
        
            
                
            
        

    
3:34 a.m.

 


By

 


Nick Pirog






-Smashwords Edition-






Published by:

Nick Pirog






Copyright © 2015 Nick Pirog






Smashwords Edition License
Notes






This ebook is licensed for your
personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given
away to other people. If you would like to share this book with
another person, please purchase an additional copy for each person
you share it with. If you're reading this book and did not purchase
it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then you should
return to Smashwords.com and purchase your own copy. Thank you for
respecting the author's work.


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


www.nickthriller.com


:00

 


I am in the White Room. My mother
gazes down at me with green eyes. She pulls back her predominantly
gray hair and puts it in a ponytail. She raises her right hand. In
it, she holds a mallet. The handle is scarlet, or at least it
appears scarlet, a consequence of all the dried blood. It might
have been wood underneath, or metal, it’s hard to tell. The chrome
head of the mallet, which has been cleaned, polished to perfection,
catches the glare of the bright light overhead and shimmers a white
gold. I flex my arms against the velcro restraints, but they have
no give.

The mallet slams into my left
hand.

My knuckles break. I have no idea how
many.

The mallet slams down a second
time.

Then a third.

She continues until my left hand is a
pulpy mess. Until every single bone is broken.

The pain is indescribable.
Unimaginable. A pain you don’t think, don’t want to exist in this
world.

My mother walks around the table until
she is standing on my opposite side. As hard as she’s tried, she is
covered in my blood. Bits of spray clinging to her lab coat,
sprinkled on her neck and chin. Little freckles of pain and
destruction.

“I will ask you this one last time,”
she says, nearly emotionless. “Where is the flash
drive?”

I shake my head. I don’t know. How
many times can I tell her? The President didn’t give me a flash
drive. He didn’t. I promise.

She raises the mallet.

Brings it crashing down.

I wake up gasping.

It takes me twenty seconds to realize
I’m not in the White Room with my mother. That I haven’t been for
over two weeks now.

I push myself up and glance at the
fancy weather clock on the nightstand.

3:01 a.m.

July
7th.

69 degrees.

I am in the bed I grew up in, in the
house where I was raised.

My condo is still uninhabitable. It
had been ransacked, torn apart in the search for the flash drive. I
hadn’t seen it, but Ingrid had shown me pictures on her phone.
Every cabinet was dismantled, every food container emptied, every
cushion shredded, every wall systematically cut away, every inch of
insulation ripped out. Every nook, every cranny: opened, searched,
and then destroyed.

My mother’s henchmen had ample time to
search the house. They had from 4 a.m. on June 18th — the time
Lassie, Ingrid, and I boarded the plane headed for Fairbanks,
Alaska — until 10 p.m. that same day, when Ingrid and Lassie
finally shook off their sedation and Ingrid called the police. An
eighteen hour window to find it. To find the supposed flash
drive.

While Ingrid and Lassie were sedated
and stashed in the car, I was transported to an unknown location —
the White Room — where my mother administered what I can only
describe as a synthetic nightmare. For the next twenty-three hours,
or what felt like twenty-three days to yours truly, I would attempt
to survive in the Alaskan wilderness.

Even half a month later, it was hard
for me to believe the events were fictional: the earthquake, the
river, the wilderness, Opik, Lassie, all of it, a neurological
trick. My own brain, stimulated by whatever was injected into my
bloodstream — a concoction perfected by an outfit my mother called
the Sleep Control Program — had betrayed me.

If I closed my eyes I could still see
Opik lying on the sand bank. His breathing ragged, the gaping wound
on his side blistering red and oozing death. I could play the
footage of Lassie and the canoe in slow motion; floating away,
never to be seen again.

I gaze to my left where the black and
tan cat is curled into my hip.

I gently rub one of his ears between
my thumb and forefinger. God, I would have missed him.

Anyhow, after Lassie and Ingrid woke
up in the car, Ingrid called the police and they came to the
private airfield. The plane was gone and after hours of
investigation, it turned out the plane had disappeared off the
radar completely.

And with it, one Henry
Bins.

It wasn’t until Ingrid drove back to
our condo that she discovered the carnage.

But the condo was of little
concern.

I was missing.

She called in all her favors at the
Alexandria Police Department, the D.C. Police Department, even the
Feds. Twenty-four hours after I went missing and everyone within a
two hundred-mile perimeter was looking for me.

The search wouldn’t last
long.

I was found the next day —
at 8:30 a.m. on the morning of June 20th — by a farmer. I was asleep
in his tomato garden.

In Michigan.

When I woke up, I was at a hospital in
Lansing. I’d awoken in hospitals plenty of times in my life —
concussions, stitches, a dislocated shoulder, a broken ear drum —
yet I couldn’t help from screaming.

I thought I was still in the White
Room.

The last thing I
remembered before waking up was my mom asking me about the flash
drive, then a man in blue scrubs holding a syringe filled with pink
liquid. I expected that I was headed for another twenty-three day
nightmare, that I was headed for another round of torture —
sorry, enhanced interrogation
— until I cracked and told them what they wanted
to know.

Apparently, my mother believed me, or
maybe she felt a touch of mercy for her son, perhaps a tinge of
regret at having used her own flesh and blood to experiment on when
he was just an infant. Maybe having caused his condition, his
one-hour-a-day-existence, she might finally show some
compassion.

More likely, she knew that if she let
me go, then I would start searching for this flash drive and lead
her directly to it.

So, she let me go.

Dumped me in some guy’s tomato
garden.

Luckily, Ingrid, my father, and Lassie
were in the hospital room when I awoke, but even then, it had taken
ten minutes to get my heart rate below 180.

The next days passed in a
blur.

After it came out what happened to me,
that I was abducted by one of the CIA’s most illustrious torture
specialists, who also was one of the most wanted fugitives in the
world, everyone wanted to speak with me.

Ingrid interceded on my
behalf and I spent three hours — three
days — in front of a video camera being
questioned by her; the new director of the CIA; and Red, the head
of the President’s secret service detail.

The new director of the CIA was
especially interested in what my mom had referred to as the CIA’s
Sleep Control Program.

If it existed, he’d never heard of it,
nor had any of his colleagues.

I detailed the White Room, but there
wasn’t much to go on. Because I was found in Michigan, that’s where
the CIA was focusing its search, though the White Room could have
existed anywhere within a four-hour flight time of Michigan, an
area roughly two-thousand-square-miles.

Once the video cameras
were off and the director of the CIA had left, I confided to Ingrid
and Red that my mother wasn’t just searching for a flash drive; she
was searching for a flash drive given to me by the
President of the United States. Red, who had known Conner Sullivan since college, confirmed
the President hadn’t given me any flash drive. And in a short
conversation with Sullivan himself, he said the same.

Everything else, the description of
the room, the doctor in blue scrubs, my mother, the CIA’s Sleep
Control Program, my being used in the early stages of the outfit’s
experimentation and research, and everything else I could recount
was on record and distributed to an alphabet soup of
agencies.

The CIA wanted to find my
mother.

The Department of Homeland Security
wanted to find my mother.

The FBI wanted to find my
mother.

But none of them wanted to find her as
much as I did.

She caused my condition. And I hoped,
if I could find her, she could reverse it.

There was only one way I could think
to find her. I would have to locate this flash drive before she
did.

And then she would come to
me.
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“Hey, dork.”

Lassie blinks his yellow eyes a couple
times, then paws at me. I blow in his face, which he hates, and he
shakes his head, his whiskers bobbing up and down.

“Time to wake up.”

Meow.

“You had a nightmare? About
what?”

Meow.

“Justin Timberlake died. That’s your
nightmare?”

Meow.

“Oh, sorry. He didn’t die. He was just
paralyzed so he couldn’t dance. Yes, that is terrifying. Makes my
nightmare of my mother smashing my hand to smithereens with a
mallet seem meek by comparison."

Meow.

“Yes, I
suppose I would still be
able to dance.”

I flip him over and tickle him. We
wrestle for a long minute until he taps out.

I look at the clock, 3:04
a.m.

Four minutes gone.

I throw off the covers and stand
up.

My childhood room hasn’t changed much
in the decade I’ve been gone. It isn’t filled with pictures,
trophies, or video game consoles. I didn’t have time for that
stuff, though there is a single poster of Prince, to whom I
allocated my minimal amount of adulation. There is a giant
whiteboard I used when I first started online trading, on which I
would write down the stocks I intended to buy and would graph their
progress. But aside from these two eccentricities, the walls are
bare.

There is a small dresser, bed, and
nightstand. Next to the closet, sit two ten-pound weights and an
abdominal wheel.

The room feels
claustrophobic.

I can’t wait to get back to my condo
in Alexandria.

According to the contractor who is
doing the remodel, it will still be another two weeks until Ingrid
and I can move back home.

I am counting the seconds.

Then again, I am always counting
seconds.

I pick up Lassie and walk from the
bedroom. My dad’s room is just to the left and I poke my head in.
He is fast asleep on the right side of the bed. On the left side of
the bed, looking all-too-human, is his one-hundred and sixty-pound
pup, Murdock. The English Mastiff has his head on the pillow and is
stretched out the length of the bed.

A box fan swirls the sticky Virginia
summer air through the room.

Another reason I couldn’t wait to get
back to my condo in Alexandria — air conditioning.

Lassie jumps out of my arms and leaps
onto the bed and snuggles into Murdock’s side. Murdock opens one
large amber eye, then slowly lifts one of his giant paws, wraps it
around Lassie, and pulls him in tightly.

I close the door three-quarters of the
way, then descend the stairs.

For the first week of my stay here,
when I woke up, my father would be sitting at the kitchen table
drinking a cup of coffee.

“How you doing, Sonny Boy?” he would
ask. “You tossed and turned all night,” he might add.

That is the problem with having Henry
Bins. If you are having a nightmare, you can’t wake up.

It became too much, the daily
interrogation of how I was coping. By the time I finished assuring
my dad that each night was getting easier, that my mother hadn’t
pulled out a single fingernail throughout the night, that I hadn’t
been water boarded even once, a third of my day would be
gone.

Thankfully, for the past couple days
he’d slept through my hour; giving me my space.

As for Ingrid, after a tearful reunion
at the hospital and then after three grueling days of interviewing,
we were finally able to spend the night together. Waking up next to
her the following night, watching her sleep, I couldn’t help
thinking back to the nightmare, I couldn’t help thinking back to
when she told me she was pregnant.

The idea of being a rent-a-dad, of
raising a child, of being a father when I only had an hour a day
had made me furious at the time.

“I’m only awake one hour a
day,” I yelled at her. “What don’t you understand about that? Sixty
minutes is all I get and now you want me to take care of a
baby?”

Sure it wasn’t reality. It
was a world being simulated by chemicals and neurons, but it was
exactly how I would have
reacted.

Then there was the
earthquake.

And Opik.

I hadn’t told anyone about Opik. It
was too painful. Plus, I didn’t know where he fit into my
nightmare. How had a small Eskimo boy crawled into my subconscious?
How had I decided upon the name Opik? I had so many
questions.

Regardless, the small boy, a figment
of my imagination, had impacted me greatly.

If there was one certainty that came out of my nightmare, it was
that I wanted to be a father.

I felt horrible, keeping this to
myself, not sharing it with the woman I love, the woman I share a
home with, but before I told her how I felt, I needed
answers.

Answers about my mother.

And my own father.

 


::::

 


Isabel had been stopping by my dad’s
every couple days, which at first, irritated my father, and
understandably so. To him, her presence was a suggestion that he
couldn’t take care of his baby boy, which he had done magnificently
for twenty-seven years. After three bites of Isabel’s famous
enchiladas and my dad waking to find his house spotless, my father
changed his tune and was now her staunchest supporter.

I open the fridge and grab one of
Isabel’s legendary Reuben sandwiches — thinly sliced pastrami,
extra sauerkraut, extra mustard, on toasted rye — then head to the
kitchen table and flip open my laptop.

I eat half the sandwich
and check my stocks. Everything looks good and I keep all my
algorithms in place. I spend the next five minutes watching the
first episode of Season Three of Game of
Thrones and devouring the second half of
the sandwich.

At 3:17 a.m., I open up my email and
find the thread from AST, Advanced Surveillance and
Tracking.

The last email I received from AST was
the past October. It was an invoice from the company owner, Mike
Lang, who for the previous three years, I had been paying to locate
my mother.

Which he did.

Except, the woman he thought was my
mother wasn’t actually her.

I never told Mike what actually
happened: that even though the Jane Doe who was pulled from the
Potomac River had matched my mother’s fingerprints, it was all an
elaborate ruse by President Sullivan to smoke out the location of
CIA black sites operating illegally here in the United
States.

However, it isn’t my mother I’m
contacting Mike about.

It’s my father.

I couldn’t help but wonder
where my dad was when my mother was professedly experimenting on me as an infant.
What was he doing? Did he have his head buried so deep in the sand
that he failed to realize my mother was using me as her own
personal guinea pig? How could he not have known?

Plus, I was having trouble believing
his long-standing narrative of how he and my mother brought me home
from the hospital the day I was born, then realized something was
wrong with me the next day when I was only awake for a single hour.
This implied I was born with my condition, which according to both
John LeHigh, the ex-director of the CIA, and my mother, wasn’t the
case.

Something didn’t add up.

I hit reply and type:

 


Hey Mike,

 


I have a project for you if you have time.
I’m putting together a scrapbook for my dad and I don’t want him to
know. I was wondering if you could dig up his birth certificate for
me. And mine while you’re at it (I can’t find it anywhere.) And if
you find anything on my grandparents, could you send that along as
well.

 


His name is Richard William Bins. Born
8/1/1950. Des Moines, Iowa, I think. Name a price and get back to
me.

 


Henry

 


I hit send.

I make my way back
upstairs. Back in my room, I fall to my knees and lift the mattress
off the box springs (this is where I hid a Playboy in my youth — I only ever
had one, December 1995, Samantha Torres) — and retrieve the red
folder.

I was surprised when Ingrid told me
the folder was sitting in the safe when she returned to the condo.
An oasis in a desert of mayhem, the safe stood open, the red folder
sitting benignly on the middle shelf.

The only other things that were in the
safe were two of Lassie’s prized jingle balls, and they were taken
by one of the goons who destroyed the condo.

To say Lassie was
mortified to learn this would be an understatement. I didn’t even
know cats could cry.

I walk back downstairs, grab a peanut
butter smoothie from the fridge, and find my dad’s tan leather
Lazy-Boy and fall into it.

Lassie pitter-patters down the stairs
and jumps into my lap.

“Hey, buddy.” I scratch behind his
ears. “You looked mighty comfortable last time I saw
you.”

Meow.

“Murdock kept farting,
huh?”

Meow.

“My dad too?”

Meow.

“Yes, it must have been from the
sauerkraut.”

Meow.

“Murdock ate seven Reubens. Wow, yeah,
that is a national security risk.”

I give him a spoonful of peanut butter
smoothie and he laps it up. We spend the next five minutes sharing
the smoothie, then he settles onto my lap and falls
asleep.

I set the empty glass on the small
chair-side table and pick up the red folder. I’d spent ten minutes
pouring over the pages every day for the past week.

The first page is an eight by ten
picture of my mother. The landscape is green and lush. My mother
stands in front of six men, all of South American descent. They are
covered in filth and three are shirtless. My mother has a gun
leveled at them. She is wearing blue jeans and a tan shirt. Her
head faces the camera, chestnut brown hair cascading to her
shoulders and emerald green eyes shimmering under a high afternoon
sun. High cheekbones and a square jaw scream of her eastern
European ancestry. I would guess her to be in her late
thirties.

I know from the file that the picture
was taken in Honduras between 1985 and 1988, the years my mother
spent teaching the Honduran nationals how to best interrogate
prisoners.

I flip to the next page in the
file.

My mother was born Elena Janev on
April 23, 1948 in the former Yugoslavia — what is now
Macedonia.

At the age of eleven, she boarded a
ship and made her way to the United States and to a small hamlet in
Vermont. She had an uncle who lived there, who helped her perfect
her broken English. She was the top of her class in high school and
was awarded a full-ride scholarship to MIT where she studied
chemistry, with a minor in psychology. She graduated in 1970 — what
would be the tail-end of the Vietnam War — and with her eastern
European background and her off-the-charts intellect, she had many
suitors, one of which was the United States Central Intelligence
Agency. In 1971 she began her CIA training in Langley,
Virginia.

After she completed training, she was
recruited into what the CIA refers to as its Extraordinary
Rendition Program, a fancy name for capturing and interrogating
enemy combatants and using enhanced interrogation, aka, torture, to
retrieve human intelligence.

The years 1973 to 1981 are redacted —
huge blocks of blackened text — but I can put the pieces together
from what I learned at the hands of the ex-director of the CIA as
well as my mother.

My mother became part of a clandestine
operation to develop the best and most effective strategies of
enhanced interrogation, an off-the-books black op she referred to
as the Sleep Control Program.

At the same time, the CIA was setting
up black sites — secret underground torture chambers — both
domestically and abroad, which gave my mother and her team ample
opportunity to test their new techniques.

Then, according to my father, he met
my mother at a coffee shop in November of 1976.

He knew her as Sally
Petracova.

A year later, she became Sally
Bins.

I was born on December 12,
1978.

According to my father, I was born
with my condition, but pursuant to both LeHigh and my mother, I was
one of her first experiments, so it’s anybody’s guess what actually
occurred.

The next date that isn’t redacted in
the file is April 15th, 1981, when she traveled to Afghanistan. The
Soviet-Afghan war was raging during this time period and my mother
stayed for six weeks. My mother was often away for long stretches,
but six weeks was a long time to be away from your three-year-old
and I vaguely recall this period when she was away. (Of course, I
thought my mother worked for a company called Global Geologist
Unlimited, identifying oil reserves in different parts of the
world, I had no idea she was water boarding secrets out of enemy
combatants.)

The next four years are redacted, then
in January of 1985 she traveled to Honduras where she stayed for
three years.

This fit with my personal timeline, as
the last time I saw her was on my sixth birthday, December of
1984.

From 1988 to 2001 is
redacted.

Then in November of 2001, two months
after the Twin Towers fell, my mother was sent to the Middle East,
no doubt to put her skills to use in the attempt to destroy
Al-Qaeda and Osama Bin Laden.

She returned to the States fifteen
months later.

The next date in her file is August
19, 2007.

In line with what LeHigh told me, my
mother had tortured a young man to death, only to find out days
later that he was completely innocent.

She disappeared the next
day.

No one had seen her since.

No one, except me.

 


::::

 


At 3:58 a.m., I pick up Lassie and
head back to my bedroom. I poke my head into my father’s room as I
pass and my eyes begin to burn.

The air is toxic with Murdock and my
father’s fumes. I plug Lassie’s nose with two fingers and he
laughs.

We settle into bed and I text Ingrid
that I will see her tomorrow.

My heart begins to race as the seconds
tick towards four in the morning. I don’t want to fall asleep. I
know that for the next twenty-three hours, I will be
running.

Running from my mother.
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I wake up early for the first time in
over a year.

2:57 a.m.

Three extra minutes.

In the past, I would have been
ecstatic and I would have spent the minutes like a gift card, going
on a shopping spree. Thirty extra seconds in the shower. An extra
minute working out. Twenty extra seconds to floss (which according
to the dentist who made a house call twice a year to clean my
teeth, I needed to MAKE time for.) But, not today. By the time I
process the nightmare and calm my breathing, the extra minutes have
evaporated.

In my nightmare, my mother had
injected me with another twenty-three day nightmare.

I was lost at sea.

In a small boat.

With a tiger.

Yes, it was oddly similar
to Life of Pi —
which I read in my early twenties (four minutes a day over the
course of 204 days) — but with one big difference: the tiger wasn’t
a tiger, but a really big version of Lassie.

Speaking of whom; I gaze around the
bed, but he isn’t there.

With my nightmare fading and my
breathing under control, I begin to notice a slight stinging
sensation on both my arms and my face.

I flip on the light and survey my
arms.

They are covered in bright red
scratches.

I jump out of bed and race to the
small, attached bath and look in the mirror. My face, neck, ears,
arms, every inch of exposed flesh, is covered in raised red welts.
I look like a monster.

“LASSIE!”

It takes me a couple minutes to find
him. He’s hiding in the clothes hamper in the laundry room. He
tries to swim to the bottom of the clothes, but I grab him by the
scruff of the neck and lift him up.

Meow.

“I’m crazy? I’m
crazy?” I scoff.
“Dude,
you scratched the living shit out of
me.”

Meow.

“I attacked you? What are you talking
about?”

Meow.

“I did not yell, ‘I’m gonna eat you,’
then bite your ear.”

He shows me. There is dried blood on
his ear.

And then it all comes back to
me.

The nightmare. How, after two weeks
without food, I decided to eat the tiger, aka, Big Lassie. I
tackled him, took a huge bite out of him, but then he clawed me to
death and ate me.

“Oh, my God.”

I explain to him what happened. My
nightmare. That I must have acted it out in my sleep.

“Sorry, I tried to eat
you.”

He forgives me.

I give him a Slim Jim beef jerky stick
I was saving for a special occasion, then find some Neosporin and
spread it on the thirty-feet-worth of scratches on my
body.

At 3:07 a.m., I sit down to eat
breakfast.

A minute later, the front door opens
and Ingrid walks in. She is wearing jeans and a blue tank-top. Her
auburn hair is pulled back in what she liked to call her “work
pony.” She is holding a medium-sized cardboard box. Her normally
chestnut brown eyes are red and puffy.

I jump up.

“Hey, what’s wrong?”

She sets the box on the counter and
falls into me.

She sniffs and says, “My mom had a
stroke.”

“I’m so sorry.”

“Yeah, I just got off the phone with
my dad. She got up to get a glass of water and my dad heard a loud
crash.”

She pushes me away a couple inches,
glares at me, then asks, “What the hell happened to your
face?”

“Lassie and I had a
disagreement.”

“Over what?”

“Over him eating me in my nightmare.
It’s a long story.” I change the subject back to her mom. “Where is
she now?”

“The ER in downtown
Atlanta.”

“What’s going on?” my dad asks,
stumbling down the stairs and cinching a blue robe around his
widening girth.

“Her mom had a stroke,” I tell
him.

“Oh, Honey,” he says.

Ingrid breaks free of me and falls
into his arms.

“It’s gonna be okay,” my dad says
softly. “They have some of the best doctors in the country down
there in Atlanta. They’re gonna take real good care of
her.”

He rubs Ingrid’s back with one hand
and asks me, “And what happened to you?”

“Lassie used my face as his new
scratching post.”

There is a loud bang, then
Murdock gallops into the room, his face unable to contain the
million watts of energy churning through him. At the sight of
Ingrid crying in my dad’s arms, his face falls. What happened? Why is everyone so sad? What’s going on? Wha,
wha, wha…

He runs up to Ingrid and snuggles his
head into her side.

She falls to her knees and lets him
lick the tears from her face.

“Thanks, Big Fella,” she says, half
laughing, half crying.

I pull out a seat at the kitchen table
for Ingrid and Lassie jumps on her lap.

“So, do the doctors know anything
yet?” I ask her.

“Not much. They’re doing tests right
now. According to my dad they have her listed as
critical.”

“How is Hal handling it?” my dad
asks.

A couple months earlier, my dad and
Ingrid’s dad started chatting on the phone every now and again. It
seemed odd my dad was friends with my girlfriend’s father, a man
I’d never exchanged a single word with.

“He’s doing alright. My aunt Rita, his
sister, lives on the same street, so she’s been trying to keep him
calm.”

“You should probably head down there,”
I say.

She nods. “I am.” She looks at my dad
and says, “I was actually gonna try to grab the five a.m. flight
and was wondering if you could drop me at the airport.”

“Of course, Sweetheart.”

“It’s out of Dulles,” she says, which
is a forty-minute drive due west, nearly a half-hour farther than
Reagan International which is a short four miles directly
north.

“No biggee,” he says, nodding. “We
should probably get a move on though.”

I look at the clock.

3:23 a.m.

My dad heads back to his room to put
on some clothes.

“What a shitty day,” Ingrid says, then
stands up and gives me a nice long kiss.

We separate and she tells me that on
top of her mother’s stroke, she was also pulled off all her cases
by her captain and forced to look into a thirty-year-old cold case.
“I spent five hours doing paperwork and filling in the detectives
taking over my active cases.”

“Couldn’t Billy have done
that?”

Billy is her partner, a second-year
kid whom I met a handful of times. He is a sarcastic little punk. I
adore him.

“I didn’t tell you. Billy was
suspended for two weeks for punching a suspect in the
face.”

“Did the guy deserve it?”

“Girl.”

“It was a woman?”

“Yes, and yes she did. She kicked him
in the balls, then slapped him, then spit in his face. And Billy
didn’t punch the woman, he more or less shoved her away from him
and accidentally hit her in the face. But the woman claims he
punched her and her two friends backed her up, so they suspended
him.”

“Shit.”

“And I guess I was the obvious
candidate to look into this cold case because I would be working
solo for the next couple weeks anyhow.”

“Alright,” my dad says, now clad in
shorts, socks and sandals, and a mock turtleneck — maybe the last
one left in existence. “Let’s boogie.”

I give Ingrid a long kiss, tell her I
love her, and then watch as she and my dad push through the front
door.

I look at the clock.

3:29 a.m.

Murdock and Lassie are both staring at
me.

“Looks like we have the house to
ourselves boys,” I say, then start chasing them.
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After three minutes of wrestling with
the two buffoons, I make a quick trip to my dad’s bedroom. I find
what I’m looking for, then place it in an envelope and set it
outside under a bush in the front yard. I then text Isabel to give
her instructions and ask her if it isn’t too much trouble, if she
could whip up some of her legendary lasagna as well.

At 3:40 a.m., I make my way
downstairs.

The basement is in as much distress as
I’ve ever seen it. My father’s latest undertaking is to organize
all his hobbies — what he refers to as Basement Organization
Extravaganza — but if he has a system, I can’t discern it, unless
it is to systematically place common items as far away from each
other as physically possible.

Heaps of refuse are piled four feet
high in every direction. A foot-wide path has been cleared, which
weaves its way through the one thousand-square-foot space, and I
slink my way through.

The last time I was down here was
seven months earlier when I was trying to evade a couple of goons
who were following me. I needed a tarp to cover my dad’s car while
I slept, and I found one down here. Under the tarp were two
cardboard boxes. The boxes were so neatly taped down, I had a hard
time believing they were my father’s.

I’d been meaning to check the basement
for the boxes since living at my dad’s, but I didn’t want my dad to
know. I thought about heading down the last couple days while he
was sleeping, but I didn’t trust myself to navigate the labyrinth
in silence. On cue, my hip smacks into a table and a box full of
bolts and nails clatters to the ground.

A floor above, Murdock starts
barking.

By the time he’s finished his
monologue, I’ve made my way to the far back of the basement. I lean
down on my haunches and run my hands over the two pristine squares
of concrete among the filth.

The boxes are gone.
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I spend the rest of my remaining time
searching the basement for the two boxes, but I don’t find
them.

At 3:59 a.m., the alarm on my phone
sounds. I barely have enough time to weave my way back to the
stairs, run to the kitchen and grab an energy bar, swallow it in
two bites as I climb the stairs to my bedroom, and flop onto my
bed.

As the seconds tick away I wonder what
happened to the boxes.

Were they moved?

Or were they hidden?
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“What are you doing?” I ask my
dad.

He is sitting at the kitchen table, a
barrage of papers spread out in front of him.

“Good morning, Sonny Boy,” he says,
pushing his glasses up from where they rested at the tip of his
nose. “How’d you sleep?”

“Pretty good.” Which isn’t a lie. If I
had any nightmares, they hadn’t stuck with me. And according to
Lassie, I hadn’t attacked him once throughout the night.

“I put another round of Neosporin on
your scratches when I got back from dropping Ingrid at the
airport.”

No wonder the scratches had healed so
quickly.

“Thanks.”

“I don’t want you to scar.”

I smile, then ask, “What are you
doing? You have a big final exam that you haven’t told me
about?”

“Oh, this,” he says, spreading his
hands over the table and laughing. “This is a cold case Ingrid is
working. She told me about it during the drive and I asked her if I
could take a look at it while she was gone.”

I nod.

My father’s next hobby.

Cold Case Detective.

“Well, make sure you keep everything
in order. You have a tendency to, well, not do that.”

The previous day’s search of the
basement comes rushing back.

The boxes.

Gone.

I’m tempted to ask my dad about them,
but he interjects before I have a chance. “Isabel dropped off some
amazing lasagna,” he says, beckoning to the refrigerator. “Then
come sit down for a few minutes. I want to tell you about
this.”

I haven’t seen my dad this excited
since he helped me elude the two guys chasing me.

I open the refrigerator and grab a
huge slice of lasagna and throw it in the microwave.

While it’s heating, I text Isabel
“thank you” and ask her if she did the other thing I
asked.

She texts back immediately that she
did.

Next, I read five texts from Ingrid.
She arrived in Atlanta. Her mom is still in critical condition. Her
dad is a mess. It is way too humid down there. She loves
me.

