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For all I knew, he could have been the twin brother I never had. Even in the white, paper hat with a cheesecloth dome and the large red “MAD GROCER” on both sides, I recognized him: my eyes, my nose, my overbite, my chin, the smell of my aftershave, my build—a clone. As the conveyor belt pulled my groceries toward him, he passed them over the reader one by one, the barcodes beeping their magic into the register. He looked at me as I swiped my credit card, but showed no glimmer of recognition. I kept glancing between the guy and the people in line behind me, expecting some tacit sign to acknowledge the astounding similarity between us. Maybe a smiling remark about twins. Something. But the woman behind me continued to stage her groceries beside the stick on the belt, occasionally looking up at the two of us, without expression. The others in line stared straight ahead, leaning on their carts and shifting from one foot to the other as those in supermarket lines are wont to do.

My wife usually worked late so I did the food shopping every Friday. It wasn’t a time problem. The store was open twenty-four hours. I just wanted to lessen Lillian’s burden. I thought the guy must be new since I’d not seen him before. The more I stared at the guy, the less he looked at me. He finished bagging my stuff, wished me a pleasant evening, and the whole scene settled to normal.

As I cleaned up the dishes after supper, I couldn’t wipe the episode from my mind.


Lillian stacked leftovers into the frig. “You’re quiet tonight, Stuart.”

“I hadn’t noticed. Been busy at work.” At the time, I wrote obituaries and a weekly grief counseling column for the Star Beacon in Ashtabula, Ohio. No great shakes, but it paid the mortgage on our run down, suburban home and, with help from some hard earned savings, the first two years of our son’s tuition at Ohio State.

Tweaked by an uneasy curiosity all week, I franticly tossed groceries into my cart the following Friday evening, sneaking peeks at the checkout lines at every opportunity. But most glimpses afforded only partial profiles of the checkers. At checkout, I carefully picked my way across the backs of the lines until I recognized my double. His was the longest line, but leaning on my cart, fidgeting while I waited had a calming effect on me.

As the belt drew my purchases toward him and he began to ring them up, I stared directly at his face as he worked with no apparent awareness of my attention. As I swiped my credit card, he looked at me squarely. “Who are you looking for, Mr. Olson?” he said.

“Uh…I'm sorry. Thought you were someone I’d known from the past.”

“Oh?” He finished bagging my things, wished me a pleasant evening, and off I went.

At home, Lillian pressed about my moody silence. I made excuses.


The following Friday evening was a rerun of the week before, until after he’d bagged my stuff. Before I moved to leave, he took hold of my wrist—gently but startling nonetheless. “Ok, Mr. Olson, I'm ready to call the game. Just tell me what’s on your mind.”

“Look, we can't discuss this here. You probably get off at eight. I'll wait in the car and we can go grab a beer.” He nodded.


We walked to the Buckeye Grille, a sixties pub type place, in the same strip mall as the MAD GROCER. “Take off the silly hat and your apron, I said.” With the hat removed he looked more like me than ever.


“Unsettling to meet your double, eh, Mr. Olson?”

“A little,” I said. Then, before he could object, I snapped a picture of him with my cell phone. He made no comment; just sipped his beer.


“Who are you? Why do you look like me? And how do you know my name? I don't have brothers let alone a twin.”

“My name is Mr. Noslo. You will notice it’s a mirror image of Olson. I'm your doppelganger. That's why I look like you.”

My jaw dropped. I barely knew what a doppelganger was.” Don’t they do evil things?” I asked.

“Sometimes, Mr. Olson, but mostly when I do unpleasant stuff, it’s in the way of mischief not evil in the strict sense. Besides, I like to think of myself more as your alter ego. Less threatening, don’t you think?”

“And where did you come from?”

“Your name came up in my rotation. I'll be your doppelganger for exactly one year.”

“What rotation is that, Mr. Noslo?”

He rolled his eyes and blushed. “The International Federation of Doppelgangers (IFD)—one more question and we're done.”

“And you never do anything really evil?”

“Like I said, rarely. But when I decide to do something beastly, it’s a bitch. I give it a lot of consideration. Can’t take these things lightly, you know.” He quickly swilled his second beer, frowned, and jumped up to leave.

I shuddered at his answer and the ominous frown, but figured I’d pursue it another time.

“Where can I reach you?” I called after him.

“I said, no more questions,” he shouted over his shoulder and was out the door of the Buckeye.

