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Max and the Passenger: Rough Landing 

By David L. Haase 

 

The Adirondacks, Upstate New York – August 26, 2016 

"Sergeant, get out of that water now!" 

"But, sir, the captain ...”  

"Somebody drag him out of the water. Get some lights going. I can’t 

see a thing." 

"Flashlights don't work, sir." 

"Break out an emergency stick." 

"Tried, sir. They aren’t lighting. Flare gun doesn't fire. Waterproof 

matches aren't lighting either. We're blind, sir." 

"Almighty, it's cold." 

"Sir?" 

"Never mind. Is the sergeant out of the water yet?" 

"I can't see him, but I think I heard him over there." 

"Over where in this blackness? I can’t see my hand in front of my 

face." 

"Away from my voice, toward your voice, sir." 

"Sergeant. Sergeant?" 
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"Here. Here, sir." 

"You hurt?" 

"No, sir. Just a bit cold is all." 

"A lot of that going round. Listen, with no sign of Capt. Brown or the 

pilots, I figure that makes you senior. We have to find shelter and some way 

to communicate with MPXCOM. What do we do next?" 

"Get everybody together and find shelter, sir. Let’s see who we have 

with us, sir. ... All right, everybody, to me. To my voice. Make it snappy. 

Our passenger is cold and wants shelter. Sound off, and sound off loud. 

Hernia." 

"Yo." 

"Stinky." 

"Here and f-f-freezing my gonads off." 

"Small loss to the world. … Sista. Sista? … Anybody seen or heard 

Sista since we hit the deck?" 

"Sarge, Sista was here while you were - you know, looking for the 

captain." 

"Sista, answer roll call now, and I mean NOW! … All right, no Sista. 

That's four lost. Just great. … Tennessee." 

"Here, Sarge. And I'd a swore Sista was here." 
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"Well, she's not here now." 

"I'm here, too, sergeant." 

"Yes, sir. That’s the only good thing in this whole mess. You're about 

all that stands between us and court martial. … OK, anybody got eyes?" 

"No lights, Sarge," Hernia said. 

"Not me," Stinky chimed in. 

"Huh-uh," Tennessee said. "Sarge, no juice. Matches don't work. 

Phosphorus on my compass don't glow. We're just totally blind. Real strange, 

Sarge." 

"Anybody see lights? … Anybody grab an emergency pack?" the 

sergeant asked. 

"Captain had one with him when he hit the door," Hernia said. 

"Nobody else remembered basic?” the sergeant asked. “Weapons? 

Ammo? Knives? Radios?" 

"Sarge, I done asked around while you was ... well, when you was still 

in the water,” Hernia said. “Nobody's got nothing. We can't tell water from 

land from sky. That pop hit. Lights went out in the craft, we hit the bathtub. 

If the passenger hadn't found this piece of land, we'd still be in water." 
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"Yeah, Sarge, I been in places like this in Tennessee when the power 

goes out. You hit a pond in the bottom of a holler, you might not see a shack 

right next door all lit up for Christmas.” 

"Well, we're not in Tennessee. We're someplace in upstate New York. 

This is where rich people take vacations in cabins bigger than any house 

you’ve ever been in. They leave the outside lights on all year long in case 

some bear needs a nightlight. We gotta find one of those cabins. Anybody 

see any paths? Any idea about terrain?" 

“I can’t believe I don’t have my knife, Sarge,” Stinky said. “I never go 

anywhere without my knife. It’s like we all forgot something … or 

something.” 

“Shut up, Stinky,” the sergeant said. 

"We must be on some sort of beach, Sarge. We got cold sand under 

our feet,” Hernia said. “Bushes everywhere pretty much right up to the water. 

Trees everywhere God didn't put a bush. Water's just too cold to walk 

through. We gotta hit the woods." 

"All right, Hernia. Spread out in a line, arms length. Hernia, left flank. 

Stinky, right flank. Tennessee, my right. Arms length. We hit a tree. Go 

around, then make sure we touch again. I'm not losing any more of you,” 

Sarge said. 
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"Tennessee, heart beats and steps. We ain't likely to break any speed 

records, but I want to know how long it takes us to freeze to death." 

