go back to her room in the hospital wing. She leaned over and whispered in his ear, “You’re going to save me.”

      He immediately pulled back to look into her eyes. He was afraid to say anything, to ask what she meant, so he searched her eyes for some clue. But she only smiled at him, and grasped his hand, before the nurse pulled the wheelchair away.

      As Aphrodite disappeared up the hall, Jack realized that she’d left a crumpled piece of paper in his hand. Trying to look nonchalant, he waited until he was back in his own room before looking at the paper. Smoothing it out, he read the short note:

      BE IN THE PANTRY AT 11:10.

      The pantry was a small room just off the commons area—a large closet, really—where those in the living quarters, as well as doctors, nurses, and guards, could get supplies like extra linens, toilet paper, and cleaning supplies. Jack had used it on occasion, when he was on site for longer than a few days.

      

      He arrived a few minutes early and tried to make it seem as if he were looking for something, in case someone came in other than whoever was to meet him. He didn’t know who that would be, but figured it wouldn’t be Aphrodite, given her condition.

      It was Mercury who finally showed up. He was the youngest of the patients, and the smallest, smaller even than Aphrodite. But like the others, he was attractive, blond, smoothly muscled, lithe. If you saw him standing alone, you wouldn’t realize how small he was. It was only when he stood next to one of the guards or medical staff that you realized he was barely over five feet tall and weighed just over a hundred pounds.

      The conversation was brief. Mercury told Jack that he needed to get Aphrodite outside.

      “No one else can do it,” he said. “Not one of us, not even a guard, can get her out of the building. But a doctor can. You can.”

      The look he gave Jack seemed to seek affirmation, so Jack nodded. It was true, he could take a patient out of the medical wing. He’d done it before, done it with Aphrodite, although that had been years before, and was simply to get her some fresh air, not to help her escape.

      Mercury told Jack that the two of them needed to be outside, where a vehicle would pick them up at 12:20 a.m. in two nights’ time. He handed Jack a key.

      “For the research wing,” he said. “There’s a back way out, and no guards.”

      The questions flooded Jack’s mind. He tried to ask just a few, “How are the rest of you getting out? Where will you go after you escape? What about the security gate you’ll have to pass when you leave the base?”

      But Mercury put his finger up to his mouth, shh, and looked to the doorway. Jack knew a guard would be nearby, as the patients were not allowed to wander freely.

      Jack continued, “But how—”

      Again, Mercury shook his head. “Are you willing to give up your life for another?” he asked.

      There were at least two ways for Jack to interpret that question, but the answer to both was the same. “Yes,” he said.

      Mercury nodded, but did not smile.

      They shook hands, and Mercury left.

      Jack slept little over the next two days, and then only fitfully. He looked for opportunities to ask Aphrodite or the other patients for details about their plans, but found no time to be alone with any of them. There was always a nurse with him, or, often, a guard.

      One guard in particular seemed to be near him nearly every time he approached one of the patients in the common room. He knew this guard; he’d been around since the early days. He was a perfectly ordinary, slightly paunchy, early forties, balding man in a uniform, packing a gun. Jack wondered what could keep a man like this in such an uninteresting, unchallenging job for so many years. Perhaps, he thought, Ernst had something on him, like he had on Jack, some transgression that would endanger his livelihood or his life, so he’d reenlisted multiple times.

      Jack thought about what he’d do to carry out his part of the plan. How do you get a patient who’s held under tight security conditions outside and into a vehicle?

      A complicating factor was the fact that the whole facility was underground. Up top were several small one- and two-story frame buildings, housing offices for the base, ostensibly. The entrances to the underground complex were hidden in these small buildings. The main entrance was through an elevator from a small, unmarked office building down into the commons area. There were also large entrances at the far end of the hospital wing, which connected to the base clinic above, and a smaller fire exit at the far end of the living quarter wing. Jack had never seen that one used.

      Mercury had said there was another at the far end of the research wing. That route offered one big advantage—the research wing was often unoccupied at night, when the escape was supposed to happen. And now with his key, he could get into that wing. Assuming, of course, that no guard stopped him from taking Aphrodite into the research wing. Maybe, he thought, he could spend some time in the research wing over the two days before the escape, so that the guards would get used to seeing him go in there. Maybe that would lessen the chances of being stopped.

      So that’s what he did. He swallowed hard and tried to hide his contempt for Blankenship, while asking him for a tour of the research facility. He then returned twice later to ask questions, once about a particular piece of equipment that Jack was not familiar with, and another about whether he could review Blankenship’s findings. The only time Blankenship didn’t seem overly thrilled to have him expressing interest was after Jack had asked this last question.

      At that, he’d politely refused, saying, “I can’t really release those findings, because of the security involved. I’m sure you understand.” He smiled his most solicitous smile, his glasses riding up on his bulbous cheeks.

      Jack said he understood, and asked permission to return if he had more questions regarding Blankenship’s “most interesting” work. He almost threw up after saying that. But he thought, mission accomplished. He’d made sure to be noticed by guards every time he went or out of the research wing.

      It wasn’t until he flopped into bed late that night that he began to question not just how he might get Aphrodite out, but if he should do it, and whether she and the other patients should try to escape at all. He slept little as he wrestled with this dilemma, without reaching a conclusion.

      The next morning, he went to Aphrodite’s room in the hospital wing first thing. He knew, or at least suspected, that the patient rooms were bugged, so he couldn’t talk openly about the escape plan.

      “You can’t move forward,” he said, giving her a hard look so she’d know he wasn’t talking about how he was helping her sit up in bed.

      She looked back with knitted brow, and said, “Why?”

      “It won’t work.” He fiddled with the bed.

      She shrugged.

      That shrug hit him—she didn’t care, because she didn’t really have anything to lose. Her existence over the past . .  what was it? Seventeen years or so . . . had been terrible. Worse than terrible. She and the other patients were not only imprisoned, but they had to deal with whatever Blankenship was doing.

      But he had something to lose. If he were caught trying to help them, then his life was going to be forfeit, and he had no doubt that at best he’d be giving up his ability to ever practice medicine again. He’d come to grips with that; it would be okay, his life for hers, for theirs.

      He went through the motions of checking her vitals, listening to her heart.

      Her heart. That’s what he cared about.

      He shook his head. “No. You can’t,” he said.

      Now she looked up at him from her bed. Panic in her eyes. Then something else. Despair. A look of hopelessness came over her, and tears welled up in her now-cloudy blue eyes. “I understand,” she said quietly, looking down at her hands. “But you have to get me back to my room in the living quarters.”

      “I know.”

      “If I can go back, the others will help,” she said. “Then you wouldn’t . . .”

      It was breaking Jack’s heart that she thought he didn’t want to help. That wasn’t it. It wasn’t it at all. He just didn’t want to lose her. How could he make her understand?

      He picked up her wrist, like he was taking her pulse. “No, I will . . . I want to help, but why now? Why not wait?” Her weakened condition would make escape even more risky than if she were strong. How could she run, if it came to that? She could barely walk.

      She shook her head. “No. It’s now,” she said, pulling her hand away. She said it so firmly, it drew the attention of the guard, who looked over at them.

      “Yes, your pulse is good now,” Jack said, trying clumsily to cover for them. In actuality, her heart was racing. As was his.

      He stood and looked down at her. She looked so helpless, lying in that hospital bed. “You’re going to be fine,” he said. And as he turned to leave, he looked back and said, “I’ll see you later on this evening.” He smiled, to reassure her, but she only stared back in wonder.

      He left, now committed. There would be no turning back.
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      Jack spent the rest of the day trying to stay busy. It was hard to do anything productive because he was too wired, too frazzled. But he couldn’t sit still either. He wandered the complex, hoping that one of the patients would come out to the commons area so he could try to get a little more information about what was going to happen that night, but he never saw anyone. He was in and out of the research wing several times, building his credibility, he hoped. He didn’t actually see Blankenship, which suited him fine.

      The one person he did see wasn’t one who he wanted to see: Ernst, now a colonel, who came up to him as he was walking through the commons room.

      “What are you doing, still here?” Ernst asked, frowning as usual.

      “I’m still—” Jack was caught off guard. “I have a patient.”

      “Your old girlfriend is being taken care of just fine by Dr. Blankenship,” said Ernst, squinting at Jack, who thought he must be aware that something was going on. “You should have left after Neptune died. We don’t need a surgeon now.”

      “I don’t think that’s your call.”

      That slimy smile appeared. “When will you learn, Captain? Everything is my call now. Everything. That’s why you keep coming back here—because that’s my call, and I love to keep you close.”

      Jesus, Jack hated this asshole. “Well, don’t worry. I’m leaving tomorrow.”

      “Good.” Ernst started walking away but continued to stare at Jack. “But I’ll see you again. Soon, I hope.”

      “Yeah, well, we’ll see about that.”

      Jack stopped by Aphrodite’s room again, feeling a little better after getting in the last word with Ernst. Wouldn’t he be surprised in the morning?

      Aphrodite was dozing when he went in. He didn’t want to wake her, knowing that she’d need every bit of energy she could muster later tonight.

      He went to his room to try to rest up, too, but couldn’t relax. He sat, playing with the all-important key, trying to think through what he was going to do that night, and what it might mean for the future. His thoughts were not good thoughts.

      By 11:30 Jack was back in the commons room, checking to see if the research wing was dark (it was) and whether the door was locked (ditto). Satisfied, he went to Aphrodite’s room. She was awake, sitting up. Based on her shifting eyes, she was also nervous. And probably scared. He knew he was.

      “How are you feeling?” he asked.

      “Good,” she said.

      He took her wrist, as much to stop her from wringing her hands as to take her pulse, which was racing. “I can see that you’re getting tired of being in this bed,” he said, for the benefit of whoever might be listening in. “We have some tests I’ll be running a little later, so we’ll be moving.”

      “Yes, that would be nice,” she said, reaching up and squeezing his hand.

      Jack knew that she’d never say that tests would be nice, but figured the listeners wouldn’t necessarily know that.

      Jack’s plan hinged on one key fact: the guards tended to stay in their assigned wing; e.g., the guard over at the living quarters would stay there, and if a guard were present in the medical wing, he’d also stay in position. That meant that the research wing would be free. That is, if things went perfectly, which he knew seldom happened.

      When he showed up in Aphrodite’s room with a wheelchair thirty minutes later, things immediately went off track.

      First, the guard challenged him, asking, “What is the wheelchair for? Where do you think you’re going?”

      Calmly, Jack told him that he needed to take Aphrodite for some tests. He helped her out of bed and into the wheelchair, carefully moving the feeding tube that gave her a constant flow of water and nutrients. He placed his medical bag on the shelf under the seat of the wheelchair; he didn’t want to leave the hospital without it, and hoped the guard wouldn’t notice.

      “But they always use a gurney when they’re taking patients for testing,” the guard insisted. He didn’t even glance at the bag.

      “There’s no need for a gurney,” said Jack, preparing to wheel Aphrodite out.

      “What about the nurse?”

      “I won’t be needing a nurse, either.”

      “I . . . I should check on this.”

      “No,” said Jack, getting frustrated and more than a little concerned over the interference. “I’m the doctor. I know how to do this. You don’t. Excuse me.” And he pushed past the guard into the hallway.

      The guard followed, but slowed when Jack reached the commons, standing near the entry to medical, watching.

      Jack continued pushing Aphrodite in the wheelchair, while pulling the stand with the glucose drip. The commons was empty, not unusual for this time of night. There wasn’t even a guard across the large room near the entry to the living quarters. That, Jack thought, was unusual, but lucky for him.

      He stopped at the door to the research wing, just twenty feet from where the guard had stopped, still watching, and pulled the key that Mercury had given him from his pocket. He fumbled with it, trying it upside down at first. He could feel the sweat building on his brow as he managed to get the door open. He could sense the tension in Aphrodite, too, as she sat silently, wringing her hands.

      Unlike the doors in the medical wing, this door had no auto-open function, and he struggled to hold the door open while pushing the wheelchair and drip stand though. The guard, apparently noticing the struggle, came over to help, holding the door while Jack got control of the rest.

      “Thanks,” he said, nodding to the guard while silently cursing that he hadn’t removed the drip from Aphrodite’s arm, but he’d wanted to make it appear that she was in much worse shape that she actually was, to help allay any suspicions on the part of any onlookers. He proceeded down the hall, hoping that the guard wouldn’t follow. Fortunately, the guard held his position at the door, watching but not interfering.

      Jack turned into the large operating room that he’d toured with Blankenship the day before, flicking on the lights. As soon as the door closed, Aphrodite stood, pulling at the tube in her arm.

      “I need to get this out,” she said, swatting frantically at the tape holding the tube in place.

      “Stop,” said Jack, grabbing her hand. “I’ll do it.” He carefully removed the tube, used an alcohol wipe to clean the site.

      “This is where he did it,” she said, looking around the room.

      “Did what?” He pressed gauze onto her arm to stanch any bleeding, and a strip of tape to hold it in place.

      “Everything.”

      He felt a surge of anger, imagining, seeing the operating table, seeing her on it, thinking about the years.

      “Let’s go, please.” She pulled at him, urging him toward to door at the back of the room, the door that led to the scrub room, then to the hallway, where there was a doorway, and a flight of stairs.

      When they emerged from the dark doorway, hidden in the back of a building Jack couldn’t place, into the blackness of the nighttime desert, they were alone. They’d left the wheelchair below, in the operating room where Aphrodite would never return. He’d remembered to grab his bag before leaving. She was walking fine, although she was a little unsteady, so Jack held her, as much because he couldn’t stop touching her as because she needed help.

      Peering into the darkness, Jack asked, “Where are we to go?”

      Aphrodite looked at him. “They didn’t tell you?”

      “No. Only to get you out.”

      She frowned.

      He was worried. Afraid he’d made a mistake. Could he still get back in? “I thought you’d know.”

      She looked straight ahead. “They’ll be here.”

      “Who? Who’ll be here? Do they know where we are?”

      She shrugged.

      She has nothing to lose. If she’s caught, they’ll just put her back inside. But God, I’ve got my whole life on the line here.

      Fortunately, before he started hating himself for that thought, a truck rounded the building, appearing just down the alley from where they stood. A figure stepped out of the passenger door.

      “Hurry!” the figure Jack recognized as Mercury said, motioning them to come.

      Aphrodite wasn’t quite able to run, but the two of them hurried to the truck. It was what was referred to as a 4x4, a cab with the rear cargo area covered by a canvas tarp. Jack helped Aphrodite into the rear, where the rest of the patients were waiting. Jack started to climb in too, but Mercury told him to go up front and get into the passenger seat.

      “We need you up there to get through the gate,” he said.

      Jack did as he was told, and found the driver to be the guard, the average man with the incredibly boring job, who’d most often been the one manning the post at the living quarters. His name was Chet. Corporal Chester Martin.

      Chet nodded at him and gunned the truck. Jack nodded back and held on.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            41

          

          

      

    

    







            Groom Lake, July 1964

          

        

      

    

    
      They got through the main gate much more easily than Jack had feared. Chet simply told the guard that he was taking “Doc,” referring to Jack—all the doctors were called “Doc” by the guards, as far as Jack knew—to the Las Vegas airport. In answer to the question, “Why do you need the truck to ferry one guy?” Chet said he was picking up “some shit or other at some depot in south Vegas first thing in the morning.” That’s why he was leaving in the middle of the night, after all.

      It worked, and they were through.

      A couple miles down the road, Chet made a left and headed into the desert, instead of taking a right, which would take them to the main road into Las Vegas.

      “You know where you’re going, Chet?” asked Jack, holding on as Chet floored the gas. The truck bounced down the road, which was little more than dirt, even here near the base where it was traveled frequently.

      “Not really, Doc,” replied Chet, nearly shouting to be heard over the roar of the truck’s diesel engine. “I just know that if we were really going to Vegas, we’d go the other way. Since we ain’t . . .” He shrugged.

      “How long before they find out we’re gone and they come after us?”

      “Oh, I’m pretty sure they’re already headin’ for their vehicles and checkin’ their ammo, Doc.”

      “Shit!” Jack said, after the truck took a bump that sent his head banging into the roof of the cab. He could only imagine how those in the back were taking the ride. “How would they know already?”

      “Well, let’s see. I stole a truck. Private Harkness, the little prick, he’s the guard in medical, saw you leave and probably noticed that I’m not at my station at the entry to living quarters. Plus, you probably set off a silent alarm when you left the facility. So there’s that.”

      “Jesus.” Jack sat in silence, trying to hold on as Chet flung the truck around the winding track at speeds far above what would have been reasonable. After a time, he asked, “Whose plan is this, anyway?”

      “It got us all out, didn’t it?”

      “Well, but what now?”

      “For that, you’ll have to ask them,” Chet nodded his head toward the back.

      “And why now? Why not wait until Aphrodite was back in living quarters, so she didn’t have to go out the research door—with the silent alarm?”

      “It had to be tonight. Don’t know why, but that was the deal.”

      They had another long pause as the road turned rougher, and Chet had to slow just a bit. They were starting to climb into some foothills, out of the desert floor. They could see back toward the base now, and could clearly see headlights on the road they’d just traveled.

      “Coming after us, I’d guess,” said Jack, pointing at the lights.

      “Yeah. Figured as much.”

      “Jesus, Chet. Why are you doing this?”

      “I got nothing left down there,” he said, pointing back at the base. “And these people,” he gestured to the back of the truck, “they didn’t do nothing wrong. Been locked up forever, just because they had some engine problem or some such. Don’t seem right.” He paused and shook his head, and then continued, “I don’t know if this is some suicide deal or what, but in the years I been there, they never asked for nothing before, so I said yes this one time.”

      “But it seems like you’re a reasonable guy, smart, not some hothead like most of those that Ernst has working for him.”

      “Like Private Harkness?”

      “Right. Like him. Why have you been there all these years? Has Ernst got something on you, too?”

      Chet turned quickly to look at Jack, squinting. He turned back to the road, and said, “No. It’s just, I’m not a good guy, Doc. I got a problem with the booze, and all. Whenever I get out on my own, I . . . Well, I just don’t do too good. Much better for me to be in a controlled situation like at the base, where I can’t get in too much trouble.”

      The twisting road gave them a view back down toward the base. They could clearly see three sets of headlights now, with one well ahead of the others, and much closer to them than before.

      “They’ll be catching us soon, Chet. It’d be nice to know our plan.”

      “Yup. But I’m just the driver.”

      “You said earlier something about them checking their ammo. They won’t shoot us, surely. These patients are way too valuable to risk hitting them.”

      “Well, Doc. I’ll tell you, what they drill into us back at the base is that yes, these are valuable folks. But the instructions are clear: One, don’t let them out. Two, don’t let them out alive.”

