With Twice Upon A Time, Phil Nero has married the conventional
sci-fi time-travel story to the unconventional ethos of Woodstock
Nation, circa the late '60s - early '70s. The result is a rollicking,
deviously plotted, and ultimately poignant tale that manages to
re-examine a tumultuous era in America’s history from a fresh
perspective, and to resurrect the spirits of those who lived and died
in its unforgettable sway.

Mikhail Horowitz, social critic and author Big League Poets

Phil Nero’s Twice Upon A Time cooks up a storyline that mixes a
touch of Vonnegut with a little bit of Kesey. Add a dash of Dick
Francis to thicken the plot and we have a free-wheeling tale that
entertainingly revisits an era that made a bold attempt to reshape
how we think and live as a nation.

Robert J. David, author of This Land Is Your Land

Humorous, sad, and intimate, Twice Upon A Time, in its plethora
of complex and very real characters, vividly brings back the col-
lege campus of the late '60s. This sweet love story, a journey into
an individual’s past forever marred by a single, split-second action,
will have readers pondering the direction of their own lives.

In Ellis Ellis we are given not a character but a dear friend who
we ache for, laugh with, and carry with us long after we turn the

last page.

Lisa M. Graziano, author of Hell Creek and editor-in-chief of Phranimid Press
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In loving memory of my parents, my
brother Peter, and Rob Borsellino, who
lives next to my brother in my heart.
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... Anonymous
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Prologue

You wouldn't think a single act the day your son is born could
alter the course of his life. But that’s exactly what Alfred Ellis did
when he named his fifth child. Perhaps it wasn’t the act itself, but
the spirit in which he performed it. In 1947 Alfred Ellis didn't
want a fifth child. Boy or girl, it didn't matter. A hard-working
dairy farmer, at fifty years old he liked things just as they were,
thank you. Of course, he would never think to say thank you. Oh
he might think to say it, but rarely did those words pass his lips.

Years earlier, while living alone as he had for much of his adult
life, he met and married Emily Weathers. Six years his junior, she
was the long-widowed child-bride of a soldier killed in World
War I. A month before the armistice she was a giddy seventeen-
year-old awaiting her young lover’s return. Days later, a mere two
weeks before peace was declared, she became a solemn widow. She
hated war, but kept her pacifist politics to herself. Most days, in
most places, it was easier that way.

Despite their relatively advanced years for starting a family, by
1943 Emily and Alfred Ellis had collaborated on the birth of four
sons. They lived together on the Ellis family farm in Iron Woods,
Ohio, a tiny hamlet near Akron.

Alfred Ellis didn’t particularly want children. Hell, he didn't
really even like children. He married because he wanted someone
to care for him in his old age. A confused but devout Catholic,
Alfred Ellis considered his offspring penance for self-servingly
abusing the sacrament of marriage.

So it was in 1947, six years after he thought it physically
impossible for Emily to have another child, that she became
pregnant for a fifth time.

“Maybe it’s a gift from God,” Emily declared joyously.

“Gift my ass. More likely it’s punishment for an old man



whose reproductive organs work better than his brain,” grumbled
Alfred Ellis.

“Maybe it’s a girl. I think I'd like to have a little girl,”
Emily said.

“Well, if it’s a girl, we’ll teach her to milk as well as cook, and
early on too,” Alfred said.

On the night Emily gave birth, Alfred Ellis drank himself
goofy. His binge began on the afternoon of March 31 after learning
that the birth might be problematic. For a time, it appeared only
the baby would survive. When Alfred Ellis heard that, the thought
of raising four young ones and an infant alone on a farm drove him
to total insobriety.

'The child was born at 1:04 in the morning on the first day of
the fourth month in 1948.The child was not a girl.

Alfred immediately thought of the infant as the worst April
Fools’ Day joke a man could possibly survive. Bitter and still drunk
after milking his entire herd, he returned to the hospital and named
the child without consulting Emily.

He named the child Ellis.

Although Emily tried, she could not convince her husband to
change his mind.

“Why on earth would you do that to the child? Give him a
name like Ellis Ellis?”

Drunk, Alfred snapped, “Well, you wanted a girl. And Ellis
sounds a whole lot like Alice.”