When I carried in the groceries, Lillian fumed because I was late and smelled of beer. “Stuart, the ice cream and frozen veggies are soft and the fish smells like it’s going bad.” I thought she’d pull the freezer door from it’s hinges in her rage.

After she quieted down, I accessed the picture I’d taken and held it close to her face. I thought it was a great likeness of me.

"What’s this?"


"Study the picture."


"So what?

"Notice the resemblance to me?"


“Hell no! It’s some scraggly haired guy looks like Willy Nelson.”

My ass sagged onto a chair. “I'll be damned.”

I knew explanations were futile so I grabbed a beer and some pepperoni from the frig and snacked quietly as Lillian looked daggers.


Next morning, Lillian padded around on our faded linoleum kitchen floor, whistling as though nothing had happened the night before.


Come Friday evening, I shopped hurriedly. The guy looked me square in the eye after packing my cart with bags. “I'll see you in ten minutes out front on my break. It’ll only take five minutes. I imagine you caught hell last week.”

“You imaged correctly.”

I pushed my cart out front and sat on a bench. He sauntered up and put his hand on my shoulder. “You won’t see me here anymore and you’ll be unsuccessful trying to contact me.”

“Why no contact?”

“Depending what I’m up to, I move around. I must start ensorcelling people and entities to bring on big changes in your life. Not quite eleven months left. Gotta get crackin.”

On Saturday morning a week later I accessed my securities account on line. My securities share prices toggled up and down in the kangaroo market as expected, but my portfolio value had increased from $60435 to $372610, over a 500% increase. I studied my share quantities and found the number of Intel shares I held had increased many fold. At first, I thought it was a random clerical error—a computer glitch maybe, but I knew errors like this didn’t happen by themselves. Maybe an input mistake by a clumsy clerk on a new purchase, but I hadn’t bought Intel for over a year.

On a sudden impulse, I slit the envelope of the unopened Intel quarterly report delivered with our mail less than fifteen minutes ago. There, all toothy and grinning, is my picture under an announcement declaring Mr. Trauts Noslo the new V.P. of Shareholder Records. I panicked and called Lillian to show her the picture. “So what?” she said. “The nit wits made Willy Nelson a vice president. That’s what celebrity will do for you, I suppose.” And she broke into snorting laughter, choking her morning coffee all over my keyboard.

I printed out my securities account report and showed her the gargantuan anomaly. She

smiled. “This is great,” she said, “a ready made nest egg.”

“Yes, but it’s not our money,” I pointed out.


“Ok, Goody-Two-Shoes. I might have expected such a reaction from you. Simon Pure, Holier Than Thou. Always play it straight. Never take advantage, even at the expense of your family. You disgust me.”

I marinated in misery for the rest of the week-end.

Monday morning, risking Lillian’s wrath, I called the Intel global number and, after an exhaustive I.D. session, convinced them to check shareholder records. “I already know what my broker says. I’m looking at my securities report as we speak. Please, just check your records.” Long empty line. “Yes, that matches my broker’s account information. Thank you.” Somehow I knew nothing could be changed short of selling the extra shares and pocketing my ill gotten gain.

Lillian greeted my acquiescence with great jubilation.

***

One month later, a detective Smythe showed up on a Saturday morning. When I opened the door, he poked me in the chest with a spindled warrant for the search of my house and grounds. Except for a thick black mustache and bushy goatee the guy looked suspiciously like me. Lillian peeped around the kitchen door jamb. “Wow, it’s the look-alike Willy Nelson guy. He gets around.”
I sensed misery from Lillian the moment she got me alone, but at the time it was a secondary concern.
“What’s this all about, Noslo?” I asked.

“Who’s Noslo?” He winked at me. “I’m not supposed to tell you this but we got an anonymous tip about a possible body buried in your back yard.” He winked again, turned on his heel and hurried down our front walk, calling over his shoulder, “The investigating detectives will be here within the hour.”
Lillian lit into me immediately, demanding answers to the unusual events of the past month. I had none. At least none she’d believe. So I clammed up and suffered her outrage.

Before lunch, two detectives, who in my consternation remained faceless, showed up with rubber gloves, a couple of shovels and an electronic earth probe. Other than the grounds, their only interest seemed to be my garage. I peeped out a back window as one of them made a cell phone call. Next thing I knew a CSI team showed up and taped off my backyard. Later a body bag left in an emergency vehicle and a rubber gloved guy gingerly placed my shovel in a police car trunk. As he left, the lead detective pointed at me. “You! Don’t leave town,” he said.