      Jack sat silent, knowing that all was lost. But still, he thought, he’d do it again.

      Chet broke the silence, asking, “How about you, Doc? Why you doin’ this?”

      Jack shook his head. “I guess I’m a lot like you. Not a good guy.” He thought back to his short-lived marriage, back in the years when he’d been away from Groom Lake, and how he’d totally botched that. “And I don’t have much to go back to. Everyone I care about is in the back of this truck.”

      The desert darkness seemed to swallow the headlights; Jack couldn’t see anything, and didn’t understand how Chet could drive so fast. And soon after that thought passed through Jack’s mind, the truck crested a rise, sending the meager illumination from the headlights into the sky. By the time they pointed back at the road in front of them, all Jack could see was a car, looming directly ahead in narrow track that served as the road.

      Chet, apparently startled by the sudden appearance of the car, swerved, jerking the wheel to the right. There was a slight drop-off on that side of the road, just enough to catch the front wheels of the truck and pull it off the road toward the desert. Chet tried to straighten the truck, to steer it back to the road, but his actions only served to make things worse. The truck’s rear slid down toward the desert, coming around, moving faster than the front. The truck tipped, slowly at first, as it slid broadside down the side of the road, out of control. Ever so slowly, Jack could see the desert floor coming up to meet him, and the truck fell onto its side and slid that way for what seemed to him to be forever. Jack was slammed by Chet’s body as it fell on him, crushing him against the door, which lay flat on the desert dirt.

      What followed was confusion, struggling to get out, sounds of people moaning and at least one screaming, nothing making sense. Chet tried to get himself off Jack, get out of the truck, but kicked and then stepped on Jack as he struggled get the door open so he could scramble out. Jack noticed that the windshield was intact, but the headlights were out, so he could see nothing but black sky.

      The sights and sound gradually came back into focus, and Jack was able to scramble up and out of the truck. He immediately saw that the canvas covering was ripped almost completely off the back of the truck, and that there were people all around, some standing, some lying on the ground. Two men, one of them Chet, were leaning over someone lying nearby.

      His immediate thought was to find Aphrodite. Was she all right? Where was she? He called out and went to help the men and whoever was lying there.

      He heard someone yell, “They’ve caught us! They’re here!”

      Jack looked back at the road, and all he could see when he looked up was a set of headlights.

      Aphrodite was lying in the dirt next to the truck. She wasn’t conscious. Chet was trying to pick her up, so Jack grabbed her feet, and they carried her over behind the truck.

      He saw the headlights slow, heard the brakes squeal, saw the Jeep skid to a stop on the road.

      As he huddled behind the truck, he knew the others must be out in the desert somewhere. But he tried to focus on Aphrodite, to listen for breathing, to feel for a pulse.

      Zeus appeared next to him. “How is she?” he said. He was holding his arm pressed against his side, and his face was bloody.

      “I don’t know,” said Jack, wondering what happened to his bag. Did it make it into the truck when he left the facility?

      He heard yelling, maybe from the Jeep. He was aware of someone, Chet, yelling back at the guys in the Jeep.

      And then, Zeus, to Chet. “Don’t let them come down here.”

      “Don’t worry,” said Chet.

      Aphrodite had been so weak when they left the medical wing.

      What has that fucker Blankenship been doing to her?

      “We need to get back to the hospital,” he said, to no one in particular.

      Suddenly a shot rang out, bang, near him. He looked up and saw Chet, aiming his gun toward the headlights, which went out, either because Chet hit something, or because the men up there realized the lights were a convenient target. Then there was another shot, this time from the Jeep.

      “I told you Doc,” said Chet, peering intently around the front of the truck toward the road. “They don’t care. Even if they did, they ain’t takin’ me back. I’m all in.” He aimed his gun carefully, and took another shot.

      He looked over at Jack, and asked, “I don’t suppose you had any weapons in that bag of yours?”

      My bag! It’s in the truck.

      Jack crawled over the top of the cab, looking in the opened door for his bag. It was too dark to see, so he had to crawl inside, where he found the bag wedged between the edge of the seat and the downside door.

      As he crawled out, he heard Chet say, “Zeus, I stashed my rifle in the back of the truck.”

      “I’ve got it,” he answered, from near the rear.

      “Do you know how to use it?”

      “No.”

      As Jack dropped back to the ground next to Aphrodite, Chet went around him.

      “Here,” said Chet, handing his handgun to Zeus and taking the rifle. “Just point and pull the trigger, but not until those fuckers are right in front of you, right?”

      Something seemed to catch Chet’s attention, because he quickly leveled his rifle and shot at something. And then he yelled, “Shit!”

      Jack looked up to see Chet pointing back up the road, where another vehicle, larger than the Jeep, arrived. It drove off the road, into the desert, and stopped.

      “Fuckers are going to surround us,” he growled.

      “Jesus, Chet,” said Jack, “what’s the point? We’re not getting out of here.”

      Chet turned to Zeus, now sitting on the ground near Aphrodite, holding his left arm crossed across his chest, and said, “How about it, Zeus? You got a plan?”

      Zeus grimaced, clearly in pain.

      I’ll have to check him out. As soon as I’m sure Aphrodite is okay.

      Zeus said, “Just hold them off. A little while. Just a little while longer.”

      Chet turned and fired another shot into the desert, as if that was going to keep them all safe.

      Jack turned back to Aphrodite when Zeus slid over next to him.

      “Is she okay?” he asked.

      “I don’t know. She got thrown from the truck.”

      “Yeah. We all did.” He pointed out to the desert. “Some are out by that rock.”

      “Are you all right?” Jack asked, noting Zeus’ arm.

      He shrugged. “I don’t think it’s broken.”

      Jack pulled his stethoscope from his bag and listened to Aphrodite’s heart rhythm and breathing. His listening was interrupted by shots ringing out seemingly from all around them, and bullets rang off the truck and thudded into the desert. Dozens of them. Jack hovered over Aphrodite, protecting her as best he could.

      As suddenly as the volley of shots started, it stopped.

      “God damn it, Chet,” said Jack. “If you hadn’t fired at them—”

      “I told you, Doc. They don’t care. They’ll kill us all if we’re shooting at them or not.”

      Then a new voice, from up higher on the hill, where most of the shots seemed to be coming from. “Captain Omdahl, I presume that’s you down there. Let’s end this little game now. You’ve got nowhere to go. No need for anybody to get hurt.”

      “It’s that SOB Ernst,” said Jack.

      “Don’t answer him Doc,” said Chet. “You and me are as good as dead. You know that.”

      Jack didn’t know what to do. Aphrodite needed medical attention, and he couldn’t see any way out. Turning to Zeus, he asked, “What do you think?”

      Zeus pointed back up the hill and seemed about to answer when something distracted him. He turned to stare in the direction he’d been pointing.

      Jack looked, and at first saw nothing but darkness beyond where the shooting had originated. But then he noticed a sound, which got louder by the second. An engine sound. A high-pitched whine, like a jet engine. Moving toward them, but not as fast as a jet. Getting loud.

      A shape appeared above the hill.

      “What is it, a helicopter?” asked Jack, guessing at the thing’s identity by the way it seemed to hover.

      No one responded until the thing got close, hovering less than a hundred feet above them. Lights beamed from under the thing, making it hard to see it, to see what it was.

      “Na,” yelled Chet over the noise of the engines. “Not a helicopter. Don’t know what that is.”

      Jack had seen strange-looking planes flying over the base, but this thing looked different from anything he’d seen. From what he could tell, it was roughly airplane shaped, but the delta wings seemed too small, tucked against the fuselage, and the two engines, one on each wing, glowing red, were pointed down at the ground.

      That’s how it’s able to hover.

      The plane moved closer, hovering almost directly overhead, blinding if he looked directly up at it. Then it dropped suddenly, landing on the desert floor, just seventy-five feet or so from the overturned truck where Jack was crouching. The bright light went out when it landed. A door opened on the underside of the fuselage, and ladder dropped down.

      At this point, Jack had no idea if the plane was friend or foe. He hadn’t even considered it until the ladder appeared, just assuming it was something sent from the base. But he caught a glimpse of a smiling Zeus.

      And then Aphrodite woke, sat up and said, “They’re here.”

      Jack, overjoyed that she was awake, had no idea what she meant, but said, “Yes.”

      There had been no shooting, on either side, while the plane came in, but now Jack heard a flurry of shots from near the first vehicle, the Jeep. He ducked lower, sheltering Aphrodite, but the firing stopped. He peeked over the truck, and saw a man running toward them. Jack yelled for Chet, but before Chet could take a shot at the man, he raised his hands. One of them held something, maybe a shotgun.

      “Don’t shoot. Don’t shoot,” said the approaching figure. “I’m on your side.”

      “What the—” muttered Chet. Turning to Zeus, he said, “Do we have anybody else coming?”

      Zeus looked confused and pointed to the plane. “Only them,” he said.

      “Let’s see who this asshole is,” said Chet. He yelled at the man who was standing near the truck with his hands in the air, “Who are you?”

      “I’m a friend,” said the man. “I just shot those fuckers by the Jeep. Let me come in. Those up the hill still got a clear shot at me if I’m just standing here.”

      Without checking to see if anyone cared, Chet said, “Okay, but keep those hands in the air.”

      The man scurried over behind the truck and grinned.

      “Now, who are you?” asked Chet again, grabbing the shotgun from the man. “And what are you doing here?”

      “Name’s Faccio,” the man said. He was tall, with dark, greasy hair. “I was out in the desert with a buddy, and saw you turn your truck over. Then those fuckers in the Jeep spotted us and started shooting at us. Hit my buddy. But I was able to shoot both of ’em.”

      Jack was skeptical. “You sure that was a buddy you were with?” he asked, and pointed at Faccio’s hands, which were tied together.

      “Well, we was buddies once,” Faccio said. “Can someone untie me?” He held his hands out in front of him.

      Jack looked at Chet, who nodded, so he pulled a knife from his belt and cut the rope from Faccio’s hands.

      “So,” Faccio said, pointing at the plane, “is that thing going to get us out of here?”

      As if on cue, they all looked at Zeus, who shrugged.

      Chet fired a couple more shots at the trucks up the hill. As he did, Jack saw figures arise from behind a big boulder that was between the truck and the plane. The figures quickly climbed up the ladder and into the plane.

      Then Faccio bolted for the plane while Chet fired up the hill. But before he could get to the ladder, he was hit, and fell to the desert. He got up and awkwardly scrambled for the plane.

      Zeus grabbed Jack and pointed to Aphrodite, who was conscious, but barely.

      “Let’s get her to the lander,” Zeus said, motioning his head toward the plane.

      They made their way to the plane, helped by the covering fire from Chet.

      Faccio, who was still struggling to get to the ladder, yelled at them as they reached him. Ignoring him, Jack helped Aphrodite up the ladder and placed her into one of the large seats that lined the space, not unlike the passenger compartment of a commercial airplane, only the space was small and the seats were large.

      Chet was the last to board, pushing Faccio up the ladder before him. Jack took a quick look at Faccio, who had what looked to be a surface wound on his thigh. It’ll wait, he thought, before he got into a seat next to Aphrodite and strapped them both in tight.

      Quickly, the plane lifted off, straight up at first, and then forward, gradually at first, but accelerating, forcing them all back into their seats. Jack felt intense pressure, and had difficulty breathing for several minutes until the plane backed off on its acceleration, and he could lift his head again.

      He looked over at Aphrodite. She appeared to be either unconscious or sleeping; he quickly unstrapped himself so he could check her, but found it difficult to stand with even the slight acceleration they were experiencing. He managed to scramble over and found her with a strong pulse and in no obvious difficulty.

      Around the cabin, he saw the two men who’d helped them get situated moving about, checking on the passengers. Zeus, seated near the front, got up and went through a door into whatever was the next compartment. Jack was amazed at how easily they all seemed to move.

      He heard talking behind him; Faccio was cursing—he wanted to know where they were going. Chet, sitting next to him, said he didn’t know, and he didn’t care.

      Jack hadn’t thought about it. Things had happened so fast he’d just moved from one thing to the next, not thinking about where he’d end up. Now, he had to admit, he was curious.

      The men who’d helped them were very probably not from Earth, probably not human in the technical sense. They looked human enough, but then Aphrodite and Zeus and the rest looked human too.

      These new men were dressed in some kind of black jumpsuit, plain looking. The men, like Zeus and the other patients, were attractive, well built, light hair and skin, and on the small side. One of them came back to take a look at Aphrodite.

      “She’s very weak,” said Jack. “I don’t know if she’s sustained some injury in the wreck of the truck, or if it’s her previous condition, but I’m worried.”

      The man looked at him but didn’t say anything. Jack wondered if he’d understood what he said. He remembered that when he first met Aphrodite, she couldn’t speak English, so he supposed it was unlikely that this man spoke it either.

      The man turned back to Aphrodite and appeared to be examining her, feeling for her pulse and looking for broken bones or other injuries.

      Jack said, “I’m a doctor. I have a medical bag here somewhere.” He knew he’d brought it on board, but couldn’t see it around his seat. He pantomimed opening a bag and taking out a stethoscope, knowing that it was all probably meaningless to the man. However, the man stared at him for a few seconds, and then opened a compartment under his seat and pointed. It was Jack’s bag.

      “Thank you,” said Jack, pulling his bag out and continuing with his exam.

      Shortly after he’d finished listening to her heart, Aphrodite woke. Groggy, she looked around the cabin.

      “Where’s Venus?” she said.
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      “Where was she?” asked Oval. He’d actually been listening to this part of the story, unlike the beginning, and leaned forward so he could hear everything that Jack was saying during the long drive.

      “No, the better question is, who was she,” said CJ. “You’ve never mentioned anyone named Venus before.” It wasn’t lost on him that his grandmother, whose name had always been Violet as far as he knew, had been called “Venus” by Donna. Was she Jack’s Venus? Was this the connection to Nini that Jack had promised?

      After a long pause, Jack responded. “Turns out that Aphrodite had a daughter.”

      “A daughter! How old was she?” asked CJ.

      “I thought at the time that she was thirteen or fourteen,” said Jack, rubbing his face again. It had been a long drive, and a long story. “But she was actually sixteen. She was so small, you see. And looked just like her mother. Beautiful girl. Had the same eyes, the same way of looking at you. You always felt like she knew you, knew all about you, cared for you. Like her mother. That’s why they called her Venus. Another goddess of love.”

      “Who was her father?” asked Penny. “You?”

      “At the time, I didn’t know who her father was,” said Jack. “She was born during that time when I was . . . away. Away from Groom Lake. I didn’t know. She was a little girl by the time I saw her.”

      “And what happened to her?” asked Oval.

      “That, I’m afraid, is the whole point of the story,” said Jack.

      “What is?” asked CJ. “That you lost Venus?”

      “I’ve never seen Venus again. That’s what’s driven my life since I returned. I never got over the guilt of leaving her.”

      “So where did you go?” asked Oval.

      “You doofus,” said Penny. “Don’t you get it? Remember who’s talking here, and who his friends are. The True Believers. Come on. He flew off in a spaceship.” She pursed her lips and crossed her arms. “Where did you go, to Mars or something?” she asked Jack.

      “No. I don’t know where we went, but it was considerably farther than that. Years farther.”

      “Okay, I get all that,” said CJ. “So you think that my grandmother is Venus, and she’s the one you left.”

      “I think your grandfather was there in the desert that night, the night of the escape, the night that I lost Venus. And if he was there, then there’s a chance that your grandmother, that she . . . They might know what happened to Venus.”

      “Or, that she is Venus, right?” said CJ.

      “Right,” responded Jack, although he sounded reluctant to admit it. “There’s a chance your grandmother is Venus. The Venus I knew. Just a chance.”

      “That’s crazy,” said Oval. “Your grandmother is no alien, CJ.”

      “Not alien, exactly,” said Jack. “Maybe half. And as I said, the differences are subtle.”

      “So,” said Penny. “I still don’t believe your story, but if it’s true, then I don’t get what all the secrecy is about, the kidnapping, all that.”

      “If the government found out about them, your grandparents, CJ, then, they would be in danger. You would be in danger. All of you. Because the government has a huge secret, and they will do anything—anything—to keep that secret. It could explain a lot about CJ’s life. That his grandparents have been living in hiding all these years, living in fear for their lives. Maybe that’s why CJ’s grandmother doesn’t want him digging into her past. Because she doesn’t want to call attention to herself and her husband, because if the government knew where they were, who they were, well . . . who knows?”

      “But you know secrets, and you’re still alive,” said CJ.

      “Yes, true, but I’ve been carefully handled. The government has skillfully positioned me so that no one will believe me. I’m just one of those ‘True Believers.’”

      “How did the government do that?” asked CJ.

      “That all happened after I got back,” said Jack, pulling the car into a parking spot in front of an imposing old Victorian-style building on the outskirts of Carson City. “And that’s a story for another time, after we’ve followed up your lead on your grandmother’s orphanage.”

      “You think this is a waste of time, don’t you?” asked Penny.

      “I do,” responded Jack.

      “Then why did you bring us up here?” she asked.

      “It was the only way to get you all to listen to me.”

      “Well,” said CJ. “We’re here now. Let’s go see what we can find.”

      And so the group trooped into State of Nevada Records Office, where they were sent on a tour of various offices, as one after another said they needed to look somewhere else.

      Eventually, they found an office that did indeed have records from the facility that had burned down near Las Vegas in the sixties. After CJ persuaded the older Hispanic man that he was the grandson of the orphan in question, they found that the records didn’t include anyone named Violet Jones, or Venus Jones, or anything like that. Unfortunately, the records didn’t go back further than the mid-fifties.

      None of the helpful employees of the State of Nevada could come up with anything on Nini—birth records, school records, hospital records, census data, or anything on adoption, foster children or orphans. By the time the group trudged out of the last office, tired, sweating in the Nevada heat, and thoroughly dejected, they were convinced that Nini had never lived in Nevada in her life, and they weren’t even sure she existed, even given that her marriage certificate seemed to confirm that she was in Nevada at one time.

      As they gathered in a little café in Carson City to grab an early dinner before their long drive back to Las Vegas, the kids’ attention turned back to Jack’s story.

      “So, Mr. Star Traveler, tell us what happened in your adventures,” Penny said to Jack. “Since we can’t find any facts about CJ’s grandmother, we might as well listen to some more fantasy from you.”