To which Emily replied, “He'd probably have preferred Alice.
At least then we could call him Little Al for short.”

Ellis Ellis survived his name and grew to adulthood in northeast
Ohio. Despite living in the dreary shadow of an increasingly
belligerent father, he remained on the farm until his early twenties,
six years after graduating high school at the age of sixteen, first in
his class with combined College Board scores of 1,580. Ellis, who
skipped two grades, was as smart as he was humble and loyal, and
he loved to read and study. People often confused his humility for
shyness, a mistake given his quiet self confidence. He might have
scored a perfect 1,600 on the boards, but had to work hard after



school and help milk the herd the morning of the tests. He was
just too tired to think straight. Several colleges aggressively tried
to lure Ellis their way with scholarship offers. Instead, he remained
on the farm, took a few courses at the local junior college, and, to
get an occasional break from his father, joined the Army National
Guard. Though his mother didn't like the idea, she understood his
need to get off on his own in some measurable way and, without
consulting her husband, signed the necessary forms for Ellis to
join the military as a minor.

Ellis Ellis might have remained on the farm indefinitely,
buffering his mother from his father. But in the summer of 1970,
driven by demons born of fate, he volunteered for active duty. He
landed in Vietnam in early 1971 and survived his time there as
well as the next thirty-plus years, perhaps less so emotionally than
physically.






Chapter]

Col. E. Adam Ellis steered the large, green Ford through the
main compound and toward the open road. The sun rising over the
ocean was just beginning to paint the black morning sky with pink
and orange hues. Inside the barracks, creaky bodies stretched in
preparation for a day of regimented activities. After more than three
decades of military life, the routine had become all too familiar to
the colonel. In his early years, Ellis thrived on this morning ritual,
with each beginning to each new day reinforcing a lifestyle that
defined him. Now, however, an internal voice called out a different
message. Some days it whispered. On others it shouted. It was
like hearing a foreign language and knowing only half the words,
more or less still comprehending the full sentences. The message
formed was clear and at disturbing crosscurrents with how he had
dedicated almost all his adult life. The whispers and shouts all
added up to doubt.

sekskeiesieslokoketok

Approaching the main gate, Ellis’ fingers blindly poked at
the radio tuner in search of the button that would automatically
scan the airwaves for a clear signal, finally locking into the Beatles
singing “All You Need is Love.” He would have pressed the damn
button again, but was already at the gate house where he fumbled
instead for credentials tucked deep inside his lapel pocket.

“Morning, Colonel,” said the soldier standing post. He flashed

a smart salute that went unnoticed while Ellis continued to grope
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for his wallet. The soldier maintained a rigid posture until Ellis
returned the salute.

“At ease, soldier.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“Looks like it’s going to be a great weekend, doesn’t it?” Ellis
said. The attempt at conversation caught the soldier momentarily
oft guard. Ellis was known to be relatively cold and aloof toward
those in the ranks. The reputation belied his level of caring, but
was nurtured by a facade of indifference.

“Yes, sir. Supposed to be nice today and nice tomorrow too. Be
a great day for a victory parade.” Ah yes, Ellis thought, the parade,
the long-awaited celebration of victory over the new Hitler of the
Iraqi oil fields. His skepticism had taken seed well before the start
of the war in Iraq, long before his commander in chief climbed
out of a helicopter to pronounce the end to major combat, even
as each passing week would bring a renewed body count, one that
Ellis predicted to himself would continue to rise beyond anyone’s
spoken expectation. The victory parade organized by town officials
was, in his mind, far too premature.

Doubt about his commander in chief and compounding doubt
about his life prompted a sense of relief over not being around
when the base and the town planned to put on their party hats.
His growing internal conflict, however, made him disconsolate.

“Well, son, it’s a good weekend for a wedding too, so I'll be
missing the big show,” Ellis declared, almost triumphantly. The
words carried additional relief. “I've promised to give an old
friend’s daughter away. She’s been kind of like my own little girl
over the years.”

“Sorry to hear you'll be missing the party here, sir. I can't
imagine you not being a part of it. You know what everyone’s
saying: four and one, let’s have some fun,” the soldier said, snorting
a goofy laugh.