"Right, Sarge. Eight and a half minutes since you come outta the 

water. Twenty since we hit it. Arctic training never felt this bad, Sarge. 

Pretty weird,” Tennessee said. 

"Sing out every five. People, we have got to find dry shelter, and we 

have to do it fast. Cave won't do. We can't dig a hole and sit it out. It's wetter 

and colder under the trees than not. We need dry wood, dry matches or 

propane or something that will light a fire. We've done terrain a lot worse 

than this. Problem is wet and cold, so we move and – I repeat – we move 

fast. No stopping. These vacation places come on big pieces of land, five 

acres or more. Some may be 20 acres. We can cross 5 acres in 15 minutes, 

even in the dark of Satan's behind. We move. We DO NOT STOP. You get 

thirsty, tilt your head up, let the rain pour in, just don't drown yourself. Now, 

let's go find us a vacation cabin." 

"Where do you want me, sergeant?" the passenger asked. 

"Sir, I want you so close your head's up my butt. And I want you 

figuring out what happened. 'Cause that's way above my pay grade. … All 

right, move. And make noise. Talk. We're not sneaking up on anybody." 

# 
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"Sarge, I'm mighty cold. I can't feel my fingers and toes. I think 

maybe ..." 

"Stinky, nothing we can do about it except keep moving. We stop; we 

die." 

"Sarge, Sarge. I can't move,” Stinky said. “I can't go on. My feet won't 

move." 

"For the last time, I'm telling you to stop the whining and move." 

"Sarge, he's right,” Tennessee said. “He's like a zombie on ice." 

"All right, Tennessee, flank. Put him on the inside. Nobody stops. We 

keep moving." 

"Aw! My leg." 

"Now what, Stinky?" 

"He fell over something,” Tennessee said. “Log or something."  

"It's broke, it's broke,” Stinky said. “I'm telling ya. I'm gonna freeze 

and then I'm gonna die. Don't leave me, guys." 

"Hold positions. Don't anybody get lost." 

"It ain't a log, Sarge. It's wood." 

"Wood in the woods. Tennessee, your pappy would just die of plain 

old American pride to hear his son say somebody tripped over wood in the 

forest. I'm gonna put you up for a genius medal." 
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"Sergeant, he's right,” the passenger said. “It's finished wood. Feels 

like some kind of platform or deck or walkway. Clean cut edges. Shin high. 

He found something." 

"Sir, I thought I told you to stick to my ass." 

"Well, sergeant, your ass was pointed this way." 

"Sir, I can't have no heroics out of you. You're the mission. You're 

Fort Knox. You get me, sir?" 

"Understood, sergeant. But we have at least found a path to 

civilization." 

"All right, Tennessee. Make like a blood hound. Get down on your 

knees and crawl around and find out what this is. Be careful of the edges and 

any steps. I don't want to find out that we just discovered a boat dock and 

we're all marching into the water again. And sing out. I want to know what 

you're finding ... and hurry up. It's getting chilly out here." 

"Some kind of walkway, Sarge. 'Bout a yard wide,” Tennessee said. 

“Lots of leaves and stuff on it." 

"Tennessee, find me a direction to go in." 

"Sarge," a new voice said. 

"What now?" 

"It's me, Sista." 
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"Well, welcome to the party and the start of your very own court 

martial," Sarge said. 

"I was out doing a little private recon, you know. Something don't feel 

right. Ambushy kind a' thing," Sista said. 

"I'm sure the court martial will consider that in your favor just before 

they hang you upside down and inside out." 

"Somethin's strange here, Sarge,” Sista said. “I'm tellin' you." 

"Really? Heavy rain in the dry season in these parts. Colder'n a well 

digger's butt in the Klondike. Less light than Stinky's got brains. Not one 

single operating piece of equipment in the most elite unit in the entire U.S. 

military. Escort duty for a passenger with no name, no rank, secret 

assignment. What could possibly be strange?" Sarge said. 

"Old lady in a house over there glows in the dark" Sista said. 

"Sista, we are in some very serious shit here. Stinky's hurt where he 

isn't frozen. Most of us have frost bite in August. This is not a time for 

goofin' off." 