      “I’ll be happy to tell you more of my story. And after you’ve heard it all, it will be CJ’s grandparents who provide the proof that what I’m telling you is not fantasy, but the God’s honest truth. But first, let’s all get a milkshake to soothe our tired bones, and I’ll tell you as much as I can remember once we hit the road back to Vegas.”
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      Jack sat, strapped in to his seat, eyes squeezed closed tightly, trying to breathe. He didn’t remember this from his last landing, on Aphrodite’s home planet: the intense vibration, the rising heat—he could feel a small river of sweat running down his back—or the noise. It sounded like the worst hailstorm ever experienced in the state of Minnesota, where he was from, and he knew hailstorms. Maybe it had been like this. It had been so long ago, and he had been concentrating so much on Aphrodite, who hadn’t been in good shape. She’d been weak before the escape, and hadn’t recovered before they put everyone into hibernation—the word they used when they told him what they were going to do. Their bodies wouldn’t survive the intense acceleration unless they put them into the pods, which were filled with some gel substance that somehow kept them alive until they emerged sometime later—months, years, he wasn’t sure.

      This time, his anticipation was different. Before, he’d been escaping, and had never given his destination a thought. He was protecting the woman he loved, and nothing else mattered.

      Now, he was going home. He had some idea what to expect—he’d lived most of his life here, after all. But it was going to be different, because it had been so long ago. He’d aged about twenty-two years, by his calculation. But he’d been told that things on Earth would have moved forward more like thirty-seven years during that span. The difference was because of the time in hibernation, plus the time-compressing effects of approaching the speed of light and extreme gravity; he was a physician, not an astrophysicist, so he didn’t understand all the details. Didn’t really matter. What really mattered was that Venus, about sixteen years old when he left, would now be in her early fifties. Ten or eleven years younger than him, physically.

      The flight smoothed out. Jack assumed that meant they had successfully made entry into the atmosphere on Earth, and their speed had dropped to something understandable, though probably still faster than any Earth vehicle could manage. He had no idea where the planned touchdown was going to be, or if they made that decision on the fly. All he knew was that he was going home.

      The plane they were in—it was more plane than rocket ship, with retractable wings and the ability to hover when the small engines on the wings were rotated—was little different than the one he’d escaped in those years ago. It seemed tight with the crew of seven, plus him, the sole passenger. But he remembered that they’d managed nearly twice that during the escape.

      This wasn’t the same vehicle that did the interstellar travel; that one was much bigger. This was just the lander. The lander that was taking him home.

      He wondered how he’d fit into Earth society, thirty-seven years after he’d left. It couldn’t be worse than where he’d just come from, where he’d been content as long as he had Aphrodite. She needed him, living in pain and discomfort for years, the direct result of the injuries she’d sustained during her time as a prisoner and the procedures she’d experienced at the hands of Dr. Blankenship. But after she died, three years ago, he realized that he was lost in a society that had never embraced him.

      He’d never fully learned the language, which was difficult because so much of it was non-verbal. He’d never had anything remotely like a job, so his medical skills and knowledge were wasted. At best, he was a nurse for Aphrodite, trying to help her through some of her difficult periods.

      Of the others who’d made the escape, Faccio had returned to Earth soon after landing. He said he’d never wanted to come, and there was another expedition a year or so later, so he was allowed to go. Jack wished him well, but was glad he was gone.

      His old buddy Chet hadn’t lasted long. He died within two years of landing, of some kind of overdose, he learned.

      So now completely alone, he leapt at the offer to return to Earth at the next opportunity.

      There were few windows in the cabin of the lander, so Jack had little idea where they might be, not that he’d necessarily know by looking. He just hoped that they’d land somewhere that would enable him to make his way to the Western US, and preferably to California and Nevada. He was going to try to find Venus, or at least discover what had become of her, and that might prove difficult if he was dropped off somewhere like China.

      He knew one of the crew: his old friend Zeus. God, how old was he now? But this was his fourth or fifth trip to Earth, and each trip took him only a year or two, while everyone not on the trip aged seventeen or eighteen years. Even though Zeus would be Venus’ grandfather, his physical age might be seventy or eighty years less than his chronological age. It was possible that he’d be younger than his grandchild. Crazy.

      Zeus wasn’t the pilot on this trip; another man was flying the lander. But he still had that commanding presence, so it seemed like he was in charge. Jack wasn’t sure—he wasn’t in the loop on chain of command.

      Jack had a somewhat limited ability to understand what was being said in the ‘cockpit, but he gathered that Zeus was telling the pilot to change course. He was directing him to a new landing spot. It seemed that Zeus was getting new information fed to him from somewhere, even though there was no headset or radio that Jack was aware of.

      Based on the attitude of the lander, and the acceleration and deceleration Jack felt, there were a number of course corrections before the lander stopped, hovered, and then set down. After a few minutes, a door opened near the front of the lander, a ladder was extended to reach the eight or ten feet to the ground, and one of the crew went out. About all that Jack could see was that it was dark outside, but his seat gave him no view. He struggled to remove the restraints and emergency life support system built into the seat. Zeus came over to help him, but told him to remain seated.

      “Let us see what the situation is before you go out,” said Zeus. “There are friends in the area, but also . . . um, others.”

      “Friends?” said Jack. “Others?” Jack couldn’t fathom who’d be included in either group. Who would be friends of a group of aliens landing on their planet? Who would be “others”? Everyone else, or enemies? And who would be enemies?

      Zeus went back to the front of the cabin and peered out the door. He said something to the crew member who was outside, and then scrambled down the ladder himself, followed by two others.

      Jack stood and went to the doorway. He could see that they had landed in a small clearing in a heavily wooded area. So not the Nevada desert, he thought. As he watched, a set of headlights appeared through the woods to his right.

      Headlights. Something I haven’t seen for many years.

      A small car pulled into the clearing and stopped, thirty or forty yards away from the lander. Zeus and one of the others walked slowly toward the car, silhouetted by the headlights. Two people emerged, one from each side, but because the headlights were shining directly at Jack, he couldn’t see them other than shapes. Jack could tell that Zeus was talking to the people, but the engine noise from the lander drowned out any chance of hearing what they were saying.

      As they talked, the group drifted out of the direct line of sight of the headlights, and Jack could see that the people from the car were a young couple. The woman glanced over toward him, standing in the doorway, and for a moment he felt a flash of recognition—could this be Venus? The short blonde hair, the small, trim figure were as he remembered, but no, Venus would be fifty-some. This woman was twenty-some. A trick of memory. That’s all it was.

      He saw the woman look suddenly skyward. The others looked too. Zeus looked startled. He pointed up. Jack couldn’t see what they were looking at from his vantage in the lander, so he went down the ladder to get a better look. Moving out into the clearing, he could see an approaching helicopter. And then he saw another, just a little farther away. The lander engines had drowned out the noise, allowing the copters to surprise them.

      Jack looked to the young couple. They appeared frightened. The man turned to his car, but Zeus held the woman’s arm, and pointed to the lander. It appeared they disagreed on which way to go. Zeus yelled at them, trying to be heard above the noise from both the lander and the helicopter, which was now setting down at the far edge of the clearing, maybe fifty yards away.

      While Jack stood watching, two of the crew quickly climbed the ladder back into the lander. The other ran toward Zeus and waved frantically to get him and the couple to come. Zeus, pulling at the woman and yelling at the man, moved toward Jack, slowly at first, but then more quickly, as the woman stopped resisting.

      Then a new sound emerged, cutting through the engine noises. Gunshots. The second helicopter was now nearing, and Jack could see muzzle flashes from the open side door of the large copter. He looked back down and saw puffs of dirt fly up near Zeus and the woman, who were now running hard toward the lander. The man, too, was now running, but suddenly he fell. He’d been shot, knocked down. He tried to get up, but fell again.

      Jack, reacting without thinking, ran toward the man, who was still struggling to get up. The whole clearing was lit up now by lights from the helicopters. As Jack reached the man, he could see soldiers running from the copter that had landed. They seemed close.

      Jack grabbed the man’s arm and pulled him up. The man put his arm around Jack’s shoulders and tried to walk. One leg didn’t work. Jack put his arm around the man’s waist, and together they struggled back toward the lander, where Jack could see Zeus pushing the woman up the ladder.

      Zeus ran out to help Jack. Together, they managed to get the man to the ladder. But then Jack felt something hit him, hard, in the back. He fell into the dirt, face-first.
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      “I woke up in a hospital,” Jack said. “Had no idea where, or when, or how. I’d been shot in the back, and had some pretty significant injuries. It took months for me to recover. They moved me a couple times, and I ended up back at Groom Lake.”

      “No freaking way,” said Oval. “When did all this happen?”

      “Sometime in 2001, as near as I can tell.”

      “Wow,” said Oval. “Did they let you go once you recovered? What have you been doing since then?”

      “They held me at Groom Lake for about nine years,” said Jack. “First, so I could recover physically. Then, to interrogate me, since I’m the only known person to have been to an alien world. And finally, to hold me, because I knew too much.”

      “So how did you get free?” asked CJ. “Escape?”

      “No, they eventually put me in a mental institution in California,” said Jack. “Kept me drugged out of my mind. But I met a couple of the True Believers in there, made friends, as much as you could make friends given how drugged up we were. I guess that gave them the idea to let me go. We were all released at the same time, and my story about aliens didn’t sound much more believable than some of theirs. I was just another crazy loon who claimed to have been taken by aliens.”

      “So the True Believers are fake?” asked Oval. “They haven’t seen real aliens?”

      Jack turned to look at Oval in the backseat. In fact, he was turned around so long CJ got nervous, and said, “Hey, watch the road.”

      Jack turned back to the road, and said, “No. What the True Believers actually believe in are little green men who magically appear and zap you away to experiment on you, and then zap you back. They don’t know that Earth-born humans are the ones doing the experimenting. Here on Earth.”

      “So didn’t they realize that you were telling the real story?” asked Oval.

      “No, mine was just another of the endless variations,” said Jack. “Not that I blame them. They’re good people, most of them. They’ve been good to me.”

      CJ stared off into the desert. It was twilight; the sky was deepening into reddish orange over the mountains to the west. Soon it would be dark, pitch dark, like only the desert gets. It would happen quickly—one minute, nice sunset, the next minute, black.

      He didn’t know what to think about Jack’s stories. He had made it sound real, and he seemed sane, not like some nut job, but still, it was all pretty crazy.

      “What do you think, Penny?” he asked.

      Penny, who’d been quiet for a long time, especially for her, responded with, “About what?”

      “You know, about what Jack said, aliens and everything.”

      “Oh, is story time over?” she said.

      CJ got the message. Apparently Oval did too, because he stifled a laugh that leaked out of his nose.

      CJ asked, “So you don’t believe what he said?”

      “Doesn’t matter,” said Penny. “Seems to me like the real question is why?”

      “Why?” said Jack. “Why was I the one who had to go through all that, or why should you believe me?”

      Penny, speaking very slowly, said, “No. Why now? Why did all this just come out now? Why didn’t you find CJ and tell him before, years ago? It all seems too . . . I don’t know, convenient, or something.”

      Jack didn’t answer immediately, seeming to chew over his response while looking straight ahead. CJ didn’t say anything either, worried that he’d touch off another outburst from Penny.

      After a few minutes, Jack spoke, quietly. “I think we’re all wound together in this thing. Do you know, Penny, that I talked to your grandmother about this, years ago?” He glanced up in the rearview mirror to see Penny’s reaction.

      He continued without waiting for her response. “I was looking for your grandfather, the one they called Little Bull. I’m sure he was in the desert the night we made our escape from Groom Lake. Know why I know that? Because a man named Tony Faccio told me so. Faccio went on the lander with us, with Aphrodite and Zeus and the rest. He went all the way to Planet Grey Cloud, which is what I call it because I can’t pronounce it, and it was colorless, even the sky, and it doesn’t make any difference anyway. So Tony Faccio told me he was in the desert with a couple other guys who were having some kind of disagreement. Little Bull was one of those guys.

      “And you know what else. Tony Faccio came back. At his first chance, he was sent back home. Nobody wanted him there on Grey Cloud, I’ll tell you. It was something like seventeen or eighteen years later back here, but only a couple years for Faccio. I don’t know if he ever figured that out. But whatever, he went to your grandfather Little Bull’s house, where Little Bull killed him. Do you think that was a random event? No?

      “There’s more. Know who else Little Bull killed that night? My old nemesis, Vic Ernst. How did Tony Faccio and Vic Ernst get together, and why did they go to see Little Bull, and why did Little Bull kill them?”

      “Those are good questions,” said CJ.

      “What about your grandfather, CJ? I didn’t know anything about him until you showed up in the library the other day. Faccio may have said something about him, but it was so long ago, I just don’t know. He spent a lot of time cursing about Little Bull, but I don’t remember who else might have been there.

      “And when I talked to your grandmother, Penny, I didn’t think to ask about anybody but Little Bull, who had already passed away. She claimed not to know anything about what happened out in the desert in 1964, or about what happened with Faccio and Ernst.”

      He took a breath and looked around at the kids.

      CJ was rubbing his head. He’d been doing that a lot lately. Headaches.

      Penny was looking at the desert. Oval was staring back at Jack in the rearview mirror, looking suitably astounded.

      Jack continued. “I’ve spent years thinking that Venus was dead, or, worse, that she was recaptured and Blankenship had her. Can we call your grandfather, and ask him about the desert that night? Or better, call your grandmother. Ask her about Doc Omdahl. Ask her how she got away that night.”

      “Sure,” said CJ. “Seems like the way to confirm all this. I don’t know how they’ll take it. They may not want to admit any of this is true. Remember what Noga did when we called before? He told me to get away from you. I guess I know why, now.” He fiddled with his phone. “Can’t get a signal.”

      Oval and Penny also tried, but had no signal either.

      “It’s the desert,” said Jack. “Let’s wait a bit, and then try again.”

      They rode in silence. CJ wasn’t sure what he could say. He was confused. And to make it just that much worse, his head hurt. He kept hearing voices. Or one voice, really. It was yelling at him. He couldn’t make out most of the words, but it was disturbing. Like someone was telling him something, but he couldn’t get it. As if he were dreaming. A bad dream. He had been popping Advil, but that wasn’t helping.

      “What the hell!” said Jack, slamming on the brakes. They had been driving for hours on the two-lane road leading back to Las Vegas, most of it through dark, desolate desert. There had been very little traffic all day, and even less now that it was after dark. But suddenly, a van had passed them, pulled in sharply in front of them, and then had slowed, nearly to a stop. Fortunately, Jack had been alert and had avoided slamming into the van’s rear end.

      Jack attempted to swing out around the slow-moving van, but it swerved into the middle of the road, blocking Jack’s pass attempt.

      “Fuck!” he said as he slowed again, and then slamming the brakes again as the van stopped dead. Jack pulled over to the side of the road, and the van did too, out of the way of any possible traffic.

      “What’s going on?” said CJ.

      “How the hell do I know?” answered Jack, looking back down the road for some kind of escape.

      Two men emerged from the front of the van. They were holding something in their hands, almost certainly guns, as they advanced to opposite sides of Jack’s car.

      The man on Jack’s side tapped on the window with the gun, motioning for Jack to roll down his window. Jack complied.

      “The four of you need to get out and get in the van,” said the man, who was maybe fifty or so, and heavy, with long stringy hair and a dark beard.

      CJ glanced at the man on his side of the car. He was a skinny kid not much older than CJ, with short hair and several days’ growth on his face. He looked scared, holding his gun with two hands, pointed at the ground in front of him. His feet were spread apart, and he was jittery, bouncing on his feet and looking back and forth between the car occupants and his buddy on the other side of the car.

      “And if we don’t?” said Jack.

      The man smiled. “Don’t mess with me,” he said. “There’s no need for anybody to get hurt.”
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      If the van had been just slightly more comfortable, CJ might have dozed off on the long ride. But it wasn’t a minivan, and it didn’t even have seats in the back. He sat on the metal floor with his back against the side door, next to Penny and across from Jack, exhausted and scared. Poor Oval had it the worst. CJ could see that the jarring he was taking from whenever the van hit a bump or went around a curve was hurting his ankle. Their captors had taken away his painkillers, too.

      CJ had never before seen the two men who stopped them; neither was the man who’d been following them in the library, nor were they among the men who’d tried to kidnap him at the coffee shop. The skinny kid was driving Jack’s car and was following the van, which was being driven by the older man with the stringy hair. He was walled off from the back passengers by a metal screen, which was probably meant to protect front-seat occupants from flying tools and cargo, but which served nicely to keep those in the back from attacking the driver.

      Jack had asked the man who he was working for right when they first got into the van, but the man told him to shut up, and banged a gun against the metal screen.

      CJ had mouthed, “Who are these guys?” to Jack. He had to do it twice, pointing at the front of the van the second time, before Jack got the question.

      Jack shrugged. “I don’t know,” he mouthed back.

      “DoD?”

      Jack shook his head.

      CJ frowned.

      Jack looked like he was going to say something, or at least mouth something back, but then threw up his hands, looking frustrated.

      Penny leaned over and whispered to CJ, “What did he say?”

      CJ whispered back, “He doesn’t know who these guys are.”

      Penny rolled her eyes and sat back. Her demeanor surprised CJ. He would have thought she’d be crying and panicked at their situation, but she seemed to be more mad than afraid. She sat clenching her teeth and staring at the back of the driver’s head. If that screen weren’t there, she’d likely be flying over the seat to get at him, gun or no gun.

      Jack looked dejected, sitting with his head in his hands, staring at the floor.

      Oval looked to be in pain more than anything. His eyes were closed and his hands were pressed tightly against his legs, like he was trying to hold them down, or to squeeze the pain out.

      CJ figured he might be more scared than either Penny or Oval. He was pretty sure whatever was happening was his fault, and he had no idea what to do about it.

      After they’d been on the road awhile, CJ heard the driver talking on his cell phone. “Yes sir, we’re on our way now,” he said. “No, no problem. The kid’s tracker wallet worked like a charm, just like you said.”

      Tracker wallet? What the hell?

      CJ realized that Jack, Oval, and Penny were looking at him.

      “I don’t carry a wallet,” whispered Oval.

      CJ pulled his wallet from his back pocket and peered at it. He took everything out. A few dollars. His driver’s license. Miscellaneous pictures and scraps of paper. He turned it inside out. Finally, after pulling and tugging on it, he found a plastic rectangle with what looked like a circuit board printed on one side.

      “Man, this wallet was given to me by the DNA company,” he said.

      “Nice,” said Oval.

      “Not so nice,” replied CJ. “It got us screwed.”

      “Shut up,” shouted Stringy Hair. “Keep it quiet. If you know what’s good for you.”

      Everyone was quiet for just a minute. Then CJ whispered, “I guess that explains how they were able to track us. They didn’t even need to follow us.”

      “Right,” said Jack. “They probably followed just to see who you met up with.”

      “I’m sorry,” said CJ. “I didn’t know.”

      “I know, kid,” said Jack. “Not your fault.” He reached over and patted CJ on the knee.