Ellis reacted with his more customary official demeanor. “No,
I haven’t heard that. Just what does it mean?” The soldier, failing
to notice the change in his superior’s manner, carried on in a goofy,
down-home fashion.
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“Well, you know, sir, since World War II we've gotten into
it five times. We won Korea, lost in 'Nam. Won Grenada, won
the Gulf War the first time around, and now, ten years later, we
finished the job. We’re on a winning streak again sir. So it’s four
and one, let’s have some fun. We’ll be jammin’ this weekend. After
the parade, of course.”

“I guess I see it differently, son,” snapped Ellis. This time
the soldier, noticing all congeniality on Ellis’ part had vanished,
responded with a more rigid posture.

“How'’s that, sir?” he said smartly, shifting his feet and standing
erect. Ellis turned down the radio so his every word would be
clearly audible.

“You see, son, I think we threw the damn war in ‘Nam, so it
doesn't count. Korea was a tie at best. Grenada a pre-season game
against a minor league team. And after you get past the bullshit
of the Gulf War, we didnt cover the damn point spread against
a completely overmatched team. So where it counts, where you
put your money down, it’s a loss too. As far as this thing we're in
now, the fat lady isn't even at the opera house yet, no matter how
many times the president puts on a jump suit and struts around a
flight deck like an olive-green peacock. The only real winners to
this point are the oil interests and corporations in the war-support
business.” Ellis grabbed his credentials from the stunned soldier,
abruptly ending the exchange. Mumbling to himself as he rolled
up the window of the car, he wondered how long it would take
word to spread through the ranks and to higher ups how he really
telt about things. “Stupid young pissant,” he quietly hissed as he
drove away.

“Crazy old fart,” muttered the soldier as he watched Ellis
drive off.

On this warm May day, Ellis, a once hard- and clear-minded
military professional with a career spanning four decades, would
have found it hard to offer a convincing argument for the young
man’s assessment, had he heard it. An emotional potion boiled
within him. And he had no idea whether, after the steam cleared,
it would cook up a poison tea or a panacea. In the meantime, the
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internal heat was scalding.

The passing miles of interstate and a switch to a classical
station, however, drew him away from the burning here and now,
to when he first met the man whose daughter he would soon be
giving away. Lulled off to his memories by the rhythm of the
road, he relived the bittersweet moments of a long-ago time, what
seemed like another life. Except to occasionally change stations
on the radio or listen to the news, he let his memories carry him
in relative timelessness up the East Coast from North Carolina
to Fort Lee, New Jersey where he missed his preferred exit, then
a second option for the Palisades Parkway, only to get stalled in
traffic behind an accident near the George Washington Bridge.

'The seemingly endless line of tail lights flashed like a string
of large rubies as drivers repeatedly hit and eased up on their
brakes. He gazed south to the hole in the New York skyline, a
monument in its emptiness to the madness of the past twenty
months. Grabbing a map from the glove compartment, he plotted
a new course for Binghamton, New York, wondering why an
organization as modern as the U.S. Army didn't have fleet vehicles
with on-board computer mapping systems.

The task took the efficient Ellis all of ninety seconds. He
refolded the map along precisely the correct lines and tossed
it onto the empty passenger seat. He drove ahead about fifty
teet. Halted again in traffic, he read the raised lettering on the
invitation: “Pamela Holmes, wife of the late William P. Holmes,
requests the honor of your presence to celebrate the marriage of
their daughter...”

What a beautiful woman, Ellis thought. He couldn’t help but
wonder why, in all these years, she hadn’t remarried. Distracted
by the traffic, he allowed his mind to wander to a street club in
Saigon, back to a night that held at least part of the answer.

Troops were out drinking in force, and hookers made their
rounds. A bad, all-Vietnamese club band played American rock
music. A youthful Ellis caught the eye of a particularly striking
young hooker who, noticing the interest, flashed a smile in return.
Ellis and Willie Holmes sat at a small table fifteen feet from the
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bar. Whenever the girl’s attention drifted away from the marine
buying her drinks, she smiled at Ellis, who smiled back every time
with all the charm he could muster.

‘They were taking the first steps in the dance between the GI
with money and the Saigon hooker seeking it. Between steps, the
two army buddies talked.

“Funny, ain't it Ellie, how it takes a shithole like 'Nam to get
a funky former African from upstate New York and an Iowa hick
like you together in a bar chasin’ hookers with yellow skin and
goofy eyes.”