"Cabin's big, Sarge. Just about behind you maybe 50 yards. More like 

a house with two, three parts added on. No motors running. No smoke. But I 

swear I saw an old woman, make my grandmother look like a baby. Stringy 

white hair, tied back like a bun, only she ain't got enough hair to wrap. She 



Haase | Max and the Passenger | 9 

Copyright 2014, David L. Haase 

glowed, man. She's wearing like a granny nightgown, but it's too big for her, 

or she shrunk. Sleeves too long. The bottom drags along the floor. Neck 

opening's real big, too, hangs open. Every part of her glowed." 

"Hey, Sista, did she have big bazumbas like you?" 

"Hernia, shut up. ... Sista, anything else?" 

"She got a glow around her, Sarge. I swear it." 

"Okay. She glows. Anybody else in there?" 

"Didn't see no one. Just the old lady." 

"Tennessee, how long we been out?" 

"Hour and a half, plus or minus. Pretty close to 2130." 

"Sergeant, if I may, whether she is composed of spent nuclear material 

or glows on her own or was illuminated by a source of light your man did 

not see, we must get out of this weather and get some heat." 

"Thank you very much, sir. I was thinking something along those 

lines myself. ... Sista, take point. Hernia, Tennessee, drag Stinky along. 

Stinky, try to keep quiet. We're not sneakin' up on anybody, but I don't want 

to scare somebody's old granny. ... Sir, you up next. I'll take the rear. ... Sista, 

knock on the door; don't pound on it. Let the old lady know we won't hurt 

her. If she won't let us in pronto, bust a hole in the wall that we can walk 

through. Move, now." 
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# 

"Sarge, door's …" 

"Louder, Sista. I can't hear nothing back here." 

"She said the door is already open," Hernia said. 

"All right, I'm coming up. Everybody hold position." 

"HELLO! ANYBODY HERE? WE GOT CAUGHT IN THE 

STORM. OUR CRAFT WENT DOWN IN THE WATER. WE'RE 

FREEZING AND NEED SHELTER. WE MEAN NO HARM. HELLO. 

HELLO? ... 

"Sista, go on in and see if you can find a light. Try not to scare the old 

lady any more than we already have. ... Hernia, Tennessee, get Stinky, then 

close the door. ... Sir, you're doing real well. You just stick with me. … And 

sir …" 

"Yes, sergeant?" 

"You were right … about the captain and the pilots. I knew they were 

dead. I just couldn't –" 

"Understood, sergeant." 

"Thank you, sir. Sir, this whole thing doesn’t make sense. I’m in over 

my head. Every soldier in this unit has  at least four tours in combat. We all 

got closets full of medals. But somehow right now we can't even come up 
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with a pocket knife among us. Something's real strange, and I'm not quite 

sure what to do about it. Somebody attacks us, we can fight the bastards off 

with our bare hands. We can survive on the rain and roots for weeks. Just, sir, 

I got the toughest, meanest SOB I ever met whining like a baby ‘cause he 

tripped over a platform an’ hurt his leg. My very best soldier reports she saw 

an old lady glow in the dark. That's beyond me, sir. I'm open to ideas." 

"I appreciate the offer, sergeant. I'll put some thought to it. Meantime, 

we should be stripping beds and closets. Blankets. Comforters. Sheets. Old 

coats. Anything dry," the passenger said. 

"You heard the man,” the sergeant addressed his team.  “Let's get 

something warm and dry to wrap up in. And try not to scare the old 

lady. … Sista, where’s my light?" 

"I found a fireplace, looking for the matches, but I don't see so good in 

pitch darkness.” 

"Sarge." 

"What now, Hernia?" 

"I got the old lady," Hernia said. 

"Good. Where are you?" 
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"Seems like maybe the kitchen,” he said. “Keep going like straight 

from the door we came in toward my voice. Watch out for the table on the 

right. Then there's a swinging door. That's where we are." 

"All right, I'm almost – Ow!" 

"Found the table, Sarge?" 

"Shut up, smart guy. ... All right. Where are you, ma'am? Your power 

must be out, and it's pretty dark in here." 

"Where's Max?" a faded old voice said. 

"Sarge, those are the first words she's said since I bumped into her," 

Hernia said. 

"You didn't hit her?" 

"No, Sarge. I just bumped into her. You see how dark it is in here." 