      The need for quiet suddenly lessened, as loud country music blared from a tinny speaker in the front. Stringy Hair had turned on the radio.

      “So I guess we know who these two jerks are working for,” said Penny, pointing toward the noise.

      “Who?” asked Oval.

      She shot him a look. “FamilyHeritage dot whatever. The ones who gave CJ the wallet.”

      “I wouldn’t jump to that conclusion,” said Jack.

      “Yeah, why would they want to kidnap us?” asked CJ.

      “Well, I don’t know,” said Penny, glaring at CJ. “If not them, then who, Einstein?”

      He shrugged and looked at Jack.

      “Someone who has access to the FamilyHeritage data,” said Jack.

      “Ohhh, so like the FBI, or some other government agency,” said Oval.

      “Like the Department of Defense? Like the guys that tried to grab us before?” said CJ, pointing to the front seat. His skepticism was obvious in his voice, even raised as it was to be heard over the radio.

      “No,” said Jack, looking around the van and up at the driver. “No way is this a DoD operation.”

      “Then who?” asked Penny. “Who would want three kids on spring break?” She paused and looked at CJ and Oval. “Or maybe they want an old man who thinks he lived on another planet for a few years. Huh? Maybe this has nothing to do with us, and everything to do with him.” She pointed to Jack.

      “Then what about the wallet?” asked Oval. “It’s not Jack’s wallet.”

      “I don’t know about any wallet,” answered Penny, loud enough that she drew a rebuke from Stringy Hair—“What did I say about shutting up?”—even with the radio blaring.

      So they sat in silence, Penny glaring, Oval looking confused, Jack staring at his feet, and CJ feeling guilty.

      After a ride that was long enough to get them back to Las Vegas, the van finally stopped. Stringy Hair, waving his gun menacingly, directed CJ and his friends out of the back. They found themselves in a parking lot behind what looked like a strip mall. There were no vehicles around except the van and Jack’s car, which Skinny Kid pulled up next to the van.

      Behind the buildings CJ could see only desert. The darkness limited his vision, but he couldn’t see any lights off in the distance, so he figured they were not near the city.

      The group was quickly ushered through a door, which CJ noted had the word “Lab” printed on it. They entered into a short hallway, and then were shoved through a door into a bathroom.

      “Get in there and relieve yourselves, now,” said Stringy Hair.

      “All of us?” asked Oval, trying to maintain his balance with his crutches. “She’s a girl,” he said, pointing to Penny.

      “All of you,” said Stringy Hair, giving an extra push to Oval, who fell on the bathroom’s tile floor.

      The bathroom had two stalls, and two sinks, and Jack told Penny to use one of the stalls if she wanted, while the rest shared the other.

      “What are we going to do?” asked CJ.

      “For now, let’s just use the bathroom,” said Jack, sliding into the stall.

      The break was badly needed by all, and after taking care of business, they huddled in front of the sinks.

      “Let’s not get too excited,” said Jack. “These guys have guns, but if they wanted to shoot us, they would have done that already.”

      “But what do they want?” asked Penny.

      “We’ll have to ask them, because I don’t know,” Jack answered just as the two men barged in, and with guns pointed, ushered them all though another door across the hall into a small, windowless office that was bare except for on old metal desk and a beat-up swivel chair. Without responding to any of their questions, the men left them alone, and CJ could hear a lock being engaged from the outside.

      Looking exhausted and stunned, Jack ignored the kids’ questions, the same ones that had been asked and not answered in the van, and sat on the desk, shaking his head. Oval took the chair, and lay his head on the desk. Penny slumped to the floor in a corner, and CJ sat next to her. Having no idea about what was going on or what they could do about it, they all fell quiet as if each were in a stupor.

      They remained like that for a couple hours, until the door opened again, and the same two men entered the room. A man wearing a white coat followed them in, leading CJ to think he might be a doctor, or at least a lab tech. While Stringy Hair held a gun on them, the white-coated man used long Q-tips to take swabs from each of their mouths, depositing each Q-tip in a tube.

      CJ commented that this was just like the swab he took for his second DNA test, but Skinny Kid shook the gun at him and told him to shut up. CJ still felt like the kid was really nervous. Maybe he was on something, some drug. He was jittery and that made him extra scary.

      When the men were gone, Jack asked CJ about his DNA test—where he took it, why, what he learned. After CJ filled him in, including the fact that the first test had 11% “unknown.”

      “Damn it,” Jack said. “I don’t like where this is going.”
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      Gus lay in bed, listening to half a conversation. Violet was sitting up, talking on her cell phone, which had awakened both of them when it rang. Only half awake, Gus squinted at the bedside clock. Jesus! It was five o’clock in the morning.

      Who is calling at this hour?

      He could tell by the tone of Violet’s voice that this was something important. She’d gone from groggy to alert in about two seconds. It sounded like something with CJ.

      God! That boy. He’d better be okay.

      She rattled off some phone number that sounded familiar, and then turned to him.

      “Do you have Oval’s number?” she asked.

      “Oval?” He still wasn’t quite awake. It had been a late night at the restaurant, and he didn’t get to bed until after two. “No. Why would I?”

      “I’ve got it. I wrote it down before they left for Vegas. It’s in the kitchen somewhere.” Turning away, she spoke to the phone. “I’ll call you back. Let me try CJ and Oval first.” She hung up and launched out of bed.

      “CJ and Oval and Penny haven’t returned from their trip to Carson City,” she said, pulling on her robe that she’d left on the chair near the bedroom door. “They were supposed to call if they were going to be late, but they didn’t and Melissa can’t reach Penny and she’s panicked. Try CJ and I’ll get Oval’s number.”

      “What the hell were they going to Carson City for?” Gus asked. “I told that kid to get his ass home.”

      “I don’t know, looking for something at the state records office. Something to do with his school project.” She disappeared, thundering down the stairs to the kitchen.

      Gus had a bad feeling about this. First, the phone call from a man who knew something about his and Violet’s past. He’d lived in fear for many years that he’d get a call like that one day, and he’d done everything he could to try to prevent it—to keep the past in the past. And now, CJ might be caught up in something that might be—must be—related somehow.

      He called CJ. It went straight to voicemail. He tried again. He didn’t leave a message.

      He found Violet in the kitchen, on the phone. She was leaving a message for Oval.

      “No luck, I assume?” he said when she’d hung up.

      “No. Just voicemail. Let me call Melissa back.”

      She did, and talked for several minutes, passing along Oval’s phone number and telling Melissa not to worry, that the kids were probably in a cell dead spot somewhere. “CJ has never been real good about being on time,” she said.

      After hanging up, she turned to Gus. “You know it’s happening again.” She held her hands up to her face to hide her eyes, where tears had suddenly started pooling and then leaking down her cheeks.

      “No, we don’t know anything, Vi.” He tried to console her, holding her close to his chest. “The kids are fine. Besides, CJ has never shown any ability . . .”

      “You’re wrong, Gus, you know you are. He’s . . . I swear, he knows what I’m thinking before I do half the time.” She looked up at him and tried to smile.

      “But now?” he said. He didn’t want to deal with this, too. On top of everything else.

      “I’ve heard them, and CJ has been complaining about headaches all week. He’s hearing them too. They’re coming. We have to get down there.”

      “But this is different. With Ann, she was pissed. She had to go see, call them to her. CJ doesn’t know anything.”

      “No, but what if they find him?”

      “If he’s in trouble, that could be a good thing.”

      “Get your computer and look for flights. I have to be there, Gus. I can’t let this happen again.”

      The past was coming after them. All of it.
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      No one likes to get a knock on their door from a law enforcement officer. It seems they’re almost always delivering bad news: they’re either coming after you for something they think you did, or coming to tell you that something bad happened to someone you love. Gus was pretty sure it was the latter that brought the two highway patrolmen to his door that Thursday morning.

      The previous night, he had returned home from the restaurant to find Violet in tears while trying to comfort a crying baby—their grandson, Christopher. She seemed frantic, which was probably the reason Christopher was upset.

      “What’s going on?” he asked, taking the baby from Violet’s arms, gently rocking him, trying to calm him.

      “I told her,” Violet said, flopping onto the couch and holding her hands over her eyes, sobbing. “Ann came over here, in agony. She was clearly hearing the voices. If anything, she’s more sensitive than I am. She thought she was going crazy. I decided it was time she knew the truth.”

      “About your parents?”

      “About my mother. Who she was, and where I came from. All of it.”

      “Oh, Christ. I thought we weren’t going to tell her all that. It would be confusing, she wouldn’t . . . Did she believe you?”

      “I don’t know. She called Tom, and then gave me Christopher. Told me to watch him, and said she had to go. They were calling her, she said.”

      “And you couldn’t stop her.”

      “No. I tried. But you know Ann. Once she sets her mind to something, there’s no way to change it.”

      “What can we do?”

      Christopher started crying again, probably sensing that Gus was now as upset as Violet.

      “I don’t know,” she said, standing to take him, patting the baby softly on the back. “I’ve tried calling, but Ann won’t answer her phone. Tom won’t either.”

      “Do you know where they’re going? Are they in danger?”

      “No, I don’t know. I’m getting a sense that someone’s in distress. It’s not like a telephone. It’s all images, abstractions.”

      “And you’re getting these abstractions now?”

      “Yes.”

      “Fuck.”

      “It’s not like they’re going to hurt her. They care about her.”

      “Well, we don’t know who ‘they’ is, do we, or what will happen? Things didn’t go so well for your mother when she came here.”

      “That was different.”

      But Gus wished she’d put more conviction into that statement.

      They got Christopher to bed eventually in the crib they kept upstairs for him, and both Gus and Violet soon crawled into bed too, although neither fell asleep for a long time.

      Gus rose before the sun was up to find Violet downstairs in the kitchen, wrapped in a well-worn robe, sitting at the little table in the corner of their kitchen, sipping at what was probably not her first cup of coffee. Judging from the haggard look on her face, she’d been up for a while, and hadn’t slept much, if at all.

      “Something bad happened,” she announced without looking up from her coffee.

      “What?” he asked. “What happened? How do you know?”

      “I don’t know. It’s just the feeling I have, the sense that I get.” She looked up and smiled at him. But it wasn’t a happy smile. It was a “sorry to have to tell you this” smile.

      Gus shook his head and went for coffee of his own.

      They had little of substance to say or do that morning, at least until Christopher woke about an hour later, and then they got the knock on the door an hour after that.

      The highway patrolmen were polite at first when they delivered the news that Ann and her husband Tom had perished in a car accident. They even stood calmly silent while Violet broke down and Gus tried to comfort her while feeling devastated himself. But then they seemed less than kind as they pressed the two for information: the family backgrounds of Ann and Tom, what they did for work, where they lived, but mostly about why they would be driving through the back roads of central Kentucky in the middle of the night. Gus, and to a lesser extent, Violet, answered as truthfully and fully as they could.

      At least, they were truthful until Gus asked exactly where the accident had occurred. Then one of the patrolmen, the smaller, younger of the two, pulled out a map and pointed to a spot southeast of Lexington. To Gus, it made no sense why Ann would be in that area. To Violet, though, it gave her an idea.

      “Look,” she said, pointing to the map. “That’s not far from Red River Gorge. They went . . .” She stopped and wiped her eyes, before continuing. “. . . They had one of their first dates there, hiking and, you know.” She had to stop again to regain her composure. “They’d been having a fight—I don’t know about what, only that Ann seemed really upset. Maybe they were going down there to bring back old memories.” She threw her hands in the air. “I don’t know.”

      Almost all of that was a lie, of course, except the part about Ann being upset. But Ann hadn’t been mad at Tom—she’d been upset with Violet.

      The patrolmen seemed to buy Violet’s story and backed off a bit on the questioning. They agreed to take Gus and Violet to the crash site so they could see for themselves. The car was still there, they were told, but the bodies had been taken to Lexington.

      That made Violet cry a bit louder. But they found Christopher a babysitter, signed a form to allow Ann and Tom’s dentist to provide dental records—for identification, they were told, bringing more tears—and were driven over two hours to the accident site.

      When they arrived, they found a tow truck ready to pull a car out of the ditch on the side of the road, just past a sharp bend. The car was almost certainly Ann and Tom’s, although it was badly burned. The patrolmen told them that the car had apparently gone off the road, rolled, and caught fire. The occupants were probably killed instantly and were dead before the fire burned them beyond recognition.

      After many more tears by both Violet and Gus, they returned home. When they were finally alone, Gus asked Violet what the story about Red Rocks Gorge was all about. She answered that she wanted to give the patrolmen a reasonable story so that they would stop digging into Ann’s family background.

      “Also,” she said, “they said the accident happened last night around two. That’s about when I got a strong feeling that something bad was happening. It was horrible. At first, I thought maybe the car accident was what I was feeling. But then I remembered I was still feeling that distress early this morning when I got up for coffee. It was not as strong as it had been earlier, but it was well after the patrolmen said the accident happened. I don’t know. The timeline doesn’t seem right.”
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      Jack woke with a stiff back and sore shoulder from sleeping on the floor. Groggy, it took a while before he realized where he was. But then the bare office came into focus; he saw CJ and he remembered. Looking around, he next saw what had wakened him—the two men had come back and were now standing just inside the door.

      Stringy Hair said, “Come on, wake up. Now!”

      Another man came through the door. He was older, with a round, fleshy face, the few hairs on his head silhouetted against the light streaming in from the hallway. Wire-frame glasses sat on his puffy cheeks.

      “Welcome, welcome, welcome,” said the man, smiling, “Ah, you must be Christopher,” he said to CJ. “And good to see you, Dr. Omdahl,” he said to Jack.

      Jack looked bewildered at first, clearly not recognizing the old man. But then it came. “Blankenship?” he said in amazement. “From what the DoD told me I thought this might have something to do with the drugs you developed, but I didn’t know you were still alive.”

      “A little the worse for wear, I’m afraid,” the old man said, still smiling. “But I’m much younger than you, surely. What are you, ninety-five or ninety-six?”

      That got Penny’s attention. She turned quickly and made a face at Jack.

      “I was born ninety-six years ago,” replied Jack. “But I’ve lived for about eighty-one years.”

      “What?” said Blankenship, looking confused.

      “It’s all about space travel. Speed of light. Check your Einstein.”

      “Yes, you were always the smartest guy in the room. Or at least you thought so.”

      CJ looked quickly at Penny. She was grimacing.

      “No, Blankenship. I never thought I was smarter than you. But I was more ethical. More honest.”

      Blankenship grinned again at Jack. “I’d love to reminisce with you, Doctor, but we have others here who don’t share our history.” He made a wide wave of his hand. “Please, can we get you something? Water, coffee? Our options are limited here at the labs, but we aim to please.” His smile had turned into something nasty.

      Jack shook his head. “Really, we appreciate your hospitality, but I think we’re going to have to be going. Got a lot on our plate, you know. Busy, busy, busy.”

      Now Blankenship’s smile looked real. “Ha. Well, you are my guests, but I didn’t mean to imply that you’re free to go.”

      Jack was flabbergasted that Blankenship was still alive. After his release from the mental hospital, Jack had searched for everyone he’d known or cared about before he left, but most were either dead or had disappeared. He knew Blankenship had started up a drug company—or joined one, he wasn’t sure—but thought that he’d left the company or retired years before. And yet, here he was.

      “So,” he asked, “Are you still with that drug company? And who are your friends?” He nodded toward Stringy Hair.

      “We take care of excess inventory,” answered Stringy Hair.

      Blankenship laughed. “You know that I started the company with the findings from our time back at Groom Lake, right? And we had a good run—no thanks to you, taking away our most valuable resources.”

      “You mean like Aphrodite?” asked Jack. “That’s the resource you’re talking about?”

      “Yes, your girlfriend and the others.”

      Jack was upset. He leaned forward and pointed at Blankenship as he spoke. “One, she wasn’t my girlfriend. She became my wife. And two, how dare you refer to any of those people as ‘resources.’”

      Still with the fake smile, Blankenship said, “That all depends on how you define ‘people,’ I guess.” He paced around the room. “I don’t remember you getting married, Jack.” Seeing that Jack was about to stand and come after him, he waved his hand and said, “It doesn’t really matter.”

      He turned quickly, facing Jack directly, the smile gone. “I thought you died with the rest during that so-called escape attempt,” he said. “The one that effectively wiped out any chance I had of bringing more miracle drugs to the public.”

      Resuming his pacing, Blankenship went on, “Oh, we did pretty well with the blood coagulant we derived from alien blood. And the blood thinner we had to develop to counter it. But there was so much more we could have done, if only you hadn’t run off with them and gotten them all killed.”

      Now Jack smiled, and said, “You know that they weren’t killed, right? That they, and I, escaped.”

      Blankenship frowned. “That’s not what I was told. I saw the burned truck, the one you tried to use for your escape. Where you were all burned beyond recognition.”

      “Obviously, I wasn’t burned beyond recognition,” said Jack, feeling just a little smug.

      Blankenship shook his head and sat down in a chair Skinny Kid brought in and set down by the door. “I can’t believe . . . but I threw such a fit at Ernst. I was so mad that they let you even get out of the building. That’s when we parted ways, and I never heard anything . . .”

      He looked off into space, like he’d lost his train of thought. Turning to Skinny Kid, he said, “Bring me a bottle of water from the fridge in the front office.”

      Jack said, “So you really thought we’d all died in the escape?”

      “Yes, of course,” answered Blankenship, shaking his head. “How did you get away, then?”

      “We had help,” said Jack. “Aphrodite’s people came for her, and for the others. At least, the ones who were left after you got done with them.”

      Blankenship ignored the insult, and asked, “You’re telling me that some spaceship just happened by as you were racing away through the desert, and picked you up. That you flew off to their planet somewhere?”

      “They didn’t just happen by,” said Jack. “They have some way to communicate with each other. So when they neared Earth, they let Zeus and the others know they were coming. That’s why they staged the breakout when they did.”

      “With your help.”

      “With my help.”

      “And you went with them.”

      “I did.”

      This was a little much for Blankenship. He stood and paced the floor. The kid brought his water in and handed it to him. He took a long drink, and asked, “So when did you come back?”

      Jack said, “Oh, I’ve been back for years. But your old buddies kept me at Groom Lake for much of the time, and then they sent me to a mental hospital, so I’ve only been back, really, for about three years.”

      Blankenship shook his head, trying to absorb all that Jack had said.

      Jack said, “All these years, and you didn’t know any of this?”

      “No. I didn’t. I can’t believe they did this to me. I was . . . I was important.” He swallowed down the rest of his water, but he looked like he was now furious.

      “So what are we doing here?” asked Jack. “Hate to keep asking, but what the hell?”