I text back that I love her and to
keep me updated.

Lassie and Murdock, perhaps awakened
by the smell of the lasagna, enter the fray and I pull out another
piece, grab two plates and divide the lasagna as I see
fit.

Lassie looks down at his portion and
cuts his eyes at me.

Meow.

“Why is your piece smaller? Well,
maybe because you are a little squirrel and Murdock is
gigantic.”

Meow.

“But you are a little squirrel, in
fact, you’re smaller than most squirrels.”

Meow.

“Yes, my scratches
are just starting to
heal. What are you getting at?”

Meow.

“You wouldn’t.”

Meow.

“Pinky promise?”

I touch my pinky to his paw, then tear
a chunk of lasagna off my plate and give it to him.

“If I wake up with even
one little scratch on me, I’m going to feed you to
Mayweather.” Mayweather is a big raccoon
that liked to pick on Lassie.

Meow.

“Try me.”

I pour myself a large glass of milk
and join my dad at the table.

It is 3:06 a.m.

“Okay, you got five minutes, Old
Man.”

My dad smiles, then begins.
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Jennifer Nubers was reported missing
by her father on January 11th, 1985. A day later, her body was
found in a park. She was just sixteen years old.

A sophomore at Theodore Roosevelt High
School in the Columbia Heights neighborhood of Washington D.C.,
Jennifer was last seen departing the school grounds Wednesday,
January 10th, by Megan Nubers, her best friend and
cousin.

Jennifer’s parents had recently
divorced, and she and her little brother split time between both
the mother and father. Their respective homes were less than three
miles apart and it was understood that both children would stay
Sunday through Wednesday at their mother’s, then Thursday through
Saturday at their father’s.

When Jennifer didn’t come home to her
mother’s that evening, the mother simply assumed she went to stay
at her father’s, which she was prone to do. The mother never picked
up the phone. Never checked to make sure her daughter was there
safe and sound.

It wouldn’t be for another full
twenty-four hours until the father would call to report Jennifer
missing.

It didn’t take long for the D.C.
detectives to uncover a motive for Jennifer’s murder. According to
her cousin, Megan, for the past year, Jennifer had been engaged in
something extremely dangerous, something Megan had begged, pleaded
with her to stop doing on multiple occasions.

It started off innocently enough.
Jennifer, a lover of photography, was walking downtown D.C. — one
of her favorite places to photograph — taking snapshots of a
fountain outside an office building, when she noticed a man and a
woman.

Having caught her own mother in an
affair with another man, Jennifer knew the tell-tale signs of a
clandestine encounter.

She followed the couple to a motel a
half-mile away and snapped a dozen pictures of the two walking to
and from the motel room. Two days later, she staked out the office
complex, patiently waiting for the gentleman to leave the building.
When he did, Jennifer skipped up to him and said, “Nice wedding
ring.”

He nodded absently and said, “Thanks,
I guess.”

“I couldn’t help notice the woman you
were with two days ago didn’t have a wedding ring on.”

“Which woman?”

“This woman,” she said, slipping him a
manila envelope.

After glancing at the pictures, he
took a deep breath, and asked, “What do you want?”

“Two hundred dollars.”

It was such a reasonable sum that the
man hardly hesitated before walking to a nearby ATM and pulling out
the money.

“How do I know you won’t come back
asking for more money?” the man demanded before payment.

“I won’t,” she said simply, leaving
the man and the envelope to watch her as she skipped
away.

Jennifer’s blackmailing hobby quickly
turned into a blossoming enterprise.

She was always on the lookout for
impropriety, and her business model was sound: 1) she only charged
small sums 2) she never went back to the well 3) if they refused
payment, she shrugged it off and moved on to the next
mark.

According to Megan, over the course of
the year, Jennifer had made upwards of four thousand
dollars.

“Don’t you get scared that someone is
going to hurt you?” Megan asked her repeatedly.

The petite brunette would always flash
her the same coy smile and say, “Who would hurt little ol’
me?”

Someone did hurt her. Badly. Cause of
death was blunt force trauma to the base of the skull.
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“Time’s up,” I say, putting up my
hand.

My dad puts the file down. He is
breathing heavy. Smiling ear to ear.

“I’m glad you’re getting so much
satisfaction out of this young woman’s murder.”

He shakes his head, fights down the
smile.

“No, no, it’s terrible what happened
to her,” he says. “But a little sixteen-year-old girl blackmailing
a bunch of cheating businessmen — I mean, come on, that’s
something.”

“True, but it also got her kind of
killed.”

I know the prospect of finding out who
killed this girl all those years ago and bringing him to justice is
only half of his excitement. It’s the thought of the answers to a
decades-old mystery sitting in a box on the table — at his mere
fingertips.

The box and the mystery remind me of
the case of the mysterious missing boxes.

“So, Pops,” I say, still unsure how I
want to phrase what’s coming. “Do you remember when I was trying to
evade those guys staking out your house way back when?”

“Of course I do. Fricking fireworks
and Murdock sitting on the car’s front bumper. It was amazing.” He
continues on about how he jumped on my Vespa, dressed as me, and
sped away, leading the goons on a wild chase.

I interrupt him, “Right, well, when I
was downstairs grabbing the blue tarp, I noticed two boxes
underneath. They were the only two boxes down there.”

He nods along.

“I was downstairs last night, checking
on the progress of Basement Organizational Extravangaza of
whatever, and I couldn’t help but notice that the boxes are
gone.”

“Boxes, boxes,” he mutters, his hairy
caterpillar eyebrows kissing. “Boxes…”

I glare at him. I’d been playing poker
with my dad for over twenty years and I knew his tells backwards
and forwards. I watched for him to scratch his nose. To thrum his
fingers on the table.

He does neither.

“Oh, right, the boxes,” he exclaims.
“I moved them.”

“Moved them?”

“Yeah, they were getting in the
way.”

I want to ask him what
they could possibly have been getting in the way of, they were the
only thing in the entire basement that wasn’t in the way.

I don’t.

“Where?” I prod.

“Where?”

“Where did you move them?”

“Oh,” he says with a laugh. “I put
them in the shed.”

Right, the shed.

“Yeah, with the rest of your mother’s
stuff.”
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“What?” I shout, loud enough that
Murdock lifts his head off the linoleum in the kitchen.

“I put the boxes in the shed with the
rest of your mom’s stuff,” he repeats.

“Yes, I heard you. What I don’t
understand is why you are just telling me this now. You know I’m
searching for her, you’ve known I’ve been searching since that
whole black site thing. How could you keep this from
me?”

“I didn’t think—”

“What? You didn’t think I would want
to know about a shed full of my mom’s stuff? What about when I came
to you last year asking about her? How could an entire shed of her
stuff slip your mind?”

He stands up from the table, his face
growing flush.

“I didn’t want to poison you again.
You don’t have enough time in your life to be mad at your
mother.”

“You don’t get to decide what I have
time for, okay. If I want to spend all sixty minutes of my day for
the rest of my fucking life pissed off at my mom, then that is my
right.”

I take a deep breath.

Lassie has wandered over and glares up
at me.

Meow.

I don’t want to chill out.

“Do you know what that
woman did to me? She caused my condition. She fucking
experimented on
me.”

I am too furious to
continue.

“Get me a flashlight.”

My dad’s eyes are moist. I don’t
care.

“Go get me a flashlight,” I
order.

He shakes his head, obviously
frazzled, then opens a couple drawers until he finds a
flashlight.

He hands it to me and says, “I
just—”

I shake my head and he
stops.

I pick up Lassie and flick on the
flashlight, then open the sliding glass door that leads to the
backyard.

Lassie climbs on my shoulder and gives
my ear a lick. Somehow, it calms me and by the time I’m halfway to
the clapboard shed in the back corner of the yard, it no longer
feels like my temples are going to implode.

There is no lock and I pull the door
open.

It creaks, and a musty wave of air
flows over me.

My father must have moved the boxes
weeks, if not months, ago.

I cough, then take two steps into the
fifteen foot by ten foot space and splay the flashlight across the
contents. Lawnmower, weed-wacker, hedger, and various other
grounds-keeping implements, which have long ago retired from active
duty.

Something skitters across the ground
and out the door of the shed.

Meow.

“No, I don’t think that was a
possum.”

Meow.

“No, I don’t think it was a raccoon
either.”

Satisfied the creature isn’t either of
his two biggest nemeses, Lassie jumps off my shoulder and darts
from the shed in pursuit.

The two boxes are stacked next to
three slightly larger boxes.

My mom’s stuff.

I peel the tape off of Box
#1.

Clothes.

Eight sweaters and two winter
jackets.

Box #2 is even less exotic.

Jeans and a couple blouses.

I shake them out, then stuff them back
in the box.

Why would my dad keep this
stuff?

Did he silently hope the woman who
walked out on him over thirty years ago might come back?

Box #3 is full of shoes. Heels, flats,
boots. Twelve pairs altogether. I pull out a pair of brown boots.
They are the boots my mother was wearing the last time I saw her.
She put them on, then helped me to ride the new Huffy I just got
for my sixth birthday.

I replace the shoes, then move to the
two smaller boxes, opening the first.

It is filled with two enormous bags of
Tootsie Rolls. Thirty-year-old Tootsie Rolls. I shine the
flashlight through a thick layer of dust expecting to see mounds of
mold, but they look pristine, which speaks volumes to whatever
ingredients and preservatives comprise the candy.

I’m guessing she bought
the candy for Halloween the year before she left.
I would have been five then. My mother was gone
that year, though she was often gone for long stretches. I try to
remember what I dressed up as for Halloween when I was
five.

A skeleton.

My dad painted my face like a skeleton
while I slept and dressed me in a black costume with
glow-in-the-dark skeleton bones. The moment I woke up, we hit the
streets. My dad paid the neighbors, sometimes hundreds of dollars —
of course, a few did it for free — to wake up at three in the
morning and turn their porch lights on so that I could go
trick-or-treating.

I gaze over my shoulder, out the door
of the shed and to the blanket of light cascading onto the grass
from the back floodlights. Did I really just scream at the man who
went through all this trouble so his little boy could have a taste
of what Halloween was like?

I replace the candy, then open the
second of the small boxes.

Probably my Easter basket.

Nope.

More sweaters.

“Shit.”

I check the time on my cell
phone.

3:46 a.m.

I let out a deep exhale.

What a waste of a day.

A shadow moves into the
doorway.

Lassie.

Meow.

“Nope, just a bunch of clothes and
some thirty-year-old candy.”

“You find what you were looking for?” I
ask.

Meow.

“But you love rabbits.”

Meow.

“A boyfriend? Really? Well, you win
some, you lose some.”

He jumps up on one of the
boxes.

I stare at him, then stare at the box
he’s standing on.

The box full of shoes.

I tell him to jump off.

He does.

When Ingrid moved in several months
earlier, I’d helped her unpack — only for about ten minutes, but
still — and I was in charge of unloading her many, many, pairs of
shoes.

She’d stuffed all her boots with
newspaper, which she explained, kept them from getting wrinkles in
the leather.

I’d been too preoccupied with the
prospects of what might be in the next box to notice that my mother
did the same thing with her boots.

I rifle through the box and grab the
boots my mom was wearing the last time I saw her. I stick my hand
into each boot and extract a thick cylinder of crumpled newspaper.
I do the same with the other three pairs of boots until I have a
small pile of newspaper in front of me.

I unfold the pages.

The pages are from two
different copies of the Washington
Post: one from 1980 and one from
1984.

If my mom left in early 1985, why
would she stuff her boots with a newspaper from almost five years
earlier?

She must have been holding onto the
paper.

Saving it.

I find all the pages from the 1980
edition, then begin scouring the articles. It isn’t until I find
the front page of the paper that I realize why she kept it. The top
headline reads, “CIA’s Top Secret Project MK-Ultra
Uncovered.”

I sit down on the dusty floor and skim
the article:

 


. . . Project MK-Ultra was
a top secret program created by the Central Intelligence
Agency to examine methods of influencing
and controlling the mind, and of enhancing their ability to extract
information from resistant subjects during interrogation
. . . they used numerous methods to manipulate
people's mental states and alter brain functions, including the
surreptitious administration of drugs, most notably LSD, hypnosis,
sensory deprivation, sleep amplification, isolation, verbal and
sexual abuse, as well as various forms of torture.

 


“Sleep Amplification,” I
hear myself say.

Looks like I found my mother’s missing
years.
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I didn’t see my dad the next day. Or
the one after that. He remained asleep while I logged nearly every
one of my sixty minutes on the computer, finding out as much as I
possibly could about Project MK-Ultra.

Basically,
Project MK-Ultra was the code name given to an
illegal program of experiments on human subjects, designed and
undertaken by the CIA. Experiments on humans that were intended to
identify and develop drugs and procedures to be used in
interrogations and torture in order to weaken the individual to
force confessions through mind control.

The program began in the
early 1950s, was officially sanctioned in 1953, was reduced in
scope in 1964, further curtailed in 1967 and officially halted in
1973.

It was difficult to piece
together all of Project MK-Ultra’s past and players because they
destroyed nearly every file, but one surviving document from
1955 was beyond frightening. It listed a number
of different subprojects, CIA speak for experiments, and what they were
trying to accomplish:

 



	


	
Subproject 19: Develop materials
which will cause the victim to age faster/slower in
maturity.









	
Subproject 27: Develop
materials which will cause temporary/permanent brain damage and
loss of memory.



	
Subproject 34: Develop
substances which will enhance the ability of individuals to
withstand torture and coercion during interrogation and so-called
"brain-washing".



	
Subproject 39: Develop
materials and physical methods which will produce amnesia for
events preceding and during their use.



	
Subproject 44: Develop
physical methods of producing shock and confusion over extended
periods of time



	
Subproject 49: Develop a
chemical that can cause blisters.



	
Subproject 53: Develop
materials which will cause mental confusion of such a type that the
individual under its influence will find it difficult to maintain a
fabrication under questioning.





 


Seeing
as the program was officially halted in 1973, none of these
experiments could be the one I was a part of — the one ex-director
LeHigh and my mother alluded to. 

After two days of research
and lining up the dates with my mother’s file, I now had a
theory.

In 1970, my mother is
recruited into the CIA. While undergoing CIA training at “The
Farm,” she shows a certain proclivity for enhanced
interrogation.

Meanwhile, Project
MK-Ultra is on its way out.

My mother, with a
background in chemistry and psychology, and with three years of
torture school under her belt, is the perfect candidate to be the
phoenix that rises from the ashes of Project MK-Ultra and the Sleep
Control Program is born.

That would account for the
eight-year gap, 1973 - 1981, redacted from her file.

For these eight years, she
is working double duty as both an interrogation specialist and as
the head of the ultra-top-secret Sleep Control Program.

During this period, I am
born, she uses me in one of her experiments, and as a result I
develope my super-awesome condition.

Something happens in 1985
and my mother leaves. A couple months later, she shows up in
Honduras.

What happened in
1985?

Someone had to
know.

But if I believed what the
new director of the CIA said — and I had no reason to doubt him as
he was brand new and was selected by President Sullivan to clean
house and bring about transparency in the 70-year-old agency — no
one had heard even a whisper about the Sleep Control
Program.

As for MK-Ultra,
although the scope of the project was
broad, and the program consisted of some 149 subprojects which the
Agency contracted out to various universities, research
foundations, and similar institutions — at least 80 institutions
and 185 private researchers participated — there were only two
names deeply connected to the program:

Allen Dulles and Sidney
Ewen.

Allen Dulles was the
director of the CIA from 1953 to 1961, serving under both President
Eisenhower and President Kennedy. Covert operations were a
top-priority under Eisenhower’s Cold War national security known as
the “New Look,” and under Dulles’ direction, the CIA created
Project MK-Ultra.

The code name MK-Ultra is
made up of MK, an
arbitrary two-letter code, meaning the project was sponsored by the
Agency's Technical Services Staff, followed by the word
Ultra, which designates
the most secret classification.

Dulles chose Sidney Ewen,
the son of Hungarian, Jewish, immigrant parents, to head up the
Project. Ewen was born in the Bronx in
1926. He received a Ph.D. in chemistry from the California
Institute of Technology and joined the CIA in 1951. As a poison
expert he headed the chemical division of the Technical Services
Staff, earning the nickname “The Sorcerer.”

In 1953 he was chosen by
Director Dulles to head Project MK-Ultra. Over the next 20 years,
Ewen would oversee more than 150 “experiments.” Under
his supervision the
program engaged in many illegal activities; in particular, it used
unwitting U.S. and Canadian citizens as its test subjects, many of
whom died or suffered permanent brain damage.

Although he testified at
numerous Senate hearings over the years, he was never convicted of
a single crime.

He retired from the CIA in
1972, stating at the time that he did not believe his work had been
effective.

I didn’t have a shred of
doubt that these men had answers to many of my
questions.

Allen Dulles died in
1989.

But according to
everything I read, Sidney Ewen was still alive.
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I search for any sort of
contact information for Sidney Ewen, but come up empty. I have no
doubt he would want to stay off the radar, having inflicted so much
pain on so many people. Someone might want to come after him.
Someone might want some retribution.

Someone like
me.

Many of the articles I
skimmed online compared Ewen to Josef Mengele, the doctor
responsible for many of the horrible experiments conducted during
the holocaust. This was particularly objectionable, as Ewen,
himself, was a Jew.

Now, he was far from
Mengele — who I didn’t know much about until I read up on him — but
he was still a monster.

And he created an even
bigger monster.

My mother.

I look at the clock in the
bottom right of the laptop.

3:56 a.m.

I open up my email to
write Mike Lang at Advanced Surveillance and Tracking, to inquire
if he could track this Sidney Ewen down for me, when I
stop.

Mike still hadn’t gotten
back to me about my dad.

My dad.

Sidney Ewen is 89 years
old and if he was anything like my dad, he was bored out of his
mind. Sure, my dad had his hobbies, but when he wasn’t trying to
invent “Rollerblades for the new millennium”, or “get back into the
best shape of his life” — said the Stairmaster that is holding five
boxes of different sized hinges — or playing Cold Case Detective,
he was trolling websites. Mostly he was on Facebook. He was either
posting pictures of Murdock, or some stupid video, or his new
favorite thing, something called Dubsmash.

I don’t want to even get
into that.

I log into my account and
search, Sidney Ewen. There are seven Sidney Ewens.

The fourth one is a
picture of an old man sitting in a rocking chair with a huge orange
cat on his lap.

Bingo.

I type a quick message,
then run upstairs.
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It’s 3:04 a.m. when I make my way into
the kitchen the following day.

My dad is at the kitchen
table.

He hardly glances up.

We haven’t seen each other since I
screamed at him about my mom.

“Hey, Pops,” I say.

He gazes up at me. “Heyya.”

“Making any headway?” I ask, grabbing
a container of Isabel’s delicious green chili and tossing it in the
microwave.

He takes his glasses off and swivels
around.

“You wouldn’t believe this case. This
Jennifer girl had a journal where she kept notes on all the people
she was blackmailing.”

“No kidding.”

“Yeah, but the pages were all torn
from the journal and scattered about at the crime scene. The
detectives tried to put them together chronologically, but I think
they got a couple things wrong. I’ve spent the last couple days
reading them and piecing them together.”

I nod along, grab my bowl of chili and
a protein shake and join him at the table.

My dad’s Adam’s apple bounces up and
down as he shuffles through papers. A nervous tick, the same thing
he would do with his cards when he had a full house or
better.

“Listen, Dad,” I say.

He holds up his hand and says, “No, me
first.” He takes a deep breath. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you about
the boxes. When you came to me last year asking about your mother,
I told you everything I knew about her, which wasn’t all that
much.”

And he had, though nearly everything
he knew about “Sally Bins” was fabricated by my mother.

The only true revelation had been that
my father knew my mother worked for the CIA. He found out when I
was two-years-old, when he accidentally stumbled on one of my
mother’s fake passports. She didn’t tell him much, only that she
was an agent with the CIA. He thought her some sort of spy; little
did he know, she was the preeminent torture specialist in the
world.

I remember asking him how he was okay
with this. How he was okay with being lied to. I’ll never forget
what he’d said:

“When you love someone,
you look past that. When she was here, with us, she was Sally and
she was great. When she walked out the door, she went to work. If
she had to be somebody else, I was okay with that.”

My dad is still speaking and I tune
back in.

“. . . I noticed the boxes a couple
months back and I should have told you. I thought it was just
clothes and I didn’t think it would be any help to you and would
only conjure up old memories that would cause you pain.”

“I know why you did it and I shouldn’t
have flipped out on you. I’m sorry.”

“Me too,” he says and I can see a
thousand pounds slide off his shoulders. “So, did you find anything
— in the boxes, I mean?”

I tell him about the newspaper. About
the article.

“MK-Ultra,” he repeats. “I remember
when that was big news in the early 80s.”

I tell him my theory about how I
thought his estranged wife fit into the fold, how I thought she was
recruited by this Ewen fellow to head up an off-shoot black ops
project, the Sleep Control Program.

I didn’t want to get into it any
further. Every time I mentioned to my father what she did to me, he
would excuse himself from the room. It was too painful for him. And
it hurt me to see him in pain.

I decide to change the subject. “So,
tell me more about this case.”

His eyebrows jump.

I look down at my cell
phone.

3:08 a.m.

I’m feeling generous and tell him,
“Ten minutes.”

He picks up a stack of journal pages —
their left edges jagged from where they were ripped from the
binding — and begins reading.

 


::::

 


So, Mr. Langon, or should
I say, Mr. Lan-GOON, made another pass at me today.

What a creep. Aren’t you
married with like six kids? Don’t touch my shoulder when I turn in
my paper. I don’t want your super-hairy hand touching my favorite
blue sweater.

Ugh.

Megan said he did the same
thing to her last year. She almost reported it, but decided not to.
I’m wondering if I should report GOON.

Yeah, uh, Principal Derry,
I think you need to hire a new Humanities teacher. Yeah, one that
doesn’t stare at your tits — not that I have tits (come on girls,
get growing) — the entire class. Poor, Bethany, Big Titty Bethany
in the front row. I swear thirty minutes each hour, GOON is staring
right at her huge tits.

Anyhow, Megan got her
license last week, so we went off-campus for lunch. Subway. So much
better than eating in the cafeteria. John McCannis and Luke Segurs
were in the booth next to us. Megan said that she made out with
Luke in eighth grade. He had braces and she had braces and she said
it was gross. But he got his off — she gets hers off in a couple
months — and she said she wants to give it another shot.

Makes me wonder when I
will get to kiss a guy.

Fifteen and still haven’t
kissed a guy. Or do I count Bennie from summer camp. No, he just
licked my face. Plus, I don’t want him to be my first kiss.
Yuckaroo.

No, I want my first kiss
to be Jason.

Yeah, like a senior is
going to kiss me.

Plus he’s going out with
Martha, who is smoking hot.

A girl can dream.

…

Working late, again.
That’s what she said. Just tell Bob to heat up the leftovers from
yesterday for you guys. Yeah, cause the only thing better than
Hamburger Helper is day-old Hamburger Helper.

I asked her what she was
working on, you know, what the case was about, why she had to spend
all these late nights at her office. “Oh, Honey, you know I can’t
talk to you about my cases.”

Yeah, I know, you can’t
talk to me about anything.

Pft.

That’s funny.

Pffft.

I just tried making the
sound and spit on the pages a little.

Sorry.

Like anybody is going to
read this.

Yeah, I’m talking to you
Markus. Put my journal down right now or I will smother you the
next time you fall asleep.

Hahahahahha.

Yeah right, you will never
ever find this thing again. I found the perfect hiding
spot.

So, yeah, something is up
with my mom.

Like six weeks in a row
that she has been staying late one or two nights a week at the
office.

I mean, that’s not too
weird, but she’d been acting weird too. (Too weird then weird too.
That’s WEIRD.)

The phone rang last
Saturday and she ran from outside to grab it. Never seen my mom run
a day in her life. The fat on the back of her legs jiggled and I
was going to tell her, but that’s mean. She’s forty-five, I think
most women have some of that chunky stuff on the back. I don’t,
thank God. Everybody says I got great legs. But I want tits. Come
on girls.

Same thing happened on
Sunday.

Bob was watching the
Redskins game and didn’t even notice.

Uh, your wife is acting
strange Bob. Get it together Bob.

Speaking of Bob, Hamburger
Helper is ready.

Yay.

Barf.

…

My mom is having an
AFFAIR.

Megan and I went to the
mall after school. The mall in Baltimore. I guess some guy from her
Trig class asked her out to the movies and she wanted to get a new
sweater from some place called the Gap. I asked her if she wanted
to be alive for her date and if so, then we shouldn’t go to the
mall in BALTIMORE.

I told her I would only go
because they had a GREAT STEAK ESCAPE there. And she was going to
buy me one.

(He was taking her to some
like big romance movie called Romancing the Stone.)

BARFFFF!

FINE, I’m
jealous.

I want to go on a date to
a STUPID movie with a boy from my class.

Someday.

She showed me a picture of
him from the yearbook. He’s not that cute. And get this, he’s in
the Audio/visual club. What a DORKO.

But that’s not the big
news. Crazy news. AWFUL news.

When we were leaving the
Gap, Megan pushes me and says, “Isn’t that your mom?”

It was.

With some guy.

In the food court. At a
mall. In BALTIMORE.

We snuck around to get a
closer look.

They were eating at the
Great Steak Escape.

Not only was she having an
affair, now I would never be able to eat GSE again!

Here is the weird part.
The guy looked just like Bob. I thought it was Bob for the first
five seconds. But Bob doesn’t wear suits. And Bob had a
gut.

This guy was skinnier, but
his face, his dark hair, were just like Bob’s. And Bob look-alike
had his hand on my mom’s leg.

GET YOUR HAND OFF MY MOM
CREEP. GOON.

I wanted to punch him. To
punch her.

How could she?

Sure Bob wasn’t the
smartest guy in the world. But he was the nicest. He had been so
good to her, so good to me and Markus for the past eight years. How
could she?

Then she leaned forward
and kissed him.

I wanted to
scream.

God, I hate
her.

Oh, wait, I think she’s
here.

Fucking Bitch.

…

You will not believe what
Crazy Bitch, aka, my mom did.

I told her that I needed
her to drive me to the pharmacy, that I was having girl
problems.

She let me
drive.

She was really
nice.

She probably felt guilty
for not being home that much lately and for CHEATING on
Bob.

When we got there, I drove
to the very back of the lot and parked.

She asked what I was
doing.

I started
crying.

I tried not to, but I was
so mad.

She asked me what was
wrong. She asked me if I was pregnant.

Yeah, right mom. I’ve
never kissed a guy but I’m fucking pregnant.

I told her that I saw her
at the mall with Bob-look-a-like. Eating Great Steak Escape and
kissing him.

And guess what Crazy Bitch
does, she didn’t cry, she didn’t apologize, she didn’t say she was
going to end it with — Brad or Chuck or whatever the guy’s name is
from her office — no, she says that if I keep quiet, don’t tell
Bob, that she will buy me a car for my sixteenth
birthday.

A brand new
one.

Any car I want.

I tell her I want a Range
Rover.

A green one.

She says okay.

Then I tell her to FUCK
OFF.

I get out of the car and
walk home. Bob is watching TV when I walk through the
door.

“Your wife is having an
affair Bob.”

I tell him
everything.

The guy, the kiss, my mom
offering to buy me a car to keep me quiet.

He starts
crying.

Then he leaves.

…

Sorry it’s been so long.
Been a CRAZY couple weeks. The worst weeks of my life. I’ve been
staying at Uncle Ray and Aunt Joan’s for the past week, sharing a
bed with Megan.

My mom and Bob are getting
divorced.

Bob moved out and he is
staying at a hotel.

Markus is staying with my
mom.

He thinks this is all my
fault.

He says that he hates
me.

I don’t blame
him.

I should have taken the
car.
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My dad stops reading. I don’t want him
to stop. I want him to keep going.

“Poor girl,” I find myself
saying.

I don’t know if it was my dad’s plan
to read this particular journal entry so I would relate with this
young woman’s contempt for her mother, that I would somehow become
emotionally involved in finding her killer.

If it is, it worked.

I’m almost as pissed off at this
girl’s mom as I am at my own. She offered her daughter a car to
keep her quiet, to conceal the affair from Bob (who I assume was
Jennifer’s step-father, one whom she loved dearly.) Her affair not
only destroyed the family, created an irreconcilable rift between
she and her daughter, caused the little brother to hate and blame
Jennifer for the family falling apart, it also inadvertently sent
her daughter down a road of blackmail, one that would eventually
get her killed.

I want to dive into the case headfirst
with my dad. I want to read the entirety of her journal entries. To
spend hours poring over the case files from the D.C.
detectives.

But I can’t.

I have bigger fish to fry.

I tell my dad that he should keep
pressing on the case and to keep me updated, then I grab my laptop
and head to my room.

I have two new emails.