"She didn't glow – I mean, she wasn't visible in the dark?" the 

sergeant asked. 

"Where's Max?" she asked again. 

"Um, sorry, ma'am. I didn't quite catch that," Sarge said. 

"Where's Max?" 

"Sarge, we got light. Lots of candles. There's firewood, throw blankets. 

This place is a bonanza," Sista called out. 
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"Build the fire. Find more candles or whatever and get those blankets 

distributed. Search the place. Take care of Stinky first,” Sarge said. “Now, 

ma'am, I'm sorry. Would you repeat what you just said?" 

"Where's Max?" 

"Max? Who's Max, ma'am?" 

"Where's Max?" 

“Maybe she don’t know any more words in English,” Hernia said. 

"Uh, ma'am, I don't know Max. Is he your husband?" 

"Where's Max?" 

"Sista, blanket now,” Sarge said. “This old lady is ice cold. Light, too. 

Let me see her face." 

"Geez,” Hernia said. “Is she blind, Sarge? Look at her eyes." 

"Might be cataracts." 

"Sergeant, maybe I can help here while you get things organized,” the 

passenger said. “Maybe there is such a thing as a cell phone in the place that 

might still work." 

"She's all yours, sir. She's askin' about somebody named Max. If you 

can find out who he is and what he looks like, we can make a search for him 

as soon as we thaw out a bit. If he's as old as she is and out in that weather, 

he's a goner." 
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"I suggest you warm someone up ASAP so you can start your recon," 

the passenger said. 

"With you on that, sir. Sir, how much time do we have to report you're 

missing?" 

"Oh, I suspect they figured out long ago that I'm not where I should 

be." 

"Yes, sir. And check out her eyes, sir. It's like she doesn’t have any." 

"I had made that observation myself, sergeant, and I am in total 

agreement with you. We are facing considerable difficulty." 

"Yes, sir,” Sarge said. “All right, let's warm this place up. Contain all 

heat to this room. At least it’s got a fireplace. Close doors to other rooms. 

Pull the drapes or blinds or put something over the windows. We need every 

degree of temperature we can generate. If you run out of firewood, use 

furniture. Our Uncle Sam will pay for any damage. But do it quietly. We 

don't want to scare the old lady. … Sir, Sista's got a good fire going. Why 

don't you bring her over and we'll bundle her up in a chair?" 

# 

"That is one strange old lady, Sista," Hernia said quietly. 

"You don't know half of it, Corpie. She ain't just cold. She's ice. I 

mean, they can't be any blood flowing through her." 
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"You mean she's a zombie and gonna eat us up? Sista, you been 

watching horror flicks? Argh, rargh, rargh. Gonna eat you up. And I don't 

see her glowing. I believe you reported something like that." 

"Corporal Hernandez, I saw what I saw," Sista said. 

"Corporal Hernandez? Sista, don't you go using rank. Lighten up. We 

been in way worse jams than this in Kandahar, although I don't remember 

my balls having icicles." 

"Hernia, I know what I saw. She ain't got any eyes. But it's like she 

knows what's going on around her," Sista said. 

"Hell, Sista. Lotta blind people get like that. They can find the church 

key in the junk drawer faster'n somebody with four eyes. It's like learning 

your environment, or something like that." 

"Something's wrong, man. I mean, bad wrong. Like we ain't supposed 

to be here, or she ain't supposed to be here, or the passenger ain't …" 

"Hey. No talk. We do not talk about the passenger,” Corp. “Hernia” 

Hernandez said. “Not now. Not tomorrow. Not when we're a hundred sitting 

in rockin’ chairs on the front porch. No talk about him. I mean it, Sista." 

“Okay, Corpie. But he’s weird, too.” 

# 
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"Gentlemen, would you clear a space for our hostess?” the passenger 

said. “Is there a comfortable chair or sofa she can sit in?" 

"Sorry, sir, nothing like that,” Tennessee said. “It's all wood furniture. 

Great for making fires, not so comfortable for sitting." 

"Yeah, sir,” Hernia said. “It's that Quaker like furniture. Classic. 

Expensive. You know, they make the chairs and they're all straight backs 

and hard on the butt." 

"Where's Max?" The woman spoke her line again. 