“Downright disgusting if you ask me,” Ellis said. “And
it’s Ohio.”

“What’s Ohio?”

“My home state. I don't live in Iowa. I live in Ohio.”

“There’s a difference?” Holmes teased, taking a swig from a
bottle of beer.

“Maybe not. Corn’s about as yellow and the rivers run about
as dirty. Anyways, here we are and here I go again.” He tipped the
bottle in the girl’s direction and smiled. She smiled back, bowing
her head shyly, adding a variation to the dance.

Holmes glanced toward the bar. Noticing the girl for the first
time, he quickly saw through the cake of makeup on her face to
her youth beneath it. He also noticed that as Marines went, the
one she was talking with was a very large specimen.

“First off, Ellie, your mama would be tellin’ you there ain't
nothin’ quite like that back in Indiana...”

“Ohio.”

“Wherever she is, your mama would also still be telling you
that girl’s probably young enough to get you in trouble with the
law.”
“Well, over here people get old young.”
“Well then, she'd also be telling you that by hanging out
with an aware, sophisticated cat like me, if you'd keep your fly
zipped, your mouth shut and, your eyes open, you might learn
a few things.”

“Oh, like what?”
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“Like that big-ass gyrene who’s with that little hooker and
been buyin’ her drinks and wouldn't take kindly to you steppin’ on
his turf.”

Shortly, the marine finished his beer and hustled to the
bathroom.

Ellis moved quickly. “Fuck him,” he said. He drained his own
bottle and got up. “Just fuck him,” he said emphatically, taking
his first step toward the opening at the bar, punctuating the move
with a single rap of his beer bottle on the table top. He left the
bottle lying there like a judge would leave a gavel after making a
routine court decision. “I got other things pressing on my mind.”

“What you have pressin’is pressin’ on the inside of your pants,
and your problem is you're thinkin’ with it.”

Ellis looked at his friend and smirked. He released a quick,
artificial burst of laughter and, imitating a baseball player about to
step up to the plate, followed the laugh with a tug at his crotch.

“Baaatterrrrruuuuupp,” he said, half belching the words.
Slightly drunk, he walked off toward the hooker, leaving
Holmes alone and laughing, but not blind to the twist the
dance was taking.

The thud from a north Bronx pothole yanked Ellis back to
2003. Twisting the rear view mirror, he pondered the reflection
of an aging man whose waning remnants of youth were turning
their backs on him. If not for the clusters on his collar, he could
have been his father. His hair, once thick and black, was cast in
thinning, silver streaks.

Preferring the past to the aging image in the mirror, he
hurdled back again through the years. His recollections propelled
him this time high in the night sky over a shimmering Saigon. He
hovered there above a bright flickering jewel surrounded by dark
jungle, then spiraled toward the pulsing lights below to resume
his dance with the young hooker. Halfway to the streetlights of
Southeast Asia, he spotted an exit sign for upstate New York.
Reacting quickly, he swerved across two lanes of traffic, an asphalt
stream of angry drivers, to avert blowing another exit. With horns
blaring around him, Ellis navigated the ramp to a crowded Major
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Deegan Expressway. Back in the flow of the road, he pounded the
accelerator and crossed to the outside lane, merging there with
both traffic and his youth.

Ellis and the hooker completed their dance in an upstairs
room at the club. They left down steps that emptied to an alleyway
outside the bar. The girl understood a little English. Ellis talked
to her softly. A muffled blues progression leaked into the alley
from inside. It was almost closing time. He had been with the
girl about two hours, during which he drank about five beers.
She listened attentively to words that held little meaning for her.
She said nothing. Ellis was drunk and rattled on about the war
and the work of whores. She continued to politely listen. “...You
know, sweetie, even if what we’re doin’ in this country of yours is
right, it ain’t right in any country that the girls do the fuckin’ of
us horny bums and your bosses get most of the money. I figure
that if we'd gone out to dinner back home, a date that'd get me
laid would cost about twenty bucks, and even then there'd be no
guaranteed action, unless I was screwin’ some lovey-dovey hippie
girl. So here. This is extra for you. Not for boss man. For you.
Understand? For you.”

