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CHAPTER ONE

BEGINNINGS, MONTANA

January 30th

A heavy sigh.

Journal entry seventy-four. I had to flip back and see where I was. Not that it matters all that much. But I needed a refresher. Just got back. Wanted to take a nap, but my head is full. My heart too. So is my stomach for that matter all those goddamn brownies Andrea kept forcing on me. Christ, who the hell did she think she was baking for? And I felt bad, so I ate them. I’m sure my digestive system will pay later. But that’s not important. However, I suppose my little gripes injected here and there throughout this are important in a way. It’s me, right? And isn’t that why I’m writing this? Not that I think my family will forget me, but I think, knowing losses, they’ll need this. I want them to have this. Even though California and the rescue mission is still fresh on my mind, I’ll have to get to that later on. Right now I’m gonna go back to where I left off. Chronological order I guess. I hope. Where was I? That’s right, the preteen and teenage years. I can still see that Police officer’s face when he stepped out of the car, after testing and failing Frank for his driver’s test.  One would think, years on the force, even though it was a piss ant job like testing drivers, that he would have been used to it. His face was white. Whiter than any face I’ve seen. Christ, I’ve seen dead bodies and they weren’t that white. His shirt was doused with the lunch that came back up on him courtesy of Frank. You know, I couldn’t believe Frank failed. Frank is and always was a responsible driver. Drives too goddamn fast at times, but he’s still a good driver.

‘Failed,’ he told me.

‘Failed?’ I was shocked. I should have known. ‘How the hell did you fail?’ I asked him.

‘Fuckin bubble gum.’

Okay, I didn’t get it. I got annoyed. Hal laughing behind me. Robbie having to pee. Jimmy just staring in wonder. Then I thought it was the ‘two things at one time’. You know, can’t walk and chew gum. So I asked him if he was trying to chew gum, concentrated on it and couldn’t drive. And he responded with his stock.

“Dad, please. You think I’m stupid?”

“Well, Christ Frank! You’re standing here telling me bubble gum was the reason you failed.’

Then Frank proceeded to tell me. It was on his shoe. Benefit of the doubt still in mind, I was trying to figure out how bubble gum on Frank’s shoe was the reason for failure until he told me. Not only was he trying to get it off while driving, he was using the break and gas pedal as a means of scraping that gum off the bottom of his shoe. In traffic mind you. Break-gas. Break. Gas. I just stared at him and then I lost it. Doing my typical, ‘what are you ... a moron? How can you be so . . .

Bang. Bang.

The loud sounds of gunshots from outside not only caused Joe to drop the pen and toss the notebook, but he sprang up and raced from the bedroom into the living room.

“What the hell is going on?”

Nonchalantly Andrea peered out her kitchen window. “Oh, Joe, don’t worry about it. Lie back down. It’s just Ellen shooting Dean.”

“Ellen shooting Dean!” Joe blasted, flew to the door, flung it open and skidded to a stunned stop. “Ellen! What in God’s name . . .”

“Joe.” Andrea called out. “Close the door, you’re letting in a draft.”

With total aggravation and a grumble, Joe reached back for the handle. “Goddamn it, Frank! You’re just standing there?” he slammed the door. “Son of a bitch!”

^^^^

Lodi, Ohio 

Even though the light board hung at a good level on the wall of the clinic, Mike Manis still had to hunch down to it. Arm above the board, Mike, ill informed on any medical visual knowledge, looked upon the x-rays as if he knew exactly what he viewed. He breathed out a sigh of relief when the light went out and hoped that Lars Rayburn wasn’t going to give a pop quiz. Lars had a tendency to do that. Smart, one of the old world’s smartest, and Lodi was fortunate enough to have him.

So was Johnny Slagel for that matter.

Lars, thin, older, ran his fingers through his thinning blonde gray hair and peered up to Mike who still resembled an oversized biker. “So that’s it. That’s our tumor. Or rather Johnny’s ticket home.”

“What do we do?” Mike asked, backing up and sitting down on a desk.

“Well number one thing is, that bad boy has to come out. If it doesn’t, six months from now, Johnny’s behavior will change and we here in Lodi will be experiencing the wrath of Johnny like Beginnings did. And that isn’t good for you.”

“Why? Do you think our men will cause a stir with me?”

Lars chuckled. “I’m not thinking about our men. I’m thinking about your well being.”

“Excuse me.”

“Johnny shot his own father . . . twice, mind you. Imagine what he’d do to you since he’s taken that adopted dad stance with you.”

“Ha. Ha. Ha. Real fuckin funny.” Mike shook his head. “This is serious, Lars.”

“Yes, it is.”

“So why do you still have that smile on your face.”

“I’m still gloating over the fact that I discovered something that the ultimate, ego manic little shit, Dr. Dean Hayes did not.”

“Good for you. But we need that ultimate, ego, maniac little shit, don’t we?”

“We don’t.” Lars looked to the unlit board and tapped the left x-ray. “Johnny does.”

“And how do we go about getting Johnny back to Beginnings to get that tumor removed? They hate him, Lars. He’s been disowned. There’s no way.”

“That’s a viable possibility.” Lars responded. “And if push comes to shove, if Dr. Hayes refuses to do the surgery and Beginnings denies Johnny, we’ll give him the choice. I do the surgery or he . . . or he just lets the tumor go. But we don’t want to do that, because as I said before, I am not skillful enough to perform this surgery. It would be risky either way. No, I have an idea. As I had said before, any doctor with an ounce of knowledge will look at this x-ray, see the tumor and realize that Johnny’s behavior was medically based and unavoidable. So what we do is, get the information to that qualified doctor and leave him no choice but to want to take out that tumor. Right is right.”

“Do we radio, call? Is that what you want to do?”

“No.” Lars shook his head. “Think about it Mike. Call Beginnings? Radio? They won’t buy what we’re saying, not at all. We have to give them proof.”

“On that line, will they even accept any information whatsoever about Johnny?”

“Probably not.” Lars stated.

Mike tossed up his hands.

“But that’s Beginnings.”

Lost, Mike looked at Lars. “What do you mean?”

“Beginnings as a community will not accept any information or contact about Johnny. But, perhaps, Dr. Hayes himself will.” Lars paced in a thinking mode. “It’s worth a shot.”

“I can’t read your mind, Lars. What’s worth a shot?”

“Let me make a copy of all my test results, give a diagnostic report and my professional opinion, pack it all up in a briefcase and send a messenger first thing tomorrow out to Beginnings. We’ll send him with strict orders to give the case only to Dr. Hayes.”

Mike nodded slowly. “That might work. So, when do we tell Johnny about the tumor and the attempt to get a hold of Dr. Hayes?”

“We don’t. Not yet.”

“I don’t understand,” Mike said. “You don’t want to tell him about this?”

“Not yet, Mike. We especially don’t tell him about the attempt to contact Beginnings. Think about it. If we tell young Mr. Slagel he has a deadly tumor, the news of his possible demise is bad enough. But it will pale in comparison to the heartache he will feel if he finds out that not only is he dying but . . .” Lars paused. “His family, his home, will do nothing to help him. And that my friend . . .” He took on a serious tone. “Is a very serious possibility.”

^^^^

Beginnings, Montana

For lack of better words, or anything calm to say, Joe screamed. Lots of obscenities and blasphemous phrases accompanied his attempt to halt the situation. It was chaos in that little patch of yard that separated his home from Ellen’s.

Gunshots fired. Dean ducking. Joe himself yelling. If it wasn’t bad enough that Misha passed out and hit her head, matters grew worse when Ellen, realizing the bullets weren’t hitting Dean, not only flung herself at Dean, but also used Misha’s downed body as a springboard to land on her husband just prior to pistol-whipping him.

All while Frank just stood there with a shitty grin on his face and watched.

Joe sustained what he believed would end up being several nasty bruises. Nothing on purpose, just his intrusion into the battle that ensued right before him. He gave up on asking Frank if he was just gonna stand there and do nothing, because obviously Frank was.

Joe intervened.

The living section was no place to hold the heated discussion, so without further ado he launched the three small people in his jeep, dropped Misha off at the clinic and headed to his office. Of course the entire way there Ellen’s mouth ran as fast as the jeep and as loud as the engine that needed to be tuned up.

“Enough! Sit!” Joe blasted his mouth to Dean and Ellen then pointed to the chairs in his office. “Now!” Frustrated, he reached back and slammed the door.

“Ow.” Frank’s voice seeped through.

Joe spun around and opened the door. “Christ almighty Frank couldn’t you see the door?”

“It was open when I walked through.”

“You should have been with us.” Joe snapped.

“Yeah, well, you fuckin left me. Which was a good thing.” Frank closed the door, paused to snicker when he saw Dean and Ellen, then continued. “I had to get something from . . . my house.”

Joe nodded and backed up to his desk. “You think this is funny, don’t you?”

“Well . . . yes.” Frank said.

“Well . . no!” Joe sat down. “No! What is your position here in Beginnings, Frank?”

“Is this a trick question?”

“No, it’s not a trick . . .”

“Because there are lots of answers that could go along with that.”

“Frank.”

“I’m standing . . .”

“Frank!” Joe yelled louder.

“I could be . . .”

“Frank! You’re head of security!”

“That too.”

Joe grumbled. “Goddamn head of security. Man of the hour. Yet . . . yet . . you stand there, calmly, watching while she . . .” Joe swung a point to Ellen. “Shoots at him!”

Ellen lifted her hand, she seemed to not notice the reddish glare on Joe’s face. Had she, she wouldn’t have said anything. “Joe . . in Frank’s defense.”

“Frank’s defense!” Joe screamed. “What about your defense!”

“I had good reason.” Ellen folded her arms.

Joe shrieked.

“Dad.” Frank spoke with a ‘scoffing’ tone. “Please. She wouldn’t have hit him.”

Ellen stood up. “I resent that! I can shoot a gun!”

Pacifying, Frank spoke. “Yes, El, yes, you can. You can’t hit your target, but you can shoot a gun. You shot my Dad once.”

Joe loud frustration scream interrupted. “Still! One shot, one shot was all it would have taken you moron! She could have killed him.”

Frank laughed. “Dad, please, they were blanks.”

Joe’s mouth swished from side to side in an attempt to calm down or at least appeared reasonable. “Blanks. Why . . . why, Frank, did you have blanks in your gun?”

“Because I knew she was gonna shoot Dean. She kept thinking if I was right, she would ask for my gun and shoot him, so I was prepared for it.” Frank pointed to his own temple. “I read her mind.”

Ellen screamed. “What! Don’t fuckin read my mind you asshole!”

“Hey!” Frank yelled back. “Don’t yell at me! I’m not the one that left you for a woman half your age, is divorcing your ass, and did this all while you were out running for your life!” dropping his voice to a calm one, Frank turned to Dean. “No offense to you and your new situation.”

“None taken.” Dean lifted his hand. “Joe, can I go check on Misha . . .” he hunched when Ellen shrieked.

“No!” Joe yelled. “And wait a goddamn minute. When I left here a few days ago, everything was fine. Dean you wanted Ellen back. What happened?”

“I fell in love, Joe.”

Joe shifted his eyes with a whispering warning call to Frank. But Frank was already on it, moving Ellen back the second she sprang up.

Frank gave an assurance wink and nod to his father.

Disgusted, Joe glared at Frank. “Will you knock it off?”

“What?” Frank lifted his hands. “I can’t help it. It’s great. I mean . . . I mean it’s sad and true.” He pulled from his back pocket a rolled up grouping of papers. “See for yourself.” he handed them to Joe.

Joe unrolled them and looked. “These are divorce papers.”

“Mine.” Ellen reached across and grabbed them. “Dean wants me to sign them. Don’t you Dean?”

“Yes, it would be nice. Aren’t you happy? ” Dean stated.

“Very.” Ellen peeped the word out and grabbed a pen.

“Hold it.” Joe reached out. “Something is not right. Dean have you had that chipped checked and Ellen . . . give me back that pen.”

“Nope.” Ellen turned her body in the chair.

“Don’t you sign them!” Joe yelled. “You hear me!”

“Dad.” Frank interrupted. “If she wants to sign she can . . .”

“Stay out of this!” Joe blasted. “You probably started the whole thing.”

Frank gasped dramatically. “That is so unfair.”

“Signed.” Ellen exhaled.

“Give them to me.” Joe held out his hand. “Right now before Jason gets a hold of them.”

“What about me?” Jason Godrichson asked as he stepped into the office. “Oh, Dean.” He blinked. “I thought you were dead.”

“Should be.” Ellen grumbled and stood. “Here Jason.”

“Don’t take those.” Joe ordered.

Jason took them. “What is this?” He looked despite Joe’s grumbling. “Oh, you signed.”

“And I would appreciate you making that official.” Ellen said.

“Not a problem.” Jason pulled a pen from his chest pocket.

“Jason.” Joe warned. “Don’t.”

Dean interjected. “Joe, if he wants to . . .”

“Christ.” Joe cringed as he watched Jason.

“Done.” Jason clicked his pen.

‘Yes.” Frank gloated.

“Thanks.” Ellen told Jason.

“Not a problem.” Jason folded the papers. “I’ll just keep these.”

Joe tossed up his hands. “I give up.”

“Joe.” Ellen said with a high pitched tone. “May I go? I want to see my children. Dean’s not shot. I just got divorced and I’d like to go home.”

Slipping into his chair, Joe just waved his hand while his other hand covered his eyes.

“Thank you.” Folding her arms, Ellen walked out.

“El, wait. I’ll go with you.” Frank followed her.

With a thinking, ‘hmm’, Dean watched the door close then turned to Joe. “You would think she’d be happy.”

In disbelief Joe just answered. “You would think.” After looking at Jason who smirked, Joe did his atypical move of defeat and dropped his head to his desk.


CHAPTER TWO

It was the oddest of places for Robbie and Hal to be, but there they were, doing a brother bonding ritual of sorts. Where others might have thought it strange, for them, it was perfectly within the realms of something normal to do.

They sat side by side in the cryo-lab, staring forward, having a relaxing cup of coffee as they discussed a matter vitally important to them both, but more so to Robbie.

“Hal, I appreciate this,” Robbie said.

“Not a problem, little brother. This is something relaxing before we embark on bothering Frank.”

“I could have done this alone, but it just feels like something I wanted to share.”

“Understandable,” Hal responded.

“It’s something I need to do. No, it’s something I want to do., like a kid at Christmas.”

“I hear that. Actually, I’m finding enjoyment in this.”

“Cool.” Robbie nodded. “So you don’t think it’s a gay thing to do.”

Slowly, Hal turned his head. “Gay? Do I think it’s a . . . gay thing to do? Hmm,” he said with sarcasm. “Let me think. Why in God’s name would you call it a gay thing to do?”

Robbie shrugged.

“I said I was enjoying it. Would I do something gay?”

Robbie only looked at Hal.

“Asshole.” Hal shook his head. “You know . . . it makes me think of that old song we used to sing in church.”

“Really? Which one?”

“Put your hand in the hand of a man who stills the waters . . .” Hal bopped his head from side to side.

“How about this one? When you’re down in trouble and you need a helping hand.”

“Or the favorite Beatles tune, I wanna hold your hand.”

Robbie chuckled. ‘We should name it.”

Hal stared in thought. “You realize that’s a great idea. What about . . .” The corner of Hal’s mouth rose. “Luke.”

“Luke.” Oddly Robbie looked at him. “Luke?”

“Cool hand?”

Laughing, Robbie got it and looked back to the case where his bionic arm dangled from blood circulating wires. “Can you believe it, Hal? Tomorrow at this time I’ll have two arms.”

“Keep in mind, little brother it will be dead weight for another day or two.”

“I know. But still.” Robbie looked at the arm. “I hope it gets tan.”

“I don’t see why it wouldn’t. You have to admit it is a work of art.”

“Dean kicked ass on it.” Robbie exhaled. “I got a little scared. I thought this dream wasn’t gonna happen.”

“And rightfully so. Good God, Robbie. We thought Dean was dead.”

“And without Dean, no arm attachment.”

“True,”

“I can’t believe we believed that rumor,” Robbie said.

“Well, look at the information,” Hal stated. “Ellen shot Dean. That in itself is very believable. She has a problem with that sort of thing.”

“Was it wrong of me to worry about my arm instead of Dean?”

“Not at all.”

The buzz of the cryo-lab door caught Robbie’s attention and he turned to look. “Speaking of Dean.”

Dean walked in. “Hey, Robbie. I see . . .” He slowed down his speech and his walk.

“Yes, you do, Dean,” Robbie said, “since you have that microchip and pretty soon I’ll be able to reach out and touch someone.”

Dean stepped closer as his eyes focused on Hal.

Robbie snapped his fingers before a seemingly too focused Dean. “Dean? What’s wrong?”

Hal whispered to Robbie. “It’s the infatuation he has with me.”

Robbie snickered. “I feel left out. He’s not staring at me.”

“Well, you’re not whole again. I am and I’m in uniform.”

“You’re cool, Hal.”

“I am.”

“Hey.” Robbie laughed. “That’s Frank’s line.” Mid laughter, he finally noticed Dean again and Dean was still staring. “Man, Dean, you Okay?”

Hal blinked. Suddenly he felt a little uncomfortable. “Dean?”

Dean inched closer. “Asshole!” he blasted.

Hal blinked again. “Me or him?”

“What the hell are you, you of all people, doing in my lab? God! You are like the last person I would want in here.”

Hal looked to his left, right, and behind him then returned to Dean. “Are you speaking to me?”

“Hello,” Dean said with edge. “I’m not speaking to Robbie. He’s invited.”

Strangely, Hal glanced at Robbie. “Is he all right?”

Robbie shrugged.

“I’m right here,” Dean said. “Then again it would be just like you to pretend I wasn’t. You and your holier than thou attitude.”

Hal was in shock. He ignored Robbie’s giggles and shook his head. “Dean, I’m sorry. Did I do something to you?”

“What didn’t you do?” Dean asked.

“Ex . . . excuse me. I don’t believe I did anything.”

“It’s not one thing. It’s everything.”

Giving a hard ‘knock it off look’ at Robbie, Hal went back to Dean. “Did something transpire since the last time I spoke to you?”

“He fell in love,” Robbie stated. “Maybe it’s a Misha factor.”

“And that’s another thing,” Dean continued. “You use your authority, Mr. Almighty Captain, Mr. I’m the only officer in my camp.”

Robbie couldn’t help it. He snorted a laugh. “Dean, why are you picking on my brother?”

“Maybe somebody should.”

“I’m . . .” Hal pointed across the lab but his eyes still stayed on Dean. “I’m going to go now. Excuse me.” With a shift of his body and a nod to Robbie, Hal gave one more odd look at Dean and walked out.

“Man, Dean.” Robbie shook his head. “You scared my brother.”

“Someone should.”

“Um . . . yeah,” Robbie said. “Maybe you should make that your mission.” He started to leave.

“I will.”

Robbie paused at the door. “Then you do that.”

“I have your support?” Dean asked.

“Oh, sure.” Robbie winked. “You’re giving me my arm back. If I were a woman, you’d have my heart. You can have my heart, Dean, but the body doesn’t come with it.”

“Thanks, Robbie.”

“You’re welcome.” Robbie opened the door, “Thanks for letting me see Luke, my arm.”

“Anytime,” Dean said. “You have a nice day.”

After nodding, Robbie walked out. He hesitated in the hall and shook his head with a snicker. “Man, he’s fuckin gone.” Laughing a little more, Robbie hurried to catch Hal. This was something they definitely had to tell Frank.

^^^^

The dart sailed with perfection from Danny Hoi’s hand, signaling off the siren of victory.

“Yes.” Danny, hand high, turned to his partner Henry as he moved to the bar. “Call me Mr. Bull’s-eye.”

Joe’s voice intervened, “I’d rather call you Mr. Information.”

“That too.” Danny smiled and then it dawned on him that it was Joe talking. “Oh.”

“Oh?” Joe said, surprised. “Not wanting to see me?”

“That’s not it at all, Joe. I’m happy, yet shocked. I thought you’d be asleep.”

Henry nudged into Danny. “Joe should be asleep. You know, a man of his age.”

“Ha. Ha. Ha.” Joe placed his hands in his pockets. “I need to speak to you two about something. You especially, Danny.”

“Okay. Time out.” Danny formed a ‘T’ with his hands. “Is this official Beginnings business?”

“What?” Joe asked.

“Well if it’s official Beginnings business then you are officially leader again. If you are officially leader again, we should have an official debriefing so we really can’t have official Beginnings business without the official . . .”

“Danny.” Joe sniffed. “Are you drunk?”

“No, sir, pleasantly intoxicated.”

After grumbling an ‘hmm’, Joe looked ay Henry. “How about you?”

“No, Joe, I’m sober. I have Nick,” Henry replied. “I haven’t had a drink all night.” He leaned to Joe and huffed a breath.

Joe winced. “Thank you for that. Okay, Henry, you’re fine. Danny, you’re too pleasantly intoxicated to talk about something you have had your hand in.”

Danny laughed.

“What? What’s so funny?” Joe quizzed.

“Joe.” Danny snickered. “I have my hand in a lot around Beginnings, New Bowman, and Jordan. Be specific.”

“Dean’s mind.”

Danny shook his head. “Of all the things I’ve touched, I can’t believe my hands have ever been inside Dean’s head.”

“Danny!” Joe’s hand slammed to the bar. “Can we be serious? This is serious. Do either of you know what’s going on with Dean?”

Danny shrugged. “Haven’t a clue.”

Henry added, “Me either, Joe.”

“Have you noticed he’s different?”

Danny answered, “No, I can’t say I have. Well, maybe, but then again, Dean’s always different.”

“True,” Henry commented.

“You two don’t think it’s odd that his entire behavior has changed?”

Another shrug came from Danny. “He’s doing his job, right?”

“Well . . .” Henry spoke up. “I do think it’s odd about him and Josephine.”

“Josephine?” Joe asked. “You mean Misha.”

“Both,” Henry said. “He’s been pining over Josephine.”

Joe grumbled. “He’s pining over Josephine, divorces my daughter, and is in love with Misha all in less than a week. My son, Hal, just told me Dean was a total asshole to him. All of this and no warning signs went off to either of you bozos?” He watched them shake their heads. “Not at all?”

“Well . . .” Henry hem-hawed. “A little, but we attributed it to mid life crisis.”

“How about this?” Joe suggested. “His chip.”

Danny shook his head ‘no’. “I did a diagnostic, Joe.”

“Do another.”

“It’ll show the same thing,” Danny said. “It’s just Dean. He’s whacked.”

“No, Danny. I’ve known the man for years. This behavior and sudden change is too odd and . . .” Joe reached into his chest pocket. “I found this on my desk.”

“Is that for me?” Danny asked. “I was leader.”

“It was unmarked.” Joe unfolded it. “The letter is anonymous and it says that Dean is under something similar to a post hypnotic suggestion and to fix it all you have to do is a normal routine maintenance on him.”

Danny laughed. “Joe, that is so impossible. Henry, tell him.”

“A post hypnotic suggestion?” Henry laughed as well. “No, Joe. The chip is fine.”

“No one is saying anything about the chip. Usually I would dismiss such rubbish but come on. This sent warning signals off to me. Can you do the maintenance?”

Danny shook his head. “He’s not scheduled for another three weeks.”

“Do it now. I want some normalcy,” Joe stated.

“This is Beginnings,” Danny said.

Joe rolled his eyes.

“Joe,” Henry spoke up. “We can’t. If we run a maintenance tune up on his chip so close to the last one, chances are we will fry the chip. If we fry the chip, Dean’s blind again and out of commission. Really Joe, a post hypnotic suggestion of sorts? It’s ludicrous. Maybe Dean is just changing. I don’t buy it. It’s insane.”

“Insane?” Joe questioned. “This is goddamn Beginnings. When isn’t it insane? A post hypnotic suggestion is not insane. I remember not long ago, Frank had a post hypnotic suggestion and every time Dean said his name, he told Dean he loved him.”

Danny was serious and then he blurted out a laugh.

“Oh, my God!” Henry shirked “I forgot about that. That was so funny.”

“Henry,” Joe grumbled.

Danny lifted his hand. “Even if this is true, Joe, think about it. Who would do such a thing?”

“How about Misha?” Joe responded. “She seems to be the center of Dean’s attention.”

Danny had to disagree. “No, Joe. Misha isn’t smart enough.”

“Be that as it may, something is not right. Since Dean has mechanics in his brain, and that isn’t right, do this. Humor me.”

“Ok,” Danny said. “Two blondes and a brunette . . .”

“Danny.”

“Fine.” Danny nodded. “We’ll tune up, but it has to wait a few days.”

“Good. Fine. I’ll accept that,” Joe said. “Thank you. I’ll let you boys get back to your game.”

“Joe,” Danny called out as Joe turned to leave, “Even if this is true and Misha is the trigger of sorts to making Dean weird, if she’s around, we’re not gonna have normalcy until after that tune up.”

“You’re right. You know what . . .” Joe smiled. “You just gave me an idea.”

^^^^

Almost tearful, Misha resisted as Andrea pulled her down the hall of the clinic by the wrist. “I don’t understand.”

“Girl.” Andrea stopped, turned, and scolded. “Sweet Jesus how many times do I need to explain it to you?”

“But . . . But . . .” Misha’s feet dragged as Andrea pulled again.

“By orders of the President of Beginnings himself, my husband, out you go like a bad light bulb.” Andrea snapped her fingers. “I thank the good Lord for favors granted.” She pushed on the double doors. “The Jeep awaits and I am taking you myself.”

“Why isn’t Ellen under house arrest?”

“She’s vital. You are not.”

“Dean!” Misha screamed.

Dean hurried in from the street. “What’s going on?” He saw Misha’s tears and looked at Andrea. “What’s happening?”

Smugly, Andrea answered. “Ask the vixen.”

“Dean,” Misha sobbed. “I’m being temporarily evicted from Beginnings and placed on house arrest.”

“What!” Dean blasted. “That’s absurd.”

“Do you question authority in Beginnings?” Andrea asked.

“Yes,” Dean said.

“Tough. You ought to be grateful she’s not being kicked out.” Andrea’s head bobbed as she spoke.

“For what reason?” Dean asked.

With a huff, Andrea exhaled. “Community disruption and with the charge of sexual scandal over her head, that makes two problems and we don’t want to take a chance with the third because she’ll be out. So under law, she gets placed under house arrest, under guard, until a fair trial.” Andrea started pulling Misha again, this time unstoppable, to the Jeep.

“Wait!” Dean called out. “When did this law go into effect?”

“Dean, maybe if you weren’t so selfishly focused you’d read the Joe Board. It’s been posted for days.” Andrea directed Misha, nearly shoved her in the Jeep, and shut the door. “Pay attention.”

“I’m gonna go look.”

“It’s been taken down now. It’s old news.” Andrea walked around to the driver’s door. “I’ll be back.”

“What if I need to see her?” Dean said.

“Visit the House of Lesbians and look through a window. Out of sight, out of mind, we hope.” Andrea got into the Jeep.

“Out of sight out of mind? What the hell is that supposed to mean?” Dean questioned then looked up when he heard the peeling out of the Jeep and before he knew it, Andrea was leaving Beginnings with Misha. A brief moment later, in the silence, Dean stood alone. He looked back and forth. “Why am I standing out here?” After a shrug of confusion, he went into the clinic.

^^^^

It wasn’t where Ellen wanted to be, not at all. She had been away from her home for over a month, and where she wanted to be most was with her family . . . her children. But her mind was so far out there in deep thought that she could barely enjoy the quiet time. Then again, the quiet time disappeared when Robbie and Hal stopped by. That was Ellen’s signal to search out Joe.

Joe’s house turned up empty, which surprised her. She supposed the hunt for Joe Slagel gave her more time to think and Ellen was grateful for the chill that filled the air because that made her numb. She needed to be numb. It was better than anger or worse, the hurt she so desperately tried to hide.

She found Joe in a place she didn’t want to be . . . the clinic. But it was better than not finding Joe at all. Perhaps she needed to speak to him, hear his thoughts and insight. Never would Ellen of expected the ‘Joe theory’ on Dean that she received.

In the hall, just outside of Andrea’s office, Ellen stared up at Joe.

“Well?” Joe asked.

“Post . . . hypnotic suggestion?” Ellen said.

“Not exactly, but like it.”

“Post hypnotic suggestion.”

“It makes sense.”

“No, Joe.” Ellen shook her head. “And what doesn’t make sense to me is the fact that why you, of all people, are buying into it.”

“Because it makes me a lot less concerned. I’d rather buy into a hypnotic suggestion than a ‘Dean’s insane’ theory, especially when he operates on my son in less than ten hours.”

“First, there’s no doubt in my mind that the surgery will be fine. There is doubt about this suggestion.”

“You think it’s more?” Joe asked as they walked.

“I’m afraid to say . . . but yes.”

Joe sighed heavily. “I want it to be the suggestion because that is easily fixed.”

Ellen slowed some in her pace. “I think it should be a wait and watch. It’s very possible that Dean may just need . . . he may need a break of sorts.” Ellen raised her eyebrows then saw the look Joe gave her. “What?”

“You think he’s crazy?”

“I think it’s possible that he broke.”

“Nah.” Joe shook his head. “Granted, his behavior is whacked.”

“Yes. Yes it is,” Ellen said. “Trust me Joe, there’s nothing more that I want than to have it be a problem easily fixed by zapping his chip, but . . . but we need to watch his pattern. I’m concerned.”

“And rightfully so. But Ellen, come on. You know me. The hypnotic thing would just be par for course in this screwed up world of Beginnings. It’s not Dean. I’m convinced.”

“It wouldn’t be Dean either if he had some sort of breakdown, but look at all he’s done. He hands me over to Frank and writes a note, mind you. He was hostile to Hal. Hal? He suddenly falls in love with Misha and that makes no sense to me. I know my Dean. I also know he wouldn’t so easily divorce me.”

“Don’t forget about Josephine.”

Ellen stopped walking right before the lab door. “What about her?”

“You haven’t heard?” Joe saw Ellen shake her head. “Well, rumors have it that he’s been pining over Josephine.”

“Josephine?”

“Josephine.”

“And you still think it’s a hypnotic suggestion? Joe, would a suggestion make him pine over Josephine and be hostile to Hal.”

“I guess not, but the tune up is worth a shot.”

“So is watching Dean. Speaking of which . . .” Ellen looked into the lab and saw Dean working at the counter. “I want to pop in and see him for just a minute.”

“You aren’t gonna shoot him, are you?”

“No.” Ellen chuckled “The anger subsided. I just want to see what his attitude is now.”

“Want me to wait?”

Ellen smiled. “Could you?”

“Yeah. I’ll hang down the hall and look at the two new babies.”

“I’ll be there in a minute.” Ellen waited until Joe walked away then she turned and went into the lab. “Dean?” she called out.

Dean froze. He literally froze. His hands stopped, his head lifted, and he froze. After a second, he slowly turned around. Ellen was walking toward him. “Oh, my God.” He wisped out. “Ellen.”

“Hey,” she spoke softly. “I want to talk to you.”

“Is it about trying to kill me today? Because for some unknown reason, in a way, I understand.”

“That’s good. I understand why I did it too,” Ellen said with a slight smile. “However, there’s something I don’t understand, Dean.”

“What’s that?”

“I love you.”

Dean turned completely to face her.

“Yeah, I do. Maybe somewhere it makes sense or there’s a reason for this happening but, despite it all, I still love you. I don’t understand why this is all happening or where I lost your love. Why did you suddenly divorce me? It has no logical explanation so please explain it to me.”

Dean breathed out. “The divorce,” he said with almost question and his eyes widened. “The . . . divorce.”

“Yes, you know the thing that just happened to end our marriage not an hour ago,”

“Oh my God, El. For some reason I don’t even know why I . . .”

“Skippy.” Her crass voice carried into the lab.

Full speed, without hesitation, Dean turned.

Confused. Ellen was totally confused and dumbfounded when she saw it. She looked twice from the door where Josephine stood and back to Dean who grinned.

“Glad I found ya’, Skippy,” Josephine slurred some. “I’m an old woman. I’m waiting. Got to take advantage of it while I’m still kicking and can enjoy the freedom. Call it something I’ve been waiting on and you been promising.”

Ellen’s mouth dropped open.

“I totally forgot,” Dean said. “I am so sorry.” He stepped to Josephine.

“That’s fine,” Josephine said. “Seeing how we’re both busy people, why don’t you put that special tool of yours to work and give me some relief?”

“I can do that.”

“Dean,” Ellen gasped as she watched him move across the lab.

“Room Two?” Josephine pointed and when Dean nodded, with a slight toppling turn, she disappeared.

“Dean.” Ellen tried to get his attention. “Dean.” But it was too late, Dean had left the lab. So frustrated, Ellen didn’t just grunt. She growled a noise that carried throughout the lab.

“It didn’t go well, I take it?” Joe asked.

Ellen shook her head.

“I didn’t think so. I was surprised to see him walk out of here.”

“With Josephine, none the less.” Ellen moved toward the door. “They’re having sex, Joe.”

“What!” Joe blasted. “Get the hell out here. No way.”

“I’m telling you. Room Two.”

“I’m telling you that is absurd. Let’s go.”

“Where?”

“Room Two.” Joe walked out.

“Joe.” Ellen hurried to catch him. “Joe, this is something I don’t . . .” She stopped speaking when she saw Joe, looking horrified, standing before the closed door outside of Room Two. She didn’t need to ask because Ellen experienced what Joe did, the voices of Dean and Josephine as they carried loudly into the hall.

“Yeah, Skippy, that’s it,” Josephine spoke loudly. “You’re getting the hang of it now. Get it. Get it! This is goddamn phenomenal!”

“Are you sure I’m not hurting you?” Dean asked.

“No, not at all. It’s pleasurable pain. Keep going. Go. Go. Go.”

“Just stop me if it’s too much.”

“You’re almost there.”

With a leading arm, Joe moved Ellen from the door. He paused to make a face of disgust. “I’m sure there’s a logical explanation. But until we find out . . .” He walked with her. “Come on. I’ll escort you home.”

Long and loud, Josephine squealed out a ‘yes’ and she sat up fully on the table. “Good job.”

“I have to say I’m impressed,” Dean spoke from the stool where he sat. He rolled back from the table. “You handled that well.”

“I ain’t bleeding either.”

“No you aren’t.” Dean looked at Josephine’s foot. “Son of a bitch.” From her big toe, Dean looked at the small instrument in his hand. “Remind me to tell Danny Hoi that this really did work. I could have given you some anesthetic.”

“No way. I ain’t no chicken shit. Besides, that damn ingrown toenail been hurting so goddamn bad I wanted to feel it come out of there. You know what I mean.”

“I think I do.” Dean chuckled. “Thanks for being a guinea pig.”

“No problem. That’s the best ingrown toenail tool I ever seen.”

“Well,” Dean snickered, “it’s for hard to maneuver surgeries, but it served its purpose in this test.” He stood up. “I think I’ll wash up and share this monumental occasion with El.”

“You do that.” Josephine hopped off the table. “I want to walk around and feel the freedom.” She hobbled to the door. “Goddamn Skippy, when you said you wanted to pleasure me, you certainly found a way.”

Dean was washing his hands and chuckling at her comment, but the second Josephine stepped out, he halted mid laugh and spun to the mirror to look at himself in question. “I told her I wanted to pleasure her? Oh my God.”
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Hal spoke seriously with his hands folded. He stared out over the railing of the porch while he sat on the ice cold porch furniture. “What about some sort of virus? Something that attacks the brain. That could explain why the three of us are sitting outside as if it’s summer.”

“Virus?” Robbie asked. “God, I hope not. If that’s the case, how advanced is Dean? He’s doing my surgery tomorrow.”

Frank interjected. “Maybe it doesn’t affect the medical portion of the brain.”

A slight smile hit Robbie, “Maybe.”

Hal rolled his eyes at Frank’s comment. “Bet me if it’s a virus, it’s something Dean created. That would explain why he has it so bad.”

“It could be Dean’s just mental now,” Robbie said.

“Nah,” Frank commented. “Dean’s in the right frame of mine.”

“Please,” Hal scoffed. “A sane man just hands his wife over to an insane man?”

“No,” Frank said. “An insane man handed his wife over to a sane man.”

“Frank!” Hal snapped. “You just said Dean was not insane.”

“No, I did not.”

“Yes, you did. Robbie? Did he or did he not say that?”

“He didn’t, Hal. He said Dean was in the right frame of mind.”

“Ha!” Frank taunted.

“Same difference, Hal said childishly. “And I don’t think it’s insanity. It has to be something. If it wasn’t, why is Dad acting so odd and buying an oddball explanation?”

“It could be something in the air or something we’re eating.” Robbie suggested.

“Good God, then we’re all gonna get it and our top mind is not capable of curing it. Imagine Frank with it.”

From biting his nails, Frank lifted his hand in serious thought. “What about aliens?”

Both Hal and Robbie turned and looked at Frank.

“Aliens?” Hal asked.

“Yeah, not that illegal kind like Elliott Ryder. I mean space aliens, the little green kind. Not that they’re green, but what if it’s some sort of take over? We should check the back of everyone’s neck.”

“Good God, Frank’s already been infected. He’s even more of a moron,” Hal stated.

“Hal!” Frank snapped. “I’m fuckin serious.”

“So am I. You’re a moron. Aliens.” Hal shook his head.

Frank, almost in discovery, gasped loudly.

“What?” Hal asked.

“Oh!” Frank stood up.

“What!” Hal yelled.

“Oh fuck!”

“What!” Again, Hal blasted.

Robbie snickered. “I don’t think he hears you, Hal. Try a little louder.”

“I got it.” Frank snapped his fingers. “The meteor that’s coming. What if . . .”

Exhaling a groan, Hal sat back.

“No, hear me out.”

Robbie spoke up, “I’m listening, Frank.”

“Thanks,” Frank said. “What about . . . what if the arriving meteor has something to do with it and it’s bringing something with it? Meteor dementia.”

Very calm and very serious, Hal glanced at Frank. “Meteor dementia?”

“Yeah.”

“You’re an idiot, Frank.”

“I resent that.”

Mocking, Hal spoke, “I resent that. What the hell? A meteor? You are an idiot.”

“I am not.”

“Please,” Hal ridiculed. “Who was the one who never believed, despite how many times proved wrong, never believed that their tongue could stick to cold metal? Who was the one who always got their tongue stuck to the basketball hoop pole when they were a child?”

Frank thought for a moment. “Who?”

“You.” Hal pointed.

“No. That was in a movie. Remember a Christmas movie where the little kid . . .”

“No, that was you.”

“I wasn’t in a movie about a kid at Christmas time.”

“Frank!” Hal blasted. “You! You were the one who stuck their tongue to the basketball pole.”

“I was?”

“Yes!”

“When was I in a movie?” Frank asked.

“Easy.” Robbie calmed Hal before he could scream again. “You were in a movie many years ago, but you also did that in real life too, Frank.”

“I did?” Frank blinked. “Oh, yeah I did.” He laughed. “That’s funny. Good thing it couldn’t happen now.”

“It could if you stuck your tongue against metal,” Hal said.

“No.” Frank shook his head. “It only works with a kid tongue. Grown up tongues don’t get stuck.”

“Are you an asshole?” Hal asked. “Grown up tongues? A tongue is a tongue, Frank. If you stuck your tongue against the cold siding of this house, it would get stuck.”

Frank scoffed, “Hal, no it wouldn’t. It’s not real metal and second, I have a fuckin grown up tongue. Hello! Weren’t you listening?”

“I don’t believe so,” Hal stated. “You are wrong. Your grown up tongue would get stuck to the siding.”

“No, it wouldn’t.”

Hal huffed, “Would too. Robbie, tell him.”

Robbie hesitated. He shifted his eyes from brother to brother. “Um, I have to go with Frank on this one.”

“Which part?” Hal asked. “The grown up tongue argument or the siding?”

“Both,” Robbie said,

“Ha!” Frank gloated.

“Will you stop?” Hal barked. “Robbie, you cannot be serious. Please, little brother, you know better.”

Frank interjected, “He knows that I know.”

“Yes, Frank,” Hal said snidely. “You know all. You’re Frank.”

“I am.”

“And you’re an idiot. Now, thank you very much. You’ve gone and affected our baby brother. Robbie, please tell me you’re just doing your typical take sides with Frank.”

“Hal,” Robbie spoke soft and innocent. “You both pose really good arguments. It’s a tough call. Seeing how it’s a tough call, the argument should really be solved.” A sneaky, ornery grin crept across Robbie’s face as his eyes shifted from brother to brother. “And there’s only one way to find out.”
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“I’m sure there is a very good reason for it.” Joe held his hand on Ellen’s back as they neared home.

“It didn’t sound like any medical procedure I know.”

“Still . . . it’s Josephine.”

“True.” Ellen nodded.

“And we keep records. At least I hope we keep records at the clinic. You can easily find out.”

“What happens if it’s not the chip? What happens if Dean is . . . well . . .”

“Crazy.”

Ellen cringed.

“Then we deal with it like all the insane people. You’ll have a new resident at Containment.”

“Joe, we need him.”

“We have you. If I may . . .” Joe turned Ellen to face him. “In my opinion, it doesn’t matter that Dean divorced you. I don’t give a rat’s ass about anything except the fact that you’re home . . . the doctor I trust is home and I’m ready to move on with more treatments.”

“Then we’ll move on it.” Ellen smiled and tip toed up kissing Joe on the cheek. “I need to move on it.”

“Really? Even after what I told you Dean said.”

“Joe.” Ellen snickered. “We’re talking Dean here. Let me decide.”

Joe winked. “You got it. While you’re at it, can you make sure that all goes well with Robbie’s surgery tomorrow? He’s going in his head, Ellen. I can’t take chances. I have Frank. One idiot son is enough.”

“Joe, please. Frank is not an idiot.”

“Oh yeah?” Joe turned Ellen in the direction of her home, “So why is he just standing there facing the house?”

“I think the question should be why are Hal and Robbie just watching?”

“No . . .” Joe started to walk again. “They’re laughing.”

“Maybe it’s a game, Joe.”

Joe only gave a cross look then headed to his sons. “Boys.”

As if guilty, Robbie and Hal spun.

“Dad.” Robbie grinned. “Hey . . . I’m going in the house now. Hal?”

“Uh . . . yes. Let’s rest you up for surgery.” He gave a nod. “Father.” After turning and looking back at Frank who grunted, a chuckling Hal hurried with Robbie.

“Frank?” Joe called him.

“Hmm?” Frank said.

“What the hell are you doing? Is something wrong with the house?”

Slightly, Frank’s head shook no.

“Frank?” Curiously, Ellen inched to him. “Why are you . . . oh my God!” She stepped back. “Frank, you big goof.”

“What?” Joe asked then took a step. After a knowing ‘uh-ha’, hands behind his back, Joe stepped away. “I’m going in.”

“Joe,” Ellen called him.

“You take care of it.” Joe pointed. “I have to keep my head clear. I have a journal entry to make.  This entry will be pretty basic. My sons are morons.”

Over Frank’s grunts, Ellen watched Joe leave. “Okay, Frank. I’ll deal with it. Hold on.” she exhaled. “If you weren’t such an ass.” Shaking her head, Ellen couldn’t help but laugh when she looked again at Frank as he stood there in the freezing cold with his mouth open and his tongue stuck to the house.


CHAPTER THREE

January 31st

As a father, there were two things that without a doubt, Joe was certain he knew when it came to his boys. One, he knew when they were up to something. Two, when they were scared. As Joe stood beside Robbie in the pre dawn hours of the clinic, he saw how scared Robbie was.

Robbie joked. That was just Robbie but Joe saw through it. Robbie had tell-tale signs that he couldn’t hide. His pouty lips seemed to pucker and press against each other nervously in a swallow more often than normal. His eyes that didn’t shift quickly, but rather slow in a studying manner and his fingers gripped and released whatever he could grasp.

His voice said one thing. His heart screamed another.

It was all too reminiscent to Joe of another time in Robbie’s life. Robbie was nine and like the Robbie in front of Joe, he joked and kidded with his brothers. Joe recalled that day in the hospital room as they waited for them to come and take Robbie down. He watched his son do the same routine as he did just then, the lips, eyes, and hands. There wasn’t enough reassurance in the world that Joe could give that would take away what Robbie was feeling. He tried to recall what he had said to Robbie all those years back. Then Joe tried to recall which testicle it was that Robbie had operated on.

“Dad?” Hal snapped a finger before Joe. “You’re being quiet, more so than Frank and his tongue is sprained.” Hal smiled in the afterthought.

“Sorry,” Joe said with a partial smile. “I was thinking. Remember when Robbie had that operation when he was nine?”

“I remember,” Robbie said.

“Good,” Joe commented. “What testicle was it?”

“Right,” Robbie answered.

“O,” Frank interjected with a shake of his head. “Eff.”

“No, my right,” Robbie replied.

“O,” Frank looked insistent. “Eff.”

“Wait.” Robbie reached his hand under the covers. “Hey, you’re right. It is the left. Thanks, Frank.”

Hal slowly looked at Frank. “Why do you know that?”

“It’s Wobbie.”

Hal glanced at his father. “How long will he speak like? People will start to think he has his meteor dementia.”

“Fa ew, Huh.”

With a ‘hmm’, Hal nodded. “Wow,” He spoke less than enthusiastic. “That was threatening.”

“Boys,” Joe warned. “Where here to give support to Robbie, not aggravate him. Dean said Frank should be able to talk by this evening.”

Hal sighed out, “Sad. Here I was hoping it would last at least a week.”

“Huh!” Frank screamed, trying to say Hal’s name.

“Enough,” Joe scolded. “Frank, don’t talk. Not yet. You heard what Dean said.”

There it was. Joe saw it again. He thought he spotted that reaction when he mentioned Dean’s name the first time, but he knew for a fact the second time Robbie did that ‘swallow in fear’ reaction.

“Robbie?” Joe questioned. “What is it?”

Robbie looked from his father to Hal to Frank then right back at Joe. He didn’t know how his father did it, but Robbie knew Joe saw right through him. “Dad.” Robbie’s voice cracked some. “I know this time tomorrow and even later on tonight, I could very easily be normal again, physically, but if I turn into a vegetable. . .”

“Robbie,” Joe cut him off. “Everything is gonna be fine. Don’t you worry about it.”

“But he’s going into my brain. It may be a small section but I stand a chance of being one of those walking zombies from Planet of the Apes. I don’t mean to worry, but with Dean acting like he’s been acting . . . “

Hal’s reaching hand stopped Robbie mid sentence. “Little brother, trust me. Everything is going to be fine, just fine.” With a shift of his eyes, Hal saw Dean walk in. “Right, Dean.”

Dean said nothing. He reached for the chart as he looked at Hal.

“Right, Dean?” Hal repeated the question.

“Fuckin asshole,” Dean said with disgust, shook his head, and walked out.

Frank chuckled.

Hal sat back in shock.

After seeing the even more nervous look on Robbie’s face, Joe assuredly laid his hand on his son’s and winked. “Ellen will be there.”
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“Happy fuckin’ birthday . . .” Johnny leaned into the bathroom mirror and ran his hand over his just shaved face. “To me.” He took a long depressing stare at himself.

‘Twenty years old,’ Johnny thought, ‘and look at your life. Look at what you’ve done. You’re pathetic.’ A knock on the door, made Johnny turn from the mirror. “Yeah?”

“John? You calling me?” Mike asked.

“Um, no. Talking to myself.”

“Oh. I just thought you said ‘Happy Birthday’. Sorry.”

Johnny hurriedly opened the door. “I did.”

“Thanks.”

“Excuse me?”

“It’s my birthday.”

Half a smile hit Johnny’s face. “No shit? It’s my birthday, too.”

“We’ll have to celebrate tonight.” Mike gave him a swat on the arm. “Happy Birthday.”

“Thanks.” Johnny adjusted the towel he wore. “So how old are you, Mike?”

Mike grumbled and walked away. “Breakfast is on the table. Cheer up. Life ain’t that bad.”

“I’ll go get dressed. Thanks, Mike.”

“Yeah and hurry up.” Mike paused before heading down the hall. “There’s someone I want you to meet.”

“Who’s that?”

“My son.” Mike smiled. “He’s back from that supply run.”

For some odd reason, it excited Johnny. Yes, Mike’s son was only sixteen, but it was someone close to his age, and like women, Johnny just didn’t see many young people either.

“Where the hell he’d go?” Mike stopped the second he walked into the dining room. “Tigger.”

“In the kitchen,” the young voice answered.

“Oh. Hey, while you’re in there . . .” Mike paused when there was a knock on the front door. He backed up to the door as he spoke. “Can you grab me more coffee.” After getting a ‘sure’ from his son, Mike opened the door.

“Happy birthday, Chief.” Lars leaned against the archway.

“Thanks, Lars. Hey, it’s Johnny’s birthday too.”

“Yes, I know. I read my medical records,” Lars said sarcastically.

A small groan and Mike opened the door wider. “Want to come in?”

“No, I have work. I just wanted to stop by to let you know. I busted my ass last night to get it all together. It was placed in a locked briefcase. Einstein’s birthday is the lock combination and the rider is en route.”

Nodding, Mike looked pleased. “Then he should be there in two days.”

“Weather withstanding and no problems, yes.”

“Good. Good.” Mike smiled. “Well the package is on its way. Johnny’s not real happy about his birthday so perhaps he’ll get a present after all.”

“Hmm. Yes,” Lars said with seriousness. “If he doesn’t, he won’t have a birthday to sulk about next year.”
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Maybe it was weakness, Frank just didn’t know. People often questioned why someone as strong as him turned so easily to the bottle. In almost every physical aspect, Frank had to be strong. Emotionally, he was the first to admit he wasn’t.

So he took that small drink just before nine a.m. It wasn’t enough to intoxicate him, not at all. But it was just enough to ease the pain that he was feeling that day.

He should have been celebrating the fact that he was home with Ellen safe, that he would, in a short period of time, be with the love of his life and be number one, and his brother was getting back his arm. But Frank turned all that around.

Robbie was under the knife. Too much could happen. However, the biggest trigger of it all came in the form of a picture frame that sat on Robbie’s dresser. A photo of all four brothers was inside. That picture cascaded through Frank. A family untied. A family missing.

Jimmy.

He was the second oldest and always thought of as the smartest of the brothers. How unfair it was that Jimmy didn’t survive. Jimmy was predominantly forefront because it was Jimmy’s birthday. A birthday he shared . . . with Johnny.

Johnny.

Frank’s heart broke.

His child. His flesh and blood. A son that survived the odds, beat the plague, but failed to overcome temptation.

Gone.

More so than Jimmy being dead, it pained Frank to know his son was alive, well, and working for the enemy. There was no resolution. A bitter sweet parting of ways not only physically scarred Frank; it emotionally scarred him as well. Scars that no matter how high tech medicine was, they wouldn’t heal. Nothing would heal them. Frank dove into contemplation as he took a moment to sit down on Robbie’s bed.

Would he, if he could, change it all and do something different? Would he take Johnny back or kill him the first second he saw him? The biggest question on Frank’s mind was, was it lack of resolution, or did Frank truly still love his son.

He found the answer to be yes. Yes and unconditional. Despite it all that Johnny did, all that he stood for, he was Frank’s son and Frank loved him.

It was a fact that Frank had to deal with and had to face. But more and more, he began to find himself unable to face it without once again turning to that bottle . . . more and more.
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Anyone who knew about it probably would chuckle and ask, ‘how long has it been since you looked at that?’ The apparently logical answer would be ‘forever’, but, in all honesty, Elliott would say more than likely he last looked the day before. He looked every day.

However, drawing deep thoughts about its origins and so forth hadn’t happened to Elliott Ryder in quite some time.

It was an instant photograph, torn across the middle where Elliott had lifted it from the floor. The corner of it crinkled some, but not one bit of the damage affected the image of Ellen on that picture. Recalling how he came to find it made Elliott chuckle. It wasn’t the circumstances that surrounded the picture, but the events that left up to its discovery.

A season’s worth of time had passed since he and the Captain set the UWA in motion and determined that it would be the freedom movement and the worst enemy of the Society until in their youth of progress, they discovered the Society already had an enemy.

The Captain had stolen a log book that belonged to Stewart Lange, Hadley’s right hand man. Lange mentioned numerous times about the ‘Garfield Project’, how the President wanted it back, and how he failed to secure it, The long book talked so much about the Garfield Project, but never once did it mention the Garfield Project was a place.

Through passages in the journal, Elliott and the Captain discovered that at one time, at a base in Colorado, the Society held two prisoners. Thinking on the lines that if the Society held two prisoners, surely the prisoners were from the camp that had the Garfield Project.

So they went to Colorado in hopes of finding some information about the Garfield Project. They just assumed the Garfield Project was an ‘it’, and ‘it’ had to be pretty powerful if the Society felt so threatened.

Of course, the dried up pink substance all over the place didn’t help. He recalled how he and the Captain assumed the Garfield Project was a weapon that disintegrated people. They made comments about how it was no wonder the Society wanted the Garfield Project. It was a powerful weapon.

It was in the search for clues about the prisoners that Elliott found the photograph and the note written by Ellen, a note to her children written out of fear that she wasn’t making it home. And if the picture of her didn’t make Elliott consumed with Ellen, the letter home, speaking out her emotions, certainly did.

He was harassed, without a doubt, about the photograph that the Captain wouldn’t look at. Then again, Elliott did become obsessive about finding her. Hoping against all hope that somewhere in their survivor runs, someone would discover her. Little did Elliot realize, he would be the one. He did so through the lens of a pair of binoculars as he sat atop a hillside, spying on Beginnings.

That was the first time.

The second was when he and his men rescued her and Frank from the Society. When he saw her, Elliott wanted to shriek, grab Ellen as if she were an old long lost friend, tell her ‘it’s you’, and share the picture story.

But Elliott didn’t. The only words he found the courage to speak were words that spoke officially about the UWA. A part of him knew he would see her again. When he did and came to know her, then he would share the picture story.

Elliott never did. It was his secret and too much time had passed. Too much friendship had developed for him to ever bring it up.

“Dear God,” Hal spoke as he entered the office.

Elliott snapped from his thoughts. “Captain.”

“When was the last time I saw that?” Hal walked to Elliott and took the picture. “Oh my God.” He smiled. “You realize I wanted no mention of this picture once we discovered that she and Ellen were one in the same.”

“Yes, and you could have known your family was alive how long ago?”

With a ‘hmm’ Hal handed the picture back. “Remember when we thought the Garfield Project was a weapon.”

“Yes, I was just thinking about that.”

Hal laughed. “How silly we would have sounded to someone from Beginnings had they overheard us speaking. Then again, we were very excited but not as excited as that photo made you.”

“I liked it.”

“You used that as bathroom art, did you not?”

“Captain!” Elliott gasped.

“I’m joking, Elliott.” Hal gave a swat to Elliott’s arm. “You were obsessed with her.”

Elliott spoke as he stared at the picture. “I remember when I first saw her, the real her, not this. I remember hoping she belonged to no one. I saw a future that was impossible, a white picket fence future.”

“White picket fence.” Hal rubbed his chin and looked up. “Yes, I can see it. The most common of fantasies in a woman-less post apocalypse world.”

Elliott gave Hal a stare.

“Kidding. So, I never asked. What was Ellen’s reaction to the picture story?”

“I never told her.”

“I bet she . . .” Hal froze. “You never told her? Why? Elliott she would love to hear something like that.”

Elliott shrugged. “Then again, she may think I was a stalker or something mental.”

“True.”

Grunting, Elliott placed the picture in his chest pocket. “So . . . Captain, how is your brother?”

Hal smiled.

“Ah, I take it all went well.”

“So far.” Hal walked over to his desk. “I had to get out of there. I know I have a ton of work to catch up on.”

“I’ve been trying to sort through the reports.”

“Together we should make progress.” Hal’s hand smoothed over the stacks of papers. “Besides, I need something to take my mind off of Robbie and the surgery. After nine hours, I had to leave. Dean says another three hours and the attachment should be complete. Robbie will sleep until tomorrow afternoon and the only thing we need to worry about is his immune system rejecting the arm.”

“I pray it won’t, but I am certain all will be fine.”

“Me too.”

“The chip placement went well?” Elliott asked.

“Yes. They don’t believe there’s any brain damage . . .” Hal snapped his fingers as he sat down. “Speaking of brain damage, I didn’t get to fill you in on the latest about Dean.”

“The latest?”

“Yes. Have you heard?”

“I’m not sure. Heard what?”

Hal seemed to take pleasure in telling Elliott. “One of two things is occurring. One, Dean’s having a serious mental breakdown. Or two, like an anonymous note said to my father, his chip was zapped to allow for a short window of opportunity where this person made a suggestion, a sort of post hypnotic suggestion.”

“Do you buy that?”

“I would like to believe he’s had a nervous breakdown.”

“What has he done?”

“Aside from pining over Josephine, finding new love with Misha, it seems Dean has divorced my sister.” Hal looked up. “Quit smiling Elliott.”

“I’m not. How’s Frank with this all?”

“He’s smiling as well. He’s all moved into Dean’s house.”

“Already?”

“Already?” Hal chuckled as he rocked back and forth in his chair. “Dean moved Frank in while we were all out and about.”

“What was the suggestion?”

“Excuse me?” Hal asked.

“The suggestion the anonymous letter said.”

“Come to think of it . . . no. I’ll call my father about that. I guess we are assuming the suggestion is weird behavior. Danny said if it’s the chip, Dean will return to normal. However, he will still be divorced from Ellen.”

“And he’ll still hate you.”

Hal snapped forward. “What is up with that? Did I do something to him?”

“Not that I know.”

“He treats me badly. He hates me.”

“I know.”

“Did I tell you this?” Hal asked.

“No.” Elliott shook his head. “Dean let it be known. I just intercepted.”

“Excuse me.”

“He called several times last night to inform me that should I want to keep my Captain, I should do the right thing as right hand man and keep you in line.”

“He said that?”

“Yes. Also, I believe he used the phrase ‘kick your ass’.”

“Kick . . . my ass? Good God, why?”

“He hates you.”

“Did you ask him why?”

“Yes. He rattled off a million things. Personality traits that we all have dealt with over . . .” Elliott cleared his throat. “Lame reasons.”

“Kick ... my ass.” Hal sat baffled. “What should I do with this?”

“Let him.”

“What!” Hal blasted in shock. “Let him. Let him what?”

“Go after you. Let him get it out of his system.”

“Good God, Elliott. Physically, I’d kill him.”

“Yes, yes you would. However you’d stop short of any permanent and detrimental damage, but he would learn.”

“True, but . . . I couldn’t do that. Perhaps I’ll just wait until he finishes with his nervous breakdown or gets his chip fixed. It shouldn’t be that long. I can put up with it.” Hal began to sort through the papers. “After all.” He chuckled “It’s Dean. How bad can it be?”

“He could give you a virus.”

Hal paused. “That’s not funny. Pull up a chair, Elliott.” He began to divide up the work. “I want to get back when my brother wakes up, but we have work to do.” At that instant, Hal tossed himself into his work with Elliott. He may have been focused, working, and reviewing, but despite all that, Hal’s mind drifted to frightening thoughts Beginnings may not have had. A healthy Dean was deadly enough but how much more deadly would a mentally disturbed Dean be?

^^^^

Former Quantico Marine Headquarters

‘Battery dying. Messages may halt. All is fine. Will try to stay in touch. Jess.’

Jess Boyens heaved in a breath of hope as he pressed the ‘send’ button on his hand held computer, a unit that seemed to be on its last leg. The day before it was fine but without notice, without fail, as many electronics often do, the unit just started to go. It took all morning and part of the afternoon for Jess to even connect to the satellite. When he finally did, he took full advantage and sent Beginnings the message that it may be a while before they hear from him again.

He felt it as he sent his words. He felt sad and a bit alone. Jess was. Beginnings was his home, not the Society but Jess had to keep reminding himself that he had to earn the right to go back home and he was doing it by being the inside man for Beginnings in the Society. Information had to be gathered, statistics had to be gained, and minuscule sabotages that in the long run, would make a difference had to be done.

He hadn’t been away from Beginnings for all that long but it seemed like an eternity. And as strange as it seemed, he felt even more alone after Johnny had left. He knew Johnny. Johnny was someone to talk to even though Jess tested him and hounded him.

The thought of Johnny brought Jess back to what he was doing before he paused to send the message, paperwork in the ‘Search for Johnny Mission’.

How it began to stack up. Report after report that came in from the units sent out to look for Johnny in designated southern areas of the Society. That’s where George Hadley thought Johnny went, taken against his will by a band of defectors. George thought that because that’s what Jess told him. Jess was fully aware of Johnny’s whereabouts.

Jess assumed keeping up the charade would be difficult and would take some manipulation. However, units reporting their findings in certain regions that were empty and should have turned up blank, amazingly reported clues to Johnny’s whereabouts. How that happened, Jess didn’t know, but he was grateful he didn’t have to add or fudge any of the reports. There were a lot of reports and Jess knew he had to review them before George showed up and that was expected at any minute.

A pencil dangled from his lip as his eyes rolled in his inward chuckle at the amazing clue of a shoe the Carolina troop found, but Jess welcomed the interruption of the telephone.

“CS Headquarters, Master Training Division, Infantry . . .” Jess spoke. “How can I help you?”

“You know . . . what happened to the typical hello?” The male voice spoke on the other line. “So official, my man.”

“Have to. Hadley’s back. How’s it going, James?”

“Good. Good. Hey, did you get those stupid reports I faxed up to you about John Hadley?”

Jess paused and thought, ‘John Hadley?’

“Hello?” James called out.

“Um, yeah, got them.”

“What’s the scoop on that?” James asked.

“You don’t know?”

“All I know is we are on the lookout for Hadley’s kid who was taken by defectors or something like that.”

“That’s the scoop.”

“And you buy that?” James asked.

“You don’t?”

The sound of James fluttering his lips carried over. “Please. I think the kid ran away and Hadley’s trying to find him and came up with some lame fuckin story about what happened just so he can get some push out of us. Either that, or, hey, this John person isn’t his kid. I mean, I don’t recall ever hearing about another son. He’s probably some spy from the other side.”

“What?” Jess had a hit of disbelief in his tone.

“Yeah, what did you call them? Starters.”

Starters? Starters. Jess blinked in the sudden flash of memory and vision of Robbie. “Um . . .” He stumbled for words. “Beginnings.

“That’s it. Thanks.”

“No,” Jess said.

“No? No, what? It isn’t Beginnings?’

“Yeah, I mean, it’s Beginnings, but no on your theories. You get a gold star though, for effort. But Hadley thinks of this kid as his kid and I was here when he disappeared. We have a trail of dead soldiers and we believe they were trying to protect him.”

James laughed. “He probably knocked off the soldiers to cover his trail.”

“Why are you having a hard time with this?”

“It feels odd,” James said. “I can’t explain it. I come from a family who follows their gut and my gut tells me I’m wasting time and man power on this. I don’t like to waste my time and man power. So call it a hunch. Nothing like that crossed your mind?”

Jess began to respond but hesitated. It was entirely possible that this James person that he spoke to regularly could very easily be reporting back to Hadley. After a sigh, Jess answer. “I just . . . I just go by what I’m told and see.”

“Pleading the fifth?”

Jess laughed then turned serious when he looked up and saw George. “Hey, gotta go. Thanks for sending them up. The President’s here.” Preparing to hang up, Jess had to hide his laugh at the ‘poor you’ comment made by James as he brought the phone away from his ear.

George looked about as distraught as one man could. “Boyens.”

“Sir.” Jess stood.

“You can have a seat.”

“Thanks.” Jess waited for George to sit down and then he too did the same.

“I’m getting worse, I can’t concentrate. This thing has to come to an end soon. I have to know one way or another about Johnny. Have you found anything out?” George motioned his hand to the desk and the papers there.

“Actually,” Jess said brightly, “a troop in South Carolina reports finding an article of clothing and a shoe they believe belonged to Johnny. Also, another troop in that region found what they believe to be remnants of a mobile camp.”

“Excellent. We have leads. You were on the phone. Can I ask who you were speaking to? It sounded more personal than business.”

“Oh, that.” Jess glanced to the phone. “That was James, your Southern region man. He’s funny. We get along.”

“Good.” George stood up. “That will work out then.”

“Sir?”

“You getting along with James is a good thing because you will be working with him face to face. With me and Bertha up here, I need you down there were we’re concentrating the search. So gather the information you need.” George walked to the door. “Pack a bag. You leave in the morning.”

“Where . . . where am I going, exactly?”

“Florida. Where else?” George walked out.

“Where else.” Jess tossed up his hands then baffled, sat down. “Florida?”

^^^^

“I thought this is where I might find you,” Joe said as he walked into the garage. He tapped his clipboard on his thigh as he neared the truck.

Frank peeked out from under the hood. “Hey.”

“Are you done with rounds?” Joe asked.

“For now,” Frank replied. “I couldn’t concentrate so I had Dan do them. Robbie is on my mind, you know.”

“Yeah, I do.”

Frank was on the side of the truck, half under the hood. He stopped working and looked at his father. “Tell me you’re here because you have news about Robbie.”

“He’s not out of surgery yet. It will be soon though. Soon. Melissa said they were finishing up.”

Frank exhaled and dropped his head. “That’s good to hear.” Almost as if he were saying a silent prayer, Frank stayed with his head lowered for a moment before resuming his work.

“What’s wrong with your truck?” Joe questioned.

“Tyranny is slipping.” Frank shrugged.

“Did you check the fluids?”

Frank only glanced at Joe.

“Sorry.” Joe snickered. “Just pulling out your stock diagnosis.”

“Excuse me?”

“Well, since your stock car problem is the transmission, I figured I’d give you the stock cure.” Joe walked to the truck and set the clapboard down. “Since you were sixteen years old and you started fixing cars.” He leaned more into his son. “You fixed them to take your mind off of things. You did that whether they needed it or not and you never were original enough to come up with a better excuse than transmission. No, mind you, were you original enough to come up with anything but fluids as the solution.” Joe chuckled. “At first, when you started that, I thought my car had some sort of leak since it was always losing tyranny fluid. What’s going on?”

Frank let out a breath.

Joe nodded. “You’ve been drinking.”

“Yep.” Pulling out from under the hood, Frank picked up a rag and wiped off his hand. “I had one.” He took another breath. “This morning and . . . just a little bit ago.”

“Can I ask why?”

“Everything. Family. Society. Dean. Robbie. Fucked up shit. You name it.”

“Uh-ha.” Joe nodded again. “Can I help?”

“No.”

“I’m better than that bottle.”

“Dad.” Frank closed his eyes.

“Problems are always gonna be there.”

“I know and so this fuckin weakness.” Frank tossed the rag hard. “Sorry. You did know it’s Jimmy’s birthday, right?”

“Oh, yeah. How can I forget?” Joe nodded. “And it’s . . .”

“Don’t.” Frank stopped him.

“Frank.”

“No, I’ve decided that I made myself a promise that I won’t discuss that situation.”

“The last we discussed it you were going on a mission to eliminate the problem, that problem meaning your son.”

“Dad.” Frank closed his eyes. “I can’t talk about it. I won’t talk about it. To me . . . it’s done. He’s dead. Any conversation about him, I don’t want to know. I can no longer waste my fuckin time or energy on it. I failed.”

“Frank, you didn’t . . .”

“I . . . I failed.” Frank said then went back to the truck.

“What if we get more information?”

“Don’t tell me,” Frank said.

“If we don’t tell you and you find out, then what? You’ll go blasting that Frank mouth.”

“What? What Frank mouth?’

“Don’t give me that shit. You’ll blast us all.”

“No, I won’t. I promise.” Frank peered under the hood.

“Do I have your word?” Joe asked as he wrote something down.

“You do.”

“Good. Sign this.” Joe handed him the clipboard.

“What is this?” Frank looked and read. “I, Frank, will not explode or overreact if I am not told something about Johnny. It is my choice.”

“Sign.”

“This is weak.”

“Yeah, well, so’s your word when it comes to affairs of the heart. Sign.” Joe forwarded the pen. “Save me a headache because I know for a fact that we haven’t heard the last.”

“Fine.” Frank snatched up the pen and scribbled a signature. He began to hand the pen back.

“Date it.”

Grunting, Frank did and he pushed the pen and clipboard Joe’s way. “Now, how come you came up?” After moving from the hood, he reached into the truck and started it.

“To check on you and get your opinion and help on a situation you have been pretty quiet about.”

“Oh, yeah?” Frank reached back under the hood.. “What’s that?”

“Dean.”

Frank froze.

“You’re worried about it too.”

“I didn’t say that.” Frank returned to working.

“Come on, Frank. You aren’t saying anything. Yeah, you’re gloating. Yeah you have Ellen, but even you aren’t that goddamn stupid to think it’s not without a cost. Something’s up. We just don’t know exactly what it is.”

“What do you want me to do?”

“Talk to him. Just . . . just talk to him, the two of you. See what you think. Okay?”

“You know what.” Frank backed up, wiped off his hands, and reached in to turn off the truck. “I will. Here.” He tossed the rag to his father.

“Is that where you’re going now?”

“Yes. If anyone can get to the bottom of the Dean thing, it’s me. I need that right now. There’s nothing better than dealing with a fuckin crazy person.” He moved to the garage door.

“Frank . . . one more thing.”

‘What’s that?”

Joe pointed to the truck. “Transmission fluid?”

“Yeah,” Frank said softly with a smile. “Tyranny fluid.” With a wink, Frank turned and walked out.

^^^^

The hot water of the shower washed away some of the birthday blues and Johnny vowed the rest of his day wouldn’t be ruined. After all, he was meeting a new friend, a young friend in a town without youth . . . or women.

Hair wet, face shaved, stomach growling, Johnny walked into the dining room. Meeting Mike’s son Tigger had an air of excitement. Since Mike was cool, Tigger had to be as well. The only thing was Johnny was used to being considered tall. Mike was well over six five. He could only imagine the height and bulk this Tigger kid had as well. At the very least, Johnny knew perhaps he could get some family reminiscent time in by doing some old fashion friendly wrestling. Fake fighting was a dementia quality Johnny missed about his family.

“What’s wrong?” Mike asked.

“Where’s your son?” Johnny questioned. “He didn’t leave, did he?.”

“No. Hey!” Mike yelled toward the kitchen. “Tigger, what the fuck is taking you so long?”

“I’m finishing up,” Tigger responded. “I’m moving slowly, Dad. I fucked up my elbow on that last crawl space.”

Mike gave a twitch of his head. “He’s a little clumsy at times.”

Johnny chuckled. Usually oversized kids were awkward. “He sounds young, Mike.”

“He is young. So are you. Sit. Tigger, hurry.”

“So why do you guys call him Tigger?” He pulled out a chair.

The swinging door to the kitchen opened. “Hey,” Tigger said.

Johnny looked, then looked, and then looked . . . down. A surprise shriek flew from Johnny and in his stumble of shock, he knocked over the chair. “You . . . You . . . you . . .” Johnny laughed airy. “Oh, shit, you’re a . . .”

“Don’t say midget.” Tigger lifted a finger. “Are my legs short and stubby? No. Is my body awkwardly oversized? No. Is my head too big and my face . . .”

Mike cringed. “Okay, enough. I didn’t tell him.”

“Gee, thanks.” Tigger pulled out the chair. His small body, no bigger than a five year old, barely poked above the edge of the table. He had long blonde hair, pulled back like Mike’s. His face incredibly resembled Mike’s. He even had tiny muscles that graced what Johnny would call the most perfectly petite and tiny frame. “I asked you to warn people. I hate that initial reaction.” Tigger began to sit.

“You need your booster?” Mike asked.

Tigger huffed and climbed on the chair. “No I don’t need a booster chair. Why is he laughing?”

Johnny held up his hand as he sat down. “I’m sorry. It’s a family trait. I’m laughing at my own misconception. I’m Johnny.” He extended his hand.

“Tigger.” He shook Johnny’s hand.

Johnny chuckled as the tiny hand got lost is his. “This is great.”

“Dad,” Tigger scolded.

“Johnny?” Mike asked. “Everything Okay?”

“Oh, yeah.” Johnny nodded.

“Good.” Mike smiled. “I have a feeling you two are gonna get along. Now both of you have a full day today, but tonight . . . tonight, John, in my opinion, you’re still a kid and you were forced to be an adult in a grown up world. Tigger here is a kid, and well, he was raised like a kid. Tonight, it’s just you two. Tigger and I talked. He’s gonna give you a new perspective in this world. You’re gonna see it through his eyes.”

Tigger gave a nod and an ornery grin to Johnny.

Johnny saw the look. The pure teenage ‘wait, we’re gonna have a blast’ look on Tigger’s face. Johnny couldn’t wait. He genuinely couldn’t wait.


CHAPTER FOUR

Round and round was the typical pattern Joe used in rubbing his temples. He would think there was something about sitting behind his desk that caused him to do it more fervently, however Joe never found himself rubbing his temples when he was alone.

Tap-tap-tap-tap.

Rub. Rub.

Tap-tap-tap-tap

Joe rubbed his temples faster.

Tap-tap . . .

“All right.” Joe slammed his hand on the desk. “Enough, Danny.”

The pencil that Danny Hoi used to tap back and forth froze mid hit. “Sorry, but you do know you could talk to me.”

“Yes, I do know that.”

“So talk.”

“Why would I want to do that?” Joe asked. “I’m gonna have a meeting with you. I’ll save it.”

“Why are we having a meeting, Joe? Your mind is elsewhere.”

“Yes, it is. I need it away from that elsewhere.”

“So let’s start the meeting.”

“There’s someone I’m waiting for.”

“Elliott?”

“No,” Joe replied. “The meeting is just you and me.”

“So let’s start and stop when your person gets here.”

“Let’s not.”

“Can we discuss matters of little importance?”

“Danny . . .”

“Because the women want to strike.”

“Strike what?” Joe asked.

“You know, old world union shit.” Danny shrugged. “Unfair treatment to women. They want to negotiate with you.”

“They do, do they?”

“Yes.”

“Tough.”

“But don’t you want to know what they . . .”

“No.” Joe sighed in relief when there was a knock on the door. “Come in.”

“Is this your person?”

Joe looked up when John Matoose walked in the office.

“You wanted to see me, Joe?” John asked in a nervous manner. His hands actually shook a little as he closed the door.

“Want me to leave, Joe?” Danny questioned.

“No. You can stay,” Joe replied. “And yes, John, I wanted to see you. Sit down.”

John did, slowly and apprehensively.

“John.” Joe leaned back. “You’ve broken the rules here in Beginnings. You were a trusted individual and you broke that. Being a traitor isn’t taken lightly.”

Danny whistled softly. “Wow, I’m staying for a good one.”

After giving a glare to Danny, Joe continued. “John. It’s time we had that talk. It’s time we spoke about you . . . and your status in Beginnings.”

John’s head lowered.

^^^^

Jenny Matoose knew it was cold outside, but she needed some fresh air, plus she had promised herself she would start to get more exercise. So after about six laps around Joe Park, Jenny felt she achieved her physical stamina quota and took a seat on the wall by the flagpole.

She chuckled a little at how the steam poured from her coffee, yet it tasted cool. And the slice of freshly made bread, which should have been ice cold, was still warm. She was going to enjoy it. The park was empty and Jenny needed a moment to herself, something different while she waited–like everyone else–for news about Robbie.

The crust separated nicely from the bread and released puffs of smoke. Jenny prepared to take a little bite when, surprised, she saw her husband John.

John walked slowly, one hand in his coat pocket and when he spotted Jenny, he waved.

Curiously, Jenny tilted her head. “John?” she spoke in question. “What are you doing here?”

“Joe . . . Joe wanted to have a meeting with me.” John sat next to her on the wall. He gave her a kiss on the cheek.

“About?”

“Well . . . he wanted to have that long overdue talk.”

“Excuse me?”

“You know the talk that had to be put off until they found the other inside person . . . Johnny.”

“Oh.” Jenny nodded slowly. “I see. And?”

“Joe said he realizes that I have been training with the UWA. He realizes that I have been wanting to establish residency there, but I am an original here and if I want to return to Beginnings, full force in Security . . . I am welcome.”

“Oh. John,” Jenny wisped out. “John, does this mean?”

“Yes, finally. I made my mistakes. I tried to atone. I know I erred, but finally and for good.” John smiled. “I’m home.”

^^^^

Perspiration down the bridge of her nose caused Ellen’s operating room mask to slide with ease down her face.

She pulled it from her at the exact same time she slipped from the double doors. Heaving out a breath, Ellen took a second and leaned back against the wall. There were a lot of factors that played into the fact that the operation on Robbie was more tedious than any other she had ever done.

It was a first and Ellen was willing to wager one not done all that often in the old world. Tendons, capillaries, nerves, and veins all had to be connected and attached. Almost as if they were building a car, they had wires to contend with and an outside structure that had to be nearly soldered to finalize the look.

However, the number one reason was Robbie. Ellen teetered between worry and medicine so much she was on an emotional roller coaster.

Despite the fact that her part was done, the operation still continued. It was almost finished.

Almost.

Outside, alone in the hall, Ellen realized something. Yes, the operation took a lot from her but it also took a lot from her . . . mind.

Then Ellen realized something else. The twelve hours she put into during the operation just wasn’t long enough. After she had a few moments of rest, Ellen was heading to Containment if for nothing else but to smile at the residents. At least there, they lived in the own worlds, their own minds, completely happy with their low level insanity.

Insanity.

Dean.

Like the pro he was, Dean handled the operation magnificently. He did impressively well without making one off the wall comment. It was the long standing, well performed operation that made Ellen wonder. Perhaps there was no mental breakdown or chip disarray. Perhaps, Dean just made some new choices and Ellen would have to live with it.

Since she wanted to change clothes, check some test results, then head over to Containment before she could be bombarded with questions about Robbie for which she had no answers, Ellen went into the clinic lab.

She stopped cold, did a Dean skid on the linoleum, and looked up. “Henry.”

“Hey, El.” Henry walked up to her.

“Not working?”

“Yeah, but I felt compelled to come here. I was wondering how things are going.”

“Robbie’s not quite done with the operation. Almost. Almost.” She took a step.

“Not Robbie.” Henry held out his hand, stopping her. “You.”

“Me?”

“You.”

Ellen shrugged. “Tired but otherwise, I’m fine.”

“You’re fine.”

“Yep.” Ellen gave a closed mouth smile.

“If you’re so fine, then why am I not feeling it?”

“What?” Ellen chuckled.

“Come on, El. It’s me. I know we’ve had our differences. I know we don’t talk but …”

“Henry . . .” Ellen said with a slight whine. “I’m tire. That’s all.”

“Okay. I’ll accept that. I just thought . . . you were gone for over a month. You ran for your life, were kidnapped, all to come home and . . . well all to come home and have it not be the way you want it to be.”

Ellen mumbled, “That’s an understatement.”

Henry smiled slightly. “I heard that.”

“If I didn’t want you to, I wouldn’t have said it aloud.”

“I figured as much.” Henry nodded. “Understand this. I know what this is doing to you. I know. I . . . know,” he accentuated. “If you want to put on the tough act for everyone and act all nonchalant, that’s fine. But know, if you need someone behind the walls to talk to, I’m here. I’ll help. In my heart, we’re still friends.”

Ellen was silent.

“Okay?”

Ellen nodded.

“Ok.” Henry leaned down and kissed Ellen on the forehead. “You know where to find me.” Turning, Henry started to leave.

In the silence of Henry’s leaving, Ellen spoke up. “It’s killing me.”

Henry stopped without turning back around.

Ellen stared out across the room. “I’m angry. I’m bitter. I’m frustrated. A part . . .” Ellen sighed. “A part of me thinks it’s a mistake and there is a viable reason for it all. A part of me is waiting for it to end and everything will go back to normal. I still love Dean. Then another part of me wants to just say fuck it. Fuck Dean.” She tossed out her hand. “But what’s really bad, what really has me clouded, despite all I feel, no matter where I’m registering on the emotional Richter scale, and overshadowing any angry, what have you, I’m crushed.” She turned her head to look sadly at Henry. “I am completely . . . utterly . . . crushed.”

Henry reached back and closed the door.

^^^^

‘Perfect timing’ ricocheted through Hal’s mind as he neared the clinic and saw his father entering the building. He wasn’t that far behind and he knew he wasn’t the last to arrive when he saw Frank rounding the bend from the living section.

“Hurry, Elliott,” Hal informed. “I have to beat Frank inside.”

Elliott chuckled and stopped the Jeep right before the doors. He started to get out with Hal.

“Hey!” Frank yelled. “Hey wait!”

“Aw,” Hal whined. After a facial cringe, he pleasantly turned and faced a running Frank. “Yes?”

“That’s a no parking zone.” Frank pointed to the Jeep.

Hal blinked. “Excuse me? A no parking zone? In Beginnings? No parking zone?”

“A no parking zone. It means you can’t park there.”

“I know what it means.” Hal snapped. “Since when?”

“Since . . . since . . .” Frank stumbled.

“Well.” Hal folded his arms.

“Since I said so. So no parking. It’s a drop off zone only.”

“Okay. Then we’re fine. Elliott is only dropping me off.”

“Oh, yeah, so then how come he’s out of the Jeep?” Frank raised his eyebrows. “If he was only dropping you off, he would have stayed in the Jeep. So therefore . . .”

“Therefore my ass!” Hal barked.

“He has a point, Captain,” Elliott said.

Hal mocked. “He has a point. So what? It’s ridiculous. A no parking zone.”

“It’s my rule,” Frank said.

“I agree,” Elliott commented.

“You would,” Hal sneered. “You’ve been influenced too much. You’re too far gone. I’m surprised you’re still my right hand man.”

Elliott laughed. ‘What are you talking about?”

Hal dropped his voice to a whisper. “Share Ellen. Brown . . .” Hal stepped back and touched the tip of his nose. “Nose.” He nodded. “You look alike. Dear God, you’re starting to think alike. Tweedle Dee and Tweedle so fuckin Dumb.”

Elliott chuckled. “That was good.”

“Thanks.”

Frank shook his head. “That’s not it.”

“What’s not it?” Hal asked.

“It’s Tweedle Dee and Tweedle Dumb.”

“That’s what I said.”

“No you said, Tweedle Dee and Tweedle so fuckin Dumb.”

“Forget it Frank!” Hal snapped. “We have better things to worry about. Robbie. Isn’t that why we’re here?”

“No.” Frank shook his head. “What’s going on with Robbie?”

“The operation is done,” Hal answered. “He’s not awake and won’t be for a while, but we can see him. Didn’t you know?”

“No. I’ve been busy. Wow. That’s great.”

“Then why are you here right now?” Hal asked.

“Oh. Dean. I need to talk to him. Seriously.”

“Someone should,” Hal stated.

“Get to the bottom of it. You know his . . .” Frank twirled his finger around his own temple. “Problem.”

“Hmm. Delicately put,” Hal said.

“Thanks.”

“So you think you can help?”

“Absolutely.” Frank nodded assuredly.

“If anyone can, you can.”

“Yeah, did you know he hates you now?” Frank asked.

“Yes.” Hal nodded. “I am aware of his distaste for me. So how do you plan on helping him?”

“Brainstorm.” Frank touched his temple.

“Good heavens, Frank. We need his intelligence.”

“I know. That’s why I have this.” Frank lifted a small cigar box.

“What is that?” Hal asked.

“A box,” Frank replied.

“I know that,” Hal said, agitated. “What’s in it?”

“Stuff.”

“Stuff?”

“Stuff.”

After looking irritated to a snickering Elliott, Hal returned to Frank. “What kind of stuff?”

“Just . . . stuff.”

“Stuff.” Hal nodded. “Is that your grown up answer, Frank? Stuff?”

“Yes. Well, various stuff.”

Hal looked at Elliott. “He mesmerizes me with his technical talk.”

“Shut the fuck up, Hal. Now you’re being sarcastic.”

“The whole time I was being sarcastic, Frank, you ass.”

Elliott’s almost shocked ‘Ellen’ caught both of their attention.

Hal immediately spun around to see Ellen coming down the steps. “El, everything is fine, right?”