      Blankenship smiled again. His temper seemed to run hot and cold. Still, it was clear this was not a real smile. He said, “So to get back to your original question about my company, I did pretty well for a while with the two drugs we had. But then patents ran out, and we struggled after that. Had some painkillers, some generics. Did okay, but not great. And then my son took over for me, and he managed to drive it right into the ground.

      “That’s what got us all here, basically. Well, really, it was my grandson’s idea. He felt like he’d been denied the opportunity to have his own little McMansion in the hills, so to speak, and he and I always believed that there must be more of these alien creatures around. They’re just hard to identify, since they look just like us. But if they landed—or crash-landed—once, why not more than once? There might be hundreds, thousands of them, living among us. And each of them has the potential to give us medical breakthroughs.”

      Jack now stood, upset again. “First of all, there aren’t hundreds or even dozens of them here. Second, they’re not creatures. Third, none of that explains why we’re here.” He motioned at CJ, Penny, and Oval.

      “Sit down, Doctor,” said Blankenship. “It was Trey, my grandson, as I said. He came up with the idea of doing the DNA testing to discover them. So we set up DNA testing labs for use by law enforcement, for medical researchers, and others. And then, bingo, a sample at our client FamilyHeritage struck gold.”

      He stood and walked over to CJ, who was still sitting on the floor next to Penny. He pointed at Oval, and said, “I know it’s not the African-American boy, because that’s not what the DNA said.”

      Next, he glanced at Penny. “And I know it isn’t a girl.”

      Turning back to CJ, he continued, “So it has to be you, doesn’t it? You’re the one who sent in the DNA sample.” He looked pleased with himself.

      CJ nodded.

      “I thought so. And are you from here, or were you born on some far-away planet?”

      Jack said, “Leave the kid alone. You know damn well where he’s from.”

      Blankenship wheeled and moved toward Jack. He said, “No, actually, I don’t. I know he lives up near Cincinnati with an older couple. If we’re lucky, one or both of them could be a star traveler.”

      Smiling again, he said, turning back to CJ. “Fortunately, we’re going to find out. This is where Trey’s hard work might pay off. See, he’s the one who went to your school, slipped the GPS tracker in your wallet. Before he came back here to see what you were up to, he even found your parents—or grandparents, I don’t know. But one of his people has been shadowing them. And guess what. They’re on their way.”
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      CJ couldn’t believe this old man was the one behind all this—kidnapping them, running them all over Nevada in the back of a cruddy old van, holding them in an office in some remote lab. He recognized the name from Jack’s stories: Blankenship was the doctor who experimented on Aphrodite and the others. And now here he was, a crazy old fart, bent over, wrinkled, rubbing his hands together like he was so excited about all this. CJ watched as he left the room, followed by those two bozos, Skinny Kid and Stringy Hair, who locked the door behind them.

      CJ was alarmed that his grandparents would be coming here. They should be at home, working in the restaurant. What happened? Surely, they couldn’t know that he was in trouble already, could they?

      If only the pounding in his head would stop. He couldn’t think. Not with the screaming he heard: Help, help! Only maybe that was him screaming. He couldn’t tell. Nothing made sense.

      He, Oval, and Penny all had many questions for Jack after Blankenship left, but Jack didn’t seem able to give them the answers they wanted. In fact, he seemed as confused as CJ.

      And then Oval asked CJ, “What’s this about star travelers and DNA? Is he saying you are an alien? Because I think that’s what I heard.”

      CJ shook his head. “Well, if you follow the lines, it’s just that if Nini is Venus, and her mother is Aphrodite, then . . .”

      Penny gave him a look that said she was skeptical.

      Oval, though, seemed unfazed. He said, “I don’t know, dude. I’ve always wondered about you, like the way you stare at stars at night with that funny look in your eyes.””

      “Yeah, well, now you know,” responded CJ.

      Oval grinned. Even he couldn’t quite laugh, given their situation.

      

      Hours went by. There was no resolution; no questions were answered. Skinny Kid brought them a bag of McDonalds burgers and some Cokes, but the burgers were cold and most of the ice was melted in the Cokes, so CJ figured he may have had to go quite a distance to find the McDonalds.

      Later, sometime in the middle of the afternoon, everyone in the little office was dozing—the kids spread out on the floor, Jack slumped over the desk—after not getting much sleep during the night. Sitting hour after hour with no change and no stimulation dulled even Penny’s hyperactive mind.

      There was a scratching noise at the door, a noise that CJ had learned meant that someone was unlocking the door. Actually, they were unlocking the padlock that someone had crudely attached to the outside of the door, because there was no way to lock the door without it.

      The noise caused CJ to sit, not alert yet, but not asleep. But everyone was quickly at full attention when the door swung open and in rushed, not Skinny Kid or Stringy Hair, but Blankenship.

      “You miserable son of a bitch,” he screamed, looking at Jack. “You knew all along about this kid,” he went on as he pulled a gun from his belt. “Have you been hiding him all these years? Huh? And what about his parents? Where the fuck are they?”

      Jack stared at him, eyes wide, mouth agape. “What? What are—”

      Blankenship didn’t wait for an answer, yelling even louder than before, “I’ve got the results back, Jack. They don’t lie. I didn’t really intend to have the doc test you, but he did. And I discovered that, not only did you fuck me back then, back when I thought we were working together, you’re still fucking me. You lying asshole. I’ll bet you’ve been here the whole time. Flying off into space my ass. Your family’s here.” Spit was flying, but Blankenship seemed not to notice or care.

      He looked around the room, eyes crazed, hands shaking. CJ couldn’t take his eyes off the gun, which Blankenship was waving all over. CJ wondered if the guy was drunk, or if his temper was really this bad.

      Now Blankenship seemed to gather himself, wiping his mouth with his sleeve and standing a little straighter, though still stooped. He looked at Jack, and curled his lip. “There were rumors about you. Oh, yeah.” He started pacing, still waving the gun around. “You and Aphrodite. The little bitch.”

      He turned quickly to face Jack again. “But they’re all dead. They told me.” He pointed to CJ. “So where did this kid come from, then, Jack? You’ve fucked me for the last time,” he said as he reached forward with the gun and fired.

      It was obvious that Blankenship wasn’t used to firing a gun. His first shot missed everything, and the recoil threw his hand up almost over his head, nearly causing him to lose his grip entirely. But he quickly brought the gun back down and fired again, and again. The second shot hit the now-cringing Jack in the left shoulder, and the third hit him in the chest.

      “It was all instinct,” said Oval later. “I didn’t have time to think about it. I just reacted. Old wrestling angles and weak points. If I’d had two good ankles, I’d have pinned him to the floor. But I didn’t.”

      What he did might have saved all the kids’ lives at the time. He’d been on the floor in front of the desk as Blankenship entered, with his crutches next to him. As Blankenship yelled, Oval sat up and leaned against the desk, so he was just under Blankenship, and got sprayed when Blankenship was spitting venom at Jack. But then as Blankenship started to fire, Oval reached down, grabbed a crutch by the tip, and swung it at Blankenship’s legs. It hit him just behind his right knee, and he went down.

      On the floor, Blankenship looked at Oval, surprised, not sure what had hit him. He’d dropped the gun, which slid behind him toward the door. He scrambled, trying to get to his feet, but Oval grabbed one ankle and pulled it back, taking that leg out from under him and flattening him on the floor.

      Penny and CJ had been on the floor near the corner, with Penny closer to the door. When the shooting started, she cringed, grabbing CJ, forcing them both back into the corner.

      CJ, seeing Oval’s attack, tried to jump up and help, but fell over Penny in his attempt. He kept scrambling, and awkwardly got to his knees just as Oval pulled Blankenship flat. Spotting the gun, CJ crawled toward the door.

      Even flat on the floor, Blankenship was almost able to reach the gun, but he was old and slow, and CJ got to the gun first, grabbing the handle and pushing at the old man with his other hand.

      Both men now realized who was in control. Blankenship pulled back and looked at CJ, who leaned away. Oval released Blankenship’s ankle, and he slowly got to his feet, his eyes never leaving CJ’s, who also stood.

      CJ held the gun pointed at Blankenship. He wanted to say something, yell “stop,” or anything, but no word came.

      The look in Blankenship’s eyes never changed. It was fear, or defeat, CJ wasn’t sure. But suddenly he dipped his head and darted for the door, quick for an old man. Again, CJ wanted to yell, tried, but failed. He did manage to follow Blankenship to the hallway, and point the gun at his back as he limped down the hall, as quickly as his age would allow. CJ thought about pulling the trigger even before he heard Oval yell, “Shoot him!” But Blankenship disappeared through another doorway before CJ acted.

      Penny yelled, “My God! Jack’s bleeding. He’s dying!” and that woke him. He returned to the room and saw Penny standing over Jack, blood all over both.

      Jack was alive. Grimacing, he said, “Get out of here. Now!”

      “Where are the other two men? They’ll come after us,” said Oval. He looked at CJ. “Why didn’t you shoot him?”

      Ignoring the questions, CJ moved to help Penny. “Is he okay?”

      “Can’t you see the blood?” she said as she tried to stop the bleeding with her hands.

      “Jack, Jack, are you . . . what’s going on?” CJ didn’t know what to say, what to do.

      Jack, whose eyes had been closed tight against the pain, looked up. “Go. Those thugs will be back. You’ve got to get out.” The front of his shirt was now soaked with blood, and Penny was having no luck in slowing the flow.

      “No, not without you,” said CJ. He looked around frantically for something to use to help with the bleeding. He thought about the bathroom across the hall, and bolted for it, returning quickly with a pack of paper towels and a roll of toilet paper. He and Penny packed the towels around the hole in Jack’s chest.

      As Penny pushed on his chest, Jack said, “I’m all right. I’ll go with you, but we’ve got to get moving.” He stood, unsteadily, grabbing onto CJ for support. “Go,” he grunted, pushing CJ toward the door.

      “Coast is still clear,” said Oval from the doorway.

      CJ tucked the gun into his belt, and they all moved slowly down the hall and out the door to the back parking lot. A blast of heat met them, nearly taking CJ’s breath away. It was late afternoon in the desert, and the sun was unmerciful.

      The back of the building looked much as it had when they’d arrived—only the backs of the adobe buildings and the open desert behind were visible. No vehicles were parked there—someone had moved Jack’s car and the van, and the rest of the lot was as vacant as when they’d arrived in the middle of the night.

      CJ, adjusting Jack’s arm over his shoulder to provide more support to the struggling man, pointed to the right. “Penny, run ahead and find someplace for us to go, or find help.”

      Turning to Oval, he said, “Oval, you help her,” knowing that Oval, limping along on his crutches, would be unlikely to be of much help, but at least he’d be moving away from the door, where CJ feared Stringy Hair and Skinny Kid would emerge at any second.

      Jack stumbled, nearly pulling CJ down to the ground, but then caught himself and straightened. “I’m okay,” he grunted. “Just go.”

      They slowly followed as Penny raced ahead, pulling on doors, banging on them, and then running to the next. Oval followed, banging on doors again after Penny had moved on.

      The doors were unmarked, for the most part, except for one that had “Deliveries” painted on it, and the “Lab” on the door they’d escaped from, so CJ didn’t know what kinds of stores or offices were on the other side. No windows appeared in the plain walls that stretched before them.

      CJ felt his shirt getting soaked already in the heat, as sweat poured off his face and down his neck. But then he realized that at least some of the dampness was blood. He looked at Jack, and could see he was biting his teeth, undoubtedly in pain, and was still bleeding from his chest wound. He didn’t know what to do, except struggle on.

      Penny disappeared into a gap between buildings. CJ got worried when she didn’t immediately reappear, fearing she’d been caught, or worse, but then she reappeared and started running back. She stopped when she reached Oval, who was about halfway to the gap, pointed ahead and said something to him, and then ran to CJ.

      “There’s a door with a glass window in that alley up there,” she panted. “Maybe we can break in and find a place to hide.” She looked at Jack, and CJ understood her meaning—maybe there’s a place to hide Jack while we look for help.

      “Great,” said CJ. “Help me.”

      Penny took Jack’s other arm and put it over her shoulder. The three of them moved as quickly as they could. Oval disappeared into the gap, and CJ heard glass breaking shortly thereafter. Oval reappeared, with a grin on his face, and waved them forward.

      When they reached the alley, Oval greeted them at an open door. Carefully helping Jack through the door, trying to keep him from falling, CJ peered into the dark interior. They entered into a small room, with one open door leading to a hallway directly ahead. The room was empty, with bits of paper scattered around the bare concrete floor, mingled with dirt and dust, and an open, empty cardboard box in the corner.

      “What is this?” CJ asked.

      “Don’t know,” responded Oval. “Nobody here, dark in the hallway. Lights don’t work.”

      CJ felt something crunch beneath his foot as he helped Jack move toward the hallway—glass, from the window Oval had broken to get in.

      “How’d you break the glass?” he asked.

      Holding up one of his crutches, Oval said, “With my main weapon, the crutch of death.”

      Oval was always Oval.

      Penny, who’d gone out into the hallway, reappeared. She said, “Looks like an empty office or maybe a store, I can’t tell. Down the hall is a big open room with some windows, so we’ll be able to see what’s going on out front.” She came over to help CJ move Jack again.

      “Oval, see if you can put a piece of paper or cardboard in the window to cover the hole you put in it. Maybe it won’t be so obvious that we came in here,” said CJ.

      He and Penny helped get Jack down the hall to the open room, where he sat down and leaned slowly against the half-wall that cut through the room.

      Penny went to one of the windows that flanked the front door. “There’s a parking lot, but no cars, except one black Cadillac parked in front of the office at the end, where we were being held, and Jack’s car parked beyond that. Nothing else. It looks like this strip mall is deserted, everything closed. It was probably mostly offices, not stores, but whatever it was, it’s vacant now.”

      Oval came into the big room and said, “Maybe nobody’s after us yet because only Blankenship is here, and we have his gun.”

      Penny turned, excited. “We can go after him! Take his car and get Jack to a hospital.” She went to the front door and tried to open it, but while she was fiddling with the lock, she looked out the window and took a quick step back. “Shit!”

      “What?” said CJ.

      “The van just came back, and our two buddies jumped out and ran into the door of the lab.”

      “Did they see you?” asked CJ.

      “No.”

      “Then they don’t know where we are.”

      Oval said, “I was able to cover up the hole in the window in back, and I locked the door, so we should be okay, at least for a while.”

      “Is there any sign of friendly people out there?” asked CJ. “A store that’s open, a road, anything?”

      “No,” answered Penny. “We’re alone. If we try to make a run for it, we’re going to be out in the open. In the desert.”

      “Fuck,” said CJ. “I’m not sure we can wait. Jack needs medical attention.”

      “Don’t worry about me,” said Jack, gritting his teeth.

      CJ watched as Penny used the toilet paper to slow the flow of blood from Jack’s chest wound. She was successful in slowing it to a trickle, but Jack didn’t look good. CJ said, “I’ll go. You two wait here and take care of him.”

      “Don’t be stupid,” said Penny. “There’s nowhere to go. The only road I can see is down toward the lab, and we’re surrounded by open desert. You’ll be in plain sight as soon as one of those jerks walks outside.”

      “Yeah, man,” added Oval. “We’re going to have to wait until dark. I think he’s stopped bleeding.”

      CJ looked over at Jack, who had his eyes closed.

      “Maybe I could sneak over and hotwire that van or Jack’s car,” he said. “I’ve got the gun, in case they see me.”

      “When’s the last time you hotwired a car, hotshot?” asked Penny.

      “Do you really think you’re going to shoot someone?” added Oval. “’Cause you kind of hesitated back there when you had a chance to shoot old Blankenship.”

      Jack opened his eyes and looked up at CJ, grabbed his arm and pulled him down. “I’m okay. Sit down. I’ve got to tell you some things.”
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      During the months following the transfer of the crash victims from Muroc to Groom Lake, Jack continued to spend time with Aphrodite. They often sat together on the couch in Aphrodite’s room when they worked on their language lessons. It wasn’t a big couch, so they sat close. She would frequently reach over and touch him lightly, on the arm, or on his leg. It was nothing, really, but Jack found it stimulating, yet uncomfortable. He knew it was innocent, but felt guilty that he was so aware of her, so attuned to her. He was careful not to react to her touch, at least not consciously.

      Jack found that when he really concentrated on a word or an idea, she was able to pick up on it more easily.

      One day, she smiled and said, “Yes, I am a quick learner.”

      He accused her of reading his mind.

      She denied it. “I am not reading your mind. I am hearing what you are saying.”

      He shook his head. “But you’re hearing it before I say it.”

      “So it is a matter of time that upsets you then, yes?”

      “No, it is that you know what I’m thinking.”

      “I only know what you are saying to me. Sometime, I know before I hear.”

      “How is that different than reading my mind?”

      “How is it the same?”

      He reached over and grabbed her arm, something he’d never done before, other than for medical purposes. Startled, she stared at his hand on her arm.

      “Don’t play games with me,” he said. He was not angry as much as he was confused. That she had this ability and he didn’t understand. That he cared as much as he did. That she would know how he felt.

      That’s when he had his second run-in with Captain Ernst, who came barging into the room, much as he’d done a couple weeks before.

      “What the hell are you doing to her, Lieutenant?”

      Quickly releasing her arm, Jack felt the blood rushing to his face, mad, and embarrassed that he’d been caught in such a compromising position. “Nothing,” he stammered. “I—she—we’re doing nothing.”

      “Well, her daddy sure thinks something is going on. He’s upset as hell.”

      “What?” Jack was caught off guard again. “Her daddy? Who’s her daddy?”

      “Why, Zeus, of course.” Ernst smirked.

      Jack was confused. Zeus didn’t seem nearly old enough to be Aphrodite’s father. He put her as midtwenties. Zeus was late thirties at most.

      “You’re kidding, right? Just because of their names?” he said. Zeus was Aphrodite’s father in mythology.

      “I guess you haven’t learned everything about your little patient, have you?” said Ernst. “Zeus really is her father. Whatever you’re doing, stop right now. In fact, why don’t you make yourself scarce? Give somebody some pills. I need to talk to Aphrodite myself.”

      Jack stood, mad at himself. He could see Aphrodite was upset, but whether it was because he’d grabbed her and yelled at her, or because Ernst was there, he didn’t know. He decided this wasn’t the time to make a scene, and so he left, wondering how Zeus knew that she was feeling some distress.

      As time went on, Captain Ernst continued to be a thorn in Jack’s side. Ernst had a team of people working with him. They regularly talked with the patients, interrogated them, really. These sessions usually took place either in the patient’s room or in a separate suite of rooms that Ernst used.