"Can you tell us who Max is, ma'am?" the passenger asked. 

"Where's Max?" 

"Why don't we start over, ma'am?” passenger said. “Sit down here by 

the fire. We'll wrap you up and get your blood flowing again. ... Sergeant, 

maybe we can make something hot for her to drink. Older people usually 

have some tea bags around." 

"Negatory, sir. There literally ain't a thing to eat or drink. Healthy rat 

would starve in a week on what's here. I don't know how she and Max lived 

here, sir." 

# 

"Hernia, Hernia. Did you see? Did you see?” Sista said. “When she 

sat on that chair – She ain't got no feet. Now I know you saw that." 
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"Maybe we just missed it, Sista,” Hernia said. “You know, it's still 

dark in here even with the candles and the fire. We’re shiverin’ like crazy 

and thinkin’ about other stuff … and oh, hell, I didn’t see any feet either.” 

# 

"Well, then. Ma'am, we’re very sorry to burst in on you like this,” 

passenger said. “Our craft had an accident, and we’re pretty much lost. Your 

home is the first shelter we have found. Do you live here, ma’am?” 

"Where's Max?" 

"Ma'am, we are going to find Max,” passenger said. “He doesn’t 

appear to be here in the house. We have searched everywhere, and you are 

the only person we have found. We've been out in the storm, and just as 

soon as we can get a couple of us warmed up, we're going back out there and 

we'll look for Max. Could you describe Max for us, Ma'am? Is he tall? 

Short?" 

"Where's Max?" 

# 

"Sarge, no clothes," Tennessee said 

"What?" 

"No clothes in this place at all,” Tennessee said. “None for the old 

lady. None for Max. Blankets, we got. Bed covers. Three bedrooms. Not a 



Haase | Max and the Passenger | 18 

Copyright 2014, David L. Haase 

stitch of clothes. Not a jacket. No boots or shoes or even a pair of flip-flops. 

Owners must have took everything last time they was here. But, ain't nobody 

could be living here. And I don't see how she got here. Not dressed in a night 

gown. And I don't know how she could have survived. Not with no food." 

"What the hell is going on?” Sarge said. “Phones? Radios? TVs?" 

"No electronics except lamps. And they don't work," Tennessee said. 

"All right. Go check on Stinky. He’s been awful quiet." 

# 

"Did Max go for help, ma'am? In the storm?” passenger asked. “It's 

pretty bad out there. A neighbor maybe? Police?" 

"Where's Max?" 

"Do you have a car or truck? Is Max maybe waiting out the storm out 

in the garage?" 

“Where’s Max?” 

The old woman searched the passenger’s face with her non-eyes. 

# 

"Sarge, Stinky's dead," Tennessee said. 

"What? Not possible. Worst he's got is a busted up leg and some frost 

bite. Nobody dies of that," the sergeant said. 
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"Sarge, we all seen enough dead people. Stinky's one of 'em,” 

Tennessee said. “And Sarge, he ain't got no body heat. Skin is ice cold. I 

even checked his arm pits. He's an ice cube." 

"There's gotta be some warmth. He's so close to the fire he's almost in 

it," Sarge said. 

"Yeah, well, that fire ain't kickin' off any heat I can feel,” Tennessee 

said. “Get more heat off'n a used match. Seems colder in here than when we 

was outside in the rain." 

"Sarge, what we gonna do?" Hernia asked. 

"What are you talking about, Hernia? We hole up here, wait for the 

power to come back on; daylight, we go looking for neighbors and Max. We 

make contact. MPXCOM or NORAD sends a chopper. Walk in the park, 

just like Kandahar. We hold out; rescue comes get us; we bury our dead." 

"I don't feel like it's gonna happen that way this time, Sarge,” Hernia 

said. “You notice it's colder in here now than when we first come in. I'm 

wearing a quilt. Even if it ain't goose down, I should be warmer, but I'm not. 

Sista and I been talking …" 

"How's the firewood holding out?" the sergeant asked. 

"We can keep a small fire going until daylight, but we're gonna be 

icicles just like the old lady before then. Fact, we're almost there now. That 
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fire and these blankets don't heat nothing. I stopped shivering a while ago. 