“Yes,” she nodded. “I’m just tired. Robbie’s stable, doing well, and should be up some time tomorrow morning.”

“We can see him, right?” Hal asked.

“Yes. Andrea will let you know where he is. I’m heading . . .” she pointed. “To Containment.”

Elliott stepped to her. “May walk you there?”

Oddly, Frank glanced. “It’s only right over there, Ryder, She’ll be fine.”

“I still would like to walk you. Ellen?” Elliott gave a questioning look.

“I’d like that.” Ellen grasped his extend arm and started to walk.

“Oh, Ellen,” Hal called out, “I want to tell you that you look simply picture perfect.”

Elliott stopped walking.

“Doesn’t she look picture perfect, Elliott? Perhaps at Containment you two can speak about some recent photographs you can share. Hmm?” Hal said snidely.

Ellen looked up at Elliott. “What on earth is he talking about?”

Elliott shrugged. “Haven’t a clue. Let’s just hurry before he says anything else.” He picked up the pace in their walk.

Snickering at the humor of the inside joke, Hal stopped laughing when he noticed the look Frank gave him. “What, Frank?”

“Nothing. That was just odd.”

“And you believe you have room to talk?”

“Hal. Fuck.” Frank walked passed him to the steps. “You have to stop picking on me.” He held the door open for Hal. “Or else I’m gonna tell Dean on you. He might want to beat you up.”

“Ha. Ha. Ha.” Hal stopped in the hall. “Are you coming to find our brother?”

“In a minute. Go on.” Frank motioned his head to the box. “I want to find Dean.”

“Find a solution as well, Frank.” Hal began to walk. “Lord knows I don’t want . . . beat up. Or in a viable instance, some deadly virus created in a lab and released by a wiry little scientist who’s out of his mind.” Chuckling, he kept walking.

Frank scratched his head. “I wonder who he meant.” Giving a twitch of his head, Frank gave up and decided to search out Dean. Hoping it wouldn’t be too difficult, Frank walked directly to the clinic lab and he was correct. Dean was there. Pausing in the door way, Frank watched Dean just stand at the far counter, facing the back wall. “Yes, Dean, I am staring at your butt.”

Dean laughed. “I told you to quit reading my mind.” He turned around.

“Can I come in?”

“Please. But why are you asking?”

“I’m the new and improved Frank.” Frank shut the door. “I’m gonna try to be polite.”

Dean laughed. He pulled up a stool for himself and one for Frank. “Sit?”

“Thanks.” Frank did. “So, how’s my baby brother?”

“Good. He handled the surgery extremely well. We have no reason to believe the chip implantation wasn’t a complete success. Also, the arm re-attachment went very, very well.”

“I’m glad. Anything to worry about, though?” Frank asked.

“The usual. Infection. Rejection. There is a slight possibility he may reject the arm.”

“Ah, no, Dean, that won’t happen. Robbie wants the arm. He likes it. Don’t worry.”

“No, Frank. I mean his body might reject it. His immune system may fight it off as if it were a foreign body. But that’s slight. We used the healing agent on him to speed recovery.”

“The same one you used on me?” Frank questioned.

“Yes.”

“So does this mean my brother is going to be a rabbit?”

“No. No. We used a smaller dose.”

“A bunny, then.”

Dean couldn’t help but laugh. “No. Nothing. It will just heal. We pretty much overdosed you. You, Frank, are a rare case.”

“That runs sixty miles an hour. I’m cool, Dean.”

“Yes, you are.” Dean reached for his coffee.

“Speaking of cool, did I show you God’s balls?”

The sip of coffee Dean took ejected from his mouth. “What?”

“Okay, they’re actually gloves that generate these balls of electricity.”

“Oh, the weapon. You told me. You’ll have to show me.”

“If I show you, I’ll zap you. If I zap you, I might fry your chip.”

“You might.”

“Speaking of chips.” Frank ran his hand over the box. “I need to talk to you. Seriously. Okay?”

Dean blinked and stared at Frank. The sudden change of demeanor took him by surprise. “Um, yeah, Frank what’s up?”

“I’m serious.”

“I know. Go on.”

“Real serious.”

“Frank. I know. Go on.”

“Okay. You . . . I consider you my best friend.”

“Thanks, Frank.”

Frank continued, “I know what I’m taking a chance losing that here. So know ahead of time, I appreciate you giving me Ellen.”

“Okay.”

“All right.” Frank took a breath. “I am gonna try to say this as easy as possible.” He took a second. “Bare with me while I think.” Another breath. Another pause. “All right. Dean . . . Dean . . . everyone thinks you’re fuckin nuts.”

The stereotypical Dean response would have been ridicule or laughter but Dean immediately stood up and turned his head.

“Dean?”

“Explain nuts.” Dean said, staring away.

“Nuts as in . . .”

“As in what you just said.”

“About?”

“Frank!” Dean yelled. “You just said I was fuckin nuts.”

“No I did not. I said people think you’re fuckin nuts.”

“Explain that.”

“Oh.” Frank nodded. “Crazy. Insane. Fucked up. A loon. Mentally challenged. Um . . . psychologically whacked.”

“Okay, enough. I get the picture.” Dean lifted his hand and turned slowly to Frank. “What do you think, Frank?”

“I think . . . I think there may be a problem, Dean.” Frank watched Dean slowly return to his chair. “I also think you know it.”

Exhaling as he nodded, Dean folded his hands and looked up. “Oh my God, Frank, do I know it.”

“This is good,” Frank spoke, upbeat. “Recognizing the problem is a first step. Tell me what you know is going on with you.”

“I’m acting strange.”

“True.”

“And I’m thinking the oddest things, doing the oddest things. Like . . . like the other day,” Dean explained. “Yesterday. I was removing an ingrown toenail for Josephine.”

“That is odd.”

“Oh, yeah, but nowhere near as odd as when I had the overwhelming desire to suck her toes.”

“Uh!” Frank cringed and stood up. “Fuck. It’s worse than I thought.”

“Tell me about it, but I controlled it.”

A huge wince that Dean didn’t see crossed Frank’s face.

“I’m trying Frank, but it seems like I have no control.”

Frank laid his hand on Dean’s shoulder. “You’re making an effort.”

“I am, but it’s not working.”

“Speaking of working, is it affecting your work?”

“Yes and no,” Dean answered. “I know what I’m doing when I work, but I can easily become distracted and my mind floats away from work.”

“Yeah but we all do that while working. That’s not unusual.”

“Even if it’s thoughts of making mad passionate love to Josephine?”

“Okay, now that’s unusual.”

“See, Frank.” Dean lifted his hand and dropped it.

“What do you make of the chip theory?”

“My chip is fine. Danny did two diagnostics.”

“No, the chip theory.”

Dean looked confused at Frank.

“You don’t know?” Frank asked. “Dean, no one told you?”

“No. Told me what.”

“Okay. Well, my dad gets this anonymous note stating that the reason for your odd behavior is because they zapped your chip and left you open to a post hypnotic suggestion of some kind.”

“That’s absurd.”

“That’s what I thought.” Frank lifted his finger. “But I have been thinking about it and it seems only a few things are making you act different and affect your work. A few things are out of your control. One, you now love Misha.”

“She’s wonderful.”

“You have the hots for Josephine.”

“She’s feisty.”

“You hate Hal.”

“He’s an asshole.”

“Understandable. And you run around every night at midnight naked.”

“I do?”

“No, I just threw that in to lighten the mood.” Frank laughed.

“Thanks. Thanks a lot. I don’t need any help. Frank, why do I say what I do? Huh? I know, deep inside, I don’t feel them fully. I mean Misha. I don’t . . . I . . . don’t L . . . L . . .” Dean’s head moved with every attempt to say the word. “I don’t . . . L . . .”

“Love?”

“That’s the word. I don’t . . .” Dean graveled out then spoke rapid. “I love Misha.” He cringed. “See? See? And Hal he’s not . . . Hal’s not . . . Hal’s not a nice guy. I hate him. Wait, I can do this.” Dean tried. “Josephine is a wrinkly, drunken . . .” He exhaled. “Sweetie pie.” Dean slammed his hand on the table. “Fuck.”

“Dean. Calm down.”

“I can’t Frank, I can’t control my thoughts or what I say. It’s like I have no control.”

“This should prove even more that it’s not a mental break down, but the chip.”

“It’s ridiculous. They would have to get to the chip.”

“I thought of that too. How, Dean? How would they zap the chip other than shocking you?”

“Through my ear.”

“And . . . how would they do that?”

“My headset.”

“Or?”

Dean saw the smile on Frank’s face.

“Say it. I know you’re thinking it.”

“The phone.”

“Exactly.” Frank nodded. “So going on that angle I decided to go to communications. Figuring it happened while I was gone, I pulled up every phone call made to your personal cell phone because no one calls that line.”

“Oh my God, you’re brilliant.”

“I am.”

“And? Did you come up with anything?”

“Oh, yeah.” Frank bit his bottom lip. “Two calls, both on the same day, a short span of time apart came to your phone. They were both from the same number and both from a phone that normally wouldn’t call you.”

Dean grinned. “Who?”

“Ready.”

“Yep.”

“Unique Boutique.”

Dean shrieked, “Ben and Todd from Fabrics!”

“Makes perfect sense. To do something like this, you got to have a motive. They have a motive.”

“They hate me.”

“Exactly,” Frank spoke like a detective, “Think about it. What did they do for a living before the plague?’

Excitedly Dean shook his head. “I don’t know. What?”

“I don’t know.” Frank shrugged. “I thought you did. Anyhow . . . even if they didn’t have the knowledge to pull it off, they could find someone to help. They suck, Dean. Not in you know, that way, well, they do, but in the way where they would be heartless enough to do this. Once we solve this problem, I promise I’ll take care of them and get to the bottom of it.”

“If it really is the chip can we solve it?”

“The note said that a chip tune up would make you normal.”

With his enthusiasm gone, Dean sat down with a sulk.

“Dean? What’s wrong?”

“A tune up. Frank,” he whispered. “That could fry the chip. There’s a chance of that. I’m not due for another couple weeks.”

“Danny said it should be safe in about three or four days.”

“Should. Should.” Dean shook his head.

“Should is better than shouldn’t. Or couldn’t. Or can’t. Right?”

“Right.” Dean nodded.

“Okay, so we have four days. But until then, there’s no reason we can’t try to reverse it.”

“Reverse it?” Dean asked.

“Yeah, I was thinking about it. If it’s a post hypnotic suggestion, then it’s like a form of brainwashing. So . . . why not reverse it and brainwash you back.”

“That doesn’t sound . . . brainwash me?”

“What’s it gonna hurt. You’re already fucked up, right?”

“Right. Who’s gonna do it.”

Frank only grinned.

“No.” Dean stood. “No.”

“Dean. Fuck. I’m not gonna do anything to fuck with you. I promise. I want to help. I really do. Helping you will . . . It will help me. Trust me.”

“I do, Frank.” Dean sat back down. “I trust you. I’m glad you want to help. It means a lot.”

“Yeah, well . . . it’s not just for you. Or for me. It’s for El and the kids because your fucked up new personality is affecting them. I don’t want them affected anymore.”

“I understand. So . . . when do we start?”

“Why not now?” Frank pushed the box forward. “I have the first step right here.”

“You came prepared.”

“Absolutely. Wanna give it a shot.” Frank asked.

“Let’s do it.”

^^^^

The journey down the clinic hall was long enough, but the wait outside Robbie’s room with his father seemed like an eternity to Hal. Not that his father’s company was boring, it was just that they needed to see Robbie.

They waited.

Few words were spoken. It was more idle conversation than anything, but it seemed to be breath stealing when Andrea walked out of the room.

Joe, so fatherly, rushed. “How is he?”

“Our boy’s fine,” Andrea gushed. “He’s strong. Vitals are stable. The EEG looks good. But, as you know, he’s out and will be for at least another eight hours.”

“Can we see him?” Hal asked.

“Oh, yes,” Andrea answered. “But I wouldn’t recommend waiting for him to wake up. I’d go, get rest, and come back in about six hours. That would be safe.”

One eye closed and in a near whisper, Joe spoke, “I just need to see him.”

“You two go on.” Andrea stepped from the door. “Oh, one thing.” She stopped them. “It’s very important. We have Robbie covered up. I especially think it would only be right that Robbie see his arm first.” She winked. “So don’t peak.”

Joe shook his head. “We wouldn’t dream of it.”

“That’s Robbie’s honor,” Hal said. “I would like to share in that moment. We can wait.”

“Good. I’ll see you boys at home.” She leaned in to Joe and kissed him. “Where’s . . . where’s Frank?”

Hal answered. “He’s with Dean, trying to help him.”

“Is he shooting him?” Andrea asked.

“Christ, Andrea,” Joe griped.

“Sorry. The man is working my nerves but . . .” She sighed and started to walk away. “Killing is not Christian, is it? Then again neither is . . .” She stopped, shook her head, and giggled. “Never mind. I won’t say it.” Letting out another chuckle, she walked away.

“Whacked,” Joe said as he opened the door. He let out the long breath he held when he saw Robbie lying on his back. The beeping monitors filled the room and a heavy breathing sequence came from Robbie.

Steady.

Inhale. Exhale.

Peaceful.

Hal smiled. “Look at him.” He neared the bed. “And the covers are pulled up.”

Joe nodded as he observed the heavy blankets that came to Robbie’s shoulders. “Can’t see a thing, can you?”

“Nope. That arm is hidden.”

“Very hidden.” Joe stood side by side with Hal next to Robbie.

“Blankets are up there,” Hal said.

“Andrea wants it that way.”

“Robbie deserves to see his arm first, doesn’t he?”

“Oh boy, will he be happy.”

“I can’t wait to see his face and feel that emotion,” Hal spoke with passion.

“It will give a rush.”

“It certainly will.”

Silence.

“So.” Joe looked at Hal. “You want to lift that blanket or me.”

“You do it,” Hal spoke excitedly, like a kid. “He’s your son.”

After a twitch of his head, Joe inched to the bed. Hal was over his shoulder in a hover as Joe reached.

“I’m a little nervous,” Joe said.

“Me, too. Do it.”

“Is it right?”

“Of course it’s right. What if something’s wrong with it? We need to be ready for Robbie’s reaction if Dean attached the arm backwards or something.”

“Normally I would call that a Frank comment, but seeing how Dean’s been the way he’s been . . .” Joe let out a breath and lifted the edge of the blanket.

Slow. Slowly, until the new right arm was exposed. A thick bandaged covered Robbie’s arm all the way to the knuckles. Joe and Hal couldn’t see any details of the new limb, but it didn’t matter. The arm was there. Robbie had his arm again. All Joe and Hal could do was smile.

^^^^

The bright yellow sign with the bold black name ‘Ellen’ written on it looked entirely ridiculous hanging over Frank’s neck, but it held a purpose in association with what Frank was trying to do.

“Ok,” Frank said. “History didn’t work. I didn’t think it would. Visuals will.”

“What if it doesn’t?” Dean asked.

“Then we’ll keep trying, right? Every day, a couple times a day. Hey, who knows, maybe Danny won’t have to tune you up until you’re due.”

Dean held up crossed fingers. “Let’s hope.”

“No, let’s do it. Ready?”

Dean nodded.

“All right.” Frank lifted the lid to the box. He pulled out a picture. “I went to great lengths for this one.” He turned it over and holding it up, showed Dean.

Dean sighed and smiled. “Misha.”

“No. Dean. Look.” Frank placed the picture next to the big yellow sign. “Tell me about her.”

“She’s . . . she’s . . .” Dean’s hand went up to block the view of the sign. “She’s wonderful.”

“Ellen, Dean. Think Ellen.”

“Ellen. Yes. I love . . . Misha,” he gasped out.

“Dean.” Frank was stern. “Think of what she did. Sexual harassment.” He inched the picture next to Ellen’s name. “You don’t love her Dean. You hate her. Hate her. She’s a spoiled rotten little girl who’s out to start . . .”

“Frank!” Dean snapped. “I wish you wouldn’t talk about her like that.”

“Ok, you know what?” Frank put the picture away. “I can see that may be the strong point of the hypnotic suggestion. Good thing Ben and Todd didn’t make you gay.” Frank rummaged through the cigar box. “Or else I’d be in trouble. All right. Next picture.” He looked, shuddered and turned it over.

“I hate him.”

“Yes, I know you hate him. But . . . he’s my brother.”

“He’s an asshole.”

“Dean,” Frank spoke passively. “Let’s try to think of positive points. Hal started the UWA. He’s a good guy, right?”

“Arrogant shit. He thinks he’s all that.”

“Dean, I know Hal is arrogant and . . .”

“Let’s not forget he thinks he’s the favorite with Joe.”

“He does, doesn’t he?” Frank said.

“I think he is.”

“He is, isn’t he?” Frank asked.

“Also, he’s always trying to win Robbie over. He thinks he’s better than you.”

“You think he thinks that?”

“He acts like he is.”

“Fucker.”

“Asshole.”

“Okay.” Frank put the picture away. “We’ll move on from Hal since I can’t argue with you on him. However, I can argue any point you make with . . .” Fast Frank whipped out the next picture. “Her.”

“Wow.”

“Dean!” Frank yelled. “Look at her!”

“Oh, I am.”

“It’s Josephine. Joe . . . sa . . . feen! Old. Wrinkly. Drunken. Slut.”

“Her finest qualities,” Dean smiled.

“Dean, her breasts hang to her stomach.” Frank bobbed the picture around.

“It’s easier when she’s on top.”

“Okay!” Frank lowered the picture. “That was more information than I needed.”

So confused, Dean shook his head. “Why am I saying these things, Frank? Yes, I know it’s the chip but . . .” He saw Frank put the photograph away. “Hey, can I have that picture?”

“No.”

“See? See? Why did I ask for that?” Dean lowered his head discouraged.

“The chip. This isn’t working, yet. Let me sift through some more ideas. I’m determined, Dean. We’ll cure you. Reverse that brainwashing. If all else fails, hey, at least you will get that tune up when Danny says it’s fine.”

“But that will take time.”

“At least four days, no more than two weeks.” Frank smiled. “Not much time at all. You can do four days.”

“Frank . . .” Dean shook his head. “I’m scared.”

“You’ll be fine. Out of sight. Out of mind.”

“No, Frank. If it works like that then why did I go to New Bowman last night to talk to Misha through a window at the House of Lesbians? And, Frank . . . Frank . . .” Dean dropped his voice to a whisper. “I think I told her I was gonna marry her.”

“Don’t.”

“I feel like I should but I don’t know why. I’m confused and worried. You say four days to two weeks. Yeah, that’s not a lot of time. I’ve already done so much damage to my life in less time than that. Imagine what I can do to my life in two weeks.”

“Dean, I promise I won’t let that happen.”

“Can you?”

“If you really don’t want anything to happen, I can help.”

“I don’t want anything to happen. I’ll do anything. But how?” Dean asked. “Until the tune up, there’s nothing that can be done.”

“Dean.” Frank tilted his head. “That’s not necessarily true.”

^^^^

Behind her desk in her Containment office, Ellen sat picking apart an apple, feet kicked up while talking to Elliott. “Creed had this awesome lavender soap.”

“You know. I smelled that when I was there.”

“It didn’t even aggravate my sinuses.” Ellen placed a piece of apple in her mouth. “We left there on good terms. I should have asked for some.”

“Well, the lines of communication should be open with him soon. We could send word,” Elliott suggested.

“Do you think Joe would get mad if I asked for lavender soap?”

“Not as mad as Henry. No scratch that . . .” Elliott smiled. “Henry would get jealous because he would want to know what was wrong with the soap he invented.”

“Let’s not forget Danny Hoi,” Ellen stated. “He’d flutter those lips, speak all cocky, and assure me he’d make a better bar of lavender soap.”

“He’d probably name it Hoi-scents.”

Ellen started to laugh. “That’s pretty . . .” A knock on her door caused a chain reaction that was comical instinctual. Her feet went down and Ellen sat up–just in case it was Joe. “Yes?”

“Hey, El.” Frank poked his head in the office.

“Frank, this is a surprise. What are you doing here?” Ellen asked. “I thought you’d be with Robbie.”

“I will be, but I had to take care of something.”

“Here?”

“Yes.” Frank nodded. “You have a new resident. Temporary, but new.”

Curiously, Ellen looked at Elliott then down to her desk. She immediately started to look through papers.

“El?” Frank questioned. “What are you doing?”

“I didn’t know we picked anyone up or that someone came in.”

“They didn’t. We didn’t.”

“Huh?” Ellen scratched her head.

“El, meet your new resident.” After a flash of a grin, Frank moved back, extended his arm, then just as he appeared in the door way, so did the new resident.

Slowly and in shock, Ellen stood up when Dean stepped inside.


CHAPTER FIVE

February 1st

The Queen of England from the 1980's looked absolutely hot. Though in her late fifties, round and firm, hair puffy and short, in Robbie’s dream perception she was hot. He winked once at her when a sexual innuendo with her handling of her royal scepter was made.

He took his place beside the Queen, knowing full well why he was there. In the dream he was aware of the plague, but somehow, for some strange reason, Beginnings had a calling for a pilot from Her Majesty’s Royal Air Force. Robbie was selected to go through the Quantum Regressionator.

Before he knew it, he was back in the era of big hair, really cheesy techno music, and the Queen of England was promising him all the riches of the world. She asked him to not only be her love bauble, but to also beat up her son Charles who was as close to a pedophile as one could get by marrying his teenage virgin bride.

Beginnings? King of England? It was a tough call, but one easy enough to make. Figuring he’d survive the plague anyhow and if he did, he’d stay behind in time Princess Di may not have to die tragically either, Robbie accepted the Queen’s marriage proposal.

It was a typical rapid eye movement event. Robbie didn’t dream of the wedding. All he dreamt was her asking him to marry her, his saying of ‘I do’, and a curtain opened.

It was a royal bash to put all others to shame. Queen Elizabeth, as expected, didn’t wear white. Instead she wore some flashy pearl colored gown that upped her breasts like in the sixteenth century. She sat on her thrown. Just to be respectful, the urn containing the ashes of her two-day-dead-husband was at her side. She sat perky, while occasionally–just to be taunting and teasing–would play with her nipples through the heavily breast padded garment she wore.

Spandex was a plenty and pretty much the outfit of choice for the invited guests. The Solid Gold Dancers were the entertainment. They danced wearing skimpy suits in a scathing manner, while taking a break every once in a while to run from Prince Andrew who seemed to chase after them while holding his crotch. Of course, he showed no favoritism in his taste for dancers. He pursued both the men and women with the same determination. Then again, the men didn’t run quite so fast.

Robbie searched out the other and better known members of the royal family. He spotted them. As expected, they were dull in his dream. Charles was digging in his ear for wax balls while Diana looked miserable and thin. Though all he could think about was all the hot sex he and the Queen would have on their wedding night, Robbie took his place next to Her Majesty.

“Time to greet your peasants,” she said to Robbie.

“Cool,” Robbie responded.

Scepter in hand, the Queen gave an anointing point to the first woman in a long line of people. The woman wore rags and was dirty.

“Bow,” the queen told her.

The woman bowed, took Robbie’s hand, and kissed it.

“She kissed my hand?” Robbie asked and before he knew it, a hoard of woman burst through.

“Let me. Let me kiss him!” one yelled out.

They all grabbed for his hand. All of then delivered kiss after kiss.

“Hey, wait. They’re kissing my hand. I don’t have a right hand. Or do I?”

Immediately, Robbie’s eyes opened. He saw the ceiling. His vision was blurry and his head pounded. Slightly he moved his head, but shifted his eyes down.

He could see Ellen as she sat on his right side. Her head was bowed down to where his arm would be.

Robbie looked away. He moistened his lips that were dry and closed his eyes. “I think . . .” he said soft and with a cracking voice. “I think I feel you touching my hand through those covers. Please . . . please tell me I feel that and it’s not my imagination.”

There was a feel of cool air from the removal of the covers and then Robbie felt the soft lips touch his fingers.

Robbie’s eyes closed tightly in a gratefulness he never thought he’d experience. He felt the happiness of regaining his arm as strongly as he felt the pain of losing it.

He turned his head and looked. He saw the arm, saw the fingers, and then he noticed those in the room.

His father. Hal. Frank. Ellen. All of them had their eyes upon Robbie watching his reaction but Robbie couldn’t speak. All he could do right then was bring his left hand to his face and cover his eyes in an attempt to hold back the burst of emotions he fought with diligence to keep in.
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Two hours of sleep? How did that happen? Johnny could barely roll out of bed–literally–let alone stand up. His body was sore. Was it any wonder? His head pounded, probably from a combination of lack of sleep, food, and Mike screaming.

‘Thank you very much, Tigger’ was all Johnny could say to himself as he stood before the bedroom mirror. He looked like hell. His inherited dark circles were even darker. His face pale and he had a dabble of dried blood on the left nostril.

Tigger was the cause of the all-nighter. He said it was just the beginning.

With that thought, Johnny smiled . . . then laughed.

It was the first time ever that Johnny had stayed out all night, woke up sore, had the world’s worse headache, and it wasn’t from drinking. In fact, it was the first time Johnny could recall staying out all night without going to a bar environment and getting hammered.

No alcohol. Tigger was still two years under the Lodi drinking age, aside from the fact that Tigger didn’t want to deal with Mike’s repercussion. They just had pure, young fun and trouble. Then again, they still dealt with Mike’s repercussions and Johnny was certain that as the day rolled on, Mike would give it to them more.

Was Tigger just going above and beyond to have fun with Johnny that first night? That was Johnny’s first impression until he found out it wasn’t the first time Tigger had crawled through the duct work of the local bar and waited in the ventilation system to slowly drip a blood-like substance down onto the first man who decided to sit on the commode.

It wasn’t the first time Tigger’s rigged manhole blasted from the street, bringing with it a puff of smoke, demonic moans from the sewer system, and sent the night guard running scared.

Nor, obviously, was it the first time that Tigger climbed to the top of a telephone pole located on the outskirts of town, all to flick on his hidden power switch that turned on his ‘Tigger Telephone company’ which consisted of seventy-two hidden telephone bells that all went off simultaneously throughout the town, waking everyone up at three in the morning.

It was however, a first for Tigger when he became face to face with the killer toddler Lodi had captured.

Tigger reminded Johnny a lot of the book character, Simon Birch. There was some amusement in Tigger’s taunting of the oversized killer baby who was a tad shorter than Tigger. Tigger would do really lame growls, aggravating the murderous child into an attack frenzy, but Tigger didn’t flinch. He just laughed and thought it cool.

“We need more of these,” Tigger said the night before. “You know what we should do? Knock its ass out, hook it up to the strongest and longest chain we can fine, attach it to a runner somewhere, and have him be a surprise guard dog.’

Johnny suggested they not do it, but found himself getting more and more convinced as the night moved on as a way to use the killer toddler as a practical joke. They would have found one too had it not reached the point when Mike said, ‘Enough is enough. Welcome back, Tiger, but you are so fuckin grounded.’

The funniest part was, Johnny was grounded too.

Grounded.

The only adult Johnny ever knew to be grounded was his Uncle Robbie. That was another thing Johnny felt was cool.

He took the punishment well and grew curious as to what Tigger meant by the grounding was the best alibi ever.

Johnny was certain Tigger would get him into more trouble. It was just innocent trouble and no one got hurt. That was the endearing quality Johnny loved. For once, in long time, he was getting in trouble he could laugh about.
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At least it was a balanced meal. It consisted of a single slice of bread, not toasted, a scoop of scrambled eggs, a slice of the new and much raved about ‘Dan-Spam’, a cup of coffee and an apple. Dean was impressed at how Gemma and Mary prepared the meals, wheeled them in on a heating cart, and set out the trays–complete with tin coverings–just like they did in the clinic.

In a sense, Dean knew Containment was a clinic. Long gone were the days when Containment was strictly for survivors who went through a processing to show they were capable enough to be civilized. The new residents tended to stick with Bowman and Jordan. Beginnings was full. Now Containment housed those who were incapable of surviving out in the world on their own, yet useful in a way that Joe Slagel got some sort of slave labor out of them.

According to the schedule posted on the dining room wall, Containment residents were making mops for the next two days. Some of the residents expressed excitement over the mops. They always found it fun. Others, Dean found, were stressed because Joe set a high goal for Containment. He wanted to residents to produce ten mops.

Ten mops in two days? Dean figured he could do that in a few hours. The residents felt it was a lot. As explained to Dean by one resident, Leo, who sang everything instead of speaking, ‘how could they make that many mops with all the other activities they had all day? La. La. La’.

Activities? What activities could be so time consuming. Dean knew of one activity and it was one everybody was up for. The first productive hour of the day was being dedicated to making ‘get well cards’ for Robbie.

A brainstorm idea was told by Containment’s newest nut sergeant, Richie. With exuberance, he shared with the residents the night before how their cards would make Robbie much better, how their cards were going to be unique. They were going to be self portrait cards.

What Richie meant by that, Dean didn’t want to know. He really didn’t want to know.

All and all, he guessed he had to expect that Beginnings had low level expectations of Containment residents. How could they not?

There were twelve in all, not including Dean. He made thirteen. Which probably wouldn’t have made a mental dent in the other residents had Richie not made such a big deal about thirteen being unlucky. That didn’t fare well with the man who thought he was a priest and kept trying to exorcize Dean’s demons all night. It did help that Dean told him that prayer exorcized them, not jumping jacks. That calmed the man down.

Another resident that Dean got to know–against his will–was Herb. Herb was a rotund man. He rambled a lot, never told the same tale twice, and was the Danny Hoi ‘Everything man’ in his fantasy world. There was two things Dean learned right away about Herb. One, Herb latched on to people rather quickly. And two, the reason Herb was so rotund.

“Gonna eat that?” Herb asked Dean as he slowly brought his index finger down to Dean’s Dan Spam.

“Hey.” Dean smacked his hand away. “It’s my food.”

“Are you gonna eat that?” Herb asked again. He swooped the long piece of hair over his head to re-cover his bald spot. “Huh?”

“Yes.”

“Yes, what?”

“Yes, I’m gonna eat this. Do you know Frank?”

“Frank’s cool.”

“I’ll take that as a yes.” Dean took a bite of his spam.

“How about that?” Herb pointed to the bread. ‘You gonna eat that?”

“Yes.”

“But you’re already eating that.”

“You know. . .” Dean raised his voice. “Before you proceed to ask about anything else, yes, I am eating the meat. Yes, I am eating the eggs. Yes, on the bread and yes on the apple. And . . . and I also fully intend on drinking all of my coffee as well.”

“What about. . .”

“Yes. Yes.” Dean pulled his tray closer. “Now quit pointing that finger. If you touch my food, I won’t eat it.”

“Good.”

Before Dean could respond, Herb’s entire palm went down and laid on Dean’s food.

“Asshole.” Dean pushed his tray forward. “Take it.”

“Thanks.” Herb began to devour. He looked up when Dean started to leave. “Where you going?”

“Over there by myself.” Dean took his coffee and walked to the far end of the other table. No sooner did he sit, Herb sat across from him. “What?” Dean asked.

“Don’t want you to be alone.”

“I want to be alone.”

“Why?”

“I want to.”

“Why?”

“I want to,” Dean repeated.

“Why?”

Dean growled, “Because I find you extremely annoying and disgusting.”

“Dean!” Ellen’s gasp rang out. “We don’t talk to the residents like that. Be nice.”

“El!” Dean gushed in relief and stood.

“Hi, everyone.” Ellen lifted her hand.

In unison, with limited excitement, everyone responded, ‘Good morning, Ellen.”

Ellen giggled. “Finish up. I want to get those cards done so I can take them to the clinic with me.” She turned and walked from the dining room.

“El, wait.” Dean flew out.”

Ellen stopped in the hall. “Hey, Dean.”

“It’s good to see you. You . . . you left me here last night.”

“Well, Dean . . .” Ellen said. “I can’t take residents home with me. Let’s not forget, you are a resident, at least until that chip is tuned up or Frank reverses something or other.” She shrugged and walked again.

“I’m not a resident.”

“I beg to differ. You signed a document. You are a legal resident. You committed yourself.” She stopped and lashed a smile.

“El.” Dean reached out. “Please. Stop.”

Ellen did.

“El, I thought you would have stayed.”

“Dean, I can’t live here. I have a home. You did too. You gave it up.”

“But do you know what it’s like in here?”

“Yes, I do.”

“No, I don’t think you do. No one sleeps, El. Last night they told bedtime stories to each other. Do you know what the stories were? Episodes of the Brady Bunch.”

Ellen snickered. “They are so inventive.” She started to walk the hall again.

“And Dan . . . Dan from Security comes in at night just as they calm down. El, he’s like their Santa. He gives them cookies. They love him, praise him, and he gets this big ego trip.”

Ellen grunted. “Oh, he knows I don’t want them having sugar at night. Thanks for telling me, Dean.”

“Ellen, can you just stop.”

“Dean, I have to get to the clinic.” She stopped just outside her office door. “We are short one doctor. I want to get to New Bowman by late morning. We have cards to make for Robbie.”

“How is he?”

“Fine.”

“Can you be more specific?”

“Nope. Can’t discuss matters like that with Residents.”

“Come on, El.”

“Dean.” Ellen folded her arms. “I asked you yesterday. Elliott is a witness. Frank is a witness. Joe . . . Joe is a witness. You insisted you be in here. You insisted no one know you are here. You signed a paper telling us. You, Dean, told us you will follow Containment rules and procedure as long as we let you stay here to . . . how did you put it? Hide out until it was safe for your mind? Well, that’s the plan and I’m sticking to it. I’m busy.”

“You’re loving this aren’t you?”

“Love the fact that I work here with the man who recently divorced me for a former child lesbian? Yeah, in a way you can say I love the fact. But . . . which way? I can . . .” Ellen shrugged. “Love the fact that I will be part of helping you get well. Or you can say I love the fact that I can . . . torture you.” She smiled and reached for her office door. She saw Dean take a step and she held her hand out stopping him. “Wait, what are you doing?”

“Following you.”

“Nope.” She shook her head. “My office is off limits to residents. Sorry.”

The door closed.

“El.” Dean’s hand hit against the door. “This is unfair. I’m more than a resident. I’m a mind. I should get more respect. I am a scientist.” Hearing no response but the locking of the door, Dean lowered his head to greet the door’s surface when he felt a tap on his shoulder. He peered up and groaned when he saw Herb. “What, Herb?”

“You . . . you . . . you’re a scientist?”

“Yes.”

“I’m a scientist. An astronaut scientist.” Herb nodded. “Before that, I was a male stripper. Wanna see me dance?” He wiggled his hips.

Dean walked away.
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Jess Boyens likened it to a scene from some old movie. It had that feel about it with the damp train tracks, the whistle blowing in the background, and the sound of the steam engine getting ready to roll. By his feet was the green military duffle bag all packed and ready to go. In front of him was George and his right hand man slash woman, Bertha. The pseudo parents.

George had gone down the entire scheme of things, how Jess was to take the train down to Augusta, Georgia where a base sergeant would drive him the rest of the way to Florida. It would be a one shot trip, so he’d better prepare to be tired. George didn’t expect much work from him when he arrived the very next day down to the camp where James, the southern division leader was located. But George expected Jess to get situated. Get ready.

Hand extended, George shook Jess’s hand. “Good luck.”

“Thank you, sir. I promise to give my all.”

“I know you will.”

Bertha then extended her masculine hand to Jess. “Boyens, you be careful. With that reported defector activity, we don’t want to take a chance of losing anyone, especially with the overseas expedition gearing ready to take off.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Jess nodded. “I’ll be careful.”

“I hold high hopes,” George said, “that you and James together will put an end to this upraising. We don’t want another repeat of the UWA. Christ knows we don’t need another thorn in our side.”

“Sword,” Bertha corrected. “They’ve grown to a sword now.”

“How ironic.” Jess raised his eyebrows and looked back to the old fashion ‘all aboard’ being called out.

George shook his head in disgust. “Asshole. I have assholes working for me. You’re the only one waiting out here.” Another shake of Jess’s hand and George followed it up with a swat to Jess’s arm. “Good luck to you.”

“Thank you.” Jess lifted his bag and took the first step.

“Boyens?” George called out.

“Yes.” Jess stopped embarking.

“I know you know. How could you not. You’ve done really well not saying anything this far to James. When you get there, you’re still going to keep that silence, right? Nothing said.”

“I haven’t yet.” Jess shook his head. “I wouldn’t dream of saying anything . . . ever.”

“Wouldn’t be in the best interest of the Society, would it?” George stated.

“No, it wouldn’t.” Jess gave a reassuring smile, a nod of goodbye, and stepped up into the train. He thought of George’s instruction of not saying anything to James. Once inside he had to stop. He had to pause. His face reflected the confusion he couldn’t show to George because Jess didn’t have a clue as to what George was talking about.
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He was the ‘I spy guy’ with Mission Impossible blaring in his head. Frank, with a hushed appeal, looked around the corner of Warehouse Five. After seeing it clear, he slipped between Warehouse Five and Four. He let out a short whistle.

Danny arrived out from the other corner.

Looking over his shoulder again, Frank whispered, ‘you got it?”

Danny chuckled. “Um, yeah. Here” He handed Frank a video cassette. “I told you I could.”

“I owe you ten Danny Dollars.”

“Frank? Why is this so secretive?”

Frank shrugged. “I don’t know. It’s a surprise. Thanks.”

“Frank, it may be a surprise but it’s not illegal . . .” Danny paused. ‘Is it?”

“Oh, you better believe it. Dean asked Council to make this illegal because it could frighten the residents.”

“Yeah, right and I’m Polish.”

“No shit?”

Danny chuckled. “Um, yeah, on my father’s side. My mother was German.”

“I thought you were Chinese.”

“I just look it.”

“Oh.” Frank nodded. “Okay, I have to go. Thanks again.”

“One more thing, Frank.”

Frank stopped. Dramatically, he flung back his head, grunted, and turned around. “What now? I can’t make this a cohort operation if you don’t let me sneak away.”

“Just . . . just tell me. Is it true Dean is in Containment?”

Hurriedly, with his finger to his lips, Frank rushed to Danny. “Now that is a secret. No one knows. Everyone thinks he’s at the lake getting R and R.”

“He’s hiding?”

“Resting.” Frank winked. “Staying out of trouble until you can fix that chip.”

“Really? So do we treat him like a resident or what?”

“Oh yeah, that was the deal. He was allowed to hang out there and hide only if he abided by the rules.”

“So no special treatment.”

“Nope. None. Gotta go.” Frank hurried off, peeked around the corner of the warehouse, then dashed away.

“No special treatment huh?” Danny smiled. “Poor Dean.”
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The smile was half raised on a face that held the exact same expression for over an hour. It was an expression of awe as Robbie stared down at his new arm. “I just can’t stop looking at it.”

Proudly, Hal stood on his right. “It’s beautiful, Robbie.”

Joe added, “A work of art.”

Robbie nodded. “I almost feel bad for falling back to sleep and not getting a chance to look at it.”

“You didn’t have a choice,” Joe said. “Jason came in and knocked your ass out. You still had a few hours before you were allowed to use that even just a little.”

“I bet it was a long night for you guys,” Robbie stated. “Waiting to see it. They had it all covered with blankets.” He looked up to see Joe and Hal look away. “You guys didn’t peek, did you?’

Quickly Hal shook his head. “No, no absolutely not.”

Joe, with a closed mouth, shook his head too. “Wouldn’t dream of it.”

“Man.” Robbie chuckled. “I would of.”

Hal exhaled. “Okay, we did.”

“We had too.” Joe shrugged. “It wouldn’t be right if we didn’t.”

“Was Frank the first?” Robbie asked.

“Actually . . .” Hal answered. “Frank didn’t peek at all. Not out of respect, but rather the fact that he believed us when we told him the blanket was rigged and would set off an alarm.”

Staring to laugh, Robbie switched to just a smile when he heard the single knock and looked up. “Elliott.”

With an ear to ear smile, Elliott removed his bandana and stepped inside. “I’m not intruding, am I?”

“Not at all,” Robbie replied.

“Good.” Elliott walked in further. “I was anxious waiting on the Captain. I was over at Containment, but they were doing an activity.” He moved to the bed and looked down. “Is that it?”

Hal raised his eyebrow. “Is that . . . it? Good God, Elliott. One would think a man with your extensive pocket thesaurus vocabulary could come up with a better word choice for a re-attached limb rather than it.” He shook his head. “It.”

“My apologies,” Elliott told Robbie.

“No, problem,” Robbie said. “We call it Luke.”

“Tell me,” Elliott spoke with excitement. “I need to know. You’ve been without that arm for a while. I realize you’ve made concessions, but there has been limitations . . .”

“Elliott!” Hal snapped. “Get to the point.”

“Sorry.” Elliott continued, “What is the first thing you are going to do with your new right hand?”

Robbie looked up from his arm with an ornery expression.

“Robert,” Joe warned.

“Sorry.” Robbie snickered.

Elliott appeared lost. “What? What did I miss?”

Hal just gave a closed mouth raised eyebrow look.

“What?” Elliott asked again, then it hit him. “Oh.”

Hal rolled his eyes. “I’m surprised that insinuation went over your head, Mr. ‘Bathroom Art.’”

“Hal.” Joe winced.

“Aside from that.” Hal clapped his hands together once. “I too would like to know. What’s first?”

Robbie thought about it for a second. “Flying with two hands would be cool, but I’ve pretty much mastered flying single handed.” He chuckled at his double-entendre implication. “However, I can’t wait to play my guitar.”

Impressed, Joe smiled. “I expected that. I’m glad. I can’t wait.”

Elliott interjected, “I would be on the same lines of thought. I’d play piano or would write something, anything and I’d do it long hand.”

“Me,” Hal added. “If I were you, the first thing I’d do is punch Frank.”

Everyone looked at him.

“It’s perfect,” Hal continued. “Think about it. Three reasons. One, it would be the ultimate test. Two, it’s gonna be strong and Frank is the only one that can take it. And three . . . “ Hal chuckled at his own humor. “It’s Frank. I’m sure there is a reason somewhere in the file cabinet of your mind that could justify it.”

One eye closed, Joe crinkled his face when he saw the look Robbie had. “Hal, let’s not . . . let’s not give him any ideas.”

“You know, Dad,” Robbie spoke up. “Frank may just want to see if he could take that punch.”

“True,” Joe agreed.

Hal lifted a finger. “If I may. I’m not meaning to be a damper on the situation. I may also just be speaking for myself, but Robbie, the arm has not moved. You haven’t budged it. It’s a beautiful piece of work and it’s just . . . laying there.”

With irritated questioning glare, Joe looked at Hal. “Laying there? Just laying there? You say something to Elliott about his ‘it’ comment and you tell Robbie his new arm is just laying there.”

Robbie interrupted. “It is. I’m afraid to try it out.”

Andrea’s ‘well you’re gonna have to’ entered the room at the same time as she did. “Good morning, sweetheart.” She walked to Robbie and kissed him. “Not only am I a visitor, I am here as your doctor. Melissa said you haven’t tried the arm.”

Robbie nodded. “I haven’t. I’m afraid that it won’t work and then I’ll feel bad.”

Andrea patted his cheek. “Your fears are noted, but I believe that arm will work. The chip is in place and the test went well. You have to try.”

“Can I ask something?” Robbie questioned. “Not that I don’t have the utmost faith in your opinion, but Dean not being here doesn’t give me confidence. It’s like he disappeared because he screwed up.”

“Sweet Jesus, that’s nonsense,” Andrea said motherly. “Dean’s had some stress. He’s taking some good old R and R.”

“Where did he go?” Robbie asked.

Danny Hoi answered that at the same time he knocked once on the door. “Containment.”

Not hearing Joe’s low moan, Andrea turned from the bed. “No, he went to the lake.”

“Nah-uh.” Danny walked in. He didn’t see Joe’s facial cringing and warning signals. He just kept talking nonchalantly. “He committed himself to Containment.”

Andrea gasped, “Sweet Jesus. No.”

“Yes.” Danny nodded.

“Danny!” Joe snapped. “Can we just . . .” He gave a twitch of his head to Hal and Elliott.

Andrea was a little confused. “Is this true or isn’t it true. Joe?”

Joe exhaled. “It’s supposed to be highly confidential and classified information. No one is supposed to know. We don’t want people losing faith in Dean.”

Robbie laughed. “Oh my God. Dean’s in the Beginnings nuthouse. He did this on his own?”

“Robert,” Joe seeped out.

“Dean committed himself? On his own? Is he that bad?” Andrea asked with concern.

Joe hesitated before answering, then gave a ‘no big deal’ attitude. “It’s just to keep him safe and from getting in anymore trouble until Danny can safely tune-up his chip or Frank succeeds in doing whatever it is he’s doing with Dean’s mind.”

Hal let out a soft, ‘hmm’, before speaking in a whisper to Elliott. “Can you tell it’s Beginnings. The top mind in the world is in a mental Containment while the bottom mind in the world is getting him back to normal.”

“Hal.” Joe winced. “I’m sure Danny will have it tuned up before Frank can . . . before Frank can do any damage. After all it’s only four days tops.”

“Maybe more,” Danny added. “It’s hard to say. The last diagnostic showed four days so it could be five or six.”

“Even with that,” Joe said, “it’s not that long. Dean is away. Any problems can be solved by our fine medical staff. This is something no one is supposed to know, so how did you find out, Danny?”

“Easy,” Danny answered. “Dan from Security was making his rounds last night and mentioned it to me.”

“Dan wasn’t supposed to open his mouth,” Joe stated firmly.

“He said that,” Danny defended. “Trust me he wouldn’t have, but he had to tell me so I could shut off Dean’s phone because residents aren’t suppose to have phones and Dean was trying to use his  but wouldn’t give it up. I’m sure he told no one else, Joe.”

“Fine.” Joe nodded. “Let’s hope because four other people in this room just found out.”

Hal held up his hand. “Two. Elliott and I knew.”

“How?” Joe asked.

Hal pointed to Elliott. “He told me.”

Elliott saw the glance Joe gave him. “Mr. Slagel, I was there when Frank brought him in. The Captain ... the Captain pulled rank on me and made me tell him.”

Hal gasped, “You lie.”

Joe rolled his eyes. “Enough. Okay, we know. It doesn’t leave this room. Danny, did you tell anyone about Dean?”

“Where’s Frank?” Danny responded.

“Danny,” Joe grumbled.

“Um . . . uh . . . no, Joe. No.” Danny chuckled. “I wouldn’t dream of it. I won’t tell a soul that Dean locked himself away in Containment.”

Jenny Matoose’s ‘Oh my God! Dean cracked up’ rang into the room.

“Christ.” Joe covered his eyes.

Hal lifted his shoulder. “Now one more knows.”

John Matoose followed Jenny in. “Make that two. Dean cracked up?”

“Joe,” Sounding so shaken, Jenny hurried in. “Is this true?”

Joe opened his mouth to answer but no words emerged.

Robbie spoke instead, “From what I hear, yeah. It’s funny.”

John intervened, “You know, I would have bet money on it being a mid life crisis.”

Danny agreed, “My thoughts are still there.”

Joe tried to speak up, “Can we just . . .”

Hal interrupted, “We can make up all the excuses we want, but I don’t blame anything but the fact that Dean cracked up and had to commit himself in Containment.”

Henry peeped out a scream of shock. “Dean committed himself to Containment?”

“Son of a bitch!” Joe snapped.

Hector stepped into the room. “What’s wrong?”

“Hector.” Henry turned in surprise. “Dean cracked up and committed himself to Containment.”

“No shit?” Hector asked surprised.

Andrea dramatically nodded. “It’s sad.”

Robbie snickered. “It’s funny.”

“Goddamn it!” Joe barked. “It’s nothing but precaution. Now before the whole entire goddamn community knows, all of you promise me right now that not a single one of you will open your mouths about Dean committing himself to Containment.”

The hiccup preluded her slurry words as Josephine walked in the room. “Figures. I have that effect on men, you know. Look at Hadley. He’s fuckin gone. Bet me he’s got himself locked up in Containment as well.”

Hal smugly glanced at Josephine. “I believe he is gone from the community.”

“Since when?” Josephine asked.

“Since it was discovered that he not only was a traitor but ran the Society,” Hal informed.

“What in God’s name is the Society?” Josephine hiccupped. “Some sort of rich, bitch place to go?”

With diligence, Hal tried. He reminded himself that he was speaking to a fragile, elderly woman and perhaps she didn’t have full understanding. He remained calm. “No, Ma’am, the Society is the enemy.”

“Enemy of what?”

A little agitation entered Hal’s tone, “Beginnings.”

“Beginnings has an enemy? Since when?”

“Since, I don’t know, years ago, perhaps?”

“Get the fuck out of here.”

“Ma’am may I ask where have you been?” Hal questioned.

“Is that a smart ass question?”

“No, it’s just . . .”

“I don’t need no punk ass Joey Slagel wanna be, hot or not, giving me attitude!” Josephine yelled.

“No, ma’am.”

“Asshole.” She shook her head. “Christ Almighty. Beginnings is falling apart,” Josephine spoke sloppily. “Is Skippy next?”

With concern, Henry turned to Joe. “He’s not under suspicion of being a traitor Joe, is he?”

“What!” Joe blasted. “No! Can we just stop? Again. No one. No one is to know. What the hell are all you people doing here in Robbie’s room? Was there a goddamn news bulletin?”

“Actually . . .” Danny reached into his back pocket when everyone nodded. He pulled out a rolled up piece of paper and unrolled it as he handed it to Joe.

Joe read it. “Extra! Extra! Read all about it? Robbie Slagel grows back an arm.” His eyes skimmed. “Danny, you invited everyone to visit Robbie to see the arm?”

Danny sort of blushed. “Well, Joe, Henry and I did create it.”

Henry spoke up. “That’s why I’m here. Hector came with me so I can brag.”

Swaying, Josephine raised her hand. “I read the paper.”

“Us too,” Jenny spoke, perky. “Great article, Danny.”

“Thanks.” Danny smiled.

Andrea’s voice rose above it all. “I am here to test the arm and make Robbie try it. That is what we’re gonna do. Right now.” She glanced down at Robbie.

“Wait for me.” Frank blasted in the room. “I want to see the test.”

“Fuck,” Josephine groaned. “What’s here doing here?”

Frank stopped cold. With his hands on his hips, he glared down at her. “What are you doing here?”

“I asked you first, asshole,” Josephine snapped.

“I don’t care,” Frank argued. “He’s my brother. I have every right to be here, unlike your old ass.”

Josephine folded her arms. “Well at least this old ass understands. I’ll probably have to explain it to your dumb ass.”

“Are you even sober enough to?” Frank asked.

“Are you?”

“Bite me,” Frank said smugly and started to turn. “Ow!” He rubbed his arm. “Dad!”

“Enough!” Joe screamed. “Now everyone out so Robbie can try his arm.”

Despondent and almost pleading, Jenny spoke up. “Joe please, can we stay. Please?”

Robbie glanced around. “It’s fine with me as long as no one makes me feel bad if it doesn’t work.”

Even Andrea was amazed at the amount of grateful noise that emerged in the room from Robbie’s permission. “All right,” she spoke in instruction. “Everyone be quiet. Robbie . . . Robbie, I want you to think slowly.”

“Andrea,” Hal spoke up. “That’s Robbie. You mean Frank.”

“Shut the fuck up, Hal!” Frank snapped.

All Andrea had to do was give a scolding glare and it was immediately quiet again. “Slowly, Robbie. Start off with your fingers and then I want a slight, only slight, raise of your arm. Ready?”

Robbie nodded.

Andrea gave the go ahead.

Inhaling deeply, Robbie glanced around the room first. He swore he could feel every person in the room holding their breath as they watched him intently. But he couldn’t watch them. He glanced down at his arm, let out his breath then inhaled again.

Thought.

He would try.

Nervously, his fingers moved just as his arm rose slightly.

Beep-beep-beep. Beep-beep-beep.

“Uh!” Frank jumped back. ‘How cool. It makes a noise.”

“Shit.” Danny cringed. “My beeper.” He shut it off. “Sorry.”

Crossly, Joe scowled at him. “What in God’s name are you doing with a beeper?”

“In case someone wants to page me.” He lifted the beeper. “They did.”

“In Beginnings?!” Joe scolded.

“Dad,” Robbie called out. “Look.”

As Joe turned to see, Robbie was waving.

“Oh my God.” Joe, nearly gushing, hurried closer to Robbie. “Look at that? Goddamn. Look at that.” He laid his hand on Robbie’s cheek as everyone applauded.

Robbie leaned his head into his father’s hand and smiled.

“Okay, people.” Joe spoke, still focused on Robbie,. “You have the show. Let’s go.”

“But Dad,” Frank griped. “I have a surprise.”

Joe’s head dropped forward in frustration. “How about this? Can those of you who do not have a family purpose just leave?” Joe stayed the way he was. He listened to the happy goodbyes and the attempt at bad humor from Henry with his, ‘I would shake your hand but since Dean put it on I’m afraid it will fall off’. Joe wanted to yell out, ‘go’. However, having patience bread results and when he heard silence he looked up. Hal and Elliott were the only ones in the room. “Where the hell did Frank go?”

“Here.” Frank stepped back in the room. He pushed a cart with a television on top of it. “It’s part of my surprise.” He set it before Robbie. “Now as soon as El gets here, we’ll watch it.”

“Is it a family movie, Frank?” Hal asked.

‘Yeah.” Frank nodded. “Very family.”

Elliott smiled. “I can’t wait to see.”

“Me either.” Robbie added, “Which one is it?”

“Bet me it’s Yellowstone,” Hal said, “or that one camping trip.”

“Nah.” Joe shook his head. “I’m betting it’s Christmas. Those were always fun. Unless . . . Is Ellen in it Frank?”

“No,” Frank replied.

“Then it’s Christmas early on,” Joe stated. “Has to be. We didn’t have a camera until Frank got older.”

“What are you guys talking about?” Frank asked.

“The home movie you’re gonna show,” Joe answered.

“Home movie?” Frank scratched his head.

“The video,” Joe explained. “Hello.”

“Hello.”

Joe grunted. “The video, you moron.”

Hal decided to try. “You said you were showing a family video.”

“Yeah, but it’s not a home movie,” Frank said. “It’s family. Rated G.”

“Good God, he’s showing Mary Poppins.” Hal shook his head.

“Fuck you, Hal. I’m showing the Bionic Man, Episode One. Fuck!” Frank screamed. “Now you tricked me into telling my surprise.”

“Yes.” Hal rolled his eyes. “What a task that was. The Bionic Man.”

Robbie corrected. “First episode.”

“Yeah,” Frank agreed, “so Robbie can see the physical and psychological effects he might face.”

“I think it’s wise,” Elliott said. “Good choice.”

“Thanks,” Frank gloated.

“Ass kisser,” Hal whispered.

“Hey.” Frank tilted his head to show his way of visually thinking. “Why are you here? Who’s leading Bowman?”

Perturbed, Hal answered. “Frank, we can leave for a few hours without the town falling apart. We were gone together for a week so you can say we’re settling.”

“Settling what?” Frank asked.

“Settling,” Hal explained. “Settling.”

“Settling what?”

“Forget it.”

“Hal, what are you settling. A bet? You owe him . . .”

“Frank!” Hal yelled. “Forget it.”

“Sorry I’m late.” Ellen rushed in. “My people took forever. We had one reluctant resident. I’ll have to bring by the gifts they made later.” She walked over to the bed. “Hey you.” She kissed Robbie.

“Hey, El. Look.” He raised his arm. “It works.”

“Fuck,” Frank whispered in disappointment.

After looking at Frank, Robbie returned to task. “See. I can move it.” Slowly he demonstrated again.

“Fuck,” Frank repeated.

“What?” Joe barked. “What, Frank? Why are you saying fuck?”

Frank shook his head. “Nothing. Sorry. Do it again.”

“Slowly,” Ellen instructed. “It’s still healing. Wave.”

“How about flipping Frank off?” Hal suggested.

“Can I?” Robbie asked.

Ellen nodded.

“Cool.” He lifted his arm.

“Fuck,” Frank said softly.

Hand lifted. Fist made. Robbie grinned.

“Fuck.” Frank shook his head slowly.

“Are you sure?” Robbie asked Frank. “I won’t flip you off if . . .”

“No. Do it.” Frank one arm crossed over his waist and bit his nails. “Maybe now it will start . . .” He saw Robbie flip him off. “Fuck,” he grumbled.

Hal clapped.

Robbie laughed. “This is so great.” He looked at his middle finger and set down his arm.

“Ah, man.” Frank again shook his head. “Fuck.”

“Son of a bitch bastard.” Joe had enough. “What is wrong with you?”

“Dad.” Frank crinkled his face as if he were trying to tell Joe not to make him say it.

“What? What is that look for?”

Wide eyed, Frank twitched his head to Robbie.

“What?!” Joe yelled even louder.

“Fine.” Frank huffed. “I didn’t want to be the one to bring it up. But . . . it’s broken.”

“What’s broken?” Joe asked.

“His arm,” Frank answered.

Curious, Ellen looked at him. “Frank.” She snickered. “His arm works great.”

“It’s broken, El.” Frank stated. “It doesn’t make that noise.”

Robbie had to ask. “What noise?”

“The beeping noise it made the first time you moved . . . “ The loud whapping sound not only made Frank shut up but take a step forward and grab the back of his head. “Hey!” He spun to this father. “Why’d you hit me?”

“You’re an asshole.” Joe held up a rolled up piece of paper. He hit Frank again.

“Hey!”

“Beeping!” Joe screamed. “Beeping! Danny’s pager went off, you goddamn idiot.”

“Yeah, so.” Frank shrugged. “What’s that got to do with it?”

“The beeping,” Joe explained.

“Okay. What’s . . . hey!” Frank held his head when Joe hit him with the paper again.

“Father,” Hal said with the airiest of snickers. “If you just let it go.”

“No, Hal I won’t. Beeping, Frank,” Joe snapped. “What’s another name for a pager? A . . . a what? Think about it.”

Frank did. “A pager. A pager. Oh, got it. A beeper.”

“Ok.” Joe held out his hand. “There you have it.”

“Fine, but it still has nothing to do with Robbie’s arm not working.”

“Robbie’s arm is fine!” Joe blasted. “It never beeped. Danny’s pager went off. The pager made the beeping sound, you hard headed bastard, not Robbie’s arm.”

“Fuck. Dad. Yell at me. All you had to do was say so. Fuck.” Frank tossed his hands up. “Sorry to worry you, Robbie.

“No, I thought it was broken too. Thanks for getting that cleared up.” Robbie winked.

“You’re welcome.”

Totally aggravated, Joe rubbed his hand hard across his face. When it slid across the bridge of his nose, he saw Ellen’s face. “Now what?”

“Nothing. That was just funny.” She smiled. “How come Danny has a pager? Can I have one?”

“No,” Joe answered. “Frank, can we watch the video so we can all leave Robbie alone?”

“Family video,” Frank corrected and reached for the tape.

“Oh,” Ellen said, excited. “Is it Christmas or Yellowstone?” She didn’t know what she did to cause the sudden outburst of moans, so she didn’t ask. She figured she would just sit next to Robbie, say no more, and silently watch what Frank was placing in the tape player. While she did that, she would do something she had been waiting to do for a very long time. She grasped Robbie’s right hand and held it.


CHAPTER SIX

It had irritated Lars to the point he couldn’t even work. All he could do was sit on his thinking stool, arms crossed, while he stared in massive aggravation.

No productivity. No incentive to work. The three simple blood tests waiting on results still had to be run and even the gallbladder surgery was rescheduled.

The gallbladder could wait.

Lars couldn’t think.

Perhaps it was trivial, Lars supposed. But to him it was a big deal. It gnawed at his gut in two ways. The first was the object itself. The second way was how it came to be. How it came to be was done with complete violation.

In a sense, not only was Lars’s lab violated, but his dignity was raped as well.

It was a shame, a pure shame.

A practical joke of the most distasteful kind.

Justice needed to be served. Pure unadulterated justice. By all and any means and that could only be authorized through the order of the Chief.

Therein laid the problem.

The Chief was related to the cause.

The cause being . . . Tigger.

When Mike entered Lars’s little domain, he wanted to speak out a ‘what’s up, Lars, you sent for me?’ but Mike didn’t. The simple sight of Lars sitting on the thinking stool told him not it wasn’t a pretty situation Mike was called upon to handle something for Lodi’s brightest mind.

Lars rubbed his chin and spoke in a monotone. “You do realize that a man of your size, no matter how hard he tries, cannot make a silent entrance, especially when he wears cowboy boots.”

“Cowboy boots?” Mike looked down. “I don’t wear cowboy boots.”

Lars peered over his shoulder to Mike. “Close enough.”

Disgruntled by the remark, Mike ignored it and stayed focus on official business. “I got the message that you needed to see me officially.”

“Yes, I did . . . Chief.”

“Chief? Is this bad?”

“Horrible.”

“What is it?”

“Your son.”

Mike closed his eyes. “Did he do something?”

“Vile. Disgusting. You name it. It can be decried for what he did.”

“How do you know it was Tigger?” Mike asked.

“Because you’re physically inhibited son is the only person in town who is sick enough to think of it, let alone small enough to crawl though a damn mouse hole.”

“Lars.”

“Seriously, Mike. He came in through the peep window. It’s tiny.”

“Still how do you know it was him?”

“By what he did.” Lars stood up.

“And that would be?” Mike waited.

Lars moved to the closet. With dramatics, he inhaled, grabbed the door handle, and swung it open. “This.”

Had Mike not ejected his hand to cover his mouth, he would have laughed. A small snort did escape, but Mike covered that with a cough, then ran his hand across his own chin. “My God,” he said when he looked upon the manipulated picture that hung center and forefront of Lars’s ‘I hate Dean Hayes’ shrine. The picture was obviously taken from some sort of old gay porno magazine only instead of sporting its original models, perfectly cut out heads of Dean Hayes and Lars were pasted over the faces of the two men that posed in a rather compromising position. A cartoon balloon floated above Dean’s head with the words, ‘yes, Lars, yes’ while a caption heading stated, ‘The Real Reason Lars Hates Dean’.

“See, Mike?”

“How can I not? Why is it still there?”

“I fully intend on taking it down once I figure out how to do so without damaging my other Kill Dean photos. A scientist I am. The home improvement guy, I’m not.” He shut the closet.

“I realize you’re upset.”

“Upset? Upset is an understatement. I take this closet and its contents very seriously.”

“I know that. If it helps, I . . . I knew that Tigger was up to some things last night. This . . .” Mike pointed to the closet with a hidden snicker. “I was unaware. However Tigger has been punished.”

“What did you do? Use that lame, ‘you’re so fuckin grounded’ line on him?”

“Well . . .”

“Come on Mike. It doesn’t work. The child has, is, and will always be, out of control.”

“I know. I know. But,” Mike spoke on an up, “there is a bright side.”

Lars grumbled.

“Seriously. He had Johnny with him.”

“Oh, yes, that’s a bright side.” Lars rolled his eyes. “Instead of one we now have two.”

“But in a way that’s good. I mean, maybe Johnny will start to act like the kid he never was. Maybe when Beginnings sees him, that will give even more evidence to the fact that Johnny is still Johnny. Johnny, right now, is being the teenager he didn’t get a chance to be.”

“All well and fine, Mike.” Lars nodded. “You allow this but keep one thing in mind. It’s for now. If Beginnings ignores our pleas, it doesn’t matter how much of a kid Johnny acts like right now. In a few short months, nothing, not even Tigger, will stop him from acting like a killer.”

^^^^

Another dead fetus, ten weeks gestation, floated in the synthetic amniotic fluid of the clinical womb.

“Fuck,” Ellen whispered out and tapped her finger on the small case, hoping against hope there was a malfunction. But there wasn’t. No life signals were picked up, no movement. He looked so lost in the case that wasn’t all that big. It was eighteen inches by twelve, flexible plastic, strong and sturdy, built by Danny Hoi without question. A case that held hope and life would be empty like the six other ones now moved to the back room.

At that moment, Ellen didn’t have the heart to remove the boy fetus. It would be a simple task if she planned on safely disposing it, but that wasn’t the case. Ellen would bury the fetus. Secretively. No one could know they were growing embryos. Even though it was totally different than what the Society was doing, it would still be viewed the same . . . farming.

Prior to Ellen leaving to serve her sentence, she and Dean had successfully spilt twenty-six ovum. Eight failed in the first few hours. Two days before, with high hopes, she and Dean gave Danny instruction to complete only twelve cases. By the time she left on her own, ten remained. Dean did good monitoring, but they needed more attention. Perhaps if they were on top of the situation, the aborting of the babies wouldn’t occur. Perhaps they wouldn’t be down to only four.

Ellen picked up the chart before the case that contained the lifeless forming child. She shook her head, seeing that her notes were the last ones. The day before Dean, like promised, never stopped down to check after Robbie’s surgery.

The clipboard dropped with disappointment from her hand. She made herself a promise right there that she would go to that second backroom religiously, even if it meant getting out of bed to do so.

Pulling out her pen to make notations on the life signals of the remaining four, Ellen stopped. If Dean had been lax on something so predominantly life, what else had he neglecting?

With that thought, Ellen thought priority, and walked from the back room. In habit, she closed the door that had the windows blackened out. She punched in her code to secure the lock and walked partially through the cryo-lab to the other back room.

Originally used to house the scientists that were once frozen, that back room now housed something precious. She opened the door, flicked on the light, and held her breath.

Mid begging that Dean was ‘up’ on things, Ellen moved to the case. The new key code lock was there and she punched in her code. Then she pulled out a key for the second lock. As she opened it, the case made a hiss and then another sound flowed out at her.

A series of small steady beeps.

“What the hell?” Ellen, curious, waited for the steam to clear. When it did, she saw the two small indicator lights were partially covered. Using her hand to clear the frost from the LCD display, Ellen stopped. Her hand sprung up and her eyes widened. “Oh my God,” she spoke. “What are you up to, Dean?”

^^^^

When Richie Martin was ten years old he had a paper route. By the time he reached eleven, that small two street route grew to a twenty street route and he had four paperboys delivering the papers for him. Not that Richie was the ‘smart’ business man. He never claimed to be. Nor was he in it for a lot of money. Richie was happy with getting by financially with the least amount of work. Perhaps that was why he stuck with manager positions all his life. He did them well. Richie was the typical and classic manager of any operation. He smoothed his way in, did all the work himself, shone in a way no one else could and when he gained the trust and faith of those in charge, when he gained a controlling position, Richie delegated responsibilities elsewhere and oversaw them well.

Just like in Containment.

He whined and complained that he was given the job when the truth was he wanted to the job. Why not? Locked away with no physical work was the perfect overseeing job.

And Richie knew it. After all, he was at one time a resident by default, his sister’s default. Ellen. They looked alike in a female meets male manner regarding height, weight and hair. But in no way did they act alike. Richie would never carry a grudge over an unpaid sibling debt like Ellen did toward him, not only accumulating interest, but making Richie pay by locking him away in Containment.

Little did Ellen know, he’d make it backfire on her.

And he was.

The measly four hour a day spot had grown to a twelve hour daily shift, six days a week. When Richie first entered Containment as a worker, he did all the reports. He also did them better and faster than they had ever been done. He revamped the schedule for activities and treated the residents with so much ‘I am one of you’ reflection, Richie couldn’t help but be a boy wonder in their eyes.

In turn, he became the boy wonder in Joe’s eyes too.

“Richie, can you fill in more?” Joe asked.

“Rich, I swear I won’t ask this again,” Joe would say.

“No, problem, Mr. Slagel, Richie always replied. “I’m on it.”

That was about six weeks earlier. By Richie’s calculation, in another six weeks, the words from Joe’s mouth would be, ‘Richie, hate to do this to you, but we need you, not Ellen to run Containment’. Richie smiled at that thought, because when he took authority, the stupid reports were going right back to Ellen, like she tossed them on him.

Of course, it wasn’t like Richie did all the reports himself. Nor was it like he led the activities. He was smarter than that. Like in the old world when he had people working for him, Richie had people in Containment doing things. He called them trustees and all the other residents respected that.

Things ran smoothly, rarely with a glitch, and that allowed for Richie to spend a lot of time in that private office of Ellen’s. However, once and a while a problem did arise, one that beckoned Richie’s attention. Richie dove headstrong into whatever problem there was, rectifying it immediately.

With concern and compassion on his face, Richie shook his head slowly as he sat behind Ellen’s desk, talking to Dan from Security. “Goddamn shame, Dan. Goddamn shame.”

“Tell me about it,” Dan said. “I didn’t think I was doing anything wrong.”

“You weren’t.”

“Ellen yelled.”

“Ellen overreacts.” Richie nodded.

“A treat. It was a simple treat. These people deserve it, don’t they?”

“Yes, they do, but I’ll tell you . . .” Richie pointed. “It’s not Ellen that’s your problem. This wouldn’t be a concern right now, would it?”

“You’re right,” Dan huffed out. “Dean. Damn tattletale.”

“What are you gonna do.”

“I’m gonna talk to him about it and tell him we don’t open our mouths.”

“Good. Good.”

“He won’t get a treat, Rich, he won’t.”

“I don’t blame you.”

“What I want to do . . .” Dan shrugged. “Is some good old fashion blackmail. Make him think that I’m gonna tell everyone in Beginnings that he’s here.”

“Everyone in Beginnings knows he’s here.”

“He doesn’t know that.”

“True.”

“So what do you think?” Dan asked.

“I say, do what you need to do. Whatever you decide, I’ll say nothing.”

“Thanks, Rich.” Dan took in a breath. “You do realize he’s gonna cause problems for you.”

“I know.”

“You run a tight ship.”

“I try.”

“You do,” Dan stated. “Dean’s gonna try to loosen it.”

“First day. First day here . . .” Richie lifted a single finger. “One day and he’s started. Herb for example. Not only did he eat the poor guy’s breakfast, he ate his lunch too,”

“That’s not right.”

Richie continued. “He held up the card making activity for Robbie. We aren’t even done with them yet. We wanted them there today and now Robbie won’t get them until tomorrow. Some of the residents are upset.”

“He’s trouble.”

“I’m not done. He finished two mops by himself Dan.”

Dan sunk back into his chair. “He jumped ahead of the game.”

“Yes. Three of my people cried.”

“What can be next?”

There was a knock on the door.

Richie looked up. “Come in.”

Another knock at the door.

“Come in.”

The door opened and a tall, skinny man stood there. He wore hospital style pajamas with a bright, big, gold star on his chest for the trustee position he carried proudly. “Hey, Richie.”

“What’s up, Chester?”

“Hey, Richie.”

“What’s up, Chester?”

Dan gave a backwards twitch of his head to Chester. “Is he still repeating?”

“He’s getting better. He only repeats once now as opposed to four or five times.”

Dan nodded. “Man, do you make progress.”

“Thanks.” Richie returned to Chester. “What’s up, Chester?”

“Hey, Richie.”

“What’s up?”

“That Dean guy.”

“What about him?’

“That Dean guy.”

“What about him?” Richie asked.

“He’s in there starting trouble,” Chester stated.

“What kind?”

“He’s in there starting trouble.”

“What kind?”

“He’s disrupting the activity.”

“Goddamn it.” Richie stood up, then sat back down.

“He’s disrupting the activity.”

“Goddamn it.” Richie stood up.

“Can you handle it?”

“Absolutely.” Richie took a step, stopped, and retracted.

“Can you handle it?”

“Absolutely.” Richie walked around the desk and out of the office. With authority, he headed into the Skills Room. The entire group of residents lined up in two rows like soldiers, while Dean stood off just a little to the side. “Dean.” Richie approached him with Chester behind. “What’s the problem?”

“I don’t want to do this,” Dean said adamantly.

Chester walked into the conversation. “Richie, if he doesn’t do it, the others won’t either.”

“Dean.” Richie looked at Dean. “Why?”

Chester repeated, “Richie, if he doesn’t do it, the others won’t either.

“Dean,” Richie said. “Why?”

Arrogantly, Dean snickered. “You stand there with him and have to ask why?”

“Asshole,” Chester gasped out.

Richie held up his hand. “Chest, I’ll handle this.”

“Asshole.”

“Chester I’ll handle this.” Richie calmly returned to Dean. “Dean, you have to do the activity.”

“It’s the Hokey Pokey,” Dean said.

“Okay, so.” Richie shrugged.

“I’ll try this again. It’s the Hokey Pokey with repeat man running it.”

“Okay.”

“Okay!” Dean nearly screamed. ‘It’s not just the regular run of the mill annoying Hokey Pokey. No, in Containment, it’s worst. It’s put your right hand in. Put your right hand in. Put your right hand in. I can’t shake it all about a million and one fuckin times. I don’t even want to think about when I have to put my head in. I’ll get brain damage.”

“First of all, Dean, Chester is only repeating once. You wouldn’t be sticking your left foot in three or four . . .”

“I don’t care!”

“You have to follow the rules, Dean.” Richie stayed in control. “You agreed.”

“I agreed to follow the rules yes. I didn’t agree to turn myself about, turn myself about, turn myself about. Lord help us if we get to the chicken dance.”

After a single pacifying nod told Dean ‘I understand your frustration,’ Richie spoke, “The chicken dance isn’t scheduled, just the Hokey Pokey.”

“I won’t do it.”

“It’s just the Hokey Pokey, Dean.”

“It serves no purpose. How can you justify that?”

Richie let out a dramatic breath. “How can I justify it? You’re the scientist and doctor. How can you ask that question? My God, Dean, the Hokey Pokey exercises both sides of the brain.”

“So does reading comic books. I won’t do that either!”

“Dean.” Richie took a firm stance. “If you don’t do the Hokey Pokey you will have to take the time out chair.”

“Fine.” Dean crossed his arms. “I’ll take the damn time out chair. You people keep forgetting who I am.” He stormed to the little blue chair that sat facing the corner. “I won’t like it but it’s better than doing the Hokey Pokey!” After screaming his loudest, Dean squealed out the chair, plopped down, crossed his arms, and faced the corner.

Dan stepped up behind Richie. “Do you need me to inject him?”

“Nah, it’s under control.” Richie pointed to Dean. ‘Let’s go back to my office.” Turning, he stopped to face Chester and gave him a good swat to the arm. “All yours. Have fun.”

“Thanks, Richie.”

Richie backed up, swatted Chester again. “All yours. Have fun.”

“Thanks, Richie.”

Richie walked out. Just as he crossed into the hallway, he saw Frank.

“Hey, Rich.” Frank approached him. “Is Dean in there?” He pointed then paused when he heard the Hokey Pokey being sung. “Oh, man, is that Chester Hokey Pokey Hokey Pokey?”

“Yes it is,” Richie answered.

“Excellent.” Frank smiled. “I fuckin love when he does it. It’s hysterical.”

“Well, yeah, can you get Dean to share your enthusiasm. He’s killing me. I almost had to get Dan to sedate him.”

“No way.”

“Dan’s here isn’t he?” Richie asked.

“He is.” Frank looked at Dan. “Don’t worry, Richie. I’ll handle Dean.” After giving a thumbs up, Frank walked into the Skills Room. Hands on hips, he nodded in enjoyment as he stopped to watch the people.  Not wanting to feel left out and generally because it was always fun, Frank, with perfect timing–as he thought–jumped into the group. His hands lifted in the air and his voice, deep and resonating, lifted above the group. “You do the Hokey Pokey and you turn yourself about.” He turned. “You do the Hokey Pokey and you turn yourself about.” He turned again, laughed at the residents who spun themselves into a dizzy fit, and then Frank walked over to Dean who was seated in the time out chair. “Are we being a bad boy, Dean?”

“I’m sitting here like a child facing the wall. I would venture to say they think I’m being a bad boy.”

“Dean . . .”

“Frank.” Dean glanced slightly over his shoulder. “They want me to do the Hokey Pokey.”

“Yeah, so.”

Dean grunted. “The Hokey Pokey?

“Dean, first, Chester’s running it, so it’s the Hokey Pokey Hokey Pokey. Second, you have to. You agreed to abide by the rules so you can hide out here.”

“I want out.”

“Tough on that one too. You can’t. You are committed in here until you are healed. As far as the rules go, you are mentally disabled until you’re cured. You have to stop. Okay? You set the initial rules.”

“You told me what to say, Frank.”

Frank bobbed his head. “Well, yeah.”

“Well, yeah?” Dean stood up. “Fuck you, Frank!”

“Dean!” Frank yelled. “You’re on time out.”

“Dean!” Chester stopped doing the Hokey Pokey. “Sit back down. Dean, sit back down.”

“Fuck you too, Chester.” Dean walked to the door and stepped. “Fuck you too, Chester.” He stormed into the hall.

Frank followed. “Dean. Stop.” He grabbed Dean’s arm. “Look.”

“Sorry, Frank,” Dean spoke in low tones. “I’m above all that.”

“Are you?”

“What! Are you insane! Yes! Yes!”

“No!” Frank shook his head. “Now before you go power blasting that four foot mouth at me, let me let you in on a little fuckin secret. Like these people, there is something wrong with you. Yeah, sure you can still do medical shit and cure things. I’m sure Chester in there, if you put him in front of an air conditioner, he could still fix it. And Herb. Bet me he could still fly a spaceship.”

“Herb never flew a spaceship.”

“Oh, yeah, wanna bet.”

“He just says that.”

“You think?” Frank asked. “Colonel Herbert Belzthoover, United States Air Force, to the best of my knowledge, flew four shuttle missions and one rescue shuttle mission prior to the plague. You were in the military too, Dean, I’m surprised you didn’t recognize his face. He was always plastered over that stupid paper we got.”

“I never read that paper.”

“Neither did I, but I looked at the pictures.”

“What’s your point, Frank?”

“My point is, like all of these people, you have valuable skills and like all of these people, you have a mental disability right now. However, unlike this people, you can be fixed. They can’t. This is the way to keep them on track, to make them be routine, and to hope that somehow, someway, that real mind in there will eventually come out. If it doesn’t, they are safe in this environment. They follow. They can’t decide what to do for themselves and if you come in here, disrupt, refuse to do the fuckin Hokey Pokey no matter how lame you think it is, they are gonna think it’s lame and they won’t do it either. You walk out the door, they’re still here. We are back to square one.”

“The Hokey Pokey, Frank.”

“Oh, wait until the big Simon Says tournament.”

“Great.”

“Dean,” Frank spoke passively. “You know, instead of fighting here, why don’t you use that mind you brag about to figure out ways to help these people?”

Dean hesitated. “You’re right.”

“I am.”

“Swell.”

“Okay.” Frank clapped his hands together. “Different subject. The reason I’m here.” He took Dean’s arm and led him to the dining room. “Sit.”

Dean did.

“All right. Did you do it?”

Dean tilted his head.

“Dean.”

“I tried. It was difficult.”

“No it wasn’t, Dean.”

“Frank . . .”

“Where is it?”

Grumbling, Dean reached into his back pocket and handed Frank a paper. “I wrote five hundred times.”

“Uh!” Frank screamed. “Yeah, you wrote five hundred times, but you wrote ‘I love Misha’ five hundred times. You were supposed to write ‘I hate Misha’.”

“Frank, it was difficult.”

“Dean, no it wasn’t.”

“Frank, I couldn’t. I tried.”

“Try again.” Frank laid the paper before Dean.

“I can’t.”

Slam! Frank’s hand with a pen went down on the table causing Dean to jump. ‘Try again.” Frank put his face close to Dean’s. “Now.”

“All right. All right.”

“You hate her, Dean.”

“Yes. No.”

‘Yes,” Frank was insistent. “She ruined your life. She’s in cohorts with Ben and Todd from Fabrics.”

Dean played with the pen.

“Dean. Write it.”

“Frank . . .”

Slam! “Dean!”

“Fine.” After rolling the pen through his fingers, Dean brought it to the empty spot on the paper.  He wrote the word ‘I’, but as he began to slowly write the next word, ‘love’ instead of hate’, appeared.

“Uh!” Frank screamed again. “What is wrong with you? Hate. Hate. Hate!”

“I can’t.”

“Again!”

“All right!” Doing his signature nervousness, Dean ran his fingers through his hair. He listened to the whispering chant of ‘Dean hates Misha’ that Frank did. Dean concentrated. He really concentrated and then he wrote.

“No! Again!” Frank blasted, and hovered over Dean’s shoulder. He watched him write, then as soon as Dean began to write the word ‘love’ Frank instinctively, through frustration, swing out and hit Dean in the back of the head. “No!”

“Ow! Frank, you asshole!”

“Again!”

“Okay!” Hurried, and a little scared, Dean scribbled. When he saw what he wrote, he smiled. “Hey.”

“Oh my God, you did it.”

“I did.” Dean grunted. “I did. It was tough.”

“I bet.”

“Whew.”

Frank gave a soft pat to Dean’s back. “Progress, Dean. We are making progress. We should try again.”

“Yeah.” Dean lifted the pen. He hesitated. “I’m not feeling it.”

“It’ll come. But . . . hold on for one second.” Frank began to leave.

“Where are you going?”

“Hold on!” Frank yelled as he raced down the hall. He knocked on the office door. “Richie.”

“Yeah, Frank.” Richie looked up from behind the desk.

“I know the rules, but do you think for helping residents, that, I don’t know, it’s Ok to use mild physical abuse to help them along.”

“Mild?”

“Nothing major. Nothing that will leave a mark,” Frank said.

“I’m sure it’s fine. I won’t say anything if you don’t.”

“Thanks, Richie.”

“No problem.” Richie winked and leaned back in his chair in a gloating manner.

After hurrying down the hall, Frank blasted into the dining room. “Dean, I’m hyped now. I know we can do this.”

“Really?” Dean asked.

“Oh, yeah. I’m confident. I just got permission to try a new route of therapy.”

“You think it will work?”

“Absolutely.” Frank walked to the table and stood behind Dean. He gave a firm swat to Dean’s back. “Let’s get started.” Frank smiled. “Write.”

^^^^

The half-smoked, yet unlit cigar was griped between her index and middle finger as Bertha smoothed her had across the detailed map. “It’s not far from the Pennsylvania border, a hundred miles maybe and located close to Cleveland, Akron, so forth.”

Slowly, George leaned back in his chair. “And we missed this town the whole time.”

“Up until they gave us trouble on an invasion attempt.”

“How?” George asked. “How did we miss it? Life in a dead world and lots of it is there. They have a homemade iron wall made out of . . . “

”Cars,” Bertha finished the sentence.

“Old cars and we missed it?”

“I don’t believe so.” Bertha finally took a seat. “I believe we knew about them all along and Sgt. Doyle just kept them protected.”

“That makes sense. What do we know about them?”

“Distant scouts say Lodi looks pretty established and settled. The number of residents is hard to tell. They farm there, work there, and survive within their own walls, going out only for need.”

“Like the original concept for the Garfield Project.”

“Exactly.”

“In your opinion, what are the odds of this town being responsible for the recent defector action or small attacks?”

“Slim to none,” Bertha answered. “They aren’t responsible.”

“They’re up to something. Why did Doyle hide them? To strengthen his alliance?”

Bertha shook her head. “Perhaps Doyle protected them not out of his need to recruit, but because he was against the Society and since Lodi really wasn’t a threat, he kept them protected in a sense.”

“Then who? Doyle?”

“Again a disagreement from me. Doyle is with Beginnings and the UWA. Their numbers are too large to be pulling small time change like this. If they move, they will move big which will be a topic for another meeting.”

George ran his finger over his eyebrow. “A concern duly noted.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“So this Lodi, if they aren’t for us, why are they still there? Why don’t we go in and wipe them out?”

“Again, like suggested, you can’t show that sort of tyranny to our people. You go in and wipe out a non-hostile environment for what? Just because they aren’t on our side? Actually, they aren’t on the side of Beginnings either. That’s why I believe Doyle watched them.”

“So what do we do about them? They are right smack dab in the middle of Society territory.” George’s hand slammed to the map. “If they aren’t a part, they have to get out.”

“I agree.”

“So we move them.” George saw Bertha shake her head. “No, we don’t?”

“Before we assume they are enemy, why don’t we find out for sure where they stand. We don’t really know that, do we?”

“You want to send in a spy?”

