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            Fire in the Sky

        

A rust-stained fishing trawler glides down the Mississippi river sending a wake across the water, gently rocking the houseboat. Waves knock the loose pilings on the collapsed docks to either side of us. The old man called Edgar lifts his hand from the armrest of the rickety lawn chair and points a callused finger toward the western bank. Stars begin to twinkle in the blue dusk just beyond the tree line on the far shore. “That’s where I saw it,” he says with a soft Cajun accent.

Nadine and I both squint into the distance as if we can see the object he’s describing, which he saw almost fifty years ago. Black silhouettes of birds chase after insects in the darkening sky. A commercial airliner bound for Baton Rouge glows in the distance.

Nadine turns back to Edgar, her young face illuminated by the gas lantern on the bow of the boat, her blond head backlit by the setting sun on the horizon. There’s an earnest look about her. She wants to see what he saw.

I see an old man who’s told the same story a thousand times. With each telling he refines his account to make it more entertaining. With each criticism, he’s shifted the details. Maybe not consciously, keeping the story true to how he felt at the time . . . but probably not true to what actually happened.

The mason jar on the dirty wooden console by his knee is filled with an amber fluid that smells like a mixture of tea and moonshine. It must be a local thing. From the burst blood vessels on his nose and his halitosis, I surmise it’s a staple of his diet. A pocket watch sits next to the jar. Shiny and polished, it’s the only thing here that doesn’t look like it washed up on the riverbank.

Shrimping nets in various states of repair line the rotted dock next to the houseboat. Two mangy dogs of questionable breeding sit sullenly in the patchy grass, sticking their wet noses out from under an overturned wooden boat. Kicked out of the houseboat to make room for Nadine and me, they keep watch over their master as two strangers hear his tale.

Every year for fifty years, Edgar has written to the FBI about what happened that night. Every year he receives a polite denial explaining that the bureau doesn’t have the resources to look into his account. But Edgar persists. He keeps writing.

When he was diagnosed with stage-three lung cancer a few months ago, his doctor contacted a brother-in-law who worked as an agent for the FBI to see if someone would hear the man out before he died.

Edgar has become something of a joke in the small town of Picket, Louisiana, a community of ramshackle houses and trailer homes that grew to support the shrimping industry, which has now mostly moved on. Two local taverns provide the only nightlife, other than getting drunk off the strange moonshine-tea with which the older folks here seem to be slowly killing themselves.

“It was a thunderstorm,” says Edgar. “Real low. You could hear the booms as they come rolling down the river like an echo in a canyon. The wind was stirring up a fuss. I was out trying to tie down the nets I’d spent all day patching.”

The story comes out almost as a kind of prose. He’s practiced it so many times. Nadine puts her chin on her hand and leans in. She seems fully into it. Edgar gives me a glance then focuses on telling her what happened.

“First I heard a roar. A loud one. Then there’s a bright flash of light and something dark comes flying overhead.” Edgar reaches his hand to the sky. “If I’d been standing here, I’d have touched the bottom of it.” He stares at his hand for a moment. “It was hot. Hotter than anything I’d ever seen. Some of the lines in my nets melted. It charred the treetops as it swooped by.” He points down the river. “Then it headed down there toward the bend. That’s when I saw the flash.”

“The flash?” asks Nadine.

“Just beyond those trees in the loop. One of the deepest parts of the Mississippi. After the flash, there was a boom. Then along comes a tidal wave across the river. The water went up five feet, clear past the dock. I almost got pulled in. I had to cling to the grass to keep from getting sucked under.

“Then, all of a sudden, the rain stops and the thunder fades away. It was over. I called the sheriff, the Air Force. All of them said it was nothing. I heard all kinds of explanations. Ball lightning, thunder, a meteor, Venus. Some said I made the whole thing up.”

“Did anyone else see it?” asks Nadine.

Edgar shakes his head. “Some heard it. I was the only fool outside in the storm when it happened.” He glances toward me, then back to the more receptive Nadine. “I know what I saw. I may not know what it was. But I know what I saw. Black triangle straight out of the sky. And it crashed just out there. I’ve gone looking. But the mud is too deep. I keep hoping the FBI folks will come out and take a look. I’ve been writing for years. I’m glad somebody finally took me serious.”

Serious is an overstatement. We’re here only to humor a dying man. Nadine and I had been asked to look into this while we were providing support for a domestic-terrorism case upstate.

This is the third case Nadine and I have been assigned together. Four years younger than me, perky and blond where I’m dour and dark, she’s like my mirror opposite. I suspect my supervisors pair me up with her as a kind of punishment. I can’t tell if I’m her babysitter or if she’s my bodyguard. I asked Dr. Ailes, my boss, that question point-blank. His reply was “a little bit of both,” then he changed the subject.

As she sits wide-eyed while Edgar regales her with his fantastical tale of the alien spacecraft, part of me wants to slap the gullible look off her face. Can’t she tell this man has embellished his story beyond reason?

Before coming out here we called the Air Force and pulled up all the records we could find. Nothing, except for Edgar’s crazy letters. I even had Ailes do a back-channel search through confidential bureau files. Still nothing.

If we’d been testing some kind of secret aircraft back then, or if some kind of bogey had popped up on the radar, there’d be something: a flight log, an incident report. There wasn’t.

“How long you been drinking that stuff?” I ask.

Edgar picks up the glass jar and swirls it around.
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