The first is from Ingrid, detailing
everything that has happened in the last couple days. Her mother is
still in a coma, but the neurological scans look promising and they
just have to wait and see. Her dad is going crazy, and she was
forced to introduce him to Candy Crush on her phone, which appears
to at least temporarily take his mind off his wife for short
stretches. They were taking turns keeping vigil at her mother’s
bedside and going home to shower and eat. She missed me and she
even missed Lassie and Murdock and she couldn’t wait to move back
into the condo when she returned. Kisses.

I email her back quickly, then open
the second email.

It’s from Mike Lang at AST.

 


Henry,

 


This is all I could dig up. It was easy
enough, no charge.

 


Mike

 


P.S. Bummer about your grandparents. And on
V-Day no-less. My condolences.

 


I open up the zip drive he’s attached
to the email. There are four PDFs.

The first is my father’s birth
certificate: Des Moines, Iowa. Richard Jeffrey Bins. 8/1/1950. Born
to Jack and Margaret Bins.

The second is what Mike was referring
to in his email. My grandparents were killed by a drunk driver on
their way home from dinner on Valentine’s Day. My father was
twenty-one at the time, a junior at the University of Iowa. The PDF
is a death certificate for my grandmother, dated 2/14/71. The third
PDF is identical to the second, only it has my grandfather’s
name.

The fourth is my birth
certificate.

It matches the birth
certificate I have, or had
— I wasn’t sure if it survived the flash drive
massacre — in a file at my condo: Manassas, Virginia. Henry Grayson
Bins. 3/20/1978. Born to Richard and Sally Bins.

My dad’s unmistakable signature —
nearly illegible, each letter nearly half an inch high and the “d”
from Richard and the “b” from Bins overlapping — at the
bottom.

My mother’s signature is a quarter the
size of my father’s. Neat, each letter skillful, each spacing
perfect.

I let out an audible sigh of
relief.

My dad is my dad.

Thank God.
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3:22 a.m.

I check my stocks. I lost nearly sixty
thousand dollars over the last two days. I cut my losses and move
what remains from a handful of fledgling investments into safe,
low-yield bonds.

I haven’t exercised in nearly a week,
and I pull my Asics from beneath the bed and slip on the first one.
Tying the double knot, it dawns on me I forgot to check something.
I was so preoccupied — nay, relieved — to find out that my dad was
exactly the man I thought he was, I forgot about the message I sent
last night.

To Sidney Ewen.

I log into Facebook.

One new message.

It’s from him.

My heart rate doubles.

Last night I’d messaged
him: Mr. Ewen, I’m guessing you know who I
am. I have some questions for you. Please message me back when you
get this.

I click open his message.

 


Mr. Bins,

 


I am quite familiar with who you are and the
condition you suffer from. Frankly, I’m surprised it has taken you
this long to contact me. I will answer all your questions to the
best of my ability, but I must warn you, you may not like the
answers.

 


Sidney

 


I take a deep breath and
begin typing questions. In the end, I delete them all, then type
four words: Can we meet
tomorrow?

I hit send, then pull on my second
sneaker.

Murdock, who has a sixth sense for
when I’m heading for a run, gallops into the room.

He cocks his head at me and
pants.

“Yes, you can come.”

His tail helicopters in a big circle
and he jumps up and licks my face.

I give a cursory glance for Lassie,
but I don’t find him.

By 3:43 a.m., Murdock and I have made
our way halfway around the park near my father’s house. It’s not
quite as sweltering as it was the previous week, but I’m still
drenched in sweat. It’s the first time I’ve run the loop in close
to nine years and it feels both eerie and satisfying at the same
time, like being able to feel your way to the bathroom during a
blackout.

I let Murdock off his leash. He is
marginally well-behaved — at least, compared to Lassie, who is
constantly running off to try to weasel his way into, well, in one
case, an actual weasel — and when he scampers ahead, he waits for
me to catch up, then takes off again.

When we are on the final straightaway
that leads to my father’s cul-de-sac, my cell phone
chirps.

I pull it out.

I synced my Facebook account to my
cell before I left and my phone shows I have a new
message.

The old coot must be up.

Probably playing Candy Crush like
Ingrid’s father.

His message is nearly as simple as
mine.

“Tomorrow,” it says, followed by an
address.
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The moment I walk through the door, I
ask my dad if he’ll do it.

“Of course,” he says without
hesitation.

I tell him the address and he plots it
into his phone. He says it will take two hours.

In my dad’s younger days, if we went
on a trip, he would carry me to the car, but after seven slipped
discs and soon-to-be osteoporosis, the days of transporting his
one-hundred and sixty-pound son were over.

That means I would have to sleep in
the car tonight.

I look at my cell.

3:56 a.m.

I run to my room and take a minute
long shower, then throw on sweats and a tee, then grab jeans to
change into when I wake up.

With a minute to spare, I open the
door to the garage.

Lassie is sitting on the hood of my
father’s Lincoln, swatting at the metal hood ornament, which
springs backwards and forwards.

I laugh and say, “Dude, what are you
doing?”

Meow.

“This relaxes you?”

Meow.

“Are you sure it isn’t just because
its shiny and it springs around.”

Meow.

“A poor-man’s jingle ball? Don’t you
mean a poor-cat’s jingle ball?”

Meow.

“Maybe if you start doing some chores,
I’ll give you an allowance.”

This could have gone
forever, but I only have a few seconds left in my day.
I open the door, recline the passenger seat, and
climb in. Lassie hops off the hood of the car and settles into my
lap.

Meow.

“You’ll start emptying the
dishwasher?”

Meow.

“How exactly are you going to mow the
lawn?”

Luckily, my dad comes in and tucks a
pillow under my head and covers Lassie and me with a blanket. He
hands me a big glass of water to drink and makes me scarf down an
energy bar.

Just like old times.

“Thanks, Dad,” I say, then wade into
the blackness.


:07

 


Culpeper, Virginia is seventy miles
southwest of my father’s house. It has a steep history in both the
Revolutionary and Civil Wars, which isn’t uncommon among the many
towns littering Virginia, but because the town was originally
surveyed by a young George Washington, it is revered by many as one
of America’s premier historical towns.

This, of course, is all being relayed
to me by my father, who has obviously taken a break from Cold Case
Detectiving to brush up on his American history.

I’m tempted to tell my dad I’m only
interested in one of the “18,247 people who reside in Culpepper, at
least according to the last census,” but he just spent two hours
driving here and he would spend another two hours driving
back.

He’s earned his rant.

I nod along as I take off my sweats
and swap them out for jeans, an easy task made impossible by the
bulk of Murdock, who has pushed up from the backseat and is licking
my face.

“Did you really need to bring
Tweetledee and Tweetledum?” I ask, interrupting my dad’s diatribe
of how the town went from initially being named Fairfax to its now
modern day Culpepper.

Lassie appears magically on top of
Murdock’s head.

Meow.

“You are Tweetledee,” I tell
him.

Meow.

“Yes, he gets to boss Tweetledum
around.”

I shove the pair backwards and finish
pulling on my jeans.

“Is that the house?” I ask my dad,
gazing out the window at the two-story colonial sitting back on a
couple acres.

“Sure is,” he nods. “I even did a walk
up to make sure the address on the house was the same as on the
mailbox. It is. Couple a goats running around on the side of the
house scared the be-Jesus outta me.”

The house, with its green clapboard
siding, picket fence surrounding green acreage, and tall oaks,
seems so serene and innocent, the antithesis of the man who resides
there.

“You want me to come with you?” my dad
asks.

I don’t want him to, but I also don’t
want to deny him a little adventure.

“You might not like what the guy has
to say.”

“I can handle it,” he says, his lips
gluing together. “It’s about time I accept who your mom really
was.”

“Denial isn’t just a river in Egypt,”
I say giving him a soft punch on the arm.

“Hey, that’s my line,” he says,
erupting in a soft laugh.

I look down at my cell.

3:03 a.m.

“Okay, dingbats,” I say, turning
around. “Try to stay out of trouble while we’re gone.”

They both flash their
best Who? Us? face.

“Yes, you. Murdock you’re in charge.
Don’t let Tweetledee get out.”

Meow.

“I lied,” I say, then open the door
and quickly shut it.
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The walk up the long dirt drive to the
house takes two minutes. A full moon overhead illuminates the house
in a soft glow, which appears to be in great shape for its age,
though I surmise it had a face lift and a tummy tuck at some
point.

My father points out two shadows
patrolling the tall weeds under a giant birch to our immediate
right — the two goats getting a late night snack.

They raise their heads as we approach
the porch, but don’t appear overly concerned with our
presence.

Guard goats, these are not.

After an unsuccessful couple seconds
of searching for a doorbell, I reach up and grab the brass
doorknocker and bang it softy against the wood three
times.

Nothing happens for thirty seconds and
my dad lifts the doorknocker and bangs it five times
loudly.

“Well, if that didn’t wake him, at
least now all the neighbors in a five-mile radius are up,” I
say.

He shrugs. “We didn’t come all this
way for nothing.”

Fifteen seconds later, the creak of
aging floorboards can be heard from behind the door which is opened
by a black woman in a purple robe.

“Good evenin’,” she says with a bright
smile. “Sorry, it took me so long to get to the door, my hearing
isn’t so good anymore.”

She is maybe in her early sixties and
I wonder if she is Mr. Ewen’s wife, maid, or both.

She answers the question for me. “I’m
Maggie, Mr. Ewen’s help.”

I thought
help an outdated term,
but this was Virginia and we were below the Mason Dixon line, where
I knew the rules were different.

“Mr. Ewen is expecting you. He’s in
his study. I’ll show you the way.”

My dad and I follow in behind
her.

We enter a narrow hallway. The lights
are low and everything is a different shade of brown. I pull out my
cell phone and look at the time.

3:06 a.m.

I flick on the voice recorder app I
installed and hit record, then put it back in my pocket.

“May I make you some tea or pour you a
drink?” Maggie asks over her shoulder.

“I’m fine,” I say.

“Do you have any scotch?” my dad
asks.

I turn and glare at him.

He puts his hands up as if to say,
“What?”

“Sure do. Good stuff too,” Maggie
replies, then stops at a closed door.

She waits for us to get closer, then
leans forward and whispers, “Mr. Ewen, he sometimes will hear
something that will trigger him to lose track,” she points to her
head. “If he starts prattling on about the war or whatnot, just
give it a minute and he should snap out of it.”

My dad and I both nod.

Maggie knocks on the door and says,
“Mr. Ewen, your company is here.”

There is a loud grumble and Maggie
turns the knob on the door and pushes it in.

My father and I walk into a sprawling
study. The lights, if possible, are set even lower than the hallway
and I find myself squinting at the man behind a giant
desk.

He is bald, save for a few whispers of
white hair. His nose and ears take up a third of his face and his
Adam’s apple sags down a good three inches. His back is stooped and
his shoulders are in the process of swallowing his head. He’s
eighty-nine going on a hundred and twenty. But even in the low
light, his blue eyes sparkle. They appear as if they were plucked
from a young kid on his skateboard and jammed into Mr. Ewen’s aging
carcass.

Books are stacked in giant columns of
various heights, some a head taller than myself, and feel as though
they will topple over as my father and I amble past.

“Mr. Bins,” Ewen mutters, his voice
breathy, heavy. “And who is this, your father I presume? Mr. Bins
Sr.”

Six feet of desk separate
us.

I nod, then decide against sticking my
hand out.

My father extends his hand and says,
“Richard Bins.”

Ewen lifts a feeble arm and takes my
father’s hand. “And I am Sidney,” he says.

A blur of orange bounds onto his lap,
then once more onto the desk.

“And this is Peaches.”

Peaches is an orange tabby.

A big, orange tabby.

The Queen Latifah of
tabbies.

She flops down onto the desk, then
settles in, her head sinking into the many folds of her neck and
back.

My dad reaches out his hand and
strokes her long fur. She purrs in delight.

“I know our time is limited,” Sidney
says with a curt nod. “So, if it pleases you, we will do away with
tireless pleasantries.”

I look down at my cell.

3:11 a.m.

I’m set to ask my first question, when
Maggie enters with two glasses of brown liquid on a tray. She hands
one to my father, then sets one down next to Mr. Ewen.

She leaves without uttering a
word.

Both Ewen and my father take small
sips, then exhale a satisfying breath. “The nectar of the gods,”
Ewen says with what amounts to a grin of his cragged lips. “Perhaps
what I will miss most.”

Something tells me Sidney Ewen didn’t
have many days left on this earth. Perhaps, that is why he agreed
to see me. To rid himself of the mountainous guilt weighing so
heavily on his stoop.

“Small batch?” my father
inquires.

“Indeed,” Ewen says, taking another
sip. He spends the next minute telling my father about an old
acquaintance’s distillery in northeastern Scotland and the “peat”
that grows there.

My dad offers me the glass and I take
a sip.

It is marvelous, but all I can think
about is how I have two less minutes, two less questions I can
ask.

“But we did not come here to talk of
scotch,” Ewen says, moving his eyes from my father to me. “Let us
begin.”

“Where did you meet my mother?” I
ask.

He takes a deep breath.

“I met Elena when she was twenty-three
years old, when she was at Camp Perry, or what many people call
‘The Farm.’ This would be 1970 or ‘71. Each year, I would give a
lecture to the new recruits on the latest breakthroughs in enhanced
interrogation.”

“Torture,” I say.

“Yes, torture.”

“And at this time you were heading up
MK-Ultra?”

“I was. I’d been appointed by my dear
friend Allen a decade earlier, but by 1971 the Senate was breathing
fire down our necks. Two years later and Allen would officially
pull the plug on the program.”

“You talk about the
program as if you were
building houses for refugees in Haiti and not experimenting on
unwilling American citizens in various forms of behavior
modification.”

“I understand you think me a monster,
and I have neither the energy nor the time on this earth to argue
otherwise. I did what I did.”

He didn’t say this with indignation.
He did, however; say it without the slightest air of remorse. To
him, the people he experimented on were a casualty of war, no
different than a man in the trenches.

Only the man in the trenches has a
choice.

I want to scream at him that I was a
casualty of this war.

I take two calming breaths, then say,
“You were giving a lecture in Camp Perry in 1971 . . .”

“Yes, yes. I was speaking, as you
might expect, about some of the findings from the program’s many
projects and Elena, well, let’s just say, she stood out among the
crowd.”

“In what way?”

“Well, as you might know, and your
father can certainly attest, your mother was a beautiful woman. A
rose among thorns. Those eyes.”

Yes, those eyes.

They haunted my dreams.

“But it was not her looks that
intrigued me,” he continues. “It was her insight. I’ll never forget
what she said near the end of my lecture. I was talking about how
fear is your most powerful tool in interrogation when Elena raised
her hand and said that she disagreed. She said your most powerful
tool is hope.”

“Hope?”

“She explained that fear
might cause a prisoner to tell you something, but if you took away
hope — any hope of rescue, any hope of ever seeing their family
again, any hope of the pain abating, any hope of continuing on —
they will tell you everything.”

A chill runs down my arm, the hairs
standing on end.

I glance at my father.

He is rigid.

I think back to my twenty-three hour
nightmare: lying on the sand bank, having not eaten in days, Opik’s
corpse ten feet to my left, Lassie having been swept away to die,
Ingrid and my unborn child never to be seen again.

Helpless.

Hopeless.

I turn back to Sidney and say, “And
this is when you recruited her to run a new program.”

He nods. “The Sleep Control
Program.”

“Why sleep?”

“Over the course of a hundred and
sixty projects on behavior modification, the results from the
projects concerned with sleep modification were the most impactful.
It was well known that sleep deprivation caused prisoners to
physically wear down, to hallucinate, to go crazy, but the results
from both sleep amplification and dream modification testing were
incredible.”

“By dream modification,
you mean nightmares.”

He nods.

 As if reading my thoughts, he says, “How do we do it? Well,
it is far from an exact science. I will give you the short
version.” He takes a sip of his scotch and two deep breaths.
“Creating a nightmare is like trying to create a tornado. You can’t
do it. However, if you have the right conditions, a blanket of warm
moist air near the surface and a layer of cold air above that, and
perhaps some southwesterly winds, then you create an
instability where a
tornado might form. That is precisely what we try to create in the
brain, an instability.

Ewen glances at both of
us to make sure we are still with him, that he isn’t shooting
scientific gibberish three feet over our heads.

My father and I both nod
our understanding.

“We use three compounds,”
Ewen says. “The first, our warm air, suppresses certain
neurotransmitters, serotonin, dopamine, several more; while
enhancing others, mainly melatonin.”

 I was quite familiar with melatonin. In my teens, I had an
operation to remove my pineal gland — a gland located in the center
of the brain — which releases melatonin, the hormone that controls
the sleep-wake cycle. My pineal gland was three times the normal
size and was thought to be the cause of my Henry Bins.

 It was not.

 “The
second compound, our layer of cold air, supercharges the limbic
system, the area of the brain which controls
primitive, raw emotions: fear, hate, anger, love, jealousy—”

“Hope,” my father
utters.

“Yes, and hope.”

“And what is the third compound?” I
ask, ready to move onto the next question in my arsenal, but
somewhat transfixed by the science of it all.

“Ah, the third, our
southwesterly wind. Well, I’m sure you read up enough on the program to
know.”

I nod. “LSD.”

“Correct.”

Right, so my twenty-three day
nightmare was just one big acid trip.

“The rest is up to the host,” Ewen
says. “Their experiences, their memories, their fears.” He glares
at me for a long moment, then asks, “Did your mother do this to
you?”

I nod.

I can see, feel, his mind
doing laps behind his blue eyes. Is he putting himself in my shoes?
Living out a twenty-three hour — twenty-three day — nightmare?

“I can only imagine,” he says under
his breath.

This is when I realize just what a
monster he is. He isn’t sympathetic. He is curious. I can see him
mentally placing electrodes on my body, hooking me to a series of
machines, scribbling in a notebook as he hovers over my trembling
body.

I want to climb across the table and
smash my hand into his bulbous nose.

Instead, I look down at my
cell.

3:26 a.m.

I want to know more about my
nightmares, but I have a limited amount of time. “Keep going,” I
say. “My mother had just started the Sleep Control
Program.”

“Yes, yes,” he says, then turns his
gaze to my father. “Correct me if I’m wrong, you met Elena — well,
I believe she was going by Sally at that point — in
1976.”

My father nods. “That’s correct. I met
her at a coffee shop November of that year.”

“Right, so she had been working on the
Sleep Control Program for going on two — two and a half years. I
was three years into what would prove a decade of Senate hearings,
committee oversight hearings and whatnot, and I had little contact
with Elena and the Sleep Control Program.”

“Who was bankrolling the operation?” I
ask.

“I was.”

“You?”

“Yes. MK-Ultra had an annual budget of
ten million dollars, today's equivalent of right around ninety
million.”

“And you were skimming?”

“I wouldn’t say skimming. More like
stockpiling. A rainy day fund.”

“For when you were eventually shut
down?”

“Correct.”

“And just how much did you
stockpile?”

“Around thirty million.”

Thirty million dollars.
What today would be over a quarter of a billion dollars.

“And you invested this all in the
Sleep Control Program?”

“Heavens, no. The Sleep Control
Program was only one of several black ops I funded after
retirement.”

I wait for him to
elaborate.

He doesn’t.

“So how much did you give
her?”

“Ballpark—five million.”

“And how much did you keep for
yourself?”

I expect him to shake off the
question, to say he was above stealing for his own
gains.

“Enough,” he says.

“Enough to buy a nice house on a big
plot and a couple goats.”

Another cragged grin forms
as he says, “So I take it you met Marshall
and Latimer?”

“We did.”

“They wandered over from a neighboring
farm several years ago and have yet to leave, though I must admit,
they do bring a bit of joy into my static life.”

I don’t care about his stupid goats
and say, “Okay, so my mom is running the show, you are bankrolling
it from behind the scenes. Where do I come in?”

“Well, Elena and I never spoke
face-to-face, but we did pass information back and forth through a
series of different channels. In one letter, your mother told me
she was going to take a step back from the Program.” He nods at my
father and says, “She’d fallen in love and was getting married in
the coming months.”

My father let out a long exhale. “We
were married on June 17th, 1977.”

“Right. Well, I didn’t hear from her
for over a year, then I received a report from her that she and one
of her partners — I never did know the ins and outs of the program,
who exactly your mother was working with — had made a breakthrough
in sleep amplification. In the animals they were testing on — I
believe they were pigs, yes, pigs — they were able to keep them
asleep for exact periods of time. After much trial and error, they
had perfected a compound that kept the pigs asleep for exactly
twenty-three hours a day.”

My chest begins to tighten.

“This wasn’t like giving
someone anesthesia — that would negate what they were trying to
achieve. This was twenty-three hours of regulated dream-sleep.
However, that wasn’t the breakthrough. The breakthrough was the
hour the pigs were awake. They were disoriented, depressed, far
less stable than the other pigs — the pigs being
deprived of sleep. Elena
theorized that if the compound were to be combined with our
nightmare serum in interrogation — thus, giving prisoners
twenty-three hour nightmares, followed by a single hour awake —
they would crack in record time.”

“And did they?” I ask.

Ewen puts up his hand. “You are
getting ahead of yourself. At this point it was just a couple pigs,
the next phase was—”

I finish for him. “—human
trials.”
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“Right,” he says. “Human
trials.”

“So that’s where I come in, after the
pigs? She tested this bullshit out on me.”

Ewen shakes his head. “You have it all
wrong. Elena, your mother, she wasn’t like me — at least back then.
She wouldn’t have dared test something out on an unwilling human,
certainly not a baby. No, Elena tested it on herself.”

My eyebrows jump. “She
what?”

“Your mother was the first
human trial of Compound-23,” he pauses, then adds, “or should I
say, you and your
mother.”

I lean forward in my chair.

“The next letter I received from Elena
came three weeks later. She detailed that the testing of
Compound-23 had been a success. For a week she slept for
twenty-three hours a day, waking only at 3 a.m. then falling asleep
precisely an hour later.” He breathes heavily through his nose,
before adding, “The letter also said that she’d just found out she
was eight weeks pregnant.”
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An invisible fist clamps down on my
chest.

My mother was pregnant with me when
she tested out Compound-23 on herself.

My emotions are a whirlwind. In some
ways, I am relieved. Relieved that my mother hadn’t intentionally
experimented on me. Also, in the back of my mind, I always wondered
where my father was, when and if, my mother was experimenting on
me. Why wasn’t he there to protect me? Well, for one thing, he
didn’t know.

I gaze over at my father.

His eyes are moist.

I reach out and pat his leg
softly.

“You couldn’t have known,” I tell him,
though it doesn’t appear to melt away any of his agony, or perhaps,
anger.

“She must have known,” I
find myself saying. “That first night, when I was only awake for an
hour, she must have known
what she did to me.”

“She did know,” Ewen says. “The next
letter I received from your mother came nearly ten months later.
She detailed your condition. She feared she must have taken the
compound during a vital part of your brain’s formation and it
hardwired a sleep-wake cycle of twenty-three hours.”

“Can it be fixed?” I ask, the question
jumping off my tongue nearly of its own accord.

“I fear there is only one person who
can answer that question.”

I nod.

But if my mom could have fixed me, she
would have, right? Or did she view me as the greatest unintentional
experiment of all time.

“I need to find her,” I tell
him.

I spend the next several minutes
detailing my kidnapping by my mother, my twenty-three day
nightmare, the White Room, and my mother’s request.

“Tortured by your own mother,” Ewen
says, shaking his head. “The Elena I knew would never do such a
thing. She was the ultimate patriot. The Elena I knew would lay
down her life for the country that rescued her from a miserable
existence on the other side of the globe. Everything she did, every
experiment, every interrogation, she did to protect the country she
loved.”

My mother, the ultimate
patriot?

Sure, she came from a life of poverty
in her youth. The divided nation of Yugoslavia was in the midst of
a civil war at the time. Coming to the United States to live with
her uncle must have been a godsend for her.

And I did have a memory of
one July 4th in particular — the only one I remember when my mother
was home — where she took me outside and we ran around the streets
with sparklers. I remember her telling me it was the
most important day of the year.

“If nothing else, your mother loved
this country,” my father mutters.

Something must have happened? What
changed her from a patriot into a monster? Or could they be one and
the same? Could one live without the other? Could the old man
across from me also be deemed a patriot? Could he write off the
killing of innocent Americans for the greater good?

I decide this is too heavy to process
at this moment. I shelve it for later and ask, “You don’t know of
the White Room? Where it might be located?”

“I haven’t spoken to Elena in over a
decade. The last contact I had with her was just after 9/11. She
was obsessed with something called Project Sandman.”

Project
Sandman?

Could this be what was contained on
the flash drive she was searching for?

“What is Project Sandman?”

Ewen’s face tightens. He squints one,
twice, three times. Looks around the room.

“Who are you? Did Reagan send you?” he
shouts.

I glance at my dad. He is as puzzled
as I am.

“Someone over there is tipping off the
Russians, and we need to find this mole before the entire war turns
on its head.”

“Mr. Ewen,” I say softly, realizing I
was witnessing what Maggie briefed my father and I on before we
entered. “Take a deep breath. We are in your study. It’s
2015.”

“Who are you? You tell Reagan that I
will do everything, will use every material we’ve created, to find
the mole.”

“Mr. Ewen,” my father says.
“Sidney!”

Ewen shakes his head back and forth.
Then his eyes open. He looks exhausted, as if he’s aged five years
in thirty seconds.

“Uh, yes, I was saying, I haven’t
spoken to your mother in, uh, in over a decade.”

A loud crash from behind the door
sends Peaches scampering from the table.

“What in the dickens?” Ewen says,
pushing himself up, which is a six-step process.

Another loud crash and the door
opens.

Maggie sticks her head in and screams,
“Oh, heavens, Mr. Ewen, I don’t know how they got
inside.”

“Who?”

“The goats! It must be the
goats!”

Marshall and Latimer.

“I closed the front door,” she huffs.
“I know I did.”

My father and I glance at each
other.

“Shit,” we both say in
unison.

Goats couldn’t open doors.

But Murdock could.

My father and I run into the hallway.
A blur zooms past us and into a room to the right.

A goat.

Another blur zooms past. This one
three times bigger.

Murdock.

On his back, riding him like a cowboy
in the old west, is Lassie.

Oh my fuck.

There is a loud crash.

My father bolts after them, only to
turn on his heel and race in the opposite direction.

I make for a room to the right. A
large family room. One of the goats is standing on the couch,
eating the only remaining cushion.

Me thinks we won’t be invited back to
Ewen Manor any time soon.

I hear a loud hiss and turn just to in
time to see Peaches streaking down the hall. Two feet behind her is
Lassie.

“Leave her alone!” I
scream.

I look down at my cell.

It is 3:50 a.m.

The next five minutes prove futile as
the five: Murdock, Marshall, Latimer, Lassie, and Peaches thrash
from room to room, destroying everything in their path.

Maggie is standing on the table in the
kitchen with a broom, having what I can only describe as a very
intense nervous breakdown.

“Ahhhh,” she moans. “Make it
stop.”

A gunshot erupts.

Standing in the hallway, a smoking
double barrel shotgun pointed at the ceiling, leaning at a
seventy-five degree angle against a thick cane, is Sidney
Ewen.

You could hear a pin drop.

Latimer, still standing on the couch,
lets the foam he’s eating drop from his mouth and stares at the old
man.

He points to the open doorway and
says, “Everybody out.”
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“Where is Lassie?” I ask my dad,
opening the passenger door and flopping into the seat.

It is 3:59 a.m.

I didn’t have a chance to thank Sidney
for his time. He looked in no mood to converse, though I couldn’t
blame him. Murdock and the goats destroyed well over fifty thousand
dollars of his property.

At least he had his Rainy Day
Fund.

“There he is,” my father yells from
just outside the driver’s side window. He opens the door and I
watch as Lassie scampers across the yard and jumps into the
backseat.

He has scratches all over his face and
body, yet he is smiling ear to ear.

“I didn’t know you liked redheads,” I
say, then melt into the seat.
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I wake up in the passenger seat. I
push the lever on the side and bring the seat upright. My body
aches from the two nights spent sleeping at such an odd angle and I
let out a groan. Something is attached to my right arm and I flip
on the overhead light with my left hand. It has been awhile since
I’ve woken up with an IV and I gingerly peel off the tape and slide
the needle and catheter from my forearm. The thin tubing runs to a
drip bag, hanging from the dry-cleaning hook in the back seat, and
is two-thirds empty.

From the amount of pressure on my
bladder, I can only assume there were others before this
one.

For the first twenty years of my life
I slept with an IV each night. For the first decade, my father
would hook me up to the IV while I slept, but at least a couple
times a week I would wake up with heavy bruising on my forearm, a
clear indication my father had a difficult time finding the vein.
For the second decade, I lived with a semi-permanent catheter in my
arm, which I could hook up myself in the final minute before I
would fall asleep.

The pros of having a
saline/electrolyte drip over the course of twenty-three hours were
that I would wake up feeling hydrated and refreshed, and I wouldn’t
need to spend a significant part of my hour awake consuming
fluids.

The cons, or
con, was that what goes
in must come out.