“No.” Bertha replied. “Why take the back door. Why don’t we just knock on the front?”

“You mean talk to them.”

“Negotiate in a way and find out where they stand, and if they want to stay. If they want to stay, then we work out something with them. We can use the power that town has the potential to possess.”

“And if they don’t want to join the Society?”

“We go to what we discussed in Colorado. They must realize they are on Society territory. If they don’t want to be a part then they must go. We give them a deadline to leave. If they fail to meet the deadline . . .”

“We take them out.”

“Exactly.”

George nodded. “Prepare a messenger. It’s time we sent word to Lodi.”

^^^^

Dean’s home office. His desk. In a way, Ellen felt as if she were violating his space by being in there, but work had to be done and Frank or not at the house, Ellen wanted to be home. After all, she had spent too much time away as it was.

One of the only people in the world that could make heads or tails out of Dean’s notes, Ellen sat in the chair. Dean had pretty much broken it. It was softer on one side, more than likely because Dean tended to lean on one side of the chair. A flip of a page and click of the computer keyboard was where Ellen’s eye attention was but somehow, her audio went elsewhere. She believed that ‘elsewhere’ was one of the reasons Dean’s spent so much time in that little front office of the house.

Even with the window closed, everything said or done on the front porch could be heard. Ellen didn’t pay much attention to Billy and Frank’s cold winter evening conversation, but she swiveled her chair and opened the window slightly when she heard Billy say . . .

“So . . . you’re drinking again, aren’t you, Uncle Frank?”

Captured. With her pencil in her mouth, Ellen listened.

Frank hesitated in answering, but he did. He spoke low. “Yeah, Yeah I guess I am.”

“How much?”

Frank didn’t respond.

“Uncle Frank? How much? More than before, the same, less . . . what?”

“Less,” Frank replied, “But more than I should.”

“I see. I’m concerned about this.”

“I know. You’re asking, right?”

“I wouldn’t ask if I didn’t care,” Billy said. “I know I’m a kid, but I know more than most kids. I see more than most kids. I know how most people handle alcohol but you’re not most people.”

Frank let out a soft chuckle. “No, I’m not. I’m pretty . . . I’m pretty weak, Bill. I try. I do. I did try. But things . . . Things happen and I fell into the same old trap. It helps.”

“How often is it happening?”

“Let’s just give the same answer as before.”

“Less than before but more than it should?” Billy asked.

Frank nodded.

“Can I ask . . . do you think it will get the best of you again?”

“Oh, my God, Bill. I hope not. But . . . to be honest, I think it might.”

“Can my Dad help? He did before, right?”

“Yes, he did,” Frank answered. “I know your Dad can help. That’s what me and him are about. Like his situation now. I gave him a chance to help himself, and when he couldn’t, I gave him no choice and I forced help on him. When he gets better, I think your dad will give me a chance to help myself and if I can’t . . .” Frank paused. “I pray to God he doesn’t give me a choice.”

“You guys seesaw back and forth.”

Frank laughed. “I guess we do.”

“So, what are you gonna do about my mom?”

“What do you mean?”

“You live here. My dad moved you in. He divorced my mom. He has a problem that made him do crazy stuff like that. When he’s better, are you gonna put everything back to normal again for him?”

“You mean give up your mom?” Frank asked.

“Yeah.”

Ellen listened and waited for the answer.

“No.”

Ellen was shocked. ‘No?’ Ellen was curious as to why. If Frank knew about the chip, why was he still staying?

“No?” Billy asked. “Why? You know he has that problem.”

“Yes he does and someone caused that problem.”

“Ok, so how can you take advantage of it?”

“I’m not?” Frank defended. “Yeah, I firmly believed someone fucked with your dad’s chip making him love Misha and want Josephine, divorce your mom and so forth. However, I know when the chip was messed with. I know the date it happened, but I also know your dad gave up your mom to me long before anyone even touched that chip.”

Ellen nearly fell out of her chair when she heard the information. Dean in Containment. The anonymous letter. Joe’s being adamant about the chip being zapped. All that led Ellen to believe that Dean truly wasn’t in control when he made decision. That put Ellen in more of a ‘forgiving’ mind set. But hearing Frank speak, hearing what he said, made a big difference. Like with Dean’s chip, Ellen was shocked. Yes, Dean made a lot of decisions after the chip hypnotic suggestion. Then the choice, the most important choice, the one regarding their future was made when Dean was still in the right frame of mind. And that . . . told Ellen a lot of more than any amount of eavesdropping ever could.

^^^^

No one more than Hal enjoyed the sound of music flowing through the town of New Bowman. He especially loved it when he did his late evening rounds. A song or two emanating from the church, sailing through the empty night streets sent a message of peace, hope and love. There was a feeling of recognizing the fact that there was a lot to be grateful for and it gave the town a ‘Sgt. Elliott Ryder’ moment to bask in.

There was something about the way Elliott Ryder sang. Strong, emotional, no matter what the subject matter of the tune, Elliott made it moving.

Except on that particular moment, on that particular night.

Not that Elliott wasn’t singing well nor was Elliott withholding in his talents. He belted out and played the piano well. The old ivories were pitter-pattering like no one’s business. Even though his choice in Christian music was valiant, his rewording of the old classic church songs left a lot to be desired.

‘Onward Christian Soldiers Marching Off to War.’ transposed into ‘The UWA Soldiers Will Not be the Societies Whores’ gave Hal the clear message that there was one of three reasons Elliot was doing a late night rehearsal in the church.

Reason one was not too farfetched. Fr. O’Brien had threatened Elliott that if he didn’t stop making mistakes during Sunday Services, he would start whacking Elliott on the knuckles with a ruler. Fr. O’Brien would do that too, especially if he was in his everyday intoxicated state.

Reason two, Elliott was unnerved. He had a keen ability to not to be alone in his unnerved state. Something strong was on his mind. He was restless, couldn’t sleep, and figured if he was bothered everyone else in Bowman should be as well.

And reason three, the final and to Hal, the most logical reason. Elliott did not want to ask or seem weak, so he projected an intentional call to Hal for guidance, comfort, advice, and all around good guy friendship.

Hal couldn’t let him down and if by some chance reason three wasn’t what Elliott was doing, surely Hal could help with the other two. He could not only encourage Elliott to play better at services, but he could give Elliott something to think about other than what was on his mind. Surely Elliott would think it a bonus that Hal popped in to pay a visit.

The newest rendition of ‘Rock of Ages’ turned into ‘Rock the Stages’ ended and Hal clapped in a slow, get attention manner.

He walked up the aisle. “I truly applaud your efforts, Elliott. Your voice is brilliant and emotionally driven.”

Elliott chuckled. “I suck.”

“You suck. Hmm.” Hal nodded. “Well, I was trying to be polite, but since you said that.”

“Gee, thanks.”

“You’re welcome.” Hal genuflected at the front of the aisle and took the first pew. “Are you too wrapped up in rewriting ‘Hail Holy Queen’ into ‘Quails Fully Seen’ or can you have a seat with me.”

Elliot chuckled. “I’ll have a seat.”

“Swell.” Hal smiled and patted the pew.

Elliott was hesitant. He saw the look on Hal’s face. He slid into the pew.

“No, genuflecting of respect.”

“I did it already,” Elliott said.

“I didn’t hear Amazing Grace.”

“I did that too.”

Hal nodded and folded his hands. “Did you speak to Fr. O’Brien yet about practicing this late?”

“Yes, that too.”

“Well.” Hal exhaled. “Since we’ve established you are the Mountain Dew man tonight, I guess there’s no point in asking you if you spilled your guts to Ellen about the picture story.”

Elliott looked at Hal. “If I’m the Mountain Dew man, then on that one . . . I just turned into Caffeine Free Diet Coke.”

“Ah, you went flat.”

Elliott chuckled. “Captain, may I ask why are you so engrossed in this now?”

“The picture thing?” Hal shrugged. “Perhaps because it strikes me odd that you never told her. I would have expected you two discussed this in great detail during one of your little . . . chats.”

“No.” Elliott shook his head “At first it was embarrassing to tell her, then it became too late.”

“Too late?”

“Yes, if I told her too far after I had known her then she’s going to think there is more to the story then I’m telling. She may even think me a freak or pervert.”

“I have news for you, Elliott. She already thinks you’re a freak and a pervert.”

“She does not.”

“Elliott, I’m joking.” Hal patted Elliot on the leg. “She may think you are an obsessed stalker and that this friendship you have developed has all been part of some sick demented scheme.”

Elliott opened his mouth to respond, paused then spoke, “Aside from rambling on my dignity right now, is there a reason you are here?”

“Isn’t it enough to think I stopped by to bask in your musical talent?”

Elliott just looked at Hal.

“No, you’re right. That’s not why I stopped by. I figured something is on your mind. What is on your mind?”

“”Nothing you want to concern yourself with.”

“Is it about your health?”

“No.”

“Oh. Ok, as I was saying, I thought you could use a little mental diversion.”

“Good or bad.”

“Depends.” Hal shrugged. “To some, the weak, the fearful, it is bad. To us . . .” He smiled. “It’s all good.”

Curiously, Elliott glanced, “Go on.”

“Three things. One, there’s movement of two big Savage camps.”

“Our way?”

“You bet.”

“Yes.” Elliott clenched his fist.

“Some good old fashion cowboy and Indian battles are ahead. Second, eastern scouts report addition of more front line camps.”

“How many?”

“Nine.”

Elliot whistled. “That brings the grand total to twenty-five.”

“Pretty much covering north to south.”

“A few more to add to our spring strategy.”

Hal grinned. “A few. And last . . . remember that little game my brothers and I were playing with the Society.”

“How can I forget?”

“Well, if you did, the Society left a little reminder. Our western scouts report approximately one hundred and seventy Society soldiers on our soil. Our soil, Elliott.”

“Left behind.”

“Seems Mr. Hadley wanted to . . . cheat,” Hal said.

“Bastard.”

“Isn’t he? Anyhow, that the figure is not all that much of a threat. Hell, Frank, Robbie, and myself took more than that out.”

“So you don’t think they’re gonna strike?”

“Good Heavens, Elliot. No, that would be considered an act of war, and right now Hadley isn’t in the state of mind to move on an act of war. In fact, they are branching out. Breaking up.”

“Spy camps?”

“That’s what I think. A hundred and seventy two.” Hal nodded. “The way I figure is, they were left behind and forgotten, and if that’s the case . . .”

“They’ll be ours.” Elliott finished the thought.

“Exactly, and if not . . .”

“We . . . kill them?”

Hal smiled. “Small hits. Small teams. It could be a training exercise.”

“It’ll be interesting.”

“To say the least. Interesting all around, I might add. Ah . . .” Hal exhaled and leaned back. “Looks as if winter won’t be dull after all.”

^^^^

Three or four was how many drinks Frank figured he had at the Social Hall that night. It wasn’t many, he knew, but more than he wanted to drink. He debated on having another one and moved in favor of that drink when he thought to himself, ‘three or four, who’s counting?’

“You know that makes five if you drink that,” Ellen spoke softly as she approached him where he stood at the bar.

The whiskey stopped pouring. “El,” he whispered and looked over his shoulder. His facial expression screamed embarrassed, maybe even humbled. “El.”

“I didn’t see you drink three of them. Henry counted those for me. You said you were coming here to throw darts. Did you get a chance to play?”

“Um, no, there’s a wait.”

“I figured that. I kinda was hoping you were gonna be home with me tonight.”

“I haven’t been gone long. Have I?”

“No, but I missed you.”

Frank closed his eyes. His fingers unconsciously fiddled with the glass.

“Can you not drink that? I mean, if you feel you need to, that’s fine. I just have something I have to show you.”

“Even if you didn’t have something to show me, I won’t drink it.” He slid the glass almost forceful to Dan from Security. He grabbed Dan’s hand. “Here. Next time don’t fuckin force it on me.”

“What are you . . .” Dan saw Ellen. “Sorry, Frank. I was just uh . . .” Dan fumbled for words.

“Don’t do it again,” Frank ordered, then winked. He let out the slow nervous breath he held and turned to face Ellen. “I’m all yours.”

“Good.” Ellen smiled then peeked around Frank to look at Dan. “So Dan was making you drink, huh?”

“Fuckin immature drinking games.” Frank fluttered his lips and took Ellen’s arm. “I don’t know why I listen to them.”

“Me either.” She followed his lead from the Social Hall.

Once outside, Frank stopped. He released Ellen’s arm and stepped back. “I’m sorry.” His voice dropped. “I am . . . I am so sorry.”

“First, tell me what you are apologizing for.”

Frank swallowed predominantly. “For breaking promises. For being . . . weak. For . . .” He stopped speaking when Ellen lifted her hand to halt him.

With her eyes closed and one arm across her waist, she shook her head. “You are not weak. I firmly believe you can stop again, but you have to want to stop. Making you feel bad is not why I’m here.”

“You didn’t come to find me drinking?”

“No.” Ellen responded. “I missed you. I did. I got the kids in bed, finished working, and you left. Plus, something’s been on my mind and I have to share it.”

“Is it what you want to show me?” Frank asked.

Ellen nodded.

“What is it?”

With a wave of her hand, Ellen led the way.

After the buzz of the Security door to the cryo-lab, Ellen stepped inside and hit the lights. “In here.”

As if he was shocked where he was taken, like he didn’t notice which way they headed, Frank stopped with a squeak of his boots to the floor. He looked left to right. “The cryo-lab?”

“Yeah, Frank.” Ellen chuckled and walked across the lab. “Follow me.”

“It’s not some freaky experiment you screwed up, is it? I don’t know how I can help you but I’ll try.” He went the way Ellen did.

“No, it’s not my experiment.”

“Fuck.” Frank stopped.

“What?”

He gave a nod of his head to the door Ellen opened. “Something happened, didn’t it? Fuck.”

Ellen took a deep breath. “You can say that.” She opened the door and stepped inside. She walked to the freezer case and punched in her code. “It seems Dean’s been busy. He did something behind my back.”

“Fuckin Dean.”

“Yes, but the question is when.”

“Maybe while you were gone,” Frank suggested.

“I’m speaking more figurative as in ‘when’ time wise.”

“While you were gone.”

“No, Frank,” Ellen said in frustration. “As in what month . . .” She saw him getting ready to repeat his earlier comment. “Forget it. You’ll see.” She turned the key and lifted the lid. “I was clueless. I had no idea he did this. To pull this off he obviously did it when I was gone but he needed more time. He needed time to figure it out, to do it, and so forth.”

“I don’t understand what you’re saying.”

“I think Dean’s been messing with our fate big time. In fact, I know he has. I think he used the time machine. It’s the only way that he could get to this point.” Ellen cleared away the frosted LCB display.

Frank looked and shook his head. “I’m lost. I see blinking lights. What am I looking at? What does this mean?”

“I means, in a nutshell . . .” Ellen looked up at Frank. “Brian wakes up in about twelve days.”


CHAPTER SEVEN

February 2nd

It was fast and musical in an electronic way. Whatever it would be called, Ellen heard the ‘do-do-do-do-do’ noise before she even entered Robbie’s room. Slowing down at his door, Ellen watched Robbie as he sat up in bed.

He’d raise his arm.

Do-do-do-do-do

Lower it.

Do-do-do-do-do.

Chuckling and wondering if maybe Frank was right all along, she knocked once on the archway and stepped inside. “Are you busy?”

“Hey, El.” Robbie waved.

Do-do-do-do-do.

“Ok.” Ellen lifted her hand. She clenched a folder tightly to her chest. “Tell me it’s not my imagination.”

“What’s not your imagination?”

“Don’t think I’m being a ‘Frank’ but is your arm making the Bionic Man noise.”

“Yeah.” Robbie grinned.

“Dean did that?’

“No, Danny. See.” Robbie showed Ellen his fingers. In between the middle and index finger was a flat black button. “All I do I press my fingers together and . . .”

Do-do-do-do-do.

“That is really funny.”

“Isn’t it? Danny made it after the Frank comment yesterday.” Robbie shrugged. “It’s fun and all but it doesn’t keep my mind on the ‘up’ it needs to be on.”

“I’m sure you’ll eventually have a blast with the noise, but what’s wrong?” Ellen asked as she pulled up a chair.

“I don’t get out until tomorrow.”

“Robbie.” Ellen shook her head. “Your recovery is remarkable. Tomorrow is quick.”

“It’s not quick enough to give me the chance to be at the strategy meeting. El, there are Society soldiers, Savages, and new Society camps. I want to be there. Can’t you authorize me to be there?”

“Robbie, I can’t. I really can’t.”

“Can Dean?”

Ellen laughed. “Oh, yes, Andrea will take that very seriously.”

Pouty, Robbie looked down. “I guess I’ll make do with what Danny has planned.”

“What’s that?”

“A speaker phone line.”

“That will work,” Ellen said brightly.

“But I won’t be three. You know there’s nothing like being in the middle of a meeting where my Dad, Hal, and Frank are all there.”

“You mean, there’s nothing like instigating at that type of meeting.”

“Well, yeah.” Robbie had a partial grin.

“I’m sure you’ll figure out a way,” Ellen handed Robbie the folder. “I know this isn’t an out from the hospital. I know this isn’t the meeting but finally the get well cards are done.”

“No way?” Robbie grinned and opened the folder. “Oh wow, these are great.”

“They worked really hard on them too, Robbie. They miss you and want you back. It’s Richie’s brainstorm of a card idea.”

“Very personal.” Robbie turned to the next one. He laughed. “Chester’s funny. He writes everything twice.”

“It wouldn’t be Chester if he didn’t.”

“This took a lot of organization.”

“Richie did it.”

Robbie flipped to the next get well message. “I’m touched. I can tell they worked hard.”

“They wanted to make them special.”

“Is that why they didn’t have them done yesterday?”

“No. They wanted to make sure you got them all. We had to wait on one card,” Ellen said. “Remember the reluctant resident.”

“Yeah.”

“His is the last card.”

No sooner did Robbie go to the last sheet, he started to laugh. “Dean.”

“Oh he fought tooth and nail.”

“Was Frank holding Dean’s hand when he wrote the message?”

Quirky, Ellen looked at him. “Yes, how did you know?”

Robbie snickered. “He spelled Bionic with a ‘Y’.” He chuckled again. “This is great. Look at him.”

“It was the best shot we could do. Herb got tired of Dean not posing, so Herb grabbed him from behind and Chester put his face to the copy machine.

Robbie lifted up the photo copy of a desperate, smashed face Dean pressed hard to the glass. “I’m hanging this.”

“I would.”

“It’s great.”

“I am.” Frank walked into the room. “Hey, Robbie.”

“Frank, check out what Danny did for me.” Robbie lifted his arm.

Do-do-do-do-do.

“Oh yeah.” Frank clenched his fist. “I fuckin knew it was broken before. Will it make that noise all the time or is it when you using more bionic powers?” Frank asked seriously.

“I don’t know yet how it works.”

“I’m sure you’ll figure it out.” Frank winked. “So El, have you calmed down?”

Robbie looked from Ellen to Frank. “El’s mad?”

“She was last night. We couldn’t do what we wanted to do, or rather talk to who we needed to talk to until she calmed down. So, are you calm, because I really need to fuckin talk to him. I need answers.”

Ellen reached for the get well card made by Dean and lifted it. She exhaled. “Yep. Let’s go.” Standing up, she kissed Robbie on the cheek and walked to Frank.

“See ya’ later Robbie.” Frank waved.

Robbie waved in return.

Do-do-do-do-do.

With a squeak of his boot Frank peeked back in the room. “That’s cool.”

Robbie nodded then sat back in his bed. “So they have to speak to Dean, huh?” He spoke to himself. “El, can’t be mad.” He snickered and lifted the card. He thought about the look only he saw, the look Ellen made when she viewed the photo copy of Dean. Robbie knew by that expression alone, that Ellen saying she was ‘calm’ was somehow not necessarily true.

^^^^^

A small kink of pain shot from the top of Johnny’s neck to the base of his skull. He just figured, with all the sleep he got, he slept wrong or had one of those sleep headaches. Either way, he needed to shake it. He had a listed amount of manual work to complete before he was allowed to work with Lars in the lab the next day. He felt sluggish and almost as if he had been drinking all night, which was far from the case.

Johnny was grounded.

He half expected him and Tigger to sneak out, cause some sort of trouble, and fully believed that was the case when they went out the window. But they didn’t climb down to the street, they went to the roof.

It was a view of pretty much nothing but blackness and a crisp sky lit with dots of stars. Gazing for constellations was not Johnny’s prerogative, and Tigger laughed at that. They weren’t there to star gaze, they were there to listen and watch for the killer babies.

What Tigger’s obsession with them was, Johnny didn’t know. He kept telling Johnny he wanted to go out to the field and see for himself how many there were, see what they were like, and get close.

“What? Are you fuckin nuts?” Johnny balked at him the night before. “They’ll eat you up.”

“No way.”

“Yeah, way,” Johnny insisted. They move at fifty miles an hour and hit the jugular vein first. They allow you to bleed profusely so when they eat you, it’s not too messy.”

Again, Tigger’s comment was ‘no way.’

What? Did he think Johnny made up the story? He saw the killer toddler first hand, but Tigger had the same problem as everyone else when they got a glimpse of the deformed, genetically-enhanced child. They saw it as a child. Forget the fact it had several rows of razor sharp teeth. Forget the fact that it moved with a vengeance, smelled flesh as a dinner bell, and demonstrated no soul or feeling.

Forget the fact it was carnivorous and one man was an evening snack.

Forget all that. They were–at first view–children. How could they possibly be instinctively harmful?

Wrong.

The biggest and deadliest error most people made seemed to be projected in Tigger’s attitude as well.

Johnny made a mindset point to talk to Tigger about them and try again to remove the deep infatuation with conquering them.

Perhaps over breakfast. Johnny was hungry.

Stumbling some as he walked down the hall, he knocked on Tigger’s bedroom door. “Tig. Tigger, get up.” Johnny waited. “Tigger, you awake?”

Nothing.

After another knock, Johnny opened up the door. No Tigger. Shrugging and thinking Tigger was up and about already, Johnny headed to the kitchen. No sooner did he step into the living room in route, the front door opened.

“Hey, Mike,” Johnny greeted.

“John.” Mike seemed frantic. “Is Tigger here?”

“The kitchen.”

“Oh, good.” Mike headed that way, “Tigger,” he called out but within a few seconds he came back. “I thought you said he was here.”

“Isn’t he?” Johnny asked then looked at his watch. “I figured he would be.”

“No, he snuck out early. I knew that. I went to find him because he hadn’t showed up at the garage. John, I can’t find him.”

“You checked most of his trick places?”

“I checked them all,” Mike spoke rapidly. “I don’t know where he went. It’s way past the point he wouldn’t answer my call. John, I have a bad feeling. Help me find him.”

“You bet.” Hurriedly, without hesitation, Johnny searched out his shoes. Like Mike, he didn’t know where Tigger. Again, like Mike, Johnny had a bad feeling. It was an instant bad feeling that cascaded him because unlike Mike, Johnny had a scary idea of where Tigger went.

^^^^^

“Tag. You’re it.” The hand pelted Dean in the back as Dean tried to make it down the hall of Containment to the sleeping quarters.

“Look.” Dean spun around to Herb. “How many items do I have to tell you? I do not. Do not want to play ‘it’ tag.”

“It’s fun.

“I don’t care.”

“But you have to play.”

“No, I don’t.”

“Yes, you do,” Herb insisted. “Richie says you have to participate in activities.”

“A-ha!” Dean lifted a finger. “Activities ‘It’ tag is not an activity, at least not a scheduled one, so I don’t have to play.”

“Don’t you want to?”

“No.” Dean tried to escape.

“But it’s fun.”

“Let me let you in on a little secret.” Dean turned to Herb again. “I hate ‘it’ tag. I have always hated ‘it’ tag and probably will always hate ‘it’ tag so I won’t play it. Ever.”

“What about freeze tag?”

Dean grunted. “I’ll tell you what. Once I am out of here and back in my lab, I’ll come back and we’ll play a game of freeze tag that you’ll never forget. Okay?”

“Okay, that’s sounds good.”

“Good.” Dean turned again. As he did, he saw Frank coming down the hall with Ellen.

“Dean.” Frank moved to him. “I have to talk to you.”

“No therapy now, Frank. My head is sore.” Dean walked by him and to the quarters.

“Dean.” Frank followed him inside. “This is important.”

“So is a peaceful room where I can lay down.” Dean sat on his bunk.

Ellen emerged forward. “Dean, I was in the cryo-lab. Today was the first day I checked the special freezer since I got back.”

Slowly Dean looked up.

Frank nodded. “He knows.”

“Of course he knows, Frank.” Ellen snapped. “He’s the only one who could have done it.”

“Done what?” Dean asked.

“Don’t play dumb and don’t give me that my micro-chip is screwy.” Ellen marched to him. “You started to undo the stasis process on Brian. He wakes up in eleven days now, Dean. How can that be? When I left, the last I knew, we hadn’t started the stasis process, nor were we going to do it.”

Dean exhaled as he stood up. “Look, my intentions were good. My intentions were to have Brian awake when you guys got home.”

“That’s all well and fine,” Ellen argued, “but don’t you remember the reason we decided not to bring Brian out of stasis? Errors were made. The process didn’t work. Brian and Caroline died in the future, Dean.”

“I know. I know. Calm down.” Dean held up his hand.

“I can’t calm down!” Ellen blasted. “What in the world made you do this?”

“Frank.” Dean pointed and answered without hesitation. “He said something.”

“Oh, no. No fuckin way.” Frank waved his hand about. “I didn’t ask you to do it.”

“No,” Dean said. “You didn’t. You didn’t even mention it but you had been through so much. Things were so stacking up and I wanted something good to happen. I wanted a good thing to transpire in your life.”

Ellen intervened, “Best intention or not, a good thing isn’t bringing his son back to die.”

“I know.”

“So you just on a whim, you decided to start bringing him out?” Ellen asked.

“It wasn’t on a whim,” Dean stated. “It took a lot of thought and work. I will admit the decision to do so was on a whim. Frank was getting ready to go to California to get you and that was what prompted me.”

Ellen thought out loud. ‘The process takes thirty-two days. That was about ten days ago.”

“Yes, it was.” Dean nodded.

“So you did,” Ellen stated.

“I did.”

Ellen grunted. “Dean, mistakes were made.”

Dean interrupted hard. “Don’t you think I know that! Huh! Do you honestly think I would bring Brian out of stasis without making sure it would work?”

“How do you know this act, this very act, wasn’t the reason it failed in the future?”

“Because I went there. I know what the errors were. I read the material. I talked to Bill and worked with him. We figured it out, then went all the way back and fixed the errors we made on that one night we brought Brian into stasis, which was tough, because I was the only one I could talk to. I agreed to fix it, jot ahead, plan it perfect, and start the undoing process just at the right day, so when you got home, he would wake up.”

“Thirty-two days ago,” Ellen said.

“Only things were fouled up and I ended up at twenty days.”

Ellen grunted in frustration. “You know there is no turning back now. You know this. I swear, Dean. I swear to God, if this fucks up, if Brian and Caroline die, you are done. You are so fuckin done for being unethical.”

“Oh, please,” Dean scoffed. “Look who’s calling the kettle black. You’re the queen of unethical I’m not stupid, El. I know what I did wrong. I fixed it. I’m certain.” There was silence, an odd silence in the after argument moment. Dean swayed his head to Frank. “You’re being quiet. I hope that means you trust me.”

“I trust what you say,” Frank responded. “If you think Brian will wake up fine, I believe you, but I don’t understand how you did it.”

“I told you,” Dean explained. “I went ahead to find out what went wrong and what the errors were. I worked on it, then went back and fixed where I went wrong in the beginning of the stasis process.”

“Ok.” Frank nodded. “But how?”

“What do you mean ‘how’? Do you want a technical or medical explanation?”

“No, Dean.” Frank shifted his eyes to Ellen then back to Dean as if what he was going to ask was a secret. “Dean, did you use the time machine?”

Dean stared very seriously, for a long moment at Frank. “No, Frank, I didn’t.”

“Oh. Because I thought . . .”

“Frank!” Ellen screamed. “Yes, he did.”

“El, he said he didn’t.”

“He lied!”

“Dean.” Frank returned to him. “Did you lie?”

Dean nodded. “Yeah, Frank, I did.”

“On which part?”

Dean grumbled. “The time machine.”

“So you did use it?”

“Yes! Yes! I used . . .” Dean stopped when he saw Frank walking away. “Where are you going?”

“Good reason or not.” Frank stopped at the door. “You broke rules. You broke rules that put my son in danger. I have a strategy meeting right now with my dad and make no bones about it, Dean. At that meeting . . . I’m telling.” Frank walked out.

^^^^

“How the fuck did you know?” They were standing on the bridge that crossed Black River. Mike handed Johnny the binoculars.

“It was a hunch from the way he was talking.” Johnny raised the binoculars to peer outward to the field, the Lodi version of the killer baby region. There was high grass and a tree set center. Encircling the tree, jumping up and down, were at least fourteen killer babies. Up in the tree, sat Tigger.

“Should we just get closer and start shooting?”

Johnny lowered the binoculars. “Seems you forgot the basic rule of Johnny Slagel Killer Baby Training 101.”

“Bullets don’t penetrate.”

“Bingo.”

“What other means can we take them out?”

“Burn them.” Johnny shrugged. “Gas them. In Beginnings we have a potent carbon gas that knocks them out. Otherwise, we divert them in the best possible way. It’s actually the only way.” Johnny began to walk away.

“Hey!” Mike called out. “Where are you going?”

“To get the diversion.”

“And that would be?”

Johnny paused and looked over his shoulder. “Food.”

“No.,” Mike said sternly. “No. You hear me. No.” He waved an authoritative hand at Johnny.

“Mike, it’s the only way.” Johnny stood by gate of the pickup truck.

“I don’t care.” Mike shifted his eyes to Buzz who stood in the back of the truck. “Buzz, you aren’t in agreement, are you?”

“Chief.” Buzz shrugged. “It’s your kid. It makes sense.”

“Besides,” Johnny added, “you’re gonna end up killing him anyhow. Look, he bit two of your guys.”

“Still,” Mike argued, “we have him for a reason, a viable medical reason.” He saw Lars approaching. “Lars, tell them.”

“I can explain how, without killing the subject, they can be useful for medical reasoning. However,” Lars said, “Johnny knows this and you have yet to give a good reason other than medical. What about a moral reason?”

“Well, yeah that too,” Mike stated. “But . . .”

“But nothing,” Lars interrupted. “That is your boy. Midget mental capacity and common sense at times, or not, he is still your son in trouble and this is the only way. When Johnny asked me if I had any test subjects alive that I could spare, I said yes. If it’s between him and the rabbits, he goes. The rabbits don’t bite.”

Grunting, Mike looked at the Savage tied up in the back of the truck.. “All right. Fine.”

Clenching his fist and drawing it in, Johnny smiled. “Yes.” He hit his hand on the back gate of the truck. “Let’s do this.” He flew up to the driver’s door.

Mike watched Johnny and Buzz, along with the Savage, drive off.

“It’ll be fine. Johnny will do this.”

“Yeah, I know. But it’s sick, Lars.”

“True . . .” Lars said. “But does Johnny have to act so damn happy about this.”

The way Johnny and Buzz hooted sounded like a two man redneck party as they pulled the truck into the field.

“See him?” Johnny asked Buzz.

“Yep.” Buzz lowered the binoculars.

Johnny stepped from the truck. “You know what to do, right?”

“Yep.” Buzz jumped out of the back. “Good luck.”

“You too.” Johnny grinned as he climbed in. “Watch the fast turns.”

“Got it.” Buzz jumped in the driver’s door.

“How ya doing, buddy?” Johnny asked the Savage as he felt the truck move. “Ready to go for a ride? Oh, hey, you’ve been riding huh?” He peered up. “Closer, Buzz, but not too close. Good.” Johnny stood up and brought the Savage to his feet. The Savage would have struggled more but he was bound tied. “Get ready on my call.”

“Got it.”

“Music soothes the savage beast. Blast it.”

Mumbling, Buzz turned up the volume on the truck radio and blasted the music.

The sounds of the eighties band, Journey, floated into the air. ‘Lights’, the song, captured the attention of the focused killer babies. As if the fourteen of them all said ‘huh’ at the same time, they stopped in their pursuit of Tigger and turned.

“Hey, killer babies,” Johnny bounced the Savage, then holding him as steady as he could, rolled him over the edge of the truck, pulled on the rope attached to him and made him appear standing up. “Dinner. Get ready, Buzz.”

“What was that?”

“I said . . .” Johnny watched the killer babies race his way. “Get ready . . .”

“What!”

“Go!”

“Son of a bitch, I can’t hear you.” Buzz reached to turn down the radio. As he did, he caught a glimpse in the side view mirror. The grass moved and Johnny appeared to be yelling something. Radio down, Buzz shouted. “Can I go?”

“Yes!”

Just as the first killer baby leaped up, Johnny released the rope that held the Savage and sailed in a roll on the back of the truck as Buzz zoomed off.

Mike watched from the bridge with baited breath. “Come on,” he beckoned in a whisper. He winced when he saw the rain of blood shoot up from the savage like a fountain.

“Interesting,” Lars commented.

After a grunt and a glance of scold to Lars, Mike looked again. He exhaled loudly as he watched the truck pull to the tree. Johnny reached up as Tigger dropped down the back of the truck which then drove away at top speed.

“Safe.” Mike lowered the binoculars.

“Better now, Mike?”

“Much.” Mike folded his arms and poised himself in a waiting mode. “In fact, I’m very happy.”

“As well as you should be. Your son is all right.”

“Yes he is. He’s all right enough for me to kill.”

“Hmm,” Lars mumbled out in sarcasm. “Will this be before or after you tell him he is so fuckin grounded?” Enjoying the glance Mike shot him, Lars stayed focused on the truck that made its way closer, all while hiding the snicker over what he believed a well timed and spoke humorous remark.


CHAPTER EIGHT

There were probably a lot of other things George could be thinking about rather than Jess Boyens. Actually, Bertha would have preferred the President’s attention on matters of the State. That was the concern of her briefing with him. She had a laundry list to dump on the President, things Boyens kept in check-as directed, but didn’t move on-as directed.

They had more camps to move west to protect from expected UWA movement or attacks. Border camps to keep perimeters. They had shipping to get in order plus the one ‘ready’ submarine was docked and awaiting orders to ship out. Then again, the only expert in operating a submarine was busy training others and a decision on that crew had to be made as well. Not to mention, Bertha really needed to know what George wanted for supper. She had to get things ready and prepare to cook. They had made arrangements to dine together. More than the witty company of her leader, Bertha enjoyed being the ‘female’ he always made her feel.

“Sir?” Bertha called George’s attention again.

“I’m sorry, Bert. What was that?”

“Which part? I believe there were several points I made sir that you didn’t comment on.”

“My mind is elsewhere.”

“I understand.”

“Have we . . . by chance, heard from . . .”

“Boyens?’

“No, my wife. It.”

Bertha cleared her throat. She was somewhat taken aback from the topic that came from nowhere. “No, sir. She has made no attempt to contact us, nor has anyone from Beginnings regarding her.”

“I see.” George nodded and picked up his pencil.

“Sir, I’m very sorry, but there are issues. We did just get back and we have to get on top of things. We didn’t allow for much to be gone in our absence. We had the Society under well trained babysitters. Now it is time for you, as a parent, to take control.”

George lifted his hand to halt her from speaking any further.

Bertha tried to hide her dismay. “What now?”

“I promise as soon as I get the call that Boyens has arrived in Florida, safe and sound, will you will get my complete and utter attention.”

“We know he arrived down south. Isn’t that sufficient?” Bertha asked. “The conductor said the Jeep was waiting and Jess got right in. I know what you are concerned about.”

“Wouldn’t you be concerned?”

“No.”

“Are we absolutely sure he knows?”

“How can he not?” Bertha said. “He was in charge for some time here, in my position. If he didn’t know beforehand, he certainly found out while being in charge. He has had this information for some time. If he was going to do anything about it, wouldn’t he have done so by now?”

“Valid point,” George spoke quietly “But . . .” He lifted a finger. “He’s arriving. Today. Very soon. He’s going to see the information first hand. It’s one thing to know it, Callahan,” George said with concern. “It’s a whole other ball game to come face to face with the truth, because the moment you see it, it becomes a reality.”

^^^^^

“All right, let me think.” Joe brought his hand up to his head as he stared down the long table in the Social Hall. “You and me,” he said to Jason, “Danny, Elliott, two of my sons, Mr. Baydee from Jordan, Texas Town . . . anyone else?”

“Henry.” Jason looked down at the list.

“Henry!” Joe grunted. “What the hell for?”

“He’s the secretary” Jason shrugged. “Someone has to take meeting minutes. Trish said she’s tired of listening to the tape and trying to decipher through the long winded meetings on what goes where in history.”

“She has a point,” Joe said as he started pulling chairs to the table. “Let’s just make sure Henry doesn’t say much. You know he has that problem.”

“Hopefully he and Jenny won’t fight.”

“Jenny? Why is Jenny coming?”

“She’s on the list of those who need to speak to Council.”

“We have a list today?” Joe asked.

“This isn’t just the daily or weekly meeting. This is the first Council of the month,” Jason stated. “Everyone knows this. This, according to you, has been longstanding the Council meeting that the community may approach the board.”

“Yeah, but no one’s ever done it before.”

“There’s always a first.” Jason held up his list. “I have the names.”

“Names as in more than Jenny?”

Jason snickered then turned serious. “Yes, all with a list of requests.”

“Swell.” Joe looked at his watch as he spoke his thoughts out loud. “Council business, community requests, military meeting. Christ, we’ll be here for hours, especially with Frank attending.” He rubbed his brow. “All right, I’m gonna call Andrea and tell her we’ll take her up on that offer for finger food. You wanna start that coffee?”

“Sounds good.” Jason walked over to the bar where the coffee supplies were set up.

Joe dialed and waited. “Andrea, yeah, it’s me. I know . . . I know you’re busy, but how about them finger sandwiches you offered. They aren’t here. No, I didn’t say I didn’t want them. I personally may not have wanted them but that would have been rude for me to turn them down because I wasn’t hungry. Right. Yes. Good, I’ll see you soon.”

Joe hung up and felt a warm sensation behind him, almost a suffocating one. He turned and jumped back. “Frank.”

“Dad.”

“Can you stand a little closer?” Joe said sarcastically.

Frank took a step.

“I’m being facetious, you ass.” Joe walked by him. “The meeting doesn’t start yet. Why are you here?”

“I have something really important to discuss.” Frank shifted his eyes to Jason, then back to his father. “It’s something I don’t want to talk about in front of everyone.”

“Can you talk about it in front of Jason?”

Frank took a breath. “He might get mad.”

“If you talk about it?”

“The subject.”

Joe nodded. “You might as well get it over and done with. Shoot.”

“Okay.” Frank let out a nervous huff. “Brian . . . Brian is defrosting.”

“What do you mean Brian is defrosting?”

“You know how he’s frozen?”

“Yeah.”

“Well, in ‘T’ minus eleven days, he’s no longer frozen.”

Joe’s eyes widened. “Oh my God. Dean started him out of stasis?”

“Yep.”

“But I thought . . . I thought Dean said he had learned that the process was fallible and something they did caused Brian to die in the future.”

“Yep.”

“Yet he still started the process.”

“Yep.” Frank nodded.

“Son of a bitch.” Joe shook his head. “Why?”

“He said it had to be done. He said he did it for me.”

“He’s using you as an excuse.” Joe waved a finger. “He did it for himself. The goddamn son of a bitch couldn’t wait. He had to jump the gun. It’s all this damn micro-chip stuff that took him . . . wait.” Joe paused to think. “To undo the stasis process it takes . . .”

Jason answered from across the room. “Thirty-two days. Not that I’m listening.”

“Thank you.” Joe looked at him. “Thirty-two days. Well, three weeks ago, Dean didn’t have problems with the chip.”

Frank shook his head. “No, he did not. The way I figured, he started the process ten days ago.”

“Ten days ago. Then that would mean Brian wakes up in twenty-two days.”

“Nope, eleven.”

“Did he shorten the process?” Joe asked.

“No.”

“Then how can that be?”

“Very easily.” Frank raised his eyebrows.

Joe just stared. “Okay, what?”

Frank twitched his head to the left toward Jason.

“What?” Joe asked.

Scrunching his face, Frank, again and twitched his head.

“What? Do you have Tourette syndrome? What?”

“The time machine.”

“What about it.”

“Dean used it.”

“Oh horse shit. He did not.” Joe waved his hand.

“Dad, he said. He told me and El he went ahead in time to find out what happened, then back in time to fix it.”

“He’s lying,” Joe stated. “It takes two people now to run that machine. Jason . . . did you help Dean?”

“Nope,” Jason answered not turning around.

“See.” Joe indicated to Jason. “Dean didn’t take the time machine. He’s lying.”

“But, Dad he said . . .”

“But Dad he said.” Joe mocked. “I don’t give a rat’s ass what Dean said. He’s using the time machine as a cover up for the truth. The truth is, he started the process, wanted you guys to think he solved the whole problem, and to make the story believable, he used the time machine.”

“See.”

“See what?” Joe asked.

“You just said, ‘he used the time machine’”

“As a story. As a story.” Joe raised his voice.

“A . . . story to what?”

“Frank!” Joe blasted. “He started the process. He knew you guys would get mad so he made up the story about using the time machine.”

“Ok, then if that’s true why is there only eleven days left? Huh? Explain that. The process takes thirty-two days. If he didn’t use the time machine, how come he only has eleven days left?”

“How about this smart ass . . .” Joe said. “He started the process twenty-one days ago.”

“But he said he started it ten days ago.”

“No, you said he didn’t start the process ten days ago. You said he went back in time to start the process twenty-one days ago.”

“So he used the time machine,” Frank said. “Is that what you’re saying?”

“No, I’m saying he didn’t. I’m saying he just went ahead and started the process twenty-one days ago.”

“You mean he went back.”

“What?” Joe asked confused.

“You meant to say he went back in time.”

“No, he didn’t.”

“So you’re saying he went ahead in time to do it.”

“No!”

“But you said, ‘he went ahead and started the process twenty-one days ago’. He went back. Not ahead.”

“I’m not saying ‘ahead’ as in ‘ahead’ in time, I’m saying he went forward. I mean, he just did it on his own.”

“Of course.”

“Twenty-one days ago.”

“Yeah.” Frank nodded. “After using the time machine ten days ago.”

“No!” Joe yelled. “He didn’t use the time machine at all. Twenty-one days ago, Dean turned on the switch and started the undoing process.”

“So what happened ten days ago?” Frank asked.

“Nothing.”

“When did Dean go back in time?”

“He didn’t. He just said he did.”

“I am really confused.” Frank scratched his head.

“Join the goddamn club,” Joe said in frustration.

“I’m not confused,” Jason said.

“Me either.” Danny emerged from behind the bar.

Joe jolted back. “When did you get here?”

“Way before you, Joe,” Danny answered. “Do you know, it’s amazing what you hear when people don’t know you’re listening. Anyhow, I was setting up the phone lines so . . .” He laid a speaker on the bar. “Robbie, speak.”

Frank looked. “That’s not, Robbie.”

“Hi, Dad,” Robbie said through the speaker.

Frank blinked then grunted when Joe smacked him in the gut. “What?”

“I just was stopping any stupid comments at this moment,” Joe said. “Hello, Robbie.”

“Check this out, Dad.” Robbie made the beeping-arm noise. “Danny did that.”

“Swell,” Joe groaned.

Danny walked out from behind the bar. “Joe, if I may, I’d like to comment on the Dean time machine thing.”

“No you may not.” Joe moved to the table. “I’m not in the mood to go round and round again with my moronic son.”

“Well,” Arrogant Hal spoke as he stepped inside. “I will assume by that comment we are not speaking about me. Ah . . .”  He smiled. “Frank.”

“What?” Frank asked.

Hal shook his head. “Nothing. Dad, are we late?”

“Yes,” Frank said.

“No,” Joe replied. “You’re just on time. Have a seat, you two.”

Hal moved to the table but slowed down when he heard Frank whispering in his ear, ‘Dean used the time machine.’ He did a double take at Frank then after a shudder, claimed his spot next to Joe who sat at the head of the table.

Elliott followed. “Hey, Frank.”

“Elliott.” Frank nodded then whispered. “Dean used the time machine.”

Joe’s hand slammed on the table. “Will you knock it off! Dean did not use the time machine.”

“But you said,” Frank defended.

“When! When! When!” Joe screamed.

“Before. Only you said he went to the future, which wouldn’t make sense. I mean . . .”

“Frank,” Joe grumbled.

Frank continued, “If he went into the future and it takes thirty-two days, wouldn’t we still . . .”

“Frank.’

“Be waiting thirty-two days. Right now . . .”

“Frank!” Joe yelled his loudest. “Sit!”

“Fine.” Frank pulled out his chair with a squeal. “I was just pointing out . . .”

“Sit!”

“Fine!” Frank screamed and plopped down. “Man, someone’s pissy.”

Shaking his head, Joe mumbled, “I wonder why.”

“I don’t know,” Frank responded. “You tell me.”

“Dear God.” Hal covered his eyes. “Perhaps you, Frank. Hmm?”

“Perhaps me, Frank, hmm what?” Frank asked.

“Perhaps, you, Frank, hmm what, are the reason for Dad’s pissy mood,” Hal suggested snidely.

“Perhaps, me, Frank, hmm what is not the reason for Dad’s pissy mood. Perhaps, you, Hal, hmm what are.”

Hal chuckled. “Perhaps, me, Hal, hmm what, is the reason for Dad’s something, but I highly doubt that me, Hal, hmm what is the reasons for his pissy mood.”

“Oh, yeah?” Frank came back. “Well, perhaps, you, me, hmm, Hal, Frank, what . . . fuck. I’m confused now. You win.”

Hal smiled. “Thank you.”

Joe glared at them both. “Are you two done?” He received silent nods. “Thank you. Now that my sons are quiet, we can . . .”

Do-do-do-do-do.

Joe turned to the speaker phone. “Robert.”

“Sorry.” Robbie snickered.

“Continuing. Jason, could you take your seat?” Joe said, disgruntled.

Cup of coffee in hand, Jason walked to the table. “We have to wait for Henry. He’s the minute man.”

Frank snickered.

Joe grumbled. “Fine, we’ll wait for . . .”

“Sorry I’m late, Joe.” Henry rushed in. After setting a box on the table, he held up a tablet. “I’m ready to take the minutes.” He hurried and took a seat. “You can start.”

“Thanks,” Joe said. “Okay, let’s just get this thing started. Since we are all here.. . . wait.” He slammed his hand down. “We can’t start. We . . .”

“Didn’t say the Pledge of Allegiance?” Frank suggested.

“No, we . . .”

“Didn’t sing the National Anthem?”

“No, Frank . . .”

“Didn’t praise . . .”

“Frank!” Joe yelled. “I swear to Almighty God, open that goddamn hardheaded, idiotic brain led mouth one more time and I’m taking Danny’s staple gun and silencing your big ass. We can’t start yet because Jordan slash Texas town leader is not here.”

Frank waved off his hand. “Doesn’t matter, Start without them. They won’t know.”

“Yes we will.” The older man, near sixty, said as he entered.

“I guess they will.” Frank shrugged.

“I’m sorry.” The older gentleman ran his fingers through his tossed gray hair. “I’m sorry I’m late. The transport driver got lost.”

Joe blinked slowly. “He got lost? How? Never mind, this is Beginnings. Have a seat.” Joe indicated. “Wait, who are you?”

“Oh.” He paused before lowering in the chair to the right of Hal. “Will. Will Biggles.”

Frank snickered.

Joe looked at Frank then back to Will. “Mr.?”

“Biggles. Will Biggles.”

Frank snickered. Hal grumbled.

Do-do-do-do-do.

“Robert,” Joe warned.

Pretty confused, Will glanced around then sat down. “Representing Jordan, Texas town.”

“Good.” Joe adjusted in his seat. “Then we can start. Henry, ready?”

“Yeah, Joe.” Henry held the pen.

“Ok, in attendance . . .”

“Hold on,” Henry interrupted. “I just want to make sure I don’t miss anything,” He laid a tape player on the table. “Go.”

“Thank you,” Joe continued. “In attendance, myself, Joe Slagel, Council Danny Hoi and Elliott Ryder, Beginnings Security . . .” Joe grumbled. “Frank. Medical and law, Jason Godrichson, The UWA, Hal Slagel, and representing Jordan, Texas Town is William . . .”

“No.” Will interrupted. “Not William, just Will.”

Joe nodded. “Will Biggles.”

Frank snickered.

“What!” Joe slammed his hand. “What is so goddamn funny?”

“His name,” Frank replied. “Will Biggles. Dill Pickles.”

Everyone groaned.

Frank continued, “No problem, everything seems kosher about him.” Frank laughed at his own humor.

Joe just stared then learned to Hal. “Bet me somewhere, somehow, down the line, Frank just confused himself.” Joe sat up. “All right, let it go on record that Mr. Biggles, no laughing Frank, is filling in for Mr. Baydee.”

“Correction,” Will spoke up. “I’m the new representation or so called leader.”

“Of Jordan?” Joe asked. “When the hell did this happen?”

“Three days ago,” Will answered. “I was elected by popular vote.”

“Well, for crying out loud, you goddamn people live under my province. You have to let me know about power changes,” Joe said with annoyance. “Hello!”

“Hello,” Frank whispered out.

Joe groaned.

Will nodded. “Sorry.”

“Aside from me needing kept abreast of those things, History has to keep tabs. All right, put down that Mr. Baydee resigned.” He saw Will shake his head. Joe lowered his pencil and rubbed his eyes. “Mr. Baydee didn’t resign?”

“No.”

“He was asked to step down, perhaps?” Joe questioned.

“No. He’s dead.”

Joe’s pencil flew across the table. “He died!”

“Four days ago, yes. He killed himself.”

“What!” Joe blasted. “The leader of your community kills himself and you fail to let us know!”

“We were embarrassed.”

“I don’t give a shit,” Joe argued. “You need to tell us all these things, you hear me. We keep records. Now . . .” Joe calmed himself. “Is there anyone else in Texas Town who died that you need to tell us about?”

Will paused to think. “No, just Mr. Baydee.”

“Good.” Joe took the pencil Hal gave to him.

Hal grinned.

“What? What’s so funny?”“

”Nothing.” Hal said.

Do-do-do-do-do.

“Robert.”

“Sorry, Dad.”

Joe exhaled. “All right, let’s start. Who wants to begin?”

Frank raised his hands, staring at his notepad. “I think the Jewish guy should go first.”

Hal leaned to Joe, “You know, Father, a lot of problems can be eliminated if we just exclude him from the meetings.”

Joe waved Hal off. “Frank . . .”

Softly Hal sang out, “Mistake.”

Joe ignored Hal. “Frank, what Jewish guy?”

“Him.” Frank pointed to Will. “Dill Pickles.”

“Well,” Hal sat back. “I guess he confused himself sooner than we thought.”

“Biggles,” Will corrected.

“Whatever,” Frank shrugged.

“Frank.” Joe stayed relatively reasonable. “His name is not Dill Pickles. It’s Will Biggles. Where do you get he’s Jewish?”

“His name, Pickles. Kosher . . . Jewish,” Frank answered nonchalantly.

Silently, Hal did a dramatic chuckle and wheezed out an ‘ah, yes, I saw that one coming’.

“Hal,” Joe warned.

Do-do-do-do-do.

“Robert.”

“Sorry.”

“Frank.” Joe focused on him. “His last name is Biggles. That is not a Jewish name.”

“Yeah, but Dad, just because his last name isn’t a type of name, doesn’t mean the person isn’t that nationality.”

“True.” Joe nodded. “But you said he was Jewish.”

“Yes, I did, because of his name.”

“But his name is not Pickles. It’s Biggles. Biggles is not Jewish, therefore you have no basis for calling the man Jewish.”

“What if he is?”

Joe looked at Hal. “I’m killing him.”

“I mean . . .” Frank continued. “You can’t tell by a person’s name. Look at Ryder. His name is German or something like that and he looks Hispanic.”

“True,” Joe said.

“And Danny Hoi,” Frank explained. “We assumed, for how long, that he was Chinese when actually he’s Polish.”

Elliott fluttered out a laugh.

Hal lifted his hand. “I can’t.” He shook his head.

“Sit,” Joe ordered. “Frank, why would you even think Danny is Polish?”

Frank pointed to Danny.

“You told him?” Joe asked then grumbled when Danny nodded. “Asshole.” He returned to Frank. “So we can end this nationality conversation? Biggles is not Jewish.”

“Actually, I am,” Will said.

“Ha!” Frank shouted loud. “I know it! Ha!”

Whining, Joe placed his face in his hands.

Hal patted his father on the back. “Odds are in your favor that you’ll win the argument on Danny not being Polish.”

“He said he is,” Frank said calmly and ‘know it all’ like.

Joe slid his hands down his face, dragging his eyes. “Goddamn it Frank. Danny is not Polish.’

“Dad. he said.”

Joe blasted, “I don’t care what . . .”

Do-do-do-do-do.

“Robert!” Joe screamed. “Knock it the hell off.”

“Dad!” Frank hurried to Robbie’s defense. “You can’t yell at him about his arm. That’s like so wrong. He can’t help that he makes noise when he moves it. It’s a disability.”

Joe close his eyes. “Oh my God. Why? Why? Why?”

Frank shrugged. “Asked Danny. He did it.”

Everyone at the table moaned.

Will spoke up, “Perhaps a calming moment is needed. Perhaps we should all join in a prayer.”

Joe glanced at him. “Perhaps not.”

“Perhaps!” Frank lifted a finger. “Perhaps, ‘perhaps’, should be my new word. It has class. Perhaps it will be.”

“Dear God,” Hal gasped. “He’s a mental patient and a six year old trapped in an aging mutant body.”

“Fuck you, Hal.”

“Boys.”

“Fuck you, Frank.”

“Boys!” Joe tried harder. “Enough.”

Do-do-do-do-do.

Joe tossed his hands up. “I quit.” His head dropped down to the table’s surface. “I . . . quit.”

^^^^^

Had Jess Boyens been a hemorrhoid sufferer he surely would have been in agony. Then again, he didn’t need to have varicosity conditions of the lower region to feel the pain of one extremely bumpy ride, well, at least the last portion of the ride from Georgia to Florida.

Jess truly believed with all the so-called progress the Society made in rebuilding, surely they would have included road conditions in there. But as the private in the Jeep explained, interstate travel was pretty much minimal. Most states were self sufficient in what they did and the only cross communication-as far as with soldiers went-was with transfer of workers. Other than that, they kept to themselves and did the jobs dictated to that state. Railways were used most often and a pseudo metro road was built as a quick direct connection. Jess supposed the two-hour smooth section of road was the extent of the ‘big’ metro line.

Jess was almost there. The humidity picked up tremendously. As if the weather everywhere wasn’t warm enough for the time of year, Florida was a painful reminder of the sinus problems Jess thought he had lost multitudes of years earlier.

After seeing the remnants of a once highway sign, Jess checked out his watch. It couldn’t be too much longer. He was there to be a part of the southern division, to conduct a search for Johnny, and to get to know and work closer, per George, with James.

James, by no choice of his own and actually by default because Bertha moved up, was named commander of the southern region. What exactly James’s ranking was within the Society, Jess didn’t know at first,. After numerous insisting comebacks from James that he was a general, Jess found out that James was actually a Level C-9 Sergeant, he highest ranking a soldier could receive within the Society. He was up there in ranking with Bertha and the former Society, now defector, Doyle.

The southern Division ran from South Carolina down to Florida. Headquarters were recently moved and relocated to St. Augustine. Officially, to the Society, the move was reportedly done for ‘safety’ purposes for staff and records. It was kept a small distance away from any military training or engineering, just in case there was hostile defector aggressions.

Just in case.

That was the reason given to the Society and approved.

However, James openly admitted that he chose St. Augustine because it was a really cool city.

Jess had to admit that it looked it. He took in the recently refurnished older town.

There was no activity at all on the streets. Then again, only the residencies were there. Most men were working or training at that particular hour of the day so it would only go to figure no one would be around.

James was to be waiting somewhere in St. Augustine for Jess. He was not going out into the field at all.

While driving, Jess had the weirdest thought.

‘What? Am I in Beginnings?’ It struck Jess the second he felt the Jeep slow down for a lone soldier standing in the street with a stop sign. Jess shifted his eyes to the driver.

“Why are we stopping?” Jess asked.

The soldier pointed to the stop sign. “Signal.”

“It’s a sign.”

“We have traffic laws in St. Augustine.”

After a few seconds, the soldier turned the sign to ‘go’

Jess chuckled then his head cocked up. “Is that gun fire I hear?”

“Yes.”

“I thought there wasn’t any training in St. Augustine.”

“Well, for today, commander has special training. He is overseeing a special secret vital emergency training session with his close staff. It’s supposed to be very important but he’s having it here because he wants to be close-by when you arrive.”

“Understandable. Where is the training?”

“On the beach.”

A single sniff told Jess the beach wasn’t that far. In fact he could see it in the distance. The salt air was a predominant smell that hadn’t crossed his nostrils in so long. He felt them moving closer and then Jess felt them stop again, this time before a three-man Society soldier barricade.

“What now?” Jess asked the driver.

“This is where I let you off. I’m not authorized to be anywhere near or to witness the special vital secret training session.”

“Why is that?” Jess questioned.

Almost as if it were a dumb thing to ask, the driver let out a slight huff. “It’s a special vital secret training session.”

“Of course.” Jess began to get from the Jeep. He acknowledged the salute he received from the three guard soldiers. Reaching into the Jeep for his gear, the driver stopped him.

“I’ll take your bags to your quarters.”

“Thank you.” Jess placed on sunglasses. “Have a good day.” Widening the eyes that the driver couldn’t see, Jess walked toward where he heard the gunshots.

He wondered what kind of training it could be. Precision shooting, perhaps. Seeing how the shots were in no particular order, nor was there any rhyme or reason, something on an increasing skill level had to be what was going on.

Jess moved across the old style street to the boardwalk. Figuring he’d take a peek from the boardwalk onto the beach before embarking, Jess was shocked at what he saw.

Six men.

He assumed they were Society soldiers, only because he knew they were there. Obviously it wasn’t because they were in uniform, because the men were not.

A special vital secret training session.

One word came to Jess mind.

Hadley.

Not a single man out there wore a shirt. All of them wore bathing suits. One man laid semi-seated on a chaise lounge of sorts. Three men appeared to be boogie boarding and the last man was on the beach building a pretty impressive sand sculpture that from a distance looked a lot like Satan.

Jess walked down the steps to the beach. He chuckled. What he was witnessing reminded him more of what Frank and Robbie would call a special vital secret training session.

Just as he had that thought, he heard gunshots, three of them and then a voice.

“Jules,” someone shouted. “Your turn.”

“Sorry.” Wet and holding a boogie board, the man from the water ran only a short distance up the shore, lifted a rifle, fired it twice in the air, and then headed back to the water.

“Jess? That you?”

From watching the short board surfer, Jess turned to watch the man get out of the chaise lounge. Jess took off his sunglasses and placed them in his pocket as he walked to the man. “I’m Jess Boyens.”

He laughed an ornery chuckle that showed his pleasure and he extended his hand. “James. Most people call me Jim. We’ve been waiting for you.”

Jess shook hands. His head turned slightly to the side as he took in the sight of James. He was not at all what he expected, not at all. James was the same height as Jess, about six one. His hair was short, spiked, and darker blonde, almost borderline brown. It was splashed with gray especially around the temples, which was odd for his age of early thirties. He had a pair of blue eyes that sparkled in a manner Jess swore he had seen before. James had a bulk about him, not too heavy, not too thin. His face, oddly enough, was not even worn. “James.”

“James. Jim.” He shrugged. “Whatever. I’ve got a chair for you.” James pointed. “Want a beer?”

“Um, uh . . . sure. Why not” Jess laughed. “So this is special secret training.”

“Correction.” James held up a finger. “Special vital secret training.” He winked. “Have a seat.”

“Thanks.” Jess straddled the chair to sit.

“Why don’t you take off your clothes and join us.”

Jess hesitated. He laughed thinking to himself at that moment if James knew he was gay he wouldn’t have said that and that in turn made James’s invitation even funnier to Jess. “Nah,” Jess said. “I’m fine.” He took the beer. “Thanks. This will hit the spot.” He felt the bottle. “Cold.”

“Ice cold.” James pointed to the cooler and sat back down on the lounge chair. “You’re not gonna tell on us are you?”

“Who me? No,” Jess said.

“Because this is, kind of, sort of, for you.”

“I appreciate it. It was a long trip.”

“We figured as much,” James said. “That’s why we thought putting you to work right away would be dumb. I mean, how much are you going to absorb if you’re wiped out?”

“That’s true.” Jess took a drink from his beer and gasped in enjoyment. “Plus, you guys need a work day off too every once and a while.”

“Yes, we do.” James grabbed his beer from the sand.

“It’s not like you do this all the time,” Jess stated. “Right?”

With hesitation, James halted just as his beer closed in on his lips. “Nah.” He smiled. “Not at all.” He took a drink.

That was it. That was all it took. The look, the glance, the ornery grin James flashed as his mouth readied to take a drink. For as insane as the notion was, Jess knew the instant he saw James there was a familiarity about him and that look cinched it. There was definitely something about James that pulled at Jess. The only problem was Jess had no idea why that was.

^^^^^

It was a tour to end all tours. It was explained as such to those in attendance at the Council meeting that the tour was needed because Mr. Biggles hadn’t been in Beginnings at all and it would give him an idea of how things were run when they had the actual meeting. Plus it would give Andrea the time she needed to set up the refreshments. Of course, the tour never really extended past the main street area of town and to the warehouses. The real reason for the tour was to cool things down and get everyone in a frame of mind before they started. The opening fiasco had set a tone too out of control.

It went well, even though the tour wasn’t much. Then again, Frank’s comments about Warehouse Five and that being where Jason once died, aided in confusion Joe didn’t want.

They returned.

“Ah,” Joe said of the finger sandwich spread and the coffee amenities now placed nicely on the table instead of across the bar. “We can proceed.”

Will Biggles took his place. “Wonderful tour suggestion, Mr. Slagel.”

“Thank you.” Joe sat down.

Will turned to Hal. “Your questions helped make the tour even more informative Mr. Slagel Two.”

Hal grinned. “Thank you.”

“Wait,” Frank spoke up.

“Christ.” Joe closed his eyes.

“Wouldn’t I be Mr. Slagel Two? Or would I be Mr. Slagel One.” Frank looked up.

“Frank . . .” Joe tried to stop him.

“No, I would be Mr. Slagel Two. Dad’s Mr. Slagel One unless he doesn’t count.”

“Good God, Frank, he counts,” Hal snapped.

“Then I would be Two. You’d be Three.” Frank looked at Will. “I’m Mr. Slagel Two.”

Joe groaned.

Will looked surprised. “You . . . you are a Slagel?”

“Um, yeah.” Frank bobbed his head.

“You truly couldn’t know by looking at you,” Will stated.

“That’s because I look like my mother,” Frank replied.

“Oh, I see.”

“You do?” Frank asked.

“Do what?” Will questioned.

“See.”

“Frank.” Joe winced.

“See what?” Will asked.

Joe tossed the pencil.

Hal leaned into Joe. “Duct tape might work.

Frank continued his explanation to Will, “You see I look like my mother.”

“Oh,” Will understood. “Yes.”

“Wow. You knew my mother?”

“No.” Will shook his head.

“You said you saw the resemblance.”

“No, I said, ‘I see’, as in ‘I see’ meaning ‘I understand’. Understand.”

Frank looked confused.

Hal chuckled an airy laugh. “It’s like a circus act.”

“This isn’t a circus,” Joe stated. “Thanks for bringing that up. All right if we can continue on.”

“Oh!” Frank’s voice interrupted. “Yeah, I understand.”

“Frank,” Joe called out.

“Just one thing.” Frank lifted a finger. “I look like my mother but she wasn’t six three and hairy in case you were wondering.”

“Goddamn it, Frank!” Joe snapped. “Will you please knock off the stupid comments and just be quiet so we can have this goddamn meeting before tomorrow gets here.”

“But, Dad, I just didn’t want him to think that Mom . . .”

“Stop.” Joe lifted his hand. “He won’t. What the hell did you do, take a pill today? Christ on his throne, you’re worse than usual.”

Silence emerged from Frank.

“Good. Moving on,” Joe said. “All right. We’ll start with . . .”

“I didn’t take a pill.”

Everyone huffed.

“I don’t think. No. Go on.”

Joe just stared. “Ok . . .”

“Wait,” Henry spoke up. He picked up the recorder. “Go on. I forgot to press the button. Good thing Frank interrupted.

“Yeah, good thing,” Joe said sarcastically. “Now, we’ll . . .”

Do-do-do-do-do.

“Robert.” Joe exhaled and spoke rapidly. “We’ll start with Will Biggles. Will, give us the gist of your monthly report.”

Confused, Will glanced up. “What monthly report?”


CHAPTER NINE

An apologetic and whispered, ‘shit, sorry’ slipped from Ellen along with a grunt as she bent down to her office floor to pick something up. “I’m sorry, Dean. Go on.” She walked over to her desk. “I have to get it together,” she said as she sat down and faced Dean.

Dean peered up from his piece of paper. “Can we just . . . can we just talk?”

“We are.” Ellen rocked back.

“No, you know what I’m talking about. Just talk.”

“Dean, you’re in Containment,” Ellen stated. “I have to treat you like a resident. Right now, you should be grateful. I’m already doing something I shouldn’t. In fact, I wouldn’t if Frank didn’t ask me to fill in for his therapy.”

“Where is Frank?” Dean asked.

“Strategy meeting.”

“Still?”

“Yes, can you believe it? When Frank called, he said they were hung up.”

Dean shook his head. “They must be discussing some important issues.”

“I’m guessing they are. Now . . .” Ellen tapped her desk. “Continue.”

“El, we’ve been doing this for . . .”

“Twenty minutes. That’s all.” She clipped his sentence. “Frank stated one hour. So . . .go on.”

“Fine.” Dean huffed out, picked up his pencil, ran his fingers through is hair, and took a courage breath as he read. “Misha is . . . Misha is . . .”

“Go on,” Ellen encouraged. “You’ve been trying this for a while. You can do it.”

“Misha is . . .” Dean grunted.

“Dean, you did the first one. You can do this one.”

“Yes, I can.” Dean nodded. “Misha is . . .” He exhaled. “Misha is wonderful.”

A click, shift, and ‘whap’ caused Dean to scream when the suction cup dart sailed from the close-range toy gun and pelted him in the forehead.

Ellen smiled holding the toy. “Again.”

“Misha is . . . Misha is a goddess.”

Whap.

“Ow.”

“Again,” Ellen ordered.

“Misha is . . .”

Whap!

“Hey!” Dean screamed. “Misha is a bitch!” He rubbed his head.

“Excellent.” Ellen smiled. “I still have two left. Last time I went through my five darts. We’re making progress.”

“We are, aren’t we? Do I have a mark?”

Ellen lookedat the red welt on Dean’s head. “No, not at all.”

“Good.”

Ellen turned her head to the knock. “Come in.”

“Sorry, I’m late.” Richie walked inside. “I got held up at Mechanics.”

“That’s Okay, you’re forgiven.” Ellen stood up. “I had to pull you in early anyhow.”

“El?” Dean asked. “Where are you going?”

“I have to leave.”

“But you have to be here until three,” Dean said.

“Not today,” Ellen responded. “I have to get to the clinic then head to New Bowman after I pick the kids up at school.”

“But our therapy?” Dean questioned.

Ellen pointed to Rich. “He’ll handle it.”

Richie tilted his head. “What therapy?”

Ellen gathered up her papers. “Frank has Dean on reverse brainwashing therapy. Three items a day.”

Richie whistled. “That sounds intense. Do we usually do that sort of thing?”

“We’ve never had any one brainwashed.”

Dean rolled his eyes. “I am here.”

Ellen waved out her hand. “Hush. Anyhow, Richie, Frank would do this, but he’s in an intense strategy meeting.”

“It must be intense, I can hear them yelling.” Richie pointed out with his thumb. “I’ll do this therapy, but what about the other things. We’re swamped, El. We’re still making mops.”

“I know. I know,” Ellen said almost frazzled. “But, another ten minutes.”

“Not a problem.” Richie walked to behind her desk and took her seat. “What do I do?”

“Oh!” Ellen stopped. “Almost made off with the main piece.” She handed him the toy gun and laid the darts down. “He is to recite what Frank has written on that sheet of paper which, by the way, are all negative statements about Misha and Josephine. If Dean fails to recite or he says something positive.”

“Shoot him?”

“Yep. Forehead shots. It should be easy. It’s close range.”

“Got it.” Richie nodded.

“I have to get out of here.” She paused by Dean and kissed him on the forehead. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“El.” Dean tried to stop her. “Don’t go.”

“I’ll see you tomorrow.” She smiled then shuffled quickly from the office.

“Well.” Richie leaned back in the chair. “This is Frank’s means of therapy.”

“Yeah.” Dean nodded.

“We’ll still do this therapy, but . . .” Richie stared at the gun. “No way will this work. This isn’t right, not at all.”

“No, it isn’t,” Dean agreed. “It isn’t right.” He put his views back down to his recital sheet.

“Nope. Now . . .” Richie set down the gun and opened the top drawer. “This . . .” He held up a rubber band. “Is right.” He pulled back the band.

Just as Dean raised his head to look, Richie flashed a grin, then after revving back that band as far as he could go, he released it.

“Ow!” Dean sprang up. “Son of a bitch.”

“That’ll work.” Richie reached into the drawer again. “Sit down, Dean.” He showed the fresh rubber band. “Recite.”


CHAPTER TEN

Unlit cigarette squeezed between his fingers, Joe rubbed his temples then adjusted his half square reading glasses. “All right.” He sniffed. “We’re making progress. Let’s see what we got before we move on to the biggies.” He lifted a sheet of paper. “In Doyle’s defector camp, they are fine with where they are for those that will be utilized. However, we agreed to expedite more housing and bring the camp closer to New Bowman. Jordan slash Texas Town, they wish to have more frequent visits from qualified medical staff. Approved but pending Andrea’s approval based on need.”

Will raised his hand. “It is cold and flu season.”

“It’s cold and flu season everywhere,” Joe continued. “Jordan wants to instill and enforce a ten p.m. curfew for their town. Approved . . . So, Hal, Frank keep your men out of there.”

“But, Dad . . .” Frank said. “In my men’s defense, they have that video amusement . . .”

“Keep them out,” Joe ordered.

“Okay.” Frank shrugged.

“Continuing,” Joe read. “Jordan wants a no work day for Sunday.” He dropped his voice to a mumble. “Not that you people are doing anything yet, but . . ,.” He pushed the sheet aside. “Approved. Now . . .” He pulled forth another sheet. “Hal, what do you have?”

“Nothing.” Hal shook his head. “Bowman is content.”

Frank rolled his eyes. “You suck.”

“Frank,” Joe called out. “Bowman is fine. Now, Christ, Beginnings. Medical. Jason.”

“The medical community only has one request,” Jason said. “During the brief periods when we are short staffed, we’d like for people not to bombard the clinic for unnecessary visits. We all know it’s cold and flu season, but it’s not the plague. Can we issue a community notice in a means other than the Joe Board?”

“Arguments?” Joe looked around. “Okay, none. Approved. Work on how you want that to get out. Next, Inter-community relations, Elliott.”

“Three things, Mr. Slagel.” Elliott lifted a sheet. “The first is, I know that we have had the standing Social Hall hours, but again the request was made that the Hall be open after hours to those who work the night shift. I know you’ve tried it before, but they’d like you to try it again.”

“Arguments?” Joe asked. He received none. “Approved. What else?”

“Distribution workers realize the need has been increased, but they don’t feel that their hours should be increased so much. Four more workers there would be sufficient.”

Joe waited for argument. “Approved. Last?”

“A late night Dan Tram from Bowman to Beginnings.” Elliott set the sheet aside.

“Danny will have to see what he can do on that.” Joe looked to Danny. “While we’re on you, what do you have?”

“Ironically enough,” Danny said, “something that goes along with Elliott’s request. Henry and I have been working on it and feel we have perfected a small solar energy propeller. We want to get permission to produce them and use them as a means to power cars. The cars would eliminate the need for mass transformation and make people’s lives easier for when they have to go back and forth.”

“We have vehicles,” Joe rebutted.

“Oh sure we do,” Danny replied. “And fuel consumption is good since we converted the engines and injection systems to work off of grain alcohol, but we think giving people their own transportation would be the way to go. The cars would only be mobile during day light hours. The reserve pool would provide enough power for ten minutes but that’s it.”

Frank spoke up, “Opposed. Opposed big time.”

Joe looked at him. “Why?”

“We don’t need cars,” Frank argued calmly. “I like the idea of the only vehicles that enter the main community of Bowman or Beginnings being authorized vehicles. These people are all responsible drivers and know their limitations. Bowman uses fuckin horses to get about their town. We want people to get about. Give them fuckin horses.”

“Whoa.” Joe raised his eyes. “You really are opposed.”

“Hell yeah,” Frank came back. “I for one don’t want to deal with traffic and most important, our people, Bowman’s people, our kids . . . they walk the streets freely. No problems. No worries. I don’t want to even take the chance that one of our kids crosses without looking. We don’t have that problem now because our road rules are, you drive, you watch out for people, not the other way around. I’ll only not oppose if the vehicles are used for the main strip travel between Bowman and Beginnings.”

Hal lifted his hand. “I agree with Frank.”

Joe nodded. “I do too. Danny, great idea, I’m sure we can use it but not for public use. Okay?”

Danny nodded. “That’s all I have, Joe.”

“Good,” Joe moved the paper. “Frank?”

“Nothing in Security,” Frank answered.

Joe sighed a realization ‘ah’. “We really are making progress.”

“But I do have one thing.” Frank raised his hand. “I’d like Council to approve for me to investigate the Dean thing.”

“The Dean thing” Joe asked.

“The Dean thing.”

Hal interjected snide. “The . . . Dean thing. You know, Father.”

“Hal,” Joe groaned. “What are you talking about, Frank?”

“You know, like Hal said, the Dean thing.” Frank pointed to his temple.

Finally understanding, Joe nodded. “All right, what are you proposing?”

“I want to investigate it and find out who’s responsible because if the note you got is right, someone did it intentionally. I know we don’t have any laws against zapping someone’s chip, but it’s has to fall into a crime somewhere. So I want to investigate, find out for sure who did it, and then present them to Council to handle.”

“I’ll agree,” Joe stated. “Do you have someone in mind?”

Frank held up two fingers. “I’ve done some looking into it and have reason to believe Ben and Todd might be behind it somewhere.”

Hal stared curiously. “Mr. and Mrs. from Fabrics?”

“The one and only,” Frank answered.

“Could they?” Hal asked.

“Not by themselves. They had help and I intend to find that out.”

“Arguments?” Joe asked around. “Okay, none. You got It, Frank. Do what you need to do.”

“Do I have permission to interrogate?”

“Ben and Todd?” Joe asked then shrugged. “Sure, why not?”

“Thanks.”

Gathering up the stack of requests, approved and denied, Joe set them to the side. “Now, before we let every Tom, Dick, and Harry in here to speak . . .” Joe saw Frank’s hand raised. “What?”

“Do we have a Harry in Beginnings?”

Joe closed his eyes.

Will spoke up, “We have a Harry in Jordan.”

“Must be him,” Frank said, “Thanks.”

Joe grunted. “Getting on. Before they speak, I’d like to address something I feel is important and present it to you, not for an immediate solution, but suggestions. Hal has the situation and I’m sure he has suggestions as well. Hal.”

Hal stood up.

Frank rolled his eyes. “Great. He’s standing. Will Andrea bring dinner in?”

Passively, Hal patted Frank on the shoulder “Relax, big brother. You’ll like this.” Hal walked about as he spoke. “Basically, we still have close to two hundred Society soldiers roaming about our side of the country, leftovers you may call them, from . . . the game. My scouts have been tailing them. It seems like they are branching off. Spies, perhaps. We don’t know. We do know that they can’t possibly be stupid enough to think of an attack.”

Joe interceded, “Unless George left them here on purpose. What do you propose, Hal?”

“I say we watch them for a bit. Since they are branching off, they are making smaller, easier camps. I say when they reach a certain circumference near us, take them out. If they look as if they are setting up a base camp, we take them out.’

“So . . .” Frank lifted his hand. “You’re suggesting we just take them out.”

Hal hesitated then answered, “Yes.”

“I’m in. Two hundred? You and me could do that alone.”

Do-do-do-do. Robbie spoke up. “Count me in too.”

“Next,” Hal continued. “We now have a grand total of twenty-five base Society camps close in proximity and lining up all along the border between the UWA and Society. I want to move in matching camps, at a distance, and watch them. Then . . . move them.”

“Remove them?” Joe asked. “Attack the camps?”

“Yes,” Hal answered.

“On what reason?”

“They’re too close. They are setting up like a front line, a front line we can’t have.”

“So you want us to set up a front line,” Joe questioned. “How do you know there aren’t just border camps?”

“Please.” Hal scoffed. “You know what George is going to do.”

“He’s showed no indication.”

“Yet.”

“He will.”

“Goddamn right he will after we take out his camps,” Joe argued. “We’re in a peace time.”

“Your passive attitude can be dangerous.”

“So is your violent one.”

“Violent?” Hal argued. “I am far from violent. I am speaking what we all are thinking.”

“Hal, I will agree that I don’t think that George is going to sit idly by and let us live here forever, not without trying to get us out, but I don’t see it coming. Not yet. Not for a while. We’re too strong and they aren’t making their move until they know exactly what our strength is.”

“Oh, I whole heartedly agree.”

“So you just want to watch and not do anything yet?” Joe asked.

“Exactly. Watch and then by spring, we move.”

“What!” Joe lasted in shock. “That’s not a while, Hal.”

“It’s now or never. You knew well what the UWA fight was. We fully intend to see it through.”

“And we fully intend to back your efforts when the time is warranted. You are proposing we set up front lines and take them out.”

“No.” Hal shook his head and leaned into the table. “I don’t just want to form a front line and take them out. I want to form a front line and move that line all the way across the goddamn country until we . . .  take it back.”

“War,” Joe whispered out.

“Yes!” Frank clenched his fist.

“Frank.” Joe rubbed his eyes. “You want to start the war.”

“The Society had already done so,” Hal rebutted. “Over and over they have done so. Right now, where we stand, even at a fraction of their manpower, we have the strength and will to take this country back. Without too much loss of life, because I can almost promise their men will join us.”

Joe lifted his hand to halt Hal. “I hear you. This country needs to be free again, but on this side, we aren’t all soldiers. Okay? We have civilians. Civilians who are going to argue and won’t understand, low loss of life or not, they won’t understand the death. They won’t understand why we are just attacking the Society. Why we are starting the war.”

“We explain it.”

Joe chuckled. “It won’t be that easy. What you want to do is a blatant declaration of a war that once it starts will not end until, like checkers, one side conquers the other. The people, the civilians, no matter how small of a percentage compared to soldiers on our side, are still people. We have women and children whose husbands and fathers will fight and will die. They feel they live in peace. You can’t just go and tell them, ‘well, people, it’s time’. They won’t accept that, Hal. If they won’t accept that, your will and strength behind the guns will not be there a hundred percent.”

“Then we’ll get it there,” Hal said.

“How?” Joe asked. “You tell me how and I’ll agree. We’ll all agree.”

In Hal’s loss for words, in his fight to spew forth a resolution, Frank quietly entered the conversation.

Frank’s words were spoken as if he was focused on something else and he was, a small map on the table. He drew a circle over and over on the map as he talked.. “I don’t think we’ll have to do anything. The Society will give our people all the reason they need to accept that we go to war against the Society. George is stupid, George is lame, and George will think without planning,. He’ll do something, and we can jump on that.”

Joe looked at Frank. “We’d need a very strong reason to cross the lines and invade that side of the country.”

“He’ll give it and soon. Trust me,” Frank spoke quietly.

Curious, Hal glanced at Frank. “Your tone speaks as if you know exactly what that will be.”

“Oh, I do.” Frank’s hand tapped on a map. “So do you, all of you. You just didn’t think of it yet. I did.”

“Well, do you care to share?” Joe asked crassly.

“Absolutely.” Frank smiled. “Doyle’s out of there. Doyle’s exposed so now they are exposed. Knowing that they are discovered, how long do you think George is going to let them sit?”

Joe shook his head. “What are you talking about?”

“George’s mistake. The deceleration of war we need.” Frank lifted his pen and pushed the map center of the table. “Lodi.”

^^^^

“Lodi.” George’s hand lay on a map that hung on the wall as he faced a table full of advisors. “Lodi’s been there for a while. People have been living there since post plague. They have not been trouble, or at least from reports because . . . if they were . . . Sgt. Doyle hid it, just like he hid their presence from us. Anyhow . . .” George walked to the table. “Our messenger should be there shortly. He will ask to set up a meeting between me and their leader. While doing so, he will get as much info about Lodi as he can because basically, we know nothing.”

Steward Lange raised his hand. “Are you asking Lodi to join our fight?”

“Absolutely,” George stated. “From initial view they have accumulate quite a bit of men. Men, no women. During my meeting with Lodi I will give them all the perks of being part of the Society. I will give this leader some authority so there is no resistance from his men. I would like nothing more than to wipe them out but Callahan suggests that wouldn’t be a good idea when we are trying to build moral with our men to take on Beginnings. So, we approach them. We offer them. We let them know they are perched on our side of the country. If they turn us down, we give them time to pack up and leave. If they don’t . . . then without hesitation, when time is up . . . we wipe them out.”

^^^^

Jess watched the coffee being poured from the carafe into his coffee cup by a thin man dressed in a waiter garb. With a slight chuckle, Jess nodded a ‘thanks’ then looked across the two seat table to James. James sipped his coffee. The wind from the ocean blew slightly as they enjoyed their outdoor café style seating.

“James, was that man a waiter or is he a soldier in costume.”

“I gave him a choice.” James shrugged. “He wanted to do the waiter stuff so I gave him the opportunity. What do you think?”

‘Of the waiter?”

“This.” James held out his hand.

“You cleaned it up.”

“One of three,” James said. “We have a really good cook who does what he can with what we have. That’s where your reception is tonight. But right now, we serve more of a pre-fabbed lunch that the cook brings here.”

“How often do you have lunch here?” Jess asked.

“Every day,” James said. “I’m the commander. The Society gives me a ‘class’ ranking, so I abuse it.” He chuckled. “Did you like how we refurbished the museums and stuff?’

“Why?”

“Moral. So our men have something to do after training.”

“How many men live here?”

“Just the uppers,” James answered, “Corporals, Sergeants and so forth. Enlisted men live in a small community about four miles from here. They live with the workers. You know, farmers, rail movers.”

“So this is for the elite.”

James laughed. “Yeah, it’s fun. And you, my new friend, are part of the elite.”

“I don’t think of it that way.”

“Neither did I until I saw how much I got away with.”

“How . . . how did you get in the position you are in?”

“Work ethics I guess. That’s has to be it. It’s not like I know much about the Society other than what is in my own world right down here.”

“I find that hard to believe.”

“I suppose I could ask.” James shrugged. “But why? Why give myself more worries, more headaches. I do what I do and that’s it. Look at you. You seem stressed.”

“I do not,” Jess defended with a snicker.

“Yeah you do. Why? Look at all you do. You were running things for a while up there while Hadley was somewhere doing something I don’t want to know about. You are now down here searching for some bogus defector camp.”

“Why do you say that? Hadley believes . . .”

“Hadley doesn’t have the gut instinct I have. I come from a long line of family members with a good instinct. But hey, that gives you something to do, right? Then you stay. Of course I thought they had you on the ‘Starter’ problem.”

“Ex . . . excuse me?” Jess asked.

“That place. You know where the other side is.”