      Aphrodite was invariably upset whenever she returned from one of her sessions with Ernst or one of his crew. Jack was dying to find out what the interrogations were about, but that was clearly across the line that Ernst had drawn. Plus, he didn’t want to make Aphrodite’s mood even worse by talking about something that was obviously unpleasant.

      Often, after a session with Ernst, she’d take frustrations out on Jack, complaining, “The same thing, over and over. How do you do this? How do you do that? Why do you do this? I don’t even know what this is.” On another day, she said, “How do they think I would know how to make things go? Am I a mechanical, or whatever you call it? No, I make things grow. I make things live. That’s all.”

      In the process of calming her down, Jack was able to draw her out some and learned that she was probably trained in biology or botany. That she had some scientific training helped explain how she had been able to grasp some of the medical concepts he’d exposed her to over the course of her treatment.

      One day, Jack stopped by her room after a grueling morning spent in surgery with Neptune, who had sustained the most severe internal injuries in the crash. He’d lost his spleen and half of his liver, and now they were trying to save his kidneys.

      Jack, tired and looking for a friendly face, was instead verbally assaulted when he entered Aphrodite’s room. She screamed, “Why are you so dumb? You think you are so smart. You are not smart.”

      Taken aback, he stammered, “What? I never said . . .”

      She paced around her room, walking now without the aid of her crutches. “You cannot go anywhere.”

      Thinking that she was complaining about being locked up, Jack tried to interrupt her rant. “Now wait. You know I don’t . . .” But she wasn’t listening.

      “You should know this,” she continued. “Why haven’t you?”

      Jack couldn’t remember seeing her this agitated. He wanted to comfort her, to get her to calm down, to make her feel better. He reached out to her, put his arms around her. Not as her doctor, but as someone who cared about her.

      She didn’t resist, but melted into his arms, her head on his chest. She was so small, she fit neatly in under his chin, her hair tickling his neck. He could feel her sobbing.

      “I will never go home,” she said into his chest, wrapping her arms around him, pulling him to her.

      “Someday,” he said, trying to find words of comfort. “Someday.”

      Of course, he had no idea if she’d ever be released. He knew some of her frustration, for he’d been feeling locked up himself. Not only was the security ridiculous—he couldn’t even tell anyone that he was living and working at Groom Lake. Officially, he was still stationed at Muroc. He was pretty sure that his mail was being read, and that someone was listening to his phone calls. Not that he cared that much. His only outside communication was to call his parents once or twice a month, and occasionally drop a note to one of his friends from med school.

      What got to him was the sense of being trapped. He’d been in the midst of his surgical residency when the crash victims had been brought in. Months later, he was still treating those crash victims, and only them. He wasn’t learning, wasn’t advancing his career. He didn’t feel that he was needed anymore at Groom Lake.

      He’d petitioned to transfer, pleading his case to his superiors both at Groom Lake and at Muroc, but to no avail. He’d even asked Ernst if there was a way out, but all he got in return was a sneer.

      His social life was nil, too. The newly constructed complex which housed the medical facility as well as living quarters for the medical staff was separated from the rest of the base, so there was almost no interaction with the airmen and the rest of the corps stationed at the airfield. Most of the other doctors were older, the nurses older still, and they had little in common outside of medicine.

      He was lonely.

      And these two lonely, frustrated, isolated people grew closer. With a common enemy, Ernst, and nothing else in their lives to look forward to except each other, their relationship grew beyond doctor/patient.

      Aphrodite was sensual—that was how she got her name, after all—with her touching, her looking at him out of the corner of her eyes, even something as simple as her running her tongue over her lips. She sometimes feigned modesty when he was doing an examination, but other times walked brazenly about the room wearing nothing but her panties, laughing at his embarrassment, especially if he tried to hide it.

      Jack became sensitized to her touch, conscious of her light rubbing on his arm or his leg, of the places their thighs touched when they were on the couch. When her mood was black, Jack comforted her, sometimes holding her, sometimes massaging her neck or her back.

      During one of those moments, Jack found himself kissing her deeply, and found her responding. He knew it was wrong and tried to pull back, but found himself lost in her.

      And so eventually, inevitably it seemed to him, they became intimate. He fought incredible guilt after the first time, but she seemed buoyed by it. They did it again. He knew the schedule of the medical personnel, and was able to control it to some extent, so they didn’t worry much about being caught, even though the door to her room could be locked only from the outside. Ernst’s schedule had become routine, too, with his sessions most often starting early in the morning, and sometimes late in the afternoon. They rarely occurred late at night. Once Aphrodite returned from a session, she was free until the next day.

      Usually.

      Until one evening, after dinner and evening medical rounds were completed, Ernst walked into a darkened room. Flicking on the light, he saw Aphrodite in bed, the sheet pulled up to her chin, and Jack standing next to the bed, barefoot, shirttail out, fastening his belt.

      “Well, well,” said Ernst, grinning. “This is fucking unbelievable. Pun intended. You have just ended your career, Lieutenant. What the hell were you thinking?”

      “It’s not what it appears, Captain,” replied Jack, finishing getting dressed. He made a flash decision to deny, deny, deny. Because he knew he was screwed otherwise.

      Jack never got a chance to defend himself, other than one brief talk with a totally pissed off Colonel Markham, who was head of the Groom Lake facility. Jack denied doing anything wrong, but it was Colonel Markham who’d denied Jack’s transfer requests, so Jack figured that he was viewed as a malcontent even before being caught with his pants down, so to speak. Markham barely listened to him, instead calling him every foul name he could think of, using curse words like MF and SOB, plus some Jack had never even heard before, like “skunk fucker” and “snake sucker.” Between the epithets and undecipherable muttering, Jack picked up things like “How are we going to keep this quiet?” and “Never let this out.” That, at least, gave Jack slim hope that his fate wasn’t a foregone conclusion. Then Markham stomped out, and that turned out to be the end of the “trial.”

      Jack was confined to his room, a room not unlike Aphrodite’s, in the same complex. His food was brought to him, and his door was locked. From the outside.

      He still feared court-martial, something Ernst had threatened. Losing his medical license was even more likely. He’d betrayed himself, his country, and his oath, and he’d lost the love of his life, Aphrodite.

      He was certain that she would also be devastated. His carelessness left her with no one, except her fellow patients, fellow prisoners. He imagined Ernst, with his smug little smile, would be ratcheting up his cruelty in the wake of their indiscretion.

      What saved Jack was the thing that had been so smothering, so hateful: the security. There could be no court-martial, because no one could know what had happened. Why was a surgeon at Groom Lake when there was no hospital? Why was a female patient there? Who were these people?

      Jack was quietly moved back to Muroc. He didn’t even get a chance to say goodbye to Aphrodite. At Muroc, he returned to duty, but not before he received a very clear warning from Colonel Markham: Jack could never, ever, tell a soul about what he’d done with his life for the past fourteen months. If he did, he would find himself at the bottom of a deep hole, with no way out.

      He’d expected to be thrown out of the Medical Corps and to lose his medical license. Instead, he was told that his career was just starting. When he asked about a discharge, he was told that he was not eligible for discharge. He was to remain where he could be watched and controlled. The alternative—that deep hole was it.
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      “Wait, so you’re now admitting that you’re . . . what, you’re CJ’s great-grandfather?” said Penny.

      “I think we all had figured that out,” said Oval. “I guess this confirms it.”

      CJ rose from the floor, where the three kids had surrounded Jack. He walked to the window to see if he could see any activity. “So this explains why Blankenship went nuts. He saw the DNA results.”

      “You have to understand something,” said Jack. “I didn’t know that Venus was my daughter. I was moved out of Groom Lake and didn’t get back for years. I even got married, for a time. That didn’t last. Because, once you’ve been with a goddess, no one else can measure up.

      “But then, eventually, they needed me to do a surgery, and I returned. That’s the first time I even knew that Aphrodite had a child.”

      “And you didn’t think it was yours?” asked Penny. “Really?”

      “No. I didn’t.” Jack grimaced, still obviously in pain from his wound. “Oh, I’m sure it occurred to me, but the girl, Venus, was tiny. I thought she was much too young to be mine. But Aphrodite was small, too. They all were.”

      “When did you discover she was yours?” asked CJ.

      “Not until it was too late, flying away from Earth on our way to Aphrodite’s home.”

      “Why couldn’t you come back for her?” CJ didn’t know if he believed Jack’s story, especially the part about abandoning his own child.

      “Couldn’t. Turns out, that thing that came down and rescued us was a lander, not a plane. It only had fuel for one takeoff, because it had to escape Earth’s gravity. Coming down took very little fuel. Going up was different. Believe me, I asked. Actually, I did more than ask, but no. Couldn’t be done.” He looked at CJ with great sorrow in his eyes. “I’ve gone through some bad things in my life, but nothing was worse than that.”

      “So,” said CJ after a long pause in the conversation, “Blankenship just proved that my grandmother is your Venus. How long have you known that?”

      “I thought it was possible when I talked to you in the library, when I heard you were a Matzelini, but I couldn’t really believe it. And I’m so sorry you had to get involved in all this.” He waved his hand, but grimaced again, as the movement caused him pain.

      “No, it’s all my fault,” said CJ. “If I hadn’t got this bug up my ass about finding Nini’s parents. Fuck. What was I thinking? Look what I’ve done.”

      “No, kid. CJ. You are a blessing. You have no idea.” Jack tried to stand, but quit his struggles after it was obvious he wasn’t able. CJ came over to help, but Jack took his hand and pulled him down.

      “I’ve spent my life,” Jack said, his face just inches away from CJ’s, “my life, searching for Venus, for the daughter I lost. Many times, most times, I thought she was dead. Or worse, still in captivity back at Groom Lake. And then you appeared, and because of you, I’ve not only found out what happened to Venus, I’ve met you. You! My . . .” He stopped to wipe a tear away from his cheek. “You’re my great-grandson. My God! I hadn’t really thought about it. You. Are. My. Great-grandson. I may never see my daughter again, and I won’t meet my granddaughter. But I’ve met you. And now, that’s the best thing I could ever ask for.”

      “Oh God!” said Penny. She was weeping, tears streaming.

      For CJ, it was too much. He buried his face in Jack’s shoulder, careful to avoid the wounds.
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      Kevin picked up Gus and Violet at the airport. He drove them to his home, where his wife Melissa was waiting, still hoping that Penny and CJ would show up. Violet, whose eyes were already puffy from a long crying spell on the plane, burst into tears again at the sight of Melissa, who didn’t look much better.

      Kevin was pissed at the cops for not doing anything. He wanted to drive toward Carson City to see if they could find anything, any clue, as unlikely as that was.

      After the crying subsided a bit, Gus asked Violet what she was feeling.

      She said that everything was confused. She didn’t know what was happening, only that there were lots of anxious voices.

      Of course, Melissa and Kevin had no idea what she was talking about. Rather than ask, though, apparently assuming that Violet was merely expressing some level of concern for the situation, Kevin pressed for them to come with him on the road.

      “We’ve only got a few hours of good daylight left,” he said. “Let’s see how far we can make it, and then we’ll decide what to do next.”

      Having come all this way with no plan, Gus agreed, and Violet and Melissa came along, not wanting to be left behind.

      Kevin sat with his SUV running for several minutes, fiddling with his phone. Holding it up so the others could see the map he had displayed, he said, “There are a couple ways to go. I don’t know which way they went, so I propose we go up US-95. It’s the shortest.” He pointed at the map, but his finger blocked the screen so nobody could tell what he was pointing to. “We could return by US-93.” He moved his finger.

      Hearing no dissenting opinions, Kevin backed out of the driveway and set out for Carson City.

      “I assume you called the office in Carson City to see if the kids ever made it there,” said Gus.

      “Tried,” said Kevin. “But it’s a government office, and this is Saturday.”

      They drove into the desert. The car’s occupants all stared out the side windows, not knowing what to look for, really, except maybe for Jack’s car, knowing that if they saw it wrecked in a ditch or abandoned along the road, someone would have seen it before. Surely, Gus thought, they would have been told about it by now, wouldn’t they?

      They’d been driving for a couple hours when Kevin said, “Asshole.” He was looking at his rearview mirror. “I’m trying to drive slow enough so we can look for things, but there’s one car behind me that refuses to pass. The slower I go, the slower he goes.”

      Gus turned to look behind and saw a car behind them. It was white but was too far behind to see what kind of car it was.

      Kevin went on, “Well, screw him. I’m not going faster just to make him happy. He can go around if he wants.”

      They didn’t have long to wait. The car didn’t look like a cop car; it didn’t have markings on its doors, or any flashing blue lights, so Gus was skeptical when it pulled even with them in the passing lane, and the man riding shotgun pointed to the shoulder, telling them to pull over. Kevin said he thought it was a patrolman in an unmarked car.

      The white car pulled over and parked directly behind them when Kevin pulled over.

      Gus, looking out the back window, said, “That’s not a cop. That’s a Cadillac, for Christ’s sake.”

      The man Kevin had assumed was an officer got out of the passenger side of the white car, walked up to the driver’s door, and motioned for Kevin to roll down his window, which Kevin did. The man was big, with a roll of belly fat obscuring his belt. He was wearing dark pants and a plaid shirt, with his sleeves rolled up. He asked if they were the parents of the missing kids.

      Kevin answered immediately. “Yes, we are! How did you know?”

      The man didn’t answer. He said, “We need you to come with us. Please, step out of your car.”

      “Why?” Panic showed in Kevin’s voice. “What’s happened?”

      “Nothing’s happened, sir, as far as I know,” the man said. “We just need you to come with us.”

      “Screw that,” said Gus, leaning over toward Kevin to look out at the man. “Not until you tell us what’s going on. That’s my grandson out there, and his daughter.” He nodded toward Kevin.

      The man looked back at Gus, as if he were seeing him for the first time.

      “Where are our kids?” Gus asked.

      The man looked back at Kevin. “It would make things easier, sir, if you would step out of the car.” He smiled, but it looked more like a grimace than a grin.

      “You’ll need to show us some identification first,” said Gus.

      The man looked down at his clothes, as if he were surprised at what he was wearing. “Oh,” he said, “I know I’m not in uniform. I was off duty today, and just got word about the kids. Please, come with me.” He reached for the door handle.

      “No,” said Kevin, holding on to his door to prevent the man from pulling it open. “Why don’t you tell us what’s going on?”

      The man looked pissed but turned and walked back to his car.

      “Kevin, you should do what the man says,” said Melissa.

      “This is bullshit,” said Kevin. “Why won’t he tell us what’s going on?”

      “Because he’s not a cop,” said Gus. “I don’t know who he is, but he’s no cop.” He watched as the man stood talking to the driver of the car behind.

      The man returned to the window, wearing his grimace/grin face. “Okay, folks, here’s how it is.” He reached behind his back, pulled out a gun, and pointed it at Kevin. “Now, get out of the fucking car! You too!” He pointed at Melissa.

      They both did as they were told.

      The man directed Kevin and Melissa back to the white car, where the driver had stepped out. He too, had a gun, and had Melissa get behind the wheel, with Kevin next to her.

      Gus watched carefully. He started reaching for his ankle, but Violet stopped him.

      “Don’t do anything Gus,” she said. “We don’t know what’s going to happen, and I can’t let anything happen to Melissa or Kevin. And we don’t know where CJ is.”

      Gus gave her a look. “These are not cops.”

      “I know, but let’s see what happens. That’s all I ask.”

      “We’ll see,” said Gus, settling back in his seat.

      The man returned and told Violet to drive. Then he got in the back and told her where to go. Melissa followed, driving the other car.

      Gus sat quietly, knowing that his ankle holster held his little Beretta. He’d unpacked it from his checked luggage after Kevin had showed up at the airport, and had strapped it in place, careful not to let Kevin or Melissa see. It had been a long time since he’d fired a gun in anger, but he had, and he would. He’d do anything to protect his grandson.
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      Jack sat on the floor, bleeding slowly. He somehow knew his own fate. Yet he felt content. For the first time in maybe forever.

      Is this normal, that I can do my own diagnosis? Do other doctors do this? I can sit here and say, well, the slug did not pass through. Based on the fact that I’m still alive, it didn’t destroy my heart or major vessels. On the other hand, I’ve had significant bleeding. So . . . Fuck!

      These poor kids. How did I get them involved in all this?

      CJ is the one, though. My own flesh and blood. It seems impossible that we’d end up together like this.

      Has it been my fault? I feel like it is. I’m the only one who’d known Blankenship. But who is Blankenship after? It’s CJ.

      So Blankenship’s people have been following CJ. But to what end? To find more family members and hope they’re like Aphrodite and Zeus? That’s what Blankenship implied. Hoping that CJ would lead him to a secret community of aliens. Christ.

      Still, none of this would have happened if I hadn’t become involved. I could have let the kid go after that first encounter in the library. But even then, I’d felt a vibe, something, that told me this kid was special. I couldn’t let it go.

      And now, here we are. CJ staring out the window, waiting for something to happen.

      Penny, who knows what she’s thinking? She looks like she’s getting ready to make a break for it, pacing like a cat in a cage.

      God, will they ever forgive me? I wish they’d never come. No, I don’t really wish that. I wish that they’d come before. Sometime long ago. Before . . . before . . .

      It’s so peaceful here.

      CJ, standing near the window, said, “Someone’s coming.”
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      CJ was looking out the windows in the large room at the front of the space, trying to see if there was any activity out in the parking lot. There wasn’t. But now he heard someone banging around the back door. He ran toward the sound.

      Penny heard it too. “God, Oval, did you clean up the broken glass from where you broke that window?”

      “Yes,” he answered. He was sitting next to Jack, trying to keep him awake. “At least I think I did.”

      CJ stopped in the hallway outside the back room where the back door was located, holding the gun at his side. He gritted his teeth, trying to steel himself in case someone busted through the back door.

      The door rattled. A voice called out, “Hey, looks like this window has been busted out.”

      Someone answered, but CJ couldn’t make out what he said. Then the first voice again. “No, there’s some cardboard or something stuck up in here.”

      The man outside poked at the cardboard, which promptly fell to the floor. CJ quickly ducked back out of sight, holding his breath, gripping the gun tightly.

      “I can get in here,” said the voice.

      CJ could hear some scrabbling sounds, which he interpreted as the man sticking his arm through the broken window and feeling around for the lock. CJ tried to swallow, but his mouth was too dry.

      “Wait,” another voice said. This one sounded like Blankenship. “A car’s coming. Come on. Let’s see if it’s Trey with our new guests. Those kids aren’t going anywhere.”

      A third voice answered. “No, but they’ve got to be here somewhere. No way they ran off through the desert. Not with one of ’em on crutches and another one shot.”