I had a second catheter, one connected
to a far more sensitive part of my body. Luckily my dad would
attach, detach, and empty the contents while I slept, so I never
had to deal with it. The notion of your father attaching a pee-bag
to your penis when you are eight isn’t a big deal. When you are
about thirteen it gets a little creepy. That’s when I started doing
it myself, but it wasn’t the easiest of processes and it always
cost me two or three minutes of my precious sixty minutes a
day.

Over the years, I decreased my IV drip
from two bags to one bag to half a bag, until I finally phased it
out completely. My body adapted to long periods without water and
after some trial and error, I figured out the amount of water I
needed to drink to avoid massive dehydration, yet not piss myself
throughout the night. (I went through a considerable amount of bed
sheets.)

Yesterday, I was so preoccupied with
Ewen, then the goat, dog, and cat tornado, that for the first time
in seventeen years, I failed to drink a single drop of water. The
only liquid I consumed was a sip of my father’s scotch. If my dad
hadn’t hooked me up to the IV — it would have been forty-eight
hours since my last dredges of water — and I would have spent my
entire hour in misery, taking small sips of water and eating
saltines.

And that is the best-case
scenario.

I open the door and push myself out of
the seat.

I’ve never had to pee so badly in my
life. I ponder an attempt to make it to the bathroom, but there’s
no way. It’s coming out. I pull down my pants and waddle over to a
trashcan in the garage.

A minute later, I open the garage door
and make my way into the living room.

My dad is at the kitchen table, once
again Cold Case Detective-ing.

“Thanks for the IV,” I say.

He smiles. “Yeah, after you went to
sleep, I found the cooler I packed for you in the backseat. I
totally spaced that you didn’t touch it. How ya
feeling?”

“Great, awesome actually. I think I
just took the longest piss of my life, though it was in one of the
garbage cans.”

My dad laughs.

“How many drips did you hook up, like
seven?”

“Just two.”

I shrug and ask, “You still got that
cooler you packed for me?”

“No, I fed it to the boys on the way
back.”

“After what they did, you gave them a
treat?”

He shrugs.

“You pushover.”

As if on cue, Lassie rounds the
corner. He stops and stretches, his arms out front, his little butt
high up in the air. Just another day in Lassie Land.

“Dude.”

He gazes up at me.

Meow.

“What do you mean,
what? Do you not
remember what you morons did last night?”

Meow.

“Sorry, doesn’t cut it. Your little
escapade cost me ten minutes of questions that I needed answers to.
Answers I may never get because you guys had to chase around some
stupid goats.”

Meow.

“Oh, you’re
super sorry. That makes
it all better.” I get down on my haunches and reach down to pet
him, then swat him on the top of the head.

I stand up and look at the
clock.

3:06 a.m.

I ask my dad, “Hey, I’m a little
behind schedule, could you whip me up something while I get to
work?”

He jumps up and starts rummaging
around the kitchen. My dad cooks three things well: spaghetti,
grilled cheese, and pancakes.

“Actually, Isabel dropped
some soup by this afternoon,” he says. “It will go great with
my famous grilled
cheese.”

I grab a seat at the kitchen table and
flip open my laptop.

Lassie is facing the kitchen, his back
to me, sitting on his back legs. A tiny little statue. He’s
pouting.

I’d never swatted him
before.

I start to feel guilty.

I walk over and pick him up, turn him
towards me. He is about three feet extended and dangling. He won’t
look at me, his head swiveling so his gaze won’t meet
mine.

“I’m sorry I swatted you.”

Meow.

“I did not
thwack you.”

Meow.

“It did not feel like you were hit by
a baseball bat.”

Meow.

“It also didn’t feel like I dropped a
piano on your head.” I pause, then tell him, “I’m sorry.
Seriously.”

I reach him up and blow on his
stomach. An apology zerbert.

He laughs.

Licks my nose.

Best friends.

I set Lassie down and tell him to go
cuddle up with Murdock and that my dad will bring them both some
grilled cheese in a bit.

The first thing I do is check Facebook
to see if I have a message from Sidney Ewen.

I don’t.

Ewen’s words come rushing
back: I haven’t spoken to Elena in over a
decade. The last contact I had with her was just after 9/11. She
was obsessed with something called Project Sandman.

I Google search, “Project
Sandman.”

There are no hits for “Project
Sandman”, though there are several for “Sandman.”

The first result is a
comic book called The
Sandman. The second is a YouTube video
from a band called Metallica, some song called “Enter Sandman.” The
third is from Wiki for “Sandman.”

I click on the Wiki link and read the
first line:

The Sandman is a mythical
character in central and northern European folklore who brings good
dreams by sprinkling magical sand onto the eyes of people while
they sleep at night.

Sandman.

Sleep.

Sleep Control Program.

I let out an audible huff.

My dad asks over his shoulder from
behind a skillet, “What?”

I tell him.

“I could have told you
that.”

Sometimes I forgot my dad had 400,000
hours’ worth of knowledge rattling around in his brain, a stark
comparison to myself, who had less than 15,000.

“Project Sandman must be something she
was working on for the Sleep Control Program.” My eyebrows jump. “I
bet that is what’s on the flash drive.”

He asks what I think might be on
there.

“I don’t know. A list of names? Of
people they experimented on? Of people they interrogated? A list of
locations?”

The White Room.

“It could be a whole history of the
program.”

It had to be.

But then why would President Sullivan
have it? And why would my mother think he’d given it to
me?

I need more information.

I continue reading the Wiki
article.

The Sandman was a character from a
folktale created in 1841 by Hans Christian Anderson. There were
several instances of the Sandman in popular culture, from movies to
music to books.

I click on the Metallica link and hit
play on the music video.

I turn up the volume and my dad starts
bobbing along. Soon he is singing the lyrics along with the
song.

 


Say your prayers, little
one

Don't forget, my
son

To include
everyone

 


Tuck you in, warm
within

Keep you free from
sin

Till the Sandman he
comes

 


Sleep with one eye
open

Gripping your pillow
tight

 


Exit: light

Enter: night

Take my hand

We're off to Never Never
Land

 


Something's wrong, shut
the light

Heavy thoughts
tonight

And they aren't of Snow
White

 


Dreams of war, dreams of
liars

Dreams of dragon's
fire

And of things that will
bite

 


Sleep with one eye
open

Gripping your pillow
tight

 


Chills run down my arm.

I stop the song.

“Hey,” my dad yells over his shoulder.
“I love that song. It was your—” He stops and turns. His face is
ashen.

“That song,” he says. “It was your
mother’s favorite.”
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I spend the next ten minutes scanning
a couple more of the “Sandman” search results. My dad brings me two
grilled cheeses (cut diagonal and separated by a gooey bridge of
cheddar and Monterey jack) and a bowl of Isabel’s sensational
chicken tortilla soup and I dip and eat while I read.

My father delivers a similar feast to
Dee and Dum and I hear Murdock gulp his down in two bites at which
point I imagine he hovers over Lassie — who will savor each bite —
and wait for possible leftovers.

At 3:35 a.m., I slip on my
Asics.

I spend the next twenty minutes
pounding the pavement, trying to imagine a scenario where President
Sullivan somehow acquired a flash drive containing the known
history of the Sleep Control Program. Every experiment, every
compound, every person who ever passed through, every location,
every last crumb.

I had so many questions: how did
Sullivan stumble across the intel? And if he did, why would he ever
give it to me? Why would my mom suspect he’d given it to me? And
why did she want it so badly?

Obviously, she was still involved in
the Sleep Control Program. Was she afraid if the contents of the
flash drive became public knowledge the Sleep Control Program would
go the way of the dinosaur, smallpox, and MK-Ultra?

I couldn’t get the pieces
to fall into place. Sullivan was all about transparency in the
government. He’d gone on a crusade to find and close the illegal
black sites the CIA was running on American soil. When he
accomplished that feat — with the help of moi — he crucified the then director
of the CIA. Sullivan saw to it personally LeHigh spent the better
part of the next decade in Leavenworth. If Sullivan somehow learned
of the existence of another CIA clandestine black op, he would have
put a stop to it immediately and my mom would be in the cell right
next to LeHigh’s.

The biggest mystery of course:
me.

Why me?

Where did I come into play?

Sure, the President and I
had become if not friends, then friendly, but why would he ever
choose to give me something — not just something, a flash drive — and
moreover, why would my mother suspect this?

And according to Sullivan himself, he
didn’t give me anything.

Nothing fit.

When I finish the three-mile loop, it
is 3:55 a.m. I can barely feel the miles in my legs, but my brain
feels like it just ran a marathon.

My dad is sitting at the table eating
his own grilled cheese when I enter, fueling up for another long
night of detective work.

“Thanks for the grilled cheese,” I
say, giving his shoulders a quick rub. “Don’t stay up too
late.”

“I won’t,” he says, then adds, “Drink
a couple glasses of water before bed.”
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My dad is asleep at the table when I
walk into the kitchen. His face is on a yellow notepad. I tap him
on the shoulder and he stirs. I help him to his bed and tuck him in
next to a snoring Murdock and Lassie.

Back in the kitchen, I grab a pre-made
Cobb salad and a smoothie and sit down to my computer. Even with
twenty-three hours of sleep, my brain still feels
fatigued.

I flip open the laptop, then close
it.

I reach across the table
and grab my dad’s yellow legal pad, wondering if he’s made any
progress. The pad is filled with my father’s indecipherable
gibberish. Nearly six pages of notes, Venn diagrams, bulleted
lists. I don’t know why he uses a legal pad when he didn’t use the
lines; some notes are written vertically, some diagonally. It is
chaos. I try to read a couple of sentences, but it is useless. The
only thing I can make out is the small horses that fill the corners
of each page. (Horses were my dad’s doodle of choice. The same small
inch-high horse. Wispy mane, long tail. Each one a carbon copy of
the previous.)

I set the legal pad down and drag the
closest pile of papers over. To my father’s credit, he’d kept the
papers organized and nearly free of coffee stains.

The pages are from Jennifer’s
journal.

I pick up the top page. It is eight
inches high by five inches wide, the exact size I remember from the
journal my father bought me in my teens. (I gave up writing after
four entries. I enjoyed putting my thoughts down on paper, but it
seemed I was just getting started when my hour would be
over.)

I guzzle down half the protein shake,
then begin reading.
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Bob bought me this killer
camera for my sixteenth birthday. Nikon. Zoom lens. And a red
carry-case. He thinks I like red. I don’t have the heart to tell
him that I like green now.

He said we could paint my
bedroom red if I wanted to.

Yeah, Bob, because I’m a
serial killer.

No, I want to paint it SEA
FOAM GREEN. Or maybe Apple Jolly Rancher. Ha, that would
rock!

Anyhow, starting next week
I have to split time between Bob’s new house and THE
BITCH’S.

Bob said that he was lucky
that my mom agreed to split custody of me and Markus, because if
she wanted to, she probably could have gotten full-custody, him
being our step-dad and all.

I told him that I would
testify. HE should get full custody. She is the one who committed
ADULTERY.

I wrote that on her
bathroom mirror last time I was there with a bar of
soap.

HAHAHAHAHA.

Bob asked me to do it (not
write Adultery on her wall . . . but to split time with my mom.) If
not for me, then for Markus. So I’m gonna bite the bullet for them.
Sunday through Wednesday.

Why does she get four
days????

DO IT FOR
MARKUS.

DO IT FOR
MARKUS.

DO IT FOR
MARKUS.

Back to the camera. It is
AMAZING. Bob bought like twenty rolls of film for me and I’ve
already gone through seven. I dropped the first three rolls off to
get developed two days ago and Bob said he would swing by and see
if they are ready after he got off work.

I can’t wait to see them.
I took like thirty pictures of this spider web in the park. I was
experimenting with the shutter speed and the lighting and I wrote
down what I did with each shot, so when I look at them I should
learn a lot about what I did right.

Man, I’m
smart!!

Oh, and I took like
fifteen pictures of Megan and Derrick. She wants to give him a
framed picture of them for their two-month anniversary.

They are going to go see
some stupid movie called Indiana Jones and the Temple of
Doom.

She’s SOOOOOO into movies
now that she’s dating Senior Dorko.

They are going on Friday
and Megan said if I can find a date, I should go with
them.

Right.

Though I did see Brian
Truman like totally checking out my tits the other day.

THE GIRLS ARE COMING
IN!!! (Hahahaha, like Paul
Revere!)

But he’s a freshman. I
can’t go out with a freshman. That’s like illegal or
something.

Anyhow, I’m gonna go take
some more pics.

…

HOLY MOLY. You will not
believe this. I totally caught some dude having an
affair.

So Sunday, Bob drops me
off at my mom’s, sorry, THE BITCH’S.

She is like super nice.
Has lunch all ready for us and wants to go the amusement
park.

Um, what????

I’m sixteen, not
twelve.

She said that since she
didn’t get to see me on my birthday, that this could be my birthday
present.

Um, what about the Range
Rover you wanted to buy me? To shut me up. To not tell Bob that you
were FUCKING some dude from your office.

Was that offer off the
table??

I wasn’t getting a Range
Rover. I wasn’t even getting a little white Honda Civic like half
the girls at my school. And because of the divorce, mom was
pinching pennies. She said maybe in a year.

But I guess Six Flags is
just as good.

I didn’t want to go, but
Markus was SUPER pumped and he was just starting to not hate
me.

Six Flags was ACTUALLY
kind of fun. I ACTUALLY forgot that I hate my mom for about three
hours. And Markus had a blast. I’ve like, never seen him so happy
in his whole life. The only thing that would have made it better is
Bob trying to squish his gut into the roller coaster.

Maybe me and Markus and
Bob can come back.

Whatever, that’s not why I
had to like freaking run up here and grab this fricking
journal.

So, everything is going
great until me and Markus get off one of the roller coasters and
are looking for my mom and we see her talking to like a group of
three guys that are SERIOUSLY twenty years younger than
her.

Like, closer to my age
than hers.

I got SOOOOO
pissed.

The whole drive home, my
mom keeps asking me what’s wrong. Uh, you like just got divorced,
like aren’t even legally divorced and you are throwing yourself at
some freaking TEENAGERS.

I made her drop me off
near the Capital. Told her I’d be home in a couple hours. I needed
to vent.

Luckily, I had Nicky,
that’s what I call my new camera with me.

NIKON = NICKY.

There was this killer
fountain in front of this office building and I was shooting
it.

THAT’S WHEN I SAW
THEM.

This guy walks out of the
office. Looks over his shoulder a bunch of times, then meets up
with this chick.

They were right behind the
fountain and I zoomed in on them. The guy totally had a wedding
ring on and the chick totally DIDN’T.

They started walking and I
followed them. My heart was freaking pounding. It was like being on
a rollercoaster times a million.

They walk up like three
blocks to a MOTEL. I used up like half a roll taking shots of them
walking up the stairs. They couldn’t take their eyes off each
other. They came out an hour later and I took another half a
roll.

I thought maybe the guy
saw me and I totally tried to play it cool. Just a girl taking a
walk. I waited for him to run after me, but he didn’t. He was too
busy like still grabbing the chick’s ass and stuff.

I ran to the pharmacy and
dropped off the film. Paid like triple for them to do a rush
job.

All I could think about
for two days was the pictures. What was I gonna do with
them?

They weren’t ready until
Thursday, RUSH JOB, MY ASS, and I took them back to Bob’s. The
pictures were fricking great. This MARRIED dude and this chick
totally going at it on the steps of a scummy motel.

Megan came over and I
showed her.

She FREAKED.

She asked me what I was
gonna do with them.

What do you
think?

I’m gonna BLACKMAIL
him.
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I set the pages down. I could
perfectly see what happens next. She goes up to the guy the next
day, shows him the pics, tells him to give her two hundred bucks,
then follows him to an ATM where he pays her. It is too
easy.

I pick up the pile and rifle through
thirty pages or so. Some of them appear to be journal entries, more
about Bob, Megan, Markus, THE BITCH; however, most are descriptions
of the people she blackmailed. She never uses names. She nicknames
them after streets intersections — 3rd and Mass, or K and Juniper,
or 5th and Penn — purportedly where she spotted them, or perhaps
even photographed them.

One of these people killed
her.

It could have been 1st and Macon, or R
and Mathis, or Lexington and Race.

Someone either didn’t trust her to not
show the pictures to their spouse or caught her in the
act.

But who?

I suppose if they knew that, then it
wouldn’t be a cold case.

I set the journal pages down and reach
across the table and grab a large blue binder. The investigation
report.

The men investigating the death of
Jennifer Nubers were Washington D.C. homicide detectives Albert
Johnson and Devin Cornish.

The report was done on a typewriter.
More than twenty pages long. There are several pictures of the
crime scene, which I decide are images I have no intention of
looking at. I open the three-ring binder and find the investigative
report.

It is 3:27 a.m.
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Homicide detectives Johnson and
Cornish met with Bob Gillis, Jennifer Nubers’ step-dad, on January
13, 1985. He was the one to call her in missing forty-eight hours
earlier.

When the two detectives told him
Jennifer’s body was found in a park on the west side of town, that
she had been murdered, the man fell to the floor. Cornish attempted
to help the man up, but he was of considerable height and girth —
6’1”, easily 210 lbs. — and it took both detectives to raise
him.

Johnson, the senior detective by more
than seven years, had alerted more than fifty families to the
murder of a loved one, and he immediately eliminated Gillis as a
suspect in his stepdaughter’s death.

The man continued to rack in sobs as
they asked him questions about Jennifer: Who was she friends with?
Was she dating anybody? Did she have any known enemies?

The only intelligible and perhaps
audible answer he gave was the name, Megan.

Megan Nubers was Jennifer’s best
friend and cousin. She was a year ahead, a junior, at Theodore
Roosevelt High School.

The detective’s next stop was
Jennifer’s mother’s house, which was in the same Columbia Heights
neighborhood. Marie Nubers was far less emotional than Gillis, whom
she was in the process of divorcing, but Johnson had a hard time
believing the woman was capable of killing her sixteen-year-old
daughter. Though, of course, he’d seen far more sinister things in
his days.

She did admit freely her relationship
with her daughter was strained, that she had an affair, and her
daughter probably hated her.

Possible motive for the daughter to
hit the mother in the back of the head with a blunt object, but
hardly the other side of the coin.

Markus, Jennifer’s ten-year-old
brother, was staying at friend’s house during the interview. Both
Johnson and Cornish were thankful for this, both of whom had two
younger sisters and who agreed it was the sibling’s reactions that
were often the hardest to watch.

When the two detectives entered the
home of Megan Nubers, she was joined by her parents Ray and Joan.
She was sandwiched between them on a blue couch.

The two detectives asked a few
questions for Jennifer’s aunt and uncle.

Johnson asked, “So Ray, you are
brothers with Marie’s first husband, John?”

“Correct.”

“And what happened to him?”

“He died in a fishing accident when
Jennifer was four. She doesn’t remember much of him.”

“And he was good dad?”

“As far as I know. I was working in
Ohio at the time and I didn’t see him all that much during that
period. Part of the reason we moved back was to help Marie out with
the kids after he died.”

“And John’s death, nothing
suspicious?”

“No, freak accident with a marlin.
Pulled it on board, thing harpooned him in the neck, bled out
before they could get the boat back to shore.”

Cornish, an avid fisherman himself,
couldn’t help but fight down a smile.

Johnson, attempting to cover for the
snicker emanating from his partner’s throat, turned his gaze to
Megan.

“When is the last time you saw
Jennifer?”

Megan’s voice cracked as
she told the detectives the last time she saw her cousin was 3:30
p.m. on Wednesday, January 10th [1985].

“Does she have any other good friends?
Or a boyfriend?”

“Not really. She pretty much just
hangs out with me and my boyfriend Derrick. Just last weekend all
three of us went to the movies on both Friday and Saturday
night.”

“Really, what did you guys
see?”

“On Friday we saw
Dune and on Saturday we
saw Beverly Hills Cop.”

“How was that one? Eddie Murphy,
right?”

“It was good. Funny,” she said with a
forced smile.

“And Jennifer, you guys didn’t mind
her being a third wheel?” Cornish asked, finally
composed.

“No, not at all.”

“And this Derrick, he’s a good guy, he
would never want to hurt her?”

“No, never. It wasn’t him. It was one
of the guy’s she was blackmailing.”

Both detectives and both her parents’
eyebrows scrunched together in near unison.

“Blackmailing?” her father asked,
beating both detectives to the punch. “What do you mean,
blackmailing?”

Megan took a deep breath and told
them.

Told them everything.
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“Why didn’t you idiots just read the
journal?” I ask out loud, though I’m sure at some point they would
have. Possibly they had to turn the pages over to evidence to look
for fingerprints before they read them over. Or maybe the pages
were found far from where Jennifer’s body was found and only later
were they connected to her.

I flip forward a half-dozen
pages.

It is 3:46 a.m.
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Of the more than twenty-five people
Jennifer Nubers blackmailed over a ten-month span, detectives
Johnson and Cornish were only able to track down three.

3rd and F

22nd and New
Hampshire

And 2nd and Mas.

And this only because there were banks
located on these exact street corners. Using Jennifer’s
descriptions of the men from her journal and the intersections,
they were able to use the banks security tapes to locate the
gentlemen. It would have been nearly impossible to look through a
year’s worth of tapes but luckily, in all three circumstances,
Jennifer mentioned which movie Megan and her boyfriend (or all
three of them) saw and the detectives could narrow the timeline to
a couple weeks.

In all three cases, the men — Jack
Newborn, Chase Wingleberry, and Montel Hermann — admitted to being
blackmailed by Jennifer Nubers.

Both Jack Newborn and
Montel Hermann said that they paid her two-hundred and fifty
dollars after she showed them pictures of them having affairs (in
Newborn’s case, with another man), then never heard from her again.
Wingleberry, perhaps the scummiest of the three, took money out of
the ATM, then decided not to pay her. He said, quote,
I didn’t give that little bitch a dime. My wife
knows I fuck around. I told her to go right on and tell her. Shit,
she’d probably love the pictures of me and the redhead.

Newborn, an account executive at JP
Morgan and Sons, a father of four, with perhaps the most to lose
and therefore the biggest motive, was in London on business when
Jennifer was murdered.

Hermann too, was on business, in
Seattle.

Both men’s trips were
corroborated.

Wingleberry’s alibi was
his wife. Though when they interviewed her, she said she was NOT
okay with her husband quote fucking
around, but that he was with her the night
of Jennifer’s disappearance.

Johnson and Cornish knew the wife was
lying.

It took her coming down to the
precinct three times before she cracked. Before she admitted Chase
wasn’t with her that night. That he never came home. That he was
gone for two days. The exact two days that Jennifer Nubers’ was
missing.

She said her husband was acting odd.
That when she asked where he’d been those nights, he said he was at
his parents. But she knew for certain he wasn’t there; she’d talked
to his mother just the night before, called her to ask for her
oatmeal and raisin cookie recipe.

They put out an arrest warrant for
Chase Wingleberry, picking him up at the lumberyard where he
worked.

After nearly twelve hours of straight
questioning, Chase Wingleberry admitted, “Yeah, I killed that
bitch. A week after she tried to blackmail me, I saw her with her
camera walking down the street and I grabbed her and threw her in
my truck. Fucked her silly for two days at a motel, then blasted
her with a lamp and tossed her out in that park.”

On January 27th, 1985, Chase
Wingleberry was arrested for the murder of Jennifer
Nubers.

His wife posted bail a couple days
later, using the lien on their house for collateral for the two
hundred thousand dollar bond.

That night, she shot him. Then she
shot herself.
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“What the hell?” I say, setting the
report down on the table.

So this woman posts her husband’s
bail, then kills him, then kills herself.

That was curious, but not why I am so
confused.

Ingrid said this was a cold
case.

It wasn’t.

It was a
closed case.

Then why was she working
it?


:10

 


“When you were driving Ingrid to the
airport, did she tell you they arrested the guy who killed
Jennifer?”

My dad is perched up against the back
of the bed with his cell phone in his hand — no doubt playing Candy
Crush.

It is 3:03 a.m.

He nods. “Yeah, but she said the
powers-that-be think the guy gave a false confession. I guess they
were going at him for like twelve hours. You can’t get away with
stuff like that nowadays.”

“But the guy admits to seeing her,
throwing her in his car, taking her to a motel, having his way with
her for two days, then hitting her with a lamp.”

“You didn’t pick up the other binder,
did you?”

I shake my head.

“That one has all the forensic stuff
in it. Nothing matches. For one, they found no evidence of sexual
intercourse, said she was still a virgin, still had her cherry.
They didn’t find any trace of her in the guy’s car. Not that back
then they did much DNA testing or whatever, but they didn’t find
any hairs or clothes or anything. Checked all the motels, hotels in
the area, no one recognized seeing the guy.”

I nod along.

Then why confess?

I try to imagine twelve hours sitting
in an interrogation room, two detectives asking me the same
question over and over and over again.

I suppose in some way, it wasn’t that
much different than what my mother did to me, to all her prisoners.
Of course, the detectives couldn’t use “enhanced interrogation”
techniques, though I’m sure they got away with plenty more back
then than they do now. Who knows? Maybe they beat him with phone
books, slapped him around, made him pee himself.

If my mother had put me through
another nightmare, another twenty-three days of hopelessness, there
is no doubt I would have admitted to having the flash drive. That
yes, the President did give it to me. I would have said anything to
make it stop.

Maybe that’s how Chase Wingleberry
felt.

He just wanted it to stop.

“Why aren’t you out there working the
case?” I ask him.

He tilts his head to the side. I’d
seen the tilt before. After I asked him how the workout regimen was
going, or how the two-thousand-piece puzzle of white doves was
coming, or how the new fence in the backyard was coming.

“I, uh, well.”

“You gave up.”

“Well, you said it yourself, it’s a
closed case.”

“And you just said it yourself, the
guy didn’t do it.”

He lets out a long exhale. I know he’s
done. His new hobby had lost its magic. He’d find something new in
a couple days.

I shut the door and go into the
kitchen.

Lassie and Murdock are asleep on the
linoleum floor, where they come when it’s sweltering, like it is
this evening.

“You boys trying to cool off,” I say,
then open up the freezer and put a lime popsicle next to each of
them.

“Do not eat the stick this time” I say
to Murdock, rubbing his huge head.

He promises not to eat the stick then
eats the stick.

I spend the first part of my day
sending Ingrid an email, telling her how much I miss her and that I
can’t wait for her to get back. It’s only a couple paragraphs, but
it takes me ten minutes to perfect.

I send it at 3:13 a.m.

I gaze over the top of my laptop at
the stack of Jennifer’s journal. The pages are riveting reading and
I want to spend the next hour drinking scotch and soaking up her
sixteen-year-old wit.

I can’t.

Thinking about Chase Wingleberry
falsely confessing to killing young Jennifer kept bringing me back
to that table in the White Room.

I need to find it.

To find her.

To find that stupid flash
drive.

But how?

I am at a crossroads. I tried to get
back in touch with Sidney Ewen, hoping he might send me some of the
letters my mother sent him, but he’d yet to reply to my
messages.

He was probably too busy shopping for
a new couch, and chairs, and carpet, and a China cabinet, and
whatever else Team Rampage destroyed.

What I need is to find out who my mom
was working with. Ewen mentioned she had partners. Maybe if I could
track them down, they could give me some direction.

There is a loud thud against the front
door.

Murdock and Lassie jump up and run to
the door and start barking their heads off, or in Lassie’s case,
making some weird almost burping noise.

“STOP BARKING,” I scream.

They don’t.

“It’s the fricking newspaper, you hear
it every morning.”

I open the door and the two idiots
retreat.

Good to know.

I lean down and grab the
paper.

I slip the
Washington Post from its
clear sleeve, remarking at how much smaller the paper is than it
was when I lived with my father over a decade earlier.

I am walking the paper to my father’s
room to toss it on his bed when I stop.

The newspaper.

The ones my mom used to stuff her
boots.

They were two different
copies of the Washington
Post. The article from the 1980 edition
about the CIA and MK-Ultra was so captivating, I didn’t even look
at the paper from 1984. If I remember correctly, it was from
January of that year, which was still a year before my mother would
pack up her stuff. She must have been holding onto the second paper
for a reason as well.

I run into the kitchen and grab a
flashlight.

Lassie paws at my leg.

Meow.

“I’m going back into the
shed.”

Meow.

I laugh. “Yeah, maybe she did break up
with her boyfriend.”

I ask Murdock if he wants to come, but
he is at peace sprawled out on the cool linoleum.

I pick Lassie up, slide the glass door
open, and make my way to the shed.
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I’m not sure why I stuffed
the Washington Post pages from 1984 back in the boots.

I pull out the crumpled balls of paper
and sit on the dusty floor of the shed, leaning against the soft
wood.

Lassie and the bunny who lives in the
shed are busy discussing something in the far back corner, perhaps,
her relationship status on Facebook.

I set the flashlight between my legs
and begin scanning the pages of the newspaper, this copy dated,
January 9, 1984.

It was a Monday, and the
headline on the front page is: Redskins
Super Bowl Bound!