“Oh.” Jess laughed. “Beginnings.”

“Yeah. That’s it. You know all about that. All I know is we have people on the other side of the country opposing the rebuilding of the United States and the way of freedom.” James looked curiously at Jess when Jess choked on his coffee. “What?”

“Nothing.” He cleared his throat. “It just strikes me as odd that you . . .” Jess stopped. He smiled brightly. Puzzled solved or so he thought. George didn’t want Jess to say anything about Beginnings. That was it. Jess had been kicking himself the entire trip wondering what the hell Jess knew that he wasn’t suppose to open his mouth about.

“Jess? Finish your sentence.”

“Oh.” He snapped out of it. “It strikes me as odd . . .” He stared at James. “That you aren’t worn.”

“What?” James laughed.

“Worn. Yeah.” Jess nodded. “Why don’t you appear apocalyptically worn? All of us do in a way, living in the hard world after the plague.”

“That’s because I didn’t.”

“What?”

“I was cryogenically frozen about four days before the plague.”

“No way.” Jess sat back. “Really?”

“Really.”

“How did you get picked?”

“They said it was a lottery. In fact, I had no idea that I was getting cryogenically frozen to be preserved to work after a plague,” James explained. “They told me I was needed for an experiment and would be heavily compensated afterward. I guess my compensation ended up being luck and life.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, I’m alive, right? I was very fortunate to have been scheduled for the experiment just before the plague. That’s luck. That’s real luck. Imagine if the experiment ended right before the plague. “James whistled. “I probably would have died.”

“Wow,” Jess said, less than enthused. “So you were just a temporary test subject who inadvertently happened to be locked in a safe place for . . .”

“Six years. It was six years post plague that I came out. I almost died then but they gave me a serum.”

“You don’t think they preserved you on purpose.”

James scoffed, “What? No one knew about the plague. That was not planned. Besides, who am I? I’m a flunky. I am subject number. . .” James tossed a napkin, “CSSAP56764.” He pulled down the collar to his tee-shirt then separated some of the chest hairs just below the collar bone and exposed a tattoo. “My mark forever. My name, because when I went in, I had to turn over anything and everything that gave away my identity. I guess we were top secret.”

“I guess. So what happened when you woke up?”

“After I got well, I searched out my belongings which were nowhere to be found. My keys to my house, you name it, were not there. So I had to hoof it.”

“With no problem from the Society?” Jess asked.

“None. I was adamant about seeing for myself that my family was alive or gone. I didn’t care that they said over ninety-nine percent was gone. I didn’t care. So I went home for my wife.”

“And?”

“I didn’t have to look too far,” James said sadly. “She was in bed, or her body was.”

“Then what did you do? Did you have other family?”

“Fuck yeah,” James said, “I packed up what I could in a good old fashion huge green duffle bag. Clothes, pictures, everything and I took off. I headed north. First stop, the family home where I grew up. I thought for sure if someone survived, evidence would be there. I knew there would be . . . but nothing.”

“Then you came back?”

James lifted a finger. “Not yet. I still had one place left, one place within traveling distance to go to. If no one from my family was there, then I knew chances were slim that any of them survived. So I head even further north to a small town. I had nieces and nephews and a sister there, but when I got about fifty or so miles from there, I ran into Society solders. They had already cleared out the town. They even had mementoes. But there were no people.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Yeah.” James sniffed then cleared his throat. “So am I, but enough of me. I hope I didn’t bore you with all this shit.

“Are you kidding?” Jess asked. “Not at all. I feel like I’m talking to an old friend.”

“Really?” James asked in a quirky way. “Why’s that. We just met.”

“The phone calls maybe, who know, but there’s something really familiar about you. I can’t put my finger on it, but I will. “Jess smiled. “I will.”

^^^^

“It seems kinda odd,” Johnny said quietly as his hand bushed across the tip of the picture frame that set on the dining room table in front of Mike.

“What does?”

“This is the first time I saw a picture of her in the house. Then again, it’s the first time I saw a picture of your wife.”

“I have them,” Mike stated, “in my room.”

“Was it all the women, Mike?” Johnny asked. “Were they all killed in the attack?”

Mike nodded. “And the kids, except Tigger because he was small enough to hide. But when we were raided by those Savages, they got the women and kids. I know it had to cross your mind why there were no women or kids. That’s why. We aren’t Beginnings or that other town.”

“I thought maybe you were like Bowman and my Uncle Hal. I was beginning to wonder where the House of Lesbians was.”

“Excuse me?”

“My Uncle Hal leads the UWA. His town has women, but he keeps them in a safe house, or rather did. They are starting to get out now, but forever they were locked away safe. They were treated like royalty.”

“He’s smart.”

“I don’t know how smart he would be classified. The women turned lesbian.”

“For real?”

“Yep.” Johnny nodded with a smile. “May I?” He asked of the picture.

“Sure.” Mike slid it to him. “Before I put it back.”

“She reminds me of someone I know from home.”

“Really? Who?”

The knock at the door interrupted them.

Mike stood up. “I’ll be back.” He walked to, then opened the front door. “Hey, Buzz, what’s up?”

“We’ve got a visitor at the front,” Buzz said with some concern.

“Can you handle it?”

“He asked for you. Not specifically, but asked to speak to the leader.”

“Who the hell cares? Just tell him I’ll get to him later.”

“He’s not staying.”

“What?”

“He’s not a straggler. He’s a messenger.”

“A messenger?” Mike questioned. “What the fuck kind of messenger?”

“One we may not want,” Buzz explained. “He’s a messenger from . . . the Society.”


CHAPTER ELEVEN

“Spare me, Ellen,” Hal opened up the truck door. “Of your poorly sung rendition of a hundred bottles of beer on the wall.” He walked over this his side of the truck.

After gasping in offense, Ellen climbed into the truck, dragging her duffle bag with her. “I’m telling Frank you’re insulting my singing. It’s only a ten mile trip, Hal. Then again, with the way you drive, it is a long leisurely vacation.”

Hal merely turned his head to her as he adjusted himself. “And what is that bag doing there?”

“Though you wear the same clothes every day, it doesn’t mean I do. It’s my change of clothes. I’m staying in Bowman tonight.”

“Can we not insult me? I meant the bag should be in the back. We need room for Elliott.”

“Elliott’s coming with us. Oh good!”

Hal mocked, “Oh good.”

“I’m telling Frank you’re mocking me.  I just thought the meeting was running even later.”

“No, they’ve finished so move over.”

“Only if you promise not to cop a feel when you shift gears.”

“Is one of my brothers responsible for the gutter insinuations that are coming from that mouth?”

“Why are you in such a pissy mood?”

“Pissy?” Hal asked.

“Pissy.”

“I am not pissy.”

“Yeah, you are and I’m telling Frank. It’s a good thing Elliot’s riding with us.”

“Yes, it is so put the bag in the back of the truck.”

“You’ve lost all chivalry. I will tell Frank about this.” Ellen shook her head and opened up the truck door. Fully planning on getting out then grabbing her bag somehow, Ellen’s body tried to accomplish both tasks at the same time. Her foot caught in bag handle and the other leg was out of the truck. Ellen got caught up and, knees and face first, fell straight out of the truck door,.

“Good God, Ellen.” Hal leaned over her way to help but stopped when he saw Elliott and Ellen down on the ground before him. “Hmm, you just have women falling all over you, don’t you?”

“Are you all right?” Elliott reached down.

“Yeah, fuckin Hal. It’s all his fault. I’m telling Frank,” Ellen groaned when she straightened up.

“How about making a list, Ellen?” Hal suggested. “That way it will make it easier on you when you tattle on me to my big brother.”

Ellen just spun and stared hard at Hal.

Elliott looked at them both. “Did I miss something?”

“Only Hal insulting me,” Ellen stated. ‘My singing. My bag. My . . .”

“Ellen!” Hal snapped. “Can we . . . just . . .” He faked smiled. “Move on, please, thank you.”

Ellen shook her head. “Pissy. Elliott, could you be chivalrous and toss my bag in the back.”

“Absolutely.”

Hal, gripping the steering wheel, rolled his eyes. He exhaled when he felt Ellen next to him.

“Why do you hate me today?”

“Why?” Hal looked at her. “Not you. Frank. Since you are the closest thing to Frank, I’ll take it out on you.”

“I’m telling.”

Hard, Hal looked at her. “Tell.”

“Captain,” Elliott intervened. “Maybe we should just . . .”

“Go? Yes.” Hal started the truck then reached for the gear shift,.

“Don’t cop a feel.”

Hal grunted, “Elliot, could you switch places?”

“Elliott lets you cop a feel?” Ellen asked.

Elliott snickered.

Hal got out of the truck. He walked around and opened Elliott’s door. “Drive.”

“I’ll drive,” Ellen suggested.

A big ‘no’ came from Hal and Elliott.

“Fine.” Ellen folded her arms. “Elliott, you drive. You can cop a feel.”

Hal scoffed as Elliott stepped out and he got in. “Please, Elliott cop a feel. If he shy about the picture, he certainly can’t cop a feel.”

“The picture?” Ellen asked.

Hal pointed to the driver’s door.

Ellen looked just as Elliott slid in. “What picture are you shy about?”

Elliott got back out of the truck.

^^^^^

A single stride step across Mike’s office and Lars was able to peek at the Society soldier who stood in the reception area of the former police station.

Lars whispered, “So he’s not here about Johnny?”

“Nope.” Mike shook his head.

“What then?”

“As he introduced, he’s a messenger from the Society.”

“A messenger?” Lars chuckled. “What? I know he can’t possible bring good tidings.”

“He brought a message from Hadley.”

“We expected this,” Lars stated. “Since Sgt. Doyle defected, we wondered how long it would be until the Society found out about us. So what does Hadley want?”

“To meet. He wants to meet and discus Lodi’s position.”

“Position? Position with the Society? Or position in the country?”

“I’m thinking both.”

“Ouch.”

“Ouch?”

“You know if you aren’t for the Society and working for the Society, he’s not going to want you on this side of the country. The Society is an awful big deliverer of pain.”

“I know this,” Mike said.

“So what are you going to do?” Lars asked.

“I know we aren’t joining the Society if that’s what he wants.”

“Then we’re moving the town.”

“I’m not . . .” Mike sounded confused. “I’m not quite sure . . . running away is the solution either.”

“It’s one or the other, Mike.”

Mike shook his head and sat down behind his desk. He stared at the documentation that the Society solder had given them then lifted a pen.

Lars watched him sign. “What are you doing?”

“Agreeing,”

“Agreeing to what?”

“Agreeing to make a decision.”

Lars rolled his eyes slightly. “I’m lost. We definitely aren’t joining the Society, right?”

“Right.”

“So we’re leaving Lodi.”

“I said I’m not so sure that’s an option.”

Lars hands went up. “Then what are you doing?”

“I’m thinking, thinking long and hard, but I better think fast because according to what I just signed.” Mike lifted the document. “Hadley shows up in five days.”

^^^^

Dean could smell the coffee before he even opened Ellen’s office door, coffee that was that fresh, with an aroma that strong could only signify one person.

Joe.

Dean smiled and walked in. “Hey, Joe,” Dean said with some relief, and checked out the two cups on the desk.

“Have a seat, Dean,” Joe indicated.

“It is so good to see you.” Dean sat down.

“You look like shit.”

“I feel like shit.”

“What happened to your head? Someone’s not beating you, are they?”

Dean rubbed his forehead. “No, it’s Frank therapy.”

“Oh.” Joe nodded. “Is it working?”

“I don’t know. Maybe. I don’t know.”

“So . . .” Joe leaned back. “I guess you’re wondering why I am here.”

“No, not at all. You came to check on me,” Dean said. “Of all people, I expected you to be the one who’s concerned. I’m fine. I really am. I want out but I’m fine.”

“Good to hear that but that isn’t why I’m here.”

“It isn’t.”

“No. I’m here about complaints.” Joe folded his hand. “We’ve had complaints about you.”

“From who!” Dean got defensive.

“Well, Dean, you name them. They all complained, except Ellen. She didn’t.”

“The residents are . . .”

“It isn’t just the residents.” Joe stated.

“Richie?”

Joe tilted his head. “Among others.”

“Who?’

“Anyone who comes in here.”

“That’s not fair, Joe. Come on, I’m stressed.”

“You are also to abide by the rules.”

“I want out,” Dean stated adamantly.

“You agreed to stay in here until Danny tuned up your chip or you overcame this, whichever comes first.”

“Well, how long until Danny tunes up my chip?”

“I asked him today. He said four more days.”

“What!” Dean scoffed. “He said four days, two days ago.”

“I’m willing to bet, two days from now he’ll still say four more days.”

“This sucks.” Dean tossed out his hand. “Well, I want out.”

Joe nodded. “Okay.”

“Okay? Just like that?”

“Just like that. You’re a disruption, Dean. An arrogant, smart ass disruption who believes he is above all help even though he was the one who said he needed it. But . . .” Joe stood up. “I’ll sign you out.”

“Thank you.” Dean stood as well.

“But from this moment on” Joe walked to the door. “You fuck up your life, you go half cocked with Misha, or you ruin what’s left of your relationship with Ellen, it’s on your head. In here, you may feel trapped, but you’re safe.” Joe opened the door. “Let’s go.”

“Wait.”

Joe smiled without Dean seeing. He wiped off the grin and turned around. “Yes?”

Dean exhaled and sat back down “Can I at least be productive if I stay?”

“This is mop making week, Dean.”

“Joe.”

Joe chuckled. “Productive how?”

“Tell Ellen to bring some notes in for me to work on, things I have been trying to do, theories. Consult on things. Let me do that.”

“Why aren’t you now?”

“Ellen said I couldn’t. She said that was the rules.”

“She’s lying.”

“Oh my God,” Dean said, shocked.

“I’ll speak to her.” Joe jingled the keys in his pockets. “Here’s what I’ll do for you. When I spoke to Danny, I told him that he had previously told me four days. He denied that. I asked him today during the meeting and we have him on tape. Four days from now, if he gives me shit, I’ll play the tape and make him do the tune up.”

Dean exhaled. “Thank you, Joe.”

“You’re welcome.” Joe opened the door. “Head on back to the activity. I heard it’s a good one.

Dean stood up and moved to the open door. “Oh, yeah, we’re breaking down the deep meaning of See Spot Run.”

“You have a wide open field of possibilities with that one.”

Dean chuckled. “Maybe.”

“How about I bring the twins by for a visit tomorrow before school?”

Dean paused. “I would love that.”

“I’ll do it.”

“I appreciate it, Joe.”

“You know, Dean . . . who knows, Maybe Frank’s therapy will work before that.”

“I don’t know.”

“If I were you, I’d try real hard and make it work.” Joe indicated to his own forehead. “And soon. At the rate them bruises are appearing on your head, after a few more days of Frank therapy, you may not even care if you leave this place.”

Dean kind of laughed at the comment as he headed back to the analytical session of ‘See Spot Run’. The bruises on his forehead were nothing compared to the bruises in his life. If it took Frank to literally beat the sense back into Dean’s head, Dean would do it. He had to, the faster the better. All he wanted to do was get out of the craziness world of Containment and back into the ludicrous world of Beginnings where he belonged.

^^^^

Robbie laughed. He really laughed. “Ok, wait. Wait.” He held up his hand as he sat on his bed in the clinic. He looked at Frank, then at the speaker on the table next to his bed. “I got one.”

“Hold on. We have to pour,” Frank said and lifted the bottle. He poured a shot’s worth of whiskey into each of the two shot glasses. “Hal, you pouring?”

“I’m pouring,” Hal responded, his voice carrying through the speaker.

“Don’t forget to clink,” Frank said. “You didn’t clink last time.”

“Frank.” Hal had question in his voice. “You aren’t drinking too are you?”

“Nope,” Frank answered quickly.

“Robbie? Is he?” Hal asked.

Robbie looked at Frank’s whiskey filled glass then he glanced at Frank. “No, Hal. Frank is drinking water.”

“Good,” Hal stated. “Now go on, tell your tale.”

“Ok.” His demeanor changed again and Robbie chuckled. “How about the time I was in high school and my band was playing? Jimmy was coming up and before he did, he kept boasting how he was playing in a band and getting good.”

Hal laughed. “I remember and you asked him to sit in.”

“Yeah. He was so happy when I asked.” Robbie chuckled. “I almost died when I found out what instrument he played.”

Frank joined in. “Robbie, you should have seen your face when Jimmy brought up the triangle to play.”

“Wait,” Hal interrupted. “Jimmy didn’t play the triangle.”

“Yeah, he did. He came up and made that ding-ding-ding.”

“No, he didn’t go ding-ding-ding.”

“Dong-dong-dong?” Frank quizzed.

“No!” Hal barked. “He didn’t go ding-ding-ding or dong-dong-dong. He went crash-crash-crash. Jimmy played the symbol.”

“Oh!” Frank said in revelation. “That’s right. Oh, well same difference.”

“What?” Hal snapped. “How is it the same difference?”

“Symbol. Triangle. They’re both shapes.”

“One is large and loud sounding; the other is small delicate.”

“Hey,” Frank snickered. “Like you and me. I’m large and you’re delicate.”

“And you’re an asshole. However, good story, Robbie. It’s worth a cheers,” Hal stated. “Cheers.”

Robbie raised his glass to Frank. They both clinked on the speaker phone and downed.

“What the hell is going on?” Joe blasted as he stepped in. “Are you drinking? Robbie, this is a goddamn clinic.”

Gasping from the alcohol, Robbie pointed to Frank. “It’s his fault.”

“My fault,” Frank admitted. “We’re celebrating. Blame Hal too, He suggested it.”

“I can’t blame Hal, Frank,” Joe said. “Hal’s not here.”

Frank pointed to the speaker phone. “It kind of looks like him. It’s square.”

Joe shook his head. “Hal, are you there?”

Nothing.

“Hal?”

Still nothing.

“Hal?” Joe waited then shrugged. “I can’t believe you tried to blame it on Hal.” Joe reached for the glass from Frank’s hand. “Give me that. Have some goddamn strength. What the hell’s the matter with you drinking?” Lightly he reached out and smacked Frank on the side of the head. “I’m putting a goddamn shoot to kill order out on your big ass the next time someone sees you drinking alcohol.”

Hal’s voice slipped through. “Frank? You said you weren’t drinking.”

Joe quickly looked at the speaker phone. “Hal, why didn’t you answer me?”

“I was in the bathroom,” Hal responded. “Frank? You said you weren’t drinking.”

“Yes, I did,” Frank stated.

“Then you lied,” Hal said.

“Yes, I did.” Frank nodded.

“Why? Why would you lie?”

“Um, Hal . . .” Frank held back a snicker “I’m an alcoholic. Why would you believe I wouldn’t be drinking?”

“One.” Hal responded. “Robbie said you weren’t. Two, I thought you quit.”

“I did,” Frank answered. “But I started again and I’ll quit. I will. Can we drop it?”

Hal grunted.

Joe pulled up a chair. “Yeah, let’s just drop it for a second. How ya doing, Robbie?”

“Good. I get out tomorrow. Andrea said I can use my arm for a limited time only.”

“Oh my God!” Frank blurted. “That’s not right. That’s just not right.”

Hal’s huff carried through. “I’m afraid to ask.”

“I’m not,” Joe said. “What’s not right, Frank?”

“He only has his arm for limited time. Robbie, did you argue to keep it?”

“Um, yeah,” Robbie answered innocently, “but they wouldn’t listen. Maybe you could plead my case.”

Frank nodded with a wink. “First thing tomorrow.”

“Christ,” Joe mumbled. “Anyhow, what are we celebrating?”

Robbie answered. “We’re doing Jimmy stories since it was just his birthday. We were toasting to him.”

“Yeah,” Frank added. “Plus, we have to because we don’t want his ghost to haunt us.”

“No we wouldn’t.” Joe shook his head. “But I’m glad all you boys are here.”

“Dad,” Frank interrupted. “Hal’s not here.”

“Frank,” Joe argued. “He is too. In the speaker phone.”

“Um, Dad?” Frank dropped his voice and spoke almost as if he were embarrassed for his father. “Hal’s in New Bowman He can’t fit in there.”

“Good God!” Hal gasped.

Robbie laughed.

“Come here,” Joe called Frank.

“What?”

“Closer,” Joe beckoned. “Come here.”

Frank leaned in. “What? Hey! OW!” He pulled back and rubbed his ear.

“Moron,” Joe griped. “Anyhow . . . I was thinking about something and I wanted to run it by you three. I want . . . I want us five, you boys, me, and Ellen to take a vacation, like the old days. Well, almost. Jimmy won’t be there. I want us to go somewhere alone for a couple of days. Soon. I want to. No planning. If we plan, things will go array. I just want us to spend some old fashion time together. We can reminisce, fight, whatever. Let’s do it.”

Robbie sadly looked up. “Dad, are you not telling us something?”

“No,” Joe spoke calmly. “Nothing I’m not saying. I just want to do this. I want to be with my family and my family only. No Beginnings problems, nothing. What do you say?” Joe looked at his sons, then the speaker phone. Their silence was not only long but reeked of an unwarranted sadness. “Boys, I promise you I’m not doing this as some sort of last time around thing. I just plain want to do this.” Joe waited. “Boys? One of you?”

^^^^

Hal’s finger traced the rim of the shot glass as his hand gripped the phone tightly to his ear. Swallowing hard, Hal heard his father’s words, but he also heard behind them. Something was prompting his father to do the vacation and that something was definitely not a strong desire for alone time with his kids. Did Joe really know something or was it just a unconscious premonition? Whatever the reason was, Hal knew and felt that this vacation would not only be the first one in a long while but more than likely, the last one he would ever take as a family with his father.

Hal exhaled when he heard Frank break the silence first. An enthusiastic single clap carried over the line from Frank along with his upbeat voice.

“Oh, yeah!” Frank spoke. “I’m in. A fuckin vacation. I love it.”

“Me, too,” Robbie said. “Not too soon though, Dad. I want to show off my new arm.”

“Hal?” Joe questioned.

Hal nodded then silently cleared his throat. “I was looking at my date book and you’re right. Let’s not plan it. Let’s do it on a whim.” Staring down at his desk, fingernail tracing against the surface, Hal looked up to see a UWA soldier preparing to knock. “Dad, Frank, Robbie hold on.” He covered the mouth piece. “Yes?”

The private inhaled.

“Well?” Hal asked.

“Captain . . .” He shook his head. “This . . . this you got to see.”

“Can’t Sgt. Ryder see it?”

“No. This you got to see.”

Lifting his index finger to the soldier, Hal returned to speaking in the phone. “I hate to end this, but I have to go. One of my men has informed me there is something I must see.”

“Nothing wrong is there, Hal?” Joe asked.

“Not that I feel but I’ll get back to you.” Hal hung up the phone and stopped. “You realize, Private, this better be important.”

“I think it is. I’m not sure.”

Hal paused at the door. “You think? You aren’t sure?”

“Nope.” The private shook his head. “But this you got to see.”

“So you’ve said. Fine.” Hal held out his hand. “Lead the way.” After exhaling once in annoyance, Hal followed his soldier to the ‘this’ he had to see.

^^^^

Ellen finished the last noodle in her bowl of Oodles of Dan Noodles and pushed it forward. “Elliott, you make those the best.

“They are as easy to make in as in the old world.” Elliott took her bowl and carried it to the kitchen. “I wish you would let me cook for you.”

“You can, but it will have to be Oodles of Dan Noodles until I’m tired of them.”

“At least they are good.”

“True. So.” Ellen folded her hands on the table. “I asked en route. You said wait until this evening. It’s this evening and I asked. You said wait until over dinner. Over dinner I asked. You said wait until we’re done. I can’t wait to hear what’s next. We’re done with dinner, Elliott. What picture?”

“Wine?” Elliott held the glass to her.

“Elliott, you said you’d tell me.”

“Let’s go in the living room.”

“Fine.” Ellen stood up, “I waited all day. I can wait another ten feet.” She walked into the living room and sat on the couch. “The picture?”

“Did I tell you about all the new church songs I have learned?” Elliott asked as he joined her on the couch.

“Elliott, what picture was Hal talking about?”

“Fine.” Elliott set down his glass. “Not long ago, before . . .” A huge smile graced Elliott’s face when there was a single knock on the door.

Ellen grunted.

Before an invitation would be given, Hal walked in.

“Sorry to interrupt,” Hal said. “I need to steal Ellen.”

Ellen looked at Elliott. “Did you plan this?”

“No.” Elliott shook his head. “And if I did, I couldn’t have timed it better.” Elliott stood up. “Captain, what’s the matter?”

“I’m not sure . . . but Ellen, Elliott.” Hal tilted his head. “This you got to see.”

He stood about six foot two, a body wide and lean like a soldier. He was just inside the entrance check in post of New Bowman. He wore a black leather jacket, and jeans. His long hair was pulled back with a black bandana over his head. His burly face was covered with a thick long beard.

Elliott, who walked on the other side of Ellen, slowed down. “Captain.”

“Yes.” Hal smiled. “That’s it. Or he’s it. He arrived via Harley,” he explained as they walked toward the gate. “He won’t give a name, that’s highly classified, and won’t say where he’s from. That’s highly classified as well. He comes with a briefcase, highly classified, for Dr. Hayes, with material in side, highly classified, for Dr. Hayes’ eyes only.”

Ellen stopped walking. “I’m sure he means Dean.”

“I’m sure he means Dean as well,” Hal said.

“So what do we do?” Ellen asked. “Dean’s in Containment.”

“But you are here.” Hal stated. “What is your name?”

“I’m divorced.”

“Still.”

“Ellen Hayes.”

“Dr. Hayes.” Hal smiled. “Let’s go.”

“Wait.” Elliott stopped walking and grasped Ellen’s arm. “I cannot believe you are letting you sister walk into a possible trap for Dean.”

“Elliott, please,” Hal scoffed. “You and I are here. Do you think we’ll let something happen? Now let go.” He smacked Elliott’s hand away and led Ellen closer to the man. “Go on, El. Say it.”

Ellen, a bit nervous, moved to the man. “I’m Dr. Hayes.”

The man looked at Hal then to Ellen. “I expected a man.”

“Tough.” Ellen shrugged. “I’m Dr. Hayes. You have something for me?”

“Before I hand it over Ma’am, can you . . .” He handed Ellen a small pad and pen. “Can you write down Albert Einstein’s Birthday? Month, day and year please, as verification.”

“Sure.” Ellen took the pad and wrote. “Here.”

He looked. “Thank you.” He handed the case to Ellen. “The combination is the birth date as well. The information in the case is highly classified and for your eyes to see. I am to wait for a response.”

“Cool.” Ellen took the case and laid it on the ground. She prepared to enter the combination.

“Wait.” Hal stopped her, took her arm, and moved her from the case.

“Hal, I want to see. I’m Dr. Hayes. The stuff in there is for my eyes only.

“Yes, but perhaps there might be a bomb in there for Dean.”

Ellen looked at the case. “Maybe, huh. But do you really think he brought a bomb? I mean look at him. He looks harmless.”

Both Elliott and Hal glanced at her.

“Okay, maybe not. But what do you propose to do?”

“Let him open the case.”

Ellen snickered. “Hal, if this is a bomb, and he’s standing there, obviously he’s on some suicide mission. Him opening the case isn’t going to matter.”

“I don’t care.” Hal pulled her back and turned to the man. “Son, open that case since you know the combination.”

“I can’t,” he said. “It’s for Dr. Hayes’ eyes only.”

“Then keep your eyes closed and don’t peek but open that case on the chance that it’s rigged.”

“It’s not rigged.”

“Open the goddamn case,” Hal ordered

Huffing some, the man bent down, grabbed the case, and took it to his motorcycle. He set it on the seat and punched in the code. As he did so, Hal Ellen, and Elliott all took a step back.

The lid popped open.

The man turned to Ellen. “Ma’am.”

The lid of the case had a small light and Ellen walked to the openness of it. Oddly she tilted her head. “Weird.”

“What is it?” Elliott asked.

Ellen reached in. “File folders. It looks like . . .” She lifted one. “Medical, Charts. Scan results . . .” She picked up another folder and flipped it open. “Almost a medical . . .” Her hand looked. “Oh.” She turned to the next page. “Oh my God.”

“What?” Hal asked. “What? What is it?”

“Not what.” Ellen, mortified, looked at Hal. “Who?” She tossed the folders inside as if the documents were indeed a huge secret. Down went the lid and her hands rested on the closed case.

“Ellen.” Hal moved to her. “What is it?”

Ellen shook her head. She couldn’t speak. She couldn’t move. All she could do was close her eyes and murmur out another shocked and saddened, ‘Oh my God.”

^^^^^

The numbing and silly effects of the truly aged scotch swarmed around Jess’s head as he nearly stumbled on a slight crack on the sidewalk. He shook his head. “I haven’t drank this much in a while.”

“I drink that much often,” James stated.

“How?”

“Family trait.”

Jess snickered. “At least I can still think.” He touched his mouth. “I can’t feel my lips.” He laughed. “But I’m functioning.” He watched as they approached a fence that completely surrounded a military style, single floor office building.

“Sorry to drag you out. I know you wanted to go home.” James gave a nod to the guard and they passed through the gate. “But I need the code keys to turn on power and water to your unit.”

“Why is that?”

“Some goof invented it as a mean to keep power use to a minimum.” James shrugged and pulled out his key. He opened the main door. “My office is just down this way.”

“No problem.” Jess was at a distance. In his state he didn’t move as quickly, nor did he want to. He saw James pull out another key and insert it in a door.

“You coming or what?” James asked.

Laughing, Jess shook his head and moved to the door that James had entered. The door was partially open and Jess stopped dead. He froze. “Oh . . . my God,” he whispered out, hoping not to be heard.

“What?” James asked as he stood behind his desk, rummaging for the key.

“Is this your name?” Jess asked, pointing to the engraving on the door..

“Yep. Found it.” James held up the key with a grin.

More than anything Jess wanted to say, ‘oh my God’ again, but he couldn’t. That would draw attention to the fact the name on the door not only shocked him but also threw him through a loop, and immediately sobered him up. Body shaking, lost and confused, eyes glued on the door, Jess read the name again. The name on the door read, ‘Commander James P. Slagel.’


CHAPTER TWELVE

February 3rd

A lot of information was given in a slight glance. It was more information than Jess was ready for or perhaps wanted at that moment. His tired body didn’t sleep due to the sudden surge of knowledge he received.

James.

He knew there was a familiarity about the man the second he met him but couldn’t put his finger on it. Then he saw the name. James was James Slagel, commonly referred to by his brothers as ‘Jimmy’.

He had the look. To Jess that was without a doubt. The hair was typical Robbie with Hal coloring, a hit of Joe texture, and splash of Frank gray. He had the blue eyes, the defined jaw, and the Robbie smile and dimples. In fact he looked a lot like a fair-skinned Frank. He was built like Hal, walked like Robbie, laughed like Joe, and was demented like Frank. What a combination. Perfect.

Too perfect.

That connection left Jess to wonder. Was James indeed Jimmy Slagel? It was a probability that James was not Jimmy Slagel, but in fact a trap set up by the Society to smoke out Jess. All George’s warnings to not say anything were too convenient. If George was all that concerned then why did he send Jess to Florida in the first place? It made perfect sense if he wanted to test Jess’s loyalty to the Society. Find someone who looked like a Slagel and make him into one. Feed him the Slagel information, just like they fed Jess Beginnings information.

Have the man James come off as Jimmy Slagel and see if Jess said anything. If Jess didn’t, Jess was loyal. If Jess did, then Jess was found out and dead.

Then again, he could very easily be Jimmy Slagel. After all, James projected to know little if anything detailed about Beginnings. If George truly trusted Jess’s loyalty to the Society, what better person to send to Florida on Johnny’s tail? Surely, being loyal, Jess would never say anything to ‘James Slagel’ about Johnny Slagel. Jess of all people knew the impact of that.

It really did in fact make more sense that James was Jimmy. Not knowing about the enemy, his identity was taken prior to being cryogenically frozen.

The cryo-process was another thing that weighted heavy on Jess’s mind. With the screwed-up trips back forth on the time machine and no one knowing who went where, it was a possibility that George sent Johnny, or someone else, back in time, to send information to George to pre-freeze Jimmy, to grab an ace in the hole. Or did it happen the way James said? A lottery and inadvertently through his lottery picks, George hit the jackpot and landed a Slagel.

No one would ever know.

Not yet.

But Jess had to know about Jimmy. He had to. He knew he couldn’t come right out and tell Jimmy about his family in Beginnings. No way. If James was indeed a set up, that meant Jess’s immediate death but there was no way if James was a set up, that he knew everything. In fact, Jess was pretty sure that no outsider could know as much as Jess himself. He spent way too much time with the Slagels and too much time listening to stories to not know something an imposter wouldn’t.

So through the course of the night, Jess decided he would wade it. Test it. Listen, ask, and play it by ear for a day or two. That would give Jess enough chance to find out if James was Jimmy. And if by that same chance Jess couldn’t determine, if Jess was still undecided, he would have to take that chance. He would have to open his mouth. He would tell James slash Jimmy about Beginnings and his family. He had to. No matter what the cost to himself because the information that the Slagels were an entire family united was much more valuable than Jess’s life could ever be.

^^^^^

Two things went through Joe’s mind. He knew Hal, and if Hal was sleeping in a chair outside of his office then Hal had been up all night. The reason was the other thing that came to Joe’s mind. Ellen.

Coffee in hand, awake long before he wanted to be, Joe opened his office door. “It’s five o’clock in the morning, Ellen. This better be important. Not only are you supposed to be in New Bowman, but it’s five o’clock in the morning and Hal’s sleeping outside.”

Ellen waved her hand.

“What? What’s that?” Joe sat down. “Why is Hal sleeping outside?”

“He’s tired.”

Joe just stared. He refrained from calling her Frank. “Outside? Why outside?”

“He can’t be in here. He can’t know until after you know, then he’ll know, when I tell him. But you have to know first, you know?”

“No.” Joe rubbed his eyes. “What is it?”

“This.” Ellen set the silver Lodi briefcase on the desk before Joe.

“What? You want me to open it?”

“Yeah.”

“Is it a bomb?”

Ellen snickered. “No, we determined it wasn’t.”

“You’re awfully perky. What time did you get up?”

“I haven’t been to bed. I’ve been working on that.”

Joe tried to open it. “Well, take it to Henry. You shouldn’t have wasted all night trying to open this. Get Henry to jam it open.”

“Oh I can open it.”

“It’s locked.”

“Oh.” Ellen said in shock. “Shit. Sorry. The combination is Einstein’s birthday.”

Joe just stared.

“What?”

“Open the goddamn case!” he ordered.

“Sorry. I thought you knew Einstein’s birthday.”

“No,” he said sarcastically. “Why do you?”

“God, it’s Dean’s secret code for everything.” Ellen walked around the desk and punched in the combination. Then she popped the lock and returned to the other side of the desk.

“What is this?”

“It came from Lodi.”

Joe’s hands hesitated before opening. “Lodi.”

“Last night by messenger, for Dr. Hayes. Hal made me take it. I’m glad I did. Look.”

Joe opened the case and stared. He shook his head. “If you are wanting me to go through all this, don’t bother. Since you said you spent all last night on it, why don’t you tell me what this is?”

“I read through most of it before I found the note. It must have been shuffled in the journey.”

“Probably.”

Ellen reached around the case and reached for the note. “Do you want to read it?”

“You.”

After a shrug, Ellen opened the letter. “It’s from a Dr. Lars Rayburn. I’m not sure, but I think I recognize the name. Anyhow, he identifies himself as a scientist who is in Lodi now.” After bobbing her head reading through Lars’ credentials, Ellen got to the meat of the letter. “Here it is . . .” She began to read. “As you can see, Dr. Hayes, I have included copies of all my clinical investigation into this matter. Some may not be clear due to the lack of reproductive technology, but after you review, you will see that the small, localized tumor, localized is attached to the frontal part of the brain. It’s cystic in nature. I don’t believe at this time that the tumor is malignant, however extraction and biopsy would be recommended. Your further testing is invited. A diagnosis from this message is not the intent. Your presence here to take care of the situation is. Looking forward to hearing back. Dr. Lars. Rayburn.” Ellen folded the letter. “He scribbled the word unfortunately after the looking forward to hearing back. Why that is, I don’t know.”

“So they have a brain tumor case.”

“Yes, from what I gathered, the tumor was reduced in size because of pseudo-steroid therapy following an injury. From my perspective, it merely stunted the growth and I concur, although I haven’t much knowledge, with Dr. Rayburn on his prognoses that if the tumor is not removed the patient will die within a year. Abnormal behavior probably will resume in the patient in six months.”

“Abnormal behavior:

“Yeah,” Ellen stated. “In the history, Dr. Rayburn states because of the tumor’s position, it affected the patient’s mental state. It makes sense and since the tumor has been reduced, normal behavior returned. But eventually, the tumor will cause brain death.”

“So all this is conclusive?”

“It’s hard to say. In its raw form, what I gather is Dr. Rayburn is doing the best he can with what he has. Lodi’s connection to Sgt. Doyle tells me Lodi knows of our technology.”

“Technology that can handle this.”

‘Yes.”

“What do we do?” Joe asked. “Get them to move the patient here?”

“Ideally,” Ellen said, “but there’s a problem.”

“What is that.”

“The patient . . . is Johnny.”

After a stare for a moment, Joe shut the case.

“Oh my God!” Ellen gasped.

“No, Ellen. No.” Joe locked it. “It’s a trick. It’s a trap by Johnny to get him back here.”

“Joe, he can’t fake all this . . .”

“Bullshit. You yourself said it’s raw. How do we know it’s Johnny’s brain? How do we know?”

“I feel it.”

“Well forgive me, but since you aren’t a noted psychic, I can’t go by your feelings.”

“You just want to dismiss this. Joe, they sent a messenger. Come on.”

“Ellen . . .”

“Joe.” Ellen held up her hand. “If this isn’t Johnny, it’s someone. Okay?”

“How do we know that someone isn’t dead?”

“We don’t. That’s why I think I pack up what I can and . . .”

“Whoa. Whoa, whoa, Missy Jane.” Joe stood up. “Over my dead body. If you are thinking about packing up and going out there, the answer is no!”

“Joe.”

“No. No. No!” Joe raised his voice. “You hear me. Too bad. I can’t take a chance.”

“Let me go, let me run the test.”

“Ellen.”

“Why?” Ellen’s voice rose “Won’t you consider it? It makes sense. If it is Johnny, this would explain his behavior change. His demeanor and . . . and Joe, we missed it.”

“Johnny is looking for a way to come home.”

“Exactly and if it’s his intention to have us let him return for medical reason then he is not expecting us to go there.”

“No.”

“What would it take, Joe?” Ellen nearly pleaded. “What would it take for you to consider this?”

Joe stared long and hard. “Three things.”

“What.”

“One, I want to hear from Doyle, verbally or written, that he trusts these people and they wouldn’t do a set up.”

“I can do that.’

“Second.” Joe raised another finger. “I know you’re knowledgeable, but you also admitted you don’t know much about tumors and this stuff is raw. I want Dean to review this stuff, give his opinion, state whether or not it should be looked into and what type of testing needs to be done to determine if Beginnings steps in medically to help.”

“I can do that.” Ellen nodded.

“Last.” Joe grabbed his coffee and walked around his desk. “You get one of my sons to agree to go with you.”

“Oh my God. Joe they won’t . . .”

“One of them.” Joe reached the door. “My boys only. Get me all three and then I’ll consider, just consider, letting you go there.” Joe opened the door and walked out.

“I can do that,” Ellen said to the closing door. She cringed when she heard Joe yell at Hal to wake up and then she faced the case. “Doyle, I can do. Dean will be no problem.” Ellen nodded with certainty. “Hal, Frank, or Robbie to go . . . oh brother.” Ellen closed her eyes and rested her hands on the case. “I’m fucked.”

^^^^

It was going to be a good day. Frank was sure of it. He had two dilemmas to face and already one of them was already solved. He felt good about it and couldn’t wait to share the news with Robbie. Mission accomplished and Frank worked at it too. At first he thought it would be an easy take, but Andrea gave him some argument. That’s what he remembered about their conversation the night before.

“Limited.” Frank stated the night before

“Ok.” Andrea nodded.

“Are you all right? You seem tired?”

“It’s two in the morning, Frank, you woke me.”

“Oh. Okay, that explains it. Anyway, can you?”

“Can I what?”

“Explain it?”

“Why? It’s two in the morning.”

“No, I know why it’s two in the morning. I think. But explain limited. Robbie was talking about his arm and . . .”

“Oh.” The singing word of understanding flowed out. “Yes, limited. No more than everyday use.”

“I’m lost.”

“Where are you lost?”

“On the limited. Is it counted daily?”

“Oh, yes.”

“Not hourly.”

“It depends on how much.”

“How much what?” Frank asked.

“Use.”

“So it’s timed?”

“What’s timed?”

“His arm. It’s limited.”

Andrea was confused. “Why would we time the limited use? You mean can he use it longer than an hour.”

“Yes.”

“Sure, as long as he doesn’t use it too much.”

“So it counts.”

“Of course,” Andrea said. “All use counts.”

“When does it end?”

“In a week.”

“Andrea, that’s not right.”

“I’m sorry, Frank. That’s the way it is,” Andrea said. “He can’t be running around using that arm left and right.”

“Right.”

“Excuse me?”

“He can use his left one, just not his right.”

“He can use his right, just not too much.”

“One week.”

“Yes”

“Then what?” Frank asked. “Are you taking it back? Just cutting it off?”

“What in sweet Jesus’s name are you talking about?”

“Um, Andrea, his arm.”

“Why would I cut off his arm? We just put it on.”

“Because you said.”

“I said no such thing.”

“You told Robbie he could only have the arm for a limited time.”

“No.” Andrea shook her head. “Limited use.”

“Okay.”

Andrea saw the distant look. “Use and time are two different things. He can have the arm forever, Frank, but he can’t use it too much.”

“So he has to just let it dangle there after a week.”

“No!” It took Andrea everything she had not to yell. “He can use it forever. He just needs to use it easily this week. He can keep it after that and use it all he wants.”

“Excellent. Thanks.” Frank nodded with a smile “That’s what I wanted.” He moved to the door. “Oh, Andrea.”

Exasperated, Andrea looked up. “Yes?”

“When can I get Robbie out of the clinic?”

“First thing in the morning.”

“Thanks.” With those instructions and permission granted for Robbie to keep his arm, Frank left. It brought another dilemma.

First thing in the morning.

What constituted first thing in the morning?

In Beginnings there were a lot of variations of first thing in the morning. Frank, his ‘first thing in the morning’ was very first thing in the morning. Andrea’s ‘first thing in the morning’ was about seven. His father’s ‘first thing in the morning’ used to be an earlier ‘first thing in the morning’, but since things slowed down some it was a later ‘first thing in the morning’. But what if it was Robbie’s ‘first thing in the morning’? The Frank would be running around all day waiting for that because he knew Robbie never had a morning.

What to do. What to do?

Frank debated on finding a midway of morning times, but he didn’t know whether or not to start his rounds and return. He’d rather not start his work day because he wanted Robbie to tag with him most of the day. Not only did Frank plan on monitoring Robbie’s arm use, he wanted to spend time with his brother.

It took a few rounds around the ‘Joe Park’, which Frank discovered was a soothing way to walk, then Frank decided to go on his ‘first thing in the morning’. After all, Andrea did tell him, and since she told Frank, it had to be his own time. But by the time he decided what to do it was pushing Joe’s ‘first thing in the morning’.

Arriving at the clinic, Frank stopped and whined. “Fuck.’ He looked at the Jeep sitting there. “Hello,” he spoke sarcastically to himself. “No parking zone.” He pointed to a street sign newly erected by Danny. “Fuckin assholes can’t read. Ha.” From his back pocket, Frank pulled out a pad and began to write on the sheet. After finishing, he tore off the paper and placed it on the windshield of the Jeep, just under the wiper.

Smiling at the fine he delivered, Frank turned to the clinic only to see Hal and Robbie walking out.

“Fuck.”

Robbie was confused at Frank’s despondency. “What’s wrong? I thought you’d be happy to see me.”

“I am. I just wanted to be the one to check you out.”

“I’m sorry, Frank,” Hal stated. “I didn’t think. I got here and just took him out.”

“So it was your first thing in the morning?” Frank asked. “I didn’t think of you, probably because you’re not supposed to be here. Why are you here?”

“Waiting on Ellen,” Hal answered.

“Here? At the clinic.”

“Yes, here.”

“At this clinic?”

“Where else? She wanted me to meet her here.”

“At this clinic, right here?”

“Frank,” Hal said, perturbed. “Why do you keep asking me that?”

“Because I think you’re confused.”

Hal smirked. “Not me. You.”

“Not me, you,” Frank stated. “You’re confused. You’re here.”

“I’m supposed to be there.”

“At this clinic?”

“Yes.”

“This clinic right here?”

“What other clinic would there be.”

“The one in New Bowman.”

Hal scoffed. “Why would I meet Ellen at New Bowman’s clinic?”

“Ha. Ha. Ha. Mr. Smart Ass.” Frank came back. “Because she’s in Bowman.”

“She’s not in Bowman, Frank. She’s here.”

“Nope.” Frank shook his head. “I saw her leave.”

“You saw Ellen leave.”

“I saw Ellen leave,” Frank said assuredly. “Maybe she didn’t think you were waiting. Why else are you waiting?”

“Son of a bitch. She was supposed to head back with me.”

“Maybe she thought you left when you were in the clinic doing the first thing in the morning release of Robbie.”

“Maybe, but the Jeep was . . .” Hal paused. Slowly he moved to the windshield and pulled the paper. “A ticket.”

Frank looked about and whistled.

Robbie snickered.

“Frank? Did you give me a ticket?”

“Let’s go, Robbie.” Frank reached for Robbie’s arm and stopped. He pulled back his hand and placed it on Robbie’s back instead, just in case the arm wasn’t fully attached. “We have work to do.” He started to walk with Robbie. Turning, Frank spoke to Hal, “Oh, Hal, maybe next time you’ll pay attention to the parking signs.”

“The parking signs?” Hal questioned then looked up to where Frank pointed. “No parking.” Shaking his head, he turned back around. Frank and Robbie faded quickly from sight. He looked at the fine. “Idiot. He fines me two Danny Dollars.” Shoving the ticket in his back pocket with intent on paying it later, Hal made his way into the Jeep. Needless to say his day wasn’t going well. No sleep, and not only did he get a parking fine, he got a fine while waiting on Ellen who had already returned to New Bowman.

^^^^

Somehow the ‘just before sunrise’ awakening didn’t scream romantic to Dean. In fact, being rushed to get dressed and shuffled out of his sleeping corner in Containment dulled Dean’s senses and it took him a few minutes to realize not only wasn’t Ellen supposed to be escorting him through the dark Containment, but she wasn’t supposed to be there at all.

“El.”

“Shh. Again, quiet,” she spoke in a whisper as she opened the Skills Room door.

“What are you doing here?”

“Getting you.”

“Why are we going into the Skills Room?”

“It’s the only way to get you out of here.”

“We’re escaping.”

Ellen chuckled. “No. I know Joe said to allow you to work, but I can’t bring what I need you to work on in here. Make sense?”

“No.”

Ellen bent down to the floor and opened up the escape hatch to the tunnels. “Make sense now?”

“We’re going to the cryo?” Dean smiled.

“You are.”

“Still.” Without hesitation, Dean climbed down.

Following, Ellen closed the hatch. “No one knows I’m here, so say nothing.” She led the way. “Be back by breakfast wake up.” She looked at her watch. “That’s two hours. Can you do that?”

“Absolutely,” Dean responded.

At the cryo-lab, Ellen punched in her code. “Everything is in here. All ready?”

“What am I looking at?” Dean asked.

After shutting the door, Ellen led him to the center counter where the Lodi case was. “This arrived last night by messenger. A Lodi messenger, Dean.”

Dean looked in the case. “Folders. Files. Charts.”

“Medical findings but they are raw,” Ellen said. “They were sent by a Dr. Lars Rayburn.”

“Rayburn. Rayburn. Why do I know that name?”

“I did too,” Ellen said. “Television maybe?”

Dean shrugged. “Who knows? He can’t be all that important, can he?”

“He found this.” She handed him the file. “As I said, they’re raw. These are old, old mimeograph copies of scan and x-ray images. I can see what he’s talking about, now Joe wants you to back it up. Actually, he wants you to back up my decision to run our own test to confirm the diagnosis.”

Dean looked at the scan. “Tumor. Cystic.” He tilted his head. “Hard to tell. Patient info, work up, and history in here?”

“Everything, including what led Dr. Rayburn to this conclusion.”

“So why so secretive?” Dean asked.

Ellen pointed to the chart. “Look at the name.”

“Oh man.” Dean saw. “This is more complicated than just a brain tumor.”

Ellen nodded in agreement. “Tell me about. You don’t know how complicated this is.”

^^^^

From what he would call a typically bland breakfast, Elliott glanced up in surprised. “Captain?”

An exhausted Hal walked across the Mess Hall and sat down with his coffee. “Elliott.”

“What are you doing here?”

At first Hal paused as if that was a ridiculous question. “Here, in the mess? I am getting coffee. New Bowman is my town. I lead this town. Why wouldn’t I be here?”

“That was quick in Beginnings.”

“Yes.”

“Isn’t Ellen joining us for breakfast?”

“I don’t know. You tell me.”

“What do you mean?”

“Ellen is here,” Hal stated.

“No, she isn’t.”

“Ok, argue semantics with me. She’s not in the mess, but she’s in New Bowman.”

“No . . . she isn’t.”

“Elliott.” Hal stayed firm. “I was told she came back.”

“Not to my knowledge.’

“Perhaps she is at the clinic.”

Elliott shook his head. “Did you forget her?”

“No!” Hal barked. “I didn’t forget her. My brother Frank told . . .” Hal’s head dropped and he whined. “Uh, and I believed him.” Perturbed, he whipped out the phone and dialed. “Wait until I get him. Yes. Frank.”

“Yes, Hal,” Frank responded.

“Ellen is not here.”

“Where are you calling from?”

“I’m in the mess hall.”

“Maybe she’s not hungry.”

“Not the Hall, Frank. New Bowman. She’s not in New Bowman, you goof.”

“She’s not in Beginnings.”

“She has to be.”

“Hal, I know,” Frank insisted. “She called me. I just talked to her.”

“Are you sure?”

“Not many women call me, Hal. I know Ellen.”

“I mean, are you sure she’s not in Beginnings.”

“Hal, I would know.”

“You would. Ok. Thanks.” Hal disconnected the call and looked at Elliott. “He says she’s here.”

“I didn’t see her.”

With a ‘hmm’, Hal tapped the phone to his chin. Ellen had to be around. She had to be. Hal would just have to look. He wasn’t going to get concerned . . . not yet.

^^^^

The meal, titled ‘Humble Bread’, wasn’t all that bad. Jess put a mental note in his mind to introduce the concept to Beginnings when and if he ever returned. A thick slice of sweet bread, baked with vegetables and other unrecognizable things, tasted pretty good. Then again, it could have been that the early afternoon lunch served to the soldiers was the first meal Jess had eaten all day. Aside from the fact that his mind was buzzing, his stomach was still flip-flopping from all the drinking.

The screeching halt of the Jeep didn’t help and Jess, with his hand on his stomach, gave a smile of thanks to the driver and disembarked. He raised his hand high in a wave at James.

Upon seeing him, Jess’s stomach actually fluttered. From a distance, James looked like Hal with short hair. Then again, it could have been Jess’s imagination.

He had a route to take with James. He would try to get him to talk, test the waters, and see if he passed the Slagel authenticity test. Jess would see if he could determine whether or not James was Jimmy.

“How’d it go?” James asked with a smile.

“Well . . .” Jess shrugged. “Just interviews today.”

“You look pale. Was it the Humble Bread?”

“No, the driver.” Jess walked with James.

“Good. I was gonna get upset if it was the Humble Bread. That was my idea.”

“Really?” Jess slowed down. “That’s a pretty cool concept.”

“The idea is to have all the goodies of a meal in a sandwich form that fits neatly in your hand. Nutrients. With a thick slice, the dough fills your gut, the other junk gives flavor and the protein.”

Impressed, Jess nodded. “Various flavors?”

“You can say that.”

“Good job,” Jess complimented. “How did you ever think of that?”

“I didn’t really. To confess, when I was kid, a teenager, we had this babysitter, or nanny, and she thought of it. She fed it to us and we loved it.”

Shit. Jess thought. He knew of the babysitter. Come on, James, what was her name. Say it. It was a minor detail but a true Slagel would know. “Really?” Jess asked. “You had a babysitter when you were a teenager?” he snickered. “Was she tough?”

“She had to be, right? I was a teenager.” James smiled.

“You remember her well?”

“Very well,” James answered. “So, how did it go on your search?”

“I was just asking around, trying to pick brains. Maybe, you know, see who is on this side, so who isn’t.”

“Are you looking for answers to the defector camp?”

“Yep.”

James laughed.

“What? What is so funny?”

“Nothing.” James shook his head. “I just think that this kid is sending Hadley on a rat race. He’s gone. Left. Ran away.”

“Do you know him?”

“Nope and I don’t care to. I think I would suspect if there were trouble in my division, but you can keep looking. You can stay down here with us as much as you like.”

“My gut says I’m on the right course,” Jess defended, knowing full well he was lying. “I follow my gut. I . . . take after my father.”

“I follow my gut too but I take after my mother.”

A big ‘huh’ flew through Jess’s mind. A Slagel man not claiming to take after their father? “You look like your mother?”

“No, I look like my Dad and act like my mother and . . . shit.” James looked at his watch. “I have to go. Finish up and join us on the beach.” He trudged ahead. “We’re building trenches.”

Jess blinked. The middle of a conversation and James just left? Perhaps it was because the imposter ‘James’s didn’t want to get caught up but it was typically Slagel to just go. Hating to admit it, phase one of Jess’s investigation into Jimmy Slagel was going nowhere. But again he did just start and with that in mind, Jess headed after James to the trenches. Literally.

^^^^

Frank hung up. No more than a split second after Ellen mentioned ‘Lodi’, Frank said he was busy and just hung up. Hal laughed at the ridiculous notion at first and then when he saw how serious Ellen was, he simply and bluntly said, ‘no’. Perhaps Hal’s reaction was why she decided to call Frank. Cranky or not from lack of sleep, Hal gave Ellen a different direction to take in approaching Frank but that didn’t work. Even though it was easier than face to face, face to face was best.

Robbie. He looked as if he were in deep contemplation. He didn’t laugh, walk away, or get angry. He stared for a few seconds then he spoke.

“Again?” Robbie asked.

“You heard me,” Ellen told him.

Inhaling loudly and deeply, Robbie gave a tight locked lip look.

“Robbie.”

“Do you even comprehend what you are asking me to do?”

“I know what I’m asking . . .”

“I don’t think you do. I love you, El. I’d go out on any limb for you. For you, not Johnny.”

“But Johnny has . . .”

“A brain tumor?” Robbie chuckled. “You expect me to believe that?”

“Yes.”

‘No.” Robbie shook his head. “After his history here, I cannot even believe you are thinking it’s true. It would be just like Johnny to find some old medical records, pass them off as his own, sucker some guy into riding all the way out here and posting the information under some bogus doctor’s name.”

“A-ha.” Ellen lifted a finger.

“A-ha, what?”

She pulled out a note from her back pocket. “Signed by Sgt. Doyle.”

“Why is Tim writing my father a note?” Robbie looked at only the heading.

“Because your dad wanted to know about Dr. Rayburn. Tim said he was legit and on the up and up. Lodi, according to Tim, would not try to pull the wool over our eyes.”

“Lodi may be, but Johnny would try.”

“What?” Ellen scoffed. “You think he’s just using Dr. Rayburn’s name.”

“He could be. That’s a very real possibility.”

“And so is the fact that Johnny is dying.”

“El . . .”

“He’s family, Robbie,” Ellen pleaded. “He’s family.”

“He shot my father.” Robbie stayed firm. “He shot my brother. He tried to kill Hal. He cost me my arm. Let’s not forget how he made it out to look as if you were not only insane, but hooked on drugs. Didn’t he . . . didn’t he hit you?”

Ellen closed her eyes. “You have to forget . . .”

“No.” Robbie was strong. “I can’t forget. I can’t. And I can’t even consider taking you out there.”

“Even if it’s true? Even if Johnny is sick?”

Robbie stared. “Even then.” He started to walk away.

“If this is true Robbie,” Ellen spoke as Robbie moved, “he can’t be blamed for behavior. Medically, it’s sound.”

Robbie lifted his hands up. “I don’t care.”

“He could be dying, Robbie”

“I’m sorry, El. But . . . I just don’t care.” Turning, Robbie continued on.

Ellen was ready, reeling to call out and try again, but she didn’t. She had little time left in Beginnings before she had to return to Bowman. With her options running out, Ellen had to rethink her course.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Frank couldn’t recall how long it had been, but more than likely not since the early days of Containment. There was a sense of excitement about it and a buzz began in Security waiting on what to do.

Very official with clipboard to take notes in his hand, Frank walked down the hall of Containment with Richie.

“I’m sorry, Frank. I should have called you sooner.”

“No. No problem. I understand.” Frank held the office door open for him.

“Aside from not wanting to get him in trouble, I just wasn’t sure.”

“I understand.”

Richie sat down behind the desk.

“What time did you start?” Frank asked.

“Six am.”

“Did you see him then?”

“No.”

“Did you check?”

“Yep. Always do. I do a visual bed scan. He wasn’t in bed.”

“That was at six.”

“Yes.”

“So . . .” Frank looked at his watch. “It’s eight-fifteen now. That means he’s been gone . . .” He closed his eyes. “At least . . .” Frank lifted fingers.

“Two hours and fifteen minutes.”

“Thanks.” Frank winked and wrote down. “Why did you wait so long to call?”

“Like I said, I didn’t want to get him in trouble. I thought maybe he was in the bathroom.”

“For two hours?”

Richie shrugged. “They had veggie stew last night.’

Knowingly, Frank nodded. “Any idea how he escaped?”

“Chester believed through the floor hatch.”

Frank wrote down. “Chester . . . floor . . . hatch.” He dotted the period. “Why does Chester think this?”

“He said he was hit in the head and he saw him going down the hatch.”

“We have assault and an injury.”

“Two.”

“Two?” Frank asked. “Who else got hurt in the escape?”

“Herb. Herb said he got hurt when he tried to stop him from taking the serving fork from the kitchen.”

“Man.” Frank shook his head. “I suppose you didn’t go down the hatch?”

“Frank, in his state of mind, who knew what he would do?”

“True. Ok. Hold on.” Frank lifted his radio. “Units on call. We have an escape from Containment. Highly dangerous situation. Resident is armed so proceed with caution. Do no,. I repeat, do not shoot. Just apprehend. Suspect is . . . about . . .” Frank thought. “He’s little. Blonde hair, needs a cut. Name . . . Dean Hayes. Thanks. Ten bonus Danny Dollars for bringing him in within the hour.”

Richie sat back relieved. “Thanks, Frank.”

“Not a problem.” Franks stood. As soon as he did, his phone rang. “Man, that was fast. Bet me they have him.” He lifted the phone. “Yeah.”

Exasperated, Hal’s voice seeped through. “Frank. Tell me again, once again, is Ellen in Beginnings?”

“Fuck. Hal. No. How many fuckin times do have to tell you?”

“Well then big brother, we have a problem.”

^^^^

From his stack of requisitions and daily reports, Joe’s head cocked when he heard Frank’s voice over the radio say, “Amend that last call. We now have a hostage situation on hand.’

Joe slid his half square glasses down the bridge of his nose and listened to the transmissions, watching the radio as if it were some sort of television.

“Idiots.” Joe shook his head.

How did it happen? When did it get to that point? He overheard the details of how Ellen was believed to be in New Bowman and how Hal had everyone searching for her. At the same time, Dean mysteriously disappeared and that was after hitting Chester on the head, shoving Herb, and verbally frightening several other residents.

It was bad.

Or so it was projected.

Hal sent a troop of men out on horseback.

In Beginnings, back and forth transmissions flowed across the airwaves. Security men reporting, “I’m heading there. I’m heading there. Nothing here, Frank. Keep looking.’

Joe knew. He knew where Dean was and he had just seen Ellen. She had dodged out of site, heading up to where Joe knew Robbie was working a watch. But he saw her and so did Robbie for that matter. If that was the case, why was Robbie joining in to help the search.

The order was given that if the missing duo was not discovered on the property in one hour, the next tactical maneuver would be an air and ground search outside the sanctity walls. Joe reached for the radio.

He stopped.

“Morons,” murmured from Joe. He could have ended it all, snapped out and corrected them, but he knew all would be fine. It was just a search, a very good drill for the men, not to mention a superb way to boast the sprits and give everyone some fun. It was winter in Beginnings and since not much ever happened during winter in Beginnings. Joe let them go and returned to work.

^^^^

With his arms crossed, Johnny peered at the x-ray on the light board. “It’s definitely a fracture.”

“Hmm.” Lars raised his glasses. “I don’t see it.”

“That’s because you’re concentrating on the ulna and radius. That’s a common mistake when dealing with the symptoms, but it’s a boxer fracture.” Johnny pointed. “Check out the fifth metacarpal. It’s not only displaced, it is fractured.”

Lars smiled. “Excellent.”

“Am I right?”

“Yes. Now . . . treatment.”

“For something like this, it doesn’t take much. Rest the limb, cast perhaps, but with discipline, a brace will work.”

“Good.” Lars took down the x-ray. “That is precisely what I saw and did. Now . . . next.”

“Am I doing good?”

“Eight for nine,” Lars stated. “You missed the easiest one.”

“But my diagnosis was good. You have to give me that.”

“Yes, if we were in Beginnings,” Lars said smugly. “Unfortunately, we here in Lodi haven’t an agent called ‘D-poison’.”

“I was confused. It just that it was pretty epidemic, stomach cramps, burning and stuff, right after Dean used the bunny poison for the first time.”

“In Lodi this man suffered from an ulcer,” Lars said.

“But my treatment was good, right?”

“You have been staying within the limits of what Lodi has. Yes. Next.” He handed Johnny a folder. “This man checked into the clinic, delirious. In fact, pretty close to dementia.”

Johnny opened the folder.

“Shaking. Dry heaves. Seeing things. Fever.”

“Definitely would do a complete blood work up . . .” Johnny’s voice trailed.

“What?” Lars asked.

“Where’s his social pattern?”

“Third sheet, why?”

“Well, he has no family history of senility. This occurred in the winter so heat or sun stroke is out. I would venture . . . ah-ha.” Johnny smiled. “I’d ask him how long it has been since he had a drink. With a social admittance of three drinks per day, at his body weight, he can easily have slipped into alcoholism. Toxin levels would be low, but I’d still say tremens.”

“And you are correct.”

“Yes.” Johnny clenched his fist.

“Treatment.”

“Hospitalization for few days, just to be on the safe side, and encourage him not to drink.”

“Good boy.”

“Hey, I like this form of learning.”

Lars crinkled his face. “Keeps you on your toes, doesn’t it? Next . . .” Lars raised a film to the board. “Physically fit male No ailments. No symptoms. Routine check up and cat scan. However, interviews with those closest to him show a pattern of behavior changes. Anger. Outburst. Loss of memory.”

“Brain tumor?”

“Take a look.” Lars flicked on the light.

“Tumor.” Johnny peered. “Looks fibroid cystic. Modula oblongata which would explain behavior. No pain?”

“None.”

“Well . . . that would be right. I mean, the patient would suffer eventually from total functional breakdown when the tumor suffocates the brain. Of course it would be predicted that he’d go through a really bad episode of memory loss, bad behavior and so forth.  Its position and shape tells me this is a rapidly growing tumor. It’s partially fluid-filled but heavy.” Johnny went into thought

“Treatment?”

Johnny exhaled. “Logically, it would be to remove it. The tumor isn’t in a position to be easily drained but can be biopsied, plus . . .” Johnny’s finger ran across the scan. “It looks masticated, but not malignant in texture. Biopsy would tell. Is this guy dead?”

“No. Not yet.”

“Well then . . . Removal would be foremost, but we’re in Lodi. Can you remove a brain tumor?”

Lars ran his finger over his chin. “Unfortunately, no.”

“I’ve seen a few. I could learn.”

“Say that’s not an option.”

“Well . . . you could try steroid therapy to shrink the tumor, and then radiate. But . . . you guys don’t have a viable means of radiation.”

“Our version of steroids would fail to touch this.”

“Beginnings steroids may work. I could see if I could recreate.”

Lars snapped his fingers. “That would be a great idea. When you can you start?”

“Immediately. Ideally removal would be best. Steroids will only prolong, not solve.”

“I know this. Johnny . . .” Lars took a breath. “You seem very versed in this.”

“I am. Dr. Dean taught me well.”

After cringing Lars continued, “So you have a good grip what’s going on with this patient?”

“Oh, sure.”

“He doesn’t know. How would you . . . how would you tell him?”

Johnny whistled, folded his arms, and looked at the scan. “Bluntly. I’d say, you have a fibroid cystic brain tumor. Its position is deadly. It requires removal. Unfortunately, we cannot offer that, but we are hoping and working on other options.”

“Good.” Lars nodded. “Johnny?”

“Yeah?”

“You have a fibroid cystic brain tumor. Its position is deadly and . . .”

“What?” Johnny laughed “Lars.”

“I’m not joking, Johnny. This man is you.”

Johnny stumbled back. “You’re serious.”

“Very much.”

Johnny took a long blink.

“Your behavior patterns and you not remembering why and when you did things tipped me off. I ran the scan.”

“But you also made me run five miles.”

“Well that was just to throw you off.”

“Oh my God!” Johnny gasped. “This was a hell of a way to tell me.”

“I wasn’t going to tell you at all,” Lars said. “So I figured, if you were knowledgeable and knew what could and couldn’t be done, then you’d know. If not, we’d move on.”

“The steroids from when I was shot . . .”

“Shrunk the tumor. Hence why you have your memory back and why you feel remorse.”

“There’s nothing we can do, is there?” Johnny asked.

“Well, didn’t you say you could try to recreate the steroid?”

“I can try.” Sadly, yet maturely, Johnny looked at Lars. “I’m dying Lars, aren’t I?”

“Unless we create a miracle.” Exhaling Lars nodded once. “I’m afraid, Johnny . . . you are.”


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

It had been officially fourteen hours since Jess saw the name “James Slagel’. He could actually say he felt every single second of the fourteen hours because Jess spent the time thinking, weighing possibilities, and waiting for a chance to hear James either slip up or say something that confirmed.

Yet nothing.

It was like a title to a song or actors name that sat on the tip of the tongue but wouldn’t come out, the type of thing that a person couldn’t stop thinking about until they had it. That was how Jess felt about the James situation. It gnawed at him. Even through his tedious facade of questioning men in a search for the defector camp, Jess’s mind was never far, nor was his physically being far from James. They were on the same beach.

Despite the fact that the odds weighed against it, internally and gut instinctively, Jess felt it was Jimmy Slagel but he could not find the evidence to support it. Evidence against it was aplenty. One thing either way was all Jess needed. One thing.

But what?

When Jess thought of the fact that why would the Society go too all that trouble to find and train a Jimmy Slagel imposter just to see if Jess was a traitor or not, logic counteracted that with it could have very easily of been a well laid out plan for Johnny’s sake. As if to say to Johnny, ‘look, you are not alone, here’s another Slagel who believes in the Society.’

James certainly had the look about him, but that could have been easy to find. Whenever Jess probed and hinted to start a conversation about his family, James was evasive or ended the conversation. A normal man, perhaps, would shun talking about his family out of painful memories, but A Slagel? No way. To a Slagel, the best conversation going was a conversation about a Slagel.

It was just about the point in the day that Jess was tired of standing in sand, getting a little too sunburned for his liking, and was promising himself he would just drop the James thing, at least for the day, when it happened.

The one thing.

It was during his questioning of the men while they were digging trenches in the sand that the thought hit Jess. ‘Trenches on a beach’. James had the men digging them ten feet from shore. Every time one good wave washed up, there went their attempts. James would watch with a look of sick enjoyment. How truly demented of an exercise that was, how typically Slagel.

Jess smiled at that thought until . . . he forgot he had asked a man a question. The reply was more than he wanted.

“I really wouldn’t even hear anything about defector talk,” a soldier replied. “My nose is stuck in a book when I’m off duty.”

Quickly, Jess turned his head. “What did you say?”

“I said my nose is always stuck in a book.”

A book.

Jess shot a look at James,. That was it. Jimmy wasn’t typically Slagel. Jimmy was the Slagel who always was reading a book. Even Robbie stated while they were being held for shoplifting, Jimmy was more worried about what the store manager was reading rather than the consequences.

Jimmy was the oddball. The nerd. After all, according to Hal, Frank, and Robbie, Jimmy was Navy.

James depicted different. He depicted a typical Frank or Robbie. Jess had yet to see him with a book. If the Society wanted to fake a ‘Jimmy’, why wouldn’t they think he would have the same attitude, mannerisms, and talk like the rest of them. All the Slagels were alike.

But not according to the Slagels.

To the brothers, Jimmy was different.

James was a combination imitation, Frank, Hal, Robbie, and Joe.

The answer was found and now confirmation was needed. Jess was willing to wager James would give it.

Thanking the soldier, Jess walked to James. “Hey,” Jess said in a daze while his mind raced for the perfect trigger question.

“Done?” James asked.

“Yep.”

“Find what you needed?”

“Yep.”

“What?” James questioned with surprise. “Really? Someone knows something about defectors. Holy shit, I wouldn’t have thought . . .”

“No. Not answers. You can say I got what I needed.”

“I’m lost.”

Jess shrugged. “You probably wouldn’t understand but . . .” With a sigh, Jess pointed to a short, thin young man with red hair. “See that soldier.”

“Yeah.”

“He reminded me a lot of my brother. It just felt good for a second.”

“Hey, I know that,” James said. “You kind of absorb it in.” Oddly, James looked at the guy who appeared nothing like what he’d imagine Jess’s brother to be. “That guy there?”

“Yeah, why?”

“Does he look like your brother?”

“In a way. More so he acted like Lyle and talked liked him.”

“Was that particular brother the . . . oddball of the family?” James asked.

“Yes.” Jess chuckled. “The one of the four that’s different.”

“There were four of you?”

“Yep. Four boys.”

“No shit.” James nodded, impressed. “Hey, we have something in common. I was one of four boys.”

“No, way. Then I guess you guys had a Lyle too.”

“What do you mean?” James asked.

“Well me, Allan, and Luke, we were the tough ones, the fun ones. Lyle, he was more the geek of the group. There’s always one.”

“Not in our family. All of us were so much alike. You met one . . .” James shrugged. “You met the qualities of us all.”

“Is that so?”

“Yep, not a geek in the bunch.” James smiled. “Hey, I’m grabbing lunch. Wanna join me?”

“Um . . . yeah.” Jess nodded. “You go on. I’ll be right there.”

“Catch you in a bit.” After a rub to his stomach and a flash of a grin, James trotted off.

Whispering, ‘not a geek in the bunch, huh?’ Jess shook his head with some arrogance. “Asshole,” he murmured. In a sense, Jess was angry that some imposter would even attempt to try to pull off being a Slagel, maybe even a little insulted. But there was one good thing about it. At least Jess didn’t blow his cover by blurting out something he’d end up regretting.
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‘He contemplated gas. Delivering an unconscious state made apprehension so much easier but Frank opted for the challenge, the thrill, the chance at death. Danger lurked at every turn.’

From a stack of paperwork in the cryo-lab, Dean slightly looked over his shoulder with a raised eyebrow.

‘He prepared, knowing it could be his last move.’

“Frank.” Dean turned around. “Who are you talking to?”

“I’m commentating on your capture.” Frank walked into the lab.

“My capture?

“Yes, Dean, your capture.” Frank lifted his finger then spoke into the headset. “I found him. Search is off. I win.”

Confused, Dean looked at him. “What are you talking about?”

“The search for you, Dean.” Frank lifted handcuffs. “You escaped from Containment and kidnapped Ellen. Speaking of which . . .” Frank began to search around the lab. He looked under the counter and opened the top shelf above the sink.

“What are you looking for?”

“Ellen.”

“She’s not in the cabinet.”

“Who knows with you?”

Dean huffed. “I didn’t take her, Frank. She’s with your dad.”

“Oh. But you still escaped. “

”No, I didn’t. Ellen brought me down here to work on something important and I still have . . .” Dean looked at his watch. “Shit. I should have been back up there two hours ago.”

“Exactly. It’s been a manhunt, Dean.”

“Shit. I’m sorry.”

“No, problem. We had fun. So . . . you ready for your therapy today.”

“I’m not really in the frame of mind.”

“That’s why we’re doing it.”

“I mean, I got a lot on my mind to work on.”

“If you want to work on it without taking a chance on getting shot at, then you need to pass the test my dad is gonna give you.”

“Can we work on it tonight?” Dean asked.

“Um . . . yeah. But,” Frank said, “you have to go back up.”

“I know. I’m done.”

“Are you down here working with Chris?” Frank asked.

“Chris?”

“Columbus. You know one of God’s people.”

“No, why would you ask?”

“Well you haven’t been working with him and I don’t see him.”

Dean paused. “Okay, so then why would you ask?”

“Because I don’t see him.”

“If you don’t see him, Frank, why would you ask if I was working with him?”

“Um, Dean, maybe because he’s the only invisible person in Beginnings.”

Hesitating, Dean opened his mouth then shut it. “You’re right but he’s not here. I was working on something to do with your son.”

“That’s right. Not much longer until he wakes up.”

Dean blinked, “What are you talking about?”

“Brian. My son.”

“I’m talking about . . . about . . .”  Dean stared. He saw it. Frank didn’t know, or didn’t want to know, and if Frank wasn’t aware of Johnny, perhaps Dean wasn’t the one to tell him.

“Brian.”

“Yeah.’

“Man, you’re absent minded today. Don’t make me worried, Dean. I’m worried enough that this un-freezing thing will fuck up.”

“Don’t worry Frank.” Dean reached to turn off the computer. “He will wake up fine and healthy.”

“What about Caroline?”

“She’ll be fine too.”

“Have you told Jenny and John?” Frank questioned.

“Not yet,” Dean replied, “I want to set up a mini clinic down here and nurse them back to full health. I don’t want Jenny to face an ill child. When Jenny finds out, I want Caroline to be in full force.”

“Hell of a surprise.”

“You bet.”

“I envy that.”

Dean tilted his head. “I was trying to give you that but El ruined it.”

Frank softly chuckled. “It’s still a hell of a surprise.”

“It’ll be well worth the wait.”

Frank exhaled. “Enough time. I have to get back to work and you have to get to Containment.” Frank held out his hand. “Lead the way.”

Dean walked across the lab.

“Dean?”

“Yeah.” Dean slowed at the door.

“Tell me something about Misha.”

Dean bit his lip. He closed his eyes, “Misha is . . . Misha . . .” He shifted his eyes and saw, so close to his face, two large fingers in a ‘ready to flick’ mode. “Misha sucks.”

Frank grinned. “Excellent.”

“I’m getting better. Your mental therapy is working.”

“I prefer to call it . . . physical therapy.” With a laugh, Frank closed the lab door.
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Ellen’s foot tapped silently on the floor as she bit her nail and watched Joe review what she had given him. “That really was written by Sgt. Doyle,” she spoke on the fast side.

“I can see that, but . . .”

“He said he can vouch with his life that Lars is a good guy and this Chief Manis person is a good guy too.”

“Ellen . . .”

“There would be no problem with me being there. He assures me that if Lars sent this then this is true.”

“I realize that, but . . .”

Ellen continued, “And funny, Tim said, if needed, he would be more than happy to escort me out there. He said he kinda misses Lodi. I wonder . . .”

“Tim going is all well and fine, however . . .”

“Did you see what Dean wrote?” Ellen asked.

Joe rubbed his eyes. “Yes.”

“He said the tests look legit and he recommends further testing and double testing of what Dr. Rayburn did. Just to be sure, just to determine, if the tumor can be removed.”

“Ellen . . .”

“Blood work. Scan. X-rays. Physical work up. EEG . . .” Ellen lifted a finger with each item she named. “Possibly even a biopsy, which would have to be transported back here right away. Well, I guess it could keep. But Dean would want . . .”

“Ellen.”

“To look at it. He estimates I would have to be there three days, tops.”

“Great. Fine.”

“Thanks, Joe,” Ellen hurriedly stood up.

“But who’s taking you?”

Ellen stopped.

“Ellen?”

Exhaling Ellen turned back around.

“Sit.” Joe pointed.

Ellen moved to the chair.

“My contingency was Doyle reiterated that no harm could come to you. Dean had to say it was a viable reason to go, and the third. What was the third?”

“One of your sons had to go with me.”

“Exactly. Which one of my sons is going?”

Ellen swallowed hard, her eyes peered up then with a heavy breath, she shook her head.

“None, huh?”

Robbie’s voice responded. “That’s not true.”

Ellen quickly looked to see Robbie shutting the office door. “Robbie?”

“Robert.”

“Dad . . . I’ll take her to Lodi.” Robbie walked further in. “I gave it thought. Even though I turned her down at first, there are reasons to go.”

“It’s Johnny,” Joe said. “You know what he did.”

“And I heard what Ellen said.” Robbie replied. “If this is true, if Johnny has this tumor, then . . . how much of what he did can we blame on him? I’m not sure I can forget all what happened. To be honest I don’t think I want to. But . . . he’s still family. Blood ties. If his life is in danger and El can help, I’ll do what I can.”

Ellen gasped out and raced to Robbie embracing him. “Thank you.” She kissed his cheek. “Thank you so much.”

Robbie nodded.

“Robert. How are you going to feel about facing Johnny? You go, you will face him.”

“I know and that’s bridge I cross when I get there.” Robbie stepped back from the embrace. “However, I’m gonna suggest, you, El, get what you need to get ready. We’re gonna have to leave in the morning.”

Joe questioned. “Why so soon?”

“Jason said we’re getting a storm front. I’m taking the twin engine because its fuel efficient. I can fly it low, but I would rather not take a chance of getting caught in a storm with it. Plus, I’m on light duty for a week, so now’s the chance.”

Excitedly, Ellen faced Joe. “Can we do this? Do we have your permission?”

“Yes, but word does not get out in this community. Not yet. Understood.”

“Yes.” Ellen nodded then kissed Joe. “Thank you. I have to hurry to Bowman to finish my day then I’ll get the things together.” She gave a squeeze to Robbie’s arm as she passed him. Stopping at the door, she turned around. “Joe, you won’t regret this. I promise.”

“Yeah. Yeah.” Joe gave a fling wave of his hand and watched the door close. He then peered to Robbie. “Are you sure you want to do this?”

“Nope. In fact, it’s something I don’t want to do,” Robbie said. “But it is something I have to do.”


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

There was a sense relief for Johnny as he looked at himself in the mirror. He was relieved that he wasn’t all that bad, that the things, the horrible things, he had done to his family and friends were indeed out of his control.

But the relief was on one hand. The other hand weighed heavier, because that other hand held fear.

Fear of what would happen. Fear of dying. Fear of what he would become before succumbing to the illness again. There was no indication–physically, no warning. Yet it grew within his very own head and he didn’t even know.

Johnny’s eyes were dark. They were as heavy as his heart from holding back the sadness he wanted to just let pour out. Trying to be strong was not an option. No matter how much he portrayed it, inside Johnny was crumbling. Never had he felt so alone and so young as he did at that moment as he glanced at his own eyes.

He wanted to huddle in a corner. He wanted to reach out to someone familiar, someone who he felt a sense of comfort. Family . . . his father.

But that was about as much of an option as living another year. As much as Johnny wanted to see his father, he wouldn’t, just like he wouldn’t see his twenty-first birthday.

The news pummeled him and the shock started to wear off. His immediate zipping thought of working on a monstrous steroid replica pummeled and disappeared into a reality that led him to believe he’d be long dead before he even came close to completing a replica formula of Dean Hayes.

Hopeless?

An understatement.

Johnny was dying. He was told it earlier, he felt it in his heart, and now he knew it.

“John,” Mike called out from the other side of the bedroom door. He knocked once then opened it. “John?”

“Hey, Mike.” Johnny sniffed and turned around.

“You all right?’

The first response that wanted to come from Johnny was a chuckle and a blast of, ‘No I’m not all right, I’m dying’, but it didn’t. It was far too immature of a thing to do. “Yeah,” Johnny responded. “Yeah, I’m fine.”

“I fixed a meal. Wanna eat?” Mike asked.

Johnny shook his head.

“John, I’m concerned. I don’t like you hanging up here by yourself. You’ve been up here all day.”

“I just need some time Mike.”

“I understand.” Mike started to close the door, but stopped. “John, just so you know, you aren’t alone. Okay?”

Johnny nodded and watched the door close. He wasn’t alone but that didn’t make him feel any better because if Johnny headed back to the path he had or even near the state of mind he was in Beginnings, then alone, completely alone, was the way Johnny felt he should be.
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The smell of reconstituted beef buried beneath some sort of would-be gravy pummeled Dean as an announcement that dinner in Containment would be served and the stupid vocal bell of Chester would ring out, over and over.

Taking a whiff made Dean shake his head. Ironically, it brought back a feeling of the old world. How ‘poetically clinical’ the food smelled, as if the three women that cooked it made a staunch attempt to recreate hospital food.

It was served on a tray and only at certain times. Further food wouldn’t be an option if Dean didn’t bribe Dan from Security for cookies. How odd that Dean found himself doing like every other Containment resident in bribing an official. Only Dean didn’t bribe for a chance to lead the hokey pokey or to be the person to stop the music on musical chairs. Dean bribed for time.

Time alone, time to work, time to think . . . about Johnny.

How could Dean not? Ever since Ellen gave him the low level technological materials from some guy named Lars Rayburn, Dean was in thought.

He thought about the tumor, if it was real, and what would transpire.

He thought about what could be done, how much time he had to do so and more importantly, how he would do it.

He thought about Johnny, the adverse effect the tumor had on his personality, and how medically sound an excuse that tumor could actually be.

Finally and heavily, Dean thought about how some Ohio, low level, probably self proclaimed doctor, thought of, discovered, and diagnosed a tumor before him.

Who was this Lars Rayburn? A part of Dean was jealous that someone who probably didn’t have an ounce of medical knowledge actually one-upped him.

Dean deducted Lars couldn’t have the skill or genius. It had to be plain dumb luck.

That in itself made Dean feel better.

But thinking about some guy named Lars was a mental task for a later time. Dean had to focus on Johnny.

He had to come up with a solution, a viable solution. Dean knew it would be tough. However a lot hinged on Ellen and the testing results she returned. After all, Dean only had to work with Photostat copies probably given to him by some country horse doctor. He hoped that he was given wrong medical information on Johnny or, at the very least, the medical imaging was so raw that the tumor was actually more accessible than the scans depicted. If not, if the tumor was what Dean instinctively feared, then he would have to lay out possible routes to recovery for Johnny, routes he would have to develop and pretty much start from scratch. They would be difficult because the previously paved medical routes of the old technological world had turned to dust. Dean wasn’t all that sure that his new technology could even be the answer of help that Lodi, and Johnny, desperately sought.

Ellen snapped her fingers twice in front of Richie. “Are you listening?”

Nearly exasperated, Rickie shook his head. “I hear you. But why?”

“Because you are the man now,” Ellen explained. “Jess is not here. I have to go for a few days. You’re in charge.”

“Why can’t you commute? It’s only Jordan.”

“Exactly. It’s Jordan. They have a medical situation that requires my constant monitoring and they don’t have communications, nor do they want communications, by phone set up. You have to do this.”

“That means constant now. You know that.”

“Richie.” Ellen huffed. “What else do you have to do?”

“Not be buried knee deep in Dean attitude.”

“Is he still giving problems? That’s surprising,” Ellen said.

“He won’t even eat dinner,” Richie explained. “And El . . . it’s special beef tonight. You know how the residents love special beef.”