      Blankenship again, moving away, said, “Oh, good, it’s Trey and . . .” The rest was unintelligible, as he got farther from the door.
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      Gus sat uneasily in the passenger seat, looking in the outside mirror occasionally to see if the white car behind them was still there, which it always was.

      “Where are you taking us?” he asked. It seemed like they’d driven a long way since they’d been carjacked. “It looks like we’re heading out into the desert.”

      The man in the back seat responded, “Land is cheaper in the desert.”

      “But the kids are here, right? They’re okay, right?” Violet, said, rubbing her temple again and shaking her head.

      “The kids are fine. So just shut up. We’ll be there soon.”

      Gus knew that Violet was not doing well. Nothing could be worse than having a child in jeopardy, even being held at gunpoint. He did what he could to comfort her—held her hand, tried to put up a brave face. But it was hard when he was stressed to his limits, too.

      Violet’s lips were trembling. She looked like she was having a conversation with herself. Gus shuddered to think what she could be saying.

      After another series of turns on empty streets, surrounded by desert, they came around a bend. The man in the back told them to turn into a driveway, which led into a long parking lot. It appeared that they were going to a strip mall. An abandoned strip mall. Only a couple of the storefronts had signs. The one on the end, where they pulled up, had a small sign. BK Labs, it said. It showed the only lights in the area.

      There were three other vehicles in the lot: a large cargo van, a big black Cadillac sitting just in front of the door to the lab, and a green Mazda on the other side of the Cadillac. Violet parked near the van, and the man told Gus and Violet to get out of the car and go inside.

      Melissa stopped the white car off to the left and a little behind where Violet had parked. “That’s the green car that Penny and the kids were in,” she said, exiting the car and pointing at the car she recognized as Jack’s. “Are we supposed to believe they’re here?”

      “What is this?” asked Kevin. “BK Labs? Why would Penny be at some lab in the middle of nowhere?”

      Gus passed around the back of the car to join Violet, who was staring, not at the lab, but behind them toward the road they’d just come from. Gus turned to look that way too, and saw only desert. Nothing was moving.

      From the opposite direction, a man came walking through the parking lot with a smile on his face, followed by two others. The first man, an older man, walked slowly toward the group emerging from the cars.

      Violet grabbed Gus’s arm. “CJ’s here,” she said.

      Gus looked at Violet. She put her hand to cover her mouth. Then she looked up in the air, as if to pray, and screamed, “Now! I need you now.”
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      CJ moved back to the front room, where he spotted Penny near the window. She held her hand up to her lips when she saw CJ.

      “Shh,” she said, pointing out to the parking lot.

      CJ crept up next to Penny. He saw two cars pulling in. Noga got out of the passenger side of the first car, Penny’s father’s black SUV, and Nini got out of the driver’s side. A big man got out of the back.

      So Blankenship was telling the truth. Nini and Noga were coming here. I hope they’re not being kidnapped, that they’re here to rescue us. But it sure doesn’t look that way.

      Blankenship and his two buddies, Stringy Hair and Skinny Kid, appeared, walking toward the cars from near CJ’s location, next to the bottom of a roughly U-shaped string of storefronts. Blankenship stopped next to Nini and said something to her.

      Penny’s parents got out of the second car, a white car. It was starting to get dark, so CJ couldn’t be sure, but the man who got out with them was wearing a white shirt and looked very familiar.

      “That’s the dude who’s been following us,” said Oval, who had moved up to the window.

      Penny pointed to the sky and said, “Something else is coming. Sure hope that’s the cavalry, coming to the rescue.”

      Is that a plane? No, a helicopter, maybe.

      CJ saw Noga turn to look up at this copter, or whatever, coming at them. It hovered for a few seconds before coming down for a landing in the desert on the far side of the parking lot.

      “What is that thing?” asked CJ.

      Blankenship waved his arms. He seemed to be trying to get the new arrivals into the lab, assisted by Stringy Hair and Skinny Kid.

      Two men jumped out of the plane, wearing what looked like black jumpsuits. There was just enough light left for CJ to see the men crouching under the plane, pointing something at the people in front of the lab. One of them looked like he was yelling something, but CJ couldn’t hear.

      White Shirt and Big Man turned toward the plane, dodged behind the white car and fired their guns at the men in black jumpsuits, who quickly ducked down behind some bushes in a landscaped section of the parking lot. Nini, Noga and Penny’s parents all sheltered behind the black SUV. Blankenship and his two men ran back to the lab.

      CJ tried to open the front door, which was locked. Penny grabbed him, and said, “Don’t go out there. You’ll be a sitting duck.”

      “I’ve got to help Nini and Noga,” he said.

      “Let’s go around back,” she said, starting for the back door.

      CJ grabbed her by the arm. “You stay here and watch Jack. You don’t have a gun.”

      He ran out the back, down the back parking lot toward the door in the back of the lab. He didn’t have a plan, other than to sneak up on Blankenship and his guys and help out. He had a hard time catching his breath.

      Running too fast? Got to get my breath.

      He slowed and tried to breathe. As he neared the lab, he heard something behind him. Whirling around, squeezing the gun, he saw Penny, following. She was holding her hands to her face. As she neared, he saw that she was crying.

      “He’s dead.”

      He didn’t know what to do, so he reached around her and gave her an awkward hug.

      She stepped back, looking up into his face. “I went over to check him out, and he was . . .” she sniffled. “He wasn’t breathing. Oh, God.”

      Suddenly, she took a startled look at something behind him. He turned, just as someone emerged from the door to the lab. It was Skinny Kid, either trying to get away, or—

      Only ten feet away, Skinny Kid immediately saw him and turned, raising his hand, which held a gun.

      CJ reacted, pointing his gun and squeezing the trigger. Skinny Kid went down. The sound seemed to come after. BLAM!

      He stood with the gun still pointed at the kid. His hands shook so badly, he nearly dropped the gun.

      Penny cried out, “God! You shot him!” She stepped forward and kicked the gun that had fallen out of Skinny Kid’s hand. Then she went over and picked it up. Still crying, she kicked Skinny Kid, once, and then again. Angry.

      “Is he . . .?” said CJ.

      “Serves him right,” she said, and kicked him again.

      CJ stood, mind blank, hands shaking. He stared at the kid on the ground, but he didn’t really see him.

      A burst of gunshots coming from out front made him jump.

      “Come on,” said Penny. “Let’s go. They need our help.” She grabbed his hand and pulled him toward the back door to the lab. He followed, but looked back at the kid once more before entering.
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      Gus was in a bad position, but he didn’t know what to do about it. He, Violet, Kevin, and Melissa were crouched behind Kevin’s SUV, hidden from view of the two men with guns using the white Cadillac to shield them from whoever came out of that plane across the parking lot. The two were shooting at the men who’d exited the plane, but there wasn’t fire coming from the men near the plane, probably because they were afraid of hitting Violet and the Hancocks.

      He reached down and pulled his gun out of the ankle holster he wore, carefully because he was in plain view from the lab, where the old man and two others were holed up. That was probably where CJ was, if he was here. Gus didn’t think he could just rise up and shoot the two guys by the car without fear that the old man would shoot him, or worse, Violet. Or, of course, the Hancocks. He’d have to wait and see how things played out.

      He crabwalked over to Violet and asked her if she knew what the hell was going on.

      “Well, that’s my grandfather, I believe, over there behind the shrubs.”

      “Your grandfather? Over by the plane? The one who hollered and told everyone to drop their guns?”

      “Yes. And that’s no plane. It’s not the same as the one that came when I was a girl, but that’s no plane. You should remember that.”

      “Yeah. Yeah, I guess I do. How could I forget?”

      “And that man who came over and introduced himself, the one who ran back inside . . .” She pointed to the lab. “I know him too, I think. He’s one of the doctors. One of the bad doctors. I’m almost sure.”

      “Jesus. What did we get ourselves into? And CJ. How did he get in the middle of all this?”

      Looking over the situation, he got an idea. “Get in the car,” he said to Violet, awkwardly opening the rear door of the Hancock’s SUV from his knees. Violet gave him a funny look but climbed into the front seat. Then Gus crawled forward and told the Hancocks to get in too.

      “Why?” asked Kevin.

      “Because we have bad guys out there . . .” He pointed toward where the two gunmen were crouched. “. . . and back there in the building, so there’s nowhere to hide except inside the car.”

      Kevin and Melissa both climbed into the back seat.

      “Where are you going?” asked Kevin as Gus shut the door behind him.

      “Under. To try to get a clear shot.”

    

  



    
      
        
          
            58

          

          

      

    

    







            Nevada, April 2018

          

        

      

    

    
      CJ and Penny crept down the hallway, Penny leading, CJ following without thinking. When they reached the room where they’d been held captive, Penny took a quick look in, and then pulled her head back and said, “Clear.”

      That woke CJ up. “Jesus,” he whispered. “You’re watching too many bad movies.”

      With a dirty look, she turned abruptly and proceeded down the hall. He continued following, trying to steady his hands in case he needed to use the gun again. It felt heavy; he wondered how he’d ever managed to fire it before.

      He looked back toward the door they’d come through. Would Skinny Kid sneak up behind him? Or was he dead?

      They slowly went past two closed doors and approached the doorway at the end of the hall. The door wasn’t closed all the way and a sliver of light escaped around the edge, trying to fight the darkness of the hall. Penny reached for the doorknob, but CJ grabbed her before she could push the door open.

      “Wait,” he mouthed, as she turned to see why he’d stopped her. “Let me.”

      She shrugged and moved aside so he could take the lead.

      He slowly pushed the door open with one hand, holding the gun with the other, trying to keep it steady. He peeked around the slightly open door, down another short hallway into what looked like a waiting room at a doctor’s office. There, standing on either side of a large window, were Stringy Hair and old man Blankenship. They were talking to each other, but CJ couldn’t hear what they were saying. They were too far away to shoot if CJ were inclined to try, which he wasn’t.

      Immediately to his right was a reception office, with a half-wall between it and the waiting room. On his left was a closed door in the center of a wall.

      Penny tugged him back into the hall. “Let me see,” she mouthed.

      He nodded and stepped back. “Just don’t shoot at them,” he mouthed.

      She peered around the door. Something caught her attention, and she turned to CJ. “I’m going in,” she mouthed. She squatted low, and made a circular motion with her hand, which CJ interpreted to mean she was going to slip into the reception area and stay low. He was afraid she’d be spotted, but she slipped through the door before he could stop her.

      He quickly grabbed the now-open door and pulled it, leaving it open just enough so he could peer through the crack. The men in front hadn’t moved, so Penny was safe for now. He could see her crouched down in the reception area, reaching for something on a desk. It looked like a cell phone.

      Oh, no. She’s not going to make a phone call. Not when she’s only ten feet from two men with guns!

      But then he heard a loud WHAM! Something had exploded outside.

      Blankenship yelled, “What the fuck was that! Those fuckers are using some serious weapons out there.”

      “Goddamn car moved,” said Stringy Hair, loud enough for CJ to hear.

      “Where the hell is your pal?” asked Blankenship. “He was supposed to circle around and get the drop on those fuckers out there.”

      Stringy Hair mumbled something in reply.

      “Well, go out the back way and find him.” Blankenship pointed right at CJ. “And find some way to stop those assholes out by the ship.”

      Stringy Hair checked his gun, and then turned and started walking straight for the door that CJ was hiding behind.
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      Gus realized quickly that he wasn’t going to get under the SUV. When he’d been younger, he thought, it would have been no problem. Scoot under, crawl on his belly. No big deal. But at age seventy-one, it wasn’t going to happen. Fortunately, there was a big van parked nearby, and while it was farther from the two men he was after, it was just enough higher off the ground that Gus could squeeze under it without seriously wrenching his back.

      Crawling on his no-longer-flat stomach, he maneuvered himself into position behind the left rear wheel of the van. He could see the two men, but he didn’t have a clear shot. The white car was parked at an angle to Kevin’s SUV and his view of the men was partially blocked by the front of the SUV.

      The two men, one wearing a white shirt and the other, the big man who’d held him and Violet at gunpoint on the drive here, periodically rose to take a shot at the two black-suited men who’d jumped out of the plane, or whatever it was.

      A waste of ammunition. It’s too far, probably sixty or eighty yards. Maybe they’ll empty their guns taking these wild shots. They don’t look like experienced gunmen, especially the one in the white shirt.

      The men out across the parking lot didn’t shoot back, not since they’d aimed something in this direction right after they yelled for everyone to drop their weapons. Whatever it was that they fired off, it made a funny phoot sound and something landed harmlessly out in the lot. Strange weapons they had. If that’s all they were packing, then they were all in trouble.

      Gus’s mind quickly changed when a loud explosion sounded at the rear of the white car. “WHAM!” Only much louder than that. The car’s rear end jumped off the pavement, blown back about six feet, knocking both of the men down. They each scrambled back up, but the car had rotated. Gus would have a clear shot now. All he had to do was to crawl around to the other side of the tire.
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      CJ panicked. He was frozen, Stringy Hair heading straight for him, with only a slightly open door between them. Run, or shoot? He looked behind him. Could he make it to the little office down the hall? Hide there?

      He turned to run, but he was too late.

      “What the hell, kid?” Stringy Hair had seen him.

      CJ froze, and looked back. A very large gun was pointed right at him. Only the huge hole at the end of the impossibly long barrel was in focus. Everything else was a blur.

      “Drop that gun, kid.”

      A movement refocused his eyes. Behind Stringy Hair, on the ground.

      “Now, kid!”

      It was Penny. Sitting on the floor in the reception office, just behind Stringy Hair. With a gun.

      CJ remained frozen. Stringy Hair was now just a blur. A voice.

      Penny aimed carefully, holding the gun with both hands. One eye closed. Funny, CJ could clearly see her tongue sticking out, just as she pulled the trigger.

      Stringy Hair looked like didn’t know what had happened. How had he suddenly been blown two feet to his right? He turned, slowly, toward the source of the noise.

      The recoil had shocked Penny, throwing her back, nearly knocking her flat. Had she held on to the gun?

      Stringy Hair saw her, but his face no longer registered surprise. Now it was anger. He took a step. Raised his gun.

      Shoot him! Shoot him! Stop shaking!

      Stringy Hair’s knee buckled. His gun was coming up toward Penny.

      CJ got his gun up. Pointed at Stringy Hair.

      Penny’s eyes were wide. Scared.

      CJ fired.

      Stringy Hair slowly crumpled. Still trying to get his gun up.

      Something moved, from beyond CJ’s focus.

      “Who the fuck?” It was Blankenship.

      CJ’s aimed his gun in the general direction of Blankenship. He pulled the trigger.

      “Goddamn,” Blankenship said as he disappeared through the door.

      But Stringy Hair was down, not moving. Penny stood, holding her gun, not pointed at anything.

      “I . . . I shot him,” she said.
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      Gus was positioned for a shot. He hoped he could take out both men before they knew where he was shooting from. He steadied his aim, took a breath. But then, gunfire. From inside the lab.

      White Shirt jumped.

      Gus shot almost simultaneously, but White Shirt’s movement made him miss.

      What the hell! Nobody’s been shooting from inside there.

      Big Man heard Gus’s shot, and quickly spotted him under the van. Looked at him, raised his gun. Took a shot. BLAM! Something hit Gus in the left leg.

      Gus fired again, twice. Hit Big Man. He was down.

      White Shirt saw him now. Scrambling, getting his gun pointed in the right direction.

      The guy is pitiful.

      Two more shots.

      White Shirt is no longer white. He’s still standing. Hit him high.

      “Grandfather! I’m shot! I’m shot!” cried White Shirt.

      “Fuck!” A new voice.

      Gus turned toward the sound of the voice, toward where White Shirt was looking, back toward the lab. He didn’t have a good view. Could see legs.

      Someone is coming out of the lab. Toward the van. Does he see me?

      He’s veering toward the SUV. Door opening.

      The voice: “Damn, Venus. We’re getting out of here.”

      Gus tried to get out from under the van.

      Leg isn’t working right. Get out. Get out.

      The voice: “You two, get out. Get out of the car. Now!”

      White Shirt cried out, “Grandfather?”

      WHAM! The white car jumped again.

      White Shirt is down. He’s dropped his gun. Get out from under this van.

      The voice, “Trey? You all right? Fuck it. Venus, you’re driving. Get us out of here.”

      Goddamn leg. Don’t let him get in that SUV!

      A new voice: “No!”

      A shot.

      Violet: “CJ!”

    

  



    
      
        
          
            62

          

          

      

    

    







            Nevada, April 2018

          

        

      

    

    
      CJ saw old man Blankenship go out the front door. He started after him. Penny was standing over Stringy Hair, holding her gun in one hand, her cell phone in the other.

      “I shot him,” she said again. She didn’t look up at CJ as he walked past.

      CJ didn’t bother to look out the window before he went out the door. His focus was on Blankenship. He didn’t see the two men by the car off to his left, or the van to his right. Only the SUV in front of him, where Blankenship was pulling the door open.

      Nini? Is that you? Don’t talk to Blankenship. He’s evil.

      WHAM! The concussion knocked CJ back a step. The white car to the left was hit with something. Something big.

      That man in the white shirt is the one who’s been following me.

      CJ moved forward again. Toward Blankenship.

      What is he saying? Now he’s opening the back door.

      “Get us out of here!” said Blankenship. He started getting into the back seat.

      CJ yelled, “NO!” You’re not leaving here. Not with Nini.

      Blankenship turned and saw him. Stood up next to the SUV. Smirked. He raised his gun. He knew CJ wouldn’t shoot him.

      BLAM!

      Violet screamed, “CJ!”

      Blankenship wasn’t smiling. He fell against the SUV and slumped to the ground. The gun fell out of his hand.

      CJ dropped his gun too, just as Penny tackled him from behind.

      “You shot him,” she said. “You shot him.” She was crying.

      An old man with dirty clothes and a bloody pant leg came up to the SUV. He leaned over to look at Blankenship and then kicked the gun away.

      “Noga,” said CJ.

      “Are you all right?” asked Gus, looking at CJ but moving toward Violet, who was still sitting in the SUV, her hands covering her face. She, too, was crying.

      One of the black jumpsuit-clad men from across the parking lot had walked over, carrying a slender tube, about three feet long with a short handle. He bent over to White Shirt, pulled him to his feet, and then looked at Big Man, who he left on the ground. He came around the car and embraced Violet, who had emerged from the car.

      “My child,” the man said, giving Violet a long hug, “why haven’t you ever responded to me? I’ve tried reaching you every time I’ve come.”

      CJ thought it strange that the man, who looked to be younger than Nini, called her “child.”

      “I know,” she said into his chest. “But I’ve never needed you, never wanted to leave. My life is here.”

      The man nodded.

      “Who is this?” asked Gus. “Should I know you?” He stepped closer to the man.