Apparently the Redskins beat the
49ers, 24-21, staving off a huge comeback by the 49ers in the
fourth quarter.

My dad was a huge Redskins fan, maybe
he was the one who kept the paper. Or was my mother a Redskins fan
as well? I thought I recalled my father telling me she hated
American football. That like many European born, she thought soccer
was far better.

I unfold a second page. There is an
article titled, “Move to Stamp Out Corruption,” which peaks my
interest. It details how Nigeria’s new military government arrested
more than 200 individuals in an attempt to stamp out official
corruption.

I move on.

I unfold several more pages, but
nothing jumps out.

I’m about to give up when I find one
last piece of newspaper tucked in the toe of one of the
boots.

I pull it out.

Uncrumple it.

It is from page three.

The article is titled, “POW Escapes
from Russian War Camp.”

Immediately, I know the article is the
reason my mom kept the paper.

A CIA operative teaching Mujahedeen
interrogation tactics during the Soviet-Afghan War disappeared
without a trace on April 13, 1981. He was thought dead. On January
5, 1984, he showed up at the American embassy in Iran. He’d been
held captive in a Soviet prison camp for the past two and a half
years and had escaped.

The CIA did not disclose the captive’s
name, but I knew who the man was.

He was my mother’s research
partner.
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Back inside, I flip open my mother’s
file.

I want to make sure I have the dates
right.

I do.

My mom went to Afghanistan on April
15, 1981, two days after the CIA operative disappeared. She stayed
there for several weeks before returning in early May.

This couldn’t have been a
coincidence.

Just as my mom went to Honduras a few
years later to teach their militia interrogation techniques, this
guy did the same with the Mujahedeen, who are the Afghani militants
battling the Soviets.

My mother didn’t go — as she had a
small boy (I was three at the time) — but more likely she stayed
behind to continue her work on the Sleep Control Program. When her
partner disappeared, she jumped on the first plane to Afghanistan
to assist in the search and perhaps put her interrogation skills to
good use with the Mujahedeen’s captured Soviets.

I flip open my laptop.

My gut instinct, the same gut instinct
which told me which stocks to buy and sell, the same one that made
me millions of dollars over the course of the past decade, was
telling me this guy was her research partner at the Sleep Control
Program.

I need to find him.

They might not have
disclosed his name in the Washington
Post then, but certainly over thirty years
later, his name had surfaced.

I Google search, “Escaped American POW
from Soviet Prison Camp 1984.”

The name was disclosed.

The CIA operative was named David
Sullivan.

The President’s father.
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I was looking for a connection from my
mom to President Sullivan and here it was. My mother’s research
partner at the Sleep Control Program was Conner Sullivan’s
father.

I let out a long exhale.

The pieces of the puzzle were starting
to fall into place.

I do an internet search on David
Sullivan and click on one of the images. I expected him to be
extremely tall like his son, but evidently Conner Sullivan got that
from his mother’s side. David Sullivan is closer to my size. He has
gray-blue eyes not unlike my own. The President has similar eyes
and that isn’t where the similarities with his father end. Both
have the same wavy brown hair and square jaw.

I click on his bio and read
it.

He was born in San Francisco in 1938.
He attended Cal Tech — the same University as Sidney Ewen —
graduating with a degree in chemistry. He was recruited into the
CIA in 1950, working in the Technical Services Staff, the same area
where Sidney Ewen got his start.

I remember back to what Sidney said,
“I didn’t know the ins and outs of the program. I had no idea who
your mom was working with.”

My ass.

David Sullivan married wife Angela in
1959. Three years later, they would have their only
child.

Conner Sullivan.

The future President of the United
States of America.

In 1980, David Sullivan went to
Afghanistan to teach interrogation techniques to the
Mujahedeen.

He disappeared on April 13,
1981.

He escaped three years
later.

Back in the U.S., he was considered a
national war hero and decided he wanted to run for public office.
He entered the Virginia Senate race and won a seat that November in
a landslide, a seat he would hold for almost two
decades.

In September of 2001,
David Sullivan and his wife were visiting New York on business
before heading to the Hamptons for their annual fall getaway. The
couple was eating breakfast at Windows on the World, a restaurant
located on the 107th
floor of the North Tower of the World Trade
Center when a plane flew into the building, killing the couple and
sixty-nine other patrons.

“Shit,” I say out loud.

I didn’t know there was a restaurant
in the World Trade Center. All those people sitting down for
breakfast. All those morning meetings over coffee and a
scone.

All of them dead.

And Conner Sullivan’s parents were two
of them.

My dad walks around the
corner.

I suppose I look somewhat perplexed
and he asks, “You okay?”

“Did you know President Sullivan’s
parents were killed in 9/11?”

He nods. “Of course. The
President was a city councilman at the time and he used — well,
didn’t use,
that’s probably the wrong word — let’s just say his parents’ deaths
definitely put him in the spotlight, even more so than as a
Senator’s son, and that was probably part of the reason he was
elected governor the following year.”

“I don’t know how I could have missed
that when I read his bio.”

To my credit, when I saw Sullivan
leave the house across the street a year earlier, having thought
him responsible for Jessie Kallomatix’s murder, I looked him up on
Wikipedia. I only spent a couple minutes scanning the article, more
concerned with his picture matching the face I saw under the
streetlight.

My dad reaches into the refrigerator
and pulls out a half gallon of milk. “So I was thinking about what
you said,” he says. “About my giving up all the time, and you know
what, I’m gonna see this Jennifer Nubers thing through.”

“Good for you,” I say, mechanically,
though my thoughts are centered on David Sullivan and the fact he’s
dead. That I’ll never be able to question him about my
mom.

I look at the clock in the lower right
corner of the computer.

3:56 a.m.

Where did my hour go?

There is a scraping noise and I
turn.

In my haste to get back inside, I
forgot about Lassie.

I slide open the glass door and Lassie
saunters through.

“So,” I ask. “What is your furry
friend’s relationship status?”

Meow.

I find myself let out a long needed
laugh.

It’s
complicated.
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A Beautiful
Mind.

That’s the only way I can describe
it.

The scene when Jennifer Connelly walks
into Russell Crowe’s office and sees all the papers stuck to the
wall connected by a thousand pieces of string. That’s what the long
wall opposite the kitchen table looks like when I walk
in.

“Uh, excuse me,” I say to my dad who
is tacking another piece of paper to the wall.

He turns.

His face is flush, in excitement or
shame, I’m not sure.

“What in the world?” I ask.

“I know,” he says with a big smile.
“Isn’t it great?”

Not exactly the word I had in
mind.

More like
crazy.

“How long have you been at
this?”

“Since I last saw you.”

“You haven’t slept?”

“No,” he says, picking up a big mug
and taking a drink.

“How many cups of coffee have you
had?”

“Way, way too many,” he says wiping a
hairy forearm across his mouth. “But, I have to keep going. I made
a couple big discoveries.”

He ushers me to sit.

 

I tell him to give me a couple minutes
and I grab one of Isabel’s pre-made burritos and toss it in the
microwave. I do push-ups and sit-ups for the minute and a half it
heats — the only exercise I expect to get — then join my dad at the
table.

“You ready for this?” he asks, his
entire body shaking like a hummingbird.

“Yep.”

“How long do I get?”

I think this over. I was at a dead end
with the search for my mother and the flash drive. Sidney Ewen
wasn’t returning my messages and David Sullivan was dead. I didn’t
have any other avenues at the moment that I could
pursue.

“I’ll let you know when to
stop.”

“Okay,” he says, with a wide smile.
“So, like I told you before, the detectives had the timeline all
wrong. I don’t know who put the journal back together, but he sure
as shit didn’t see any movies in 1984.”

I nod.

“So, I figure there are
three theories to who killed her. It was either someone she
already blackmailed or
it was someone she was currently
blackmailing or it was someone she was
planning to blackmail.
You follow?”

I have a huge bite of burrito in my
mouth and nod.

“I have a hard time believing that
someone who she already blackmailed would kill her. I mean, she was
this young girl — she was charging such small sums and she never
went back to the well — and she said — and even that idiot Chase
verified — that if they didn’t pay her, she gave them the photos
anyway.”

“I don’t know, I can see someone
getting extremely pissed off they were being
blackmailed.”

“Yeah, maybe, but according to her
journal, it sounds like most of them were pretty okay with it. Two
hundred bucks and they are scared straight for the rest of their
lives. Hell, Jennifer Nubers was probably responsible for repairing
more marriages than Viagra.”

I chuckle.

“And, I figure if one of these guys
killed her, he would just do it, he wouldn’t keep her for two
days.”

I see where my dad was going with his
logic. I say, “And there were no signs of sexual abuse, so they
weren’t keeping her all that time for that.”

“I think they were interrogating
her.”

“Looking for whatever pictures she
took.”

“Right.”

“Why wouldn’t she just give them up? I
mean, why would she care? They were just people having
affairs.”

“Yes, but what if this time it wasn’t
an affair? What if she stumbled on some people who were into
something worse?”

“Did you read the whole journal?” I
ask. “Does she mention something like that? Like drugs, or guns, or
the mafia or something?”

“No, but lots of the journal pages are
unaccounted for. The ending of some entries. The beginnings.
Sometimes it’s just the middle pages. They either blew away or
someone took them.”

“So, the journal entry we’re looking
for might not even be in that pile?”

“Right.”

“That’s disheartening.”

“Well, we have to work with what we
have and hope we get lucky.”

“Which is why you’ve
recreated the wall from A Beautiful
Mind.”

“Yeah,” he laughs. “Please don’t
commit me.”

“No promises.”

He laughs again, then says, “It is
fitting you would mention movies, seeing as how that is how I was
able to piece the journal together chronologically. The way I
figure it, the last few entries are the ones Jennifer hadn’t dealt
with yet. The ones she hadn’t closed the books on.”

I look at the journal pages
thumbtacked to the walls of the kitchen. They are in stacks — three
pages, two pages, four pages — arranged by entry. There looks to be
around forty.

“How many entries?”

“Around eighty, but these are the only
ones that detail the people she was blackmailing.”

“And the strings?”

“I connected the entries to any other
entry she mentions. So, for instance in the third entry, a guy she
calls ‘4th and Lex’, she mentions him again in the seventh entry,
that he paid.”

“And let me guess, that’s what the red
and blue sticky notes are for.”

“Red is paid, blue is unpaid, yellow
is unknown.”

“And green?”

“Green has a list of each entry’s
highlights and any points of reference as to the
timeline.”

“Wow, I’m impressed. I’ve never seen
you do anything so—”

“Organized. I know. I’m quite proud
of myself.”

“Slow down hot shot, you have a long
way to go.” I add, “Okay, so how many of the guys paid?”

“Twenty-seven paid, four called her
bluff, and nine are unknown.”

“Did she ever blackmail any
women?”

“Not at first, but eventually she
blackmailed a few. Jennifer wrote that she couldn’t deal with all
the crying. The guys, they just paid. The women, they felt guilty
and they wanted to explain to her why they did it. And Jennifer —
she didn’t much care.”

“And, of course, there could be
several more entries that are missing, that aren’t even up
there.”

“Correct.”

“Okay, I feel pretty up to speed. So,
the order you have them in is different than the order they were
put in by the detectives?”

“Not a whole lot different, but yes. I
marked each page with how the detectives ordered them, but I don’t
think they were putting too much emphasis on the journal — there
were quite a few little details they missed.”

“And using the movies Megan and her
boyfriend went to, you were able to put them in the correct
order.”

“It wasn’t just the
movies, though they were a big help. It was Megan and Derrick’s
anniversaries, Jennifer and James’ relationship, and of
course—” His face flushes in
embarrassment. “— the size of her boobs.”

I laugh at my dad’s
prudeness.

“Wait,” I say. “Who is
James?”

“Jennifer’s boyfriend.”

I smile. This makes me
happy.

“I didn’t read about him. And Megan
doesn’t mention him when the detectives interview her.”

“He was Derrick’s cousin. They only
dated for a couple months, then James and his family moved to South
Africa.”

“So, Jennifer and Megan are cousins
and they were dating Derrick and James who are also
cousins.”

“Right.”

“And this James was never a
suspect?”

“He was in South Africa.”

“Right.”

I get up from the table and grab a
smoothie from the fridge, then I spend the next four minutes
surveying my dad’s wall of chaos. Mostly I am interested in the
green sticky notes, the highlights.

I move down the line, reading
them:

 


K and 1st

Guy in suit and red tie

Follows to car, takes pictures of him
kissing woman.

Megan and Derrick go see Karate Kid

—

H and New York

Woman in black skirt

Meets up with woman in blue skirt

Go to motel

Derrick introduces Jennifer to James

All four go to Revenge of the Nerds

—

Ridge and 4th

Black guy in jeans and white T-shirt

Meets up with two women.

Sees her taking photos and shouts at her

She runs

Doesn’t blackmail

Jennifer and James go on first real date

Chili’s and a movie, Purple Rain

She gets first kiss!

 


I laugh. “Did you have to
put an exclamation point after she gets
her first kiss?”

“That’s a big deal for a girl,” my dad
says with a big smile.

“Yeah, who was your first
kiss?”

“Fifth grade. Jeannie
McAndrews.”

His gaze is far away, he’s back in
that kiss. When he returns he asks, “And yours?”

“I think it was the prom you set up
for me. The lady from your work’s daughter.”

“Right, what was her name? Margaret
Rooten’s daughter, Jill or something?”

“That was it, Jill Rooten.”

“She wasn’t very cute,” my dad says
with a laugh. “Sorry about that.”

“You tried,” I tell him.

It couldn’t have been easy to convince
your coworker to have her daughter wake up at two in the morning
and get ready for prom in a guy’s living room for an
hour.

“Margaret actually posted some of
Jill’s wedding pictures a couple years ago, and she really turned
out beautiful. I think maybe she had the bump in her nose
fixed.”

Good for her.

My dad says he will be right back and
disappears from the room.

I look up at the wall
clock.

3:16 a.m.

He returns a moment later with a large
atlas. He opens it up, rifles through pages, then rips out four of
the two-foot tall pages.

I watch as he removes a framed picture
from the wall in the living room and tacks the pages to the wall,
creating nearly a four-foot map of D.C.

He grabs a green thumbtack from his
pocket, hovers over the map for a long couple seconds, then pushes
it in. He says, “This is the park where Jennifer Nubers’ body was
found.” He pushes in three more green thumbtacks. “This is the
school where she was last seen . . . this is Bob, her step-dad’s,
place . . . and this is her mom’s house.”

He hands me the box of thumbtacks and
walks into the kitchen.

“I think it will help to visualize
where she photographed all her marks. Maybe it will spark
something.”

“Couldn’t hurt,” I say.

He starts calling out the
intersections Jennifer nicknames the people she was blackmailing.
Washington D.C. is a grid of numbered streets and lettered streets
and most have one or the other, some both. She shortened most of
the longer street names; Lexington became Lex, Manchester became
Man, Massachussets became Mass.

2nd and R. Paid.
Red.

3rd and H. Paid.
Red.

D and Mass.
Red.

H and North Capital.
Yellow.

7th and Kentucky.
Red.

G and Man.
Yellow.

Plymouth and Spruce.
Didn’t pay. Blue.

2nd and Lex.
Red.

“What’s at 2nd and Lex?” I
ask.

“The Wilmore Motel. Seems to be a
favorite spot for an illicit affair.”

He keeps going.

Ten more.

Five more.

Until the entire four feet of map is
littered with red, blue, and yellow thumbtacks.

He yells out the final
five:

L and 13th.
Red.

S and Man.
Yellow.

3rd and Kentucky.
Red.

4th and A. Blue.

4th and Constitution.
Yellow.

“Is that all of them?” I
ask.

“Yep,” he says, walking
over.

The two of us stand in the living
room, gazing at the map.

“There are five at the
Wilmore.”

He nods. “Yeah, but they all
paid.”

“True.”

“Let’s concentrate on the
yellows.”

“Right, but wouldn’t it make sense it
would be the last one, the one on 4th and Constitution that got her
killed.”

“It would, though the last one she was
working was a woman.”

“The woman could have paid a guy to
kill her, or I mean, she could have done it herself. Jennifer was
tiny.”

He shrugs, but I can tell his gut is
telling him it had nothing to do with the woman.

“Okay, so there are nine yellows,” my
dad says, pointing out each one with his finger.

He gets to the eighth one. The second
to last.

“S and Man.”

“Do we know what is there? Where they
went?”

He walks to the kitchen and grabs the
green sticky note off the entry and returns.

He hands me the green sticky
note:

 


S and Man.

Guy in suit leaves Capital building.

Jennifer thinks he is a congressman.

Meets woman.

Went to A Nightmare on Elm Street with Megan
and Derrick.

 


I stare at the green sticky note.
Something on it is pinging, but I can’t make out what.

A congressman?

That might be a big deal, but that
isn’t it.

It’s the intersection.

S and Man.

S Street and Manchester
Avenue.

For some reason, I feel like I know
something there. I’d driven downtown D.C. with my father a handful
of times, but mostly to see the touristy stuff: the Jefferson
Memorial, the White House, the Smithsonian.

What was it about S and Man that
intrigued me?

“Holy shit,” I blurt a
moment later.

“What?” my dad asks.

“S and Man,” I say.

“What about it?”

“Put it together.”

He shakes his head. “What do you
mean?”

“S-and-Man, put it all
together.”

“Oh my god,” he shouts.
“S-and-man. Sandman.”

“This is it,” I say. “This is Project
Sandman.”
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“You think it could be?” my dad asks,
unconvinced. “You think this could be the Project Sandman that Ewen
was talking about?”

“Think about it,” I say. “Think about
what Maggie said before we walked in, that sometimes Ewen will hear
something that triggers him and that’s when he gets all
loopy.”

“Yeah, so?”

I pull out my cellphone and find the
recording from our sit down. It takes me a moment to scroll to the
right spot. I hit play.

Me: You don’t know of the
White Room? Where it might be located?

Ewen: I haven’t spoken to
Elena in over a decade. The last contact I had with her was just
after 9/11. She was obsessed with something called Project
Sandman.

Me: What is Project
Sandman?

Ewen: [shouts] Who are
you? Did Reagan send you? . . . Someone over there is tipping off
the Russians and we need to find this mole before the entire war
turns on its head.

Me: Mr. Ewen . . . Take a
deep breath. We are in your study. It’s 2015.

Ewen: Who are you? You
tell Reagan that I will do everything, will use every material
we’ve created, to find the mole.

My dad: Mr. Ewen [shouts]
Sidney!

I hit stop.

“You’re right,” my dad says, “Project
Sandman is what set him off.”

I nod. “Sent him back to when Reagan
was president.”

“Which was most of the
eighties.”

“And Jennifer Nubers was killed in
1985.”

My dad inhales. “That’s the same year
your mom left.”

I never made that
connection.

“You’re right.”

“Jennifer Nubers was killed on January
12, 1985. The last time I saw your mother was four days after
that.”

The last time I saw my mom was on my
sixth birthday, which would have been nearly a month before, then
she went away on a work trip.

I never saw her again.

“January 16th, 1985,” my dad says.
“Your mother came home, told me she was leaving and packed up those
boxes. She said she would send me an address to mail them to her
later, but she never did.”

“It all fits.”

His eyebrows jump.

He runs to the wall and rips off the
“S-and-Man” entry. He skims, then reads out loud:

 


“I followed him from the
Capital Building. He was with a bunch of other guys in suits and
there were a couple of television crews. I asked one of the guy’s
videotaping what was going on and he said that they’d just finished
inaugurating all the first-term congressmen in some ceremony. A
CONGRESSMAN! He’s all right looking I guess. He kept looking over
his shoulder. That’s why I followed him.”

 


“And then a page is missing,” he
interjects. “Or maybe two, who knows, but then it
continues.”

 


“. . . gets on the subway.
I know I shouldn’t keep following him, but I can’t stop. He gets
off on 3rd and H and goes into three or four shops. I can tell he’s
trying to lose anyone that might be tailing him. But he isn’t
looking for a sixteen-year-old girl, that’s for sure. The last
store he goes into, he comes out with a beautiful
brunette.

I zoom in real close and
take a picture of her face. I wish I had her eyes. They are emerald
green.

 


“It’s gotta be her,” my dad
says.

I agree.

“Keep reading,” I tell him.

 


“I expect the guy to kiss
her but he doesn’t. I don’t think they are having an affair, but
they are up to something, that’s for sure. They both look over
their shoulders, then they walk for three blocks to an office
building near S and Man. I snap a dozen photographs. These are
going to be worth more than just two hundred bucks. A whole lot
more.

 


“The Sleep Control Program,” I
say.

“Maybe,” my dad says.

“What do you mean,
maybe? This congressman
must have been involved. Maybe he was funneling her money. Or maybe
she was funneling them money to keep it quiet. Or passing along
intel.”

“Your mom was a CIA agent. It could
have been any number of things.”

“I wish there were more pages. I wish
we knew what happened after that.”

“I’m guessing she followed them a
second time. We may never know what she found.”

“Well, whatever it was, it was worth
killing over.”

 


::::

 


I check something in one of the
binders, then I tell my dad my theory.

“These two for whatever reason are not
supposed to be seen together. Jennifer takes photos. She attempts
to blackmail the congressman, but she gets greedy. Asks for a
couple thousand dollars, maybe more, who knows? He tells her it
will take him a couple days to get the money. Maybe a week. Maybe
two. She’s patient. She has time, so she keeps blackmailing a few
more people. When he doesn’t pay, she threatens to send the pics to
the paper or some other government official. They decide it’s too
big a risk, even if they pay her, what’s stopping her from leaking
copies. So that’s when mom steps in. This is what she does for a
living. She interrogates people. She gets answers.”

In the binder, I’d flipped to Jennifer
Nubers’ autopsy report, then skimmed to the line about
toxicology.

“They found traces of LSD in her
bloodstream,” I tell him.

My dad’s mouth opens wide. He says,
“She tortured her. That’s why she was gone for two days. She did to
her what they did to you.”

Yeah, but with one big
difference.

She didn’t
kill me.

 


::::

 


There is one more piece that needs to
fit. One more link in the chain.

I pick up my cell phone and dial
Ingrid.

She doesn’t answer and I hang up and
dial again. On the fourth ring, she answers groggily,
“Hey.”

“Hi, Honey.”

“I didn’t expect to hear from you
today.”

“How is your mom doing?”

“About the same as yesterday. She’ll
have to go to a speech therapist, but they think she’ll make a full
recovery.”

“That’s great to hear.” I pause, then
add. “But, actually, that’s not why I called.”

I can hear her readjust herself in
bed. “Is something wrong? Did something happen to
Lassie?”

“No, nothing like that. Everyone is
okay.” I take a deep breath. “I need to know who wanted you to look
into Jennifer Nubers’ murder.”

She lets out a laugh. “Don’t tell me
your dad sucked you into that old case?”

“He did.”

“I told him it was a closed case, that
they arrested the guy who did it, that his wife blew his brains
out.”

“Yeah, I know. I can’t get into it
now, I just need to know who asked you to look into the
case.”

She could feel the angst in my voice.
“Um, my captain.”

“Yeah, but it’s not his jurisdiction,
this happened in D.C.”

“He didn’t tell me much. He just told
me I was off all my active cases and I was supposed to look into
this. He said it was a closed case and it seemed pretty open and
shut, but if I would spend a week looking into it, he would think
of it as a personal favor to him.”

“I need you to find out who wanted him
to look into it.”

“Okay, I’ll call him
tomorrow.”

“No, I need you to call
him now.”

I’d never said anything like this to
her before.

“What’s going on?”

“I’ll have my dad tell you after I
fall asleep. I only have four minutes left and I need you to do
this. Please.”

“Okay, but promise me your dad is
going to tell me what’s going on.”

“I promise.”

She hangs up.

My dad and I look at each other, then
look at the clock.

3:56.

3:57.

3:58.

My dad says, ‘“You better go lie
down—”

My phone rings.

I put it on speaker.

“Did you get a hold of him?” I
ask.

“Yeah, he wasn’t thrilled, but I asked
him who wanted him to look into the case.”

“And?”

“He didn’t know. He got the order from
his boss, the Virginia Police Commissioner.”

“Damn it.”

“Don’t worry. I made my captain call
him.”

“And he did?”

“Yeah, I had to promise some favors,
but he came through.”

“Who did the commissioner say asked
him to look into the case?”

“He said it was President
Sullivan.”

 


::::

 


When I wake up the next day and walk
into the kitchen, Ingrid is sitting at the kitchen table with my
dad. Lassie is sitting in her lap and Murdock is under her
chair.

Ingrid jumps up when I round the
corner, sending Lassie flailing to the ground.

“Honey,” she yells, rushing
me.

I pull her into a long kiss. I nearly
forgot how much I loved her lips. Loved every inch of
her.

“What are you doing here?” I
ask.

“Well, after you went to sleep last
night, your dad filled me in and I booked the first flight
out.”

“Is your dad gonna be okay without
you?”

“Oh, yeah, they’re sending mom home
today and my aunt will be there. I was going to fly back the next
day anyhow. Plus, I just missed you so much.”

She gives me another long kiss, then
breaks away.

“This is crazy. Project Sandman or
whatever and your mom, it’s hard to believe.”

“But, do you?”

“After all your dad told me, yeah, I
do.”

“What about President
Sullivan?”

“I don’t know where he fits, but he is
definitely the one who put the wheels in motion.”

“I’m gonna call him.”

My dad says, “Good luck. He’s in
Russia at some big conference.”

I whip out my cell and dial the number
the President gave me.

He doesn’t answer.

I ponder leaving a message, something
along the lines of, “Hey Conner, it's Henry. Just wondering why you
wanted my girlfriend to look into a thirty-year-old murder case
that involves my mother. Holla back.”

I put the phone down and head for the
kitchen. I grab some yogurt and some Grape Nuts, then join Ingrid
and my father at the kitchen table.

“So, we’ve made some headway,” my dad
says. “We made a list of all the congressmen in 1985. Because of
what Jennifer wrote, we narrowed it down to just the
first-termers.”

“So how many were there?”

“Twenty-seven.”

“You track any of them down
yet?”

“About half. Others are unlisted, some
moved out of country, some died.”

“We’ve ruled out a few already,”
Ingrid says. “Guys who didn’t fit the bill. Who couldn’t possibly
be confused for handsome.”

“How many are left?”

“Twelve.”

“That’s not too bad. Narrowed down
from three billion, twelve guys who were possibly involved in
Jennifer’s murder?”

“Yeah, but they’re scattered all over
the country. Arkansas, Colorado, Germany, Iowa. And it’s gonna be
nearly impossible to verify alibis for those days. I mean, we’re
talking over thirty years ago.”

“What I don’t understand is why the
D.C. detectives didn’t look into this back then. They said they
could only track down three of the guys Jennifer blackmailed, but
they obviously could have tracked down this congressman if they
really wanted to.”

“I’m sure they would have if
Wingleberry didn’t cop to the murder so early on. He’d confessed
and taken a bullet through the head within two weeks of Jennifer’s
murder.”

She’s right. They would have no reason
to stir up a political conspiracy after Wingleberry
confessed.

After a long moment, I say, “We need
to find the pictures.”

Both my dad and Ingrid turn and glare
at me.

“The pictures?” my dad
asks.

“They interrogated her for two days
and then they ended up killing her, which means that most likely,
she didn’t give them the pictures.”

My dad nods.

“But why?” Ingrid asks. “I mean, she
openly gave the pictures to the men she was blackmailing, even the
ones who didn’t pay.”

“She got greedy. Maybe she wanted to
buy a car. Maybe, this time she was trying to get a lot more
money”

“Yes, but the second they grabbed her,
began interrogating her, she would have quickly forgotten about the
money and told them where to find the pictures.”

True.

If they’d done to her what they’d done
to me — given her a twenty-three hour nightmare — there is no way
she wouldn’t have cracked, no way she wouldn’t have given up the
location of the pictures.

Unless.

“Unless, she didn’t have them,” I say.
“Unless, she gave them to someone who she feared these people might
hurt.”

The three of us look at each other in
unison. There were only two people Jennifer might have given the
photographs to.

Megan.

Or her brother.
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“No, I haven’t been ignoring you,” I
tell Lassie.

Meow.

“Well, I’m sorry if you feel that way.
Maybe we can play with some string later.”

Meow.

“I wasn’t patronizing you.”

I dangle fake string in front of him.
His little head sways back and forth. He swats at the invisible
string with his paw.

Meow.

“I know you can’t help it.”

Meow.

“It is a sickness.”

I stand up and move to my
dresser.

It is 3:02 a.m.

“I was gonna wait to give this to you
for your birthday next month, but I suppose I can give it to you
now.”

He perks up on the bed.

“Close your eyes.”

He does.

I remove the contents from the Amazon
box — the package came three days earlier, but I was waiting to
give it to him — and put it behind my back.

“Okay, you can open your eyes
now.”

He does.

I move my hand from my back, revealing
a pack of four jingle balls (four different colors), packaged in
mesh netting.

Meow.