“Where is he?” Ellen asked.

“In the sleeping quarters.”

“Thanks.” Ellen walked to the door of her office. “I’ll be back.”

“I’ll be in the dining room. If Dean isn’t eating his meal, I will. It is special beef.”

Ellen blinked a ‘that’s fine’ as she left with almost a dazed look. With her arms folded, she walked down the hall to the men’s sleeping quarters. The door was open as it had to be, and Ellen called out as she walked in. “Dean?”

“Back here.”

At first she thought ‘where’ and then she saw. Dean must have taken the unused cots from the woman’s quarters because cots were lined up like a make shift wall. She stepped to it and peered around. A snicker escaped her. “You made an office.”

“I needed privacy.” Dean sat on a chair by a small table he used for his desk. “What’s up?”

“That’s what I came to ask you. Special beef is being served Richie claimed your meal.”

“I’m not that hungry. Besides, I’m full.”

“Full?”

“My mind.”

Curious at first, Ellen walked to him with a tilted head then saw. “Oh.” She sat down on the bed. “Still working on that? I thought you saw all you could see.”

“I believe I have.” Dean faced her. “However, you can say . . .” His hand tapped on a tablet on his desk. “I’m planning a course for each plausible outcome.”

“So, depending on what the finds of my medical testing are . . .”

“I should have a viable means of treatment.”

“How’s it going?”

“Not well,” Dean said.

“The material is raw. You’re projecting from raw material. Perhaps you should wait until I get back.”

“I want to get a jump on what to do so no time is wasted if time ends up being an option.”

“And you’ve come up with . . .”

“Not a lot.”

“Well you’ve just started working.”

“I’ve been thinking and plotting for hours.”

“That difficult?” Ellen asked.

“You can say that.”

“What do you have?”

“Not much.”

“Dean? Can I see?” Ellen requested.

“I’d rather not.”

“Dean.” She reached for the table. “Let me see. Maybe I can help.”

“El.” Dean moved the tablet. “I’d really rather not.”

“Dean . . .” She pulled at the tablet. “I just . . .” She stopped. “It’s empty.”

Dean only nodded.

“Why is it empty, Dean?”

Dean exhaled. “Because if the results turn out like I fear, if that tumor has the depth and is as  concealed as these black and white images convey . . . then that paper is right.”

“I don’t understand. There’s nothing here.”

“Exactly,” Dean stated. “Because there may be nothing we can do.”

^^^^

The cooler air had settled in and it seemed odd even though it was February. The weather was different. Seasons seemed to have changed. Johnny swore he felt a snowflake hit his nose and as he sat on the roof with Tigger, he wiped the drop of moisture off.

“Snow?” Tigger asked.

“I think. Odd.”

“Yeah it is,” Tigger said. “Things have really switched as far as weather gores. Fuck, I remember when I was little . . .” He paused to snicker when Johnny looked at him, “Okay, when I was younger,” he corrected. “Snow drifts were higher than me.”

“No offense, Tig,” Johnny said, “but that’s not a hard task.”

“I’ll let the midget reference slide.”

“Thanks.” Johnny shook his head. His voice held little enthusiasm. “But you’re right. The weather did change. Henry has a theory on that.”

“Who’s Henry?”

“Some eccentric guy from Beginnings. He said the reason the weather has changed is because we no longer have the industrial world polluting our air and making a mild form of a nuclear winter.”

“Hey, that’s a good theory. Is Henry smart?”

“Very.”

“You know, maybe Beginnings can . . .”

Johnny laughed. “I know where you’re going with this. It’s not an option.”

Tigger wanted to tell Johnny it was more of an option than he knew, but he couldn’t. Under advisement from Lars, no one, neither Mike nor Tigger, could mention the rider that went to Beginnings seeking help for Johnny. It was bad enough that Johnny was sick, but how much worse would it be if a plea for help was made and Johnny found out no one answered. Tigger merely responded, “I understand.”

Johnny nodded.

“Johnny it sucks what’s going on with you. I’m sorry.”

“Thanks. You kind of think . . . you kind of think, hey, I survived the plague, I’m invincible. You know?”

“I know.” Tigger did know. “I was naive enough to think that too. Imagine my reality check when my mother was killed. I would have never thought it. Ever. She was tough.”

“She had to be, to be with Mike,” Johnny said. “You know, she looks . . . she reminds me so much of . . .” He shook his head.

“What?” Tigger asked.

“Nothing. It’s painful.”

“I know that.” Tigger stated in complete agreement.

“I was just a kid when the plague hit. Even then I thought I sympathized. Now, eight years after the fact, I sympathize more. I understand what they went through. I understand the torment they faced with the fact that they knew they were dying. I understand even more now, the choice my mother made.”

“But even through all that death, Johnny, people held hope. You have to hold hope.”

Johnny sort of chuckled at that. “Hope.”

“Johnny, God. He works in . . .”

“Mysterious ways?” Johnny asked. “Tig, you really believe there’s a God?”

“Yes. You don’t.”

“No. I used to. I don’t think there’s a God. I don’t think that anymore. Not after all the death, after all the suffering, and after all I went through.”

“Do you pray?”

Johnny laughed.

“There you have it,” Tigger stated. “You have to have faith. You need to pray.”

“He didn’t answer my prayers when the plague hit.”

“You could look at it this way . . .” Tigger shrugged. “There’s less people now. Maybe all the prayers just got mumbled together and He had a hard time hearing. But now, maybe he can hear you. Maybe God just needs to hear from you.”

Johnny shook his head. “No.”

“Why?”

“Because if I did believe there was a God, if I did pray . . . I don’t even think God Himself could pull through on the one prayer I have.” Johnny lowered his head.
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Hal’s senses were kicking in. Maybe it was that late afternoon nap he sneaked in after mentally exhausting himself in a search for Ellen that wasn’t even necessary. Hal actually kept secret the fact that Ellen was never really lost. How could he face his men knowing that the sole reason he conducted a huge search and worried was based on what his brother Frank had said, so Hal covered. He said Dean had a mental breakdown and he had to go assist in Beginnings to retrieve her. That was when he took his nap.

Ellen did return to Bowman, all was fine, and he brought Ellen back. It was turning out to be a decent evening.

Dinner with his father was good, Robbie was in an odd quiet mode, and Hal spent quality time with his dad until Frank radioed.

Hal answered the call and met his brother at Region Nine.

The air was cooler, not too cool, but Hal felt it on the back of his neck. He coughed every so often when Frank would blow cigarette smoke in his face. That didn’t bother Hal much. The whiff of Whiskey he caught from Frank did.

“What do you think?” Frank asked, shining the flashlight on the small section of fence that seemed lifted.

“You’ve been drinking.”

“I have. What do you think about this? I don’t think killer baby.”

“Was the fence live?”

“Up until I had it shut down.”

“Is Mechanics looking into it? “Hal asked.

“Yep, Henry’s on it. Tracking picked up nothing.”

“Savage.”

“You think?” Frank questioned. “Not SUTs?”

“No, Society soldiers are too far away. My scouts are following them. Savages. They’re smart enough to find a non-conducting instrument to break this fence.”

“It could be.”

“Back to your drinking.”

“Hal . . .”

“Frank,” Hal stopped him. “I fully understand your need to drink right now but can you not have that drink when you are on duty.”

“I didn’t. I was done. They called me during my one drink. I’m fine.”

“Okay.” Hal nodded. “Are you going to add more Security up here?”

“An extra guy.”

“Your reserves?”

“No, I have my men.”

“I thought you cut back for winter.”

“I did. I’m fine.” Frank shrugged.

“If you need men, let me know, especially for perimeters. We can pull Elliott in to help while Robbie’s out.”

“Robbie can do perimeter checks.” Frank snickered. “He doesn’t need to lift anything heavy for that.”

“For the next three days.”

Frank huffed out. “Fuckin Andrea. Did she change the rules again?”

“What?” Hal was confused. “Robbie won’t be doing perimeters because he won’t be around.”

“Is he going to Bowman?”

Hal just stared in awe. “You don’t know.”

“Know what?”

“You don’t.” Hal blinked slowly. “Wow. I thought you were handling this rather well.”

“Of course I’m handling it well, Hal.” Frank stood up all the way. “It’s a fuckin perimeter. What do you expect me to do? Be upset?”

“Yes, but not about this. “Hal pointed to the perimeter. “Oh boy. Okay.” Hal cleared his throat. “Robbie is not going to be here, Frank. Neither . . . neither is Ellen.”

“Where are they going? Jordan?” Frank was confused

“No.” Hal shook his head and spoke cautiously. “He’s taking her . . . he’s taking her to Lodi.”

No verbal response came from Frank at all. Actually it was a sequence of physical movements. His jaw clenched up, twitching for a moment while the vein in his neck bulged. Staring straight at Hal, Frank flicked off the flashlight, gave a simple, single nod of ‘thanks’ to Hal, slammed the flashlight in his hand, and stormed away.

Frank planned to present himself relatively calm when walking into the house despite the fact that his blood was boiling. But calm was best. After all, there was a chance that a mistake was made and Hal was wrong.

Deep breath taken, Frank opened the door to the house.

He felt fine.

Then he spotted Ellen.

On the couch, papers sprawled out on the coffee table, Ellen looked up with a slight smile. “Hey,” she said.

Emotionally frozen, Frank couldn’t respond. He swallowed hard, took off his leather jacket, and put it on the coat tree.

“Frank? You Okay?”

Frank’s mouth opened slightly. He took off his shoulder harness and draped it on the dining room chair. His eyes still focused on Ellen as he removed his revolver.

“Funny. Ha. Ha. Ha. You’re shooting me.”

What? Is she fuckin nuts? Frank shook his head in response and in sarcasm. He flicked the safety on and carried his revolver to the kitchen.

“Okay,” Ellen spoke to herself. “He’s not talking to me.” She heard the cabinets in the kitchen open and close. She knew at least one of them was to put the revolver away, up high. Another had to be for a plate. What was the third one for? Setting down her pen, she stood up and with a searching look, walked into the kitchen. She stopped, folded her arms, and leaned against the archway as she watched Frank.

The shot of booze went into his mouth then he poured another.

Ellen closed her eyes until the slam of the bottle made her jump. “Why?” she asked. “Why are you drinking so fervently?”

Frank just glanced over his shoulder.

“All right. Maybe fervently is too big of a word. How about . . .”

“Don’t,” Frank graveled. “Don’t even begin to fuckin insult me.”

“You looked at me as if you didn’t know . . .”

“I know exactly what I’m doing.” He picked up the bottle and poured another shot’s worth into his glass. He set down the bottle and looked at the glass.

“I see that. So why don’t you go ahead and drink that.”

“Why don’t you tell me where you’re going tomorrow?”

After a single nod, Ellen calmly answered. “Jordan.” Arms still folded, she turned. The immediate heavy crash and splash made Ellen stop and turn again. Frank stood, arms still extended from sailing his glass into the kitchen wall. “Careful, Frank, of any hard emotions,” She shifted her eyes to the spilled whiskey. “You just threw away part of your courage.”

“Fuck you.”

“No!” Ellen said strong. “Fuck you.” Near storming mode, she went into the living room.

“Where do you get off getting pissed at me when you’re the one lying!” Frank followed her.

“Because you had your chance.” Ellen spun around. “You had your chance to argue and to talk earlier and you refused.”

“Because of the subject.”

“You still . . . had your chance to voice an opinion. I brought the subject up. You shut me off.” Ellen moved to the couch.

“And you’re still going? You’re still going to Lodi?”

Calmly, Ellen answered, “Yes. I have good reason.”

Loudly, almost frightening, Frank blasted back. “There is no reason good enough!”

“Bullshit, Frank! Bullshit. Your son . . .”

“I don’t wanna hear it!”

Out of breath, Ellen gasped emotionally. “You see? You don’t deserve to know.”

“I don’t wanna know.”

“Fine.”

“Look at you.” Frank said. “So smug. So like Dean. What the fuck, El?”

“Why are you so angry with me?”

“How can you ask that?” Frank’s voice peeped as it squeaked out his anger. “If you do this, if you go, then you are committing the ultimate betrayal of me.”

“Then I guess . . . I guess I am betraying you then.”

“I thought you loved me.”

“I do!” Ellen screamed. “I love you with all my heart. That is why I am doing this, Frank. So you have no regrets. So . . .”

“Stop.” Frank waved his hands about. “Don’t say another word. Don’t give me your reason.”

“You need to hear the reason.”

“I need to hear you are not going.”

“Well I am! I am! My God, Frank. This is your son. Your family.”

“No!” Frank belted. “No. You are my family. The kids that live in this house are my family. My dad. Robbie. Hal. Family! Outside of Beginnings and Bowman . . .” Frank shook his head and moved to the door. “I have no family.” After a violent fling open of the door, Frank stormed out.

^^^^

Party at James’s house? After the announcement, the mere thought of it sent Jess into an anger filled tizzy. The audacity of the James imposter. What Jess wanted to do was pull out his gun, say ‘fuck you’ for even trying to be a Slagel, and put a bullet in his head.

But Jess couldn’t.

For the sake of Beginnings, for the Slagels, Jess had to be the inside man, so he went to the party. It was all men, of course, and James was being the cordial and funny host. Trying not to show his dismay, Jess found a chair and sat, using the excuse of being tired as his reasoning for not having any fun.

The truth was, Jess was angry. It was as if someone was trying to pull off being a member of his own family, a horrible charade of some kind. What made it worse was the fact that James had a picture of the Slagel clan. It perched on a small table just outside the kitchen.

It looked to of been taken when they were all very young, but from the distance, he couldn’t tell. After glancing over and trying to acquire some sort of Dean bionic vision, Jess decided to take a closer look, if for nothing else, the nostalgia of it would make him smile.

Jess walked to the table with is drink in his hand. He seemed unnoticed as he did so. He chuckled as he lifted the picture and saw Robbie. Robbie hair was tossed about and dirty, so was his face. The stories were so true of how Robbie never bathed.

“My family.” James laid a hand on Jess’s back.

The words ‘yeah sure’ fought to stay inside of Jess and they did.

James exhaled. “Yep.” A long stare flowed from him. It was such a strong stare that Jess felt it.

Quickly Jess shifted his eyes to James. There was a look in James’s eyes that confused Jess. A wanting, needing and overwhelming miss glossed over him as he stared upon the image of the Slagel clan. Immediately Jess wondered if he was wrong. Was he wrong about James? Because in Jess’s opinion, no imposter could drum up a look so sincere.

James reached around Jess and took the picture. “If you don’t mind, I’m kind of sensitive about people touching this. It’s a classic, Robbie, this one here.” James pointed. “Got himself in trouble. Me and my other brothers had to pull him out of my neighbor’s sewer system. It took two hours.” James chuckled. “He was a mess and smelled really bad too. We didn’t want him to get in trouble so we blamed it on his bad bathing habits. Funny part is . . . We got away with that story. I don’t think my dad ever found out. I need another drink.” Setting down the frame, James flashed a smile then walked away.

‘Oh my God’ was the phrase that raced through Jess’s mind. Jess knew that story well and the last time it was told. Joe still didn’t know the truth. Frank, Robbie, and Hal were all hesitant to tell Joe as if Robbie would suffer some repercussion not covered by a parental statute of limitations.

All the reasoning, all the deducting that Jess did, all the anger that filled him over the course of the day due to his belief that James wasn’t Jimmy, was tossed out the window. Not only did James give that look when he stared at the picture, he told a story famous with the brothers. A story often told. A story always ending with Frank, Robbie, or Hal stating, ‘man, whatever happened to the picture that was taken that day?’

Mystery solved. Picture found.

The missing picture was held by . . . the missing fourth brother.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

February 4th

‘Ah, peace.’ Hal thought as he sat alone in the mess hall, gaining his spot before the others poured in for the pre dawn breakfast bell.

“Ah, solitude.”

“Ah, quiet.”

“Ah . . .fuck. Frank. Shit, goddamn it.’

Hal hurried and got his shudder of a wince out of the way and flashed a tired smile as he saw Frank walk into the mess.

Frank waved.

Hal’s smile was fake and nice was and he, too, waved, just once, half assed.

He figured another second of quiet while Frank retrieved coffee, then Hal winced again, Elliott walked in.

‘What? Does no one feel like sleeping in this morning?’

“Captain.” Elliott nodded as he walked.

“Elliott.” Hal smiled then wiped it away as Elliott move to the food line. “Christ.”

“Frank.” Frank said as he sat down. “I know people have a hard time distinguishing between two great individuals.”

Hal’s mouth dropped open.

“What?” Frank asked.

“I cannot believe you just likened yourself to our Savior.”

“Hal, fuck. Easy. I’m kidding.”

“No, you weren’t,” Hal snipped.

“Yeah, I was.” Frank held his coffee “Man, you’re pissy.”

“Pissy? Pissy?” Hal questioned.

“Captain?” Elliott stood before the table. “Am I interrupting if I join?”

“No, not at all. Sit, please.” Hal indicated.

“He’s in a bad mood,” Frank said.

“I believe,” Hal corrected, “you used the word pissy.”

“Really?” Elliott asked as he sat down. “Why are you upset?”

“Because I’m tired and my brother is nocturnal,” Hal answered, disgruntled. “Because Frank, and I use his name so there is no confusion . . .” Hal glanced at Frank. “He gets in a bad mood, consumes too much alcohol, walks all the way to Bowman to cool down, and talks to me all night.”

“I feel better,” Frank stated.

“We never discussed your problem,” Hal said.

“I still feel better, thanks.” Frank nodded.

“Well, I’m glad you do, because I’m tired. So maybe next time you need an all night ear, try Elliott. He’s nocturnal and doesn’t sleep. He too irritates people when things are on his mind. He plays music all night. Perhaps, you too, can utilize these annoying release tactics, you’re talking, and his playing, then you can form a rap band.”

Frank stared for a second. “See, I knew you were pissy. I haven’t a fuckin clue what you just said.”

“I said . . .” Hal’s voice raised some the lowered. “Bother Elliott next time you just need to ramble all night.”

Elliott shrugged. “I wouldn’t mind, Frank, if you need to talk.”

“Thanks.”

Hal growled. “Must you be such an ass kisser, Elliot?”

Elliott looked at Frank. “You’re right. Pissy.”

Again, Hal growled.

“Ok,” Frank said. “If you’re done making noises, we might as well talk about something while I’m here.”

“Can we wait until I had my coffee?” Hal asked.

“No.”

“Of course not.” He tossed his hand up then looked at Elliott. “He’s not funny.”

“Anyhow . . .” Frank continued, “I need you to take John Matoose off of your roster for UWA. He’s coming back to Beginnings roster.”

“What?” Hal laughed. “I didn’t hear this from him.”

“You don’t need to. You’re hearing it from me.”

“Under whose authority?”

“Under whose authority for what?” Frank asked

“Under whose authority am I to release him?”

Frank just stared.

“What’s wrong?”

“You confused me.”

Once again, Hal made the growling noise. “Who authorized it?” he said in a snap.

“Dad.”

“Dad didn’t tell me.”

“Well, Dad said and I said,” Frank argued.

“I don’t care. I need him and until I hear otherwise, he stays.”

“Fuck, Hal, you have five million guys, like you need him.”

“I do not have five million guys. I do need him. He stays.”

“He’s one man,” Frank stated.

“He stays.”

“He’s ours.”

“You kicked him out.”

“We took him back.”

“Too late,” Hal sang the words. “He stays.”

“Asshole.”

“Moron.”

Elliott blinked several times. “Is this usual breakfast conversation?”

Hal ignored the remark. “Just out of curiosity, why are you so adamant about getting him back?”

“We need him.”

“Why now?” Hal asked.

“Robbie’s on light duty and . . .” Frank mumbled inaudible words.

“What was that?” Hal tugged at his own ear.

“Robbie’s flying Ellen to Lodi and John’s a pilot. We need him to fly recognizance until Robbie gets back.”

“Very well.” Hal nodded. “I’ll release him temporarily until Dad fills out the proper paperwork for me.”

“Captain?” Elliott lifted his hand. “Do we have paperwork for that?”

“Hush, Elliott.” Hal waved him off. “You know, I’m surprised you aren’t trying to block Robbie from going.”

“No, someone has to go if she insists on going. I trust Robbie to go. I trust Robbie not to turn his back on my wishes. Ellen . . . She is a different story.”

“She is also standing right behind you,” Hal indicated.

Frank didn’t turn around.

Ellen shifted her eyes to Frank, then to Hal and Elliott, who stood up. “I just wanted to say goodbye. We’re leaving now.”

“May I walk you to the plane?” Elliott asked.

“I would like that, yes.” Ellen nervously smiled. “Hal? If you aren’t too mad at me . . .”

“I’m not mad, Ellen. Of course I’ll see you off.” Hal walked around the table to join her and Elliott. They started to walk and Hal stopped. “Frank? Are you joining us?”

Frank, not turning around, only lifted his hand.

Hal shrugged. “I guess that’s a no.”

After murmuring a saddened ‘his loss’, Ellen took one more look at Frank and left the mess hall.

^^^^

A partial hangover headache and a painful piss boner caused Jess to wake up earlier than his alarm clock was set. He felt ninety and walked like it as well. His head was tilted trying to shuffle his sinus pressure more center to relieve the pain and he limped from the impending urinary explosion. In fact, Jess actually had to wonder if the bladder pressure caused a chain reaction to his head, because some of the headache was relieved when Jess . . . was relived.

Then it hit him.

“Fuck,” Jess murmured out. The night before. Information revelation and any groggy state Jess experienced was gone.

He spent so much time trying to determine how to handle things if he found out that James wasn’t Jimmy that Jess failed to set forth a plan of what to do if he was.

And that was where Jess’s mind had to go. He knew the night before he had thought of a ton of ways, but somehow, the alcohol he swore he wouldn’t consume caused him to forget those brilliant thoughts he had.

But one truth remained. Jess was convinced that James was indeed Jimmy Slagel and James wasn’t some plot set up by the Society. The hard part would be, convincing Jimmy that Jess himself wasn’t some sort of plot by the Society.

Jess was ninety-nine percent sure he had found a missing Slagel. Wording had to be chosen. A route of deliverance had to be planned. As soon as Jess figured that out, first opportunity, taking a chance or not, he was going to take that first step in reuniting the Slagel family. He was going to speak to James and spill his guts.

^^^^

“Is the fuel good?” Joe asked Robbie outside the plane.

“Fuel’s great. I took her out for a test flight yesterday. She’s doing well.” Robbie replied.

“Any sign of bad weather, you land.” Joe waved a finger. “You hear that?”

“Yes.” Robbie nodded. “Before you ask, I have a charger for the phone so we are good to go on that.”

After glancing at his watch, Joe looked up. “Well, you better get moving. Where’s that biker?”

Robbie shrugged. “Probably in North Dakota right now. He drove home.”

“He drove?” Joe questioned. “You can have him there in three hours.”

“Yeah, but he had his bike and it’s a Harley.”

“True.”

Robbie extended his hand. “Wish me luck.”

“Robert, I trust you. Luck and my prayers are with you.” Joe looked at the hand Robbie extended. “Do you mind if I hugged you instead? That new limb gives me the creeps.”

Ellen’s offended gasp rang out, “Joe, are you rude.”

“No, I’m honest.” Joe hugged a chuckling Robbie. “It feels fake. It may look real, but it doesn’t feel real. It feels . . . cold.”

“That’s still rude,” Ellen interjected, causing the separation of the embrace. “I’m all loaded up and ready.” She exhaled. “Can I have a hug too, Joe?”

“No.” Joe turned, cracked a smile, turned back around, and hugged her. “Do good and come back.”

“I will.” Ellen kissed his cheek.

“I’m gonna start to call you the wanderer soon You haven’t been home steady since before Christmas.”

“We still have that family vacation.”

“Yes, we do. Get going.” He patted her cheek.

Robbie stood before the side opening of the plane and the four steps that graced the door. “Whenever you’re ready, El.”

Ellen nodded and walked to the step. Her foot extended to the first one when she heard the call of her name.

“El. Wait.”

Joe grumbled. “Christ. I hope he doesn’t start to make a scene. Hurry up get on the plane.”

Ellen nodded and scooted faster.

“El.” Frank trotted to her reaching out just as she crossed over the threshold.

Joe snapped his fingers in a swing of his hand. “Son of a gun, almost.”

Frank gave a curious look to Joe, then still holding Ellen’s arm, spoke, “El, don’t go yet. I want to talk to you.”

“If you’re gonna fight, ignore me, or yell then . . .”

“No.” Frank shook his head.

“Fine.” Ellen stepped down. “What?”

“I just . . .” Frank paused when he heard the scuffling of feet. He looked around. Robbie, his father, Hal, and Elliott all looked in different directions, not paying attention,  “I just didn’t want . . .” Again he paused.  He looked back. Were they closer? After thinking, ‘nah’, Frank continued. “I didn’t want . . .” He growled when he saw them all leaning in. “Fuck! Back off. Do you mind!”

They all seemed offended as they did back up. Robbie went into the plane, Hal, Joe, and Elliott moved further away.

“Thank you.” Frank announced then returned to Ellen. “I didn’t want you to leave on bad terms.”

“Thank you for that.”

“You’re leaving Beginnings again and I just worry.”

“Frank, I have good reason. Johnny . . .”

“No.” Frank covered her mouth. “I don’t want to know your reason. Okay?”

“I think you should. I don’t want you to think I’m betraying you.”

Frank shook his head. “How about this? You don’t tell me anything and I will just believe that you had good reason and you weren’t betraying me.”

“Where is this coming from?”

“My heart.”

A flow of whining moans, along with ‘man was that sappy’ comments rang out.

“What the fuck is wrong with you?” Frank blasted. “You aren’t supposed to be listening.”

Hal rolled his eyes. “Can you be anymore sappy, Frank?”

“Yeah. Yeah, I can.” He looked at Ellen. “I love you. Be careful. Okay?”

“Thank you.” She leaned to kiss him and Frank grabbed her.

“Come home to me safe, please?”

Ellen nodded.

“Call me.”

Again, Ellen nodded.

“And if you need . . .”

“Frank!” Joe blasted. “Knock it off and let the woman go.”

“Okay, Okay,” Frank stepped back.

Ellen stared for a moment. The look on her face conveyed a sense of relief that she had made up with Frank. “Watch the kids and Dean.”

Frank winked.

She started up the steps and paused before going in. She glanced when the engines started. “Frank? Is there anything you want me to do for you while I am there?”

“Just come back the same.”

“I will.” After one more peaceful smile, Ellen emerged into the plane. Before long, she would be in Lodi and in a sense, whether Frank wanted her to or not, Ellen would be doing something for him.

^^^^

Hatred, maybe. It was hard to pin point. But Johnny knew for certain that whatever went through his mind the moment he aimed the gun at his father, was nothing but a blur. He couldn’t determine what he was thinking or why. It was so unclear to him.

Just it was unclear when he did everything else he did.

He had been out of control . . . and without a doubt, would be out of control again.

He hadn’t left his room in twenty-four hours with the exception of going out on to the roof with Tigger. Within that room, he did a lot of soul searching along with thinking.

To the best of his medical knowledge, he pieced together a prognosis of his own, a worst case scenario. Unfortunately, with Lodi technology, and medical availability, the worst case scenario was fast becoming the only scenario.

With that thought and how he reacted the last time the tumor grew, Johnny sunk.

He saw what he was, how he acted, and what he did. He knew how he would get, how he would eventual turn, and imagined what acts he was capable of committing. With all of that pieced together, all the facts, Johnny deducted there was only one course to take.

He knew what he had to do and for the first time in his life, it would take more courage than he believed he had.

^^^^

Was it Frank’s imagination or did Dean look like Satan? Dean’s green eyes looked awfully close and they looked as if through flames as he stood gazing at the ignition of Frank’s lighter.

“What?” Frank asked.

“Why are you smoking so much.”

“I’m not.”

“Frank, you just put a cigarette out and now you’re lighting another one.”

“Dean, enough.”

“I finally get fresh air and now I have to . . .”

“Dean!” Frank snapped.

“All right. All right. I am grateful for the temporary outing though.”

“I knew you would be.” Frank stopped the truck.

“But why Bowman?” Dean questioned.

“My Dad is here for the afternoon.” Frank opened his truck door, got out, and waited for Dean to slide out of the truck from the driver’s door.

“We’re here to see your dad?”

“It’s the only way to get you completely released from Containment.”

Dean stopped walking. “Are you serious?”

“I think you’re healed. Quit stopping without warning.”

“Sorry.”

Frank opened the door to the building of Hal’s office. “We’re meeting him here. Try to keep up the pace, Dean I don’t want you to fall again.”

“Don’t walk so fast.”

“Don’t lag.”

“Why don’t you just take off the wrist leash, Frank,” Dean held up his arm clamped with a small cuff like apparatus that had a long chain connected to Frank.

“It’s the rules, Dean. I can’t.” Frank walked up the stairs with him. “But the second my dad authorizes your release, you’re free from your connection to me.”

“I have to say I’m surprised. I didn’t expect this.”

“You can say I have my reasons.” Frank knocked once on the door to Hal’s office. When there was no answer, he walked in. “My dad should be here in a second. He’s getting some things. Sit down.”

Dean did.

Frank stood by his side and within a few seconds, Joe walked in.

“That was fast,” Joe commented and walked to Hal’s desk. “Frank? Why is Dean shackled?”

“He’s a dangerous Containment resident, Dad. He escaped.”

“True.” Joe sat down.

“Did you get them?” Frank asked.

“They’re waiting in the hall.”

“What?” Dean asked curiously.

Joe held up his hand. “Frank. Are you sure you aren’t wasting my time. Not two days ago . . .”

“He’s good, Dad. I promise. The deal was if he is cured and his mind normal, he can return to normal shit in Beginnings. I am proud to say we don’t need Danny to fix him. I did.”

“Oh, brother,” Joe grumbled.

“Try,” Frank said. “Go on.”

“Okay.” Joe leaned back. “Dean, tell me about Misha.”

Without hesitation, Dean replied, “She’s a little bitch, Joe.”

Joe nodded, impressed. “You talk good.”

“I really don’t like her.”

“But, let’s see if out of sight, out of mind wasn’t the case.” Joe raised his voice to the door. “Come in number one.”

At that second, the door opened and Misha walked in.

Dean turned to look.

“Dean,” Misha gushed and hurried to him.

Dean stood and . . . backed away. “You are the last person I want to see.”

“You love me.”

Dean looked disgusted. “Oh my God, I do not. In fact, I can certainly say you, little girl, are pretty much on my despise list.”

“No. You promise me marriage,” Misha said sadly.

Dean laughed. “Not anymore.”

Frank clenched his fist. “Yes! See?”

Joe nodded. “Good. Good. That was a tough one.” He motioned his head to Misha. “You can go.”

“Dean.” She reached for him.

Frank intercepted. “Go. Go on. Bye.” He wiggled his fingers in a wave,

Slowly, sad, and backwards Misha left.

“One down,” Joe said. “Now, Josephine.”

Dean shook his head. “I feel nothing for her.”

“Let’s see.” Joe called out, “Number two.”

The door opened. A hiccup was the first sound then Josephine stammered in. “Why am I number two? That’s disgusting.”

Frank shook his head. “Listen to you with your immature humor.”

“Shut the fuck up, Frankie!” Josephine snapped. “No one’s talking to you. Joey, why am I here? This better be good. I was getting a nice massage at the House of Lesbians.”

Frank grunted in disgust.

Dean winced. “Oh my God.”

“Unless . . .” Slurring, Josephine then winked at Dean. “Unless you’d like to rub me down, Skippy.”

Dean’s eyes widened, “Oh my God.”

“Or you can play with my feet.”

Louder, Dean showed his distaste. “Oh my God!”

“Works for me,” Joe stated. “You can go,”

“Fine.” Josephine turned. “I’ll go back to the women.” She opened the door. “At least they know where to rub.”

Dean gasped, “Oh my God!”

When the door closed, Frank clapped his hand together once. “I think that proves it. Can you release him?” Frank began to undo the shackles.

“Not just yet.” Joe held up a finger.

“But, Dad.”

“No, but Dads. Aren’t we forgetting something?”

“Nope.” Frank moved quickly and released Dean.

Dean rubbed his wrist. “I’m free.”

“Not yet,” Joe demanded. “Frank, there’s one more.”

“One more what?” Frank asked. “Dad, really, that’s all that . . .”

“Nope,” Joe said. “Three things were messed up with Dean. Three things caused him to act weird and say things. One was Misha, the other Josephine, and the third. . .”

The door opened.

Hal walked in.

“Hal,” Joe said.

“Fuckin asshole,” Dean commented.

Up in defeat, Hal tossed up his hands.

Frank covered his eyes. “Sorry.”

“Frank, ” Joe scolded. “He’s not cured. He still hates Hal.”

“Dad, maybe he always hated Hal.”

“Fuckin asshole,” Dean repeated. “I have. He’s a dick.”

“I beg your pardon.” Hal moved closer.

“Dick,” Dean said again.

Hal’s eyes grew wide.

“Frank,” Joe scolded. “Why does he still hate Hal?”

Dean answered, “He’s a dick.”

“See,” Frank pointed.

“Dr. Hayes,” Hal stated strongly. “If you don’t mind . . .”

Frank interrupted with a whisper. “Hal, don’t make matters worse. He might beat you up.”

“I highly doubt that. He called me a dick.”

“I did?” Dean questioned. “I’m sorry, I meant to say arrogant dick.”

Hal saw red.

Joe noticed it. “Hold it. Hold it. Frank, why is Dean still in that frame of mind. I thought you worked with him.”

“I did.” Frank defended. “But I focused on Josephine and Misha. I mean, it’s Hal. So what? Dean hates him. What’s the big deal? That won’t affect anything. Hal’s a pussy. He won’t beat up Dean.”

Hal gasped. “I’m a . . . pussy? Did you just call me a pussy?”

Frank nodded. “And he called you a dick.”

About to comment, Hal looked at his father who was snickering. “Good God, what is so funny? I’m being insulted and called immature names like pussy and dick.”

“By Frank and Dean.” Joe shrugged.

“Okay,” Hal said with confusion.

“Never mind,” Joe grunted. “I found obscure humor in that. Pussy. Dick. Frank. Dean. The pairs of names go together like the pair who spewed them.” Joe saw Hal was not amused. “Forget it. Okay, Frank. He’s cured, he’s free.”

“Yes. Thanks!” Frank said excited. “Come on Dean. Let’s go.” he gave a tug.

“But I want to . . .” Dean felt himself pulled hurriedly from the office. “Whoa. Wait up.” He stopped in the hall. “What’s the rush? Your dad won’t change his mind.”

“I know,” Frank responded. “I want to get you back to Beginnings.”

Dean saw the look on Frank’s face. “Something’s up, isn’t it? You rushed me to get out of Containment today. You rushed me out of that office and now you want to rush me home. Why?”

“I want to spend some time alone with you.”

Dean stepped back.

“Fuck you. Not like that,” Frank snapped. “I need you to talk to me.”

“What’s going on?” Dean asked.

“I’m hoping you can tell me.”

“What do you mean?”

Frank hesitated and took a breath. “You’re a doctor. El’s a doctor. El took off for Lodi. She took your blue case. So that tells me not only is it something medical, it’s something you know about.”

“Frank . . .”

“Dean,” Frank interrupted. “I also know it has something to do with Johnny. I made a fuss. I caused a scene. I don’t want anyone to know I’m asking, but I am. You have to tell me, Dean. You have to tell me . . .” It was hard for Frank to say, but he did. “Is there something wrong with my son?”

^^^^

“Twenty-four hours, Lars.” Mike shook his head. “He went on the roof last night with Tig but he still hasn’t eaten or come out. I’m worried.”

“Mike, the boy is facing the reality of possible death,” Lars stated. “How do you want him to act? Jump up and down?”

“Not isolated. I heard you delivered the news rather . . . callously.”

“I delivered the truth,” Lars defended. “Plain simple truth. He’ll get past this.”

“He lost hope.”

Lars lifted his hands. “I wish there was more I can say. Unfortunately, there is nothing we can do.”

“Yeah. Yeah there is. We can tell him about sending word to . . .”

“No,” Lars said strongly. “No. You think he’s bad now. Imagine if in a day or two our rider shows up and no one from Beginnings even acknowledged him. Imagine how he will feel then.”

“I can’t worry about then. I have to worry about now. Get his state of mind up now and we can worry about other things later.”

“What is telling him going to do?”

“He has no direction. Like I said, no hope. At least, whether they show up or not, for the time being Johnny will have something to hope for.” Mike nodded as if he completed an argument in his mind. “I’m going to tell him.” He walked to the door.

“Mike,” Lars called out. “It’s a mistake to tell him.”

“No, Lars.” Mike spoke soft. “It’s a mistake not to tell him.”

Mike walked out.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Jess was actually nervous. The sweat that formed between his fingers and on his palm reappeared even after Jess wiped his hands on his leg. Never had he recalled in so long his heart racing like it did. And why? A part of Jess knew why. It had nothing to do with what Jess was about to embark upon. It had everything to do with the fact of what would happen if, by slim chance, Jess was wrong.

Broach the subject. Broach the subject. Jess came up with a way to do so. It took him all morning, but he did, and like a well rehearsed play, he had it all worked out in his mind.

Confident, he walked to James’s door.

‘Commander James P. Slagel’. The name plate stared at Jess.

Blank.

“Fuck.” Jess cringed. “What was the plan? All the words he had mapped out in his mind flowed forefront like a jumbled mess. He tried to review in his mind his opening statement, only it popped into his mind as, ‘Know how lost brother find shit.’

Another winced escaped Jess. It had to be done,. Taking a slow deep breath and releasing it, Jess placed on the brightest of smiles and figuring he’d wing it, Jess knocked.

“Come in,” James said form the other said.

Repeating the phrase, ‘Upbeat. Upbeat, be upbeat’. Jess, still grinning and nearly bobbing, walked in. “Hey.” he said brightly.

, James peered up from his paperwork through the tops of his eyes.

The word ‘fuck’ slipped from his mouth when he looked at James who looked like a Hal and Joe cross.

“What?” James chucked.

“Oh nothing. I just wanted to pop in.” Jess kept his voice up.

“You sound like you’re in a good mood.”

“Oh, I am. I really am.”

“Don’t tell me you found something out.”

“Yeah. Check this out.” Jess moved to the desk. “I ran into a man who knew my brother. We were talking.”

“No, shit?” James seemed impressed. “Small world. Did he live in Canada?”

“No. He knew my brother from being in the Society.”

Confusion blasted upon James’s face. “Your brother is in the Society?”

“Was.” Jess nodded with a hint of sadness. “He was killed in the line of duty.”

“Holy shit.” James sat back. “That’s luck, not him being killed, but how he survived the plague.”

“That’s nothing. My other brother lived too. So did my dad.”

“What?”

“Yep. My dad died from his diabetes, Luke, from Savages, but that’s not uncommon.”

“What do you mean?”

“Didn’t you know?” Jess asked. “The Society research says that if your father was alive when the plague hit, then he stood a forty percent chance of living. It male gender carried. And if a father and son lived, it is highly probable that more than one male sibling will live.”

James blinked. “How do you know this?”

“I worked in the higher departments.”

“Man, there were a lot of us, too. I can’t believe my family didn’t beat the odds.”

“I’m sorry,” Jess said. “I’m gloating. That’s not right. Of course you said it was six years until you woke up. You looked everywhere, right? Maybe someone lived and moved on.”

“I thought that. But I headed to the one place I thought there would at least be clues., but the town was empty.”

“Was that the town that the Society told you was wiped out? The one up north?”

“Yeah,” James said brightly. “You know, Jess, you may have inspired me to look again.”

“Hell, why not?” Jess shrugged. “I would. I’m proof, right. Where up north? Maybe I was there with my crew.”

“A place in Connecticut.”

“Hey, I had family in Connecticut.”

“Really?”

“Yeah, but it was a small town.” Jess flung out his hand. “You probably never heard of it.”

“Try me.” James rocked back and forth in his chair in such Slagel fashion.

“A town called . . . Ashtonville.”

Slam! The four legs of the chair met the floor firmly when the shock of hearing the town name caused James to stop. “Did you just say Ashtonville?”

“Yeah.”

“Jess. Oh shit. I had family in Ashtonville.”

“Did you know anyone there?” Jess asked.

“Some people.”

“Maybe you knew my cousin.”

“I might have. It was a small town. Who is your cousin?”

“Peter Callaway. He did die in the plague though.”

Hands to the desk, almost in launch fashion, James sprang, nearly getting up. “Pete . .. Pete . . . Pete . ..” he lost his breath.

“You knew my cousin Peter?”

James couldn’t speak. He just nodded.

“Yeah, well check this out. You know how I worked as a spy in Beginnings.”

Again, James nodded.

“Talk about difficult.” With dramatics, Jess whistled. “I had a task, because.” He chuckled. “Alive and well, and living in Beginnings is his former wife . . . Ellen.”

Everything. The coffee cup, the papers, pencil holder, all the desk materials flew upward when James lost his balance and sprang to a stand. “Ellen is alive.”

“Yeah, she . . .”

“Please.” Almost in desperation James spoke as he moved slowly around the desk. “Tell me you aren’t lying.” He was hardly able to walk from the shock.

“Why would I lie?”

“She’s fine?”

“Yes.”

James released a short and sweet shriek of joy. “I . . . I have to go. Jess, you have to tell me where Beginnings is.”

“Wait . . .”

“Jess.” James grinned and grabbed his arms. “We have to get her out of here. Jess. Ellen . . . Ellen is my sister.”

“I thought you only had brothers.”

“I do. But El . . .”James chuckled. “She was as much of a sister as if she were blood. Oh my God. Oh my God. Oh my God.” He grinned. “She’s alive. You’re sure she’s in Beginnings.”

“Oh yeah,” Jess said with certainty. “She’s there.”

“Excellent.” James hurried past Jess and to the door.

“Along with . . . Hal.”

James stopped.

“Robbie.”

James didn’t move.

“Frank.”

James moved his hand way from the door.

“And Joe. Your whole family, Jimmy. The entire bunch,” Jess spoke to James’s back, “Is alive, well, and in Beginnings.”

James turned around, but not as Jess expected.

He turned with a vengeance, revolver extended and pointed. “You lie!” James charged to Jess.

“What? Shit.” Jess backed up in shock. “No.”

“What is this, huh? Some sort of sick trick from Beginnings? What did they do?”

“No!” Jess defended.

“I ought to put a bullet in your fuckin head right now.” James drew closer.

“I’m telling you the truth!”

“You know nothing!”

“I know your family.”

“Bullshit.” With a shift of the chamber, James touched Jess’s forehead with the gun. “Say goodbye.”

“No, I know them,” Jess spoke rapidly. “If I didn’t, how would I know that Robbie spilled the green paint on Sgt. Pletcher’s cat, Lipshaw . . .?”

James relaxed the aim for a second.

Jess continued, “You guys tried to clean the cat, but failed. You had one big green fur ball that you had to shave bald.”

“Oh my God.” James backed up.

“And if I didn’t know you’re family, how would I know Hal used the money he made from swindling Flower Girl Cookies to buy a sweater for the cat. You guys, like you always did, covered for Robbie. And Hal, like he always did, came out smelling like a rose.”

James’s mouth murmured and his hand lowered.

“Let me tell you something, Jimmy.” Jess tilted his head. “Frank is still dumb as an ox. Robbie is still the innocent and Frank still covers for him. Hal is still arrogant and still believes he’s perfect. Your father . . . your father knows better, but just to irk Robbie and Frank, he always sides with Hal.”

“Still,” James said in shock.

“Still.”

Blindly James felt for a chair. “Still.”

“And still . . . Robbie’s hair sticks up.”

With a shocked smile on his face, James sat down. “I can’t believe this.”

“It’s true.”

“Jess.” James looked up. “My family is the enemy?”

“No. No,” Jess said strongly and passionately. “The Society is the real enemy. Your family sent me here to spy on the Society. Your family is the future. And you . . .” Jess dropped his voice. “You need to get home to your family.”

^^^^

“Mike.” Lars, in a near racing walk, struggled to keep up the pace. “This is an error. Do not do this. Not yet. Do not tell Johnny.”

“Lars, I have to.” Mike stopped walking. “I don’t know why, but I feel a sense of urgency. I just feel it in my gut. I feel the need to intervene.”

“It’s the father in you.”

“That’s right and the father in me is screaming something is not right with that kid.” Mike looked at his house not far away. “I have to talk to him.”

To my Family. The note read. I hope, somehow, I can still label you my family. I hope, somehow, this note eventually reaches you. It took me a while to write it and it took me some thought to come to the decision I made. Right or wrong, I feel justified and perhaps, in a sense, you will feel some justification as well. What I did to you all, to my home, was unspeakable. I lie to you not when I tell you I do not know what was going through my mind when I did the act, said what I said, and felt what I felt, but I know what I feel now. My heart is broken. It’s broken because I wronged you. Broken because I miss and love you all very much. Please know I love you. Maybe some would look at it as cowardly that I do this. I chose to look at it as my last life saving move. The tumor in me may not be able to be destroyed, but maybe, I can destroy what the tumor is capable of doing. Love, Johnny.

Johnny didn’t bother sealing it or folding it. He rested it up on the desk in his room so it would be spotted and there would be no qualm about what happened. However, the way Johnny set it up, surely there would be no debate.

Mike’s old revolver that he kept in the burrow of the dining room was loaded.

It was so old fashion that Johnny couldn’t recall ever seeing one.

It had a spinning barrel that the bullets actually slipped into. He hated to use a revolver that belonged to Mike in a personal capacity, but it was the only gun around. Johnny felt it was the only way to do it.

He checked to make sure the bullets were in there then Johnny walked slowly to the chair and sat down.

His hands shook, his body trembled, yet his mind was clear of what he had to do. With the gun held firmly in his hand, Johnny closed his eyes. A tear rolled down his check from the pressure of his creased lids. He brought the revolver to under his chin.

“Forgive me,” he whispered. “God, please help me.” He clicked back the hammer.

Finger ready to depress, just about there, Johnny stopped when he heard the loud continuous horn beeping outside.

“Chief Manis!” a voice yelled. “You there?”

“Yeah,” Mike responded.

Mike was in the house? Johnny thought and replaced the hammer on the gun.

“What’s up?” Mike asked. “Something wrong?”

“No, something’s right. Is Dr. Rayburn with you?”

“Yeah.”

“Good,” the man yelled, “because that call for help he made just arrived. The Beginnings plane just landed.”

No. No. Johnny sprang up. He didn’t hear what he just did. Johnny raced to the window. He ran his hand under his eyes and peered out to Lars jumping into the Jeep. Was it true? Did Lars really send word for help? Was it for himself? For the tumor? There now were unanswered questions and the route Johnny was about to embark on was no longer viable, not at least until he received answers. Heading out of the room with intention of returning the gun to Mike’s room, Johnny had to find out.

He was uplifted, even for a second. A heartbeat away from death and the whisper of a small prayer he recited may have very well been answered.

Help on the way in the form of one very important package . . . Home.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

As if a jolt of streaming electricity, Mike’s anger flowed in the form of a felt energy into Johnny when his hand locked onto Johnny’s wrist as Johnny replaced the gun.

“Mike . . .”

“What were you thinking?” Mike said in a stone cold way. “No, don’t answer. I know what you were thinking.”

“I wasn’t going to hurt anyone.”

“You don’t think?” Mike asked. “You don’t think it would have hurt me if you did this. Christ, John I took you in. I took you under my roof, my wing, my family.”

Johnny’s eyes closed. “Mike, I was so . . .”

“I know how you are.”

“I‘m scared.”

“I know that too.” Mike took the gun and stuck it in the drawer. “But dying or running is not the way to face things. You want to die? I can give you plenty of ways to get yourself killed by doing good things. Die a hero’s course, Johnny, not a coward’s way.”

“I didn’t want to die.”

“Then why were you even considering that?”

“Because I don’t want to become what I was,” Johnny spoke passionately. “That is why I wanted to do it.”

“I hope to God this is all past tense.” Mike stepped to Johnny. “Tell me this will not be a concern of mine.”

“Is Beginnings here for me?”

Mike nodded. “It looks that way. Lars sent a messenger asking them to help with your tumor.”

Johnny closed his eyes in gratefulness. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Fuck, Johnny, I’m glad we didn’t. If they turned us down, how bad would you be then?”

“Who . . . who is coming.”

“We asked for Dr. Hayes.”

“Dean?” Johnny opened his eyes. “Dean’s here?” he asked with enthusiasm.

“That’s what we think. Lars is greeting him now.” Mike watched the smile drop from Johnny’s face. “What’s wrong?”

“Oh my God. Lars . . . is greeting Dean.”

“A little excitement never hurts. Let’s go downstairs and wait for them.”

“Sounds good.” Johnny started to walk, but stopped. He looked at the picture of Mike’s wife on Mike’s dresser. “You know, Mike, I should have taken that picture of Dylan as a sign of hope.”

“Dylan’s picture? Why?” Mike asked.

“You know. I told you. Home. Geez.” Johnny walked by Mike and out the door.

“I know home geez?” Mike questioned. “No, I don’t.” he said as he followed Johnny/ He was certain he would eventually find out what Johnny meant. Maybe later, but at that moment, Mike was almost as enthusiastic about meeting Dr. Hayes as Johnny was.

^^^^

The Beginnings’ plane had landed about a mile and a half outside of Lodi on an old highway. Lars instructed the driver to stop some distance from the plane, about a football field length. He wanted to walk up and greet the Beginnings people, be the first, and make the best impression. Once out of the Jeep, Lars stopped and checked his reflection in the side view mirror.

“How do I look?” Lars asked. “Professional?

“Very.”

Lars peered to the plane and watched as the side door dropped. “Kind of like Close Encounters, only the Alien is Dr. Hayes.”

“That him?” The driver pointed as Ellen stepped out, covered her eyes with one hand, waved then got back in the plane.

“Yes. Dr. Hayes is small. He must have let his hair grow some.”

“He looks awfully feminine.”

“Well, I for one always thought he was queer,” Lars said. “Stay here until I call for you.”

“You sure you don’t want me to join you.”

“Positive. I want to make a good impression. Not a . . . Harley impression.” Lars smiled then walked to the plane. It didn’t take him long to get there and he arrived just as Robbie stepped out.

Swinging the M-16 behind his back, Robbie lifted his sunglasses.

“Hello,” Lars said brightly, walking to Robbie with an extended hand. “Are you the pilot?”

“And protector,” Robbie replied.

“I’m Lars Rayburn.”

“Ah.” Robbie nodded knowingly. “Yeah, the guy who called for help.”

“I prefer to say assistance but that’s trivial. I have a car.”

“We have lots of things.”

“Good. We can unload and I’ll take you into Lodi.”

Robbie shook his head. “The unloading will take a while. I’d like to hang back for a bit. Get used to the thought.”

“Thought?” Lars asked.

“You can say I have a family member in Lodi I am not so sure I want to face.”

“Johnny.”

“Yep.”

“Obviously you are too young to be the grandfather he shot. Are you the father he shot . . . twice, mind you?” Lars asked.

“No, I’m his uncle.”

“The one he set booby traps for, tried to frame and then tried to kill?”

“No. I’m the one whose arm he blew off.” Robbie lifted his right arm.

“Prosthetic?”

“Bionic.”

“Did Dr. Hayes . . .”

“No, two eccentric China men, Danny and Henry.”

Lars grinned. “Excellent.” The smile turned to shock when he saw Ellen step from the plane. The site of her stumbled him back, way back. Lars just stared in amazement.

“Robbie, I tried to move . . .” Ellen slowed down. “Dr. Rayburn?”

“Yes,” Lars said pleasantly. He quickly snapped out of his daze. “And you are?”

“Dr. Hayes.”

Lars took a step back. “Last I knew you were a man.”

Ellen snickered. “The Dr. Hayes you are thinking of still is a man.”

Robbie interjected, “That is arguable in Beginnings, El.”

“El? As in Ellen?” Lars questioned.

“Yes. You know me.”

“Johnny has spoken of you,” Lars replied.

Robbie intervened, “Since he mentioned he shot my dad, his dad . . .”

“Twice mind you.” Lars corrected.

“Twice mind you,” Robbie continued. “And how he blew me up and tried his hand at Hal, did he mention how he tried to make her insane?”

“He failed to tell us that one.” Lars said then extended a hand to Ellen. “Are you really Dr. Hayes as well?”

“Yes. I’m a doctor. Dean is my husband, I mean, ex husband.”

“Then it is a pleasure to meet you.” Lars brought her hand to his lips and kissed it.

Ellen giggled. “Thanks.”

“Well, my fair and intelligent lady, shall I help you unload and then take you into Lodi?”

“Actually . . . Robbie’s wanting to adjust. Anyhow . . . maybe he can unload and you can take me to Lodi . . . now?” Ellen asked almost pleadingly.

“I can do that,” Lars responded. “The driver will take us in and he can return to Robbie and they can bring the stuff to the clinic. Will that work?”

Robbie nodded his answer. “Yeah, that works for me. I think I want to avoid being seen, if you know what I mean.”

“I do and my lab facility is the place for that.” Lars turned to Ellen. “I suppose I’ll take you straight to my clinic as well?”

“No.” Ellen shook her head. “I would prefer you take me straight to Johnny.”

^^^^

Though Mike couldn’t see the Jeep just yet, he did hear it coming. Releasing the curtain from the window from which he peeked, he turned, “John, come on. I hear them coming.”

“Sorry.” Johnny hurried down the steps, tucking in his shirt. “I didn’t expect them so fast.” He ran his fingers through his hair. “How do I look?”

“Better. Clean. Not as drained.”

“Good.” Johnny laid his hand on his stomach. “I’m nervous. But then again, it’s Dr. Dean. Dr. Dean is fair. He will give me the benefit of the doubt with this tumor. He will. That’s good,” he rambled. “He is really not that bad, despite what Lars says.”

Mike chuckled. Then he and Johnny both turned the heads to the sound of the stopping Jeep. “Good luck to you, Johnny.”

“You’re not coming?’

“I’ll let you go first.” Mike nodded

Johnny walked to the door with Mike behind him. After a breath, he opened the front door and stepped out. A second later he flew in. “Oh my God.”

“What?”

“That’s not Dean.” Johnny’s face went pale. “Mike, it’s not Dean.” He sounded panicked. “Give me a second.” He took another breath.

Wondering who was there, Mike foregoing the plan to let Johnny go first, stepped outside onto the porch. He focused, stopped, blinked, and lost all breath, “Oh my God.” frozen right there, watching Ellen step from the keep, Mike couldn’t move. He didn’t budge until Johnny brushed by him.

A lump so huge formed in Johnny throat when Ellen stopped at the end of the walk. She stared back at him, probably in disgust, fear maybe. He had to greet her, say something, face the music.

He walked slowly, never taking his eyes off of her. His mind was racing a million miles an hour, preparing for her blast of, ‘I’m here because I have to, not because I want to’. Johnny was ready for that.

What he wasn’t ready for was for Ellen to pummel him. Not with her fist, but with her body, arms and her heart.

Ellen moved faster toward Johnny than he toward her. She just grabbed him. Ellen just grabbed him and pulled him tighter and tighter to her as if she were trying to absorb him.

What happened? What caused the reaction from her? It should have been hatred when instead Ellen projected a mother’s hold.

That was it.

Ellen was always like a mother to him.

Whatever the reason, Johnny couldn’t take it. His legs buckled, his head dropped to a bury in her shoulder and holding on to Ellen as well, Johnny broke down and cried.

With his hands in his pockets, Lars walked by the reuniting duo to the porch where Mike stood just staring out, the same position he held when he walked out of the door.

“It shocks me too,” Lars said as he joined Mike and looked at Johnny and Ellen. “She says she still has tests to run to satisfy Beginnings, but . . . she is here because of the results. I expected her to not want anything personally to do with him. I asked her. Her response was she wasn’t here to look at what he did. She was here to look at him as her child, her sick child.”

Mike only shifted his eyes to Lars.

“Yes, Mike that’s his stepmother.”

“Oh my God,” Mike whispered out.

“He tried to drive her insane.”

Mike ignored the comment.

“However, I am amazed by the family reunion. You?”

“No.” Mike shook his head. “I’m amazed at how much she looks like Dylan.”


CHAPTER NINETEEN

It was the heavy outpouring breath that caught Dean’s attention.

Hand covering his mouth, Frank looked down to the counter in the cryo-lab.

“Are you all right?” Dean asked.

“Yeah. Go on.”

“As I told you, some of scans that they did, this Lars guy didn’t send. He photocopied them, in a sense.”

“Could they be doctored?”

“Could be, but according to Doyle, Lars wouldn’t do that. If Lars sent this, then it’s real.”

“Any chance Lars didn’t send it?”

“Again, something I thought of too,” Dean said. “But Doyle, knowing these people and the way the town works, said the head of the town would not allow one of his men to take a cross country trip if Lars didn’t authorize it.”

Frank nodded. “So this is indication of a tumor?”

“Yes.”

“Could it not be Johnny’s?”

“Possibly.” Dean shrugged. “What this Lars guy sent was scans, copies of x-rays, blood work, physical evaluation, mental history, recent medical history, and his theory. What he requested was Johnny’s full medical history and for us to help with this tumor.”

“Can we?” Frank asked.

Dean went silent.

“We can’t.”

“Hard to say, Frank. There is no depth to the pictures so it’s hard to tell actual size, and placement.”

“Didn’t this Lars guys send that.”

“Yeah, but who is this Lars guy, right?” Dean said. “Chances are he’s some hick who self appointed himself doctor.”

“True.”

“That’s why El is there.”

Frank’s head lowered.

“I would have gone, Frank but I was . . . detained?”

“What exactly is she doing there, medical wise?”

“Same tests. More scans. There are certain tests that concur a brain tumor that Lars didn’t perform.”

“Yeah, but Dean, you can’t blame the Lars guy. He doesn’t know any better.”

“True,” Dean continued. “Also, El is going to do a biopsy before she leaves and pre-test it there. Then I’ll recheck everything. Then, and only then, will we diagnose and prognoses.”

“I see,” Frank said. “How long will she be gone?”

“Well, aside from the testing, she’s gonna do some set up work there get them real medical supplies. Three days, maybe.”

“Good.”

“This time.”

Frank quickly looked. “This time?”

“Well, Frank, if the tumor is determined to be operable, we’ll have to go there to do it. You and I both know there’s no way Johnny can come home for this.”

“I know. Because of that, no one is to know. No one is to find out and especially either my dad or Hal are to know I was asking.”

Dean chuckled. “You’re being ridiculous. This is your son. You still love him. Frank, if this tumor is legit, he does have sound medical reasoning for his behavior.”

“That’s all well and fine, Dean. You know that, but people, they won’t care.”

Dean only nodded in silence, a silence that was broken when there was a buzz at the cryo-lab door. Dean reached under the counter to remotely open the door. “It must be Jason. He keeps forgetting the code.”

“I do appreciate you telling me about my son.”

Jenny’s ‘you too?’ rang into the room.

Both Frank and Dean turned around.

“Me too what?” Frank asked.

“Visiting?” Jenny stood, carrying a stuffed animal and a book.

“Visiting?” Frank questioned.

“Your son, silly.” Jenny walked across the lab. “I won’t be in your way. I’m going to read to Brian and Caroline.”

“Shit.” Dean’s eyes widened.

“Dean.” Frank snickered. “She can read to them.”

“No, Frank she can’t,” Dean said through clenched teeth.

“Dean, it’s not like she’ll wake them up or . . .” Frank shut up when Dean nodded. ‘Fuck.”

“What?” Jenny asked.

Dean walked around and stopped her. “You can’t go back there.”

“Why? I always come in to read.”

“Maybe another time,” Dean scurried her away. “Tomorrow.”

“I miss her,” Jenny argued. “Why can’t I see her?”

Frank, with quick thinking, interjected, “The floor.”

“The floor?” Jenny questioned.

“Is . . . Is . . .” Frank stumbled.

“What’s wrong with the floor?”

“It’s . . . not . . .” Frank paused.

“There.” Dean continued. “Ok, you got us.” he shrugged. “We had a collapse of the floor in there. We don’t want it to get out.”

“Oh my God.” Jenny was offended. “Are the children . . .”

“Fine. Fine.” Dean led her out. “The case is actually secured to the wall.”

“Good thing,” Frank continued, “because there is no floor in that room.”

“At all?” Jenny asked.

“Not at all. It’s one big hole,” Frank said.

“Huge,” Dean continued.

“Was anyone in there when it happened?”

Both Frank and Dean responded, “I was.”

“He was,” Frank pointed.

“Him too.” Dean pointed to Frank. “Good thing we felt it coming. We were able to get out when the ground shook.”

“Fuckin earthquakes,” Frank griped.

Jenny gasped. “We had an earthquake?”

“Yes,” Frank said. “It was a big one too.”

Dean groaned and covered his eyes.

“You know.” Jenny tilted her head. “Come to think of it, I did feel something this morning.”

Dean’s eyes closed.

Frank continued, “We were lucky that it was concentrated down here.”

“Yes,” Jenny sighed out. “Well, I’ll let you go.” She handed the teddy bear to Frank. “Could you give this to her, if you can?”

“Oh, sure.” Frank took the bear. “I’ll swing across the hole.” He winked.

“Good.” Jenny started to leave. “Caroline will like that. Oh . . . Is Danny going to fix it?”

“Fix what?” Frank asked.

“The hole from the earthquake.”

“No.” Frank shook his head. “We haven’t told Danny. We don’t want to scare him. He has a fear of earthquakes. He’s from California. He could start a panic around here.”

Understanding, Jenny nodded. “We wouldn’t want that. Well, then let me know when it’s fixed.”

“Will do.” Frank gave a thumbs up.

Jenny walked to the door, opened it, and started out.

Dean opened his eyes. “Earthquake.”

“Dean, it was the only . . .”

“Frank?” Jenny popped her head back in.

“Yeah.” Frank smiled.

“Since you are the expert, you don’t think this earthquake has anything to do with the meteor that’s coming, do you?”

Frank took a deep dramatic breath. “I don’t know. It very well could.”

Jenny gave a look of sadness and concern and then walked out.

Frank, pleased, clapped his hands together once. “See, problem solved.”

Dean only glanced at Frank. Earthquake. Meteor. Problem solved? He knew better because they were in Beginnings.

^^^^

There had to be a sense of disbelief, Jess figured. There had to be. But Jimmy, as he would call him from that moment on, just nodded.

“You understand?”

“Um, yes. Beginnings. Initial start up land. Fifty people. Frozen scientist. Hadley. Got it. And my Dad runs Beginnings.”

“Your dad is the president, in a sense, of every province. In fact, Beginnings just acquired a new town. Some town in Texas immigrated up north.”

“Where do the defectors come in?”

“Depends on which ones.”

“Which ones?” Jimmy asked.

“Well, yeah. I was part of twenty-seven that defected a while back. Sgt. Doyle brought fifteen hundred.”

Jimmy snapped his fingers. “That’s the defector movement. I was under the impression Doyle joined a small band of rebels and caused the entire thing.”

“Nope. Hadley started it awhile back. Doyle just joined the cause. Actually Beginnings did a lot of defending until Hal showed up.”

“Wait. Hal wasn’t in Beginnings from the beginning?”

“Nope. He, like you, didn’t know that your family was alive.”

“That’s because my father forgot to leave a note.”

“Oh he did.”

“No, he didn’t. I went to Gaithersburg. No note.”

“Robbie took it.”

“What!” Jimmy blasted. “Robbie took the note. What the fuck?”

“He took it as a souvenir and, just as a point of reference, you aren’t allowed to bitch. As your dad told Hal, it’s over, it’s done, you’re here now.”

In shock, Jimmy sat back. “Okay. Okay, Hal joined up and then what?”

“He began the actual cause. Hal was with the Society briefly and defected, bringing a ton of men with him. They started the Freedom Fight, therefore their union became the name of our union, United Western Alliance.”

“So Hal has his own army.”

“Yep.”

“Hal has an army. I’m surprised they aren’t a new cavalry.”

Jess just looked.

‘They are?”

Jess nodded. “Oh, yeah and we can’t forget the defectors Frank got.”

“How did my brother get defectors?”

“You will love this,” Jess said. “The Society shot him.”

“Oh yeah, I’m loving it already.”

“Six times.”

“Hmm. Even better.” Jimmy rolled his eyes.

“Frank was still alive. They took him, but Frank was bad and in a coma. When he woke up, instead of being a prisoner, he faked amnesia.”

“Oh my God and Hadley bought it.”

“Yeah.” Jess nodded. “Hadley thought he had Frank, hook line and sinker. Frank even trained the men only to have them all defect at one time.”

“How did I not know all this? How do any of us Society grunts know nothing?”

“They keep it from you. If you found out half the shit the Society does, you would leave.”

“But, Jess, the Society is only trying to rebuild America.”

“No, Beginnings is trying to rebuild America. Home of the free. George creates microchip enhanced soldiers to die, killer babies, and turns all women of birthing age into zombie baby factories.”

Slowly Jimmy stood up.

“If you don’t believe me, ask Hal.”

“I believe you.” Jimmy shook his head. “So the Society trained you to be a spy and go to Beginnings.”

“Yes, only I agreed to be a spy for the Society just to get out of the Society. I wanted to live in Beginnings. Jimmy, Beginnings is great.”

“So I’m taking it my father found out and in order for you to be in good graces, you agreed to come back and be a spy for Beginnings.”

“You got it.”

“Here’s where I’m confused,” Jimmy said. “You knew the Slagel name. You knew I was Jimmy Slagel.”

“Not until I got down here. I thought your last name was James.”

“Okay, so you found out. Why didn’t you tell me sooner?”

“I had to be sure you were a Slagel,” Jess explained, “and I thought you weren’t.”

“How can that be?”

“Yeah, you look like your family but you projected this really cool guy, tough like your brothers. That’s where I got confused.”

“How? You just said I was like my brothers.”

“Exactly, but to the best of my knowledge, from the way they talked about you, you were . . . the nerd of the family.”

“Fuckin assholes. Man. Wait until I kill them. Speaking of killing them, let me grab some stuff and you and I are out of here.” Jimmy headed toward the door.

“We can’t do that.” Jess stopped him. “If we book, take off, we’ll be running all the way across the country. George will hunt us down.”

“But I have to go home.”

“And I want to get back to Beginnings,” Jess told him. “But in order for us to do that.” He lifted an eyebrow. “You and I . . .have to die first.”
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First of all, Robbie couldn’t figure out why Ellen insisted on bringing so much stuff. For sure they could count on less fuel consumption on the way home since the load would be lighter. But the six cases, as Ellen said, were for the future benefit of Lodi as a whole, not just the Johnny situation. What the exact contents of those cases were, Robbie really didn’t know.

“In here.” Lars directed Robbie as he led him down the hall to his lab.

Robbie paused. “Kind of reminds me of the Dean set up.”

The squeal of Lars’s shoes rang out when he halted. “Please do not say that.”

“Okay,” Robbie shrugged. “Where do you want some of these cases?”

“What’s in them?”

“Haven’t a clue. El knows. I know they all don’t have to do with my nephew.”

“Just set them down. Would you like for me to go get the others?”

“Nah, I’ll make another trip,” Robbie said. “Usually I would have carried them, but I’m on light duty, duty I will obey because I don’t want to take a chance losing the arm.”

“Excuse me?”

“It’s new.” Robbie lifted his sleeve. “The stitches are still fresh. See?”

“Yes, very Frankenstein like.” Lars looked at it. “Perhaps while you’re here, you’ll let me examine that, out of curiosity, of course.”

“Sure.”

“Do you have medical knowledge?”

“Of what?”

“Medicine. Science.”

Robbie snickered. “No.”

“So your reasons for being here are strictly transportation.”

“And protection,” Robbie said. “I’m watching out for Ellen. That’s why I’m here. I may hang out with you, but I really won’t scope the town too much. Not that I don’t want to . . .”

“You don’t want to run into your nephew.”

“Exactly.”

“Cold, bitter, and a reasonable state of mind,” Lars stated. “But you’re here. That says a lot, whether you want it to or not.”

“Not really, aside from the fact I am one of four pilots in Beginnings, I am the only one who flies planes. And . . . my father said.”

“Your father said?”

“Yep.” Robbie nodded. “My father runs Beginnings and its provinces. He would not authorize a plane or Ellen’s departure unless one of his sons went as an assurance of her protection.”

“He set rules? Kind of totalitarian, don’t you think?”

“It’s Slagel-ism or no ism.” Robbie snickered.

“Were you the only one who volunteered?” Lars asked,

“Yes.”

“Back to my original point. You are here. That says something.”

“Yeah, you don’t like to lose an argument.”

“Never.” Lars crinkled his face. “I plan on getting into many with Dr. Hayes the male.”

Robbie laughed. “Join the club.”

“I think I might like Beginnings. Anyhow . . . you were speaking of Ellen’s protection. Her protection will not be a problem here,” Lars explained. “This will probably be in vain, but I’d like to extend an invitation to you and Dr. Hayes to stay at my home.”

“Sure. Why would that be in vain?”

“I think the Chief of Lodi may insist she stay at his house so he can protect her. It’s going to be an interesting situation. I can feel it coming. He’s going to zoom in on her. Hawk her. You’d be welcome there as well, but Johnny lives there.”

“If Johnny lives there, then El won’t because I won’t. I stay where El stays.”

“Yes, the machismo. I understand but I can assure you, Dr. Hayes will be well watched if not overly watched at Mike’s house. You, my new friend, may even be hard put to request she leave his house.”

“Doubtful.” Robbie laughed.

“Do you have a heart?”

“I like to think so.”

“Then you won’t ask.”

Robbie tilted his head in confusion. “I don’t understand.”

“Sit down and let me explain.” Lars led him to a chair then he did explain.
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The clank of the ceramic mugs . . . again, made Mike shake his head at himself . . . again. It was a task finding two clean mugs not touched by cupboard dust but he also had to find two mugs not too big and without chips.

After finding them, he placed them on the kitchen counter and called out. “You did want coffee, right Dr. Hayes?”

“Yes, thanks,” Ellen returned a reply from the dining room. “Please call me Ellen, Chief Manis.”

“Ellen,” Mike whispered. “Ellen.” He poured the coffee, spilling some on the counter. “Fuck.” Shaking his head once more, he prepared the coffees and brought them to the dining room. “You can call me Mike.” He walked in and set the mug down before Ellen.

“Mike.” She smiled. “Thanks.

“You’re welcome. Shit.” Mike started to sit but stopped.

“What?”

“I fixed your coffee. I put cream in.”

“It’s fine. Just cream is the way I drink it. Sit down. You’re a rather large guy and I’ll hurt myself looking up at you.”

“Sorry.”

“That’s Okay. Sit.”

“Yes. Sit.” Mike reached back for the chair, but his extended hand hit it and sent the chair flying back. “Fuck. Shit. I’m sorry.”

“For.”

“The chair.” Mike picked it up, fixed it, and sat down. “And swearing.”

“That’s fine. Are you Ok?”

“Yes. No. Damn it,” Mike grunted. “I’m a mess.”

“Am I causing it?”

“Yes. I mean, no. Yes and no.”

Ellen chuckled. “What?”

“Maybe later I’ll explain it. Tomorrow. Whatever. Not now. I‘d sound like an idiot. Just know, you make me nervous.”

“Okay, I can deal with that. Is it because I’m a woman?”

“Yes. In part.”

“I don’t bite.”

“That’s a good thing.”

Ellen smiled. “All right. Obviously you wanted us alone.”

“Not for what you think.” Mike defended.

“I’m not thinking anything.”

“Sorry.”

“Quit apologizing.”

“Sorry.”

“Mike.”

Mike cringed.

Ellen giggled. “You remind me of someone I know. Hal, Johnny’s uncle.”

“His uncle.” Mike nodded. “Would this be the one he framed, set traps for and tried to kill, or would this be the one he blew up?”

“The first one. The one he blew up is with Lars.”

“Oh my God. His uncle is here.”

Ellen nodded. “Only he’s not so enthusiastic to see Johnny.”

“That’s it.” Mike pointed.

“What’s it?”

“That’s why I asked Johnny to give us a few minutes.”

“You asked Johnny to give us a few minutes because of Robbie?”

“No, you.”

Ellen shook her head. “I’m lost.”

“Seeing him,” Mike explained. “Dr. Hayes, I mean Ellen, Johnny was pretty open with me about all he did in Beginnings. I truly believe when he came here he didn’t remember everything. He remembered some, but not all. I also believe that the kid upstairs is basically a good kid. What he did, I know this is gonna sound bad, but what he did to you people couldn’t have been him. The tumor had to have caused it.”

“If Lars’s tests prove to be correct, then I know this.”

“I took Johnny into my house, my family, and I took him into my heart,” Mike spoke seriously. “I just want to know why you’re here. I hope that doesn’t sound callous.”

“I’m here for two reasons, Mike. One, to help him. Two, because I’ve known Johnny since he was a baby. He cannot be anymore my son than if I gave birth to him. I love him and never stopped loving him, no matter what he did. I may not have liked him, but I always loved him. That won’t stop. I’m here as a doctor and as a mother. Is that an acceptable answer?”

“Yes.”

“I won’t be mean to him. I will be good with him. I can’t guarantee Robbie will be the same way.”

“The uncle.”

“Yes.” Ellen nodded.

“I understand. So I guess me extending an invitation to stay in my home would be out of the question.”

Ellen hesitated before answering. Why Mike had this look of wanting her to stay, she didn’t know. Perhaps it had a lot to do with his protective nature over Johnny. “I’ll tell you what. Find a place for Robbie to stay and convince him I’m fine in your care, then I’ll be happy to stay here.”

“Fine in my care?” Mike chuckled. “Ellen, it’s gonna be pretty hard put to let you out of my sight when you’re here.”

“Just like Hal.” Ellen partially smiled. “So protective over women.”

“Woman. You’re it here in Lodi.”

A little shocked, Ellen glanced curiously at Mike. Her attention quickly turned to the sound of the door opening.

“Dad!” Tigger called out. “I’m back. Fuckin’ Lincoln wouldn’t move his fuckin ass. I would have been home hours ago.”

Mike winced as he stood. “My son.” He spoke to Ellen, “Excuse me.”

Tigger continued. “First he fuckin . . .”

“Tig.” Mike flew into the entrance hall. “Shh.”

“Why? Who’s sleeping?” Tigger walked to the living room.

Mike blocked him. “We have company.”

“Okay.”

“A woman.”

Tigger looked up. “What?”

“From Beginnings.”

Tigger let out a peep of a shriek. “No shit? Yes, they came to help!”

“Yeah.” Mike nodded, and again blocked Tigger’s attempted to get to the dining room. “Tig, it’s Johnny’s mom.”

“Oh shit.” Even more excited Tigger grew. “I want to meet her.”

“Wait.” Mike stopped him. “Before you do, you have to be prepared. Johnny’s mom is a spitting image for your . . .”

The word ‘mom’ whispered out as Ellen walked into the living room.

Another stock wince came from Mike. “Ellen, this is my son.”

Ellen smiled. “Mike he looks exactly like you.”

Tigger replied, “In a short way. And you look exactly like . . .”

“This is Dr. Hayes.” Mike interrupted.

“I thought Dr. Hayes was a man.” Tigger said.

“This is his ex-wife.” Mike explained.

“So she’s available.” Tigger smiled.

“What the fuck?” Mike cringed. “I’m sorry. Tigger, this is Ellen. Ellen this is Tigger.”

Tigger extended his hand, “How do you do? You can call me Anthony. That’s my birth name.”

Mike pulled the shaking hands apart. “You can call him Tigger. Go get washed up. We’re gonna have lunch.”

“Lunch?” Tigger asked with a snicker. “We never have lunch.”

“Yes we do.” Mike argued.

“Yeah, right. “ Tigger laughed. “I’ll be back.”

“Bring Johnny down,” Mike ordered as Tigger raced off. “I’m sorry about that. Wanna go finish our coffee?”

“Only if you stop apologizing. It’s unnerving.” Ellen headed to the dining room.

“I’m sorry.”

“Mike.”

With a hunch, an embarrassed Mike said no more and followed Ellen.


CHAPTER TWENTY

Amazed perhaps, astonished, whatever it would be to describe Hal’s reaction, his voice reflected it. “My God,” he soothed out. “Frank? This is humble bread.”

“It’s still warm, too.” Frank winked.

“I can see that.” Hal looked at the thick slice. Not only could he smell the warmth and goodness, he could see the steam as it mixed with the cooler air outside. On two flip open chairs, he and Frank sat before the Jeep in Section Thirty-two. “This is amazing.”

“Isn’t it?” Frank poured him a cup of coffee from the thermos.

“Thank you. I haven’t seen or had humble bread since Sgt. Pletcher.”

“I know.”

“Did you make this?”

Frank chuckled. He took one last hit of his cigarette before tossing it outward. “No. I wanted to, so I went to Andrea. I described it to her and check it out. She made it.”

“Do you remember how Jimmy tried to make it?” Hal asked with a smile.

“Oh my God.” Frank laughed “He bought the ready-made dough and just poked holes in it and put the stuff in it.”

“We ate it.”

“Dad got sick.”

“But he never told Jimmy.” Frank broke a piece of the bread and ate it. He paused in his chewing. “Hal, this is fuckin awesome.”

Hal tried it. “Almost as good as Sgt. Pletcher’s.”

“Can you believe we bitched and bitched about it?”

“Now we crave it in our adulthood,” Hal reminisced. “What made you crave it, Frank? What made you bring it up?”

“I was thinking of, you know, family and I thought of it. When Andrea told me she made it, I had to call you and surprise you.”

“This is . . .” Hal smiled peacefully. “This is nice. Thanks.”

“Yeah and I also wanted to have lunch with you.”

“Really? Why?”

“To share my humble bread.”

“So you bring me up here to do so.”

“I love it up here,” Frank stated. “It’s got a good feel.”

“Yes it does.”

“It’s the killer baby region.”

Hal looked at him. “Tell me you’re joking.”

“Nope. Listen.” Frank cleared his throat then, projecting loudly, he sang. “So now I come to you . . .”

A slight pause, then un-interpretable meshed gurgling voices responded with what sounded like ‘with open arms.’

Frank grinned.

“That is . . . that is not right and neither is this. You bring me up here with monstrous killer children.”

“Hal, please,” Frank scoffed. “They fuckin love me.”

“That’s true.”

“I’m their God.”

“St. Francis.”

Frank gave a tilt of his head with chuckle and ate his bread.

“So you bring me here, feed me bread, enjoy a peacefulness with the . . . killer babies, all to just have lunch with me, your brother.”

“Yep. And bond.”

“Uh-ha.” Hal nodded. “Bull.”

“What?” Frank said, so offended.

“Frank, I know you.”

“You should. I’m your brother.”

“No,” Hal said, aggravated. “I know you. You hate me.”

“I do not.” Frank defended. “I love you.”

“I’ll give you that, but you don’t like me.”

“I’ll give you that.”

“So what are you up to?” Hal asked.

“When?”

“Now.”

“I’m having lunch with you.”

“Exactly.”

“If you knew, why’d you ask?”

Hal growled then calmed himself down. “Frank, you call me in Bowman. You ask me to join you and said you wanted to see me. I thought you needed to talk and figuring I’d rather talk in the day than at night when your nocturnal juices kick in to high gear, I come. You bring me all the way up here. I’m sorry. I don’t buy it’s just to have lunch. What’s up?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Hal softly huffed. “Something is bothering you. What?”

“Nothing.”

“Frank, you don’t bother me just to be with me. You have to have a reason. I don’t buy it.”

“Hal, I don’t . . .”

It was weird and it caused Frank to rub his ear. It even stunned Hal. Just as Hal spoke Frank’s name to interrupt him, another call of Frank’s name was made.

Open. Shut. Hal moved his mouth.

Frank raised an eyebrow. “Do that again.”

“That was weird. It had a doubling effect.”

“It did.”

“I thought it was my imagination.”

“No. Try it again.”

Hal shrugged. “Frank.”

“Frank.”

“Whoa. Fuck,” Frank said.

Hal shook his head with a smile and disbelief at himself. “Dad.”

Frank blinked. “It doesn’t work when you say Dad’s name, only mine.”

“No, Frank. It’s Dad.” Hal pointed behind them.

Frank looked then did a double take when Joe walked through the open perimeter fence. “Dad.”

Joe approached the Jeep.

“Hey, Dad. Did you hear Hal’s voice do that weird thing?”

“Um, yeah.” Joe nodded. “Strange. Anyhow, wanted to let you boys know. Robbie and Ellen arrived safely in Lodi.”

Frank turned all the way around. “They called.”

“Yes.” Joe nodded as he walked with hands in his coat pockets.

“What of the town?” Hal asked. “Is everything all right there?”

Joe shrugged. “I don’t know. They haven’t called back yet. I’m going another half hour then I’m calling them. I just need to know that the people there are Okay too. I just need . . . I need to know.”

“People or person?” Hal questioned.

Joe looked for a second then his eyes lit up. “Dear God, is that humble bread?”

Hal extended his slice to Joe. “Yes, it’s wonderful. We’re having a little winter, killer baby picnic for no reason. Brother bonding.”

“Is that so?” Joe asked and took a bite. “Christ. This is good.”

“Dad,” Frank said brightly. “Andrea made this. We should get her to make some for us when we go on vacation.”

“Not a bad idea, Frank. Once in a while you come up with some good ones.”

“Thanks,” Frank said with a blush. “Wanna have lunch with us?”

“Um, nah. It’s brother bonding. I don’t want to intrude.”

“What?” Hal snickered. “Please. You? Besides it’s not brother bonding. It’s . . . family bonding. Frank’s mutant offspring have been singing for us.”

“Journey,” Frank added.

“Well then, in that case.” Joe hopped up on the hood of the Jeep. “Pour me a cup of coffee and I’m in. Frank, is there any chance I can get you to get them to sing that ‘Lights’ song?”

“Absolutely.” Frank handed Joe the coffee he poured then stood up. He cleared his throat then loudly, and in what Frank thought was his best singing voice, started a Journey song.

Hal lifted his cup to Joe when the choir of killer babies joined in with Frank. “Entertainment at its best.”

“Yep. You may have coffee houses, saloons, movies, and so forth, but only in Beginnings . . .” Joe nodded with a smile. “Do you have Frank.”
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Her hands that didn’t show her age, dark skinned with well manicured fingernails that had a hint of Danny-Peach polish, gripped and tapped the white lab coat as she stood, arms crossed, staring into the clinic lab.

This is a sane man? Andrea thought. While in her office, she received a call that Dean was on his way in the clinic. She was so thrilled that he was released from the Beginnings equivalent of a mental institution. So happy, she flew from her office to greet him but she stopped short of saying anything because she couldn’t stop watching his bizarre ritual.

He greeted every single piece of equipment in his lab, not just looking at them, but speaking to them as well which would not have been so odd had Dean not given them endearing names. Even something like calling the computer ‘sweetie’ and the centrifuge, ‘baby’, would have been all right if Dean didn’t follow it up with a kiss.

Was he just glad to be back or was it more? Andrea wondered. Really, Dean wasn’t supposed to be out of Containment for another few days.

“Knock. Knock,” Andrea sang out and placed on a pleasant face.

From the far back counter, Dean spun with a grin. “Hey! I’m back.”

“I see.”

“Come in.”

“Thank you.” Andrea walked in. “I noticed you getting reacquainted.”

“My sanity,” Dean said.

“Dean? Do you think kissing your lab equipment is sane?”

Dean chuckled. “Trust me. It’s a lot more sane than wanting to touch Josephine’s feet.”

Andrea cringed.

“Exactly.” Dean pointed. “And it’s a lot more sane than playing freeze tag. Which . . . wait until you see my newest invention.”

“You’re inventing now?”

“I have to get Danny Hoi to help, but I figured as long as I promise to give it a derivative of his name, he’ll do it.’

“What are you inventing?” Andrea asked.

“A freeze tag gun.”

“What?”

“For freeze tag. That way, instead of people pretending to be frozen, they will be.” Dean grinned wide. “Great huh?”