Ellis tugged at the girl’s waistband and tucked a twenty-dollar
bill down her panties. They embraced in the alley. Head over her
shoulder, hand up her skirt, he was fondling her youthful ass, fully
distracted and unaware of the marines stepping quickly toward
them through the dark. One held a piece of wood about three feet
long. The other had been with the girl at the bar before she left
with Ellis.

“Watch out, GI!” she blurted, barely in time for Ellis to
turn and catch the blow on the side of his jaw, rather than the
intended target at the back of his head. The first impact was
jarring. The follow-up blow to the small of his back sent him
bouncing off a wall to the ground. Dazed and bloody, he looked
up at his assailants.

“What the hell do you guys want? I thought we were on the
same side.”

“Ohyou did, did you Gomer? Now a comrade in arms wouldn't
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take his buddy’s gun, and he wouldn’t take his girl either, like you
did with my friend,” replied the smaller of the two marines.

The larger marine was enraged. “You know I was just gettin’
ready to show this little honey here what a real cocksman is all
about when you walked up with your wimpy little Johnson. So
now I reckon it’s time to straighten you and your lit...”

In mid-word the larger Marine was clobbered solidly from
the rear. Holmes, with what remained of a nightclub chair in
hand, caught the second marine with a full swing. The melee
was brief. With speed and efficiency, a sober Holmes finished oft
Ellis’ surprised assailants, dispatching them to the world of alley
unconsciousness. The frozen moment in which the smaller marine
turned to assess the changing tides was all Holmes needed to
reverse the position of his hands and take two more left-handed
swings that caught the Marine squarely across the right temple
and again on the back of his head. When the smaller man folded
to the ground, Holmes returned his attention to the larger marine,
issuing one final rap to assure he wouldn't be getting up. Next he
lifted Ellis to his feet and helped him toward the safety of the
brighter street.

“Damn good thing for me you know how to keep it in your
pants, Holmesy. Damn good thing for me,” Ellis said, spitting a
blend of saliva and blood onto the dirty pavement. “If you were oft
in some room fuckin’ your brains out, I'd be dead or too damned
near it to care. What's your secret, Holmesy? How do you keep it
in your pants?”

“Ain’t nothin’ to it, pardner,” Holmes confided. “I could cheat
on my wife some days, no doubt about that. I mean, like, I got a
dick, don’t I? But when I think of my baby daughter, I just can’t
do it. It'd be like cheatin’ on her too, man. Between the both of
them, that’s too much trust to violate.” The moment was one of
many that helped tightly bond a friendship in which together they
probed for an understanding of life in a fertile, confusing Asian
landscape blanketed with jungle and abundant with death.

On no day were things as confusing as the one on which
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Holmes stumbled into a booby trap pit lined with punji stakes
— pointed, life sucking sticks of sharpened bamboo. A day when
Ellis could do nothing but jump into the pit after his friend,
cradling the head of his dying soul mate whose body convulsed in
the final shakes of an imminent death. As Ellis held him, Holmes
frantically tugged at his shirt pocket, fumbling desperately to open
it, until his fingers could do nothing but flap feebly against his
chest, like the last cluster of leaves on a tall maple clinging dearly
to a branch and swaying in a late fall wind. Ellis gently nudged the
hand aside and removed the picture of Pamela and baby Ginny
that Holmes was desperate to gaze at one more time. Pamela sat
holding the infant in her lap. Holmes stood behind them. Arms
wrapped around both, he looked down on them through eyes
rendered to nothing more than slits by a smile as wide as it was
proud. Now his eyes bulged widely, trying to focus on the images
a final time. Ellis watched the grimace on his dying friend’s face
become a smile almost like the one in the photo, and listened to
the befuddling riddle of his final words.

“Canyou see it,buddy, it’s all right there,” Holmes said, holding
up the family portrait.

“Yeah, pal, I see it.”

“Me too, Ellie. We can beat this. Time don’t mean nothin’.”

At that momentin 1971, when time ran out for Willie Holmes,
time seemed all-powerful to Ellis. They had been walking together
only seconds before, separated by no more than three feet when
Holmes fell through the flimsy jungle floor. It took so little time
—a moment that meant the difference between being together and
lost to one another forever.

Thirty years later, time still appeared to mean everything.
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