“No, this isn’t some kind of sick
joke.” I toss the pack on the bed right in front of him. “Have at
it.”

He looks at the four balls, his yellow
eyes starting to mist over.

“Are you crying?”

Meow.

“What are you allergic to?
Cats?”

He ignores me.

“Go ahead, open it.”

He slashes at the netting and the
balls spill out, falling to the floor in a mass of jingling
bells.

Lassie jumps down, darts towards the
blue one. Then stops, darts towards the red one. Stops, yellow.
Stops, green. He wants to play with all of them at the same
time.

There is a loud crash, the sound of
Murdock hitting the side of the doorframe as he tries to
enter.

Now I remembered why I was waiting to
give Lassie the balls until we moved back home.

Murdock.

If they made Lassie crazy. They made
Murdock down right psycho.

“Don’t do it,” I tell
Murdock.

He ignores me.

Murdock grabs the blue jingle ball in
his giant mouth and swallows it.

Then the green.

Then the yellow.

Then the red.

It is what Lassie will forever refer
to as the Jingle Ball Massacre.

Murdock leaves as quickly as he
came.

Lassie’s jaw is slack.

He looks at me.

Meow.

“I am not going to go ‘Old Yeller’
him.”

He takes a deep breath, then crawls
under the bed.

 


::::

 


“That’s him,” my dad says. “That’s
Jennifer’s brother.”

I look at the images on the computer.
Markus Nubers is in the neighborhood of forty, slightly overweight,
and balding. According to his LinkedIn profile — side note: I
learned my dad had a LinkedIn account, which is odd because he
didn’t have a job — Markus is a father of three and a regional
sales representative for an automotive parts conglomerate. He lives
in Delaware City, Delaware.

“Have you heard from Ingrid?” I ask.
“Did she talk to him yet?”

He shakes his head. “I haven’t heard
from her all day.”

“What about Megan? Did you find
her?”

“Yeah, but she was much harder to
find. She changed her name a couple times but there was an old
photo of her in the newspaper from after Jennifer’s death, and I
was able to match it to one of the pictures that came up in a
Google images search.”

He clicks on a separate tab on his
laptop. It is Megan Nubers’, now Megan Klein’s, Facebook
page.

“We aren’t friends so there are only a
couple pictures.”

He clicks on her photo.

She is a moderately attractive
forty-something woman. Dark brown hair, light brown
eyes.

My dad clicks through three more
pictures.

No husband.

No kids.

She does have a big fluffy
dog.

“I think that is one of those golden
doodles,” my dad said.

“What are you, a breeder
now?”

“No,” he laughs. “The neighbors down
three houses have one. Doodles. Murdock loves him.”

“Wait, they named their golden-doodle,
Doodles?”

He nods.

We both give a quick laugh. Once
composed, I ask, “Where does Megan live?”

“Somewhere up north. I’m sure Ingrid
will have no problem finding her.”

Speaking of Ingrid, I check my phone
for any updates.

Nothing.

Not to mention that the President
still hadn’t called.

Fricking Putin.

My dad lets out a long yawn, arms
extending high towards the ceiling, then tells me he’s exhausted
and is going to bed. He does add that if Ingrid calls or texts to
wake him.

I tell him I will.

I walk into the kitchen. It is
spotless, evidence Isabel had been by the previous day.

I cross my fingers and open the
fridge.

Lasagna.

“Yes.”

I cut two huge slices, then get them
heating. I walk to my bedroom and lift the bed skirt and peek
underneath.

Lassie is on his side.

I reach out my hand and grab him by
the tail and slide him out. He doesn’t move.

I check his pulse.

Alive.

“Hey, buddy, I have just the thing to
cheer you up?”

Meow.

“No, I didn’t chop Murdock up into a
million pieces and feed him to a bunch of ducks.”

He sighs.

“I have a big piece of lasagna heating
up for you.”

He snorts.

“Come on, I know how much you love
lasagna.”

Meow.

“Who is Garfield?”

Meow.

“Seriously, I have no idea.” I stand
up. “Well, come out and eat with me if you want.”

I leave the room.

A minute later, I’m situated at the
table with half a foot of lasagna and thirty-two ounces of milk.
There is a plate under the table with a small slice and a saucer of
milk.

I snag my laptop and log onto Google
Earth. I spent ten minutes playing around with the program when I
was searching for accommodations for Ingrid’s and my trip to
Alaska.

I pull up the image of downtown D.C.,
then scroll until I find the intersection of S Street and
Manchester Ave.

I zoom in to street level and begin
making my way down the street. The intersection is a hub of
activity and businesses line both sides of both streets.

The corner intersection has a gas
station, a Wendy’s, an office building, and another office
building.

I move the cursor down S Street, then
down Manchester Ave, noting all the buildings the congressman and
my mother might have entered, though over the course of the past
thirty years, many of the businesses had presumably changed
hands.

Was it possible that inside one of
those buildings could be the headquarters of the Sleep Control
Program?

Maybe back in 1985 that was the case,
but certainly it was moved since then. They wouldn’t put a black op
within two miles of the White House? Would they?

No, the Sleep Control Program is
located in Michigan, where they found me.

Or somewhere close by.

Maybe even Canada.

I hear a huff and I peek under the
table.

Lassie is sitting there like a stone
statue, staring at the lasagna. He looks like he just went fifteen
rounds in the boxing ring.

I give his head a rub and tell him I
ordered him another pack of jingle balls and that we can move back
to our house at the end of the week.

This appears to cheer him up, and he
begins nibbling away at the lasagna.

I order his balls off
Amazon, then Google “Garfield.” I skim the
Wikipedia and read a couple of the sample comic strips they
have.

I tell Lassie, “Garfield, lasagna. I
get it now.”

He laughs.

At 3:58 a.m., I carry Lassie to bed. I
lay back on the pillow. There is a rustling sound.

I must have been too preoccupied to
notice it when I woke up.

I reach my hand into the pillow and
slip out a white envelope. “Henry” is scribbled on the front in
Isabel’s handwriting. She must have slipped it in my pillow while I
was sleeping.

I open it and remove the
contents.

It is one page.

The letterhead at top reads, “DNA
Testing of America.”

When my father left to take Ingrid to
the airport, I went into his room and pulled a couple of his hairs
from a comb. Then I plucked out a couple of my own. That’s what was
in the envelope I stashed in the bushes for Isabel.

I swallow hard as I read
the words: Not a paternal
match.
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My dad isn’t my dad. My
dad isn’t my dad. My dad isn’t my dad.

Those are the only five words I can
think. The only five words in my vocabulary.

My.

Dad.

Isn’t.

My.

Dad.

I gaze over at the clock on the
dash.

3:05 a.m.

For five minutes, I’d stayed in bed,
those five words running over my eyes.

I look down at Lassie, asleep on my
chest. I want to tell him. To tell him the guy in the other room
isn’t my dad. That he is an imposter. A fraud.

“You gonna ever get out of bed, Sonny
Boy?”

I gaze up.

There is a man standing in the doorway
of my room.

Gray hair, glasses pushed down on his
nose, flannel shirt, tan khakis.

“Yep, just thinking.”

“I’ve got some food ready for
you.”

I nod and smile. “Sounds good. Be out
in a minute.”

I push Lassie off me and spend the
next five minutes in the shower. It is the longest shower I have
ever taken.

When I finally get dressed it is 3:15
a.m.

A quarter of my day is
gone.

My dad — sorry, Richard — has food
waiting for me at the table. Spaghetti. Garlic bread. A tall glass
of milk.

I stare at him.

Glare at him.

I’m furious.

Then I get furious for getting
furious. How could I possibly be mad at this man? Whether or not he
was my biological father, he was still my dad.

Right?

I contemplate telling him.

He asks, “Are you gonna
sit—”

The front door opens. It’s
Ingrid.

“You are not gonna believe this,” she
says.
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Ingrid woke up next to Henry for the
first time in over ten days. It felt so good to sleep next to him.
To feel the heat radiate off his body. Lassie was sleeping on her
chest, nestled between her boobs — his new favorite spot — and she
lifted him up and moved him to Henry’s chest.

She then gave both her ‘guys’ a quick
kiss on the forehead, then jumped out of bed and threw on her
clothes.

Jeans and a gray top.

Homicide Detective chic.

On her way to the Alexandria Police
Department headquarters twenty minutes away, she chatted with her
dad over the phone.

Her mother had just been released from
the hospital and they were driving back to their house. She was in
good spirits though she would get frustrated whenever she tried to
speak. Her first speech therapy session would be the following
afternoon. Ingrid spoke to her mom briefly, telling her she would
be screaming answers to Jeopardy in no time at all.

Her mother mumbled back something that
sounded like, ‘A boov yoog.’

“I love you too,” Ingrid replied,
hoping that’s what her mother was trying to say.

Ten minutes later, she pulled into the
parking lot of the police department.

By the time she reached her captain’s
office, more than fifteen people had asked her how her mother was
doing. She gave the same reply to each: her mom was doing great,
she was out of the hospital, and she was expected to make a full
recovery. Ingrid had never been hugged so many times in her
life.

She opened the door to her captain’s
office, stepped through, and let out an audible exhale.

Captain James Marshall was behind his
desk. He was an impressive looking man in his fifties with the
buzzed hair of a lifetime military man, of which he never spent a
day in his life.

“I swear,” Ingrid said. “If one more
person asks me—”

“How is your mom doing?” the captain
asked with a big smile.

Ingrid flipped him off.

“Oh, and thanks again for the four
a.m. wake-up call two nights ago, that sure went over well with my
wife.”

“You’re a police captain, you should
be used to getting calls in the middle of the night.”

“Not on the landline in my
house.”

Ingrid laughed. “Did I really call
your landline?”

“Sure did.”

“Sorry about that.”

“Water under the bridge, though
remember you promised to go to Linda’s next Tupperware
party.”

“I will, I promise.”

“Oh and you owe me a hundred bucks for
the Nationals tickets I had to buy?”

“What?”

“For the commissioner, for
waking him up at
four in the morning.”

Ingrid opened her wallet and tossed a
hundred dollar bill on the desk. “My dad gave me that two days ago
to buy some duty-free stuff at the airport.”

Marshall laughed.

Ingrid half expected him to hand the
money back to her, but he folded it up and stuck it in his
wallet.

“Okay,” he said. “So are you back,
officially? Or is this a pop-in?”

“No, I’m back. I just wanted to fill
you in on some stuff before I get to digging?”

“This have something to do with that
phone call?”

“Yeah.”

She spent the next thirty minutes
filling Marshall in on the particulars. Ingrid had known James for
nearly ten years. He was her first partner when she joined the
force. After two years, he became her sergeant, then two years ago,
he became her captain. Ingrid knew whatever she told him would stay
with him.

“Holy shit,” he said.

“I know.”

“It will be difficult to prove one of
these congressmen from thirty years ago had anything to do with the
girl’s murder.”

“I agree.”

“Is that why you figure Sullivan
wanted you to look into it? To try to put a stop to this Sleep
Control Program.”

“I think so. I think maybe he got wind
Henry’s mother might be connected to the murder and if I
investigated it, I would stumble on the answers.”

“Why not just call you and tell you
directly? Or tell Henry? They’re buddy-buddy, aren’t
they?”

“He probably didn’t want to get
Henry’s hopes up. He knew that if I investigated it and came up
with the same connection, then there was some truth to the
rumors.”

“Okay, so where do you go from
here?”

Ingrid told him their theory that the
photographs Jennifer took were still out there somewhere. That
maybe Jennifer gave the pictures to her cousin or her
brother.

“That’s pretty far-fetched. I mean,
it’s been thirty years.”

“It’s our only hope.”

“Okay, so what do you need from
me?”

“I need help,” Ingrid said. “I need
Billy.”

Marshall took a deep breath, pushed
back six inches in his seat. Finally he said, “Fine, but if anybody
asks, we never had this conversation.”

“What conversation?”
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I put up my hand to stop
her.

“So, do you think that’s true about
the President?” I ask. “Could Sullivan have wanted you to look into
the case because he heard a rumor my mother might be
involved?”

“That would make sense,” Ingrid says.
“Think about it. You called and told President Sullivan what your
mom did to you. That she tortured you and that she is looking for
some flash drive. A flash drive he gave you. He didn’t give you
one, but maybe this sparks something from his memory, that maybe
your mother was involved with this conspiracy, a murder from thirty
years earlier. He figures this is the only connection he could
think of, so he calls the Virginia Police Commissioner and asks him
to call my captain and have me look into the case.”

I nod.

“Has Sullivan called you back
yet?”

“No.”

“He’s in Russia,” my dad says. “Trying
to stop a second Cold War from happening. I think that takes
priority.”

For a quick moment, I remember he’s
not my biological father. I push the thought from my
mind.

I tell Ingrid, “Ok, keep
going.”
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“The Captain okayed this?” Billy asked
from the passenger seat.

“Unofficially, yes. But if anyone
finds out you’re working a case while suspended, he’ll deny
it.”

“Ok, you can drop me off
here.”

Ingrid turned to look at him. To make
sure he was kidding.

He was.

Billy was so excited when she showed
up on his doorstep that he nearly shed a tear. Ingrid spent the
last half an hour filling him in on the case.

“So, which house are we headed to
first?”

“Megan’s. She lives about an hour
north of here. Then we’ll head up to Delaware and see if we can
track down her brother.”

“And you couldn’t do this by yourself
because?”

“Because you’re an idiot and people
tell you things they won’t tell me.” Which was true, but it also
had to do with Ingrid being an attractive woman. No matter how hard
she tried to downplay it, sometimes when she interviewed women,
Ingrid could feel they were threatened by her and would clam up. It
was even worse with the men; they would boast and flirt and it was
nearly impossible to get a straight answer out of them. Billy was
harmless. Men and women opened up to him like no one she’d seen
before.

“Touché,” he said with a big smile,
his too-big teeth white and even.

“And I missed you.”

“Aww.”

Ingrid did miss him.

Billy was full Italian and his
forearms were covered in thick black hair. Some of the women on the
force thought he was sexy, and he’d made his way through most of
them in his short two years in homicide. Ingrid wasn’t attracted to
him at all and continually reminded him deodorant only cost four
dollars. Regardless, she adored him, he was like the little brother
she never had. Plus, the couple times Henry met him, the two got
along amazingly.

Twenty minutes later, Ingrid parked in
front of a condominium complex.

She called the number she had for
Megan Klein.

Megan answered on the third
ring.

Ingrid told her who she was and asked
if she had time for a couple questions.

She did.

“Are you home?” Ingrid asked. Ingrid
knew she was; a blue Nissan Altima that matched her plates was
parked in the lot.

“I am.”

“Well, we’re right outside, we’ll be
at your door in thirty seconds.”

Megan was standing in the doorway when
Ingrid and Billy walked up the steps to her second story
condo.

The three shook hands and introduced
themselves.

“This is about Jennifer?” Megan
asked.

“Yes.”

“But they found the guy who did it
thirty years ago.”

“You’re right, they did. We’re just
trying to tie up some loose ends.”

“Okay, well, anything I can do to
help,” she said, her eyes lingering on Billy.

“We really do appreciate it,” Billy
said with a smile.

Megan invited them in.

“Sorry about the mess,” she said. “I’m
going through a divorce right now and I’m trying to sort through
some things.”

Ingrid couldn’t help notice how she
emphasized the word divorce. She wanted Billy to know that although
she was Megan Klein now, she was single and ready to
mingle.

She offered them drinks, which both
declined, then met them in the living room. After some light
pleasantries, Ingrid asked, “So, Jennifer — we understand that she
was blackmailing people for money.”

“Yeah, she was. I told her it was
going to get her killed.” She takes a huge breath. “And it
did.”

“All the pictures she took of these
people, what happened to them?”

“Well, she gave them to the person.
Whether or not she got paid for them. And she said that she never
made copies. She said she didn’t want them around.”

Billy asked, “So she never gave you
any, never asked you to hold onto some pictures for
her?”

“No.”

“Never?”

“Never.”

Ingrid asked, “Could she have hidden
them with you and not told you?”

“I mean, maybe, but I’m sure I would
have found them by now.” She gazed into the opposite room, at the
five boxes of stuff scattered about on the carpet. “I’ve been
divorced twice, moved four times, I think I would have come across
them by now.”

“What about your house?”

“Oh, I don’t know. It’s possible. She
was living with us for some time, and she was welcome to come and
go whenever. My parents gave her a key when she was about
ten.”

“Do your parents still live in the
same house?”

“No, they moved to Florida about six
years back.”

“Do you know the owners?” Billy
asked.

“No,” she said, shaking her head. “But
I’m sure I could find out if it would help.”

Ingrid hid back a smile. Had she come
alone, Megan wouldn’t have been going the extra mile to help. But
for Billy.

“That would be great,” Billy
said.

Megan promised to make some calls and
to get back to them. Billy gave her his card. She took it with a
smile.

After a quick bite, they headed
towards Delaware.

The drive took an hour.

Billy slept most of the way and Ingrid
listened to a classic rock station Billy hated. He was into
hip-hop.

At 4:35 p.m., she pulled into an
industrial complex.

America Auto Parts Inc.

They asked the secretary if Markus
Nubers was in and were directed down a short hallway to an open
office door.

Markus Nubers was on the phone. He
looked much the same in person as he did in the photographs Ingrid
had seen online. Balding, twenty pounds overweight. He was wearing
a white polo with AAI embroidered on the front.

They waited patiently in the doorway
for Markus to finish his call before walking in.

His eyes moved down Ingrid’s body,
then he smiled and said, “You guys the IRS folks?”

Ingrid and Billy looked at each other
and fought down smiles.

“No,” Ingrid said. “We’re with the
Alexandria Police Department.”

“Oh, is this about that speeding
ticket?”

“No, we’re here about your
sister.”

His face fell.

“She was killed in D.C., what’s that
have to do with Alexandria? Plus, they got the guy. His wife blew
his brains out. Justice was served.”

She gave the same story, “Just trying
to tie up some loose ends.”

He shrugged and offered them a
chair.

Ingrid asked, “Were you aware your
sister was blackmailing these guys?”

“No, not until the police told
us.”

“Who is us?”

“Me and my mom.”

“Where is she now?”

“Same house.”

“Remarried?”

“No, but she’s got a guy.”

Billy asked, “So your sister never
showed you any of the pictures?”

“Nope.”

“Could she have hidden them in your
stuff somewhere? Or her stuff?”

“The cops went through a lot of her
stuff during the investigation. As for my stuff, I don’t know why
she would.”

“In her journal, she
writes that you were always snooping around, trying to read her
journal.”

“You have her journal?”

“Just the pages that were found at the
crime scene.”

“Right.”

He took a deep breath and said, “You
don’t think that I might be able to get those pages, do you? It
would be great to hear her voice.”

“I’ll do my best,” Ingrid said. “But
back to the question, did you read her journal?”

He scoffed, “No.”

Billy asked, “But you would look for
it, right?”

He shrugged. “Yeah, I guess. The first
time, I found it by accident. I was looking for something in her
room — these pink scissors, I think — and I found it.” He let out
a small chuckle. “I only read a little.”

“So, you did read her journal,” Ingrid
said, a bit more brusquely than she intended.

“Just enough to get under my sister’s
skin.”

Ingrid gave a slight apologetic
nod.

He continued, “When she got home after
school, I asked her who some boy was and why she wanted to kiss him
so badly. She freaked out.”

“Let me guess,” Billy said. “Then she
started hiding it a lot better.”

“Yep, though I probably found it in
like five different places.”

“And then what?”

“And then I never found it
again.”

“When was this?” Ingrid
asked.

“The last time I ever saw her journal
was around April the year before she died.”

“That’s right about the time she
started blackmailing people.”

“Right,” he said. “Because I never
read anything about that.”

“So, she either kept it with her at
all times,” said Billy.

Ingrid thought back to
what Jennifer wrote in her journal. “Or she found a much better
hiding spot.”
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“She wrote that in her journal,” my
dad barks. “Right before she started blackmailing guys, she wrote
that she found the perfect hiding spot and Markus would never find
it.”

“I know,” Ingrid says. “And it was the
perfect hiding spot.”
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“You don’t have any clue where she
might have hidden it?” Ingrid asked.

“I don’t know,” Markus said, shaking
his head. “I must have looked everywhere. Must have searched the
whole house twenty times.”

Billy smiled and said, “Your
room.”

“What?” asked Markus.

“Did you ever check
your room?”

His eyebrows scrunch together. “My
room?”

“I bet she hid it in your room. Why
would you ever look for it there?”

“I guess I wouldn’t.”

Ingrid jumped up. “Let’s
go.”

“Where?”

“Your mom’s house.”
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Ingrid followed behind Markus’ white
F150 for sixty miles, until they reached his mother’s house in
D.C.

The house was in a middle-class
neighborhood, painted tan with mint-green trim, its only
distinguishing factor from the house on either side.

Jennifer’s mother met them at the
front door. The years hadn’t been kind to her. The pain of losing a
daughter, perhaps the guilt of driving her daughter into her
dangerous hobby, was evident in her white hair, wrinkled skin, and
in each labored breath.

“What’s this all about?” she huffed,
holding her chest.

Markus took her aside and after a
whispered conversation, she disappeared into the house.

They wouldn’t see her
again.

“Follow me,” Markus said, leading them
into the house, through the foyer, into a hallway, and finally into
a bedroom. “This was my room.”

There was a bed at the center, a small
dresser, a mirror, a small bookcase.

“Not much has changed,” he said. “Same
bed, same dresser, same bookshelf. They took all my crap off the
walls of course, but same layout.”

Billy said, “Okay, if you were
Jennifer, and you were gonna hide a journal in this room, where
would you put it?”

The three of them glanced at one
another and then started searching. Closets, beds, under furniture,
lifting up carpet, looking for holes in the ceiling, the wood trim,
behind the doors. Every nook, every cranny.

After twenty minutes, all three stood
in the center of the room.

“Nothing here,” Markus
said.

Ingrid let out a long exhale. “Well,
thanks anyway.”

“Hold on,” Billy said. “Did you say
the bookshelf is the same?”

Markus nodded.

“What about the books?”

He nodded again. “Yeah, I mean, it’s
just an encyclopedia set. I didn’t want to lug them off to college
and it’s not like my kids would use them, everything is on the
internet now.”

Ingrid knelt next to the bookshelf.
The set was twenty-six books. One for each letter. Some of the
books were thin, others thicker. Ingrid began pulling out the books
one by one. Billy joined her and helped. Billy slid the V book off
the shelf and opened it.

He showed it to Ingrid.

A hollow rectangle was carved out of
the pages, the exact size of a journal.

Billy showed the book to
Markus.

“Well, I’ll be,” he said. “I never
would have looked there in a thousand years.”

The excitement over finding Jennifer’s
hiding spot quickly faded. There was nothing in there.

They were all silent for a good twenty
seconds, then Markus said, “Bob’s.”

Billy and Ingrid looked at him
questioningly.

“When Bob and my mom got divorced, he
went out and bought the exact same encyclopedia set. In fact, he
set up our rooms exactly the same as they were here, so the
transition would be easier.”

Ingrid said, “So, you’re telling me
that at your step-dad’s house, there is the exact same encyclopedia
set?”

All three understood what was as
stake. If Jennifer whittled out a hiding spot in a book here, what
was to stop her from doing it at Bob’s as well?

Markus nodded and said,
“Yes.”
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Bob was out of town with his new wife,
but Markus had a spare key.

Markus was telling the truth, his
bedroom was a near replica of the one at his mother’s house.
However, Bob moved the set of encyclopedias from Markus’ bedroom to
a small study.

Ingrid moved her hand over the V
book.

She slid if off the shelf and opened
it.

She showed it to both Markus and Billy
and shook her head.
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“She didn’t carve out a
place for her diary?” my dad asks.

“No,” Ingrid says, then adds, “At
least not in the V.”

She reaches into her bag and pulls out
a book.

“J for journal,” she says.

I fight back a smile, and ask, “Were
the photographs inside?”

Ingrid nods and hands me the book. It
is an inch thick, the heaviest book I’ve ever held.

Ingrid says, “I have to warn you, the
photographs are upsetting.”

“I don’t think I can get any more
upset.”

“Not for you,” she says, trying not to
look at my father.

I flip the book open. There is a
rectangle carved out of the pages, deep enough to hold a journal
three-quarters of an inch thick. Resting in the space is a stack of
four-by-six photographs.

I pick up the first and glance at it.
It is thirty years old, the colors drab. It is a picture of a man
and my mother walking down the sidewalk. The next four are of the
two in an alley. Kissing.

She was having an affair.

I take a deep breath and pass the
photos to my dad. I suppose part of him knew when Ingrid wouldn’t
meet his gaze, the story the pictures would tell.

He looks at each one, taking a heavier
breath with each shuffle.

“I’m sorry,” Ingrid says. “I almost
wish we hadn’t found them.”

I am looking at my dad when it hits
me. If my mom had an affair with this man, then he could be the
same man she had an affair with before I was born.

The guy in the photos.

He could be my dad.

I snag one of the photos back. I was
too preoccupied with the idea of the two kissing that I failed to
look closely at the gentlemen.

It is a profile picture of the man,
his lips pressed to my mother’s, but there is no mistaking
it.

The man wasn’t a
congressman.

He was a senator.

Senator David Sullivan.

“Oh my god,” I say.

“What?” Ingrid asks.

I think back to David
Sullivan’s picture. His gray-blue eyes, the same gray-blue eyes his
son had. The same gray-blue eyes I
had.

President Sullivan and I might be
brothers.
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Ingrid and my father are both looking
at me. Waiting for me to explain my outburst.

I look at my father. What was I
supposed to tell him? Was I supposed to say, “Listen, I know you
just found out your wife was having an affair, and I think now
would be a great time to also divulge that you are not my
biological father?”

I couldn’t do it.

Instead, I say, “The man in the
pictures, do you know who he is?”

Ingrid shakes her head. “Billy and I
tried to match him up with our list of congressmen, but we
couldn’t.”

“That’s because he wasn’t a
congressman. He was a Senator. It’s David Sullivan. The President’s
father.”

“The President’s father?” Ingrid
blurts, then picks up one of the pictures. “Are you
sure?”

“Positive,” I say. “He and my mother
were working together on the Sleep Control Program.”

I give a small summary of his career,
abduction, election to senator, then his untimely death in the
World Trade Center.

“If they worked together,” my dad
says, “then they might have had an affair the entire time we were
married.”

“I suppose,” I say, though
I was nearly certain this was true. Perhaps even
before they were
married.

“Do you think the President knows?”
Ingrid asks.

“I don’t know, but it would explain
why he had you looking into the murder. Maybe his dad told him.
Confided in him.”

“What? That they were being
blackmailed by some little girl and they kidnapped her, tortured
her, and then killed her?”

My dad takes a deep breath and says,
“After Jennifer’s murder, David Sullivan stayed with his family,
but your mother left.”

“And you think that proves she was
guilty?” I ask. “You think that proves she was the one who killed
Jennifer?”

As much as I hated my mother, even
after all she did to me, I still had a sliver of hope she wasn’t
the monster I thought she was, that she didn’t kill a
sixteen-year-old girl. I didn’t want to know half my DNA was from a
woman capable of this. I shudder to even think about it.

“Well, both your mother and the
Senator had a lot to lose,” Ingrid says. “Both had families,
children, and both would have been under heavy scrutiny if the
affair leaked.”

I say, “And perhaps under heavy
scrutiny, they would have discovered the pair’s connection to a
black op.”

Ingrid says, “The Sleep Control
Program.”

“Right. So when Jennifer goes to
blackmail them for having an affair, she has no idea how much they
stand to lose. That even if they pay her off, they can’t trust that
she didn’t make copies and that the pictures won’t get
out.”

Ingrid says, “And so they kidnap her
and ask her where the photos are?”

“But she hid them in her brother’s
room,” my dad says. “She was scared what they would do to him if
they thought he knew.”

“So Jennifer doesn’t tell them,” I
say. “Then they shoot her up with Compound-23, hoping after a
twenty-three hour nightmare she will give up the location of the
pictures.”

Ingrid says, “But she doesn’t. She
stays strong. Then they hit her in the back of the head with
something and dump her body.”

I say, “After the murder, they break
off the affair and my mom leaves, goes down to Honduras for three
years. When she returns the case is long closed, a distant
memory.”

“And your mother moves the Sleep
Control Program somewhere else. Maybe Michigan. Maybe somewhere in
the mid-west.”

I nod.

“So then where do you come in?” my dad
asks. “Why kidnap you? What about the flash drive?”

It takes me thirty seconds to put it
all together. “When we talked with Sidney Ewen, he said the last
time he talked to my mother was right after 9/11.”

Ingrid says, “Right after the Senator
died.”

“And his wife, which means, everything
the senator owned was passed on to their only child.”

“Conner Sullivan,” my dad
says.

“And I’m guessing somewhere in all of
his valuables, maybe locked in a safety deposit box somewhere, is
a—”

“Flash drive,” Ingrid says.

I smile.

My dad says, “Maybe the President has
a flash drive and he doesn’t even know it.”