“Oh swell. I can see Frank with that.”

“No, no. It’s only for Containment residents.”

“Hmm. Better yet.”

“My thoughts exactly.”

“You seem very happy.”

“Oh, I am,” Dean said. “I am. I missed it here. I missed the clinic. I know as long as Ellen is out of touch for a few days, Frank said I can stay at the house. I’m in a good mood, but surprisingly I’m not swamped with clinic work.”

“We weren’t expecting you out, yet.”

Dean shrugged. “I got better thanks to Frank.”

“Frank?”

“He did the therapy.”

“Sweet Jesus! You let that man in your mind?”

“It worked.”

“Did it?” Andrea raised an eyebrow.

“Try me.”

“Misha.”

“What about her?”

“She’s wonderful,” Andrea tested Dean.

“She sucks,” Dean said smugly.

“Hmm,” Andrea thought for a moment. “Josephine. She is looking for some physical attention.”

“Isn’t she always?”

“She wants you.”

“Don’t make me puke.”

Andrea smiled. “Oh, Dean.” She hurried to him. “You’re cured.” She hugged him.

“I told you.”

“I’m so glad.” Andrea released the embrace. “I really am. You know, I realize you missed it here but I was wondering, now that you are better, can you give us a hand?”

“Absolutely,” Dean answered. “With what?”

“Jason has surgery. I have pap smears. I need a doctor to do running around, field work.”

“Now?”

“Yes.”

“Sure. Let me get my bag.”

“I’ll make a list of stops. There are a few men under the weather at Sgt. Doyle’s camp.”

“Not a problem.”

“Good.” Andrea walked toward the door. “I requisitioned you a Jeep. At least with your mind back to normal, Bowman is now a safe stop.”

“As long as that asshole Hal doesn’t speak to me. He’s on my shit list.”

Andrea froze at the door and turned around. She was about to say that she thought Dean was cured, but she didn’t. It was Hal. Taking comfort in the fact that Hal was a big boy and could handle himself, Andrea went to prepare Dean’s day.
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A slight snicker swept across Tigger’s face in response to Mike’s order of, “Tigger, your turn to clear the table’. However, he hid it well and cleared his throat of the chuckle before responding. “Yes, Father, I’ll clear the table.” Tigger began to pick up dishes. “Jeepers, I forgot it was my turn.”

Mike grumbled and folded his hands on the table, watching his son take the lunch dishes.

“Father,” Tigger spoke. “Isn’t it Johnny’s turn to do the dishes though?”

Aggravated, Mike snapped a point at Tigger. “Just take them in the goddamn kitchen.”

Ellen turned to Mike. “Lunch was great.”

Johnny agreed. “Yeah, Mike, it was, but what was up with it?”

“With what?” Mike asked.

“Lunch,” Johnny responded.

“What about it?” Mike asked.

“It was new.”

“Yeah,” Mike covered. “A new recipe.”

“No,” Johnny snickered. “A new idea.”

“Idea. Recipe.” Mike flung out his hand. “Same difference.”

Ellen nearly choked on her coffee.

Quickly, Mike looked at her. “You Okay?

“Yes.” Ellen nodded. “That just sounds like a Frank thing to say.”

Tigger returned. “That’s odd. Now, Frank is who to you?” He asked Ellen.

“My former husband,” Ellen answered.

Tigger nodded. “Weird. You compare my dad to your former husband, and he compares you . ..”

“Tig,” Mike silenced him. “Sit.”

Tigger barked like a dog once then sat down.

Ellen giggled.

“Mike?” Johnny questioned. “Can we get back to the lunch topic?”

“No,” Mike replied. “Ellen has to get to the clinic.”

“But it was odd. I don’t recall ever having lunch, but you’re acting like . . .”

“John,” Mike tried to shut him up.

Tigger gave his help. “Johnny, of course we have lunch, every day like clockwork. Maybe you just don’t remember. It’s probably that selective amnesia thing you have happening. You probably don’t remember that my dad also sets his hair in rollers, puts on a hair net, fixes dinner, takes them off, and runs out the back door all so he can run in the front door to yell, ‘honey I’m home.’”

Mike crinkled his face at Tigger. “What the fuck is wrong with you?”

“Language.” Tigger pointed to Ellen.

Mike’s eyes widened. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t apologize.” Ellen lifted her hand. “I’m used to it. I hang around Frank.”

Tigger smiled. ‘There goes the comparison again. Is my father like Frank?”

Johnny didn’t give Ellen a chance to answer. He spoke up about Frank in another way. “El, how . . . how is my father?”

“He’s doing fine” Ellen responded. “He’s drinking again.”

Johnny nodded. “I didn’t help when I was back there. I remember bits and pieces, but I remember getting him to drink again.”

Tigger looked at Johnny. “Don’t mention that one to Lars. He’ll add that to the list he’s compiled about you.”

Mike’s hand slammed on the table. “Tig, don’t you have something to do?”

“No.” Tigger shrugged. “It’s family reflection time. We always do that after lunch. Oh.” He snapped a finger. “Hey. Drinking. That’s another thing you and Frank have in common.”

Mike grumbled.

Ellen spoke, “It’s not all you, Johnny. He got worse when I was kicked out of Beginnings.”

This puzzled Mike. “Beginnings kicked you out?”

Ellen nodded. “I’ll share that later.”

Mike was shocked. “Beginnings kicked you out of your home? You’re a woman.”

“Robbie went with me,” Ellen answered.

“They kicked Robbie out too?” Mike asked.

“No.” Ellen shook her head. “He went with me voluntarily until my sentence was up and I could come home.”

“Sentence?”

Ellen cringed. “Details later. You can say I had a mishap with a gun.”

Tigger gasped, but it was more of a laugh. “You shot someone? Oh shit. Is it a family thing?”

“Tig!” Mike yelled.

“Speaking of shooting,” Johnny said, “I know I shot my father.”

Tigger added, “Twice mind you. But hey! Another Frank slash Mike in common thing. Dad you were shot twice by Buzz, too.”

“In the goddamn foot, asshole!”Mike snapped. “Now quiet.”

Tigger pretended to zip close his mouth.

Johnny returned to asking Ellen, “Is he okay?”

Ellen nodded. “He’s recovered. You know your dad. It was touch and go but . . . Johnny.” A hint of excitement crept into Ellen’s voice. “Check this out. The injuries were bad. really bad.”

Tigger looked curious as he saw the smile on Ellen’s face. “She’s smiling because his injuries were bad.”

Mike grew more frustrated.

Ellen continued, “They were so bad that Dean feared Frank wouldn’t recover because you know how your dad is. Well, he . . . he tried the . . . “ Ellen grinned. “The Lepusoid.”

“It wasn’t tested,” Johnny stated.

“It worked.” Ellen nodded.

“What?” Mike questioned. “What is Lepusoid?”

Ellen replied, “It’s a healing agent Dean invented that speeds the natural healing process. It’s made from jackrabbits and the killer babies.”

“Whoa.” Mike sat back. “That’s amazing.”

“But that isn’t all,” Ellen said and directed her words to Johnny. “Dean had to dump so much into your Dad’s big body . . .”

Tigger interjected. “Big body, another comparison.”

Ellen continued, “That it mixed with his blood, took over his DNA, and mutated.”

“Holy shit.” Johnny’s eyes widened. “Totally.”

“Enough.”

“He’s not growing fur, is he?”

Ellen laughed. “No but he loves carrots. He craves them and eats a ton of them.”

Tigger nodded at Mike. “Another similarity.”

Ellen added, “He runs about . . . sixty miles an hour.”

“You’re out, Dad,” Tigger said. “Sorry. You’re lucky you can run about the block.”

Mike had enough. “Tigger, one more word out of you and I swear you’re out of here. I mean it.” He took a second to think. “Ellen? Is this all true?”

“Very much.” Ellen nodded. “There are no physical changes to his body although he’s become a lot more nimble.”

“That’s . . . that’s  . . .”Mike shook his head “Unbelievable.”

“Yes, it is, but it doesn’t do that to everyone,” Ellen explained. “In smaller quantities, such as was used on Robbie for his surgery, there are no changes. You can say Frank was the trial and error, first human experiment. We learned not to give quite so much.”

Mike still couldn’t believe it. “This is unreal. You guys have a healing agent and this Frank, he got too much, lived, but was slightly mutated with rabbit DNA and now eats carrots all the time?”

“Yep.” Ellen nodded.

Tigger lifted his finger. “Don’t forget he runs sixty miles an hour and is nimble too. Hmm. Hey Dad, imagine what this guy can do in bed.” He whistled. “For sure you’re out.”

Immediately Mike’s face turned beet red and his mouth closed tight. He stood, gave a nod to Ellen that said he would be back and without hesitation , he walked over to Tigger, lifted him by the back of the pants, tucked him under his arm, and carried him out.

^^^^

One phone call. One simple, two minute phone call and it seemed to Joe as if he were asking for time alone to contemplate the universe. All he wanted was a moment alone, with no interruptions, to call Robbie, make sure he was fine, and bitch.

But alone time was out of the question. It was like the weight of the world dropped on everyone’s shoulders for stupid reasons and they, in turn, dropped in on Joe. Of course, Joe could have held his hand up to the person or persons that came into his office, tell them to wait, and complete his call. However, he wanted privacy. It was his son he was talking to. The last thing he wanted was for someone to pick up the fact that Robbie was in Lodi and the shit would hit the fan. It seemed the second he sat down. lifted the phone and turned it on, someone walked in. First it was Jason. He wanted to Joe to cover for him so he could work in the Quantum lab. No problem, Joe advised. He didn’t mind the ten second interruption from Dean for a Jeep to go do doctor rounds. Even Danny Hoi barely irritated Joe. Danny had a new idea. Hoi studios, a television studio in a sense that would produce and tape shows to be shown via video upon the wide screen television they used for the drive in. Only they’d utilize the Social Hall during cold weather. Mass TV, as Danny referred. It had merit, like his drive in idea. It was a means to occupy the limbo mind that happened upon Beginnings during the evenings and winter. After all, Joe never had a problem with providing entertainment stimulus to the people of Beginnings. He did however draw a line when he himself was to be a part. Politely, Joe respectfully declined to be the first guest on the Hoi Hour talk show, but added he’d give it some thought.

They were non intrusive visitors then came the ones that killed him.

No more into four digits dialed and the second wave hit. Jenny stopped in to gripe that Ben and Todd failed to produce enough thermal socks for winter. Ben and Todd stopped in to gripe that they were out of pink fabric and Andrea was the final straw when she stopped by to ask Joe if he took his fiber pill, then proceeded to preach to him about regularity.

The phone call planned to occur at 12:45 was tuning into a two p.m. call.

Silence.

Breathe out.

Phone in hand, Joe dialed. “Goddamn, son of a bitch!” Joe snapped when there was a knock at the door. “What!”

First the door opened then Dan from Security poked his head through. “Can I come in?”

“Why not?” Joe set down the phone.

“You seem grumpy, Joe.” Dan shut the door.

“I am.”

“Did you take your fiber pill? Because you know Andrea say, as we get older, regularity is the key to . . .”

“I know what my wife says. What’s up?”

“God is getting antsy.”

Joe spread the fingers that covered his eyes. “Excuse me?”

“God. He’s getting antsy.”

“Have you been talking to my wife again?”

“About God?”

“Yes.”

“No,” Dan answered. “Why would I talk to Andrea about God?”

“She’s the big church lady in town.”

“Oh.” Dan nodded. “Yeah. But no. Not that God. The other God.”

“There’s more than one God?”

“Under our province.”

“I’m lost.” Joe tossed up his hands.

“God. Not the God of love and understanding. The God of California.”

“Creed.”

“That’s him. He calls himself God, you know.”

“I’m well aware. What about him?”

“He’s getting antsy. He says he has crews all pumped up to start this railroad thing and crews ready to establish a secondary home base for Beginnings. What does that mean, Joe? Is Beginnings moving to California?”

Joe closed his eyes. “No. That’s a precautionary measure should we get in a bad predicament if we go to war with the Society.”

“I see, anyway . . .” Dan continued, “He needs man power and to speak to you. He called the main Security phone. He said he’s been trying to reach you but every time he calls, your line is busy.”

“All right. Get a hold of him. Tell Creed I have some business to attend to and I’ll get back to him ASAP when I’m done.”

“Got it. Thanks, Joe.” Dan walked to the door. As he reached for it, it opened.

Joe whined. “What now?”

Sgt. Tim Doyle walked in. “Mr. Slagel, sir, we have a situation. I’d like to bring to your attention.”

“What’s wrong?” Joe asked with concern.

“Nothing major, but I think you should know about it.”

“Go on,” Joe said then noticed Dan still standing at the door. “Dan, I thought you were leaving?”

“I want to hear this.”

“Out.”

“Fine.” Dan stepped from the office.

“Okay, Tim, what’s up?”

“Well, sir, I was making my normal sweep through Texas Town and a young woman approached me. She wants out.”

“Of Texas town?” Joe asked.

“Yes.”

“Where does she want to go?”

“New Bowman.” He cleared his throat. “She heard they have a coffee shop and she thinks she’d be perfect to work there because she was a coffee barista before the world ended.”

“Christ almighty. How is this a problem? Let her go.”

“I told her to go.” Tim lifted hand. “She insisted she can’t. She said . . . Texas Town is holding her prisoner.” The look on Joe’s face alerted Tim that Joe was confused. “I of course thought it was an absurd suggestion so, half heartedly, I went to the leader, Mr. Pickles.”

“Biggles.”

“Sorry. Yes. I went to him. He said she couldn’t go. She was a resident there and had to stay there.”

“What!” Joe blasted. “What the hell is the matter with him? You get on the horn or go see him and tell him that young woman is allowed to change residences. You tell him I run a goddamn free Society unless it’s after midnight, Monday, Tuesday, or Wednesday. Other than that, people are allowed to come and go as they please. Got that? If he has a problem, he’ll deal with me.”

“Yes, sir. Thank you.” Tim nodded and turned.

“Oh,. Tim? You busy for a minute?”

Tim paused at the door. “Not really, why?”

“Could you hang outside my office door for five minutes? I can’t be disturbed. I have an urgent call.”

“No problem.”

“Thanks.” Joe waited until Tim left then picked up the phone and dialed. He released an excited ‘yes’ when he made it all the way through the number. It rang twice and when the other line was answered, Joe leaned back in his chair. “Robert.”
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“Got it. wait.” Robbie, phone wedged between his shoulder and ear, leaned over the counter and wrote. “Back it up. Okay, again.” There was a slight pause and Robbie wrote again. “I think I have it. Yeah. Yeah. Um . . . Yep, that too. Whew.’ He shook his head. “That’s a lot of . . . wait. No, I didn’t get that.” He lifted the pencil to the paper. “Go ahead. Uh-huh. U-huh. Got it.” He dotted his period hard and laid it down. “I will. I will.” He lifted his eyes when he saw Ellen walk in. He flashed a smile. “Yep. Love ya, too. Bye.” He ended the phone call with a beep.

“Who were you talking to?” Ellen asked.

“Dad.”

“Joe? Why didn’t you let me talk?”

“Um . . .” Robbie shrugged. “I don’t know. Are you alone?”

“Yeah. Why?”

“I have a message for you.”

“From?’

“Dad.”

Ellen gasped out. “Robbie, if he has a message, why didn’t you let me talk?”

“I wanted to deliver it.”

“You’re being mysterious.”

In such Robbie fashion, he flashed a grin. “Yeah. Wanna hear?”

“Sure.” Ellen stepped closer.

Robbie lifted the paper.

“You had to write it down?” she asked.

Again, only with arrogance and a slightly open mouth, Robbie smiled. “Yeah. Ok.” Robbie cleared his throat. “I don’t do my father as well as Hal, so bear with me.”

Ellen rolled her eyes.

Robbie began and he read more than imitated, “Ellen. Not me. Ellen. What in God’s name is wrong with you?”

Ellen’s mouth opened.

“It is now three hours and no phone call? Christ Almighty. You think you could let me know you were Okay. Mind you, I gave rules. One of my sons . . . Robbie. That’s me . . .” Robbie smiled. “Is supposed to watch you so why are you running off and having lunch without him?”

“He said that?”

“No, I added that.” Robbie winked and read some more. “I don’t give a rat’s ass who this goddamn Mike is, he is not Robbie. Believe you me, Missy Jane . . .” Robbie snickered. “He called you Missy Jane. “ He shook his head. “You goddamn better stay close to my son or else. Got that?”

“Or else what?”

Robbie shrugged and set down the note. “He just said or else.”

“Did you tattle on me?”

“Yeah.”

“Why?”

“You took off.”

“You could have come.”

“Um, no.” Robbie shook his head. “But in all seriousness, El.” He stepped closer to her. “I want you by me. I want you staying where I stay.”

“I want you staying where I stay.”

“El, I came here with you. Give me that.”

“I want to be by Johnny.”

“You can see him but at night, you’re with me.”

“Robbie, Mike has a great house. Mike said that . . .”

“Whoa. Stop.” Robbie held up his hand. “I don’t know Mike.”

“Get to know him.”

“That’s not the point.”

“He wants to protect me, Robbie.”

Robbie shook his head with a laugh.

“What? What?”

“You’re a woman, El, the only one in town. Of course he wants to protect you. Every man in town will want to protect you. They aren’t me. That’s my job.”

“You’re a little obsessive.”

“Why are you arguing? You know my dad’s rules,” Robbie said.

“But Mike . . .”

“Mike is on an ego trip.”

“What?” Ellen laughed in shock. “How can you make a statement like that?”

“Lars.”

“Lars? What about Lars?”

“Lars told me.”

“Lars told you Mike was on an ego trip?”

Robbie nodded. “Lars said, ‘Mike is always on an ego trip’. He also said he’s unstable, mentally, and that Mike is obsessive, compulsive, will not let you out of his sight, and . . . and . . Lars warned me of a threat that he may try to kidnap you.”

“You think maybe Lars is lying?”

“Why would he do that?”

“I don’t know.” Ellen tossed her hands up. “I met Mike. Mike doesn’t seem like that. He’s very sweet. He’s really shy.”

“He wants to kidnap you, El and keep you from ever going back to Beginnings. Lars said. Lars is pretty cool.”

“Why . . .” Ellen found the notion of that absurd. “Why in the world would Mike want to kidnap me?”

“Because you look like his dead wife.”

“What?” Ellen asked in shock.

“Lars said you look exactly like her. He also indicated that it might get physical between me and Mike to get you away from him.”

Ellen roared a single laugh.

“What’s so funny?”

“That notion. Not that you aren’t Slagel tough, but you haven’t met Mike. Can you reserve your opinion until you do? Please? I think Lars is instigating.”

“See, you ask how I can make a statement about Mike, but how can you make a statement about Lars?”

“I rode in a car with him. The man is a prime candidate for being a Beginnings resident. He’d fit right in.” Ellen found amusement in the conversation. “Give me the benefit of the doubt.”

“El, can you give me the benefit of doubt. This Mike is . . . is . . . is . . .” Robbie raised his head, his eyes shifted upward. “Is . . .tall.”

Ellen saw Robbie looking elsewhere and she turned around. “Oh hey, Mike.”

“Ellen,” Mike nodded.

“Mike, this is my brother-in-law, Robbie.”

“Robbie.” Mike extended his hand.

The corner of Robbie’s mouth rose in a smile. He shook hands with Mike but kept his views on Ellen. “What is it with you and big guys?”

“I’ve heard a lot about you,” Mike said. “It’s a pleasure.”

“Robbie’s heard a lot about you too,” Ellen added.

“Really?” Mike asked.

“Yep. “She nodded. “It seems Lars has indicated that Robbie may have to get in a physical confrontation with you because you’re obsessive, compulsive, mentally unstable, and have no intention of letting me go back to Beginnings because I look exactly like your wife.”

Mike blinked several times, shifted his eyes from Robbie to Ellen, then without saying anything with a strong look of embarrassment on his face, Mike walked out.
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As if he were reading Arabic, Jimmy just stared down to the mess of papers spread before him, shaking his head. “This is pathetic, Jess.”

“Forget that. Do you understand what I need to do?”

“This . . .” Jimmy lifted a sheet of paper. “This is pathetic.”

“Jim . . .”

“Good thing for you I didn’t look at this mess or I’d really be wondering why you were here.”

Quickly Jess lifted the stack of papers. He collated them. “Barring my bad note taking, I had to write something down, what if you didn’t turn out to be who you were. I’m down here for a reason.”

“And you want to use this reason as a means to our deaths.”

“Yes.”

“Why don’t we just set the explosion, make it look like we died, and take off?”

Jess just stared.

“What?”

“I can’t believe you’re a Slagel and you wouldn’t make a comment like that.”

“I want to get back to my family.” Jimmy stood up.

“I want you back there, too, but I’d like the trip home to be without Society soldiers shooting at us.”

Jimmy tilted his head in contemplation.

“I know that sounds enticing to you,” Jess said sarcastically, “but be realistic.”

“How long?”

“A couple days,” Jess answered, “if we lay it out right with a trail of clues. I’ve been here long enough that it’s time I discovered something, anyhow.”

“Hadley will buy it?”

“Absolutely.”

“Answer me this. Why can’t we just say the kid is dead?” Jimmy asked.

“He’ll want the body.”

“Christ.” Jimmy tossed up his hands.

“Jim, if we set this up correctly and pull this off, we have a free trip home.”

Jimmy nodded.

“Plus,” Jess added, “he needs to believe that John is alive so he doesn’t think he lost both aces in the hole.”

“But we don’t know that he’s alive.”

“Sure we do. He’s in Ohio, last I heard from Joe.”

Jimmy blinked. “Why does my father care about Hadley’s so called adopted son? Is he another Beginnings spy?”

Jess laughed. “You’re funny.”

“What? What’s funny?”

“That’s question.”

“It’s a valid question. If you know where this kid is, why don’t you just tell Hadley?”

“Aside from the fact that Lodi is not Society territory and we need to keep them protected, you’re talking like you can care less about him.”

“Why should I care?”

“Come on, Jim, I know he did something’s but he’s still your nephew. You don’t want him . . .”

“Whoa!” Jimmy halted Jess with a held up hand. “My nephew? Who’s my nephew?”

“John. The kid Hadley’s looking for.”

“John who?”

“Johnny. Johnny Slagel?” Jess shook his head .”Frank’s kid.”

“What!” Jimmy blasted. “Johnny lived?”

“I told you this.”

“No, you did not.”

“Yeah, I did.”

“Uh, Jess, I would remember this. No, you didn’t tell me Frank’s son was alive.”

“Whoops.”

Jimmy glared. “Anything else you want to remember to tell me?”

“I guess since I didn’t mention Johnny, I failed to mention he turned traitor on Beginnings.”

“Oh my God.”

“Guess not. Want me to fill you in right now?”

“Maybe . . . maybe later.” Jimmy sat down. “Let’s just work on deceiving Hadley.” He pushed the phone forward. “Make the first call.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

Bertha had taken a few days off of work due to menstrual cramps that were worsened by a bad case of food poisoning from old beef jerky. The several days off seemed like a lifetime and seemed even longer because she hadn’t been briefed on what she had missed.

She watched George on the phone. His face went through a plethora of emotions. Sadness, anger, hope.

George hung up, swiped his hand slowly down his face, and turned to Bertha. “That was Boyens.”

“Is something wrong?”

“No not really. He delivered news. Good and bad. He thinks they found a trail to the defector camp. That was his bad news.”

“Isn’t it?”

“Not really. We know we have defectors. It’s about goddamn time he got some answers. Finding them is good news. He says they are estimating at least a hundred.”

Bertha whistled. “That’s more than I expected.”

“Well, you can see how they are pulling off what they’re doing. A Jeep is missing now from there as well. That’s how they found the trail.”

“Did they find the Jeep?” Bertha questioned.

“No. But they . . . but they found . . . they found a shoe.”

“A shoe?” Bertha was lost.

“They think it belonged to Johnny.”

“Oh no.”

“Wait. Wait.” George held up his hand. “The good news is, Jess is interrogating a man now that has been working as an insider for the defectors. This man says Johnny is alive and they plan on using him as a hostage for some sort of ransom arrangement.”

In disgust, Bertha breathed out. “He’s just a boy. They’re using him as a bargaining tool.”

“Not unless we find him first.”

“Should we prepare to send troops?” Bertha asked.

“Not for a hundred men. No. Jess feels confident they can handle it and will call if they can’t.”

“Things are finally looking up.”

“Yes. Yes, they are. As soon as I secure this Lodi situation, I can safely say, . .” George smiled. “Things are falling into place for me.”

^^^^

The wispy ‘whoa’ from Frank was filled with awe as he held the paper. His eyes lit up.

Perturbed, Dean glanced up from the dining room table. “Frank . . .”

“This is too cool, Dean.”

“It’s an idea. Now can we . . .”

“Will this really work?” Frank asked.

“Yes. Hopefully.”

“When will I be able to issue them to my men?”

“You won’t. They’re for Containment residents. A game.”

“Dean. No,” Frank said. “This is fuckin awesome. A freeze gun. I have to have one.”

“I’ll get one made for you. Now can I . . .”

“Are there any long term effects?”

Dean grunted.

“I need to know.”

“So do I, about this, so will you quit changing the subject,”

“You showed me this.” Frank lifted the paper.

“We’ll talk about that later.” Dean snatched the paper from Frank. “Can we deal with this?”

“Sure.” Frank turned his head to aim his voice elsewhere. “Bill! Hurry up with the bath! I have to use the bathroom! Fuck, he’s been in there an hour. I’m gonna have to start calling him baby Ha . . .” Frank paused before saying the name ‘Hal’. “Baby Huey. Yeah.”

“What? Dean laughed. “If you have to go, use my bathroom.”

“I can’t. You have the squishy seat. I feel like I’m sinking.” Frank pulled out a dining room chair and sat down. “Between the linen closet bathroom and the squishy seat, I feel trapped when I sit.”

“That’s more information than I needed.”

“You asked.”

“I didn’t ask about your bodily functions.”

“Dean, you did.”

“Frank, I didn’t. Can we please, please, deal with this?”

Frank huffed out. “Fine.”

“Now I know you’re starting the investigation into my chip manipulation tomorrow. I just think he’s a good start.”

“Dean . . .”

“Hear me out. He’s the perfect suspect.”

“Okay.” Frank remained calm. “I’ll agree with you on that. I’ll also agree that he had means and opportunity. But, Dean.” Frank tilted his head. “I just don’t think my brother Hal is the one who messed with your chip. I don’t.”

“He’s a asshole.”

“I know but he’s not smart enough.” Frank winked. “I’ll start with Misha, Ben and Todd, and a few other lesbian broads tomorrow. We’ll get to the bottom of this. I’ll find out who did this. I will.”

“It’s a crime, Frank.”

“I agree.”

“Not to mention extremely embarrassing,” Dean said. “I cringe, really cringe when I think of some of the things I said.”

“Especially to Josephine.”

Dean cringed.

Frank laughed. “Do you remember them all?”

“Unfortunately.”

Frank laughed louder. “How about . . .”

“Don’t remind me.”

“No how about when you said to her . . .” Frank had to stop to catch his breath for a second. “You’re my fantasy and I can’t get enough of you.”

Slowly Dean shook his head in disbelief. “Or better yet . . . please let me touch your feet and please you.”

Just as both of them were about to jokingly cringed aloud in disgust, another voice did it for them.

“Why?” Billy walked into the room. “Why must I always step into the wrong moments of your intimate conversations?”

Frank shrugged nonchalantly. “I don’t know. Your dad loves my feet.”

“Frank,” Dean said, annoyed. “Stop it.”

“You’re the one who can’t control yourself around me. I keep telling you no, you can’t touch my feet but you . . .”

“Frank, enough. Go to the bathroom,” Dean ordered.

“Oh. Okay. Thanks for reminding me.” Standing Frank ran his hand across Billy’s hair as he passed him and walked out.

Dean saw his son staring. “What, Bill?”

“Since you’ve instructed him like Alex, he’s not gonna start to wiggle around like her too, is he?”

“No. I don’t think so,” Dean replied.

“Good.” Billy sat at the table. “Because I’ll tell you, you two are embarrassing enough. Sometimes it seems like you two are the ones that are married.”

Dean chuckled and spoke without thinking. “Yeah, sometimes I think we should be married,”

“Oh my God.” Horrified, Billy flew from the table.

“What? Bill?” Quickly, Dean turned as Billy darted away. “I didn’t mean it like . . . oh well.” After shrugging, Dean returned to working on his argument, whether Frank liked it or not, on why Hal was guilty.
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Ellen giggled.

The brown canvass coat she wore was four times too big for her, but she didn’t mind. Her legs were propped up on the railing of Mike’s porch as she sat back, on the phone.

“Tell me again, Frank,” she snickered. ‘But imitate him for me.” She listened then laughed. “That is so funny. Me? No. I’m fine. Yeah. Lodi is great. Um . . .” She looked up. “Nothing is better than Beginnings but it is beautiful here . . . amazingly it’s about fifty degrees. Not at all. I have this coat on of Mike’s.” She pulled at the jacket. “Oh, quit it. Mike’s great. Don’t listen to Robbie. He said that before he met Mike. Frank. Check this out.” She curled up her legs. “I’m looking at a lantern. Yeah, a lantern. Oh, Frank, this is a big old house, with a huge front porch. It’s real, Frank,” she spoke peacefully. “It’s very real.”

Johnny released the curtain on the front door, ran his hand over his head, and backed up.

“Still on the phone?” Tigger asked.

“Yeah, with my Dad.”

“Are you able to hear if he asked about you?”

“Yeah, I could hear,” Johnny said. “I don’t think he did.” He began to walk down the hall but paused in the archway of the living room. His eyes closed at the sound of Robbie’s laughter.

“Why . . . why don’t you just pass through there? Go on.”

“I can’t, Tig.” Johnny turned around. “Uncle Robbie doesn’t want to see me.”

“He says that but he’s here, at your house. I think he’s waiting on you.”

Again, Johnny shook his head. “No. I will though. Before he leaves, I will say hello. I will approach him. He can walk away from me.” Johnny took a deep breath. “But he won’t walk away from me without hearing that I love him.”

Robbie’s head cocked. His eyes shifted to the flow of words that carried to him and he caught glimpse of Johnny as a moving blur. A lump formed in his throat, the smile dropped, but only for an instant. He regained his composure and returned to the conversation at hand.

“Again,” Mike said. “I state, you’re an asshole, Lars.”

“Honest, Mike. Honest.” Lars smiled. “Well.” He peered at his watch. “Look at the time. If you are ready, my new one armed friend, we can go shoot some pool and I’ll tell more tales about or fine chief of Lodi.”

“Sounds good.” Robbie looked at Mike. “You’ll watch Ellen, right?”

“With my life,” Mike replied.

Lars mumbled, “Watch her on the phone.”

Mike grumbled and extended a hand to Robbie, “It’s great to have you in Lodi, Robbie. I enjoy your company.”

“Same here.” Robbie shook hands.

“Easy there, Mike.” Lars reached forth and separated the hands. “That arm is new. That untapped simian strength may just undo all the work the bean head Dr. Hayes has performed.”

Robbie laughed. “I love this guy.” He pointed at Lars.

Mike shook his head. “You’re the only one. I’ll walk you to the door.”

Robbie took his coat off the back of a chair and headed to the hall. “Coffee was good. See ya tomorrow, Mike?”

Before Mike could answer, Lars did. “If Ellen will be there, I assure you, so will the stalker.”

“Will you just shut up?” Mike snapped. “My God, is . . .”

Lars paused in the open screen door. Mike stopped mid sentence then he noticed where Mike’s attention was, on Ellen. Lars motioned his head at Mike as he directed his words to Robbie. “See? Stalker.”

Mike grunted then cleared his throat. “Good night, gentlemen.” He poked his head out of the door. “Ellen? Do you need anything?”

Ellen lowered the phone and smiled. “I’m fine, Mike, thank you.”

“Aw.” Lars teased. “She’s fine. Aren’t you sweet?”

Robbie snickered.

“Night.” Mike closed the door.

“No, Frank,” Ellen spoke on the phone. “I wasn’t blowing you off for Mike. Stop it. Don’t be jealous. Well, yeah . . . I think he’s hot.”

Lars turned back to the house and opened the door. “Mike, she called you hot.” He closed it. “Let’s go, Robbie.”

Robbie walked over to Ellen. “Night, El.” He kissed her on the cheek.

“Oh, night, Robbie. I love you.” She returned the kiss. “Frank says he loves you too.”

“Love you, Frank!” Robbie yelled to the phone. “Love ya, El. Night.” He joined Lars who waited by the porch step.

“So, go on, Frank, what was that?” Ellen asked. “Now, see, why would Dean say that about Lars?”

Lars stopped cold. After a quick turn of his heels, he rushed back to the porch. “What did Dean say about me?”

“Oh.” Ellen lowered the phone. “Odd. He called you a horse doctor.”

Lars bit his bottom lip and saw red. “Well inform Frank he can tell that arrogant, sniffling, whiney, rectal impaling little twit . . . to bite me.” Lars nodded once, turned, and walked away.

Ellen was stunned for a moment then her attention was drawn back to the phone. “Frank?” she called him. “Frank? Stop laughing.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

It was a lot different for Jess being in Jimmy’s house than it was the night before. Not only were they a lot less people–actually he and Jimmy were it–but he felt differently about his host. James turned into Jimmy, a familiar face, a familiar essence, in the blink of an eye.

Of course, he did have the Slagel quirks.

One of which was the perturbing ability to move about in no particular direction while thinking. Jimmy could have sat down and made a list of the sought items out. Instead he moved about his house at a rapid pace.

Jimmy walked from the hallway and laid a box on the couch next to Jess. “Found it,” he said. “Now where is the other one?”

“Whoa.” Jess stood up. “Jim, you do know we will walk a good distance. You can’t take all this stuff.”

“I brought it here in one duffle I’ll take it with me in one duffle. I don’t care if I have to leave my clothes behind. That stuff is the family memorabilia I brought from my house.”

“What? No way?” Jess said, his extended hand reaching into the box. “Oh, shit.” He snickered at a picture of Robbie in a baseball uniform. “This is way . . .” His eye saw it then his hand reached for it, a video.

“That . . . that is funny.” Jimmy pointed.

Jess read the label. ‘Game show’. “I know.”

“You know?”

“I saw it.”

“How could you see it? I’m the only one who has a copy. The only two were lost.”

“No. This is Frank on Jeopardy, right?”

“Frank on Jeopardy?” Jimmy asked with a laugh. “No I haven’t seen that in forever. Who has Frank on Jeopardy?”

“Frank.”

“I have to see that.” He started to walk away.

“Hold it. If this isn’t Frank on Jeopardy, what is this?”

“Us on Family Feud.”

Jess shrieked.

Jimmy blocked off his ear. “That was really female sounding.”

“Sorry.” Jess laughed. “You guys, all you guys, on Family Feud, the TV show?”

“Yeah. Frank was the game show freak. He got on a ton, including that one. Most shows never aired because, well . . . Frank. But he got us on that show because he sent forty letters to the producers telling them about the real life feud our family had with a family in our neighborhood. Us boys had the feud since we were young.”

“Not the Wesley family.”

“Now, for sure I am without a doubt convinced you know my family. You heard of the Wesley’s.”

“Not until Hal arrived. He’s still waiting for this Cory person to show up. Joe keeps telling him, Hal get over it.”

“Hal hated him.”

“When was this?”

“Oh man, I couldn’t tell you. I was twenty-five, so Frank was twenty-seven, Hal, twenty-three, Robbie, twenty. My dad . . .”

“Forty six. You have to let me watch this,” Jess pleaded.

“Now?”

“Now. Please?”

Jimmy shrugged. “Sure. Have a seat.” Taking the tape, Jimmy walked over to the television, turned it on, and put the tape in the player. “Get ready. This is something you’ll never forget.”

The opening of the video showed it was a professional tape straight from the studio. The set, people were walking about and microphones being checked. Jess had to laugh at the young Slagels. All the brothers were dressed in the military uniforms, Joe in his typical white button down shirt and tie.

The countdown started not only on the screen but vocally as well. The music played and the announcer spoke, “The real life feud has been going on for over fifteen years. Now it’s time to come to an end. They want revenge for being targets to a bully family. Meet, Kevin, Karen, Wallaby, Casey, and Cory. The Wesley family.”

The audience applauded.

The announcer continued with his deep passion filled voice, “And they just want the world to know how badly the Wesley family . . .” he paused and lost all emotions. “Suck? Um, meet Joe, Frank, Hal, Jimmy, and Robbie. The Slagel family.”

The Slagels cheered and made loud vocal barking noises as they emerged from their stage cage and raced to the podium with exuberance, giving each other high fives.

“Now here is your host . . . Louie Melrose.”

Bubbly, Louie came out waving to the audience then he clapped his hand together once. “Thank you. Thank you. Let’s get a round of applause for our two families, The Wesley’s and the Slagels.” Louie allowed for the applause. “Folks, this is a real life feud, I kid you not. These two families hate each other.”

Frank’s loud, ‘yeah’ rang out.

Louie snickered then gave a tilt of his head. “Need I say more? Let’s play.” He shuffled to his position while Joe approached Louie’s right and Kevin approached Louie’s left. He nodded for them to shake hands.

Half-assed, Joe and Kevin did, over the podium

“You know how this works. Be the first to buzz in, guess the highest ranking, and your family can play or pass. Hands above the buzzer please.”

“Come on, Dad, you can do it,” Frank cheered.

“Be fast,” Jimmy encouraged.

Joe waved them off.

Louie read the question, “The theme whistle while you work . . .”

“Mary Poppins, Dad,” Frank yelled. “Mary Poppins. Buzz in. Buzz in. He doesn’t know this one.”

Kevin groaned. “Can you tell them to shut up?”

“Hey!” Joe snapped.

Louie lowered the card. “Can we not yell answers, please?”

“Yeah, Frank.” Hal reached behind Jimmy and hit Frank. “Knock it off.”

“I was trying to help,” Frank defended.

“Boys!” Joe yelled.

Louie winced. “We’ll try this again. Whistle while you work is a famous saying. We surveyed a hundred people. Top seven answers are on the board. Name something people do to pass the time at work while they are bored.”

Buzz.

“Kevin,” Louie said.

“Shit.” Joe snapped his fingers.

Every Slagel son, moaned out, ‘Dad’

“What? I tried. Don’t worry. He won’t get the number one answer.”

Kevin sneered then arrogantly glanced at Louie to answer. “Play on the computer.”

Louie faced the board. “Show me play on the computer.”

Ding.

“Number two.”

The Slagels cheered.

“Joe?” Louie asked. “One answer better.”

“How about clean up the work area?”

“Show me clean up the work area.”

Ding.

“Yeah!” The Slagels cheered.

“Number one answer,” Louie said. “Play or pass.”

“We’ll play.”

Amidst the cheers, Louie made his way to Frank.

Frank was nudging Joe. “God job, Dad. Good job.”

“Frank?” Louie leaned against the podium table.

“Yes.”

“Name something people do at work to pass the time when they are bored.”

Confidently Frank answered, “Bite their nails, Lou.”

Jimmy covered his face.

“What? It’s good,” Frank said. “Isn’t it, Lou?”

Louie faced the board. “Bite their nails.”

Buzz.

“Fuck.”

‘Frank.”

“Sorry.”

Louie moved to Jimmy. “Jim?”

“How about read.”

Frank snickered. “Figures.”

“Show us, read.”

Ding.

“God job.” Frank swatted Jimmy.

“Hal?” Louie approached Hal who was till clapping.

“Make a telephone call.”

Just as Louise was about to speak, Frank’s loud groan rang out.

“Call?” Frank laughed. “That sucks.”

“Well, it’s better than biting your nails, you moron,” Hal barked.

Louie shook his head. “I thought officers were supposed to be gentleman.”

Hal corrected, “I’m the only officer here, Lou.”

“I stand corrected,” Louie faced the board “Show us make a phone call.”

Ding.

“Fuck.”

Louie quickly looked at Frank.

“Sorry.” Frank hunched. “I can’t stand my brother.’

“You’re feuding with the Wesleys.”

“Got it.” Frank gave a thumb’s up.

Louie moved to Robbie. “Robbie? Your answer.”

“How about talk to a co-worker.”

Biding the ‘good answer, good answer’ cheers, Louie looked up. “Talk to a co-worker?”

Buzz.

“That’s Okay, Robbie,” Frank encouraged. “Dad’s and me are next. Don’t worry.”

Louie moved to Joe. “Joe, fine family you have.’

“Thank you, Louie.”

“All Military. I see.”

Joe looked down his line of sons, all in uniform. “They’re hard to miss.”

“Still four answers on the board. You have two strikes. Give me an answer.”

“Leave to smoke.”

Frank’s hand slammed down. “We’re done. We’re out. Three strikes. Buzz.”

Louie called out. “Smoke.”

Ding.

“Fuck.”

Joe reached over and nudged Frank, hard. “Will you quit?”

“Sorry.”

Louie walked to Frank. “How about a good answer, Frank?”

Hal snickered. “You stand a better chance of asking him for a good lottery number.”

“Shut the fuck up, Hal.” Frank snapped. “I have one.” He looked at Louie.

Louie waited. “Frank?”

“Can you repeat the question?”

Over the moan, Louie did. “Name something people do to pass the time at work when they’re bored.”

Frank thought.

“Three seconds.”

Trying to look inconspicuous, Frank clenched his jaws, leaned to Jimmy, and whispered. “Give me an answer.”

“No cheating,” Louie said.

“Sorry.” Brightly, Frank snapped his fingers. “Got it. Sing.”

The sighs from the brothers were barely done. Louie didn’t even get the answer out and the wrong answer buzzed sounded off.

“Wesleys get a chance to steal.” Louie scurried across the stage to where the Wesley’s came from their huddle. “Kevin. Three answers still up there”

“We got it,” Kevin said, cocky. “Sleep.”

“For the steal. show me . . . Sleep.”

Ding.

After revealing the remaining answers of ‘do other work’ and ‘leave’, Louie called forth Frank and Karen. He watched as their hands hardly touched in the handshake. “That wasn’t a very nice handshake.”

Frank shrugged with an exhale. “Sorry, Lou, but she tried to run me over once with the car.”

“That wasn’t me. That was my husband,” Karen corrected. “I was the crossing guard who used to make you cross while the cars were still coming down the street,”

“That’s it. Thanks.” Frank nodded. “I knew you did something. Go on, Lou. You can start.”

Louie blinked in shock then sighed “Well. Okay.” He cleared his throat. “Hand above the buzzer? Top six answers are on the board. Name . . .”

Buzz.

Hal’s disgusted, ‘Oh my God’ was the loudest.

“Frank!” Jimmy snapped. “What the hell?”

“Can you start again?” Joe questioned. “He’s just slow.”

Louie gave an apologetic look. “Sorry. Your answer, Frank.”

“Um . . .” Frank glanced at the board as if he could come up with an answer.

“Three seconds.”

“Um . . .” His eyes shifted to the Wesley’s, especially Kevin who crossed his arms with a smug look. “Shut up!” he blasted. “Not you, Lou.”

“Your answer, Frank.”

“God.” He grumbled out.

Louie half-turned. “Show me . . . God.”

Ding!

“Number one answer.”

“Yes!” Frank jumped with his arms in the air.

“What!” Kevin screamed. “That’s cheating. No, Lou, no.”

“For crying out loud,” Joe griped. “You got seventy-eight goddamn points and we have Frank. How can we cheat?”

Louie faced a jumping Frank. “Frank? Frank. Play or pass.”

“Oh, we’ll play, Lou. We’ll play.” Clenching his fist inward, Frank released another ‘yes’ as he walked to his dad. “I’m probably psychic.”

“Yeah-yeah. Stand in your spot.”

Louie walked up to Jimmy. “Jimmy? What do you say?”

Like a school boy, Hal raised his hand and leaned over toward Louie. He gave a smile that raised more on one side of his face. “Louie, for as much as we would like to claim psychic ability like my brother, we can’t.” The smile dropped. “What is the question?”

Frank huffed out. “Uh, Hal. Name. Name is the question. Where were you?”

“Good God. Can we give him to the Wesleys?” Hal stated.

Frank gave a slight nudge to Jimmy. “Name. Name. Just say a big name like God. Think of someone big.”

Louie looked at Jimmy. “Name . . .”

Jimmy held up his hand.

“What?” Louie asked.

“If he can do it, so can I.”

“Dear Lord.” Hal tossed his head back then gave a small slap to Robbie. “Quit laughing.”

Jimmy answered, “Your father.”

Frank clapped loud. “Good answer. Good answer.”

Louie shrugged, “Show me . . . Father.”

Ding! Number three slot rolled over and it showed ‘parent’.

“What?” Hal spewed out shocked.

Louie moved to Hal. “Hal?”

“Can I hear the question, Louie?”

Frank spoke up. “No, Hal. Don’t cheat.”

“Cheat?” Hal quizzed. “How is it cheating, you idiot?”

“I did it,” Frank argued. “Jimmy did it. Come on try.”

Hal sighed out heavily. “Fine.”

Questionably, Louie looked at him. “Fine? You really don’t want to hear the question?”

“No.” Hal shook his head. “If I’m wrong, it’s the first strike. Um . . .” He looked at the board. “Therapist.”

Frank laughed. “Therapist. You think out of a hundred people, someone has a therapist?”

Ding.

Frank shrugged “I guess four people do.”

Hal smiled.

Louie moved to the next brother. “Robbie, three answers left. Would you like to hear the question?”

“Nah.” Robbie shook his head. “I’ll wing it. How about a brother or a sister?

Frank and Jimmy clapped calling out ‘good answer. Good answer.’

Louie requested, “Show us sibling.”

Buzz.

Robbie winced.

Hal chuckled. “I can see it’s a repeat of baseball. Another strike.”

Frank reached far behind Jimmy and hit Hal. “That’s not right. He tried.”

Louie moved to Joe. “Mr. Slagel. Your answer.”

“Suffice to say I’m not my moronic sons. Read the goddamn question, Lou.”

Louie smiled. “Finally.”

Frank shook his head. “That’s not it. It’s Name. Name.”

Louie contained his laugh. “Joe, name someone or something people turned to in time of need.”

Frank wisped out an ‘oh.” He nodded. “Now it’s making sense.”

Joe rolled his eyes. “Ya think.” He shook his head and looked at Louie. “How about the bottle, Lou?”

Louie turned to the board. “Show me bottle.”

A ‘ding’ brought alcohol on the board.

Louie walked onward with hesitation,. “Frank?’

Hal held up two fingers. “Buzz him now, Louie.”

Frank waved off Hal. “I got it. I got a good one. A gun, Lou.”

Hal made a buzzing sound.

Louie faced the board. “Is gun there?”

Buzz.

Hal tossed up his hands.

Louie walked to Jimmy. “What do you say? Two answers left. Two strikes.”

“Prayer.”

Frank groaned, “Try again, that’s the same as God.”

“No, it’s not,” Jimmy argued. “Not everyone believes in God.”

Louie called out. “Is prayer there?”

Ding.

He moved to Hal. “Hal, you’re under pressure. One answer left. Two strikes. The Wesleys get a chance to steal. What do you say?”

“How about spouse?”

“If spouse is there it’s a clean sweep. If not, the Wesleys get a chance to steal. Show us . . . spouse.”

Ding. Ding. Ding.

“Next two players,” Louie requested.

Frank formed a ‘T’ with his hands. “Time out. Time out. If it’s a clean sweep and there were a hundred people surveyed, how come we only got ninety-two points. Fuckin two people didn’t fill out their surveys. That’s what it was.” He nodded.

Jimmy chuckled as he passed Frank and went into a faceoff with Willoby. They shook hands cordially.

Louie looked impressed. “No feud here?”

Jimmy fluttered his lips. “Please, I hate him.”

“Just asking.” Louie shrugged. “Hands above the buzzer. Point value is doubled. Name something people carry in their pocket . . .”

Buzz.

“Jimmy?”

Joe lifted his hand and let it drop. “He’s as bad as goddamn Frank.”

“Jimmy, you answer.”

“Wallet,” Jimmy said.

Buzz.

“What?” Frank blasted. “Check that board. That’s wrong. I carry my wallet in my pocket.”

Louie held up the card and turned to Willoby. “I’ll finish the question since the psychic Slagels failed this time. Name something people carry in their pockets just in case.”

“A spare house key,” Willoby answered.

Ding.

“Number four,” Louie said. “Play or pass?”

“We’ll play.”

Louie walked over to the Wesleys, mumbling ‘thank God.’

They struck out, one two three. In fact, the Wesleys struck out so fast, that the Slagel’s didn’t see Louie return.

“Slagels?”He called out.

They raced to their podium table, screaming at Joe.

“Condom!” Frank yelled.

“Dad, condom. Condom,” Robbie added.

“Dad!” Jimmy screamed. “Prophylactic.”

Frank backhanded Jimmy. “No, Condom, ass. Condom’s the answer.”

“Condom,” Hal called out.

“Yeah.” Frank added loudly. “Even though Hal hasn’t a clue what one is for, it’s rubber. Just say . . . “

”Christ Almighty, I know.” Joe yelled and faced Louie. “We’re going with condom, Lou.”

“Is condom there?”

Ding. Ding. Ding.

Kevin Wesley threw his hands in the air. “Is it me or does it figure those testosterone filled apes would say condom?”

“Hey!” Frank pointed.

“Next two. Hal . . .” Louie smirked. “Cory.” He waited until the two faced off. “You two do know we positioned you to be against each other?”

Hal grinned arrogantly.

“Shake hands. Dollar value is tripled . . . you can stop shaking hands,” Louie commented on how Hal and Cory were locked in a firm, hard nonmoving handshake. “Release . . .” Louie broke it up. “The hands, guys.”

“I see you finally cut that hair,” Cory sarcastically said.

“Hmm. Yes,” Hal replied. “Well paid, highly regarded officers cannot run around looking like . . .”He raised his eyebrow. “You.”

“Hands above the buzzer,” Louie instructed.

Cory ignored him, “I hear you’re in recruiting. Still trying to get losers to join you?”

“I’m sure our fine men and women of the armed service will forever photograph your face right now so they can approach you over that loser comment.”

“Hands above the buzzer, guys,” Louie requested.

“Well at least you found an organization that likes you,” Cory remarked.

“Yes, perhaps with some luck, the folks at the welfare office will soon like you as well. I heard that you’re quite the reject there.” Hal smiled. “Of course that’s after they tossed you out of the unemployment line for being there too long.”

“Hands above the buzzer,” Louie tried again.

Hal continued, “Have you upgraded that trailer home yet, Cory? I hear the no nonsense two bedrooms are on sale.”

“Blow me, Hal.”

Hands above the buzzer, gentlemen.”

“Blow you? Hmm. Funny you would say that . . .” Hal dropped his voice to a whisper. “Your wife approached me with a very similar offer.”

“Was that before or after your father approached me with the same.”

It was fast, too fast; the camera’s barely caught it. Hal reached across the table, snatched Cory by the shirt, yanked him close, and nailed him square in the nose.

Cory flew back, fast and far, and the second he landed and rolled off the small stage portion, was the second every Wesley and every Slagel man, including Joe, charged for each other.

Louie tossed up the card and ran.  Just as the full fledged battle commenced, the screen went fuzzy.

“What?” Jess stood up. “No.”

Jimmy shut off the set. “They never aired it.”

“I’m not surprised.”

“Check this out. Because the producers said Hal started it, the Wesleys got to play another family. They went on to win ten thousand dollars.”

“That sucks.”

‘Tell me about it.” Jimmy reached for the tape.

“Stop,” Jess halted him. “Can we just . . . can we watch your family again?”

“You know what?” Jimmy smiled. “Yeah. Yeah, we can watch my family again.” He hit the rewind button.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

February 5th

Would it had been incredibly forward of Mike had he just lifted Ellen from her coma slumber on the couch and carried her to bed? He debated on doing so the night before but opted against it.  He only got a blanket and covered her. He felt uncomfortable about facing Ellen that morning. He hoped to be the first one to rise, but the smell of coffee told him it definitely wasn’t Tigger, and he heard Johnny snoring the second he stepped from the bathroom. Of course, the bathroom should have been a dead give-a-way to Mike that Ellen had used it first. A damp clean aroma filled the bathroom, the shower curtain was pulled closed, the towel folded, and the toilet seat down.

His tee-shirt caught the occasional trickle of water from his damp hair and Mike pulled at the fabric to keep it from sticking to him. He took a breath of courage and walked through the living room, all the way to the kitchen. He cleared his throat, “Morning,” he said, catching a glimpse of Ellen seated at the table as he made his way to the coffee pot. “Thanks for making coffee.”

“No, problem.” Ellen shuffled through photos on the table.

“How did you sleep? I wanted you to have the bed, not the couch.”

“I know. I was . . .” Ellen looked up. “Oh my God, I’m jealous.”

“Excuse me?” Mike asked as he turned around.

“Your hair is beautiful.”

“Excuse me?” Mike repeated only this time in retaliatory shock..

“Your hair.”

“My hair?” Mike reached up, realizing it wasn’t pulled back.

“It’s beautiful.”

“Christ.” He shook his head. “Ellen, word of advice, a man doesn’t want to hear his hair is beautiful.”

“Why?”

“Um, uh, . . . I don’t . . .” Mike walked to the table and stopped.

“What’s wrong?” Ellen noticed why Mike stopped. He looked at the photographs she sorted through. “Oh, my God. I’m sorry. Tigger said it would be all right. He brought me a box down last night when you . . .”

“No. No.” Mike shook his head and sat down. “That’s all right.”

“So you really think I look like Dylan?” Ellen held a picture up.

“Incredibly,” Mike stated. “Especially at first. Everyone who has seen you has said something. But the more I talk to you, the more I don’t think you look identical. You resemble her, yeah, but you’re not identical.”

“I can see a resemblance.” Ellen laid the picture down. “Is that why you were so nervous around me?”

“Yes,” Mike answered. “That’s why I apologize for invading your privacy.”

“What do you mean?”

“When I was debating on whether to carry you upstairs or let you stay on the couch, I found myself . . . . staring for a minute or two.”

Ellen lowered her head with a soft smile. “That’s fine. I’ve been there. Sort of.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, when Frank was presumably dead . . .”

“Presumably dead? Is this when Johnny shot him?”

“No, he died then. He was shot by the Society and taken.”

“But he didn’t die.”

“He may have,” Ellen said. “It wouldn’t have been the first time and probably not the last.”

“What is he? Invincible?”

“Pretty much.” Ellen smiled. “He’s Frank. So anyhow, when he was gone, it was thought he was dead. I was devastated. In fact, after witnessing him being shot six times . . .”

“Six times!” Mike sounded off surprised.

“Yep. After that, when the UWA brought me home, I was catatonic. When I woke up, I grasped onto anything that reminded me of Frank. I developed a friendship with Elliott Ryder who looks amazingly like Frank. Even when Frank returned, I still hung out with Elliott because Elliott looked like Frank, was heroic like Frank, but was sensitive like no other man.”

“So you fell for Elliott?”

“In a way.” Ellen chuckled. “It’s hard to explain.

“How does Frank feel about that?”

“He’s adjusted to things a lot better than I thought he ever would but Dean, Dean won’t adjust.”

“Your ex husband?”

“Yeah. He’s resolved himself to only sharing me with Frank.”

Mike nearly choked. “Sharing.”

“Um,” Slightly embarrassed, Ellen stood up and walked to the coffee pot. “Things are different in Beginnings. There’s a new level of relationships. There has to be in this world. There aren’t many women and we’re fortunate that we haven’t any crimes against them with the way things work.” She held up the coffee pot. “More?”

Mike shook his head. “No. I’m sorry you have to live like that.”

“Don’t be.” Ellen returned to the table. “It’s not what you think. It’s not a physical thing, the sharing, as much as it is a companionship thing. It’s an allotment of time by one man to another, so they can have that closeness with a woman. That closeness with Elliott Ryder is a quiet evening talking, holding hands . . . that’s it.” She smiled collectedly. “Granted, I do have two men at one time . . .” Horrified, her eyes widened. “That’s not what I meant.”

Mike chuckled. “I didn’t take it that way.”

“Thanks.” Ellen returned to the table. “What I meat was, I sometimes have two relationships going, but they both aren’t physical. It’s not about sex. I wish at times it was. It would be easier but doing it this way makes it complicated because it’s about the heart. You spend your life thinking you can only love one person, then all of the sudden you really do love two.” She shrugged. “Right now . . .” She sighed out. “I’m single and loving it.”

“No Frank?”

“Frank’s a given. He’s a part of my life, always, and forever. Sometimes he’s a husband, sometimes he’s a friend. It depends. It’s just a given.”

“I see.”

“Mike? Did I mention I love sitting in a kitchen and talking?”

“No,” Mike replied.

“I do. I love it. I miss it. I haven’t had an eat-in kitchen for years. This is great. Thank you.”

“Funny. You have it all in Beginnings and you’re thanking me for an eat-in kitchen?”

“I don’t have one.” Ellen smiled. “Or quiet early morning conversation either.”

“Yeah, this is nice.” Mike nodded. “Hey, wanna have a quiet early morning breakfast alone?”

“I would love it.”

“I’ll fix it.” Mike stood up. “It won’t take long.”

“I’ll look at the pictures.”

“Please.” Mike walked to the fridge. He paused when he opened it and looked over his shoulder. “Ellen, you, uh, thanked me for the eat-in kitchen. I just want to . . . I want to thank you too . . . for this.”

Ellen looked up. A nod and smile of peacefulness passed between them.

^^^^

An early morning meeting was never problem for Joe. He didn’t recommend them to people, but had them if he felt the problem or situation warranted an pre-caffeine dose meeting. The current one did, even thought it caused a slight twinge of a headache for Joe. The person requesting the meeting was one that Joe liked.

“I understand your dilemma,” Joe stated. “I do. But do you think this is a problem, a real problem? I don’t but I understand your confusion.”

“No, Pap.” Billy held up his finger. “It isn’t my confusion. It’s my Dad’s and uncle Frank’s.”

Joe sighed out. “Bill.”

“Pap. Look. If they are homosexual males, then they are homosexuals.”

“Bill, I don’t think your dad and Frank are homosexuals.”

“You haven’t been exposed to them like I have. What they show in the privacy of the home when Mom isn’t around. I don’t believe I need to be exposed to their sordid details.”

“What? What are you talking about?’

“Their romantic bickering.”

Joe coughed. “Their what?”

“It’s disrupting my sleep, my rest, you name it. They’re worse than a married couple. I think they’re confused on who they should be with. I need it to stop.”

“Frank and Dean will never stop bickering.”

“I don’t think they used to bicker like this,” Billy argued.

“How is what they are doing different?” Joe asked then peered up when there was a knock on the door. “Come in.”

First the door slowly opened then Jenny Matoose stuck her head in. “Morning, Joe. Oh, there you are, Billy.”

Billy looked at his Mighty Hoi watch. “I still have six minutes.”

“Oh.” Jenny walked in.

“Were you looking for Billy?” Joe asked.

“No, you,” Jenny answered. “I have to speak to you.” Jenny bit her lip trying to figure out how to delicately put it. She wondered how to ask Joe about the earthquake that destroyed part of the cryo-lab ask without scaring Billy.

“What is it?” Joe asked.

After a shift of her eyes to Billy, Jenny smiled awkwardly. “I’m concerned, Joe. I’m concerned about . . . about . . .”

“About?”

“Okay. I am sure you know . . . I ran into Frank and Dean at the cryo-lab yesterday. They were being secretive.”

Joe raised one eyebrow to Billy, who nodded at him. “You don’t say?” Joe said.

“I’m sure, as leader of the community, you know about the problem?” She said her last word with an up. “Those two are concealing. . .”

“Before I make a comment, be more specific.”

“I don’t want to upset Billy.”

Billy interjected, “See, Pap, see.”

“No, Bill, no. Go on. Jenny,” Joe encouraged.

“To clue you in,” Jenny continued, “they are on unsteady ground and the floor dropped out beneath them.” She hunched, hoping she didn’t scare Billy.

“Ah,” Joe nodded.

“So you know.”

“I’m . . . I’m just finding out.”

After letting out a whew, Jenny dropped her head in relief. “I’m glad you know. I thought it was a secret.”

“It is,” Joe said. “Not many know.”

“Don’t you think they should, Joe? For the sake of the community, just so they are prepared.”

“No,” Joe laughed.

“Joe, this is a serious matter,” Jenny stated firmly. “Don’t you think people should be ready in case things fall apart? “

”Fall apart?”

“It happened before. It can happen again. You know it.  When it happened before, things got destroyed.”

Joe nodded slowly. “True. But, Jenny, come on, don’t you think that’s over reacting?”

“No, I saw it first-hand yesterday. I was with them down at the cryo-lab. I was there. I know. Things will fall apart.”

“See, Pap, see,” Billy said.

“Do you know about it, Billy?” Jenny asked.

“Not much. I saw enough to concern me,” Billy answered. “What if it escapes and becomes a major split?”

Jenny gasped.

“Hold your horses.” Joe held up his hand. “The possibility of that is slim, very slim.”

Jenny bobbed her head side to side. “Dean did say there wasn’t much of a chance of that happening. I asked.”

“You asked?” Joe questioned.

“Yes, it worried me, Joe. Even if it’s minor, imagine the impact it could have. It could very well shake up the community if things fall just a tad. You’re talking Security issues, medical, all concerns . . .”

“I get your drift.”

“Good. I just think the community might want to be prepared.”

“You want to be the one to do this?” Joe asked.

“It wouldn’t be easy. People may not want to believe it. But . . .” Jenny let out a sigh. “I would take the responsibility of spreading the word.”

“You know what?” Joe sat back. “That might not be a bad idea. Maybe if the word gets out, it might bring Dean and Frank to their senses and they may try to halt the problem if they see another one coming.”

Jenny nodded. “I’ll get on it right away.”

“Good, and while you’re getting on that, can you get my grandson to school. Dean and Frank are on their way up for me to discuss this very problem and I’d rather not let them see you two.”

“Right away, Joe.” Jenny held out her hand. “Come on, Billy.”

With a slight scoff, Billy looked at her hand, “I’d rather not.”

Jenny gave a scolding look.

“I’ll just walk with you instead.” Billy stood up. “Thanks, Pap. I knew you’d handle this.”

Joe winked and smiled. He waved when they walked out of his office, shaking his head in wonder.

The ‘hold-on’ back hand Frank ejected at Dean to stop him from going further, nearly knocked the breath from him.

“God, Frank.” Dean coughed. “What?”

“Billy.”

“What about him?” Dean asked.

“Look.” Frank pointed, “Jenny’s walking him. He must have tried to skip school again.” Frank continued toward Joe’s office. “Man, where does he get that from? Not from me. He had to get it from you. I made the best out of my education.”

“What!” Dean laughed. “And I didn’t? I’m a scientist, asshole.’

“Hey, names.” Frank knocked on Joe’s door.

“Come in,” Joe yelled.

“Dad?” Frank stepped in first. “You wanted to see us?”

“Shut the door.”

Frank did.

Thump.

“Ow.”

“Whoops.” Frank opened the door. “Sorry, Dean.”

Dean walked in, rubbing his nose. “And you wonder why I just called you an asshole.”

“When?”

“Out there.”

“Did I?” Frank asked.

“Did you what?”

“Wonder.”

“Wonder what?” Dean questioned.

“Enough!” Joe interrupted. “Sit.” He pointed to the two chairs.

Frank sat down first. “Is this about Billy cutting school?”

“No, not really. It has something to do with Billy, but not that.” Joe hesitated. “I feel really stupid bringing this up.”

“As well as you should.” Frank nodded.

“Frank!” Joe snapped. “I didn’t say it yet.”

“Oh.”

“Okay, back to my thought. Billy is worried. He’s getting upset because you two have been . . . you’ve been fighting weird.”

Frank looked at Dean. “Are we fighting differently?”

“You’ve been a little more on edge,” Dean answered.

“True.” Frank shrugged. “It’s Ellen being out of town but I don’t think we’re being any different.”

“No,” Joe tried again. “He says you guys are saying things that aren’t normal. He said something about discussing feet?”

“Oh!” Frank laughed. “I remember.”

“You do?” Dean asked.

“Yeah, last night. He walked in right when you said you wanted to suck my toes.”

“Yeah, I remember.” Dean laughed.

“Holy Christ!” Joe said. “He heard that?’

Dean shook his head with a smile. “He has impeccable timing.”

Frank laughed. “It was funny.”

“No!” Joe yelled. “It’s not funny. He doesn’t need to hear that nor does he need to hear you two fight about dinner.”

“No.” Frank lifted a finger. “We don’t fight about dinner. I get a little mad after dinner.”

Dean added, “No, you bitch, Frank.”

“I do not,” Frank said, offended. “I just am stating fact.”

“What fact is that?” Dean argued.

“You don’t appreciate me.”

“What!” Dean blasted.

“Boys . . .”

“No, Dean, I cook, I clean, I do all that. Can you ever come home, appreciate the hot meal waiting for you, and say thanks?”

“I do.”

“No, you do not.” Frank shook his head. “You’re never on time either. Can you ever be on time?”

“I’m sorry. I have a community to cure.”

“Boys.”

“And I don’t have a community to protect/ We all have responsibilities, Dean. You can try to have dinner with us for once. When you don’t, I leave a nice plate waiting for you on the stove too.”

“Boys . . .” Joe tried to intervene.

“I always say thanks,” Dean stated.

“Do you complement my meals and tell me they’re good? No.” Frank said strongly. “You know I would like to come home one day and find the house clean and food cooked.”

“But I bathe those kids,” Dean defended. “I do bath and bed time.”

“Ha!” Frank blasted. “You leave soap in their hair.”

“I do not!”

“Boys!” Joe screamed his loudest. “Listen to you two. Now, I don’t know if you are aware, but the entire community is concerned about this. They think this is a major issue.”

“Fuck them,” Frank said. “It’s none of their fuckin business. How do they know anyhow?”

Dean scoffed and shook his head.

“What?” Frank asked.

“If they know, it’s because you run around telling everyone our business. You whine,” Dean complained.

“I do not.”

“Do too. You whine. Like a woman.’

“You lie!” Frank gasped. “I may bitch, not like a woman, but I bitch.”

“To people in the community.”

“Boys.”

“To my men. They know. They say I shouldn’t do all I do for you.”

“Please,” Dean snarled. “What do they know?”

“Boys.”

“They know you don’t appreciate me.”

At that point Joe gave up and in usual fashion, just plopped his head to the desk with a whispering ‘why, why, why’.

^^^^

Elliott believed there was something so artistic about using a quill pen. Of course, it was no longer known as the quill pen. It had since been revived and renamed, like everything, the ‘Hoi Feather-tipped’. One, because Danny was the one who made use of those feathers other than stuffing pillows and two, Danny made the ink.

Ink Elliott liked.

It took him awhile to learn the art and technique, but he had it down pat. With the special pen, the special paper, and his early morning coffee, Elliott found a table off to the side in the mess hall where he sat alone. He was engrossed and focused on what he wrote.

Dear Ellen,

Eloquently written, Elliott smiled, dipped, and wrote.

It is now day two since you’ve left. Of course, it’s been some time since . . .

Elliott paused not only to dip, but to look up slightly at the scuff noise. He continued . . .

you have spent an extended time at home. I can’t wait until you return for good. I . . .

Stop. Look. Dip.

. . .fully understand your responsibilities as a doctor but I miss those times when . . .

Again, another pause. Only this time, after he peered to his left, then dipped, Elliott huffed.

. . . you and I can schedule some time together alone. Our talks . . .

Elliott brought a deep breath through his nostrils, placed the pen in the ink, slammed his hand slightly, and looked to his right.

Hal, who had been pacing left to right, looked over Elliot’s shoulder and stopped. He grinned.

“Captain . . . is there something you need?”

“Have I missed something, Elliott?” Hal asked.

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, has the postal service rekindled.”

“No. Why?”

“You’re writing a letter to a woman a thousand miles away.”

“Yes. So?” Elliott snapped.

“How do you suppose she will get it?”

“Captain, I will hand it to her when she returns,” Elliott told him. “It is my way to tell her things when she is not here.”

“I see. So why not wait until she returns home and tell her all at once. Good God, won’t that be a missed opportunity at quality . . . time.”

Elliott turned in his seat. “I would say something about that comment but why did you accentuate the word ‘time’?”

“You did.”

“Excuse me?” Elliott was lost.

Hal breathed out and sat down. “Perhaps it is the writer in me. I don’t know, but . . . you used the word time, or a derivative of, four times.”

“What! I did not.”

“You did. Look.” Hal pointed. “Time. Time. Times. Time. Four. See?”

“So?”

“In three sentences. Elliott, please, or a word man such as yourself, that is appalling.”

Elliott just stared. “Is there something you wanted other than correcting my word usage and reading my letters?”

“Yes, and one of them isn’t to have you give me that snippy Elliott attitude.”

“I apologize, Captain.”

‘Accepted.”

“I just want to write this.”

“Go on.”

“Alone.”

“Fine.” Hal said. “Be pissy.” He stood up. “This can . . . probably wait.”

“Ten minutes?”

Hal looked at his watch. “Yes, I’ll get breakfast.”

“Thank you.” Elliott lifted the pen and brought it to the paper. He began to write again.

“Elliott.”

Elliott stopped. “Yes.”

“Are you really going to leave all of those ‘times’ in there?”

“I was . .

“I mean, I understand you cannot erase and you’d have to begin again, but wouldn’t you prefer . . .”

“Captain.” Elliott tired to remain reasonable.

“To have a poetic piece? If you don’t feel like erasing. you can always do that Thomas Jefferson ‘Deceleration of Independence’ thing where you just scratch out and put the new word on top. I, for one, would not . . .” Hal smiled when he saw Elliott crinkled the paper into a ball. “Ah, since you’ve stopped, I’ll seize this opportunity.”

“Please tell me.”

“It’s a bit exciting. It will call for a meeting.” Hal repositioned himself again to sit across from Elliott. “We have a situation.”

“What is it?”

“You know those stray Society soldiers, the remainders from the game?

“Yes.”

“You know how the units have been random and spread about the country side?”

“Yes.”

“We’ve received word from our scouts. It appears they have taken an initiative to join up. Several have already done so.”

“So they’re in communication somehow.”

Hal nodded. “Unfortunately they are on a frequency we’ve not been able to pick up. We have to get a hold of Danny to work on that.”

“That will work. We could tap in and maybe get an idea what they are doing.”

“They aren’t staking camp, I can tell you.”

Slowly Elliott looked at him. “Our scouts know?”

“Some. They’re moving.”

“Moving?” Elliott asked.

“We have direction.”

“Why do you do that?” Elliott questioned with irritation.

“Do what?”

“Have to make the announcement so dramatic. Why couldn’t you just say, Elliott, those scattered Society soldiers are joining up and moving in a new direction.”

“Dear God, Elliott. You are in a bad mood. I’ll just join you when you aren’t hurting my feelings.” Hal stood up.

“Captain.”

Hal smiled. “Yes, Elliott.”

“Finish.”

“Will you let me be my usual, how did you put it, dramatic self?”

“I’ll even play along.”

“Excellent.” Hal hurried and sat down. “They’re moving. They have direction.”

“My God . . .” Elliott gasped. “Where does it look like they’re headed?”

Hal grinned. “Here.”
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The hurried drive, ten miles outside of the Society based in Florida, wouldn’t have been a problem for Jess had it not rained so hard the night before. The access road was pretty much slush and it took extra time. Time Jess hoped wasn’t too much.

He found the sought after location a lot easier than he thought. The sight of forty of so Society soldiers, armed in a ready position, told him he had found the place.

Hunched to the ground with their weapons raised, the soldiers were ready and aimed at the large storage building that was heavily over grown with weeds.

He screeched the Jeep to a halt, spinning the wheels in the mud. Jess hopped out and raced to Jimmy.

“Thank God,” Jimmy said with desperation. “We’ve been waiting for you.”

“I got held up. The road was bad.”

Jimmy only gave a ‘hmm’

“What’s the situation?”

“One of those soldiers was doing a routine check of this building and left a message for me that he heard voices from inside, plotting and planning.”

“You don’t say?” Jess said.

“When he tried to investigate, they shot at him.”

“What soldier?”

Jimmy pointed to the one behind Jess.

Jess turned. “Soldier, why didn’t you go inside?”

“They shot at me.”

“I see.”

Jess looked at Jimmy. “Did you contact the President?”

“He said to wait for you. He said it’s your call. I told him it was suspected defectors.”

Jess looked at his watch. “Well, I think it’s time to go in there.”

“Now?” Jimmy asked.

“Now.”

“But . . .”

“Now.” Jess was sterner.

“I refuse to send my men in there . . . yet.”

“We . . .” Jess spoke more pronounced, “are wasting time.”

“No we aren’t.”

“Commander, I uh, took too long to get here.”

“But not too long., Jimmy stated. “I know.”

“No, I know.”

“Jess, trust me. We wait.”

“We go.”

The young soldier, who had been diligently listening to the wayward conversation, spoke up. “Would you like me to get a group of men together to go in there and . . .”

Both Jess and Jimmy answered ‘no.’

“All right.” The soldier lifted his hands. “You sirs know best.” He backed up. “Argue away.”

Jess tapped the face of his watch. “I know best.” He nodded. “Trust me. I’ll go.” He turned and walked in the direction of the building.

Almost monotone, and nearly as if he could care less, Jimmy called out. “No. No. Jess. Don’t go. It may be a trap.”

With a quirky look, Jess stopped and slowly turned around. “What the fuck kind of warning was  . . .”

BOOM!

Jess ducked.

The storage building exploded in an eruption of splinters as a fireball bellowed up far into the sky.

Still shielding himself, Jess looked back to see the flames tauntingly roll his way.

“Fuck.” With a fast four step run, Jess took off then dove toward Jimmy, landing in a roll behind the slight safety grade.

Jimmy projected his voice. “Damn defectors!” He hunched down to where Jess lay.

With his hands gripping, Jess began to slowly pick himself up. He raised his eyes to Jimmy.

Arrogant, and almost cocky, Jimmy gave a twitch to his head. “I guess you knew.”

Whispering, Jess seemed angry. “I set the explosion. I should know.”

“Well, if you were that sure, why’d you get so close?”

With a grumble, Jess just plopped back down to the ground.
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As if they were returning from a pleasant bargain shopping experience, Lars bubbly escorted Ellen into his lab. “I must tell you, Dr. Hayes,” Lars spoke “Performing that biopsy with you was a grand time.”

“Thank you.” Ellen smiled and saw Robbie sitting there, leafing through a magazine. “You’re back, Robbie.”

“It’s Lodi, El.” Robbie shrugged. “There’s not much to see.”

“Did you visit our zoo?” Lars asked.

“You have a zoo?” Robbie perked with interest.

“Yes, two dogs, a cat, four hamsters, a monkey, and I think a ferret. I’m not sure on that one. We had an elephant, but she died.”

Robbie blinked. “For real?”

“Yes.” Lars asked. “It’s by the old diner.”

“Cool.”

“But don’t go anywhere. I want to run some tests on that arm,” Lars instructed.

“It works.” Robbie lifted it.

Ellen explained, “I think he just wanted to see it for scientific purposes.”

“All right.” Robbie shrugged. “Hey, El, check this out. Seven years before the plague, two men came to Lodi and stole the license plates from all the cars.”

Curious, Ellen looked at him. “That’s strange.”

Lars interjected, “I see you visited the Lodi Hall of Fame. You really should have saved some things for tomorrow.”

“Hey, I have the zoo.” Robbie smiled.

“Hey.” Ellen snapped her fingers. “That’s what we need in Beginnings. Tourist attractions.”

“You’ve got to have tourist, El.” Robbie nodded.

Lars added, “Or at least let people in.”

“But that’s what Beginnings was in the future. It was a tourist attraction.”

Lars just stopped. “What? Could you repeat that?”

“Sure.” Ellen shrugged. “In the future, Beginnings was a tourist attraction.”

“In the . . . future.” Lars spoke as if to get it right. “Beginnings was a tourist attraction, not the past with the word was, but in the future, it was?”

“Yes.”

“I’m confused.”

Robbie tired to explain. “Two words. Time machine.”

“Yeah, right, sure,” Lars stated sarcastically then saw that they didn’t joke. “You’ve got to be kidding?”

Robbie shook his head. “Nope.”

“Tell me, just tell me,” Lars pleaded, “that Dean did not invent this time machine.”

Robbie had to snicker. “Man, you have something about Dean. No, Dean didn’t. Dr. Jason Godrichson did.”

“Jason Godrichson?” Lars asked. “Good heavens, is he still alive? He has to be pushing ninety.”

“Huh?” Ellen scratched her head. “Oh! No. Wait. Jason Godrichson. You’re thinking about the father. We don’t have the father. We have the son.”

“And the Holy Ghost.” Robbie winked.

Lars first looked at Robbie then he smiled. “Clever. Speaking of clever, shall we take a look at that clever antibiotic you brought, Ellen?” Lars moved to the counter where the microscope set up was located.

“Let’s.” Ellen picked up the vial that had already been set out on the counter. “In fact, if you have some cool bacteria, we can watch it grow.”

“Actually,” Lars smiled, “I do. I have some brewing in that closet.” He pointed. “Robbie, could you?”

“Sure.” Robbie walked to a closet. “This side here?”

Lars turned just as Robbie reached and turned the knob. “No, wait not . . .”

Robbie let out a short, squealing, high-pitched laugh. It bled into a hyena style. “Oh my God. El! You have to see this.”

“See what?”

“Dean.”

“Dean?”

“Dean.” Robbie nodded.

Curious, but out of view, Ellen moved in that direction.

After cowering in a wince, Lars cleared his throat and lifted his head. “Ellen, I deeply apologize if it offends you. . .” He stopped when Ellen saw the closet door and the photos of Dean. Some had drawn-on mustaches, missing teeth, and dart holes.

Ellen laughed.

“Well.” Lars smiled “Perhaps not.”

^^^^

‘Cover your ass was the thought that went through Frank’s mind as he stared at the closed door to Holding. Everything was about to start. Shit was about to hit the fan. Frank made a promise to Dean that he would get to the bottom of who manipulated his chip and Frank was bound and determined to hold true to that promise. The first step . . . was behind that door.

However, Frank, before entering told himself to ‘cover his ass’. The last thing he needed was for that to be a worry on his mind. Frank was a target to a lot of men. He was used to that, but in tense situations and closed in areas like Holding, being a target could possibly run interference in Frank’s master plan. Frank vowed, while in Holding, he wouldn’t turn his back, not once.

Frank took a breath, reached for the door, and repeated ‘cover your ass’. With a stern face on, he stepped inside. Exhaling, he shut the door.

Ben from Fabrics sat at the table. He looked up.

“Ben,” Frank said in a stern whisper.

Nervously, Ben fiddled with his hand. “I want an attorney.”

“This is Beginnings. I . . . am the law.” Frank took in a deep breath, patted his revolver, and winked. “Yep.” He exhaled. “Ben.” He stepped to the table. “Ben. Ben. Ben. Ben. Ben.”

“What? What? What? What? What?”

“Huh?”

“I said what?”

“About?”

“You said my name.”

“I did.”

“So I said ‘what’?” Ben responded.

“For?”

Ben huffed. “You’re trying to frazzle me. It won’t work.”

“Now why . . .” Frank pulled out a chair. “Would I try to frazzle you?”

“Don’t play dumb with . . . never mind. What is it, Frank? It’s mitten day. I have a ton of pink mittens to finish up.”

“You and I, pal, are gonna talk.”

“About?” Ben asked.

“Dean.”

“I hate him.”

“I know.” Frank nodded. “We all hate him, but he is important so we have to live with him. Did you know . . . did you know if Dean lost his mind . . .?”

Ben quickly looked up.

“If he lost his mind, it would be a crime. It especially would be a big, big crime if someone else caused him to lose his mind, because if Dean lost his mind, he couldn’t cure. People would die. So that is murder.”

“What?” Ben scoffed. “That’s absurd. Dean loses his mind and it’s murder on whom?”

“Whom ever was murdered.”

“That’s not what I meant. How is it murder?” Ben asked.

“Because somebody died.

“To be murdered, they would have to be killed.”

“If Dean could have cured them and didn’t because he couldn’t, then that’s murder.”

With a slight roll of his eyes, almost femininely, Ben looked down to his fingers. “I wish you would explain that better, because I don’t see how it’s someone else’s fault.”

“Fine, how’s this?” Frank asked. “Dean is curing my father. Now, let’s say . . . you cause Dean’s microchip to go nuts and Dean no longer functions normally. Dean can’t cure. My father dies. You killed him.”

“That’s even more ridiculous than your prior statement.”

“It’s the law.”

“Says who?”

“Me.”

“You’re a beast.”

“I know.”

“Get to the point.” Ben still looked at his hands.

“Fine.” Frank reached up, grabbed Ben’s hand, and slammed it on the table. “Someone got a hold of the program that de-scrambles a micro-chip. Someone replicated that audio program. Someone played it over a telephone line to Dean. Someone fucked up his chip. Someone placed a call, played that program . . . “

”Frank!” Ben snapped.

“And some one!” Frank blasted, “placed that call from your shop.”

Slowly, Ben looked at Frank. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“I think you do.”

“I don’t.”

“I think you do.”

“I don’t.”

“Try to remember.”

“There’s nothing to remember.”

“Then how about this.” Frank folded his hands and leaned into the table. “Either you remember on your own or . . . I put on the worst fashion-sense clothes I can find, run around this community all day, get Josephine, strip her down, and lock the three us in a room until you remember. Just think, her wrinkly naked body and my smelly one. Let me tell you something Ben. When I sweat . . . I don’t smell pretty.” Frank raised his eyebrow. “Now, what’s your choice? How’s that memory.”

With a facial cringe of disgust, Ben looked at Frank and swallowed.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

It wasn’t the look of a happy camper that graced George’s face as he hung up the brief, but disturbing, phone call from Jess Boyens. A part of him hoped that rumors of defectors were just that . . .  rumors and that perhaps Johnny hadn’t been taken, but rather just had a relapse of his amnesia and was wandering around. But that wasn’t the case. Not only were there defectors, but all indications were that the organizations ran deeper and stronger than he had anticipated. George only hoped they weren’t dealing with another UWA on their hands. There was one difference. The UWA never had a prized possession of George’s. This new band of defectors who had just blown up a building down south, supposedly had Johnny.

“You wanted to see me, sir?” Bertha spoke as she stepped through the open office door.

“Yes. Is Stew with you?”

“He’s in the field,” she answered “What’s up?”

“We have activity,” George stated. “Boyens called. It seems the defectors have made a statement. They blew up a building, trying to take out our men.”

“Anyone hurt.”

“No, thank God. Jess was almost hurt when he tried to storm in there.”

“Alone?”

“He said James tried to convince him not to, but Boyens felt Johnny may have been in there.”

“Boyens is brave.”

“Yes.” George nodded. “Yes, he is. Fortunately, Johnny wasn’t there and it was just a trap these new defectors set.”

“They’re toying with us.”

“Big time,” George stated. “Their plan involves Johnny. They’re using him some way and we’ll find that out eventually. They want something. What, I don’t know. Like you said, they are toying with us and playing that watch and wait game. They want us to wait for them to contact us.”

“So what do we do?” Bertha asked.

George let out a heavy sigh as he lowered down to this chair. “We have no choice. We haven’t a clue who and where they are. Unless Boyens discovers an end to this soon, we have no choice but to play the game.”

“We’re to leave for Lodi.”

“I know. Send a messenger to Lodi to tell them we’re delayed. Say it’s the weather or something. They won’t have a goddamn clue.” George waved out his hand. “Lodi isn’t going anywhere. Neither am I until I know something about Johnny and I have a feeling that is going to be soon.”
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Usually the start of Joe’s day would give indication of how the rest of the day would go. If his day started out slow, he was guaranteed to have a busier afternoon. If it started out bad, it was going to get worse, seemingly intensifying with each sweep of the clocks hand.