And not ‘cause I'm warmer. Arctic training says when you stop shivering 

and you ain't near heat, that's when you get ready to say good night for the 

last time." 

"Tennessee? How long we been out?" 

"Too long. Way past deadline," Tennessee said. 

"I got that. What time might it be?" 

"Close on to 2300. I don't feel real good that dawn's gonna bring us 

much light … or that we’ll see it if it does." 

"All right, start busting up furniture. Start in the outer rooms so we 

don't scare the old lady,” the sergeant said. “Grab anything that we can't 

wear and that will burn. I want that fire roarin'. Get your jackets in front of 

the fire. We have to warm up. We might be here a while." 

"They'll come looking for us at dawn, Sarge,” Tennessee said. “They 

always do." 

"Yeah, well, Tennessee, it might take a little longer this time. Our 

electronics fried, and we weren't supposed to be tracked the whole way. Just 

key points. 100 miles between points. Craft’s at the bottom of the water. 

Nobody around here seems to have electricity. This place is bare, so the 
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power company won’t be making this place a priority. We could be here a 

while." 

"Sarge, me and Sista was talking about the old lady and …" Hernia 

said. 

"I don't want to hear. I don't need to hear. Get bustin' up furniture and 

get us some heat!" 

# 

"Where's Max?" 

"We don't know where Max is, but we'll find him,” the passenger said. 

“You stay here by the fire and warm up. Your hands are awfully chilly, 

ma'am." 

# 

"Sergeant, she displays symptoms of severe dementia, and she's not 

warming up. I can't see how she's still alive,” passenger said. “And I'm most 

uncomfortable trying to figure out how she got here ..." 

"Well, sir, about that. The shit seems to be piling up. Stinky's dead. 

You didn't know him, sir, but that little SOB was tougher than nails and near 

immortal. His dress uniform looked purple with all the purple hearts he 

collected. He wasn't a whiner. There is no tougher soldier in this very elite 

little group, sir, and there is no group tougher than us. Now he gets a little 
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cold and wet and bangs up his leg and he dies? No, sir. No way,” the 

sergeant said. 

"That's just for starters, sir. Maybe you noticed. We ain't getting 

warmer; all of us are colder. Just being out of the rain should have helped. 

Being in shelter out of the wind should have helped. We got fire. Fire should 

have helped,” the sergeant said. “I got the guys breaking up every piece of 

wood we can find for the fire, 'cause the one we got sure ain't doing much. If 

we have to, we start tearing out walls. Longer term, there's no food in this 

place. Not even a can of cat food.  

"And, sir, things are just getting weirder. We turned this place upside 

down looking for Max; we looked everywhere, and we're awfully good at 

finding stuff. There's no clothes here, 'cept that oversized nightie the old lady 

has on,” the sergeant said. 

"I don't know who you are, sir, or what you do or why you're so 

valuable. This was supposed to be a cake walk. A reward for our last duty. 

We didn't even pack normal combat gear. After we dropped you off, we 

were all going on two weeks leave. Craft was going to the car wash and get 

its nails done. This was just a cakewalk in the most secretive aircraft this 

country owns. Now all this. I just know that around you, we –  
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"Well, sir, no disrespect, but you're the expert on this expedition,” the 

sergeant said. “We might maybe do better if we knew what was going on." 

"I understand your concerns,” the passenger said. “I regret the need 

for secrecy, even from your unit. I can only reassure you that even Capt. 

Brown was unaware of my mission. I can say no more. I do have an idea or 

two about what’s …” 

“SARGE!” 

“Not now. I’m talking to …” 

“Sarge! Sista! Look at Sista! She’s got her hand in the fire!” 

“Sista! Stand down, soldier. NOW! Get your hand outta … Hey, Sista, 

what’s going on? You tearin’ up on me? Just take your hand out of the fire. 

We’ll bandage it up.” 

“Sarge …” 

“Yeah, Sista, come on now. Gimme your hand.” 

“It don’t hurt, Sarge. Look at it. It’s in the fire but it’s not burning. 

Sarge, there’s no heat … No heat at all.” 

  “Where’s Max?” 

“Where’s Max?” 

– 30 – 

 

[Chapters 2 and 4 of Max and the Passenger by David L. Haase] 