“But what’s on it?” Ingrid
asks.

I know what’s on the flash
drive.

My dad was right.

“It’s my mother’s confession,” I say.
“She was the one who killed Jennifer Nubers.”
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I run everything we learned through my
head. My mother’s file. The interview with Ewen. My abduction.
Jennifer’s murder. David Sullivan’s death. The
President.

After a long minute, I say, “Here’s
how I see it. I think David Sullivan and my mother — in addition to
working together on the Sleep Control Program — had a long-standing
affair.” I try to avoid my father’s gaze as I add, “Who knows how
far it goes back.”

“When he escapes from the Russian
prisoner camp,” I continue. “The two pick up where they left off.
David Sullivan has moved up the ranks, he is now a state senator,
with far more to lose if the affair leaks. But what both fear most
when they are approached by sixteen-year-old Jennifer Nubers is
that if the press looks into their affair, the Sleep Control
Program — what the two have been working on for over a decade —
will be compromised.

“They tell Jennifer they will get her
the money — whatever she asks for, probably ten or twenty grand
being that David is a senator. A week later, they snatch her off
the streets, keep her somewhere while they interrogate her about
the photographs. She is worried for her brother’s safety and
doesn’t divulge the photograph’s whereabouts.

“My mother snaps and hits her with
something on the back of the head. Maybe she wasn’t trying to kill
her, but regardless, she does. Possibly, David Sullivan isn’t even
present when this happens. My mother needs help moving the body and
he offers to help, but only if she promises to write a full
confession — or videotape a confession — one which absolves him of
Jennifer’s murder entirely.

“They dump the body and decide to
break off the affair. A couple days later my mother comes home,
packs up some of her stuff, then goes to Honduras for the next
three years. Meanwhile, David Sullivan keeps the file on his
computer or video camera or whatever. Jennifer’s alleged murderer,
Chase Wingleberry, is arrested two weeks later, falsely confesses
to the crime after twelve hours of interrogation and is promptly
bailed out by his wife and killed. Sullivan holds on to the
confession, just in case new evidence ever arises in Jennifer’s
death. Flash drives are invented at some point in the late 1990s,
though they were probably already in use by the CIA and other
government types by then, and he transfers whatever proof he has to
a flash drive. Then, when he and his wife die, all his possessions
are transferred to his son.

“My mother has returned to the states
by now and she calls Ewen to see if he knows anything about
‘Project Sandman’, but he hasn’t heard anything. She waits for the
chips to fall, waits for President Sullivan to stumble on this
flash drive and to have her arrested, but nothing happens. She
continues her work, then according to the then-director of the CIA,
she is interrogating — torturing — a suspect in 2007 when she
freaks out. She is never heard from again.

“Conner Sullivan is elected president
of the United States in 2012. By now, my mom is sick of being on
the run. She wants to come clean, but she has Jennifer’s murder
hanging over her head. She gets wind somehow that Sullivan and I
are buddy-buddy, that he’s been to my house a couple times. The
only reason my mother can imagine the President befriending her son
is to share with him what is on the flash drive. She hears from
someone — I don’t know who fits here — that President Sullivan
found the flash drive and gave it to me. Maybe because it was my
mom, Sullivan thinks I should be the one to decide her
fate.

“My mother somehow learns
that Ingrid and I are scheduled to take a trip to Alaska. It would
be easy to find out for someone with her skills, and all she had to
do was put a flag on my credit card. She realizes it is the perfect
chance to interrogate me. We get on the plane, they knock out
Ingrid and Lassie and toss them in the car. They fly me to Michigan
or wherever the Sleep Control Program has been moved to and proceed
to give me the worst fucking twenty-three day nightmare in the
history of the known universe.” I take a
deep breath. “I can’t tell her where the flash drive is, because I
don’t have the flash drive, and she sends a team of goons to our
condo to rip it apart.”

Meow.

I look down at Lassie.

“Yes, and to steal Lassie’s jingle
ball.”

I continue, “I’m found the next
morning in some dude’s tomato garden and I’m debriefed. The
President finds out I’m looking for a flash drive he gave me. He
didn’t give me anything, he never found any flash drive in his
father’s possessions, but he does remember something, maybe
something his father told him about a murder of a young woman in
1985. Maybe his father told him that my mother was the one who
killed this girl. It’s the only thing he can possibly imagine that
connects the three of us. So, Sullivan calls the Virginia Police
Commissioner to get Ingrid’s captain to have her look into Jennifer
Nubers’s murder. He knows if she re-investigates it and finds a
link to my mother, I will be the first to know.”

Everyone stares at me.

My dad. Ingrid. Lassie.
Murdock.

My dad says, “I think you’re
right.”

“Me too,” Ingrid says.

Meow.

Bark.

Everyone is in agreement.

“So what now?” Ingrid says.

“We need to talk to President
Sullivan,” I say. “I think he has the flash drive somewhere and
doesn’t even know it.”

“He’s in Russia,” my dad
says.

“We know,” Ingrid and I say at the
same time.
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The next three days, I wake up, I run
into the kitchen, and each day, both my father and Ingrid shake
their heads.

He didn’t call.

The hour I’m awake, we try to make
small talk, but we spend most our time staring at the
phone.

On the fourth day, we’ve all but given
up.

“Maybe we should just let it go,”
Ingrid says. “I don’t know how much good will come out of this even
if we do find the flash drive.”

She has a point. My mom is already one
of the most wanted women in the known world. Once a patriot, she
was now considered a traitor, a threat to National Security and her
name was at the top of every watch list in a dozen countries around
the globe. They were looking for her domestically and abroad. It’s
not like the world would suddenly find out she was responsible for
a young woman’s death thirty years earlier and ratchet up the
search for her.

Or would they?

It is one thing to be wanted for
torturing enemy combatants on U.S. soil and stealing government
secrets. It is another thing altogether to have murdered a young
girl in cold blood.

Then there was the family to think
about: Markus, Megan, and her mother. Did I really want to make
them wade through the muck of Jennifer’s death for a second
time?

No.

Certainly not.

And if President Sullivan had yet to
return my calls, this obviously wasn’t high on his list of
priorities. He was, of course, trying to ward off a second Cold
War, which did put the whole thing in perspective.

However, I did hold out hope that if
we located the flash drive my mother would surface. That she would
come to me.

I stare at Ingrid.

I see into our future.

At the very most, I could hope to
spend 20,000 hours with her, and that’s if I lived to ninety and if
we spent every minute together I was awake. If I were normal, if I
didn’t have Henry Bins, that number would be closer to 300,000
hours.

I still hadn’t told her I wanted a
family. That I wanted to be a father.

“What do you think, Henry?” Ingrid
asks. “Should we just let it be? Move on with our
lives?”

“Yes,” I lie.
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Lassie is sitting on my lap when it
happens. It is the day before we are set to move back into our
condo.

It is 3:32 a.m.

My dad is asleep. Ingrid is brushing
her teeth, getting ready for bed. The two are set to meet the
contractor at our condo at 7:30 a.m. to sign off on all the work
that was done.

“Are you excited to move home
tomorrow?” I ask Lassie.

Meow.

“Yes, you can have the jingle balls
the second we get back.”

Meow.

“You want to leave one for Murdock?
Well, aren’t you a softy.”

Meow.

“Oh, you want to fill it with acid?” I
can’t help laughing. “I thought he was your best
friend.”

Meow.

“Who is Roger?”

Ingrid comes around the corner in her
pajamas. She gives me a long kiss and says, “I’m gonna hit the
sack. Your dad and I should be able to get everything situated and
we can drive over tomorrow night when you wake up.” She gives me
another kiss. “Who knows, if I drive fast enough we might even have
time to re-christen the place.”

“I like the sound of that. Maybe you
can put the siren on.”

She laughs, gives me one last kiss,
and then heads to the bedroom. A half second later, Lassie jumps
off my lap and heads the same way, no doubt to snuggle up in her
cleavage.

I grab a smoothie from the
refrigerator and sit down to the computer. I pull up the Google
Earth image for S and Manchester.

“Where were you two going?” I ask out
loud.

I take down half the smoothie as I
move along the street view, pausing at the intersection, then
heading down S Street.

I double back, then head down
Manchester Ave. Two thirds of the way down the street, I pass a
small two-story building. The sign on the outside reads, “Overseas
Private Investment Corporation.”

I continue moving down the street, but
nothing else holds my interest.

I close the tab, then open
up Game of Thrones. It had been nearly two weeks since I last watched and I
move the cursor back five minutes — I am still on episode one of
Season Three — and hit play.

After a minute, I realize I’m not even
watching.

I’m still thinking about the building
on Manchester.

Overseas Private Investment
Corporation.

What is it about the name that is
pinging in my brain?

I close the tab on
Game of Thrones and do a
Google search for the company.

There is no web page.

Odd.

I click on a tab for D.C. businesses
and search Overseas Private Investment Corp. The company had been
around for more than forty years, founded in 1973.

That’s all there is.

I take a deep breath.

1973.

1973.

That was the year MK-Ultra was shut
down and the year the Sleep Control Program supposedly
began.

Could this have been where David
Sullivan and my mother were going? And if it was the headquarters
of the Sleep Control Program then, is it still today?

Did we get it all wrong?

Did they never move it?

Is this where the White Room
is?

Is this where I was kept?

No.

It can’t be.

Then why was the name “Overseas
Private Investment Corporation” running through my head on a
loop?

Had I heard the name before? Maybe
even subconsciously?

It had happened before. I would hear
something Ingrid said to me during the night, and I would remember
it the next day. Or in the case of my fight with Lassie, I attacked
him in my dream and he slashed me with his claws and it became part
of my dream.

My dream.

My nightmare.

It hits me.

“Holyyyyyyyyyyyyy
shittttt.”

I wondered how I came up with his
name. How had my subconscious decided to call him a name I never
heard before?

Only in my dream I spelled it
differently.

Overseas Private Investment
Corporation.

OPIC.

The Eskimo boy from my
dream.

Opik.
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I must have heard my mother or one of
the others who kidnapped me mention the building. Of course they
wouldn’t call it the Overseas Private Investment Corporation, no
one would ever call it that, they would call it OPIC.

“Where are we taking
him?”

“OPIC.”

It could have been as simple as that;
the word entering my subconscious. Then when the little Eskimo boy
popped up in my synthetic nightmare, that’s what I named
him.

It didn’t matter how it happened. All
that mattered is that it did.

The White Room is still in downtown
Washington D.C.

I can only imagine my mom when she
realized how fitting it was. How in Jennifer Nubers’ journal, she
named their affair “S and Man.” Sure the OPIC building was halfway
down Manchester, closer to T Street than S street, but it was too
fitting.

Add in the fact my
mother’s favorite song was “Enter Sandman,” plus the folklore tale,
and with the CIA’s affinity for the word ‘project’, of course she
would name it Project Sandman.

I look at the clock.

3:41 a.m.

I jump out of the chair and snag two
pre-made sandwiches out of the fridge and throw them in a cooler
with an ice pack. They won’t stay cold for twenty-four hours, but
they should still be edible when I wake up. I add a couple bottled
waters, then grab my dad’s car keys off the wall.

I’m a half-step from the garage when I
turn around. I rip a piece of paper from my father’s legal pad and
scribble a quick note.

A minute later, I have manually pushed
up the garage door. I back the car out, pull down the garage door,
and drive out of the cul-de-sac.

I drive as far as I can for the next
fifteen minutes, then pull into a neighborhood three miles from
where the OPIC building is located. All the windows in my dad’s car
are tinted except the windshield. I unfold my father’s silver
reflector and spread it out above the dash. If someone looks
closely in one of the windows, they will see me asleep in the
backseat, but hopefully that won’t happen.

I turn my cell phone off at 3:59
a.m.

Tomorrow I am going to break into the
OPIC building.

And if my theory is
correct.

I will find the White Room.

And I will find my mother.
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No one saw my dad’s car parked on the
side of the street and thought it suspicious enough to peer through
the windows. Or if they had, they figured I was an overworked
politician trying to catch a couple winks before heading back to
the Hill.

I grab a sandwich from the cooler,
which is surprisingly still cold, and scarf it down, then I guzzle
both bottles of water.

I’m afraid to turn on my cell
phone.

I’m sure I have fifty missed calls
from Ingrid and my father. Even after reading my note — my telling
them not to worry, that I had something personal to take care of,
and I would be back in two days — I’m certain they skipped the
meeting with the contractor and were searching for me
since.

My feelings of guilt are outweighed by
the bubbling, near bursting need to confront my mother on my own.
To show her that even with my one hour, even with the curse she
bestowed on me while in her womb, I didn’t need anyone’s
help.

I could fight my own
fights.

Six minutes later, I take a left at
the intersection of S and Manchester, then park the car on the side
of the street.

I’m wearing jeans and a dark blue
T-shirt, so I’m not exactly easy to spot, but I don’t resemble a
cat burglar either.

After a brisk minute walk, I am
standing in front of the two-story OPIC building.

There are three small stone steps
leading to a wooden door. I try the handle.

Locked.

I walk around to the side
of the building and find a glass window. I peek inside. I’d never
been inside an investment firm, but the handful of desks and small
offices resemble what one might look like. Of course, they
would need to keep up
appearances. This didn’t mean there isn’t something sinister hidden
a floor below.

I try the window, but it’s locked. I
moved down twenty feet and try a second window. Again, locked
tight.

I look down at my watch.

3:11 a.m.

I run around to the back where there
is a second entrance. There is a numerical panel beneath the
handle.

I try 1234.

It doesn’t work.

I’m gonna have to break in. Though, if
the place is what I think it is — a CIA black op marauding as an
investment firm — I doubt there is a security system. At least one
that reports to the police. The last thing these spooks want is for
the police to come inside, start poking around, and discover there
is no ink in the printers. That being said, I assume some sort of
security protocols are in place. If there is a break-in, a few
people will be alerted, one of which, I hope, is my
mother.

It takes me thirty seconds to find a
worthy projectile.

I’m about to smash it against the
glass, when I stop. There might not be a security system that
alerts the police to a break-in, but there is still the chance
someone will overhear the breaking glass and call the cops. There
is a law firm two businesses down which still has its lights
on.

I run to the street, spot a relatively
nice car, and I rock it back and forth.

The car alarm blares.

I sprint back to the side of the OPIC
building and smash the brick against the closest window.

Even I have a hard time hearing the
explosion of glass over the wail of the shrieking alarm — an alarm,
I know is unlikely to attract much attention. Even being awake one
hour a night, I know the sound of a car alarm has become somewhat
relegated to the white noise of the city.

I chip away at what is left of the
window, then gingerly pull myself up and into the
building.

I slip the small flashlight from my
back pocket and flick it on. I look in desk drawers and a couple
filing cabinets. Both are full of stuff and look as if they are
used daily. There are four small offices and I poke my head into
each one and give a rudimentary search. Everything appears to be
above board. There is actually ink in the printers.

There is a set of stairs, leading only
upwards, and I climb them, only to find a near replica of the
ground floor.

“Damn.”

Maybe I got this all wrong.

Maybe this was actually an investment
firm.

Which means, I probably tripped a
security system and the police were on their way.

I ponder making a run for
it before they show. I could still make it back to my dad’s. I
could make up a story about why I left. Anything is better than the
truth: I thought I discovered the location
of the White Room, a conjecture based solely on the name I gave a
small Eskimo boy while in an LSD induced nightmare. Oh, and I also
figured my mother would be there waiting for me, sitting on a table
in the White Room — the same table she strapped me to, then
injected me with Compound-23 — and I would force her to divulge all
her secrets before giving me a pill which would erase my Henry Bins
forever.

I laugh at the absurdity of it
all.

I head back downstairs.

I’m halfway down when the car alarm
stops. From my experience most car alarms lasted five minutes. I
look at my watch and see exactly five minutes have elapsed since I
broke the window.

I edge to the window I busted and
crane my head, listening for police sirens. I don’t hear any,
though I wasn’t sure they would turn their sirens on at night, not
wanting to alert the intruders.

“Dammit, Henry,” I say.

Then I take a deep breath.

“Okay, you still have forty-three
minutes. If the cops were coming, they would be here by
now.”

“You’re right,” a voice says. “They
would be.”

I turn.

Standing in the middle of the room is
a man.

I shine the flashlight on
him.

Sidney Ewen.
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I walk towards him.

His stoop is gone. He is without a
cane. He looks twenty years younger than the last time I saw
him.

“You,” I say.

He shrugs, then says, “Who were you
expecting?”

“I don’t know. Certainly not
you.”

“Your mother?”

“Maybe,” I say coldly.

“Elena was here recently. Well, you
know that all too well. Sadly, she was forced to flee the country
in the wake of your release.”

“Where is she?”

“Bermuda last I heard, but she likes
to move around.”

I nod, then say, “Show me.”

He stares at me. Doesn’t
answer.

“Show me the White Room.”

He laughs. “Ah, the White Room, alas,
we don’t call it that.”

“What do you call it?”

“It doesn’t have a name. Just a
room.”

“But it’s here?”

He nods.

“Show me.”

“Very well.”

I follow him to one of the offices. He
lowers the drapes. He flicks a switch and an overhead fan turns on.
Finally, he picks up a paperweight and moves it to the opposite
side of the desk. There is a soft click and the desk moves forward
three feet, leaving a circular metal grate.

A sewer grate.

He leans down and lifts it, then
slides it away. A remarkable feat for a man who the last time I saw
acted as though he had mere days left to live.

There is a ladder heading down into a
gray abyss.

“The sewer?” I ask.

“What did you expect? Something
fancier?”

“Kind of.”

He laughs, then steps down into the
hole. I climb down after him.

He tells me to make sure I close the
grate.

I do, but only partially.

Just in case.

I climb down ten feet, then jump to
the concrete below. The sewer is softly lit and surprisingly
clean.

“This is an old sewer duct,” he
explains. “They did a big reconstruction project in the late 60’s
and this quarter-mile section was decommissioned.”

“So that’s why you bought the OPIC
building in 1973. Its location over an abandoned sewer
duct.”

“Precisely.”

“So the maintenance crews can’t get
here?”

“No, it’s sealed off on both ends.
Above is the only entrance.”

“And you had it cleaned?”

“Yes, of course, we aren’t animals,
though as you may notice, there is a still a lingering
aroma.”

It’s there. More musky than
rotten.

He ambles forward for a hundred yards,
then stops at a door. He punches in a code and pushes
through.

I follow him, then trip through the
entrance.

“Be careful,” he says.

I slide the flashlight in the door
entrance, then push myself up, hoping Ewen doesn’t notice the door
failing to close completely.

He doesn’t.

The corridor ends, and we
push through a metal door and into what appears to be a wide
laboratory. It is filled with computers, gadgets, terminals, and
medical equipment. I know most of the
machines by sight — MRI, CT, EKG — I’d been hooked to, or inside,
every one of them at some point in my youth.

In another corner there is a small
fridge and a cot, no doubt, where Ewen was staying since I last saw
him — patiently waiting for me to trip the alarm.

There is a long clear window against
the far wall. Through the window, it is all white.

The White Room.

I let out a long exhale.

I found it.

I turn around.

Ewen is sitting in a chair behind a
desk.

I stare at him, then say, “You said
the last time you talked to my mom was shortly after 9/11?” I
pause. “That’s not true.”

He shakes his head. “No, it’s
not.”

I take another deep breath. “Did you
know about her and David Sullivan?”

“I did.”

“And did you know my mother killed
Jennifer Nubers?”

He smirks.

He did.

“Tell me,” I say.

“Shortly after 9/11 — shortly after
David Sullivan’s death — Elena did contact me. She wanted to know
if David sent me anything. Something she called Project
Sandman.”

I smile.

I knew it.

“It had been years since I spoke to
David, not since he escaped from the Russian prisoner camp, and I
told her that he hadn’t sent me anything. A week after that, I
received something in the mail.”

“A flash drive,” I said.

He nods.

“Yes, a flash drive. It had one file
on it, Project Sandman.”

“My mother’s confession for killing
Jennifer Nubers.”

He looks impressed.
“Correct.”

“Was it type written or a
video?”

“A video.”

“And she confesses to killing Jennifer
Nubers?”

He nods, then asks, “Would you like to
see it?”
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“My name is Elena Janev,” my mother
says. “The date is January 15th, 1985.” She holds up a newspaper to
confirm this.

She looks exactly how I remember her,
which makes sense, because the last time I saw her was three weeks
before she recorded the video. Her brown hair is held back in a
ponytail. Her green eyes are the green of the deep amazon jungle.
Her high cheekbones taper gently to full lips.

She has bruising around her throat and
a cut on her forehead, evidence that Jennifer Nubers put up a
fight.

“Three days ago, I murdered a
sixteen-year-old girl named Jennifer Nubers. My motive was that she
was blackmailing me for having an affair with a man. As you may
know from her journal, which we scattered around the crime scene,
this was a hobby of Jennifer’s. She approached me two weeks ago and
requested a sum of ten thousand dollars or she would send the
photographs to my husband.”

I glance over my shoulder at
Ewen.

He nods, as if to say, “Yes, she is a
monster.”

And she was.

She was even worse than Ewen. In
Ewen’s warped mind, he killed to protect America. My mother killed
to protect herself.

My mother continues, “Five days ago,
January 10th, I met Jennifer to pay her. I injected her with a
sedative, put her in my car, and brought her to a motel
room.”

Liar.

You brought her here.

To the White Room.

“After two days of interrogating her
to discover the whereabouts of the pictures and failing, I lost my
temper. I grabbed a lamp off the table and hit her in the head,
thereby inflicting a deadly head trauma. I then transported her to
McKinney Park, scattered her journal around her, and
left.”

The video cuts out.

I sit in silence for a long
minute.

Half of this monster’s DNA is inside
me.

I want to wretch. To get a scalpel and
attempt to cut away half of each cell.

But then whose DNA would I be left
with?

I stand up and turn to face Ewen. “Is
David Sullivan my father?”

He laughs. “How did you find
out?”

I tell him about how I had doubts my
dad was truly my biological father and how I sent out his and my
hair samples to a DNA testing company and the results were
negative.

Ewen says, “If you like, I can tell
you for certain who your father is right now.”

“You can?” But of course he could. Of
course he had David Sullivan’s DNA on file.

“Certainly, I would simply need to
take a quick blood sample and run it through the
computer.”

I nod my approval and he moves to a
metal drawer filled with medical equipment. He returns with rubber
gloves, a tourniquet, and a small vial.

Thirty seconds later, the vial is full
of my blood.

“This will take about ten minutes,” he
says.

I look down at my watch.

It is 3:32 a.m.

I need to be back in the car by 3:55
a.m., so I can drive a mile or two away before I fall
asleep.

Ewen takes my vial to some fancy
machine and turns it on. It begins spinning.

He returns and I say, “What I don’t
understand is, if you had the flash drive, why did my mother think
I had it?”

He smirks.

“You were the one who told her I had
it.”

“When I received the flash drive from
David I was a bit confused, but then I pieced it together. He had
Elena record the video just in case he was ever connected to
Jennifer Nubers’ murder, which he was an accomplice through the
affair and possibly the disposal of the body. When David died, he’d
set up a system whereby the flash drive was sent to me
automatically, meaning he feared something might happen to him. He
must have feared your mom would attempt to get the flash drive from
him. Maybe even kill him.

“Your mother knew about all my
skeletons, if she came forward at any point, decided to trade her
secrets for my secrets, I would spend the rest of my days behind
bars. So I kept the video, knowing I could use it against your
mother if need be.

“A few months after I received the
flash drive, I contacted Elena and told her I watched it, but that
I didn’t feel it rightfully belonged to me. I told her that I gave
it to David’s son.”

“Conner Sullivan?”

“Correct.”

I am starting to see how this played
out. “You never gave it to him, did you?”

“I did not.”

“How does that benefit you? For her to
think President Sullivan had it?”

“He wasn’t president at the time, he
was the governor of Virginia, but that’s beside the point. I merely
wanted your mother to think there were two copies of her confession
out there so she’d be less likely to cut any deals.”

“Cut any deals? My mom was wanted by
every agency in North America, what could she possibly possess that
would make you think she could cut a deal.”

“The files.”

Right, the MK-Ultra files
that were all supposedly
destroyed.

“She had a copy of the
files?”

He nods.

“And let me guess, they proved that
MK-Ultra did far worse things than anyone ever could have
imagined.”

“I would have spent the rest of my
life behind bars, that is, if I didn’t receive the death
penalty.”

“Okay, but that doesn’t explain the
connection to me.”

Ewen helps me along. “Six months ago,
I reached out to Elena to let her know I was diagnosed with stage
four cancer.”

“Which of course, you
weren’t.”

“Nope, fit as a fiddle,” he says with
a smile.

“I also told her that I had a
conversation with the President recently and I asked him about the
flash drive. How he said it was impossible to keep anything private
as the most powerful man in the known world and that he’d given the
flash drive to someone — someone he felt deserved it more than he
did.”

“Me,” I scoff.

“Right.”

“Why go through all this
trouble?”

He takes a deep breath. “Your mom
figured I’d be dead in six months and my copy of her confession
would die with me. That left you with the only remaining copy. If
she could get that, there would be no stopping her from making a
deal with the CIA, the Feds, and all the other agencies in trade
for all the destroyed MK-Ultra files. Trust me, the CIA would jump
at the chance to get their hands on these files and your mother
would be granted absolute impunity.”

“So she kidnaps me. Tortures me. Uses
Compound-23 on me in hopes I will break.”

“But you don’t know anything about a
flash drive because President Sullivan never gave you
one.”

“No shit,” I say, my face flushing,
realizing I am a pawn in this guy’s sick game.

“I knew when she let you go, that you
would come to me for answers. Then you came to see me and I told
you just enough that hopefully you would make the
connection.”

“But I never would have made the
connection unless I started digging into Jennifer Nubers’
mur—”

He smiles. “One last favor for a dying
man.”

“What did you tell the President? How
did you get him to call the Virginia Police Commissioner? How did
you get the case assigned to Ingrid?”

“Easy. I’d known Conner for thirty
years. He calls me Uncle Sidney. I told him there was an old case
in D.C., how the mother was an old friend of mine, and how she
reached out to me and asked if I could pull some strings and have
someone reinvestigate her daughter’s murder. I told him that it
couldn’t be a detective from D.C. Then I name dropped Ingrid, who I
knew from various sources you were living with.”

“So you put this whole thing in
motion. Why?”

“I have dedicated my entire life to
one thing.”

It takes me a moment, then I say,
“Behavior modification.”

“Precisely.”

I glare at him.

“I needed you to come here,” he says.
“I needed you to think you would be coming to meet your
mother.”

“Why?”

“Because I knew then you would come
alone.”

His words are a cold breeze down my
spine.

I glance at the door. It is thirty
feet away.

I look at my watch.

3:42 a.m.

I ponder making a run for it, but even
after Ewen’s veiled threat, I don’t find myself overly alarmed.
After all, he is a ninety-year-old man.

What’s the worst he could
do?

There is a soft chime and
Ewen gets up and walks to a machine. He returns holding a sheet of paper.
He hands it to me and says, “A perfect match.”

I take the paper and look at the
results. “So David Sullivan was my father.”

Ewen shakes his head. “That isn’t
David Sullivan’s DNA profile.”

I inhale.

“It’s mine,” he says.
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It is too much to handle.

This man is my father.

I lean forward and retch, sending the
sandwich I ate earlier onto the concrete floor.

“You’re my dad?” I ask, looking up,
wiping the excess from my lips.

He nods. “It started the night I gave
my speech when your mother was at ‘the Farm.’ We ended up back in
her barracks.”

“And when did it end?”

“When she realized she was pregnant
with you, she broke it off. She didn’t want me to be a part of your
life even if I was the father.”

“Did you know you were my biological
father?”

“Yes.”

“And so did she?”

He nods. “She did a paternity test
when you were an infant.”

“And you didn’t want to be a part of
my life?”

“Not particularly,” he says, nearly as
coldly as my mother confessed to killing Jennifer Nubers. “But I
think things turned out for the best. Richard was a far better
father than I ever would have been.”

“You bet your fucking ass he was,” I
nearly scream.

His veiled threat comes rushing
back.

“So why did you want me to come here?
You have a change of heart? You want to be my dad now?”

“No,” he says. “I simply want to know
more about you.”

“What? What the fuck do you want to
know? You want to know how I feel about my mother and father both
being killers? You want to know if I have an Oedipus complex? If I
want to kill my dad and fuck my mom? Well, I can tell you for
certain that I want to kill my fucking dad.”

I fight myself from rushing him. From
smashing his bald head into the concrete.

“I’m not a psychologist,” he says,
laughing. “I don’t give a shit what you think about me. I’m a
scientist. I want to know how your brain works.”

He points to the all the
machines.

“You can go fuck yourself,” I say,
closing the distance between us. The next word he says, I’m going
to smash my fist into his jaw, sending his ninety-year-old teeth
scattering to the floor.

He doesn’t say another
word.

He simply pulls a gun from his waist
and points it at me.

Then he looks at his watch.

I look at mine.

3:49.