Fortunately, Joe felt that he was beating the odds. Having had that early morning meeting with his grandson over concerns of Frank and Dean’s bickering, Joe was certain the rest of the morning would go downhill. It didn’t. It was calm, cool, and easy. Then again, Joe hadn’t left his office. He stayed there, avoiding the phone, while doing schedules and reading over reports.

But it was time to leave, get air, take a walk, and make rounds. He dreaded doing that for as soon as he stepped out into public, he knew something would pummel him.

Joe was lucky. He made it from his office, past the warehouses, and into town without a soul stopping him. Of course, the trickle of snow falling aided in that. He was en route to his first stop . . . the clinic. Joe had only one momentary pause and that was to stop in the ‘Joe Park’ to post the new distribution schedule on the ‘Joe board’.

Approaching the board, Joe reached for the glass door and stopped. “What the hell?” He spoke out loud when he saw a sign posted. He hadn’t put it there and Joe was usually the only one that regularly posted memos on the board. He and . . . Jenny.

Joe winced. Obviously, Jenny was the reason. The sign read, ‘Town meeting today after work day hours. Not to alert anyone, but it deals with a situation that threatens to shake our community. Frank will address us.’

He couldn’t believe it. Shake the community? Had the people of Beginnings nothing better to do than to worry about whether or not Frank and Dean were arguing? Joe really debated on whether to take that sign down. It was ridiculous. However, since it would be something to occupy the minds of the Beginnings residents during the boring winter months, and Jenny did do a nice job on that sign, Joe didn’t take it down. Instead, he just buried it under his brand new distribution schedule, shut the glass door, and moved on.

^^^^

Shuffle. Squeak. Silence.

Dean listened.

Shuffle. Squeak. Silence.

Shaking his head, Dean, in a half lean into the counter of his lab, flipped a page in the folder he reviewed.

Shuffle. Squeak.

“Frank,” Dean spoke his name. “What are you doing?”

“Playing I spy. Frank is the cool interrogation guy.” Frank spoke smugly.

Dean dropped the page he was holding and spun around. “You’re kidding. The interrogation went well?”

“Very well.” Frank nodded.

“He gave her up.” Dean said with excitement.

“Who?”

“Ben.”

“Dean.” Frank snickered. “Ben’s gay. I don’t think he’s giving up any woman.”

“No, Frank, that’s not what I meant. I meant did he finger . . .” Dean closed his eyes. “I’m not touching that one. Let’s try this again. Did Ben confess?”

“No.”

“Did he say that Misha did it?”

“No.” Frank shook his head.

“Frank, how can you say it went well?”

“Because he gave me two more names and I probably can get the truth out of those two. I know I can.”

Dean blinked in shock. “Two more names?”

“Yep. He said they were involved. Well, he said he let them have access to his computer and shop. Dean, it’s a fuckin conspiracy against you. I won’t be surprised if there are more involved.”

“You think?”

“What did I tell you before?” Frank asked.

“Well we both didn’t think Misha was smart enough to do this on her own.”

“Yep.” Frank nodded. “But who would have thought so many people were involved.”

“You really think it’s a lot.”

“I think it’s more than we think, that’s what I think.”

“What did I do?”

“Dean, a lot of people don’t like you,” Frank told him.

“They don’t like you either.”

“Dean, please, people love me, but even if they didn’t, I don’t have a fuckin chip in my brain to mess with” Frank pointed to his own temple. “My mind is strong. They can’t get in there.’

“I’m not so sure anyone would want to.” Dean moved across the lab toward the coffee pot. “Want a cup?”

“Yeah, I can take a break.” Frank pulled out a stool.

“You know, Frank speaking of minds.” Dean poured. “How’s the mind reading psychic thing going?”

“Well, I haven’t seen any more dead people.” Frank took the coffee. “Thanks. The mind reading thing is getting under control. I’m able to block out people’s thoughts. It’s a good thing, too. I wouldn’t want to hear what Ben was thinking about me.” Frank shuddered. “I felt violated by his eyes.”

Dean laughed. “Well, you know you’ll have that when you’re the hero of the community.”

“True and don’t forget, I’m hot.”

Dean rolled his eyes with a snicker and sarcasm. “Oh, yeah, Frank. You are a sex symbol.”

“Christ,” Joe blurted out when he stepped in. “Please don’t tell me I’m interrupting something I shouldn’t.”

“Oh, hey, Dad. No.” Frank stood up. “We’re just sipping coffee.”

“Sipping coffee?” Joe asked. “Sipping?”

“Yeah.”

“Men don’t . . . sip, Frank,” Joe stated strongly.

“Dad.” Frank chuckled. “If men don’t sip how the fuck are they supposed to get the coffee into their mouths?”

“That’s not what I meant. I meant, men drink coffee.”

“Yeah.” Frank nodded.

“Not . . . sip. Forget it.” Joe waved him off. “Anyhow, what are you doing in about an hour?”

Frank looked at his watch. “I have the town meeting I have to speak at. In fact I have to get ready what I have to say.”

“Are you sure you want to address that?” Joe questioned.

“Dad, the people are concerned. We started it. Me and Dean.”

“True.” Joe bobbed his head. ‘Dean, are you speaking?”

“Are you nuts? I’ll let Frank handle it.”

“Well, how long will this take?” Joe asked.

“What?” Frank returned the question.

“The town meeting.”

“Why?’

“Just answer the question.”

“I don’t know. An hour maybe, depends how many questions people have.”

“Christ.” Joe rubbed his eyes. “Fine. Just after the meeting get to my office. Hal wants to pull an emergency meeting sometime today.”

“About?” Frank quizzed.

“He didn’t say much, just that it had to do with the Society. So after the meeting come to my office.”

Frank shook his head. “I can’t.’

“Why?”

“I have an audition.”

“What!” Joe blasted.

“Yeah, for the Hoi Hour talk show.”

“Well, do the audition after the meeting.”

“It doesn’t start until after the meeting. That’s when I’m doing it.”

“Not the town meeting, my meeting,” Joe explained. “Go then. Audition then.”

“Dad, what if it’s too late?”

“Frank”

“I want to be on the show,” Frank continued.

“Frank.”

“What if someone else does better than me and . . . ?“

”Frank!”

“What!

“Don’t worry about the goddamn show! You’ll get on it! How many people are gonna audition?”

“Lots,” Frank answered. “It’s the first television show ever in Beginnings.”

Dean, who had been silent, spoke up, “Frank, don’t worry about it. There’s no way Danny won’t put you on his show. You’re you.”

“I am.”

“I mean, you’re Frank.”

“I am.”

“You’re the only one who does what you do.”

“I am.”

“Plus, you have that personality that . . .”

“Enough!” Joe screamed. “Will you just stop! Christ.” He shook his head. “Frank, Dean’s right.”

“On which part?”

“On the part that you’ll get on the show, so go to the town meeting, come to mine, and then audition. All right?”

Frank grumbled, “Fine.

“Fine. I have to get back to work.” Joe started to leave but stopped. “Speaking of work, you did interrogations this morning, right Frank?”

“Yes, I did,” Frank replied proudly. “They went good too.”

“Interrogations this morning, sipping coffee with Dean, town meeting. Hoi auditions. If you’re big ass is running all around this community, who’s running Security?”

“Me,” Frank said.

“How in the hell are you doing that? How are you giving your job full attention?”

“Like you and Dean said,” Frank grinned, “I’m Frank.”

Joe walked out.

^^^^

“So how long do you think it will take us to get to Beginnings?” Jimmy asked Jess as they stepped into Jimmy’s home.

“It depends, don’t you think, on how much resistance we run in to. Weather. Resources. I would think no longer than ten.”

Jimmy tossed his keys on the table. “Then we should start packing. I also think we should stay as far south as possible and plan our travel route there.”

“Better weather.”

“You got it.” Jimmy nodded. “Then we head north. Okay, today went good. Tomorrow, we start setting up the trail.”

“The one to Johnny,” Jess finished the statement. “We tell George of our rescue attempt. Set that up.”

“Then boom!. All three of us are dead,” Jimmy explained. “If we play our cards right, the only problem we should run into on the way home is transportation.” Walking over to the couch, Jimmy paused. A peaceful look hit his face as he plopped down. “Home. Man, I can’t wait.”

“I bet.” Jess sat next to him.

“I just wish there was a way to tell my Dad. We can’t call. I just wish it wouldn’t be such a shock. Plus, you know, if they knew we were coming and which route we are taking, then they might send assistance to get us there faster.”

“That would be nice. It would have been possible if my battery didn’t die.”

“What do you mean?”

“This guy, Danny Hoi, rigged me up a palm type computer, a direct communication line for me. It’s secure and private. It sends emails directly to the one Beginning’s has. I was sending messages back and forth, but haven’t since the battery died.”

“Have you searched out another?”

Jess snickered. “The device is rigged, Danny Hoi rigged. Meaning, he created the new power source and battery. I couldn’t find another like it if I tried.”

Jimmy perked with excitement. “Have you tried to recharge it?”

Again, Jess laughed. “Not my forte.”

“But it’s partially mine.’

“What do you mean? Oh wait.” Jess held up his hand. “You’re a Slagel.”

Smiling, Jimmy nodded. “That’s right. I may be able to hook up or charge enough power to the unit to get one more message out.”

“You serious?”

“I can try,” Jimmy stated.

“Then let’s try. It’s worth a shot.” Jess stood up. He moved to the door. “If it works, getting home will be easier than we thought. I’ll be back.” Jess hurried out the door. There was hope. Things actually had potential for running smoothly. That is, if Jimmy could fix the message unit.

^^^^

The folded aluminum crib barely fit through the small back door at the cryo-lab and Frank wondered how it was going to fit in that back room.

“It’s not gonna work, Dean.” Setting down the crib, Frank rested his hand on the bars as he balanced it. “Dean?” he called to Dean who stood before the open freezer case. “Did you hear?”

“I’m right here. How could I not?”

“So why didn’t you respond?”

“What did you want me to say?” Dean asked, his eyes still focused on the case.

“How about what you want me to do with this? There’s no way this one is gonna fit, let alone two.”

“A-huh.”

“Dean.”

“One sec.”

“You weren’t listening.”

“Yes, I was. Now . . .” Dean turned around. “What did . . . Frank, there’s no way that’s gonna fit in here.”

“I just said that.”

“Shit.”

“Okay. Here’s an idea.” Frank leaned the crib against the wall. “I can take out all of this stuff, the table, chairs, and small counter. That will fit one crib, especially after we move the freezer out.”

“I don’t know . . . I need work space.”

“You can still keep the small counter. Dean, one crib should work. I mean, they aren’t that big.”

“True and it won’t be for long.”

“You can’t put the cribs in the other back rooms.”

“No.” Dean shook his head. “It’s too far away. I will have IV’s set up and meds ready. Caroline will wake up first and give me enough time to get her situated before Brian comes out of stasis. I’ll have to move fast and I can’t be running back and forth.”

“Well, you’ll have help, what about . . .”

“No. I’ll be alone.”

“What about Ellen? And, Dean, I’m gonna be here.”

“No, Frank,” Dean stated very seriously. “I’ll be alone. We discussed this. I have to face it first, just on the outside chance something goes wrong.”

“I thought. . . . I thought you said you corrected the mistakes you made in the future.”

“I’m pretty sure I did.”

“Pretty sure?” Frank moved to Dean. “Dean, you gave me your assurance . . .”

“I know what I said. I know what I did. I am positive I did things right. I am, Frank. The truth is, why did we cryogenically freeze them? So they could rest and heal enough to fight the virus and withstand another dose. We knew when we put them into stasis, there was a chance that it would all be in vain. We just have to remember that chance. That’s all, because there is still a chance, no matter how hard we tried or how long we waited. One year, ten years, understand?”

“You argued with, El. You swore you covered and recovered your steps. You swore . . .”

“I didn’t lie about that. I did what I had to do. I fixed the errors that were made, stasis errors. What caused Brian and Caroline to die in that future history was errors made when putting them into stasis. I fixed those.”

“So what’s the problem? Why the worry now? It’s a little late, don’t you think?”

Dean closed his eyes.

“Dean.” Frank shifted his eyes to the case then back at Dean. “Is something happening? Did something . . .”

“No, it’s all proceeding as it should.”

“So why the change? Why are you so down about it now?”

“Because something dawned on me.”

“What’s that?” Frank asked.

“We covered the errors and the problems with the process but we still have to face the fact that we are forgetting two important things, problems that no amount of preplanning can fix and no amount of time travel can change.”

“They are?”

“One is nature.”

Frank was confused.

“What if nature, their genetic make-up, biological factors, all that, doesn’t let it work out?”

Frank nodded once in understanding. “And the other?”

“The other? The other is . . .” Dean walked over and shut the case. He stared at it as he spoke. “What if their deaths were just out of our hands, out of our control? We can beat illness, time, even the odds. But Frank  . . .” He turned around slowly. “We can’t beat destiny.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

Was there no one working in Beginnings? Joe and Hal barely squeezed into the packed Social Hall where almost every resident that wasn’t working a significant job, waited patiently for the meeting to begin.

“You got to be shitting me,” Joe commented.

Hal slowed down his walk and movements as he took off his bandana. “Good God. Is there impending doom and disaster?”

“The people of Beginnings are acting like there is.”

“This is absurd.”

“Morons.” Joe shook his head.

“Father, do you think that perhaps they truly don’t care but are using this as an excuse not to work?”

“I think Hal, they do care. They have nothing better to worry about.”

“Come now. Frank and Dean’s friendship isn’t all that important.”

Just as Joe opened his mouth to speak, Dean’s voice intruded.

“You would say that.” Dean looked up to Hal with disgust. “Asshole.” He walked away.

Hal was dumbfounded. “I cannot believe the man still hates me.”

“It’s hard to believe,” Joe said sarcastically, “and in reply to your statement, obviously it’s more important than we know.”

“But does the community actually think it will impact them?” Hal asked.

Another intrusion, this time it was Jenny.

“Yes,” she said.

Joe tossed his hand in the air. “I thought I was talking to my son.”

“Well, Joe,” Jenny spoke. “Yes, it will impact the community. I wouldn’t have been so concerned if I didn’t think it would. I can’t believe you don’t take this more seriously.”

“I am,” Joe mumbled, “sort of.”

“Joe.” Jenny shook her head. “I’m hearing now from Jason . . .” she pointed. “That it will tear this community apart and possibly divide us in two.”

Hal snickered. “Sorry.” He caught himself. “Divide you? Jenny, please. Do you not think you’re overreacting? You are giving it such a death and destruction theme.”

“It deserves one.” Jenny nodded smugly. “I, for one, think you, Joe, should say something to everyone because we are all on pins and needles. We’re worried. We may not be prepared if it happens.”

“I’ll tell you what? You walk the other way and I’ll think about speaking.”

“Okay.’ Jenny agreed. “Please. I’m leaving now.” With her arms folded close to her, Jenny trotted off.

Hal looked at his father. “Death and destruction? Tear the community apart?”

“I heard,” Joe grumbled. “Excuse me.”

“Where are you going?”

“To speak to Jason. He’s aiding in this.” Through the disarray, holding his hand up to people who tried to stop and ask him questions, Joe made a direct walk to Jason who sat down next to Forrest Caceres. “Jason.” Joe tapped him on the shoulder.

Turning some in his chair, Jason looked behind him. “Hello, Joe.”

“Jason, what in Christ’s name is going on? Why are you here and why are you telling these people this is a situation to be viably concerned about?”

“It is,” Jason replied. “I scoffed at first. I will admit I did, but when Dean confirmed there is shaky ground, I was drawn in. It could be devastating, scientifically as well.”

“What!” Joe blasted. “Forrest, you don’t believe this nonsense, do you?”

“Yes, Joe, I do. We knew of no farts in dis are-ree-a.”

Joe blinked. “Excuse me. We knew of no what?”

“Farts. You know. Farts. Fart line.”

“What?”

Jason clarified, “Faults.”

“Faults?” Joe asked.

“Faults. There were no faults here,” Jason explained.

“Christ Almighty, of course there have been faults here. There have always been faults,” Joe stated angrily.

Forrest looked up in question. “Yes? A fart line.”

“There are a slew of them and have been forever. They’re both to blame.” Aggravated, Joe walked off.

Forrest turned to Jason. “Uh do note dink he news what we speck of.”

“I don’t think so either,” Jason said, “but it was you who started it.”

“Uh did note stut it.”

“You confused him.”

“I dud note.”

“Yes,” Jason answered adamantly. “You mentioned the faults.”

“Et es note ma prob-lem dat he does note new woot a fart is.”

Jason nodded once. “True.”

Joe was pretty certain as he made his way back to Hal that Hal was looking at Frank in an examining manner. As Joe neared two men, Joe saw why. Frank closed one eye drastically while wincing in a very facial way. His head titled and Frank held one ear closed. “Frank?” Joe questioned. “What the hell are you doing?”

“Going fuckin nuts,” Frank answered. “People are thinking too much. I can’t block them out.”

“Perhaps, Frank,” Hal said smugly, “when you go up there to make your Frank speech, you can tell them not to think.”

“Oh, good idea Hal.”

Hal smiled a smile that showed he was up to something and Dean obviously saw it. Aggressively stepping between Hal and Frank, Dean kept his views on Hal while holding up a swatch of blue cloth to Frank. “Here, Frank, this will stop it.”

After a slow glance of surprise to his father, Hal returned to Dean. “Are we giving him a hanky?”

Dean smirked then turned to Frank. “Look at the watch. It will focus your concentration and block out the voices in your head.”

Hal snickered.

Joe warned, “Hal.”

“Sorry, I couldn’t resist.” Hal lifted his hand.

Dean spun on his heels to Hal. “Why do you do that? You haven’t any idea what Frank goes through.”

“W . . . well.” Hal cleared his throat. “We’re a little defensive of Frank now, aren’t we?”

Joe saw it coming. “Hal.”

“You always have to put him down,” Dean argued. “That’s because you’re a dick.”

“Yeah,” Frank added. “He’s a bully too.”

Hal blinked looked at Dean then at Frank, who grinned. “I never would have thought I’d see the day when you had to have a watchdog.”

“Oh,” Frank grunted. “That’s just not right. Is that a puppy reference?’

“What?” Hal asked, confused.

“Puppy. Dean.” Frank tapped Dean. “He’s not only calling you a dog, but a little one too.”

“Frank!” Hal snapped.

“You know.” Dean looked up. “I’m just done with you, Hal.”

“I assure you, Dean, even though I sympathize with your temporary mental condition . . .”

Frank interjected, “Hey, I had one of those.”

Hal smiled, ‘You still do. Back to Dean. As I was saying, though I sympathize, my patience is really wearing thin.”

Dean scoffed, “You think I care?”

“Obviously not.”

“You know, Hal. I’m this close . . .” Dean lifted his fingers an inch apart. “To saying, ‘just you and me’.”

Hal’s eyes partially closed as he turned his head to the right to release a silent laugh. Seriously, he glanced back at Dean. “You mean get physical with me?”

“Yes.”

Again, to the right, toward his father, Hal repeated his mock laugh. “My apologies.” He cleared his throat. “Dr. Hayes, as hard as it is to believe, I am not a violent man. Should you be a Savage or Society soldier, I would gladly decapitate you, but being that you are a semi-civilized man, I would rather arrange a sit down with you and verbally hash things out. Then should you feel inadequately satisfied and that the only recourse is to physically challenge me, make the offer again and I will accept.”

“You’re on. I’ll do that,” Dean said.

Joe tapped Hal on the shoulder. When Hal’s attention was grabbed, Joe pointed to Frank.

Hal saw the confusion. “In other words, Frank,” Hal explained, “Dean wants to beat me up. I said’ let’s talk’. If talking doesn’t work, I’ll fight him.”

Frank laughed then swiped the smile from his face. “Uh, Dean, if you challenge him, I won’t be able to step in and help.”

“Frank, really. Why would I need you to step in and help?” Dean asked.

“Uh . . .” Frank stumbled for an answer then snapped his fingers. “Jenny needs me.” Holding his swatch of blue, Frank quickly made his escape.

Joe covered his face. “I can’t believe he is going to speak to this community about this. I mean, Dean . . .” Joe turned his head. Dean was leaving. “Why is Dean walking away? What’s up?”

Hal shrugged. “I don’t know but here comes Frank to talk to his flock.”

“Christ.” Joe winced. “If he’s their shepherd, we’re in trouble.” Joe watched Frank stand at the podium. “Let’s just hope he doesn’t give any Bible references.”

Frank leaned into the microphone. “Thank you.” He unfolded a piece of paper. “The Bible tells us . . .”

Hal looked at his father. “Would you like to now say you hope he doesn’t strip?”

Joe just glared.

Frank continued, “The mountains shall crumble and the heavens shall fall. A great earthquake will tear this earth apart or something like that. I know it’s there. The Book of Revealing or something.” Frank shrugged. “My point is, that’s the end of the Bible, right? Okay. We like already passed all the bad stuff so nothing more bad will come this way. Me and Dean have it under control. We do not think it will happen again. Thank you.” Frank folded the paper, nodded, and stepped from the podium.

Slowly, Hal blinked. “Well.”

Joe huffed out. He nearly shrieked when he saw Jenny stand at the podium and sputter out something about him getting up there.

“Dad?” Hal questioned. “Are you being summoned?”

“Yeah, but you know what?” Joe said with aggravation. “I’m putting an end to this shit. Excuse me.” With determination, he moved from Hal toward the front.

Thinking ‘this ought to be interesting’, Hal folded his hands behind his back and braced himself for Frank, who headed his way.

“Whoa. Dad’s gonna talk.” Frank stood next to Hal.

“He’s going to put a stop to this.”

“How’s he gonna stop an earthquake.”

“Excuse me?” Hal asked.

“An earthquake.”

A slight pivot and Hal faced Frank. “Usually about this point I would ask what you are talking about.”

“Uh, Hal The earthquake. That’s what the meeting is about.”

“It’s about you and Dean.”

“Huh?” Frank scratched his head. “No, Jenny asked me to talk about the earthquake. You know, since we had one.”

“We had an earthquake?”

“Yeah, I think. I’m not sure.” Frank shrugged. “Yeah, we did and another one is coming.”

A quick glance up at Joe then Hal drew up a reasonable thought. Perhaps Frank was confused and didn’t know the meeting was about him. Hurriedly, Hal sought out the closest person. “Excuse me.”

“What?” Josephine turned with a slight drunken sway.

“What . . . what is this emergency meeting about?”

“Where the fuck you been, in a goddamn cave? It’s about the earthquake you asshole Christ.” She snapped then squinted. “Christ Almighty, you look like Joey Slagel.”

“I’m his son.”

“Holy Christ on a cross, there’s another Slagel running around.”

Frank intruded, “You know if you stopped drinking and paid fuckin attention you wouldn’t say that to him every time you see him.”

“Hey, Frankie,” Josephine said smugly. “Suck on this.” She lifted her blouse, exposing her breast in a flash.

“Uh!” Frank screamed.

Hal turned his head and when he did, he caught glimpse of Dean. He made his way to him. “Dean, I realize you hate me. But can you tell me why we are having a meeting about an earthquake, when we both know there is no earthquake heading this way.”

“One word.” Dean pointed. “Frank.”

Hal looked at Frank.

“He spewed it out in a cover up story.”

“Good God, my father is going to speak to these people.” Hal brushed by Dean.

Dean slightly rolled his eyes. “And he wonders why I hate him.”

Hal was almost there. He was grateful for the hoards of people that had halted Joe on his way to the podium. Joe did his usual lift of the hand. At the point where Hal was a shout away, Joe walked from Jenny to the podium. Hal opened his mouth to speak but silence hit the room, and he inched his way back toward Frank. “Frank,” he whispered. “You’re a dead man when Dad finds out.”

“Finds out what?”

“About the earthquake.”

“Hal.” Frank snickered. “He already knows. He’s up there talking about it.”

Hal restrained. He just watched his father with the largest of cringes.

“All right. All right.” Joe lifted his hand. “First. No questions. No questions now and none when I’m done. Clear?” He paused. “Clear?” he received unison agreement. “Okay. People, this has gone on long enough. Okay? I know we had trouble in the past. I understand that. But . . . all this shittin’ talk about the great divide, things falling apart, and the community in disarray, is horseshit. Horse shit! Now I’m no rocket scientist, but it doesn’t take a goddamn rocket scientist to figure out how over the edge you people are. A meeting? A town meeting? What are you? Morons? Come on people. Get some common sense. Get your asses back to work and don’t worry about this. A repeat of the problem will not happen again. I promise you I will keep my eye out. I will stay on top of things. I’ll constantly talk to Dean about this so I know where things are headed and if I see things headed for this great massive destructive path, I will hold a meeting and let you know. You won’t be in the dark. I promise you. Okay? If you have any concerns, no more town meetings, Talk to Dean. He’s the expert. Thank you.”

Massive amounts of cheers and applause filled the room. Joe was actually pleased, especially as he made his way to Hal and was given swats of thanks and heard many comments of, ‘I feel better already’. With a closed mouth smile and a nod, Joe walked to Hal. “See? Done. Why do you have that look on your face, Hal?”

Hal pointed to Frank. “Ask him what the meeting is about? I’ll give you a hint. It isn’t what you think.”

With his smile gone, Joe shifted his eyes to Frank. “I just stood up there and spoke. Are you telling me I made an ass out of myself?”

“No.” Frank shook his head. “You did good. Good job. I’m convinced.”

“Convinced of what?” Joe asked.

“Dad, you just talked about it.” Frank said.

Joe huffed.

“Father, may I?” Hal asked.

“Go on.” Joe replied, eyes still on Frank.

“You seemingly assured the community and Frank, that an earthquake, a repeat earthquake mind you, will not occur here in Beginnings. It’s sort of like the meteor situation. We know how rumors of that started.”

Joe took a nostril breath. Slowly and calmly, he turned to Frank. “Son, you have three seconds.”

“For?” Frank asked.

“To run.”

“Why?”

“I repeat.” Joe still remained calm. “You have three seconds to run, three seconds . . . before I shoot your big ass.”

“Dad,” Frank chuckled “Please. You’re gonna shoot me?”

From the belt on his waist, Joe pulled out his revolver. “Three seconds, Frank.”

Frank scoffed as if Joe joked, “Dad.”

Hal smirked.

Joe lifted it. “One.”

^^^^

“I can’t believe my dad shot me.” Frank leaned with his elbows on the examining table.

Andrea stopped humming that happy tune. “I’m sorry, what was that?”

“I can’t believe my dad shot me. Ow.” Frank jolted just a bit and reached behind. “In my butt.”

Andrea smacked away his hand as Frank tried to touch his injury. She spoke pacifying and motherly. “It’s just a surface wound, a scratch. It took two stitches. The bullet didn’t even penetrate. That’s surprising.”

“I’m firm.”

Andrea smiled.

“I hope it doesn’t leave any unsightly dimpling.”

“Oh don’t you worry, your tush will be just as good as new. You just have to be careful sitting for a while.”

Frank sulked. “I can’t believe he shot me.”

“Hal said you didn’t run.”

“I ran, just not fast enough.”

“You tried.” Andrea reached for the ointment.

“Yeah, I guess. He did give me warning.”

“Your father is fair like that.”

“True.”

“Oh, you boys,” Andrea spoke almost pleased. “Such a family you are. You, Hal, and Robbie always look out for each other.”

“We do.” Frank nodded.

“You’re always having fun.”

“True.”

“Beating each other up and even a little innocent gun play. It shows a closeness.”

“You have a point.” Frank bobbed his head.

“And this little injury shows the affection. It does. Not every father can get away with this.”

“True.”

“Okay.” Andrea sang. “Almost done, Frank.” She grabbed for the bandage. “I’ll give this extra padding. You’ll barely notice it.”

“Thank you. I’m glad you did this.”

“That’s what moms are for.” Andrea worked as she spoke. “You know, Frank, I often think of what it would have been like to have met Joe years and years ago and been there to watch you grow up.”

“You wouldn’t have lasted.”

“I resent that. Your father would have kept me.”

“No, that’s not what I meant. I mean you would have left. They all did.”

“They were all wrong, Frank. They didn’t know what they were missing.” She stepped back. “We’re done. You can lift, zip and buckle.”

Frank began to do his pants . . . gingerly and hiding the pain.

Andrea continued, “I would never have left. I couldn’t have my own kids. We would have had such a blast. But . . . I have you boys now, right? Better late than never, right?” She moved to the sink.

Frank turned around. “Andrea?”

Andrea looked from the sink, “Yes?”

“Just so you know, even though we’re pretty much, you know, grown up . . . I want you to know we’re lucky to have you. No matter how old you get, you still need a mom, right?” Frank winked. “And you’re the best one we’ve had. We all think that.”

Frank knew he had said something nice, but he didn’t expect the reaction he received. A long and loud burst of a sob released from Andrea. Her face trailed with tears, with her arms open wide and hands sopping wet, she cried all the way to Frank and embraced him.

Frank was taken a little back. Andrea’s pelting body caused him to stumble and bump his rear into the examining table. The cringe from her wet hand, stopped him from grunting in pain and with his body rocking back and forth from her hug, Frank smiled and returned the embrace.

^^^^

Tigger’s little feet pitter-pattered against the linoleum like a five-year-old. Fast and determined he ran. He built up a good speed and achieved the ultimate slide he wanted as he approached Johnny’s room at the Lars hospital.

“Heads up!” Tigger warned then, with a shitty smile, he popped into the room.

“Heads up?” Johnny asked as he sat on the bed.

“Yeah.” Tigger stepped to the bed. “I wanted you to be ahead of the game. I bring good news.”

“Ahead of the game? Oh I get it. Are we playing a little version of our game?” He stood up.

“You got it. It’s time for you to go home. Lars said you’re good to go as long as you aren’t lightheaded.”

“I am . . . just a little.” Johnny stood up. “But I’m ready. I’ve been dressed for a while.”

“Your mood seems good.”

“My temper is short.” Johnny smiled as he moved to the door.

“That’s probably because this whole biopsy thing was a big headache, huh?”

“Yeah, but I was only in here a small amount of time.”

“True, but I bet two more minutes and you would have been insane.”

“Good one. Two more. Tumor. I have to try a tiny bit harder to keep up with you.”

“Doesn’t take half a . . . brain.” Tigger moved with Johnny down the hall.

“Just a wee bit of effort.”

“Don’t beat your head against the wall.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it. I don’t want this thing to get me down. So what are our plans for today?”

“I am to escort you home and get you to bed. Not in that way. And hang out with you. I promise not to play mind tricks.”

“I promise minuscule amounts . . . amounts.” Johnny stopped. “Oh my God,” he wisped out.

“What. Are you okay?” Tigger looked up then saw Johnny was just locked in a stare forward. “Johnny, what . . .” Then Tigger saw. “Oh.”

Johnny swallowed and spoke soft in a whisper. “What do I do?”

“Walk. Keep walking, Try the eye contact thing. Smile then judge a hello. Got it? But we have to keep walking. He’s in our path.”

Johnny nodded. Talking that next step was like learning how to walk all over again. The remaining corridor to the exit wouldn’t have been a problem had Robbie not been there.

Robbie didn’t let it show. The fact that he hadn’t a clue on how to react to seeing Johnny was well hidden. He kept his Slagel stride with his head up. The brief pause in the shock of seeing Johnny was over. He had a destination and Robbie moved there. But would he look at Johnny and say anything? He didn’t know, however the moment was approaching faster than he wanted.

Closer. Closer.

Johnny’s eyes were forward, not even looking at Robbie until he was right there. He couldn’t help it. Johnny slowed down.

So did Robbie. He sniffed, “Tigger.” Then he shifted his eyes.

“Uncle Robbie,” Johnny’s voice trembled.

Robbie couldn’t speak. He did make eye contact, gave a single acknowledgment nod, and kept on walking.

Tigger stopped at the door. He looked back at Robbie who turned the bend. “That went well.”

“Are you being sarcastic?” Johnny asked.

“No, I’m serious. He could have not looked at you or flipped you off or hit you. He didn’t.”

“No.” Johnny peered down the hall. “He didn’t.”

“So it went well.” Tigger opened the door. “A first step.”

“Yeah.” Johnny smiled. “Yeah, it went well.”

Robbie let out a slow deep breath from his parted lips as he grabbed his stomach and leaned against the wall just inside the room he was going to use. He had to take a moment before he made the phone call home because he had just been face to face with the person whom he never thought he’d see again, nor ever want to see again, and he just didn’t know what he was feeling about the brief passing.

^^^^

“Robbie, you there?” Joe asked as he connected Robbie’s call to the speaker phone.

“Um, yeah,” Robbie responded.

Upon hearing the lack of typical ‘Robbie Enthusiasm’, Hal looked at his father.

“You okay?” Joe asked.

“Yeah. Yeah.” Robbie answered. “Fine. So . . .” He tried to change his demeanor. “This is a conference call.”

“Of sorts. Yes.”

“Is Hal there?”

“Right here, little brother,” Hal spoke. “How are things in Lodi?”

“Uh . . . as you would expect. It’s a little place and kind of boring. But, you know, I’m making good use out of my time. They have a zoo. It’s my first stop tomorrow.”

“A zoo. Hmm.” Hal nodded. “A zoo in the post apocalyptic world. I have feeling the residents of Lodi will get along just fine with the people of Beginnings.”

“What about New Bowman?” Robbie asked.

“Well, I’m sure,” Hal responded, “but I was merely making a sarcastic comment as to the demented nature and similarities of Lodi and Beginnings.”

Robbie laughed. “And the UWA isn’t demented? Hal, please, you guys dress like the cavalry

“And your point?”

“Um . . . no point. Where’s Frank? Why isn’t he backing me up here?”

Joe’s answered. “he’s at the clinic. He was shot.”

“Oh my God!” Robbie panicked.

“Calm down, calm down,” Joe told him. “It’s only a flesh wound when someone’s weapon accidentally discharged.”

Hal bit his bottom lip and held in the laugh.

“He’s Okay, right?” Robbie asked.

The door to Joe’s office opened and Frank made his physical and verbal entrance. “I’m here, finally. I’m late for my audition, thank you for very much.”

Joe tilted his head. “Does that answer your question, Robbie? He’s fine.”

“No I’m not!” Frank barked. “I was fuckin shot.”

“Hey, Frank,” Robbie cut through. “You’re auditioning, for what?”

“The Hoi Hour talk show,” Frank stated. “I’m going there after this. Danny’s starting the first ever talk show and he’ll make it like television.”

“Cool. What are you singing for the audition?”

“Singing? I didn’t think of that.” Frank scratched his head. “I better come up with something fast.”

“I’d stick with something traditional.”

“I will. Thanks.”

Joe bobbed his head. “Frank, just sit down.”

“I can’t. Thank you very much,” Frank snapped, “since you shot me in my bum.”

Robbie laughed loudly in shock. “Dad? You shot Frank in his bum?”’

“No.”

“Yes.” Frank jumped in. “Yes. It hurts too. Fuck.” Frank rubbed his rear.

“I told you to run, Frank,” Joe said.

“Yeah, you did, but you still didn’t have to shoot me. He shot me, Robbie.”

Hal lifted a finger. “In the bum. Don’t forget that part, Frank.”

“Yeah,” Frank continued, “All because he was mad because I was trying to calm people about the earthquake.”

Robbie’s confusion carried over the phone. “The earthquake?”

‘Yeah, the one that’s coming. It’s gonna be a big one. The first one we had was nothing.”

Joe’s hand slammed on the desk. “Frank! Goddamn it! There was not earthquake in Beginnings.”

“Was too.”

“When! When! When!” Joe screamed.

“I don’t know when!”

“That’s because there wasn’t one!” Joe yelled.

“Was too. It was big, very big.”

“Did you feel it, Frank?” Joe asked with edge.

“Well, no, but that doesn’t we didn’t have one.”

“Frank, if there was an earthquake, a big earthquake don’t you think we would have felt the ground shake.”

“I don’t know.”

“You don’t know?” Joe pointed to a chair. “Sit your big ass down!”

“I can’t!” Frank yelled. “And I don’t have a big ass.”

Hal, seated calmly, leaned back and viewed. “Well, you do now with that large bandage”

“Where.” Frank looked over his shoulder, trying to see his backside.

“Frank,” Joe tried to get his attention.

“Where?” Frank kept looking, turning in circles trying to see his rear end.

“Frank.”

“Where?”

Hal smirked. “My God, he’s like a cat chasing its tail. Are you amusing yourself, Frank?”

“Hal!” Joe blasted. “Frank. Stop!”

“Fine! But . . .” He turned his back to Joe. “Does it look big?”

“No. Sit.” Joe indicated.

“I can’t!” Frank yelled.

“Try!”

“Fine.” Whipping out the chair, Frank began to plop down, but stopped. Carefully, he lowered himself with a slight, ‘ow’. “Shut the fuck up, Hal.”

“What? I said nothing?” Hal lifted his hands.

Robbie laughter seeped though.

“Robert, what is so funny?” Joe asked.

“I can’t believe you shot Frank in the ass.”

“Yeah, well, he deserved it.”

Frank gasped.

“I can honestly say,” Joe continued. “I aimed for where his thinking comes from.” Joe saw the look of confusion of Frank’s face. “Don’t. Now, let’s start. Hal?”

“Wait.” Frank held up his hand. “Why does Hal get to start?”

Joe remained relatively calm. “Do you know what the meeting is about, Frank?”

“No.”

‘Is it your meeting?”

“No.”

“Is it Hal’s meeting?”

“Yes.”

Joe lost it. “Then Hal starts!”

“Fuck. Fine,” Frank sulked. “Just hurry up, Hal. I have a song to practice.”

“Perhaps you should call Elliott Ryder and get him to assist you?”

“I might, thanks.” Frank nodded.

“Hal,” Joe grumbled. “Start. Robbie, are you still there?”

“Yeah, but I don’t understand why I’m at this meeting. Not that I have anything else to do, but, I mean, I’m in Lodi. What can I do?”

Hal cleared his throat. “There is something you can do, Robbie, because we have a situation with a large group of Society soldiers.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

The digital temperature readout pulsated, but pretty much stayed near the temperature it had to be. ‘Please,’ Ellen thought as she shut the lid to the tiny case and locked it.

“Amazing,” Lars commented. “Cryogenics at its best.”

“Not really. I’d say at its rawest.” Ellen smiled. “Basically, this will keep the culture fresh as opposed to regular freezing. This regulates the freezing process and makes traveling with the culture handy.”

“It’s still amazing. What did . . .” Lars swallowed hard. “Dr. Hayes say?”

Ellen started to laugh, but stopped. “He wanted me to call him back when we broke down the tumor biopsy. He’ll be able to do much better with what we have in Beginnings but he had me start a test process.”

“Kind of absurd if he’s going to retest the biopsy when you bring it home.”

“No, not really,” Ellen explained. “He has me checking a reaction to an agent. If the reaction is positive, I think Dean’s going to want me to try treatment before I go back. We’re dealing with a tumor, obviously one that grows rapidly. Johnny doesn’t have the luxury of our travel time. If we can do anything to combat it in the process until we know which direct route to take, then we do it.”

“Hence the reason we called Beginnings. So I take it you brought the supplies?”

“Different ones, yes Dean thought ahead. He’s thorough like that.”

“Hmm. I’m sure.”

Both of them looked up at the knock on the door.

The lab door slowly opened and Mike popped his head in. “Are you busy?”

Lars answered, “No, not at all. Come in.”

“Sorry if I interrupted.” Mike stepped in.

Ellen shook her head. “No, Lars and I are at a standstill.”

Lars clarified, “We’ve done all we can with the biopsy”

Ellen added, “I ran a test as Dean wanted and I just have to wait until some preliminary reactionary results come in, then I call him to find out the next step. But . . .” She looked at her watch. “I can’t call him with any news for another hour at least.”

“Then will you be working again?” Mike asked.

“Probably not again until tomorrow. Why?” Ellen returned a question.

“Well . . . Lars, would you?” Mike twitched his head toward the door.

“What?” Lars asked.

Again, Mike gave a twitch of his head to the door.

“Do you have a sudden case of Tourette Syndrome? What?”

Mike grumbled, “Never mind. Ellen I was wondering, if you weren’t busy this evening . . .”

Lars’s long ‘ahhh’ stopped Mike. “I get it,” Lars stated. “That’s why you wanted me to leave. You’re asking her on a date.”

“No,” Mike answered quickly. “Not a date. Just . . . just . . . Ellen, I know you’re having dinner at the house and here in Lodi, we built this theater, We confiscated a lot of reel to reel old movies and show one once a week. Tonight at 7:00, the Horse Soldiers is playing and well, if you didn’t have plans . . .”

Lars interrupted. “It’s Lodi Mike. What the hell is she planning to do?”

Mike made a snarling face at Lars then smiled at Ellen. “If you want, you know, we can go.”

“The Hose Soldiers?” Ellen said brightly. “I love that movie. Yes.”

Lars saw the pleasure on Mike’s face. “Mike, I know it’s been a long time, but dinner and a movie is a date.”

“No!” Mike snapped, “it’s not.

“Yes, it is.” Lars turned to Ellen. “Careful, Ellen, he may expect you to put out.”

“Lars!” Mike barked. “Fuck!”

Slowly and calmly, Lars shook his head. “No Mike, put out is much more of a polite term.”

“Huh?” Mike questioned then looked horrified. “Oh my God!”

Lars nudged Ellen. “See. Are you prepared?”

“I don’t know,” Ellen joked. “Not that I don’t find Mike attractive, but he’s an awfully big guy.”

Lars shook his head. “Nah, I’ve given him a physical. He’s not that big.”

“Lars!” Mike yelled. “I’m leaving. Forget I asked.”

“Mike,” Ellen reached out and grasped his arm. “We’re having fun with you. Stop. Of course I’ll do that with you tonight.”

Lars pretended to act surprised. “You’ll put out?”

“Will you knock it off?” Mike barked. “God. Tonight then, Ellen.”

“Yes.” She nodded.

Robbie entered the lab and spoke as he did. “No,” he said. “Anything tonight here in Lodi is out of the question. We’re packing up, El. We have to leave, like soon.”

“What?” Ellen asked shocked. “Is everything all right?”

“At home, yeah,” Robbie said. “But I have to get back and my Dad pulled the plug.”

“He can’t do that,” Ellen argued. “He promised me three days. He promised me. The plan of attack Dean and I set up is contingent on that time. I can’t leave. If I leave, I can’t finish what preliminaries I set out to do.”

Robbie shrugged. “You’ll have to come back.”

“When?”

“I don’t know.”

“Well, Johnny can’t wait on ‘I don’t know’, Robbie.”

“El. Why are you biting my head off?” Robbie said. “It isn’t my call. Okay? I’m the best pilot Beginnings has. I have to get back. I’m needed. Hal’s scouts are reporting heavy Society soldiers left over from the little game and they are up to something. I have to fly recognizance and help Frank run Security because he and Hal may go out there. We don’t know if they are planning a strike.”

“Against Beginnings?” Ellen scoffed. “Robbie, please. Even a hundred soldiers can’t get Beginnings.”

“Yeah, I know, but New Bowman is vulnerable and so is Texas Town. Sorry El. I have to get back.”

“Then you go,” Ellen told him.

Robbie chuckled. “What? Leave you? My Dad will have a fit. You said you’re staying and test were contingent on three days. Well, your staying here is contingent on me. I have to bring you back El. I’m sorry.”

“Wait.” Mike raised a hand. “Why can’t she stay?”

“Because she can’t,” Robbie told him. “My dad said.”

“I heard that part. Now pretend I’m stupid and explain it a little better to me.”

“All right. Fine,” Robbie said with such Slagel attitude. “Bottom line, Mike is she’s part of Beginnings. We protect our own. We can’t very well protect her when she’s a thousand miles from our walls, now can we?”

“So basically, and I thought it was a joke, you were here for her protection not just a pilot.”

“You got it. There were others that could have flown her but I came.”

“Robbie, you don’t think I can protect her?” Mike asked.

“I’m not saying you can’t, Mike. I’m just saying I know I can.”

Mike laughed a little in disbelief. “You’re shittin me, right?” Mike walked closer to Robbie. “Son, look at me. I’m six foot five, over three hundred pounds. You think something’s gonna get through me to get to her?”

Robbie locked eyes with Mike. “You’re big, Mike, but you’re just a man and that size is all you got going for you.”

“What? As if to say you’re more?”

“In a way, yeah.” Robbie nodded. “Granted I’m just a man, but I’m more, because I’m more to El and El’s more to me. I won’t just watch her with my body. She’s a part of me so I watch her with my soul.”

Mike spoke passionately, “Robbie, come on. Answer me honestly. Do you think I’d protect her any less?”

“Mike . . .”

“Let her stay. Come back for her. I swear she’ll be safe.”

Robbie exhaled, “Mike, it’s not my call. I won’t make that call.”

“Who can?”

“My father.”

“Then Robbie,” Mike spoke softly, “how about the call you do make is to him. Call him. Please.”

^^^^

Frank appeared so towering as he reached for the black musical box that sat on a chair. A child like microphone was in his hand and he didn’t move far from the black unit because the cord barely reached up to his height, let alone any distance. “Sorry.” He adjusted the volume, blew in the microphone, nodded, and inhaled. Holding a sheet of paper he began to sing. “Should odd acquaintances be forgot . . . and never brought . . . .” He stopped shook his head. “Sorry, Trish wrote these words for me.”

Danny covered his face with his hand as he watched Frank on the band stage at the Social Hall. “Frank . . .’

“Wait.” He reached back and started the music again. “Should odd acquaintance be forgot and never brought to . . .”

“Frank.”

“Danny. Fuck. I had it.”

Danny walked to the stage. “It’s not odd.”

“I never said the song was.”

“No, Frank. I mean the word.”

“What word.”

“Here . . .” Danny reached up and took the paper. “Right here. ‘Auld’. That word is auld.”

“Yeah, but spelled different. Odd. Auld. Same difference. What the fuck does that line mean anyhow? Should odd acquaintances be forgot?”

“Frank, why are you singing?”

“I’m auditioning.”

“For my talk show.”

“Yeah. Robbie said I should sing.’

“For a talk show.”

“Uh . . . yeah. Want me to start over?”

Across the room, Joe yelled out. “Frank.”

Frank looked beyond Danny to see his father and Hal come in. “What is it, Dad? I’m auditioning. Did you and Hal come to see? I’m singing. I’m having some problems, but that’s because it’s in French. It’s a song about forgetting people you don’t like or think are weird.”

Joe was puzzled. “A French song about forgetting weird people?”

Danny turned slightly to Joe and spoke as if trying to not be heard by Frank. “Auld Lang Syne, Joe.”

Joe held up his hand to Hal. “No comments.”

“None spoken,” Hal defended.

“Frank.” Joe looked at Frank. “Can you put down the microphone and put the French song on pause? I need you in my office.”

“Why?”

“Just . . . just audition later. Please,” Joe said.

Danny hurried, seized the opportunity and spoke up. “Audition done. Frank you’re done.”

“Did I pass?” Frank asked.

“Uh, yeah. You’re on the show.”

With an excited, ‘yes’, Frank clenched his fist. “But when I come on I won’t have to sing the French song, will I?”

“No.” Danny shook his head. “Go with your dad.”

“Ok.” Frank set down the microphone and walked off the stage. “I can sing Elvis.”

“I’ll remember.”

Frank started to walk. “Or the Beatles. Not real good but close.”

Danny lifted his finger. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

“They’re foreign, you know,” Frank said as he left. “I probably can’t sing their language either. What was it?”

Hal patted Frank on the back. “English, Frank.”

“Oh!” Frank spun as he hit the door. “I can do a mean version of . . .”

“Joe,” Danny whimpered.

“I got him.” Joe took Frank’s arm. “Make a list, Frank. Let’s go.” He pulled Frank out.

The door closed.

Danny’s shoulders dropped in relief. “Thank God. Okay.’ He turned around. “Next?”

Dan from Security stood up. “That would be me but I feel really dumb.”

“Why?” Danny asked.

“I didn’t bring anything to sing.”

Danny stared for a second then plopped back down to his director’s chair.

^^^^

“I thought we had this meeting once already.” Frank followed Joe into his office.

“That was a different meeting, Frank.” Joe moved behind his desk and sat down. He began to dial the phone. “This is a new one.”

“Oh. Okay.” Frank nodded as Hal moved by him and took a seat. “What are you looking at?”

“What in God’s name is your problem?” Hal snapped as he sat down. “Now, Dad, what is this meeting . . .”

Joe silenced Hal with a raise of his hand. “Robert? You there?” Joe nodded then pressed the button on the speaker phone. “All right, put him on.”

Frank’s jaw tensed up as he stood, arms folded. ‘This better not be Johnny.”

Joe shook his head.

Mike’s voice came on. “Mr. Slagel, sir, thank you for speaking to me.”

“Not a problem,” Joe said.

“I’ll make this short. I know you’re busy,” Mike explained. “Sir, I understand your concerns about Ellen’s safety but I run this town. I protect this town. I do a good job. I also promise that I will lay my life on the line to protect Ellen. Just let her stay and finish her work and send someone back for her.”

Before Joe could say anything, Frank did. “No! Absolutely not! Tell Ellen to get her fuckin ass on that plane and . . .”

“Hey!” Mike yelled.

“Hey what!” Frank blasted back. “I’m talking.”

“I was talking.”

“Now I’m talking,” Frank snapped.

Hal blinked slowly a few times.

Frank continued, “She gets on the plane, now. Understand me, pal?”

“Well, understand this, pal . . .” Mike returned.

“Whoa. Pal? Pal? Did you just call me pal?”

“You called me pal.”

“I’m allowed.”

Joe just sat behind the desk, his eyes shifting from the speaker to Frank.

Hal ran his hand slowly down his face. “I’m drowning right now in this pool of intelligent conversation.”

“Why are you allowed?” Mike asked. “And who are you?”

“Who are you?”

“No, I asked who you were.”

“Who the fuck are you?”

“Enough!” Joe shouted. “The man on the phone is Mike Manis. He runs Lodi, Frank.”

“Frank?” Mike stated his name in question.

“What.”

“Frank? I’m talking to Frank? That explains it. Okay.” Mike calmed down. “Look, I know you feel . . .”

Frank made a buzzing sound. “No more to be said. She comes home. No arguments. She comes home where she’s safe.”

“She’s safe here,” Mike argued.

“She’s safe here.”

“But she’s safe here.”

“But she’s more safe here.”

Hal closed his eyes. “Oh my God.”

“Frank,” Mike still attempted being reasonable. “I know all about you but I assure you, Ellen is safe with me and there isn’t anything you can do that I can’t do.”

“You think.”

“I know.”

“You think?”

“I know.”

“Wanna bet?” Frank asked.

“I’ll bet.”

“I’ll show you.”

“You think?”

“Good God,” Hal whispered. “I can see it now, a new testosterone contest. We’ll give it the name, the Special Olympics.”

“Hal,” Joe warned. “Now, Frank, Mike, enough.”

Hal spoke up “Mr. Manis, I am Captain Hal Slagel of the Province of New Bowman.”

Frank grumbled.

Hal only shifted his eyes and then spoke, “I run the UWA, here” He took another look at Frank when he grumbled again but Hal trudged on. “Sir, I sympathize with your plea, but you must understand our concerns for the well being of our sister.”

“And . . .” Frank added. “How we want her safe.”

“Frank,” Hal yelled. “I’m talking. Sit down!”

“I can’t!”

“Then will you stop!” Hal barked.

“All of you stop!” Joe yelled.

“Excuse me,” Mike intervened. “Please. I know this is a family matter, but can we just not do the speaker phone. Can I speak personally with one of you, the most reasonable of the three? Please?”

Frank’s hand reached for the phone. “That would be me.”

“Like hell.” Joe smacked his hand away.

“Then I would be the reasonable one.” Hal extended his own hand.

“Not you either, Hal. Me.” Joe put his hand on the phone.

Hal gasped. “You? Please. You? How do you figure?”

“I figure because I am the leader of this goddamn community and I am your father. That not only makes me more reasonable, it makes me your boss all the way around. So there.” Joe gave a snarling face to Hal, picked up the phone, and swiveled his chair around for a bit more privacy as he took the call.

^^^^

It was Lars’s personal office. Ellen played with the phone, that didn’t work, on the desk as she spoke on the cell phone. “Yeah, Dean, I do agree.” She played with the push buttons, gathered dust on her fingertips, and rolled it between her fingers. “It is lucky in a way. At least you’ll get to see the biopsy sooner than anticipated. In an essence, I’m on top of things. The specimen packed up nicely.” She glanced down at her watch. “It’s still fresh too. The cryo process went nicely. You really need to expand on that.” She nodded, stood up, and stretched “A little tired,, yeah. Dark? Um . . .” She moved to the window. “A little, but it is pushing evening. Yeah, I hope the weather isn't bad on the way home. It looks like snow and it’s been awhile since a good fall, though Mike says they get killed with snow all the time. Mike. Mike,” Ellen repeated. “No, that’s Lars. Dean, Lars is not a horse doctor. I’m serious. Stop laughing.” Ellen did smile when she caught glimpse of the drawn on Dean’s picture in Lars’s office. “Soon, Dean. Soon. In a way, we’ll be together every step of the way. I’m  gonna . . .” Ellen paused when she heard the knock on the door. “Hold on.” She turned to the door. “Come in.”

Mike walked inside. “Hey.”

“I know. I’m ready.” Ellen went back to the phone. "Not you, Dean. Mike.”

“I’m sorry, I’ll let you finish. I just wanted you to know we did the last rain check-in before the signal went out of range.”

“And?” Ellen asked.

“All clear.”

“Thanks.” Ellen smiled. "I'll be right out.” She received a nod from Mike and waited for him to walk out. “Dean? Mike said Robbie hit no bad weather. You might wanna tell everyone he’ll be home soon. He’s on his way.”

^^^^

The slight ‘zap’ took Jess’s attention away from the paper before him and he raised his eyes to Jimmy. “You all right?’

“Yeah.” Jimmy stayed focused on the hand held unit.

“You didn’t destroy it, did you?”

“Was it useless to you?” Jimmy asked.

“Yes.”

“So what difference does it make?” Jimmy manipulated wires. “Besides, I think I have it. Man, this Danny Hoi must be a genius. Look at this power source. It’s no bigger than a cufflink.”

“That’s Danny.” Jess said as he wrote.

“How’s that letter coming?”

“Well . . . slow. I mean, I know how to tell them the route home. I know how to tell them everything’s fine but how do I tell your father that a son he thought was dead is alive and well, and working for the Society?”

“Just like that.”

“What?”

“My father, from what I remember, is a man with very little tact.”

Jess snickered. “He’s still the same.”

“Then give it to him the same.” Jimmy spoke as he worked. “You tell him. ‘Joe. Sit down. I found Jimmy.”

“Just like that?”

“Yep and one more thing.”

‘What’s that?”

“How fast do you type?”

“Why?” Jess questioned with apprehension.

Jimmy exhaled. “Because the power may not last long and the unit . . .” he smiled. “is on.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

“Well, I’ll be goddamned,” Joe spoke with a hint of glee just before the porch to his home. He looked up to the evening sky where it didn’t just fall, it plopped. Large clumps of snow fell fast and furiously. Pausing, Joe picked up the radio from his belt. “Bowman Tracking, come in,”

Static.

“Bowman.”

“Yeah, Chief,” Bowman answered. “You’re breaking up some. Must be the weather.”

“I’ll be quick. I know he was near. Did he land? Copy.”

“Landed and on his way, Chief.”

“Excellent. Over.” Smiling, Joe put the radio back on his belt and held out his hand, letting the clumps of snow just fill his palm. “Let it snow. Let it snow. Let it goddamn snow. It’s about time.” After stepping onto the porch, Joe wiped his feet on the outdoor mat and opened his door.

Silence.

“Yes.” Joe stepped inside. The smell of spaghetti sauce filled the home. He took off his canvass jacket. “I’m home.”

“In the kitchen,” Andrea responded.

Joe spoke softly. “Making spaghetti too.” He lifted the jacket to the coat rack and hesitated when he saw the purple shininess of it. “What the . . .” he projected his voce. “Andrea? What the hell is this purple thing?”

“Oh. I bought that for you.”

“Bought this for me. Where?”

“At the Unique Boutique. It’s one of a kind, a new Ben from Fabrics creation. He said he won’t make another like it and gave me a big discount. It’s an after dinner jacket.”

Joe lifted it. “Oh my God. What am I supposed to do with it?”

“Wear it.”

“Wear it?”

Andrea poked her head from the kitchen door with a big smile. “Oh, please, Joe for me, You’ll look so handsome.”

Joe grumbled.

She disappeared into the kitchen again. “Put it on and let me see. Isn’t it beautiful?”

Joe checked it out. “It’s queer, Andrea.”

“Joe!” She scolded.

“Fine.” Cringing and putting the jacket on, Joe kicked off his shoes. A creature of habit, he extended his right foot for his slipper. He stopped. “Andrea!” Joe whimpered in his mind, ‘No, please, no.” He called out aloud again, “Andrea. Where . . . where are my slippers?”

“By the door.”

“No, my slippers. These . . .” Jo looked at the purple shiny slippers that matched the jacket. “These are not my slippers.”

“Those match the coat.”

“Christ. I guess you want me to wear these.”

“Yours are being laundered. Please.”

Typically grumbling, Joe slipped into the silk footwear. He tilted his head as if to say ‘not bad’, then he headed into the kitchen. In his steps, he felt the belt of the new dinner jacket hit against his thigh. Without thinking, Joe tied the belt then entered the kitchen.

“Oh.” Andrea gasped in pleasure. “Look at you. Just look at you.”

“Yeah, look at me.” Joe walked to the stove. “I look like a gay Aladdin.”

“Joe, please. You look striking.” She straightened the jacket.

Joe reached for the wooden spoon to steal a taste of sauce. “This looks great. You must be panning for leftovers.” He looked at the amount of sauce and pasta boiling.

“Joe, you’ll wait.” She lightly tapped his hand and took the spoon from him.

“Fine. I’ll have my coffee. Where’s Katie. It’s quiet.”

“She’s at a brownie bake,” Andrea answered as she returned to the stove. “It’s share the kid day. It’s a new thing.”

Reaching for the coffee pot, Joe saw how full it was. “That’s a lot of coffee you made.”

“Ah-Mmm.” Andrea nodded. “I was telling a tale.”

“Go on.” Joe sipped his coffee and looked at the small table in the kitchen.

“Anyhow, once a week, Jenny is gathering the kids and for the men who have no children, they get some interaction. They get to act like parents. I think it’s a wonderful thing. Don’t you?”

“Swell. Why . . . why is that salad so large and why is that basket of bread overflowing.”

“It’s dinner.” Andrea reached for the cupboard.

“Yeah, but it’s just you and me.”

Andrea had a huge grin as she turned around with a stack of plates.

“No”

“Oh, yes,” Andrea wisped. “Grown up family time.”

“No.” Joe said in disbelief then spun when he heard the front door open.

“Oh, Joe,” Andrea snickered. “It will be so relaxing and enjoyable.”

“I wanted peace.”

“There will be peace.”

Joe winced when he heard Frank yell out, ‘I’m here’.

“Peace with Frank, here? This has to be a dream.” Hoping against hope that it was a bizarre episode of the Beginnings Twilight Zone, Joe moved to the kitchen opening to see Frank and Hal.

Hal fluttered his lips in a laugh. “Well, Father. Don’t you look . . . .look . . .” He cleared his throat. “Spiffy.”

Joe grumbled.

Frank scoffed. “Spiffy? No, he looks gay.”

Thinking, ‘No, I can handle these two morons and their comments,’ Joe was about to rebut, say something sarcastic, and get an upper hand, when the door opened. Joe knew his peaceful evening was over and he surely was outnumbered when Robbie, Dean, and Elliott all walked in as well.

^^^^

‘All is great. Coming home. Two days. May need aid. Taking the route was simply directed. Bring good news. Sit down, Joe. Jimmy is alive.’

It was short, eight lines max. Though longer than any other note Jess sent to Beginnings, it certainly was well within the capabilities of the machine. At least the power was lasting.

Taking a sip of water, Jess walked into Jimmy’s living room. “Status?” Jess asked.

“It’s still going.” Jimmy’s eyes stayed transfixed on the palm unit. “Still going.”

“At least it is still working right?”

“Don’t jinx it.”

“It’s been two hours.”

“Still going.” Jimmy narrated. “Almost . . . almost . . . almost . . . Come on.”

Jess hurried over. As if they were watching a tightly run race, they tensed up, clenching a cheer between their teeth as they watched the indicator rod near to the end.

“Sent.” Jimmy grinned. No sooner than the unit read that the message was sent, the slight fizzle preluded the dying of the message machine. It went black.

“Luck?” Jess questioned.

“Whatever it takes.” Jimmy stood up. “At least we know the message was sent.”

“True, but there is one problem. I haven’t sent anything in a while. The last message I sent, I told them it would be the last. What happens if no one ever checks?”

“Nah, they’ll check.” Jimmy spoke with assurance. “They’ll check. They have this rigged up. They aren’t gonna forget about it Trust me. I wouldn’t. They’ll check. It’s just a matter of when they get the message.”

The thought of that was a little disturbing to Jess. Beginnings stood a chance of not receiving the news until well after Jess and Jimmy arrived back, but that was fine. The message was delivered.

^^^^

The snow fell fast and piled up high. It came nearly to Ellen’s shins as she walked with Mike. Trudging back from the movies was a slow-moving process but one Ellen didn’t mind. It had been so long since she had seen snow fall that fast and deep that she was actually enjoying it.

“Good movie.” Mike made idle conversation. “You sure your feet aren’t too cold?”

Ellen snickered. “Well if they were, what are you gonna do? Carry me.”

“If you’d like.”

“Really?” Ellen titled her head. The blue tousle cap that belonged to Tigger came half way across her forehead.

“Sure.”

“Thanks. That’s nice to know. I may take you up on that if need be. I am getting cold.”

“That’s because your ears aren’t covered,” He pulled down the tousle cap.

“Mike,” Ellen whined. “I’m gonna have enough problem with static.” She started to walk again.

“Good movie,” Mike repeated.

‘Yeah it was. I’ve seen it like a thousand times and still love it. A thousand times may not be an exaggeration.”

“Ellen may I ask you something? You don’t have to answer..”

“If I don’t have to answer the question then why did you ask if you can ask?”

“Huh?” Mike looked at her curious.

“I’m kidding. It missed you. Ask away.”

“It’s about Johnny.”

“Sure.”

“What’s the course of action with him?” Mike asked.

“Ultimately or immediately?”

“Whatever you feel like telling me.”

“Okay, put it this way. Ultimately what Dean and I would like is for there to have to be no surgery and our little experiment will work.”

“What experiment?”

“That would fall under the immediate category. Dean has this, for lack of a better word . . . stuff.” Ellen shrugged. “It is designed to shrink tumors and lesions to eliminate operations and/ or spreading. It fights cancer. There are two batches, one for tumor itself, one for the cancer. From my initial review, Johnny’s tumor is not carcinogenic, meaning no cancer, so we are just aiming at the tumor aspect. Our initial experiment will be to hit the tumor with a small dose, see the reaction, see if the tumor responds. If the tumor responds favorably and his physical reaction is good, we may be able to get way with treatment to shrink and dissolve the tumor.”

“There’s a ‘but’, isn’t there?” Mike asked.

“Yes,” Ellen answered. “We’ve had two clinical tests on this agent. The one was surface legion testing. The patient suffered mild to moderate side effects. The other patient had leukemia. Though it successfully put him into remission, it wasn’t without massive side effects.”

“So with the leukemia patient, you entered the agent directly through the blood stream.”

“Correct.”

“With worse effects.”

“Correct.” Ellen nodded.

“Are you worried about side effects with Johnny?”

“Yes, but not so much physical.”

“You’re worried about mental side effects because you’ll put it directly in the brain.”

“Exactly.” Ellen slowed in her walking. “We highly doubt the effect will be long lasting or cause damage. We know there will be effects, we just don’t know what.”

“If this agent is so dangerous, why not just operate?”

“Because the agent really isn’t dangerous,” Ellen explained. “Surgery is. Johnny stands a good chance of dying on the table or suffering from irreversible brain damage. This is the best hope. On the optimistic side, we hope the agent, through multiple treatments, will get rid of the tumor or at the very least, make it small enough that the risk factor of surgery is limited.”

“Are you going to let Johnny decide what he wants to do?”

“No.” Ellen shook her head. “He’s undergoing the treatment. Period.”

“That . . . that doesn’t seem fair. He doesn’t have a choice.”

“You’re right. It isn’t fair. But it’s not Dean and I that took any decision away from Johnny. It’s the tumor, because Johnny really doesn’t have a choice. He has to do whatever it takes. If he doesn’t . . .” Ellen spoke softly. “Plain and simple, he will die.”

^^^^

“Not that I’m whining, Danny.” Henry, with his hands in his pockets, hunched as if he could block out the cold and snow.

“No, never.” Danny slightly rolled his eyes.

“It’s just that I’m forgotten.”

“It’s not that you’re forgotten, Henry. It’s just that you’ve restarted from scratch. You were once the high and mighty Council member and let’s not forget temporary leader. Now . . . now you’re just Henry.”

“Am I still popular, Danny?”

Danny paused before they entered his house. “Of course, but in a different way. You are popular without fear. You don’t come across better than everyone else. Now, people like you. In my opinion it was Hector that changed that.”

“He’s a good friend.”

“Uh . . . yeah.” Danny opened the door.

“So I’m in?” Henry asked.

“Very much so,” Danny told him. “Henry, I’m glad you want to do this. Wipe your feet.”

“Of course.” Henry stepped inside. “I think this is a great idea of yours. Not that you don’t have great ideas all the time but it gives the people of Beginnings something new to aim for and enjoy.”

“Yeah it does, doesn’t it?” Danny grinned. “Let’s just hope the others that I have picked will agree.”

“I’m certain, if you explain it like you did to me, not only will they love it, others will be lining up. The Talk Show was great. This is brilliant.”

Danny took off his jacket. “I just wish it wasn’t snowing this bad. We could go get the television sets in my secret warehouse. I want to set up the networking.”

“Frank is gonna seize this snow opportunity to really play road man. He loves plowing the streets.”

“Cool, then maybe . . .” Danny, half way to his kitchen, stopped. “Do you hear that?”

“Sounds like a sour beeping.”

“Yeah it does.” Danny looked round. “Where’s it coming from.”

“Did you set your alarm clock for the wrong time?”

“No.”

“Fire alarm?”

“I don’t think so.” Danny back tracked and moved to the steps. He aimed his ear shot towards the upstairs. “It isn’t coming from up here.”

“It sounds buried.”

“It does. Maybe the kitchen.” Danny moved that way. “Getting closer, closer.” He turned into the kitchen. “Nope.” He took a step back. “It’s in here.” Bending down as if that aided his hearing Danny moved slowly around, as did Henry.

“Here.” Henry pointed to the bureau.

“What the hell can be in here?” Danny edged to the bureau. He listened. Top drawer. Bottom. Cabinet. Bingo. Reaching for the left side, Danny caught glimpse of something he had forgotten about, the tiny drilled hole on the side of the furniture. The hole had a power wire hanging out. “Oh shit,” Danny said brightly.

“What?”

Opening the cabinet, Danny reached in. “It can’t be.”

“What? What?”

Danny lifted the palm unit from the base of the power source set deep in the cabinet, the special palm unit. His eyes widened. “We have to go back out, Henry.” Danny rose, still holding the unit.

“What is it?”

“Don’t worry about.” After glancing at the LCB displayed that read ‘One new message’. Danny stuck the unit in his back pocket. “We have to go see Joe.”

^^^^

Joe did a double take, because he hadn’t seen them since before the plague, probably long before the plague. Little and tiny, Andrea had them wrapped in some sort of pastry. “What in the world?” Joe asked.

“Appetizers.” Andrea finished arranging the plate. “Little mini Hoi Dogs.”

“Hoi Dogs? Hot dogs.”

“Hoi dogs.” Andrea lifted the plate. “Excuse me.”

“Why in the world does everything remade have to have Danny’s name?”

“It’s only right.”

“It’s absurd.” Joe followed her.

“Is it?” Andrea raised an eyebrow. “If it wasn’t for that boy we’d be living in the dark ages.”

“It’s the apocalypse Andrea. We’re supposed to be living in the dark ages.”

“Just because the world ended, Joe Slagel, doesn’t mean we have to live poorly.” She switched her demeanor to a bright one. “Boys, look what I have. This will hold you over until I get the dinner on the table.”

Hal watched as the plate was set down. “They look wonderful.”

“Yeah.” Robbie reached, grabbing one. “They look good.”

Hal took one as well. “Delicious.”

“What are they?” Frank took one.

“Mini Danny Weenies,” Andrea answered proudly.

Elliott had one ready to put his mouth then paused. “Wh . . . what?”

Andrea repeated, “That’s a Danny Hoi Weenie.”

Elliott smiled awkwardly, setting his down. “Perhaps in a second.”

Hal pulled his from his mouth, Robbie too.

Frank devoured his treat. “Oh these are good. I’ll have another.”

Robbie snickered. “You like Danny’s weenie?”

Hal snickered as well.

Joe barked, ‘Oh grow up!”

“What?” Frank asked through his chew. “What?”

Ready to explain and gripe some more, Joe stopped. There was a knock at the door. “Like we need more people here.”

“The more the merrier.” Andrea grinned and walked to the kitchen.

“Yeah. Yeah.” Joe opened the door. “Well if it isn’t our fine Asian Community. What can I do for you two?”

Danny stepped inside first. “Nice robe. I need to speak to you, Joe. It’s important. Do you . . .” He looked and saw Frank, Hal, Dean, Robbie, and Elliott. “Oh hey Henry, look. Our first four are here. I have to talk to you guys. I have a fun proposition for you.”

Robbie held back the smirk. “Proposition?”

“Yes.” Danny nodded.

“It isn’t . . .” Robbie snickered. “Anything sexual is it, cause we . . .”

“Robert,” Joe halted him. “Danny, what is it.”

Danny shifted his eyes about. “Can we be alone?”

Robbie laughed.

“Robert!” Joe yelled.

Hal cleared his throat. “He is wearing that robe.”

“Hal!” Joe shook his head.  “Come on, Danny. This way. We’ll go to the bedroom.” A few steps into the hall and the sarcastic ‘whoas’ and whistles irritated Joe to the point he looked back. “Knock it the hell off!”

Silence.

Joe brought Danny into the first room. “What’s up?”

“This.” Danny handed Joe the unit. “It was beeping when I came home.”

“Jess?” Joe took it.

“Looks that way. It looks like he got power up and was able to get message out.”

“Did you read it?”

“I thought I’d give you the honors.”

“Thanks.” Joe pressed a button. “Wait. This can’t be. What the hell.”

“What?”

“Something’s not right.”

“Isn’t there a message?”

“Oh there’s a message all right. But it looks like it came through . . .” Joe handed the unit back to Danny. “In code.”

“What the hell?” Danny repeated Joe’s sentiment. “It looks like it got jumbled, probably by the lack of power.”

“Do you think we can decode it?”

“I can try, Joe.”

“Good.” Joe nodded. “Get on it. It must be important.”

“I agree.” Danny sighed out.

“You think it will be tough?”

“More than likely.” Danny raised his eyebrows. “But there is a bright spot. At least we got a message. It got to us.”

^^^^

Perhaps George looked as if he had wings, but it was still the middle of the night. His hair stuck out on both sides of his head, just above the ear. George wore a winter jacket, but still had his pajamas on underneath.

“This better be goddamn important.” George walked into his office.

Steward was there. “It is.”

“You couldn’t come to my home?”

“Yes, I could of, but since I figured actions taken may need the resources of your office, I’d better bring you here.”

“It better be important.” George sat down behind the desk.

“Here.” Steward handed him a sheet of paper. “The report on top is from our man on shift. He states . . .”

“Holy shit.” George grabbed his glasses and put them on. “Holy shit.”

“My thoughts exactly.”

George lifted the note from his soldier and peered underneath. “What is this?”

“We believe it is exactly what the monitor said it was.”

George took a deep breath. “Get me Boyens on the line.”

^^^^

The childish singing of, ‘You’re in trouble. You’re in trouble’, would have been funny and reminiscent of Robbie had it not been three thirty in the morning. Jess found it irritating. Why was Jimmy so wide awake? Groggy, and stirred from a really cool dream, Jess was drug to Jimmy’s and placed before a phone.

“You’re in trouble.”

Jess blinked. “What are you talking about?”

“George. ASAP, he said. He needs to speak to you. Press the red blinking light.” Jimmy pointed.

Jess lifted the receiver and pressed the button. “Yes, sir.”

“Boyens, are you alone? I need for you to be alone, right now.” George said.

Jess looked up. “Yes, I am. What’s up?”

“Where are you with the defectors?”

“Close. I have hunch that I’m gonna follow tomorrow.”

“Well, can you keep that to yourself. Tell no one, absolutely no one. Not even James.”

“Sure, but can I ask why.”

“Call it paranoia, I don’t know, just in case it’s genetic. You know, going up against the Society.”

“I can do that. Is that it?”

“No,” George said. “We believe that the defectors are close to you, very close and communicating with Beginnings. For some reason, our satellite computer picked up a message being transmitted to Beginnings, not long ago. It came from right down there with you.”

A huge lump formed in Jess’s stomach. George knew. He was taunting. He was playing with him. “A . . . a message.”

“Yeah. They’ve obviously been in communication with Beginnings and this is where I’m hoping you can help out. The message is in code.”

“Code?’

“Yeah, came in letters, numbers, symbols and such. They’re definitely words, because the punctuation is the only thing there. Do you know about this code?”

Jess breathed out. “Oh, absolutely. I know it. I know it well.”

“Good. I’m faxing it to you now. Go over to James’s office, pick it up, keep it under wraps, break this code, and get back to me.”

“Right away.” Jess smiled and hung up the phone.

“What?” Jimmy asked.

“Our little message to Beginnings.”

“Yeah.”

“Well guess who got it.”

“Oh my God.” Jimmy wisped out. “How?”

Jess shrugged.

“Why are you smiling?”

“It got jumbled. He says it’s in code.”

The serious look left Jimmy and he blurted out a laugh. “Code.”

“Yeah and I’m gonna decode it.” Jess stood up. “It may or may not have gotten to Beginnings, but it the message is gonna help us out.”

“How do you figure?” Jimmy asked.

“Like I said, I’m decoding it.” Jess winked.


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

February 6

‘Soon. Very soon. Safe spot. Unseen. Four miles east of town. No information given from the boy. Awaiting orders to kill him. If no reply in twenty-four hours, will follow original plan. Execution of Beginnings defector.’

“Good God,” was all George could say after receiving Jess’s interpretation of the letter.

Bertha reviewed it. “They have to mean Johnny when they say the Beginnings defector.”

“That’s what I think too.”

“What do you need me to do? I can go down there. Ship reinforcements immediately to . . .”

“Stop. No.” George shook his head. “Get Jess Boyens on the phone. He’s good and he’s already there.”

^^^^

The tapping on the Mechanics Division door was so light, had Danny Hoi not been alone in the building, he probably wouldn’t had heard it. About the third time through the tapping sequence, Danny looked up. “Is someone at the door?”

“Yes,” Frank’s voice answered.

“Come in.”

“Anyone there?”

“Just me.”

“Good.” Frank walked in.

Danny looked down at his watch. “Frank, it’s not even six in the morning. What’s up?”

“It’s a secret.” Frank looked around the office.

“We’re alone, Frank.”

“I know. Just checking.”

Danny laughed. “What is so secretive?”

“What I need you to do for me.” Frank pulled up a chair.

“I already put you on the show, Frank.”

“Not that.” Frank looked over his shoulder, sat down, and inched to Danny. “Okay. I’ll help you in any way I can, but I need . . . I need . . . after trying the mini ones last night, I realize how much I miss them. Hot dogs. Real hot dogs.”

Not that Joe had a problem getting up early. He actually liked to get up early to have time to himself before dealing with the folks of Beginnings. But he had a problem being up and about before the sun but he had to find Frank. After sitting over his morning coffee, listening to the sounds of Frank and Dean bickering carrying into his home, Joe had to speak to Frank. Their fighting was getting out of hand. The night before was bad enough with Dean constantly flipping off Hal. Even when Frank got mad at Dean because Dean told Andrea the food was good when he never complimented a Frank meal, Joe handled it with only the slightest irritation. But when Frank asked if he could have that shiny robe and matching slippers, Joe admittedly grew concerned. The morning argument was just as imbecilic as any the night before. Dean was bitching–loudly–that Frank left hair on the soap.

Joe had his own theory on why the former worst enemies suddenly fought like an old married couple. They just spent far too much time together raising the kids. Joe put no credence to Andrea’s comment of, ‘Joe, perhaps they have something special between them we do not understand’. Or Hal’s comment of, ‘Good God, Father, Frank’s been gay forever. Didn’t you know?”

Tired of hearing the stupid arguing that no two men should have, Joe wanted to step in and try to stop it. Personally, he’d rather see Frank and Dean beating the hell out of each other rather than fighting about toothpaste on a towel.

Impressed at the snow clearing Frank and his men did on the street, Joe sought out his oldest son. He wanted to talk to him before things got hectic in the day. Finding him wasn’t difficult. Everyone who had seen him told Joe that Frank was sneaking around, trying not to be seen, and informing everyone that he was on his way to see Danny Hoi, but not to tell.

Why did Frank have to sneak to see Danny? Was it another oddball attempt to getting on the talk show? Arriving at Mechanics, Joe raised his hand to the door and stopped when the voices seeped out.

“I don’t know, Frank, “Danny said.

“Danny, I had quite a few men tell me you can and rumors have it you do things no other man can do.”

“True.”

“So?”

“I hate to turn you down, Frank.”

“You’ve done things like this before for other men.”

“It’s not as often as you think. I try to do what they ask and give what they want. Sometimes I deliver, sometimes I don’t. If Joe ever found out some of the things I do, I’d be doomed from this leadership-style position.”

“No,” Frank scoffed. “No, he wouldn’t mind. You’re making the men happy.”

“True.”

Outside the door, Joe blinked. “What the hell?”

Danny continued, “I don’t want it to get out that I’m doing this for you. You’re you. You’re Frank. Others might feel slighted. Why is he so special, you know?”

“But I am. I’m Frank. I need this.”

‘Dear God,” Joe whispered to himself.

“True, but honestly, Frank,” Danny said sorely. “I did the best I could last night.”

“I know you could do better. It was just a little taste.”

“Wasn’t that enough?”

“No, I want more.”

“More?” Danny asked.

“More. Bigger. You know, at least six inches.”

“God, Frank, I can’t go that big.”

Thinking, ‘Enough’, Joe knocked once and stepped right inside. “Frank, don’t try to hide.”

“Fuck,” Frank, who was heading into a duck position, stopped. “Dad.”

“What in God’s name are you two talking about?” Joe asked.

Jokingly, Danny answered, ‘Gay sex.”

“What!” Joe blasted.

“I’m kidding, Joe.” Danny held up his head. “Hot dogs.”

Almost with a tad of non-belief, Joe nodded. “Hot dogs.”

“Yeah,” Frank said. “Danny made the mini ones. I want him to make bigger ones.”

“I was just telling Frank that’s impossible. I can’t make them bigger. I’m going on scraps here. I get what I can. Quality, you know. I give quality. Jerry from Meats hooked me up.”

Frank intervened, ‘But not much, just a little. You know, what meat really doesn’t get used.”

“A-huh.” Joe nodded.

“Frank,” Danny continued, “wants me to go to Jerry again, this time for more. I can’t go down again. He’ll think I’m nuts. Granted, I used what I got.”

“Danny I’m sure there’s a lot of bit and pieces they don’t’ use. That’s what you used before. Just don’t make them small. Make less but make them bigger.”

“I guess I could. Do you think there could be a demand, You know Joe Rules.”

“Demand?” Frank laughed. “My God, we’ll love them. My guys are looking for something like that while doing their rounds.”

“Hot dogs.”

“Hot dogs.” Frank nodded.

“Maybe I can. Joe, do . . .” He paused. “Frank?” Where did your father go?”

Frank shrugged. “He was probably bored. He never was much of a hot dog eater.”

“Don’t you think it was a bit rude?”

“Frank fluttered his lips. “It’s my Dad.

Joe’s head was still shaking when he walked away from Mechanics. He chuckled a little at where his thoughts went, if only briefly. Never in his life did he think he’d see the day when hot dogs were the reason for a secret meeting. Then again, Joe remembered, it was Beginnings.

^^^^

Jimmy’s hand rested on the lid of what looked like it used to be a metal suitcase. Jess worked diligently inside of the case. “Jess, are you sure it isn’t too fast, too soon?”

“Positive. You want to go home, right?”

“Yeah.”

“Weren’t you the one who wanted to leave right way?”

“That was before we led the Society to believe that Johnny was nearby, before we set up this whole scheme of chasing defectors that don’t exist, and before you supposedly decoded that message giving Johnny’s location. Too fast, Jess. It’s looking too easy.”

“It’s fine. Done.” Jess breathed out and moved from the case. “I told George this evening, we are going to get Johnny. Everything is set up. Get the Jeep ready behind that warehouse. We have the explosives, the troops that are our back up, and our witnesses. We’re fine.” Jess closed the case. “We go tonight.”

^^^^

Dressed full force, Hal and Elliott walked together in Beginnings. They both were in UWA attire, their boots were shiny, and they wore long black coats.

Hal questioned, “Did we or did we not just leave Beginnings not even six hours ago?”

“Captain, you agreed to meet with Danny Hoi.”

“That was before I knew Frank would have us plowing streets last night.”

“It was fun,” Elliott stated.

Hal paused. “Yes, yes, it was. I did rather enjoy the game of plow chicken on the access roads.”

“You do have to admit, you and Frank had Henry and Danny going about that perimeter.”

Hal laid is hand on his chest and, with a pleased look, opened his mouth slightly, trying to hold in the laugh. “I had to give it to Frank. He was the convincing one. I had a hard time keeping a straight face, especially when he told them if you go off the road, you fry. I can still see the look on Danny and Henry’s faces when they swerved.”

Elliott chuckled. “I couldn’t see their faces but the screams were funny. Wait.”

“What?”

“We’re meeting Danny right? What if it’s some sort of payback?”

“Nah.” Hal shook his head. “Robbie wasn’t there and Robbie is right . . . there.”

Elliott turned around. “Hey, Robbie.”

Robbie grinned. “Wow, don’t you two look official.”

“No, we always look official,” Hal corrected. “Right now, we look good.” He smiled. “Do you have any idea where this Hoi House Sounds Stage One is?”

“Warehouse Nine.” Robbie gave a wave of his hand and led Hal and Elliott through the space between two warehouses. “Viola.”

“Good God. Does Dad know about this?” Hal asked as he saw the warehouse. It was painted bright blue and the sign out front read ‘Hoi House Sound Stage’. “Does Frank know there’s a guard out front? Why is there a guard?”

Robbie answered, “He’s not really a Frank guy. He’s Os-Oscar acting the rent-a-cop now.”

“Again, why?” Hal repeated.

Elliott tired to intervene, “Didn’t all TV studios have guards?”

Hal looked seriously at Elliott. “You’re attempt at sarcasm is noted.”

“Hal.” Robbie laughed. “Lighten up. I’m betting this is gonna end up being fun.”

“You’re right.” Hal nodded. “It is Danny. He is amusing and really, what can make it miserable?”

Question answered.

Dean harshly moved through Hal and Elliott. “Fuckin asshole blocking the way.” Shaking his head, Dean walked to the warehouse, spoke to Os-Oscar, then went inside.

“Well.” Hal exhaled. “Shall we go in?”

“Man, Hal.” Robbie shook his head. “He hates you.”

“I am well aware.” Hal approached the door.

“H-H-Halt.” Oscar held up his hand with clipboard. “Wh-who goes the-there?”

Hal blinked. “Me.”