 By supper time, all of the intruders had disappeared, leaving Lillian and me

trembling and unable to eat or even function. Lillian sobbed uncontrollably.

Monday morning I dove into the stack of deaths, which had piled up over the weekend, requiring obituaries. When the galley of the paper hit my desk in the afternoon, near the obits was a picture of Detective Smythe pointing to the body bag as it left my place on a gurney. Reporters quoted Smythe as saying the victim remained unidentified. Turned out the body was the man next door who we all thought moved out with his wife three weeks prior.

By Thursday, the D.A. thought he’d built a solid case to indict me for first degree murder. A slam dunk, he called it. The guy’s wife alleged I had a beef with her husband because of repeated advances to Lillian. Our protestations to that allegation meant nothing as events spiraled out of control. True, my prints were on the shovel along with traces of the victim’s blood. True, he’d been clobbered three times with my shovel and buried in my yard. But not by me my wife and I knew.

I can still feel the schadenfruede with which my colleagues at the paper broke the story.

“Local Man Indicted for First Degree Murder — Star Beacon writer, Stuart Olson, is being held in $1000, 000 bail for allegedly killing the man next door. Police hint at a love triangle.” It isn’t what they wrote that bothers me. As they say, facts is facts. It’s the way they ran it as the lead story above a terrorist attack in Norway.

Only a day into my trial, at my lawyer’s insistence, new evidence heretofore withheld by the police was submitted to the D.A. and the judge for review. The judge dismissed the case, dropping all charges. The D.A. concurred. The judge remarked to his aid that my lawyer’s custom tailored, midnight blue, chalk striped suit was the only clue my lawyer was not, indeed, Willy Nelson.

The victim’s wife and her boyfriend became the new suspects. Because of my lawyer’s prodding of police, a search of her garage after my indictment turned up two pairs of blood stained rubber gloves stuffed under a stack of newspapers, and trace blood on a poorly scoured wheelbarrow and garage floor. Pharmacy records of the boyfriend’s sleeping pill prescriptions showed that he couldn’t have used them as quickly as the dates between refills indicated, and the autopsy report confirmed traces of the drug in the victim. Police concluded the pair drugged the guy to insure his tranquility, stove in his skull with my shovel and carted him to my back yard for burial. According to their subsequent confession, the evil deed occurred on a Saturday night when we were away visiting out of town relatives.

Upon my release, I immediately started a memoir of the incident and the bizarre events leading up to it. My doppelganger’s tenure ended a few days later. I related in detail the facts surrounding my doppelganger: my securities windfall; the murder and my harrowing arrest; the circumstances surrounding the trial and my subsequent release; the anomaly of Noslo’s appearance as Willy Nelson to everyone but me. No one would believe them, but neither could anyone disprove their veracity.

Critics lambasted Falsely Accused – Return from Despair as a hoax and said I should be castrated for having represented it as factual. Literary fraud they called it.

Early sales were sluggish, but the more the critics ranted the more books I sold. Because of the brouhaha my agent secured gigs on both the Letterman and Leno shows. They both tried to make me look like a fool but I smiled and played along. Oprah had me as a guest and took her best shot, becoming infuriated at my smiling, ambiguous responses to her silly questions.
Falsely Accused – Return from Despair made the New York Times best seller list ten times. I now enjoyed the rarified air of celebrity. Except for an occasional guest column, I ended my relationship with the Star Beacon. Most of my time is spent on Radio and TV interviews and nationwide book signings.
***

Near Geneva-on the lake, our new home sits on a hill overlooking Lake Erie. My guilt about becoming wealthy soon disappeared. I hadn’t hurt anyone. I hadn’t even strived for riches. Although, I occasionally wake up during the night wondering if I’m an evil man because of all of this. In the morning, however, before she jumps into her BMW to head for Bloomingdales, Lillian reassures me I’m still Goody Two-Shoes, Simon Pure, Holier Than Thou.

Not long after my talk show appearances, I received in the mail a brown envelope with an autographed, glossy eight by ten of Willy Nelson. When I removed the photo, a generic greeting card tumbled from the envelope. “I’ve read your book,” it said. “Not bad, Mr. Olson, but I think you’re a hopeless whacko.” Think what you want, Willy, I thought.

From time to time I see a newspaper or magazine picture of Trauts Noslo. He changes his name, but I know it’s him — he looks like Willy Nelson.