Eleven minutes and then he can do
whatever he wants with me.
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I wake up.

I am strapped to a table.

I’m in the White Room.

I scream.

The door opens.

I crane my head upwards.

“Good morning,” Ewen says.

“Fuck you.”

“Somebody is cranky. Didn’t get enough
sleep, did you?”

“What did you do to me last
night?”

Ewen smiles, then leaves as quickly as
he came.

I take three deep breaths. Luckily,
last night he hadn’t administered Compound-23, and I didn’t have
another nightmare, a fate I’m certain won’t last another
night.

I glance at the wall to my left, a
wall I know is actually a long mirror.

I yell at the wall, “You fucking
cowardly piece of shit. Get in here.”

I lay my head down.

I wrangle my hands against the velcro
restraints.

There is little give.

I half expect my mother to come
through the door with a mallet. To smash my hands to smithereens
like in my nightmare. To ask me where the flash drive
is.

I would be able to answer
this time. I would be able to tell her that her mentor, lover, the
biological father of her only child had it. How I watched it. That
I knew what she’d done. How she killed Jennifer Nubers. But
I wouldn’t tell
her where it was. No matter how many knuckles she broke, no matter
how many nightmares she gave me, I would tell her to go to
hell.

The door opens and Ewen returns. He is
holding an iPad.

He approaches, sits on the table near
my ribs and says, “I must say, your brain is
remarkable.”

He turns the iPad towards
me.

“Your brain has nearly twelve percent
more synapses firing each millisecond than average. Do you know how
many that is? Billions more synapses firing than perhaps even
me.”

He pats my leg. “Haven’t you ever
wondered why? Why you are so smart? How when you’ve only been
awake, alive really, one-fifteenth that of an average person your
age, how you could be more intelligent than most of these
people?”

Actually, I had wondered
this. Exactly this. Wondered why I wasn’t intellectually a
four-year-old.

“Fascinating,” I say, then spit on the
computer screen.

He wipes the screen clean, then says,
“Well, the real fun will begin tonight. When we see how your brain
responds to Compound-23.”

The thought of another twenty-three
day nightmare claws at my stomach.

I find myself begging, pleading.
“Please . . . please . . . no . . .”

He smiles and pats my leg.
“Don’t worry son,
it will be okay.”

He walks out, leaving me with my own
thoughts for the next ten minutes.

What had Ewen said, that
creating a nightmare is like trying to create a tornado. You need
to create an instability in the mind. With my synapses firing
twelve percent higher than average, I should be able to control my
brain. Keep it stable. Keep it free from
tornadoes.

I start thinking of everything good in
my life. My dad, my real dad — the greatest dad in the world —
Lassie, my perverted BFF; Murdock, that amazingly stupid, loveable
horse; and Ingrid. If I made it out of here, the second I saw her,
I was going to propose. Tell her how sick I was of not being
married to her. That I wanted to marry her and to knock her
up.

I visualize our life
together.

Me, her, Lassie, and a small boy, all
wrestling on the bed. No one, not even me, worried about what time
it is.

The door opens and my fantasy
evaporates.

“I hate to get this party started
early,” Ewen says, a syringe filled with pink liquid in his hand.
“But I simply can’t wait any longer.”

He walks forward until his stomach is
touching the table.

“Oh, I forgot to tell you,” he says.
“My Peaches went in for her annual check-up last week and guess
what?”

He doesn’t wait for my
guess.

“She’s pregnant,” he says. “Can you
believe that? My Peaches, pregnant. Now, you wouldn’t happen to
think your stupid little cat had anything to do with it, now would
you?”

I can’t help laughing. “Yeah, I think
he did. He probably fucked the shit out of her.” I keep laughing.
“I hope that fat bitch wasn’t on top, she could have killed
him.”

Ewen’s mouth tightens. It’s the first
time I’ve ever seen him truly upset.

“Now, she’s gonna get even fatter,” I
say, in near hysterics.

He brings the syringe down.

I let out a scream and yank my left
arm up.

Unlike my nightmare, where there was
no give at all in the restraints, Ewen tightened the velcro on my
left wrist fractionally looser than my right wrist.

It took me the last ten minutes,
slowly, millimeter by millimeter, sliding my hand through. Half
way, I felt my pinky snap. I nearly gave up, then I saw the syringe
and gave one last yank, ripping the tendon off my thumb, and
allowing my hand to slide free.

I slap away the syringe, sending it
clattering to the ground. I reach out and grab the bottom of Ewen’s
shirt. I have limited motion with both legs, one arm, and my neck
restrained, but it’s as if the power of all of my extremities has
been funneled into the three working fingers of my left
hand.

I yank Ewen’s shirt towards the table.
He fights me, slapping at my arm, but he is a fruit fly.

I pull him on top of me. I release the
bottom of his shirt and grab him by the collar. He tries to push
off me.

He can’t.

I push him up by the neck of his
shirt, then yank him down violently. I angle my head upwards.
Ewen’s face smashes into the crown of my head with a sickening
crunch.

The blow dazes me.

When I shake it off, Ewen is lying on
top of me. He is out cold.

I roll him off me with my left hand,
sending him to the ground four feet below.

I release the velcro strap on my neck,
then my right arm, then both feet.

I jump off the table.

Ewen is on his back. His face is
destroyed, his nose turned upwards and leaking blood by the
gallon.

He begins to squirm and I kneel down
and check him for the gun. He doesn’t have it.

“Whaaa,” he moans.

I lift him up and put him on the
table. Then I strap him down with the velcro restraints.

Then I leave the White
Room.

I find some gauze and tape in the
medical supplies and I wrap my hand. The gun is on a table next to
a computer and I stick it in the waist of my pants.

It is 3:19 a.m. when I return to the
White Room.

Ewen is wide awake now.

He cranes his neck upwards.

“What are you doing? You can’t do
this!” he screams.

“Little different being on the other
side of things,” I say.

I pick the syringe off the floor and
hover over him.

“My mom was brave enough to test this
stuff out on herself, but something tells me you were too big of a
pussy. Well, it’s time to rectify that. I can only imagine with all
the shit you’ve seen, what will haunt your nightmares.”

He begs me not to. “Please!
Please!”

I lower the syringe.

He screams four words.

They stop me cold.

“What?” I ask.

“I can fix you,” he says.
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“Fix me?” I ask. “What do you mean you
can fix me?”

His chest is convulsing in panic. He
strains his neck against the restraint and says, “I can reset your
sleep cycle.”

“I thought you said only my mother
would know if that was possible?”

He shakes his head. “Your brain is
like a hard drive, all you have to do is wipe it clean.”

I stare at him.

I look at the syringe.

I think of Ingrid.

I think of our limited time
together.

“I swear,” he says. “It will
work.”

I take a deep breath, recap the
syringe and put it in my pocket. I decide to at least hear him
out.

“Have you done this before?” I
ask.

He lifts his head against the neck
restraint, what amounts to a nod. “In several of our subprojects
with MK-Ultra, we wiped the subject’s brains clean. Many had
obsessive-compulsive disorders or disassociate personality
disorders, and when we wiped their brains, these reset and went
away.”

“A personality disorder is far
different than my condition.”

“No, it really isn’t. Like
obsessive-compulsive disorder, your sleep cycle is learned
behavior. Your brain learned to only be awake for one hour a night,
just like someone might learn to be afraid of going outside. Your
sleep-wake cycle isn’t encoded in your DNA, say like having blue
eyes.”

“So, nature versus
nurture.”

“Right.”

“But this happened when my mother was
pregnant with me.”

“Doesn’t matter, it was still
something learned by your brain. Something Compound-23 taught
it.”

“Okay, so how do you reset it? You
gonna give me electro-shock therapy, because they tried that on me
when I was little.”

“No. God, no,” he says, scoffing. “It
has to do with electromagnetic radiation.”

I cut my eyes at him.

He takes a long breath. “It is quite
complicated, but the short of it is, radio waves and brain waves
are both types of electromagnetic radiation, waves of energy that
move at the speed of light. The only difference is the wave’s
frequencies.”

“I’m with you.”

“When you remember something, your
brain fires thousands of neurons — perhaps even millions in your
case — creating a wave of energy. We simply created a machine that
mimics these brain waves, and by concentrating the waves on
specific areas of the brain we interrupt normal activity. It is a
process called transcranial magnetic stimulation.”

“Transcranial Magnetic Stimulation,” I
repeat. I’d heard a thousand medical terms in my days, but this
isn’t one of them.

“We over-stimulate the brain with
trillions of electromagnetic waves the same frequency as brain
waves and the brain can’t handle it, and to protect itself from
imploding, the brain will basically dump everything it can, then
shut down.”

“What do you mean,
everything?”

“Everything
that has ever been encoded.”

“So, what, like going back to being a
baby?”

“Yes and no.”

“What do you mean?”

“Yes, your brain will be
completely blank, possibly even blanker than an infant’s, but your
brain will already have the wiring in place, the synapses,
connections, that are
formed as you mature. And as I mentioned earlier, you have billions
more than your average person.”

“So what you’re saying is, my brain
would be blank, but I would be able to learn faster?”

“Correct. The subjects who we
experimented on learned how to speak in less than two months, to
write in four months. Most regained full brain aptitude within
three years.”

I let out a deep exhale. The idea of
relearning how to speak, relearning how to write, relearning how to
brush my teeth. Then again, I wouldn’t have a one-hour limitation.
I would have as many hours as there are in a day. If your average
person did it in three years, I might do it in two. Sure, the first
couple years would be tough, but after that, I would have the next
forty to sixty years to be normal.

We are talking 20,000 hours awake
versus 300,000.

But there was more at stake than just
walking and talking.

“What about all my
memories?”

He shakes his head.

Ingrid.

My dad.

Lassie.

Murdock.

I would forget them all. Forget I even
know them.

The thought makes me want to
cry.

Was I being selfish? Thinking of doing this?

No, of course not.

These people loved me. They want me to
be normal. They want me to be awake sixteen hours a day.

Also, I wanted to be a father. If I
didn’t do it for myself, I had to do it for my future
child.

I look down at my watch.

It’s 3:26 a.m.

“Okay,” I say. “Let’s do
it.”
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With my left hand destroyed, it takes
me twenty minutes to write three emails.

The first two are to my father and
Ingrid. I tell them what I am about to do and why I’m doing it.
That it will be tough at first, but it will be worth it in the end.
That they will have to be patient with me, to tell me stories of
our memories. That I promise I will learn to love them each more
than I loved them before. I thank them both for the amazing
memories. That I cherish them, but that I am ready to be born
anew.

The third email is to
myself.

I push send, then walk back to the
White Room.

It is 3:46 a.m.

I release Ewen from the
restraints.

I point the gun at him and say simply,
“I will shoot you in the balls if you try anything.”

He nods.

Back in the lab, Ewen ushers me to a
machine. It looks much the same as an MRI machine.

“You will have to get rid of the gun,
you can’t have anything metal in there.”

I have no reason to trust Ewen, but I
do. Not the person. The scientist. I can see the curiosity in his
eyes. He could do anything to me, but at this point his biggest
worry is if he can fix me.

I lay the gun on the
counter.

“Your watch too,” he says.

I take it off and set it next to the
gun.

It reads 3:50 a.m.

I laugh at the thought this might be
the last time I ever check the time. When I wake up, time will no
longer matter.

“Lie down,” he says.

I lie down in the machine.

It whirs to life.

“Okay,” Ewen says. “Here we
go.”

I whisper to myself. “Goodbye, Henry
Bins.”
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I open my eyes.

Shapes and sounds swirl
around me.

Something hovers over me.
Something touches me.

“Henry.”

This sound means nothing
to me.

“Henry.”

What is going
on?

Where am I?

“Henry?”

The creator of the sound
shakes me.

“He doesn’t recognize you,” a voice
says.

“We have to get him back to the
house,” says another.

I’m moving.

Upwards.

I blink my
eyes.

Look down.

Look at the two figures
holding me up.

Touching me.

“Do you know who we are?” one of them
asks.

I move my head up and down.

I do know.

“Yes,” I say.

Ingrid and my father gasp.

My brain feels foggy. The thirty
seconds I spent in the machine the previous night must have jumbled
up my short-term memory.

Slowly, the events of twenty-four
hours begin coming back.

Lying in the machine.

The loud whirring.

Running through all my memories,
knowing they would be gone in the next few minutes: my dad teaching
me how to leg wrestle. My dad teaching me to drive, then taking me
to the McDonald’s all-night drive through. Playing poker with my
dad every Wednesday for nine years. The first time I woke up with
Lassie on my chest. Tickling him. Rushing him to the vet. Him
licking my nose and telling me I was his bestie. Playing with
Murdock when he was just a puppy. Murdock stealing and eating an
entire Thanksgiving turkey out of my dad’s fridge. Ingrid. The
first time I laid eyes on her. Our first kiss. The first time my
eyes soaked up her deliciously naked body.

I couldn’t let these memories
go.

No matter what price.

I jumped out of the
machine.

“What are you doing?” Ewen
roared.

“I am exactly who I’m supposed to be,”
I said.

“No, get back in there. We need to see
if this works.”

“I’m not an experiment,” I said, then
smashed my fist into his face.

I grabbed the gun and pointed it at
him.

“Go lie down in the machine,” I
ordered.

“No way.”

I pulled the trigger sending a bullet
zipping past his head.

“I’m not gonna ask again.”

He back pedaled, then laid down in the
machine.

I pointed the gun at him for the next
seven minutes, waiting for him to move.

At 3:59 a.m. I made my way into the
hallway and laid down, exactly where Ingrid and my father had found
me just minutes earlier.

“I didn’t go through with it,” I tell
them.

“Thank God,” my dad says, then pulls
me into a long hug.

“No matter how many hours it would
have added to my life, it wasn’t worth losing the memories of the
people I love.”

The three of us hold each other tight
for a long minute.

Wiping my eyes, I ask Ingrid, “Was it
hard to find this place?”

She sniffs a couple times, then says,
“Your directions in the email were pretty good.”

Climb through the broken
window, go into the back right office, pull off the sewer grate,
climb down, there should be a door with a flashlight holding it
open.

I spend the next fifteen minutes
telling them all that happened: my OPIC/Opik realization, breaking
in, seeing Ewen, how he had master-minded everything — even having
Ingrid look into Jennifer Nubers’ murder — that it was all just
another experiment in behavior modification to see if he could
control my actions.

I tell them how he strapped me to the
table, how I’d escaped.

“Your hand,” Ingrid said.

“Yeah, I don’t even want to think what
it looks like under all that gauze. I know for certain I broke my
pinky and I’m pretty sure the muscle and tendon on top of my thumb
were torn off.”

“We’ll have to get you to a hospital,”
my dad says.

I nod, then continue my
narrative.

I tell them how Ewen said he could fix
me, how I sent them emails so they would know where to find me and
how to act when I didn’t know who they were. But that when I got
into the machine, I started to have second thoughts. Then how I put
Ewen in the machine.

“What happened to Ewen?” Ingrid
asks.

“Good question.”

I push through the door and into the
lab.

Ewen is lying on the floor of the lab,
he is curled up in the fetal position. With his bald head, he looks
just like a newborn.

“He’s Benjamin Button,” my dad
says.

I hadn’t seen the movie, but he
quickly explains it is about a baby who is born looking like an old
man, then ages backwards over time.

“Pretty much,” Ingrid
agrees.

I stand over him.

“Sidney?”

He looks at me with his wide blue
eyes. Confused. Scared. He mumbles gibberish.

“What should we do with him?” Ingrid
asks. “We can’t just leave him here.”

“You want to take him home with you,
Dad?” I ask. “With Ingrid, Lassie, and me gone, you and Murdock
might like the company.”

“I changed enough diapers in my day,”
my dad says with a laugh.

I’m reminded that the drooling,
ninety-year-old infant on the floor is my biological
father.

I decide he isn’t.

The man standing next to me, the man
that changed all my diapers . . . he is my dad.
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“Here you go, punk,” I say, tossing
four jingle balls to Lassie on the bed.

His eyes bulge and he darts around,
deciding which one to play with first.

I let out a laugh.

A lot had happened over the past three
days.

After leaving the OPIC building, I
asked my dad if I could have a minute alone with Ingrid.

I told her I didn’t care how many
hours I got in a day, just as long as I got to spend them with
her.

I asked her to marry me.

She cried, said yes, and cried some
more.

When we reached the car, my dad was in
the front seat and Lassie and Murdock were in the back. Murdock
attacked me with slobbery kisses and Lassie kept repeatedly asking
me how many fingers he was holding up.

Ingrid and I broke the news of our
engagement and everyone went crazy. We celebrated by going through
a McDonald’s drive through. I ordered a quarter-pounder with
cheese, a large fry, a large Coke, and a chocolate milkshake.
Lassie, my father, and Ingrid all ordered the same.

Murdock ordered eight Big
Macs.

Four-o-clock came not long after the
feast and while I was sleeping, my dad drove to the hospital. Over
the next twenty-hours, I had surgery on my left hand to reattach
several of the muscles and tendons in my thumb, then another
surgery to put two pins in my pinky, where I broke it in two
places.

The doctor said my hand wouldn’t be
good as new, but in a couple months it would be good
enough.

My second night in the hospital, my
cell phone had rung at 3:10 a.m.

It was President Sullivan.

He said he was sorry it had taken him
so long to get back to me, but that this whole thing with Russia
was getting out of hand and he couldn’t even think
straight.

I decided against telling him the
whole story; that his father had an affair with my mother, that
Uncle Sidney, a man he’d known for thirty years, was more of a
monster than anyone could have ever known. He had enough to worry
about with that Putin guy.

Sullivan
explained that Sidney Ewen was the one who had
asked him to look into the murder of Jennifer Nubers and that he
had obliged him as it was a dying wish of the old man. He wasn’t
exactly sure why Ewen wanted Ingrid to be the one who investigated
the murder, but he figured she was as good as anyone and put in the
call.

Sullivan said he didn’t hold Ewen in
the highest esteem, as he had been the head of MK-Ultra for its
despicable tenure, but that his father had held a certain respect
for the man, so the President had always tried to be cordial to
him.

I told him about Ingrid and my
engagement and he promised he would attend the wedding.

As for Sidney Ewen, aka, Benjamin
Button, we dropped him off in front of a fire station on the way to
the hospital.

My idea.

As far as the OPIC building and the
Sleep Control Program, Ingrid had relayed everything we learned to
the director of the CIA. It would be up to him to disclose any
information to President Sullivan, though she urged him to try to
keep the investigation in-house.

Last night, Ingrid and I had spent a
magical night re-christening the new home, but she was now
officially back on duty — they even let Billy come back a couple
days early — and the two had pulled their first homicide eight
hours earlier.

As for Jennifer Nubers: Ingrid, my
father, and I were all in agreement it was best to keep the case as
it was. The files went back to whence they came, except for the
journal pages, which may have gone missing and may have found their
way to Delaware.

I watch Lassie play in jingle heaven
for another couple minutes, then ask him, “How about you pick one
and I put the other three in the safe.”

Meow.

“Yellow, are you sure?”

Meow.

“Green. Is that your final
answer?”

Meow.

“Okay, I am picking for
you.”

I pick up the red, green, and yellow
jingle balls in my right hand — my left hand is heavily bandaged —
leaving him the blue one. I walk into the closet and open the safe.
I set the jingle balls inside.

There are two other things in the
safe. My mother’s file. And a flash drive.

On the way out of the laboratory, I
snagged the flash drive containing my mother’s confession from the
computer.

I found it ironic that I now possessed
the object the goons were looking for when they destroyed the
condo.

“Where is the flash drive?” my mom had
asked me.

“It’s in my safe, bitch!”

That’s what I would say to her if I
ever got the chance. Of course, I uploaded a copy of the video to
the cloud where it would sit in perpetuity, and Ingrid had a copy
in a safety deposit box at her bank.

“Come and get it,” I would
add.

The condo was now equipped with a
state-of-the-art security system. Stuff you couldn’t even get
commercially. Expensive stuff. If my mother’s goons made another
attempt to break-in, they wouldn’t get far.

I close the safe and spin
the combination, then walk back into the bedroom.
I stare at Lassie, thinking there is something I
was meaning to tell him. It takes a moment for it to come to
me.

When it does, I pick up the blue
jingle ball, the only way to get his attention.

Meow.

“Just a sec,” I say. “I have some big
news to tell you.”

Meow.

“You remember the redhead from Ewen’s
place. The big tabby.”

Meow.

“Her name isn’t Bertha, it’s
Peaches.”

Meow.

“Yes, she should have eaten more
peaches and less pizza.” I pause, then add, “Guess what? She’s
pregnant.”

His eyes bulge.

“You’re gonna be a dad.”

He coughs. Coughs some more. His
impending fatherhood is a grapefruit-sized fur ball in his throat.
He stops hacking, then glances up at the ceiling for a long moment.
His whiskers twitch from side to side. He is in deep thought.
Finally, he moves his glance to me.

Meow.

“Marry her? No, you don’t have to
marry her.”

Meow.

“Ingrid and I are getting married
because we love each other and we want to start a
family.”

Meow.

“Dude, you are a cat. Cats don’t get
married.”

Meow.

“I don’t know what will happen to
them, they’ll probably give most of them away.”

Meow.

“You want one? Dude, you can’t even
take care of yourself. If it wasn’t for me, you would die in thirty
minutes.”

Meow.

“So what you’re really
asking is, do I want another cat? No, I don’t even want
one cat.”

Meow.

“A boy. Why a boy?”

Meow.

“So you can name him Justin Timberlake
Junior?”

Meow.

“You and Justin are basically the
same? Trust me, you could not be any more different.”

Meow.

“Was that supposed to be a dance? It
looks like you just had a seizure.”

Meow.

“Archibald? I am not letting you name
your kid Archibald. He’ll get his ass kicked by every cat in
town.”

Meow.

“Tell you what. I’ll call Ewen’s maid
in the next couple weeks and see if we can go over and visit when
she has the litter.”

Meow.

“You are not proposing to
her.”

Meow.

“You can get McDonald’s without
getting engaged. I will take you to McDonald’s right now if you
want.”

Meow.

“I was kidding. Maybe next
week.”

Meow.

“Yes, we will go visit and I guess if
you really want one, we can ask them for one.”

Meow.

“I told you, we are not ruining this
little cat’s life by naming him Archibald.”

Meow.

“Archie? Yeah, I kind of like
that.”

Meow.

“Yes, you can have your stupid jingle
ball back.”

I toss it on the floor and he scampers
after it.

I exit the bedroom and notice that on
the kitchen table is a huge basket. It is three feet tall and
covered in cellophane.

I peek through the clear plastic and
eye the contents. A bottle of Cristal, some cheeses I can’t
pronounce, some meats, pears, strawberries, Swiss chocolates, a tin
of caviar and some crackers.

Easily, a thousand dollars’ worth of
delicacies.

I pull the card off the basket and
read it:

 


Henry and Ingrid,

 


Congrats on the engagement. Couldn’t be
happier for you. Looking forward to the wedding.

 


Conner

 


P.S. What time will the wedding be?

 


I smile and laugh.

I’m tempted to open the basket and
dive in to some cheese and crackers but since Ingrid had the
self-control not to attack it, I suppose I can muster some as well.
Instead, I grab some leftover Thai food from the fridge — Isabel
had yet to stock the fridge — and throw it in the
microwave.

I do push-ups and sit-ups while it
heats and it feels good to get back into a bit of
routine.

I take the food to the table and I get
on my laptop for the first time since I was on Google Earth and
stumbling on the OPIC building.

I check my stocks, make a couple
tweaks, and then log into my email.

I have two emails.

The first is
from IhaveHenryBins@gmail.com and it
takes me a moment to remember I sent an email to myself right
before I was set to have my memory erased.

I click it open and read
it.

 


Dear Henry,



You wrote this email to yourself. Hopefully
it hasn’t taken you too long to relearn how to read. I wish I could
write you fifty pages, taking you through the last thirty-seven
years, explaining how we got here, and why we made the decision we
made, but the clock is ticking and I’ll be honest, I’m writing this
with one hand and it’s taking forever.

 


Do me a favor and Google, “Henry Bins.” This
is you. This condition is named after you. Crazy, huh? One hour a
day. Seems like it would be impossible to live being awake just one
hour a day. Now that you are normal, now that you are awake for as
long as you like, it might be hard to imagine packing sixteen hours
of life into sixty short minutes. Yet, somehow, you not only lived,
you thrived. But it wouldn’t have been possible without one man,
your dad.

 


I wish I could tell you all the great things
this man did for you, all the sacrifices he made so your one hour a
day could be amazing. How he spent nearly his entire day awake
trying to think of ways to make your one hour as educational, as
fun, and as normal as possible. Love this man for all he’s worth.
As for Ingrid, how hot is she? We really knocked it out of the park
on this one. If she followed my instructions, then she has spent
many hours telling you stories about how we met and fell in love.
Marry this woman. Have children with this woman. And never, ever,
take her for granted. Not for one minute. Not for one second. If
there is anyone who should know how valuable one second is, it’s
you.

 


About Lassie. Yeah, he talks. It’s weird.
He’s a pervert, but he’s awesome. He likes lasagna, likes Garfield
— Google it — and belly rubs and jingle balls — oh, and he knocked
up some cat named Peaches, remember to tell him that.

 


Lastly, there is a red folder in your
father’s house. It contains the file of your mother. Find her. Find
her if it’s the last thing you do.

 


::::

 


There is a second email.

The sender is
Izzy43457ii@gmail.com.

I call Isabel, ‘Izzy’ sometimes, so I
assume it is from her, but the email account is one I’d never seen
before.

It isn’t until I read the email that I
understand why she created the account. She didn’t want the email
to be traced.

I can barely breathe as I reread her
words:

 


Henry…It’s Isabel. Two men came to my house
yesterday and they were asking questions. They wanted to know about
the hair sample I sent. They said that one of the hair samples
belongs to a man who they have been trying to find for almost forty
years. They left me their card. They are from some agency called
the CID. I Googled it, it means they are from the US Army Criminal
Investigation Command. Henry, I think they are looking for your
father.
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Author’s Note

 


Dear Reader,

 


There are millions of books out there
and I just want to thank you for choosing one of mine.

 


When I first wrote
3 a.m., I knew the
premise was cool, that Henry was a great character, that Lassie was
unlike anything I’d read before, and that the storyline was pretty
catchy. Beyond that, I had no idea where the story would go, or if
it would continue at all. I didn’t know if the one-hour time
constraint could even lend itself to another installment. Surely,
the magic couldn’t be the same as the first book.

 


But now, here we are…

 


Not in my wildest dreams could I ever
have imagined the story would progress in the manner it did, or how
deeply I would come to love these characters. I think this was the
best installment so far, but I am even more excited for the next
two books. I can’t wait to write Henry and Ingrid’s wedding, to
meet Archie (he is going to be soooooooooo rad), to find out why
the CID is looking for Henry’s dad, to find out if Henry will ever
find his mother, and for Henry to become a father
himself.

 


I have the remaining two books
outlined and I’m being completely serious when I say they are going
to BLOW YOUR FREAKING MIND.

 


You ain’t seen nothing yet.

 


As for this story:

 


MK-Ultra is real. I took a few
creative liberties, but for the most part everything about the
program is factual. Sidney Ewen is loosely (very loosely) based on
Sidney Gottlieb, who headed up Project MK-Ultra for twenty years.
It is baffling to me this guy was never convicted of a single
crime. He died in 1999.

 


I was forced to make a
couple small changes retroactively to previous books (for instance,
if you read an earlier version of 3
a.m., Henry says the last time he saw his
mother was when he was four-years-old. So I had to go back and
change that to ‘six-years-old’ in the first book. There are a few
more of these and I hope none of you lose any sleep over these
minor transgressions.

 


I always like to ask people what their
favorite twist was and what their favorite Lassie moment was, so I
will tell you mine. My favorite twist is when Henry realizes his
mom tested Compound-23 out on herself when she was pregnant with
him. My favorite Lassie moment is when Murdock and Lassie are
chasing the goats around Ewen’s house and Lassie is riding Murdock
like a horse. I read that part twenty times and laughed each and
every time.

 


A couple quick thank yous. Thanks to
my mom for helping edit and getting rid of all my helping verbs.
“Nick you don’t need all these helping verbs, get rid of them!”
Thanks to Nelda Hirsh for her amazing insights. It’s crazy how much
difference a tweak of one little word can make. And thanks to
Nadine Villalobos for her sensational edits. Also, Nerys Wheatley
for her read through.

 


If you would like to see
some ridiculous pictures of me and my pups, go to
www.nickthriller.com and
while you’re there sign up for my VIP BOOK CLUB and maybe win
yourself a signed first-edition of UNFORESEEN. (My parents would
rather me send them out to faithful readers than gather dust in
their basement.)

 


Lastly (but firstly), I would like to
thank God for this incredible gift. I am so blessed and so thankful
each day for his love, guidance, and grace.

 


God is love.

 


Nick

 


August 17, 2015

9:45 p.m.

South Lake Tahoe


 


Available for
Pre-order

(Coming October
24th )
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