      “Let me introduce you,” said Violet. “Gus, this is my grandfather. People called him Zeus. Zeus, this is my husband and savior, Gus Mazza.”

      They shook hands. Looking at Gus’s leg, Zeus said, “It looks like you’re bleeding.”

      “I think it’s just shrapnel from the parking lot,” said Gus, touching his leg. “I’ll be okay.”

      Violet turned to CJ, pulled him close, and said, “And this is the light of my life, my grandson, and your, um, great-great-grandson, Christopher James.”

      CJ stuck out his hand to shake, but Zeus stepped forward and embraced him. “Hello, Christopher,” he said. “I’m thrilled.”

      “Me, too,” said CJ. He wasn’t sure how to respond, really.

      Great-great-grandfather? How is that possible?

      “Wait,” he said. A thought came to him. “You said you tried to reach Nini—er, my grandmother. How? Do you have some kind of secret radio thing?”

      Zeus laughed. He had a deep voice, surprising for someone as small as he was, and his laugh boomed. “No, nothing like that. It’s more like an ability we have to communicate directly with each other, and especially to those in our own families.”

      “You mean, like telepathically?” said CJ.

      “No—or well, maybe, if I understand the concept,” Zeus replied. “But it’s not so much words we communicate, it’s emotions, pains, fears. The stronger the emotion, the stronger the message. I sent messages. This time, she responded.”

      “Was that you I heard in my head?” asked CJ. “I’ve been hearing voices. I thought I was going nuts.”

      Zeus smiled. “Yes, that was probably me. But not just me.”

      Now another figure came limping across the parking lot. “Epic VTOL, man,” said Oval. Then he burst into tears.

      Violet went to him and gave him a hug. He put his head on her shoulders.

      “Jack is dead,” he said. He lifted his head and looked at CJ. “I’m glad you shot that fucker.” He nodded at Blankenship, on the ground.

      “VTOL?” said Zeus.

      “Vertical Takeoff and Landing.” He wiped his eyes.

      “Oh, my . . . uh . . . lander, you mean. Yes, thank you. And who might you be?”

      “I’m Oval Smythe, best friend and right-hand man to the awesome gunman, CJ Mazza.” Oval took a bow, as best he could since he was still on crutches.

      “Oval is my best friend,” said CJ. “He saved our lives, by attacking that asshat”—he pointed at Blankenship—“with his crutch, if you can believe it.”

      “No biggie,” said Oval, who looked like he was blushing, even if it didn’t show with his dark skin.

      Oval looked at the ground and wiped his eyes again. “Jack died. I feel so, so . . .”

      “Me too, buddy,” said CJ, wiping his eyes.

      “Who is Jack?” asked Gus.

      “I think he’s my father,” Violet said, tearfully.

      “Is that Dr. Jack Omdahl you’re talking about?” asked Zeus.

      “Yeah,” answered CJ. “Or Jack Dobbins, now. But he told us he used to be Dr. Omdahl.”

      Zeus nodded. “I’m so sorry he died. I’d been looking forward to seeing him.” He turned to Venus. “Yes, he was your father, Venus. But he didn’t know until long after you’d disappeared and he and your mother made their escape with me. Leaving you behind was something that he never forgave himself for, even though it wasn’t his fault. It was mine.”

      “No, it wasn’t anybody’s fault,” said Violet. “I didn’t want to go. Really, I didn’t. And I’ve had a wonderful life here. Mostly.” She paused and looked down, wiping her hand across her face.

      “How did Jack die?” she asked.

      “That devil shot him,” answered Penny, who was being held tightly by her mother. She pointed to Blankenship. “I hope he’s dead.”

      “Jack helped us,” said CJ. “He must have known all along who I was, and that we were related. I don’t know. But without him, we’d never have learned any of this, or met you, Mr. Zeus.”

      A long silence was broken by Oval. “So did you zoom in from Mars, or wherever you hang out, just to rescue us?” he asked, clearly trying to change the mood.

      “Not Mars, certainly, but—”

      “Where from, then?” interrupted Oval.

      “I don’t know, really,” answered Zeus. “We travel through some kind of fault line in space that brings us here, or at least close to here, but it’s not clear where ‘here’ is relative to where we started. I don’t know if that makes sense, but I just fly the things. I don’t invent them.”

      “So can you communicate all the way from your home?” asked CJ. “Is that how you know when to come?”

      “Oh no. We can’t communicate until we—our space plane, for lack of a better term—is here in orbit. That’s where it is now. This is just the lander we use to get from the space plane to the ground.” He pointed over to the lander sitting on the other side of the parking lot.

      “So why don’t you come more often?” asked CJ.

      “It’s the time-compression effects,” said Zeus. “See, I’m traveling back and forth almost constantly. The trip takes me something like one of your years, or a little more. Round trip, two years. But you will have aged something like seventeen years in that time. It’s all because of the high relativistic speeds we travel, plus the gravitational effects of the black hole, which is what we think causes the fault line. Like I said, I just fly them. Don’t ask for more science from me.”

      “Why are you here now?” asked Oval.

      “Oh, well, I was about to tell you. We came with another mission. It seems that we have a delivery. Another couple who were actually saved by Jack, themselves. And it turns out, they were related, too, although neither Jack nor anyone else knew it at the time.” Zeus turned to look back at his lander. Three people were walking across the parking lot, nearing the knot of people now gathered in the midst of a jumble of vehicles and blood.

      Venus gasped. She grabbed Gus and burst into tears.

      To CJ, the couple walking next to the man in the black jumpsuit looked vaguely familiar. He’d seen them before. In pictures. They looked just like the pictures in Nini and Noga’s house. Wedding pictures. Pictures with them holding their newborn. Holding CJ.

      The woman started running. “Christopher?” she cried.

      “Mom? Really?” He couldn’t stop the tears as he fell into her arms.

      “Ann? My God, is it really you?” said Violet. She joined the hug.

      Gus just shook his head. “This isn’t possible.” He grasped his son-in-law in a bear hug. “Why do you look just like you did the day you left?”

      “Why do you look like an old man?” said Tom.

      After a round of hugs and cries, Zeus said, “I live a lonely life. In the stars. Like I said, two of my years are like seventeen of yours. When I come home, people barely remember me. When my daughter Aphrodite agreed to travel with me, it was perhaps the happiest day of my life. A child to share my life with. But then we crashed. A long and difficult time later, we escaped. And maybe the worst day of my life was then, when we lost you, Venus. But now, this day, this ranks right up there with my happiest.”

      CJ was overflowing with emotion. He’d just met his great-great-grandfather Zeus, but lost his great-grandfather Jack. He’d met his mother and father for the first time, really. He’d escaped a gun battle, but had shot and killed at least one, and maybe two men. He cried, without knowing if it was tears of joy or of sorrow that ran down his face.

      And then reality barged in again. Sirens blared in what was now the darkened desert.

      Guess someone called 911. That was quick.

      “It seems my lonely life is intruding again,” said Zeus. “The authorities here frown on our occasional visits. I can’t let them capture these youngsters who came with me and do to them what was done to us.” He pointed to the man in the black jumpsuit who stood off to the side holding Trey, the man in the white shirt.

      Zeus leaned over and kissed Nini on the forehead. “Doc Jack loved your mother, and she him,” he said. “And we all loved you and worried about you. I’m so glad to see you well. Goodbye, my dear. See you in another seventeen years, perhaps?”

      She said, “I don’t know what to say. I never thought I’d see you again. But now, maybe we’ll meet one more time.”

      Zeus nodded, and then reached over to shake CJ’s hand. “I’m glad I got to meet you, young man,” he said. “Your mother, father, and grandmother can tell you all about us when they think you’re ready.”

      “Thanks,” said CJ. He found something caught in his throat, or he would have said more.

      Zeus turned and shook hands with Ann and Tom, waved to Gus and the others standing nearby, and walked quickly back to his lander with the jumpsuited man. They lifted off just as a trio of police cars screamed up into the parking lot.
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      Things got very confusing after that. Cops swarmed over everything, taking all the weapons, not making any assumptions about who was a good guy and who a bad guy. They had Gus in handcuffs, despite being told of his innocence by many of the others.

      Ambulances arrived soon after. Trey, the man in the white shirt, was placed into one, and Blankenship, who was still alive, joined him. Only one of Blankenship’s three men was dead—the big man that Gus had shot. Stringy Hair was still lying on the floor where he’d fallen after Penny shot him. He was put into a second ambulance. Skinny Kid was found walking through the desert behind the lab. He was taken away in a police cruiser.

      Jack’s body was put on a stretcher and placed in a third ambulance.

      Gus got his leg cleaned and wrapped by one of the paramedics, but he refused to go to the hospital.

      Before the ambulances left, a group of five or six—CJ couldn’t tell for sure, there was so much commotion—black SUVs pulled in, blocking the road. A group of vaguely military-looking blue-shirt-clad men poured out of the SUVs.

      A chill went down CJ’s back. The men looked familiar, and it wasn’t just the blue shirts and black pants. One looked very like the man who’d come into the coffee shop and tried to kidnap him and Jack. So what was this? Escape from one kidnapping only to get kidnapped by someone else?

      One of the blue shirts was clearly the leader, talking to the cops, flashing what CJ assumed was a badge. He seemed to be taking over, and some of the cops weren’t real happy about it.

      After that there was more confusion. The blue shirts ushered CJ, along with his newly discovered parents, his grandparents, Penny and her parents, and Oval, to the parking lot area near the front of the lab. They were told to wait, and not to talk. One blue shirt stood nearby, holding a large gun, and staring at them. At least they took the handcuffs off Noga.

      CJ stood with his mother holding one hand. She was quietly crying. Nini was holding CJ’s mom’s other hand, and she was crying too. Someone found Oval a chair from inside the office so he could sit down. Penny stood with her arms crossed, watching everything carefully.

      The blue shirts seemed to be most interested in Zeus’s lander. They referred to it as a plane. They asked all the cops if they saw the plane. None that CJ could hear said they got a good look at it, although many said they saw it leaving.

      CJ didn’t hear any questions about who shot who, or why they were shooting, or even who anybody was. Also strange—none of CJ’s friends or family were asked anything, at least as long as the cops were still around.

      After what looked like a contentious argument between the head blue shirt and several cops, the police cars all left, leaving only the blue shirts to deal with the carnage.

      And deal with it they did. Throwing the body of Big Man into one of the black SUVs, picking up shell casings from all the gunfire, picking up stray debris and broken glass, they cleaned up.

      Finally, the man who seemed to be the head of the blue shirts came over and said, “We’ll be leaving now. Please follow my men over to our vehicles.”

      CJ knew that something didn’t feel right. It hadn’t for a while, at least since these blue-shirted men showed up and took over from the police, throwing the cops out like they were some children who happened to be in the way. Telling them to keep everything about this whole event quiet, because it wasn’t what it seemed.

      “No way we’re going anywhere with you,” CJ said, stepping in front of his mother, feeling very protective. He wasn’t going to lose her again. Or any of them. This wasn’t safe.

      Blue Shirt looked at him like he couldn’t believe what he’d just heard. He frowned, pointed, but seemed speechless.

      “Jack told us about you,” CJ said. “You tried to kidnap us at the coffee shop. Jack said it was because you were protecting secrets, afraid something might happen.” CJ felt the cold steel fear in his stomach ease just a bit. “Well, guess what. Something did happen. Right here.”

      “No, kid,” said Blue Shirt, “you have no idea what you’re talking about.” He was starting to look a little pissed.

      “But I do,” said CJ. Off to his left, Penny’s father looked a little confused. He heard Noga make a grunting noise behind him that he took for a sign of approval.

      “You’re going to do whatever you have to do to keep this quiet,” continued CJ. “Hide it all. Right?”

      Blue Shirt didn’t respond. He turned to one of the other blue shirts and said, “Get these people into the trucks, NOW!”

      A couple of the blue shirts started toward CJ and the rest of the group. Behind him, CJ heard Nini say, “No,” and then Penny’s dad said, “Wait a minute. What’s going on here? Who are all these people, CJ?”

      CJ said, “These men are trying to take us away in those trucks.”

      Things then got a little more confused. The blue shirts pushed and herded everyone toward the trucks. Everyone talked at once.

      Penny’s mother said, “But they’re the government.”

      CJ responded, “That’s the problem. They’re government. They want to keep us quiet.”

      One of the blue shirts pushed Oval a little too hard, knocking him off balance with his crutches, and he fell to the ground, grumbling, “Damn it, I’m not going with you.”

      Then there was a loud screech: Penny, yelling, “STOP,” at the top of her lungs.

      Everyone froze in place and stared as Penny pushed past her parents to come face to face with the head blue shirt, who glared at her.

      “You want to keep this hidden, keep us all quiet, right?” she said to him.

      “This is national security, girlie,” Blue Shirt said, reaching out to grab her arm.

      You could see that Penny didn’t take that well, as her face turned even redder than it had been before. She yanked her arm away.

      “It’s important that no one knows what has happened here, right?” she said. “Or what is happening right now?”

      “Do you know?” Blue Shirt said. “Because most of these people have no idea. And they’d panic if they knew.”

      CJ stepped forward to stand beside Penny. “Most of these people know already. They’re part of it. And the others will know soon. Because I’ll tell them, or my mother will. Or my grandmother.”

      “Wait, you’re the kid Blankenship wanted?” asked Blue Shirt.

      “Yeah, that’s me. So he could experiment on me like he did my grandmother.” CJ stood his ground.

      “Oh, Jesus,” said Blue Shirt. Like he didn’t believe it. Or at least, didn’t want to believe it.

      Penny again. “If you’re trying to keep this secret, it won’t do any good to lock us up.”

      “Why is that?” Blue Shirt said. He caught himself quickly, following with “We’re not locking you up.”

      “Bull,” said CJ. “You locked Jack up. For years.”

      “Goddamn it, kid,” said Blue Shirt, grabbing him. “Get in the damn truck.” Turning to his men, he yelled, “Get them moving!”

      Penny yelled, “IT’S TOO LATE.” She reached into her shirt and pulled out her cell phone. “I’ve had this running since this whole thing started.” Holding the phone in Blue Shirt’s face, she said, “I grabbed my phone from the office where they were left when we came in, and stuck it in my sports bra, with the camera pointed out. I’ve been live streaming everything that’s happened. The gun battle. CJ meeting his parents and great-great-grandfather. The aliens taking off. Cops. Blue shirts. All of it.”

      She turned the phone around and stood next to Blue Shirt, like she was taking a selfie. “Say hello, Mr. Government man. Lots of people are watching you.”

      Blue Shirt didn’t say hello. He angrily grabbed the phone and jabbed at it. Then he handed it to one of the other blue shirts.

      “Turn this off,” he said. “Erase that recording.”

      Penny grinned. “You can’t erase it. It’s been live the whole time. It’s been shared and joined by so many people, you’ll never stop it now.”

      Oval, who was still sitting on the ground, said, “Shit. It’s gone viral.” He had apparently found his phone too. He was fiddling with it and held it up. “Check out #alienslandinginvegas. Whoo! You’re famous, Penny.”

      “And so are you, Mr. Government man,” she said.
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      There was a lot of standing around after that. Blue Shirt walked away and talked on his phone, waving his hands in the air and at times yelling so loud CJ could hear what he was saying, which was mostly curse words. CJ helped Oval get up off the ground and got him over to the chair again, where he could sit down and get off his crutches. Oval then kept everyone up to date on the latest numbers for Penny’s video.

      “You’re over 5,000 views,” he said. And then just a little later, “Over 10K! Whoo hoo.”

      Penny tried to keep a close eye on Blue Shirt, but was kept close to the others by the other blue shirts, who made sure no one wandered off.

      CJ gave Penny a big hug. He almost kissed her, but pulled back at the last minute. Based on the funny look on her face, Penny knew CJ was going to kiss her and was embarrassed by him. Either that, or disappointed. CJ wasn’t sure—there were so many emotions running right then, his own as well as everyone else’s.

      There was more crying. Lots of crying. Nini and Ann, particularly, couldn’t stop crying and hugging. Gus and CJ’s dad were very concerned about what was happening, and peppered CJ with questions. Penny’s parents were still confused, and crowded Penny, asking her who was who, and why the government was the bad guy here.

      After what seemed a very long time, Blue Shirt came toward the group, looking very upset. “Congratulations, folks. You’re in the movie business.”

      He waved to the rest of the blue shirts, yelling, “Let’s go, let’s go.” And in short order, they were gone.

      As the last of the black SUVs pulled away, Oval yelled, “Hey, he was right. They didn’t waste any time. Look.” He held up his phone, as if everyone could see it. Realizing his error, he pulled the phone back and read, “Caught on the set of the new blockbuster, #alienslandinginvegas. There’s a picture from Penny’s video, maybe from the gun battle. It’s a little blurry.”

      He looked up, then back at his phone. “Oh, here’s another post: ‘Actor Web Spaulding with a fan at the secretive movie #alienslandinginvegas, now shooting.’ It shows Penny taking a selfie with our blue-shirted friend.”

      “Web Spaulding?” said Penny. “I’ll bet a million dollars his name isn’t Web Spaulding.”

      “Doesn’t matter,” said Gus. “Looks like the government is going to discredit your whole video, and anything any of us want to say about what happened by saying it was all a movie shoot. So nobody is going to believe us.”

      CJ asked, “Do we care? As long as they leave us alone?”

      Gus nodded. “That’s all we’ve ever done—kept our heads down and didn’t call attention to ourselves.”

      “I guess,” said CJ. “But what about Jack? Is Blankenship going to be punished for shooting him? And how about the government keeping Jack locked up for years? And me. I shot two men. And Penny shot one. Shouldn’t we have to answer for that, even if it was in self-defense?”

      Nini looked at him and said, “Are you looking for revenge? For justice? I hope not. I hope you can just live your life.”

      CJ was having a hard time with this, but at the same time he felt very lucky to be with family—more family than he ever dreamed of.

      Penny seemed to have hit the wall. Her confident manner disappeared, and she cried openly. “I shot a man,” she said to her mother, who tried to comfort her.

      Penny wanted to ride home with CJ, but there wasn’t room in Jack’s car, so they gave each other long hugs before climbing into separate cars. Oval rode with Penny and her parents and Gus drove Jack’s car with Nini, CJ and his parents.

      As they drove off, CJ, nestled in between his parents in the back seat, turned to his mother, wiped his eyes, and said, “I have so many questions . . .”
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      Thank you for reading The Third Rescue. I hope you enjoyed it. Please consider leaving a review on Amazon or Goodreads. The review doesn’t need to be long or complicated; just a sentence or two is fine. Reader recommendations are critical for an independent author like me, to help us reach more readers and to keep writing more stories.
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