“K-K-Ka” Oscar closed his eyes tightly, shook his head and lifted his views to Robbie. “I kn-know y-y-you. Y-ou c-c-can go n-n-n- in. Y-Y-You t-t-too.” He pointed to Elliott then checked the list. “Y-y-y . . . n-n-n” He closed his eyes again. “K-K-K-K. . . . K-K-K-K”

‘Yes?” Hal nodded.

“K-K-K-K-K . . . N-N-N . . .G-G-G-G.”

“Good God, man, spit it out.”

“Name,” Oscar stated proudly.

Again, Hal blinked. “Captain Hal Slagel.”

“G-G-G.”

Irritated, Hal reached for the door. “I’ll just go on in.”

Hoi House Stage One was decked out. ‘When did he do all this?’ was the thought that went through Hal mind. It was clean with plaster board was on the walls. A large stage took up the entire front of the building and a center aisle divided two sections of chairs in rows like a studio audience.

“Oh.” Danny walked off the stage. “You’re here.”

“Danny.” Hal looked around. He waved to Jenny who sat with Ben from Fabrics and Henry on the left. Dean sat by himself on the right hand side.. “Does my father know about this?”

“Sure. I think. If not, he will, right?” Danny said.

“Danny, you’re using his warehouse,” Hal stated, “not that it isn’t brilliantly done.”

“But I was authorized to use it by the leader of the community,” Danny defended.

“My father did authorize it?”

“Um . . . no.” Danny shook his head. “It was in those few days that I was leader it was authorized. Have a seat. You and Elliott sit by Dean, Robbie, over there with Jenny. Okay?”

“What’s going on?” Robbie asked as he made his way to the seat.

“Yes,” Hal said as he sat next to Dean. “I’d like to know that . . .” He paused when Dean huffed, stood up and moved a chair away. “Also.”

Danny grinned. “It’s pretty big and good. We have to wait for the man of the hour.”

Boom. The door to the warehouse opened. “Whoa!” Frank stepped inside. “I feel the performer in me coming out.”

Hal rolled his eyes and leaned to Elliott. “We hear the performer in him all the time.”

“Hey!” Dean snapped. “You know, I would appreciate you not talking about Frank.”

“Yeah.” Frank nodded and walked up the aisle. “Danny, this is fuckin awesome.”

“It is,” Danny agreed. “Have a seat next to Elliott, Frank.”

“I’m not getting on stage?” Frank asked shocked.

“Not yet,” Danny said. “We . . .”

“Soon?” Frank began to sit down.

“Soon.” Danny clapped his hands together once “Now . . .”

Frank stood up.

“Frank?” Danny asked. “What?”

“You said now.”

“Yeah.”

“So now?”

“Now what?” Danny questioned.

“Get on  the stage,” Frank said.

“No.” Danny shook his head. “Not yet.”

“Oh.” Frank sat down. “Soon?”

“Soon.” Danny nodded, “Okay.’ Pleased, he exhaled. “Now . . .”

Frank stood up.

“What, Frank?”

“You said now.” Frank walked to the aisle.

“Not now as in now, now is in now. Understand?” Danny asked.

“No.”

Hal grumbled. Robbie laughed.

“Just sit down,” Danny informed politely,. “I’ll let you know when. Okay? I’ll let you know when I mean now.”

“Okay.” Frank gave a thumbs up.

“We’ll begin.” Danny regained that pleased look. “Now . . .”

Frank stood up.

Hal’s hand dropped to his leg with slap. “Good God, Frank, sit down!”

“Hal! Fuck! He said now!” Frank blasted. “Right, Danny?”

Danny was ready to shake his head, but he didn’t. “Correct. Get on stage, Frank.”

“Oh, yeah, I’m a star.” Pointing a taunting finger at Hal with a ‘ha, I told you’ Frank walked up to the stage. “Now what?”

“Pace,” Danny instructed. “Walk across once. I want to see if it’s roomy enough.”

Nodding, Frank walked from one side of the stage to the other. “Feels good.”

“Thanks, Frank.”

“No, problem.” He stepped off of the stage and went back to his seat.

Still feeling uneasy about using the word ‘now’, Danny went safe and started with . . . “All right.” He had their attention. “There is a reason I called all of you here and I’m gonna tell you. As you know, DBS, or Danny Broadcasting System, will be operational in two days. Linked through an airwaves communication system, we have seven receiving TVs set up in here. Jordan is too far right now to receive the signal. Three in Beginnings . . . Yes, Hal?” Danny saw him raise his hand.

“Where are the locations? I haven’t seen any.”

“Oh, we put them in today. They are located at the clinic, Containment, and the Social. In Bowman, They are at Danny Bucks, Hoi-Hoi on the Range, and the mess hall.”

Frank saw Hal writing. “You’re taking notes.”

Hal merely gave a scoffing look. “Put it this way, Frank. It’s for when you ask later.”

“Danny.” Frank spoke up. “I have a TV in my house. Will that work?”

“No,”“ Danny answered. “I don’t have enough links. However, I am able to tap into the old cable lines still in existence in New Bowman and Jordan. In Beginnings, I’d have to run lines. That would have to wait until this summer. But, Joe willing, I can get Bowman cable ready by the week’s end. Back to what I was saying and why you are here. Three shows so far have been planned. I am taking applications for other shows as well so if you have an idea, submit your proposal to me. Dean, I’m hoping you’ll do a science guy kind of show.”

Frank lifted his hand. “If he doesn’t, can I?”

“Um . . . sure, Frank.” Danny continued, “The three shows are the news at ten, that’s at night and will be the last program, the Hoi Hour talk show, and the reason you’re here.”

Curiously Frank looked about. “He’s having a show about us sitting here?”

Danny chuckled. “Close but no. You eight are here because I would like you to be the first participants in my new weekly game show.”

“Oh! Oh!” Frank said excited, “Yes I am Mr. Game Show. Yes!”

Hal received a quizzical glance from Elliott. “That is true, Elliott. He is.”

A mumble of excitement took over the room and everyone had a question to ask.

“Wait. Wait.’ Danny lifted is hand. “Let me explain. First, you eight are the best and can be the best representation of what I want the game to be. There will be two teams. The first team will play round one. The winner of that round will go on to play the winner of the second team. Eventually, down the road, we’ll have a big play off. Now the point of each round is to eliminate your team mates.”

Frank had to question, “By killing them?”

Amongst the moans, Danny shook his head. “No.”

Frank nudged Dean. “Too bad, Dean. You’re out of luck with Hal.”

“Continuing,” Danny said. “Frank, Hal, Elliott, and Dean are team one. Robbie, Jenny, Henry, and Ben from Fabrics are team two. Team one will play first. Your names will be placed on a wheel. When it is you turn, you spin,” Danny explained slowly. “Whose ever name it lands on will write a secret, or something you know about them, on a slip of paper and slide it to that person. If that person doesn’t want to have it said over the air, he will say ‘I give’. If he says, ‘I give’, then he or she is out. We’ll do this until we have one remaining person from that team. For example, if Hal spins the wheel and it lands on Elliott, Hal would write an Elliott secret. If Elliott doesn’t care, Hal says it. If Elliott doesn’t want it said, he is out.”

Elliott raised his hand. “What if the Captain has nothing to say about me?”

“Then the Captain would have to pass,” Danny answered. “You only get three passes then you’re out. Understand?” Danny received nods. “The winner of team one will meet the winner of team two in a game show style quiz for points.”

Robbie, who had been silent, spoke up. “What’s the name of the game show?”

Danny answered proudly, “I Give.”

Frank stared. “You give?”

“No, I Give,” Danny corrected.

“That’s what I said,” Frank came back. “The name of the show is You Give?”

“No,” Danny shook his head. “I Give.”

“What?”

“Excuse me?” Danny asked.

“You give what?”

Both Hal’s hands slapped up to his own face. “It’s Abbot and Costello.”

“No, Hal.” Frank shook his head. “It’s he gives.”

“No,” Danny reiterated. “It’s I Give.”

“What?”

“Huh?” Danny scratched his head.

Frank, thinking maybe Danny was having a hard day spoke slowly. “What . . . do . . . you give?”

“What are you talking about?”

Frank huffed. “Forget it. You’re confusing me. You said, ‘I give.’”

“Yes.”

“I want to know what it is you’re giving.”

Robbie decided to clarify before Danny had a premature stroke. “Uh Frank, he doesn’t know yet what he’s giving. The game is still new.”

“Oh.” Frank gave an ‘up’ nod. “Got it.” He winked. “Thanks.”

“No problem.” Robbie smiled from the other side of the room.

“Any questions?” Danny asked, really not wanting to call on Frank. “Frank,” he said with reluctance.

“What’s the prize?” Frank asked.

“Uh . . . that’s not been determined yet. There’ll be one.”

Frank nodded. He was all right with that.

“So,” Danny smiled brightly. “Is everyone . . . game?” He waited until he received all nods of agreements. “Excellent. I’ll let you all get back to your work day. Any questions, find me. You eight are the first show. Brush up on those secrets, people. You have two days.”

Elliott whispered to Hal, “What do you really think of this?”

“Honestly, I think it will be fun. I can’t wait. A mature competition is . . .” Hal’s head slowly swayed dramatically when Frank’s boasting, ‘Oh man, are you so done’ rang out. “Elliott, scratch that.”

Elliott snickered.

With a pointed finger, Frank taunted Henry. “Done. So done. You . . . you are done. If I go against you. Done. And Ben . . .” Frank laughed.

Ben huffed out, “Keep in mind, Frank, I am the community tailor. You can say I know all the dress sizes, so there.”

“Ha!” Frank balked. “I don’t wear a dress. Done. And Ryder,’ Frank chuckled.

“What?” Elliott said.

“Done.”

“Me?” Elliott laughed. “You barely know me.”

“I’m Frank. That’s all that needs to be said. Robbie,” Frank fluttered his lips. “Done.”

“Probably, Frank.”

Still gloating, Frank turned to Dean. “And you little man, are so done.”

“You think.”

‘Oh, I know.”

“You really think there’s something you can say that will make me want to say ‘I give’?” Dean asked.

“Absolutely.”

“No way,” Dean scoffed. “Like what?”

“Lots.”

“Lots. Like what?” Dean badgered. “Come on, Frank. Like what?”

“Dean, please. If I say it, it would be cheating now, wouldn’t it? And, Hal.”

Calmly, nose lightly in the air in a snobbish manner, Hal looked at Frank. “Yes.”

“Done.”

Closed mouth, Hal let out a humming chuckle. “I don’t think so.”

“Done,” Frank reiterated. “Hal, practice now. Say ‘I give’. Say it. Let me hear you practice now, Say . . .”

“Frank.”

“Say it.”

“Frank, you’re a moron.”

“No, say ‘I give’. Because I know.” Frank nodded. “I . . .give. Say it. I . . . give. Say it.”

Hal huffed. “If I say I give will you shut the hell up?”

“Probably not.” Frank laughed.

“What, big brother, makes you so sure that you can win?”

Frank smirked. “Because I know and do not forget . . .” One eye closed, Frank pointed to his temple. “I read minds. Done.” Arm out, childishly, gloating Frank swung around pointing to each person. “Ryder. Done. Hal done.” A swig to his right. “Henry, done. Robbie, done. Ben so done.” Another turn. “Little friend, done.” He turned, “And . . .” Frank stopped.

Smugly, with her arms crossed and one hand tapping, Jenny tilted her head and raised an eyebrow as she looked at Frank. “You were saying, Frank?”

Frank went silent.

Hal’s head shuddered back once in shock he peered at a quiet Frank.

Frank only stared at Jenny. Their eyes met in intense competition and locked in a heated stare. There were no words for none were needed. Frank hid the hard swallow he made because though he was the man when it came to rumors, he knew he now stood face to face with what could be his toughest competition.

^^^^

In sarcasm, arrogance, and curiosity, Lars raised an eyebrow when he watched Mike blow his hands to warm them. It wouldn’t of have been all that odd of a thing had Mike not been wearing gloves. Unfortunately, Mike wore gloves with the fingers cut out.

“Mike, do you think maybe whole hand coverings may help?”

“I can’t drive the truck.”

“Take them off in the truck.”

Mike shrugged. “Anyhow, back to what we were saying. Your thoughts, not Ellen’s. What do you think?”

“Even though they are small, slowly given injections, we’re still going into the brain, the behavioral portion of the brain. To give you my best guess. In all honesty, we’re going in blind. We haven’t a clue.”

Mike nodded. “Can I voice my opposition?”

“It’s not going to make a difference.”

“I know. I know. But this is an experiment. If the tumor has to be removed anyway, why not just remove it?” Mike asked.

“Because in order to remove the tumor the way it is now, Johnny must go to Beginnings.” Lars cleared his throat. “A warm welcome in Beginnings is not . . . it’s not a reality. Secondly, this may shrink or show indication of getting rid of the tumor. If it does eliminate the tumor, there will be no need for surgery. Shrinkage of the tumor will allow for the surgery to occur here. Johnny realistically stands a chance of not surviving the surgery. We have to give him every chance.”

“I understand. When will we know anything?”

“Not for about two weeks, maybe more.”

“So Ellen will be staying the two weeks?”

“As much as this pains me to tell you, no. After we confirm the treatment is causing no adverse reactions I cannot handle, Ellen will return home. She has instructed me on which tests to run and I am capable of telling her the progress of the treatment. She will return . . . I promise that.”

Mike let out a breath through his nose. “Thanks. Okay, I’ll be in my office. I have to monitor the Savage situation and the killer baby problem.”

“I thought the killer babies weren’t being as bad since they are feeding regularly.”

“Wildlife is slow.”

“I see. I thought the Savages were eliminated.”

“Put it this way Lars, if they were, they’d soon be replaced with another breed of socially misguided and violent individuals.”

Lars chuckled. “That was good.” He checked out his watch as they prepared to go separate ways on the street. “We’ll get back to you as soon as we know anything.”

“Thanks.”

“Mike.”

Mike stopped as he was walking. “Yeah?’

“How did the date go last night?”

“It wasn’t a date.”

“Whatever. How did it go?”

“Nice.” Mike smiled peacefully. “Very nice. Dinner was good. The movie good. We talked for a while and had coffee.”

“Hmm. How did it end?”

“Bye, Lars.” Mike turned.

“Mike, please. It’s me. Did you shake hands, make more plans or part with her saying you suck?”

“No” Mike snickered. “I shook her hand then kissed her on the cheek.”

“Ah,” Lars nodded. “How innocently sweet.”

“Yes, it was.”

“So, I suppose since you were so sweet, asking you if she put out would be out of the question.”

Grunting and perturbed, Mike didn’t answer. He just walked off.

Lars shrugged. “I guess so.”

^^^^

With one hand bracing the chopper door and the other on his stomach, Hal’s cheeks puffed from the held in burp that contained almost a lethal amount of stomach acid.

“You Okay!” Frank spoke loudly as he flew the chopper.

“I’m sick.” Hal closed his eyes.

“What!”

“I said . . . I’m sick!”

“What!”

“I said!” Quickly, Hal bent down, snatched up the bag, and vomited.

“Are you sick again!”

Hal raised his eyes over the bag with a glare. He projected once the last of his stomach contents into the bag. The upheaval was more dry attempts than anything else.

Hal coughed. “Why in God’s name, with the weather being horrible and Robbie in Beginnings, am I flying with you who happens to be the worst pilot Beginnings has?”

“Hal, please,” Frank scoffed. “I am not. I’m just not the best, not yet.” He tilted the bird.

Hal groaned. “Why isn’t Robbie flying?”

“He just flew all the way back yesterday and it wasn’t that long ago that he flew to Lodi.”

“So.”

“So.” Frank chuckled. “He flew all that way, Hal. His arms are tired.”

“Asshole.” Hal grabbed his stomach again.

“I told you not to eat.”

“I didn’t.”

Frank leaned toward Hal. “What did you throw up?”

“Good God, Frank.” Hal pulled the barf bag away and set it down. “My stomach contents are my own business. Fly the goddamn chopper!”

“Fine.”

“Thank you.”

“I can’t believe you’re not enjoying this.”

“I’m not.”

“You are.” Frank smirked. “How are we on the coordinates?”

“I haven’t a clue. You’re reading them.”

“But I gave them to you ten minutes ago,:

“When I was vomiting.” Hal huffed and reached down. After lifting the clipboard, he flipped a page, read, looked out the window and flipped again. “We’re right on target.”

“Excellent.”

“Red, white and blue victory water tower.” Hal lifted binoculars.

“What was that?”

“The old faded water tower. My scouts said the Society gathering is five miles east of the tower. If they are stopping for the weather, they may be trying to tap into it.”

“I would.”

“Me too.” Hal continued to look. “There. There it is. You need to veer right.”

“How right?” Frank asked.

“Twenty degrees.”

“Got it.” Frank controlled the stick.

The chopper went down and suddenly on its side. Hal let out a shriek. “I said twenty degrees right, you idiot.”

“Sorry.” Frank made the physical adjustment of the chopper.

Again Hal shrieked, but not for long, as if he folded immediately in hall, Hal reached for the floor and grabbed his bag.

Frank shifted his eye to a regurgitating Hal then chuckled. Bringing his eyes forward again, all traces of a smile left “Fuck.”

“What?” Hal moaned out.

“Look.” Frank pointed down. “Fuck. We’ll circle some more but get Dad on the horn. Tell him we got to meet him when we land.”

^^^^

As if it had been forever since he had sat in his office chair, Joe slowly sunk into the beat up feel. With a tilted head, he half smiled, lifted a finger to Robbie to hold on, then settled.

“Dad?” Robbie laughed.

“I’ve been walking all day. Goddamn, this feels good. Now since this is our first alone opportunity. . . tell me,” Joe stated.

“It’s small. Beginnings size in population.”

“Any actual numbers?” Joe asked.

“No definite. Lars said two thirty.”

“Lars the . . . .” Joe lifted a tablet from his desk, lowered his glasses. “Rayburn. That’s it. Horse doctor.”

Robbie laughed.

Joe looked above the rim of his glasses. “What?”

“Lars is a brilliant scientist from the old world.”

“No shit?”

“No shit. He hates Dean. He hates him with a passion.”

Joe snickered and set down the tablet, “Then we have got to get those two together. Tell me about Mike Manis.”

“He’s a good guy, down to earth. He actually reminds me visually of Hal without the pompous nature.”

Joe bobbed his head. “All men?”

“Yep, not a single woman,” Robbie answered. “They lost all their women years ago.”

“How was that?” Joe asked.

“They used to put them on a protective farm while the men went out and did runs. A band of men came in, wiped out the women and kids . . . sad.”

“So it’s a little over two hundred men. What are they like?”

“They are a lot like us, which tells me they aren’t budging.”

“So you don’t think they have any intention of joining up?”

“Oh, for the cause, yes,” Robbie replied. “Move the town, no way.”

“How long will they be permitted to stay there?” Joe had concerned question in his voice. “Sgt. Doyle kept them hid but in a sense, they are exposed. -No way will George allow an opposition to stay on their soil. He’ll move them out.”

“That’s what I think.” Robbie lifted finger. “I believe that’s what is going through their minds as well. Hadley is supposed to pay a little visit to them or at least, meet Mike.”

“When?”

“I don’t know. I just got bits and pieces of information.”

“From Manis?”

Robbie laughed. “No, from my snooping. I read bits and pieces of notes on Manis’s desk.”

Closed mouth proud, Joe nodded. “Good job. As soon as Dean tells me you can go back and get Ellen, make it a over nighter, will ya? See what else you can find out.”

“Will do.”

The ‘clomp-clomp’ rang into the office just before the knock that preluded the opening of Joe’s office door.

“Dad.” Frank walked in. “Glad you guys are here.”

Hal followed inside and shut the door.

“What’s going on?” Joe asked. “How did the Society surveillance go?”

“Not good.” Hal removed his gloves and stepped further inside. “Tell them about our Society soldiers.”

Frank did. “They’re gone.”

“Gone?” Joe asked. “What do you mean gone? They left?”

“Oh they left,” Frank explained. “They left no trace, no tire tracks, and no indication they had been there.”

“So they moved before the snow?” Joe questioned.

“Very little snow fell there, Dad,” Frank explained. “There would have been a sign. We circled out, but there was a lot of fog. Me and Hal aren’t the experienced ones. Robbie?”

Robbie nodded. “I’ll go out and circle around.”

Joe, who had been rummaging through his desk, set a thick stack of papers down. “This is the region. We’ve done runs through there.” Joe began to flip through pages. “Caves maybe. They dig in at a local town.”

Frank tossed his hands up. “Your guess is as good as mine. I mean, they really could have left. Air lifted out.”

Robbie shook his head. “Unless they trained pilots recently, that’s doubtful. Any chance they changed course and headed west? We have the railroad being reconstructed.”

Joe gave a thinking look. “I’ll get in touch with Creed and tell them to keep a heads up. Hal, could your scouts have been wrong on location?”

With certainty, Hal answered. “No. I have faith in them. I sent too many out for them all to return with the same perimeters.”

“Then they’re out there. We’ll find them.” Joe shut the folder and looked up at the radical knock at the door. “Yeah.”

In through the door came Oscar.

Hal slightly sighed out with a roll of his eyes and a mumble, “I was just about to compliment a smooth meeting.”

Arms out and out of breath, Oscar tried to speak. “J-J-J-J.”

“Joe.” Joe nodded.

Mouth formed, Oscar turned when Frank shut the door. “Kr-KR-Kr-Kr.”

Hal looked at Robbie who snickered “You think this is funny.”

“Oscar what it is?” Joe asked.

“W . . . W . . . W . . . W.”

Frank nodded with every syllable. “What?”

Oscar shook his head.

“Who?” Frank asked.

Again another shake of Oscar’s head.

“When?”

“Frank!” Joe yelled. “Oscar, calm down. What’s wrong? Slowly.”

Oscar’s mouth opened but nothing came out. Frustrated, he pointed to his eye.

“I,” Joe said.

“Oh!” Frank clapped. “Charades. Go on. I’m good.”

Joe grunted.

Oscar tried again. “I . . . I . . . w . . . . w. . . . w. . . w”

“Whistled,” Frank guessed. “You whistled.

Hal reached up with a smack. “Will you stop?”

Oscar shook his head. “Wa-wa-walk-k-k-king.”

Slowly, Joe acknowledged. “You were walking.”

Fast Oscar nodded. “G . . . . G . . . G . . . .gate.”

“What about the gate?” Joe asked.

“D . . . .D . . . D . . .”

“Dan.” Frank guessed.

Oscar shook his head.

“Dean.” Frank tried again.

Slam, Joe’s hand met the desk. “Frank! Oscar, what?”

“D . . .D . . .”

Robbie had it. “Down. The gate was down.”

Joe waved out his hand in a don’t worry fashion. “Oh, don’t worry. We know. They should be up now. Everything was shut down for maintenance for six minutes. It’s fine. Thanks, Oscar.”

“N-N-no.” Oscar frantically shook. “T-t-t-t-t . .. I-I-I . . .w . . .”

Hal huffed out. “Can someone get this man a pen? This is taking forever.”

“Hal,” Joe warned.

“Wait.” Robbie stood up. “Frank, read his mind.”

“No, don’t read his mind,” Joe snapped. “That’s an invasion.”

“There!” Oscar so pleased yelled out. “I. The-the-there.”

Robbie understood. “You were at the gate when it went down.”

Oscar nodded. Open mouthed, he tried with diligence to speak, flutters of syllables came out then he gave up. He screamed in panic.

Everyone jumped.

Oscar ran in place.

“Ha!” Frank smiled. “I knew it was charades. Look. He’s running.”

Oscar snapped his fingers and pointed.

Proudly, Frank nodded. “See I’m right. Why were you running, Oscar?”

“Gr-Gr-Gr-GR . . .”

“Grace,” Frank said. “No, she’s dead. Oh! Wait. A grizzly. Fuck, we have another bear.”

Oscar shook his head. “Kr-Kr-Kr-Kr . . . Kr . . .” Like a broken record, he repeated mouth noise over and over while his face turned red.

Hal rose harsh to his feet. “Good Lord, say it! Say it!”

“Hal!” Joe yelled. “Patience.”

Oscar blasted, “Savage!”

After the unison ‘what!’, the door to the office plowed open.

War call.

“Duck!” Frank ordered.

Everyone did. A spear sailed across Joe’s office .

“Christ.” Joe rose to his feet and watched as the Savage raged in. “Grab him.”

Robbie and Hal jumped up, but the Savage leaped and landed on Joe’s desk, right before a standing Joe.

Frank grunted “Is this ridiculous or what?” Standing, he pulled out his gun.

“Frank.” Joe lifted his hands. “Not in my . . .”

Bang.

“ . . .office.” Joe winced.

Frank put his gun away. “Got him.”

Joe would have screamed. In fact, he wanted to. The words, ‘Frank you goddamn asshole,’ yearned to bellow from his lips, but Joe couldn’t. All he could do is wince and keep his mouth closed so as not to ingest anything. Joe did the only thing he could do. He swept his hand once down his face to clear the blood, and glared at Frank.


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

A four mile walking distance, over rough terrain, was where Jimmy and Jess hid the packed Jeep. It had a tank full of gas with four extra containers and what they needed to take with them. They knew they wouldn’t make it too far in that Jeep. Maybe Texas if they were lucky. Not only were they taking the safe route home, they were taking the long one as well.

Getting out of St. Augustine was foremost. They could survive the trip. They had what they needed, weapons included. They just needed to get moving.

Rumors were spread though out the day after the massive amounts of explosions were set. The call was made to George. Johnny was spotted. Jimmy and Jess were moving in. As projected to George, all would go well and it would go down not long after sunset.

^^^^

As he neared Holding, Joe wondered what his son was up to. Robbie stood just inside the door and Joe could see him. Robbie smirked with his head leaning back and his arms folded,. Shaking his head in disgust, Joe walked into Holding. “Robert.”

Robbie cleared his throat. “Dad.”

“Is Frank still in there?”

“Yep.”

“Did he get a late start?”

“No. He’s just been in there.”

“Christ.” Joe looked at his watch. “It’s been an hour. What the . . .” Joe jolted at the bang of something.

Robbie shrugged. “They’re rough.”

Joe grumbled a ‘hmm.’

Robbie reached back and knocked. “Frank, Dad’s here.”

Silence.

A few footsteps and Frank walked out. “Dad. Whoa. Those two women are tough.”

“I’m taking it the interrogations aren’t going well?” Joe asked.

“No, not at all. I’m running out of options.”

Seriously, Robbie looked up. “Have you tried love Frank? Maybe hugging them?”

“No, but I will.”

Grunting, Joe reached for the door. “I’ll handle this.”

“At least you’re clean now.” Frank winked.

“Yeah, Frank no thanks to you. You shot a goddamn Savage in my office.”

“I got him though.”

“Two feet from me.”

“Still, I got him.”

Robbie pointed. “He got him.”

“No one asked you.” Joe grabbed the door handle. “This won’t take long. Give me thirty seconds.”

“Why?” Frank asked.

“I’m just saying to give me thirty seconds.”

“Then what? Storm in?” Frank questioned.

“No I’ll be out!” Joe said.

“In thirty seconds? Then what?”

“It will be over, you ass. I’ll have it done.” Joe nodded. “Thirty seconds.”

“Do you want me to count or be more official and look at my watch?” Frank asked.

“Your watch, Frank.”

“Got it.” Frank lifted his arm, “Wait.”

“What! What!” Joe snapped.

“To make it easier just wait until the timer . . . gets to . . . zero . . . go.”

Annoyed, Joe walked in the room.

Frank kept his eyes on his watch.

“Where are we now?” Robbie asked.

“Ten, eleven . . .”

“Think he’ll do it?”

“I’ll be pissed if he does.”

The door opened.

Robbie stepped aside. “Be pissed, Frank.”

“He didn’t.” Frank still watched his watch.

Joe smiled. “I did. I asked and they admitted to it. Get them secured somewhere and find me before we get Dean for a resolution. Thanks.” Joe just walked off.

Robbie saw the look on Frank’s face. “What’s wrong?”

“How did it do it so fast?”

“He didn’t. You did. You wore them down. Bet me Dad went in there and stole your next plan of attack.”

“He hugged them?”

Robbie nodded. “He hugged them. I just bet you.”

“Fuck.”

“Look at the bright side, big brother. After we figure out what to do, it’s over. This Misha thing is done.”

“True.” Frank opened the door slightly. “You don’t think Dad’s gonna start going around and hugging everyone now? I’d hate to think we ruined him.”

“Dad? Hug?” Robbie laughed and followed Frank inside. “Nah.”
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Knowing full well that Frank would have a field day with all the snow in Lodi, Ellen used that thought process to keep her mind occupied and off of the bitterness as she made her way to where she was told Mike sat. The old bank still had its glass doors but they were blackened out.

‘Inside, back vault’ was the instruction Ellen was given, so without knocking, she went in. Large tables were set up with what looked like maps sprawled about. Four men worked around one table. They all glanced up on her entrance.

Ellen felt the oddity of the stares. “I’m just here . . . for Chief Manis.”

Like they were mute, not any of them spoke though one smiled softly and pointed to the vault door.

Getting ready to say ‘Thanks,’ Ellen stopped when she heard Mike’s voice blast out.

“Right! Fuck that! Like we care when.”

Ellen chuckled and as though the mute men couldn't hear either, she pointed at her ear to say, ‘I hear, thanks’. She walked in the direction of the vault.

“So when does he say he’s coming now?” Mike’s voice questioned.

“A few more days,” Buzz replied.

Ellen raised her hand to knock.

“Read that again.”

“Chief, all Hadley said . . .”

Ellen paused and stepped back.

“Read it again,” Mike instructed.

Buzz huffed, “Fine.” He cleared his throat. “Lodi, due to unexpected circumstances, combined with the weather, my arrival will be delayed several more days. I look forward to working out some sort of peaceful agreement. President George Hadley.” Buzz folded the note. “He didn’t even put a ‘sincerely’. Do you think he got scared?”

Mike fluttered his lips, “Hadley? Nah, I think that . . .” Mike raised his eyes and slowed down his speaking. “Ellen.”

“I’m sorry.” Ellen stepped into the vault. “I didn’t mean to overhear . . .”

“No. No,” Mike said as if it were nothing. “Buzz, can you . . .”

“Sure, Chief.” Buzz nodded and stepped out.

Mike scratched his head with a slight look of embarrassment. “I didn’t want you to hear that.”

“I’m sure.”

“Ellen, look I don’t want you to think that there’s any Society connection between . . .”

“I don’t,” Ellen interrupted. “I know there isn’t. But, Mike, why is George coming here? It can’t be good.”

“I think he wants us . . . . No, I know he wants us to either join him or move.”

“What are you gonna do?”

“Neither.”

“Mike,” Ellen breathed out. “You are not Society living on the Society side. You, yourself, told me you remained well hidden because of Tim Doyle. Tim’s with us now. How protected are you gonna be?”

Mike shrugged. “We’re working on it.”

“How will you handle the Society’s threat?”

“I’ll cross that bridge when I get to it.”

“Do you want me to call my father and . . .”

“No.” Mike stood up. “No. No,” he stated firmly. “This is my town, Ellen. My town. Thank you, but I don’t need Beginnings to run to my rescue.”

“It’s not a rescue Mike. It’s extra help.”

“I’ll deal with it.”

“Well, don’t think I won’t tell my father.”

“I’m certain you will.” Mike sat back down.

“I know George, Mike. I know him very well. I know what he’s capable of and he’s fully capable of doing whatever he can to get you to move.”

“I know. I’m dealing with it buy he’s gonna have to move me cause I sure as shit ain’t leaving freely. Change of subject please.”

Ellen nodded in agreement. “Johnny.”

“How is he?’

“Doing good. He seems to be handling things well and sleeping heavily, as expected. Tomorrow will tell if there will be side effects. We’re feeding the treatment at slow, small intervals. We’re gonna do the last one in about an hour and call it a night.”

“I’m glad things are going well.”

“Did you eat? I didn’t know if you wanted to grab a bite, go see Johnny, or . . .”

“I can’t.” Mike shook his head. “I’m staying put. We have Savage problems along with . . .” He gulped. “Killer babies.”

Ellen’s eyes widened. “You have them too?”

“It seems the Society dumped them on us as well.” Mike raised his eyebrows. “Usually they don’t bother us but today, they’re rowdy. Maybe we’ll luck out and the Savage problem will get solved by our killer baby problem.”

“They helped us.”

“I’m sorry. I feel bad abandoning you like this. I thought Lars would be . . . .”

“Lars is sleeping. He’s taking the night shift. I’ll be fine I’ll head back to the clinic now. I’ll figure out something to do tonight.”

“Did you walk here by yourself?”

“Yeah. I better head back.”

“Hold on. I’ll get someone to walk with you.” Mike stood up.

“No, I don’t need . . .”

“Yeah, I’d feel better.” Mike aimed his voice out the door.

“Mike, I . . .”

“Elliott, can you come here.” Mike turned around. “Just let him . . . Ellen?”

Ellen had a pleased smile on her face.

“Ellen?”

“You just gave me an idea on how to spend my time.”

“I did?” Mike asked, then turned his head when Elliott walked in. “Elliott, can . . . Oh, I get it. Elliott.” He nodded.

“What?” Elliott asked.

“Not you, Elliott,” Mike said.

“I am,” Elliott replied.

“Not you. Elliot made her smile.”

“I did?”

“Not you. Elliott,” Mike repeated.

“I am.” Elliott snapped back, a little annoyed.

Mike grunted. “Forget it.”

“I wish I could, but I haven’t a clue what you’re talking about, Chief,” Elliott said.

“Ellen?” Mike snapped his fingers. “Send word to me later if you can.”

“I will.” Ellen smiled and moved to the door with Elliott. “I’ll even stop by if that’s Okay.”

“I’d like that.” Mike returned the smile. “I think I know where that mind of yours is. Enjoy whatever it is you plan on doing with Elliott tonight.

Elliott looked surprised. “We’re doing something?”

Mike grumbled. “Not you. Elliott.”

“I am.”

“Go.” Mike pointed to the door.

“We’re going.” Elliott, at the point of looking frustrated, took Ellen’s arm. “Sorry about all that. I don’t know what’s up with the chief. He’s confusing me.”

“Oh,” Ellen waved out her hand. “He’s nothing. Just wait until you meet a Beginnings man named Frank. Better yet . . .” She slowed down and looked back to the vault. She turned to Elliott with a bright smile. “I think it will be even more interesting when Mike meets Frank.”
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“You know . . .” Irritated and angry, Joe slammed a clipboard into Frank’s chest as they walked. “You ought to grow up.”

“What?” Frank asked in his usual confused manner.

“Look at what you wrote on that report.”

Frank read it. “Yeah, so?”

“You don’t see anything wrong with it?”

“No. It’s normal.”

“Frank . . .”

“Did I spell something wrong?”

“No.”

“Don’t even begin to tell me I filled it out wrong. I’ve been filling out stupid reports for . . .”

“Frank!” Joe yelled.

“What!”

“It’s not what you wrote in the report. It’s what you wrote on the report.”

“I’m lost.”

“As usual.” Joe stopped walking and took the clipboard. “Here.” He pointed. “Are these comments necessary?”

“In my defense, I didn’t put them in the report. I put them on the border of the report. I was doodling.”

“Doodling?” Joe asked. “Doodling is pictures. These are phases, Frank. Chief Manis sucks? Chief Manis is gay.”

Frank snickered. “He may be.”

“Why are you writing obscenities about a man you don’t even know?”

“He has Ellen. He took her.”

“He didn’t take her, Frank. She went there.”

“Well, he won’t give her back.”

Joe grumbled, “I don’t understand this hostility you and Dean both have toward that town. You with Manis, him with Rayburn. You know Robbie says that Mike and Lars are the Lodi Frank and Dean.”

“So this Mike looks like me.”

“That’s not what . . . .”

“He must be a handsome guy.”

“Frank!” Joe snapped. “Enough.”

“You started it.”

“I’m finishing it. Why are we going to the house? We’re looking for Dean.”

“Dean’s there. He’s gonna go back to the lab later.” Frank neared the porch.

“Is he living here, Frank?” Joe asked. “I know this is or was his house, but he moved out.”

“He’s here now. He’s cured of the brain malfunction. He feels bad now.”

“Playing devil’s advocate, he did divorce Ellen, moved out, and gave you the house.”

“I know. I know.” Frank stepped on the porch. “But like I said, he feels bad. He needs to be here, home with the kids.”

“And you’re letting him?”

“Call me the sensitive friend.” Frank nodded proudly.

“What are you gonna do with him when Ellen gets back?”

“Oh, he’s fuckin gone.” Frank opened the door. “He gave this up.”

“So much for being the sensitive friend.” Joe let out an airy chuckle and followed Frank inside. Joe stomped the snow off his feet with a look that fast was becoming typical. He glanced to Frank, who sniffed. “What are you smelling?”

“Nothing.” Frank sniffed.

“I don’t smell anything.”

“Exactly.” Frank shut the door.

Joe tossed up his hands. “I give up.”

“So do I.” Frank shook his head “Dean!”

Dean emerged from the hallway,. “Oh hey Joe, Frank.” Dean looked at his watch. “You’re early. Good. I can head to the lab.”

“Not early enough that I wouldn’t smell it,” Frank griped.

Dean chuckled. “What?”

“My dinner, Dean. Why isn’t it cooking?”

“Shit, I forgot. I got busy.”

“Busy?” Frank questioned. “Dean, did you go into the kitchen at all?”

“Yeah.”

“Did you see the note I left on the fridge?”

“Um . . . yeah.” Dean moved to the coat rack. “And the one on the coffee pot.”

“How about the one I left on your dresser?”

“Yes.” Dean grabbed his coat.

“The toilet?”

Joe looked at Frank. “Why are you leaving this man a note on the toilet?”

“Cause, he’ll go, he’ll see the note, and remember. Which he did, but didn’t. How can you forget, Dean?” Frank asked. “All you had to do was put it in the oven. I came home this afternoon, took the time to get it . . .”

“Enough.” Joe halted him. “Have a late dinner. Dean, before you skip out of here, clear your schedule for tomorrow about eleven. We’re going to New Bowman to try to figure out what to do with the parties involved with your chip descrambling so think of some repercussion.”

Dean’s hands paused as he fixed the collar of his jacket. “You guys got confessions?”

Joe nodded. “Marma, Carol, and . . . to my surprise . . . Misha.”

Frank looked stunned. “When did you get Misha to confess?”

“Just before I met you. I stopped at the bakery, pulled her aside, told her Ben, Marma, and Carol all confessed and then asked her if she was involved.” Joe shrugged. “She said yes.”

Frank gave a swat to Joe’s arm. “Good job, Dad. I’m impressed. You do good.”

“I ought to, Frank. I did it for twenty years.” Joe turned to Dean. “You’ll be there.”

“Of course,” Dean replied. “Did they say why, Joe?”

“I didn’t ask,” Joe answered. “I just wanted a confession. I figured we’d get the details tomorrow and hash out the punishment.”

Dean smiled. “That sounds great. Thanks, Joe.” He opened the door. “Thanks, Frank. Sorry about dinner.”

Frank didn’t really say much, he gave that ‘pissed off’ glare as Dean left and changed his demeanor some when the door closed ‘You want coffee?”

“Yeah, that sounds good.”

Frank turned, stopped, and projected his voice. “I’m home!”

Joe winced. “Christ, Frank.” He tugged his ear.

“Sorry.” Frank headed into the kitchen. “I’m just pissed. Look at this. Note. Note. Note.” He grumbled and turned on the oven. “I leave during the work day so I can get ahead of the game. I work all day too. Fuckin twelve, fourteen hours . . .”

At that instant, Joe heard his own voice, ‘I work twelve hours a day. I just would like to get ahead . . .’

“No one helps. How much easier can I make it?”

“How much easier can I make it on you boys? Frank, you’re the worst.”

“Dean, he’s the worst. Josh should help but he’s still young.”

‘Hal can help but he’s still too young.”

“I clean the house, cook the dinner, bathe the kids, make sure homework is done,” Frank continued his bitching as he got dinner ready.

“It’s nonstop. Cook clean. Go over homework. When will it stop. When do I get time . . .”

“For myself,” Joe said out loud.

Frank paused, shut the oven, and turned around. “How did you know what I was gonna say?”

Joe snapped out of his memory from years before. “What?”

“You were thinking what I was saying before said it.”

“Goddamn Frank, were you reading my mind?”

“Not on purpose. It’s just quiet, that’s all.”

“No . . .” Joe shook his head. “I wasn’t thinking of what you were gonna say. I was thinking of what I said . . . years ago and how many times I said the exact same thing. I felt the same way you do. Trust me. It’s difficult.” Joe winked softly.

“But you . . . You did a great job.”

“You don’t think you do?”

“I’m not you.”

Peacefully, Joe chuckled. “More than you realize, Frank, you do. It even surprises me. Hal, yeah, he looks like me and gets irritated like me. Robbie he has my skills., but you got what’s important. I can leave this earth knowing that at least one of my sons turned out to be one hell of a father and that is an accomplishment. I’m proud of you.”

Frank swallowed. “Why are you talking like this?”

Joe shook his head. “No reason. Don’t get worried. Look for a lot of it when we go on our vacation. I don’t think I tell you enough how good of a job you do.”

“As good as you? I always wanted to be as good as you.””

Joe chuckled “Take a good look at yourself, Frank. You are probably even better. I’m gonna go.” Joe pointed backwards with his thumb. “Check on the kids. I’ll be back.”

His bad mood was gone. Frank didn’t know how to react. It was a hell of a compliment his father paid him, more so than Joe realized and Frank loved it. He also made a mental note about what his father said about taking a good look at himself. The next time he stood before the mirror, he would do that but at that moment, he couldn’t. He had dinner to get ready.
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“Burr, it’s cold.” Hal shivered and took off his coat, handing it to Elliot as he stepped into Elliott ‘s home. “Thank you.”

“Have a seat Captain. I’ll get you something warm to drink.”

“Thank you Elliott.” Hal took off his gloves en route to the dining room. He paused at the roaring fire to warm his hands.

“Coffee?” Elliott asked as he walked by Hal.

“That would be great.” Rubbing his hand together, Hal then continued on to the dining room. He saw the papers spread out. “Working on a song?”

“No.” Elliot called from the kitchen. “Please don’t . . .”

Hal chuckled.

Elliott came from the kitchen with mug. “ . . . Read it. You looked. Shit.”

“Sorry.” Hal dropped the paper on the table. “It was there. You’re writing Ellen again, I see.”

Elliott hurriedly handed Hal the mug and went to the table. He gathered up the items.

“Elliott, really, is there anything you can’t save until her return?” Hal eyed what Elliot gathered “Or she?”

“Excuse me?”

Hal picked up a paper, “You uh, dropped this.”

“Captain.” Elliott reached for it.

“Uh-uh-ah.” Hal read some of it. “Ellen is writing you from Lodi?”

“She pre-wrote letters for me to read.” Elliott snatched the letter back. “Captain, I apologize for my brashness, but really this is my business.”

“She’s my family.”

“She’s my friend.”

“I see. I also see . . .” Hal pointed to the infamous Ellen picture.

Elliott grunted and grabbed it. “Thank you.”

“Elliot, when are you going to tell Ellen about your long standing admiration for her.”

“Never.” Elliott placed the photo in his pocket. “I realize your impatience to do so, but I also know you haven’t. I appreciate you not mentioning this.”

“No. I wouldn’t do that, not yet. It’s my ace in the hole.”

Slowly, Elliott looked at Hal. “What do you mean?”

Hal smiled. “Can you say . . . I give?”

Elliott gasped. “You wouldn’t.”

“I would. You’d give.” Hal grinned.

“Begging your pardon, Captain, but is there another reason you came here other than to irritate me?”

Almost too offended, Hal drastically grabbed his chest. “Irritate you? Irritate? Elliott. Did you say irritate?”

“Captain . . .”

“You mean like a rash?”

“Captain . . .”

“My right hand man is likening me to a rash. Irritating. Would you like to scratch me out of . . . ?” Hal immediately stopped when his phone rang. “Ah.” He lifted a finger. “Saved by the bell, literally. I wonder who that can be?”

“You can answer it and find out.”

“My God, Elliott, are we miserable.” Hal answered his phone. “This is Captain Slagel. Oh. Yes. Right here.” He extended the phone to a very annoyed Elliott.

Elliott looked at the phone. “For me?” he asked with disbelief.

“Yes, for you. Take it.”

In a swing of his hand, Elliot took the phone, preparing full well for it to be a Slagel brother practical joke. Less than enthusiastic, he placed it to his ear. “Yes.” Like a diagnosed schizophrenic, Elliott switched to a bright personality. “Ellen.” He turned his back to Hal. “My God, how are you? Thank you. I miss you too.”

“Elliot,” Hal called out. “When you are . . .”

“I’m doing it now.” Elliott kept talking and walking.

“. . . done,” Hal continued, “just bring . . .” Hal gave up when an engrossed Elliott sat down at the table. “Find me. Hmm.” Hal watched for a moment, then actually pleased with himself for irritating and making Elliott happy all within the time frame of five minutes, he left to give him privacy.
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Perfectly set up and executed, things couldn’t have fallen into place any better for Jess. The countdown was on.

“What do you see?” Jess asked the young soldier who laid stomach down behind the grade, peering through binoculars at a building set in the woods. It was an abandoned shack, more of an old warehouse.

“There’s a heavy man. Looks like he has a beard. He’s walking around a chair,” the soldier replied. “Someone is in the chair. They have a hood over his head.” He handed Jess the binoculars.

Taking them with a thanks, Jess looked. “What’s he doing?”

“I don’t see anyone else.”

“Me either.” Jess did a quick check of his watch. “Here.” He handed the soldier the binoculars. “Keep watching.” Jess rolled from his stomach to his back and pulled out his revolver. He looked at the anxious faces of the six other men. “If we don’t see anyone else, I’m going in. You men . . .”

“He’s out of site, sir,” the solider reported.

Jess continued, “You men cover me. If he really is alone, this should be easy and quick.”

“I’m not seeing him anymore, sir. He’s no longer in window view.”

Another soldier gave his input, “Sir, we can’t see the one man anymore. Perhaps others are hiding in there. You don’t know. Allow one of us to go in there with you just in case.”

“No,” Jess stated firmly. “I go alone.”

“No.” A voice entered the darkened area. “I’ll go with you.” James dropped down to where the men hid.

“James,” Jess said with astonishment. “My God, what are you going here?’

“Do you think you can pull my men and put them on a detail without me knowing?” Jimmy asked with edge. “Huh? Do you think just because you work directly with the President, you have that authority?”

Whispering anger for the benefit of those around filled Jess’s tone. “I am under the orders of the President.”

“And these men are under my orders. When you are in my domain, you too, Mr. Boyens, are under my orders. Now, if this is what I think it is, you either take one of my men or me. Your choice.”

Jess shifted his eyes around. “Fine. Since you’re the most experienced, you go first. And time is wasting.”

One of the soldiers reached out, halting Jess. “Be careful. Remember last time it was a trap.”

Jess nodded. “But last time we didn’t see the prisoner. Do we still see the prisoner?”

The young man with the binoculars looked. “He’s squirming in the chair. Yes.”

Jess motioned his head to Jimmy. “Let’s go.”

First on their bellies then in a low crouch, Jess and Jimmy made it to the building. They sneakily looked in the window, gave a nod to each other, and stormed in.

Private Davis inched his way to the soldier looking through the binoculars. “What do you see?”

“They’re in.”

“Give them one minute . . .” Private Davis’s head cocked at the double gunshot. “Then we race.”

“I think we should go now I don’t see them, only the prisoner.”

Private Davis looked at his watch. “You’re right, let’s go! Move in!” he called out and upon the rising of the men with guns ready, it happened.

BOOM!

A thunderous explosion came from the building and a fireball roared their way. The blast sent some of the soldiers flying in the air while others dove for cover.

“Commander!” In desperation, one of James’s men jumped up. “Commander!” He rushed toward the raging inferno.

“No!” Davis grabbed him. “Stop.”

“But the commander is in there.”

“And, it’s . . . no use.” Heat from the blaze plastered him and illuminated his face. Davis closed his eyes and dropped his head. “It’s too late.”


CHAPTER THIRTY

February 7th

‘Tragedy. At three forty-three this morning, in an attempt to rescue an unidentified hostage from the grips of a known defector shelter, the unexpected occurred . . .’

George read the message with a heavy heart.

‘The hostage, bound, gagged, hooded, and struggling, was observed for close to an hour. During that time span interrogations, often hostile, were witnessed upon this hostage. With certainty, one defector was in the building with the hostage. Two more were suspected present but not seen. The situation was deemed priority. Officer Jess Boyens saw what he considered a window of opportunity . . .’

George swallowed. He read but didn’t want to go on.

‘In his charge to quietly enter the building, Commander James Slagel arrived. Commander Slagel insisted Officer Boyens take assistance from him. Both men made a dignified and highly commendable rush to the building. No outside forces were seen. Both men were covered by Society soldiers. Within seconds of entering the premises, two shots were heard. Before troops could aid and assist, a high powered explosive was detonated . . .’

“Oh my God,” George wisped out.

‘The building was destroyed. The remains of five bodies were found in the ruins but they were beyond recognition. It is with regret to inform you that we believe killed in the raid were . . . the hostage, Officer Jess Boyens, and Commander James Slagel.’

The message crushed in his closing hand as George released a crumbling breath. “This can’t be.” Graveled and emotional, he spoke as he lifted his eyes to Bertha. “This can’t be.”

“I’m sorry, sir,” Bertha told him.

“It doesn’t feel right. Something about this doesn’t feel right.”

“Is there something I can do?” she asked with compassion.

“Yes.” George set down the message. “Get things ready, ASAP.” He looked at the wording again. “We’re heading to Florida.”
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It was loud as if it played on a speaker system, but Mike knew better. He heard it reverberating through the hospital as he entered just before dawn. At first he thought it was another ‘Tigger’ practical joke, but the tone and sound of it told him otherwise. He arrived at the hospital seeking Ellen, who seemed to have her own personal homing device.

Her phone.

It rang, which told Mike one of three things. She stepped away from it, left it behind, or . . . something was wrong. With that thought on his mind, he raced to the sound.

He was wrong on all three counts. The phone was on a table outside of Johnny’s room and Ellen was inside, slouched in a chair next to Johnny’s bed. She was sound asleep.

The ringing stopped just as Mike reached for the phone. Getting ready to set it down again, it rang once more.

Someone was calling incessantly. Mike brought the phone into the room. “Ellen,” he called out in a whisper. “El.”

No response.

Figuring he didn’t want the phone to wake Ellen or Johnny, Mike pressed the ‘on’ button and answered in a low whispering tone. “Hello.”

A moment of silence, then Dean spoke. “May I speak to Ellen?”

“She’s uh . . . she’s sleeping right now.” Mike kept his voice low. “Do you want me to wake her?”

“No, that’s . . .”

“She’s right here. Hold on. El? El?” Mike shook her gently. “El?”

“Hmm?” Ellen grumbled out.

“Phone.”

“Shit.” Ellen took it and cleared her throat. “Hello.”

“El.” Dean spoke coldly. “Who was that?”

“Mike,” Ellen answered and sat up with a groan. “Why, what’s the . . . hello?” Ellen blinked, shrugged, and disconnected the call.

“Is everything all right?” Mike asked.

“Yeah, we lost connection. It happens. He’ll call back.”

“You were out.”

“Tell me about it.” Ellen stood up. “I never heard the ring. Thanks for answering. Beginnings would have panicked.”

“No problem.” Mike inhaled. “So . . . how’s Johnny.”

“Good, he handled it well. I liked the procedure we used.” Ellen folded her arms and moved even closer to Johnny. “Short, slow treatments. I wonder if down the road this could prove beneficial to someone else as well?”

“You mean as far as side effects?”

“Yeah, so far there have been none. And that . . .”

A simple Johnny moan halted her.

Mike rushed to the bed. “Is this the first he’s been up?”

“Yeah.” Ellen laid her hand on Johnny’s arm. “Hey,” she called gently. “How are you?”

Johnny’s eyes opened and he shifted them around.

“So you know who I am?” Ellen asked.

Johnny nodded.

“Me?” Mike questioned as well.

“Mike.” Johnny lifted himself in bed a little.

Mike smiled.

Ellen exhaled. “This is such a good sign. Oh, my God, a great sign. John . . .”

Johnny shrieked, almost as if in shock.

“What? What?” Ellen panicked. “What’s wrong?”

“Why . . . why . . .” Johnny looked around. “Why am I in a man’s body?”

Ellen inhaled gasp.

“Ellen?” Mike raised his eyebrows.

“Oh boy.” She whistled then whispered, “So much for no side effects, huh?”

^^^^

Pensacola, Florida

The warm gulf breeze hit against Jimmy’s face as he watched the waves roll in.

“Ready?” Jess approached. “It’s time to move again.”

“Did you . . . did you ever think . . .” Jimmy spoke in a reflective way. “That in a world without people, without constant maintenance, without . . . tourists, a beautiful beach would be a forest?” Jimmy turned and with an outward motion of his hands, pointed to the growing wildlife all over the beach.

“Um, yeah, we covered that in school.”

“I guess.” Jimmy nodded. “I don’t know.”

“What’s with the deep thoughts?”

“It keeps my mind from going crazy and thinking of my dad, brothers, family.’ He shrugged. “It’s a long trip.”

“That’s why we have to get moving.”

“So you think it worked?”

“Without a doubt.”

“Bodies?”

“They’ll be burned. The heat should really remove any distinguishing characteristics.”

Jimmy snickered. “Poor Savages.”

“Yeah, for once they worked in our favor. So . . .” Jess clapped his hands together once. “You ready to go?”

“Oh my God, Jess,” Jimmy said with a smile. “Am I ever.” Receiving the friendly swat to his back, Jimmy walked off the beach with Jess.

^^^^

The series of noises annoyed Joe as he drove the Jeep on the junction road between Beginnings and New Bowman. “Frank,” Joe quipped. “Quit that.”

“I can’t.” Frank spit a nail particle out. “I hate this ride. It’s too long.”

“It’s ten miles and we’re almost there. We passed that halfway sign of yours a while back.”

“Thank God and thank God Dean’s been quiet in the back.”

“Yeah.” Joe looked into the rear view mirror. “Why have you been so quiet?”

Dean stared out the window and just shook his head.

“Cat got your tongue, Dean?” Joe asked.

Frank added, “Maybe he’s mute.”

Dean gave a discouraging glance Frank’s way.

Signaled by the UWA checkpoint at the edge of town, the drive had reached its end. They rode down the street toward Hal’s office. Dean was still quiet until they were ready to get out.

“Okay.” Dean leaned between the front two seats.

Joe paused in his exiting. “Now he’s ready to talk.”

“Just hear me out. What do you know about this Manis guy?”

“He’s gay,” Frank said.

“Frank, stop!” Joe snapped. “He’s not gay.”

“Then what do we know about him?” Dean asked again.

“Why?” Joe was puzzled. “Robbie said he’s a good guy. He r runs Lodi. Why?”

“I need to know. Ellen’s with him. Alone.”

“Not for long though,” Joe replied. “Per you, Robbie is going back tonight to get her. She’ll be home tomorrow.”

“But this Manis . . .”

“Dean!” Frank barked. “Let’s not talk about this guy, Okay?” He started to get out. “It aggravates me.”

“Oh, yeah?” Dean slipped from the car. “Then don’t let me tell you that I think he and Ellen are together.”

Frank shut the car door. “I know they are together, Dean. They’re in Lodi.” He walked to Hal’s office building.

“Not together in Lodi. Together,” Dean repeated.

“Where?” Frank asked, holding the door open. “If they aren’t in Lodi, where are they together?”

“Frank!” Joe snapped. “He means they are together as begin a couple. Is that right, Dean?”

“Yes.” Dean nodded.

“Ridiculous.” Joe scoffed. “I know Ellen’s fast but that’s too fast. No way.”

“Yeah, Dean, no way.” Frank said as he walked up the steps.

“Frank, I’m telling you, that’s what’s bothering me.” With Joe and Frank, Dean approached Hal’s open office door. “I called this morning. It would be around six their time, right? Ellen was sleeping and he answered the phone.”

After peeking in Hal’s office and seeing it empty, Frank walked in. “So.”

“So!” Dean barked. “He answered the phone, Frank. He offered to wake her. She was right there. Right there. He was whispering in that low tone, trying not to wake anyone. You know, that groggy whisper.”

Joe took a seat behind Hal’s desk and shook his head. “Dean, please. I think you’re overreacting.”

“No, absolutely not. Ellen spent the night with Manis. She spent the night. I think she slept with him, Frank.”

Frank’s jaws twitched. “You really think?”

Joe rolled his eyes.

“I’m telling you,” Dean stated firmly. “I asked her who was with her and she answered ‘Mike’. Now, tell me what you think.”

The soft clearing of a throat entered the room. “If I may?” Elliott interrupted.

“No!” Frank snapped. “You may not.”

“Frank,” Joe warned.

“I apologize for overhearing.” Elliott stepped further in the room. “But Ellen did not spend the night with Chief Manis nor did she sleep with him. She spent the night at the hospital with . . . with a patient.” He nodded at Frank.

Joe held out his hand. “There you have it. Now let’s drop this.”

Arrogantly, Dean spun to Elliott. “And exactly how, Sgt. Ryder, would you know who my wife spent the night with.”

“Ex-wife,” Elliott corrected.

“Zap!” Frank instigated. “Ouch . . . man, that hurt.”

“Frank.” Joe shook his head.

Dean held back. “How would you know?”

“I talked to her when she was at the hospital. We talked for a while,” Elliott answered. “Then she called me back at what would be three o’clock her time and we talked even longer.”

“Yeah, but all night?” Dean asked with sarcasm.

Hal answered that as he walked in. “Three hours. Well, one hundred and seventy five minutes to be exact.” Hal grinned. “He used my phone.”

“You know . . .” Dean nearly screamed. “No one asked you!”

Joe intervened, “But you got an answer. Lay them fears to rest. Do the math.” He grumbled when he saw Frank hold up his fingers. “Not you, Frank.”

Frank ignored him. “If he talked to Ellen at three in the morning for almost three hours . . . that means . . . they were on the phone until almost . . . almost . . .” Frank jumped when everyone yelled, ‘six’. “Six. Thanks. If they were together, Dean, she must have fallen asleep right after. This Manis guys must be fast, but that fast?”

Hal shrugged “Possibly Frank. In a world where there is little female contact, the first time for a man would be fast. What a fear to carry. I wouldn’t want it. . . .” He glanced at Elliott. “Would you, Elliott?” He turned to his desk. “Father, you’re sitting at my desk.”

“Yes, I am.” Joe nodded. “Grab a chair, boys. We have a meeting.”

Hal was bound and determine to be in a good mood. The meeting would go well despite the fact that Frank was there. At least that was what Hal thought until he went to sit down next to Dean, and Dean abruptly moved. Then Hal rethought those ‘happy meeting’ thoughts.

Several reactions occurred in that office following the questioning of Ben, Marma, Carol, and finally Misha.

Misha sobbed. Joe listened. Dean rolled his eyes. Frank bit his nails. Hal took notes. Elliott looked as if he took notes, when in fact he took advantage of the fact that the Captain was preoccupied and wrote a letter to Ellen.

With tears streaming, Misha huffed in some breaths, “May I go now, Mr. Slagel?”

“Yeah.” Joe told her. “We’ll get in touch with you.”

Frank pointed with a serious look. “Don’t leave town,” he snickered.

Misha nodded, wiped her hand under her eyes, and stood.

Hal stood as well and handed her a handkerchief. “Here.”

“Thank you, Captain,” Misha took it and walked out.

Preparing to sit again, Hal saw the look Dean gave him. “Yes?” Hal asked.

Dean shook his head. “Giving her a handkerchief.”

“She was crying.”

“She deserves to cry and you baby her.”

“Baby her?” Hal scoffed. “I was merely being a gentleman.”

“No, you were just showing that you could care less what she did, asshole,” Dean argued. “Because you don’t know what it’s like to feel the repercussion of this chip.”

“Oh, you don’t think?” Hal asked.

“Enough,” Joe concluded their argument. “We need to decide what to do. Misha states she didn’t think it would actually work and she didn’t mean for it to get out of control. Marma and Carol meant it as a joke for you to fall for Josephine, and Ben, well guilt by association, he let them use his computer. I told all four of you men to come up with solutions. What do you have?”

Dean spoke up first. “Throw them out, at least Misha. Oust them.”

Joe held up his hand to Hal. “Dean, we can’t throw them out.”

“Yeah, you can, Joe,” Dean argued.

“Yeah,” Frank stated. “We can. We threw Ellen out for less.”

Joe looked up at Frank. “How in God’s name do you figure, Frank? She shot someone in the head.”

“But it was Bev. Bev was . . . oh!” Frank snapped his fingers. “Why is it that Dean is the center of problems around young females? Maybe it’s Dean we should throw out.”

Hal chuckled a soft airy laugh.

With a snap turn of his head, Dean blazed at Hal. “You would love that, wouldn’t you?”

Hal’s head tilted with arrogance as he sighed out, “Dean. Dean. Dean.” He brushed a piece of lint from his pants. “Contrary to what you say think, I do not hate you. I find you annoying lately, but I don’t hate you.”

“I hate you.”

Hal tossed his hands up.

“Be that as it may.” Joe interceded. “Solutions. Frank?”

“Ok, I didn’t really come up with anything. But . . .” Frank spoke with a lifted finger. “Let’s look at this logically. We really have no prison system. We should ask ourselves what our forefathers would do. What would the men of the 1800's do to someone who messed with a microchip?”

Joe stared at Frank for a second, and then turned his head. “Elliott. What do you have?”

Hal raised his hand. “Why does he go before me?”

“Because I said so.” Joe nodded. “Elliott.”

Elliott glanced at Hal. “Captain?”

Hal lifted his hand and gave half hearted ‘go on’ wave.

Hesitantly, Elliott began, “Well, I’ve given the ordeal some thought. First, as much as we may like, we cannot throw these people out. Three of these four are very productive members of the community. Now Marma and Carol, by their own admission, were the brains behind it all. However, by their own admission, along with Misha’s, they saw it as a practical joke, one that would really cause no harm. Let’s face it. Dean would not have divorced Ellen if it was just . . .” Elliott choked a little on his words “Josephine that was the object of his affection. Misha was the main culprit. She intentionally was there when the joke went down and also encouraged Dean’s infatuation with her. In my opinion, she caused the most damage. Now . . .” Elliott saw Frank’s hand raise “Yes, Frank?’

“Are you always this long winded?” Frank asked.

“Frank,” Joe warned. “Continue, Elliott.”

“Yes.” Elliott nodded. “Now, what is suitable punishment? We’ve cannot have the punishment match the crime because none of the people involved can suffer like Dean so we look at the word ‘suffer’. What would make them suffer? That is how we find our punishment. Also, make the punishment last as long as Dean dealt with the chip problem.”

Joe nodded. “Since you gave such a speech, please tell me you’re not being a ‘Frank’ and you really do have punishments in mind.”

“Yes, I do,” Elliott continued “Marma and Carol have an easy ride. Carol works as a secretary three days a week for the courts. That’s it. Marma works with Ben and Todd. One thing about these two women is they hate men. I say, sentence them to hard labor with men. Put these women in the mess halls of Bowman and Doyle camp for three weeks on top of their other jobs. Misha, well, she works with Ben, but she’s pretty lazy. I’d say punish her with facing the retribution of her action. I would recommend, once Ellen gets back, and since it was something Dean had to do because of Misha, I say put Misha in Containment for two to three weeks.” Elliott sat back down.

“What about Ben?” Joe asked.

Elliott produced a half smile. “He was truly not as guilty, but deserves punishment. Hit him where it hurts. Make him dress badly.”

Joe nodded slowly. “Elliott, I’m impressed. You made very good suggestions. Hal, what do you think?”

“I think his suggestions are wonderful,” Hal replied with a hint of sarcasm then turned to Elliot with a whispering ‘I hate you.’

“Frank?” Joe questioned.

“I liked mine better.”

“You didn’t make any suggestions!” Joe yelled.

“Oh.” Frank shrugged. “Then his are good.”

“Dean?” Joe sought a response from Dean.

“I think they suck!” Dean snapped. “I think we should throw them out. Of course they can suggest mild, peaceful punishments because none of them were affected like me. So typical UWA.” He shook his head

Hal spoke up, “I beg your pardon? Typical UWA? What on earth do you mean?”

“It means it’s typical. You pamper women,” Dean rebutted. “The UWA may be these ‘act real tough’ guys with swords but when it comes down to women, all of you are ball-less.”

“Ball-less?” Hal questioned smug. “Ball-less? The last I checked, Dr. Hayes, I had my testicles, and to call my men eunuchs, I find that insulting.”

“Uh, Hal.” Frank taped him on the shoulder. “He called them ball-less, not Eunuchs.”

Hal sneered at Frank then returned to Dean. “It s an uncalled for statement and Sgt Ryder made valid suggestions that handle the situation.”

“In a very wimp manner,” Dean came back. “There’s nothing harsh about it.”

“Why does the punishment need to be so severe?” Hal asked. “Punishment is punishment. Why the severity? We seek punishment, not revenge.”

Dean’s hand came down heavy. “Because you weren’t affected. I was. I lost my wife.”

“You gave up your wife,” Hal argued.

“Because of the chip! Because of them!”

“That, my friend, is complete and utter bullshit.” Hal nodded. “Ask my brother when you gave her up.”

“Uh . . . Dean?” Frank winced. “You said you were giving Ellen up long before you had the chip messed with. You said it was my turn. You were stepping aside.”

Dean chuckled. “But if it hadn’t been for the chip, I might not have done it.”

“Ah,” Hal intruded. “So not only are you a bitter man, but a man who fails to keep his word.”

“That is enough out of you!” Dean yelled.

“Gentlemen,” Joe tried to call order.

“Yes.” Hal, ignoring his father, lifted both his hands. “I’ll say nothing further. Lord knows we don’t want to get you roused up and angry you may seek . . . revenge on me.”

“Okay. That’s it.” Dean stood up. “Peace talks or not, I’m not waiting. Let’s go.”

“Let’s go?” Hal asked.

“Let’s go. Outside.” Dean nodded.

Frank laid his hand on Dean’s shoulder. “Dean. Stop. Don’t. I mean it. I can’t step in. You’re on your own.”

With his eyes on Hal, Dean spoke coldly. “I don’t need your help against him.”

Hal held back the snicker. “Dean, let me get this straight. Are you challenging me to a physical confrontation?”

“Yes.”

“A street brawl of sorts?”

“Yes, asshole.”

Hal cleared his throat. “For as much as I’d like to indulge, for as much as I tire of these petty name callings you do with me, my apologies Dr. Hayes, but out of fairness, I will decline the challenge. The provocation just isn’t there.”

“Oh, yeah. Well how about . . .” Dean looked around. He saw the palm tree paperweight on Hal’s desk. Index finger extended, Dean flicked it and toppled it over. “How about now?”

“Now you’ve gone too far.” Hal stood up. “You want this. You’ve got this.”

“Boys!” Joe yelled. “Stop this. Sit down.”

Dean headed to the door. “No, Joe, I need this. Hal needs to see he should be taking me seriously.”

“You’re grown men, for crying out loud!” Joe pointed to the chair. “Sit. Dean!” Dean had walked out. “Hal.”

Hal en route to the door, stopped. “Trust me, Father, when I tell you this won’t take long.” With a grin, he walked out.

Joe wanted to get another argument out but couldn’t. Hal and Dean had left. Following Frank’s kid-like shout of, ‘Oh yeah, fight’ just before Frank raced out behind Hal and Dean all Joe could do was grumble a ‘Christ.’

Frank hovered. He was a crowd all by himself. He followed them out to the street to see the fight that he knew would not take long. He tried to convince Dean again, maybe not as diligently as he could, but Frank tried. Dean ignored him.

Elliott looked nervous. “Captain.”

Hal handed Elliott his jacket.

“Captain, I implore you, out of fairness,” he whispered, “don’t do this. It’s an unfair challenge.”

Hal rolled up his sleeves. “Good God, Elliott. I’m not fighting a child. I’m fighting a man.”

“A small man.”

Dean barked out, “I heard that!”

Elliott raised his hands, ‘fine.” He stepped back.

Rearing and ready, Dean moved to Hal. “Ready?”

“Let me show you something, Dean.” Hal lifted a finger, a single finger.

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“One punch, one single punch and this is over,” Hal said smugly. “One punch,”

“You think?”

“Oh, I know.”

“Try me.”

“Very well.” Hal, fist clenched, smiled.

Blackness.

^^^^

It was Lars’s turn to do the examination and give his theory. It was simple to see what happened, but to explain it was the difficult part.

“It should be short term,” Lars explained, “after the medication settled. I don’t think Johnny will believe in his womanhood for long. A week, maybe. It only goes to figure since we were injecting the behavioral portion of his brain.”

“But how does he think he’s a woman?” Ellen asked.

“Almost like an alter ego, maybe.” Lars shrugged. “Whatever the case, he believes he has always been a woman and even goes as far as recalling his first menstrual cycle. He slash she has Johnny’s memories with the personality of a woman. It’s as if this woman was the one that came to Lodi, this woman left Beginnings, not Johnny.”

Mike stood up. “This is strange.”

Ellen raised her eyebrows. “Well, this is minor. Wait until you get to Beginnings. What about when he looks in the mirror, Lars?”

“He sees a woman, a distorted vision of himself.” Lars sighed. “No matter what we tell him, he sees not Johnny, but Jenny.”

Ellen’s attention was caught. “Jenny?”

“Yes, I figure it’s a feminine form of Johnny.”

“Or . . .” Ellen spoke in discovery. “A person named Jenny.”

“Is there a person in Beginnings named Jenny?” Lars asked.

“Absolutely and he’s known her most of his life, even before the plague. There’s one way to find out.” Ellen moved to the door.

Mike watched Lars start to follow Ellen. “Lars? What are you doing?”

“I have to see this.” Lars looked like an excited kid. “Doesn’t this just get better and better, Mike?”

Grumbling, an ‘oh, yeah, sure’, Mike reluctantly followed Lars out.

^^^^

Even though it was just a dream, Dean’s senses kicked in. He could feel the warmth of the air, the summer smell, and the pollen that tickled his nose. He stood in a field high with golden grains waving, like a commercial for America or something out of, ‘Little House on the Prairie.’. He knew someone was coming and, in the distance, he spotted the yellow and white garment. Through the waving high fields, the figure ran in slow motion, the dress flapping in the breeze. Dean’s name was being called. He felt that but couldn’t hear. When he finally did hear the call of his name, it was deep and slow. Dean figured the voice played in slow motion as well. or so he rationalized until the figure drew closer and he saw it. Donning a yellow and white summer dress, tossing pedals from a basket, calling out Dean’s name in a welcoming run, was Frank.

Dean shrieked, cried to himself it was a dream, and opened his eyes.

“Dean.” Frank leaned over him.

Dean screamed again.

Almost arrogantly, Robbie’s face appeared. “Hey, Dean.”

Where was he? Dean didn’t know. Dean quickly looked around Robbie, past Frank, and beyond Joe. A hospital room? Beginnings? He sat up and not only did his head spin, it throbbed as well. With a groan, he rubbed the side of his face. “How long have I been out?”

Frank looked at his watch. “Only an hour.”

“An hour!” Dean yelled. “You let me stay passed out for an hour?”

Joe nodded once. “We had things to take care of and we thought it best to let you sleep it off.”

“Oh my God.”

Robbie grinned as he too gathered around the hospital bed. “Hey, Dean, I heard you challenged my brother to a fight.”

Dean moaned and closed his eyes.

“You know that wasn’t very bright.” Robbie smiled. “And they call Frank dumb.”

“Who?” Frank asked. “Who calls me dumb?”

“Uh . . .” Robbie stammered for an answer. “Hal and Sgt. Ryder.”

“Fuckin assholes.” Frank shook his head. “Speaking of fuckin assholes, hey Dean, do you still think my brother Hal is an asshole and hate him?”

“What? No.” Dean replied shocked. “Why would I . . .” Again, his eyes closed. “Oh man.”

Joe gave a swat to Dean’s back. It seems you literally got the sense knocked into you.”

Dean raised his eyes. “Thanks. You mean Hal beat the chip into working.”

Joe wanted to say ‘yes’, but he didn’t. “No. We had Danny tune it up while you were out. You are back to normal.”

Robbie interjected, “But you have to give it to Hal. I heard he laid ya out in one punch.”

“Robert,” Joe warned.

Robbie innocently lifted his hands. “That’s what I heard. I have to fly out.” He looked at his watch. “It gets dark on the other side of the country soon.”

“You’re bringing El home?” Dean asked.

“She’ll be safe and sound back here tomorrow afternoon,” Robbie answered. “Just in time for the ‘I Give’ game show.” He nodded with a wink.

“That’s a good thing.”

“How ya doing, Dean?” Joe asked. “Feeling better?”

“Actually, yeah,” Dean said. “Sore, but things are now all back to normal, right?” He saw the look on Frank’s face. “What, Frank?”

“Well, nothing.” Frank shook his head. “I guess things are normal. Hal may now have a vendetta against you. You spent time in Containment and are divorced from El but aside from those, yep, things are back to normal. Wait,” Frank paused. “Hal hates you now. You’re divorced from El. Scratch that.” He grinned. “Better than normal.”

^^^^

In the corner of Johnny’s hospital room, Lars, Ellen, and Mike gathered in a whispering huddle.

Arms folded, Ellen looked at Lars, “What do you make of this?”

Lars shrugged. “I don’t know. One second he was Johnny, the next he was a woman in a man’s body, then this Jenny now . . .” Lars looked over his shoulder. “He’s Johnny. Short-term bad reaction, maybe?”

Mike added, “What about the after effects of some weird dream?”

Again Lars shrugged. “Anything is possible.”

Johnny cleared his throat loudly with a chuckle. “Hello! What’s going on? I’m in this room.”

Lars and Mike stepped back and between them, Ellen emerged apprehensively and walked toward the bed. “Johnny.”

“Yeah.” Johnny sat up. “El? Is everything fine?”

“Um, yes.” Ellen nodded. “You do know who you are, right?”

“Johnny Slagel, why?”

“Well, you had a weird reaction when you woke up this morning.”

“I don’t remember. It’s foggy.”

Ellen exhaled. “That’s Okay. At least you’re fine, now, right?” She smiled and patted him on the knee. “It’s gonna take a few days for the treatment to show effect. Lars will test you. Right now, no work for a couple days until Lars gives the okay.”

Johnny looked confused. “Why is Lars testing me and giving me the okay?  Why not you?”

“I won’t be here,” Ellen said.

“No, El . . .”

“Johnny.” Ellen held up her hand. “Pap allowed me to come for three days. I have to go back. Uncle Robbie will be here in a bit and I leave tomorrow.”

Johnny laid his hand on hers. “Don’t. Don’t go. Please stay.”

“I’ll be back. I promise,” Ellen spoke gently. “In two weeks, I’ll be back. Plus, I’m gonna .accidentally leave my phone with Mike.” She winked.

“I can call you.”

“Absolutely. In fact, as soon as I get home, I’ll call and leave my new number.” She smiled. “You call me anytime.”

“I will,” Johnny said, almost scared.

“Okay. I have to pack some stuff up and type information for Lars.” She stepped back. “I’ll meet you at the house. Lars and Mike will walk back with you.”

Johnny nodded.

“See you in a bit.” Ellen kissed him on the check and turned. Two steps into her walk, the voice made her stop.

Johnny’s voice softened, and if possible, sounded too female. “Ellen, have you . . . have you gained weight?”

She stood at a standstill at the door.

Mike looked at Lars.

Lars snickered. “Perhaps he‘s too young to know he didn’t say something complimentary.”

Ellen slowed and with wide eyes, turned around. “What did you say?” She asked Johnny.

Johnny sighed and held up his hand. “I just said it looks like you may have gained some weight.”

Ellen moved to Johnny and spoke extremely hesitant. “I put on a couple pounds, not much.”

Lars noticed the change in Ellen and whispered, “What is it?”

Ellen looked at Lars. “Jenny.”

“Yes?” Johnny answered.

“What?” Mike spoke out shocked.

“Jenny.” Ellen moved closer. “Why are you commenting about my weight?”

“Because you are getting more of a feminine build. Maybe you should see Ben from Fabrics.”

Lars snickered.

As if he had long hair, Johnny flipped the air to one side, “He does wonderful work.”

Ellen still spoke oddly, “I don’t like Ben . . . . Jenny.”

Johnny lifted his hand. “Just a suggestion.”

“I’ll make a note of it. Thanks.” Ellen stepped back.

“Please don’t be upset with me, Ellen.”

“I’m not.” Ellen started to turn.

“I’m not saying you got fat. Just . . .” A slight pause and Johnny’s voice changed again. “Like fuck you aren’t.”

Ellen’s eyes grew big again.

Softly again, “Mind your own business. El is my business.”

Ellen spun. “Frank.”

“Frank?” Lars asked.

“Frank?” Mike repeated.

“What?” Johnny looked at them. “Who the fuck is this asshole looking at me?” He stared at Mike.

Lars, with a smirk, intervened. “Allow me. This asshole is Mike and I’m Lars.”

“Mike. Mike. Who the fuck is Mike?”  Soft Johnny voice: “I am talking here.” Deep again: “No, you’re interrupting.”

Ellen swallowed and shifted her eyes helplessly back and forth from Mike to Lars.

Lars leaned into Ellen. “Tell me, did this Frank and Jenny fight.”

Ellen could only nod in shock then mutter, “What have I done?”

Lars shrugged. “My best guess is give us entertainment”

“Lars!” Mike snapped. “It’s not funny.”

Johnny’s head looked to the right. “Fuckin always sticking your nose where it shouldn’t be.” To the left he looked. “Like you have room to talk.” To the right. “I’m not calling El fat.” To the left. “Neither am I!”

Lars smiled smugly. “Look on the bright side,” he told Ellen. “At least it’s only those two.”

“Christ Almighty!” Crass Johnny’s voice snapped. “Can’t you find anything more goddamn productive to argue over? ”

Lars chuckled. “Scratch that.”

Ellen raced from the room.


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

Louisiana State Line

“Oh, yeah, give it up.” Jimmy smiled as he watched the abundance of credits rack up on the three reel slot machine that sported double bars across.

“Whatcha’ get?” Jess asked looking from his machine not far down the row.

“Double bars.”

“Man, I thought you hit it big.

“It’s big for me.”

“I want the sevens.” Jess added coins and pulled the handle. “Fuckin machine won’t hit.”

“Go to another one.”

“No, I’m bound and determined to hit this machine. Thank you very much for getting power up and running,” Jess said with a little sarcasm.

“We had the night to spend here, right?” Jimmy shrugged. “We might as well have some fun.” Jimmy looked around the small casino. It wasn’t as many apocalyptic movies depicted casinos–as if everyone just disappeared. The casino was dirty, of course, from lack of maintenance, but it was absolutely obvious that no one had been in the casino for days prior to the world’s unofficial ending. No glasses lay about and all the ashtrays were clean. In fact, a lot of the machines were empty. Jimmy and Jess had to seek out bills.

“You think we should have stopped so soon?” Jess asked.

“Absolutely,” Jimmy replied. “We’ve been going for a while. I’m exhausted.”

“You don’t seem it.”

“It’s the machines. Do you have them in Beginnings?”

“Slot machine?” Jess snickered. “No, I don’t think Joe would allow them. He is really bucking the process of bringing back the old world.”

“My father hated the world.” Jimmy added quarters. “In fact, I often thought growing up that the world ending was his fantasy.”

With a shift of his eyes and an ornery smile. “He acts like it now, trust me.”

Jimmy shook his head pleasantly. “I bet my father is in his glory.”

“I think so.”

“He’s running things. He’s such a leader.”

“So is Hal.”

Jimmy laughed. “Sorry. I shouldn’t laugh, Hal is a good leader. I’m surprised he hasn’t moved for slot machines.”

“Hal? You mean Danny Hoi?”

“I don’t know Danny, but I know Hal. No, wait. He played the tables. Craps was it? I don’t remember. I know he loved the horses.”

“He still does.”

“They have horse races in Beginnings?”

“No,” Jess chuckled. “The new cavalry.”

“That makes sense but I’m talking about horse racing. Hal loved to play the horses. In fact, I don’t think there’s any game of chance Hal didn’t like to play.”

“You’re kidding, right?”

“No, I’m dead serious. Why?”

“I just . . .” Jess wandered from his machine and sat down next to Jimmy. “I just find that so hard to believe. Hal is so reserved. He strikes me as the kind of guy that would have been the upstanding Christian citizen in the old world.”

Jimmy laughed heartedly. “Hal? Hal?”

“Yeah, he comes across so pious?”

“Pious? Hal? It has to be an act. Hal was the biggest gambler I ever met. He would bet on anything. God, the guy was playing scratch-off lottery tickets when he was thirteen. He used to bullshit the store owner, forge my father’s name, and buy tickets. He’d spend all his paper money.”

“We should make sure we pick him up some lottery tickets.”

Jimmy grinned. “Yeah, we should. So Hal is pompous.”

“Pretty much so, yeah.”

“Him and Frank still fighting?”

“Always.”

Jimmy laughed. “Robbie and Hal?”

“Robbie annoys Hal but Hal is always trying to sway Robbie to his side.”

“Ah . . .” Jimmy nodded. “However, Robbie is dedicated to Frank.”

“Absolutely.”

“You do know I am going to pester the hell out of you for family information all the way home.”

Jess shrugged and moved to another slot machine. “You want to be on top of things, not like Hal when he returned. The last thing you want is your brothers giving you the rundown of what all happened.”

“So you’re the better choice?” Jimmy asked.

“Better than a Frank, Robbie or Hal version.”

“I see your point.”

“So Jimmy, I have a question. Robbie idolizes Frank. Hal almost hates Frank. Both love Robbie to death. Where does Jimmy fit in or rather, how does Jimmy fit in?”

“I’m in the middle.”

“That’s a copout answer.”

“No. No it’s not.” Jimmy shook his head. “You’ll see, I’m the peacekeeper of the family.”

Jess accepted that response, but held a certain amount of disbelief. Jimmy the Peacekeeper would remain to be seen.
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Joe sniffed, rubbed the handkerchief under his nose, then replaced it in his pocket. “Okay, where were we?” he asked Frank who sat across from him.

“You sick?” Frank asked.

“No, just a bit of a cold.”

“You okay?”

“Yes, Frank. It’s just a cold.”

“Cause I don’t . . .”

“Frank.”

“Yeah.”

“Let’s finish up so we can call it a day.”

“Okay.” Frank pulled his chair closer to the desk. “Shoot.”

“Robbie should be landing in Lodi soon. How are we fixed for fuel?”

“Fine. We’re good. The planes and choppers are pretty much the only thing that runs on old world fuel. We’re at ninety percent conversion for all vehicles.”

“Good.” Joe moved a sheet of paper. “Tomorrow we’ll hand down sentencing to Misha and the girls. Marma and Carol will put in at the Bowman mess hall, Monday through Friday, dinner shift with weekends at Doyle’s camp for three weeks. Since Ellen returns tomorrow, we’ll put Misha in Containment starting the day after. That way Ellen can really enjoy her arrival. And Ben . . . you’re handling that, right?”

“I already have some outfits in mind. Check this out . . .” Frank leaned a little with a wink. “Danny says he knows where there’s a powder blue leisure suit.”

A crooked smile raised on Joe’s face. “I like that. Oh, before I forget.” Joe snapped his fingers. “Are you in a hurry to get home?”

“No, why?”

“I need you to run Fr. O’Brien back to New Bowman.”

“Why was he in Beginnings?”

“He had to do Sunday services for Robbie. Can you/”

“He’s not gonna be all sloshed again, is he?”

“Probably.”

“It figures. Sure, I’ll run him back. I wanna bother Hal while I’m there.”

“For?” Joe questioned.

“No, reason. Just bother him.”

“Next.” Joe shifted the paper. “Security.”

“Moved to a Level Three. I don’t feel we should be at a four yet, but I’m not ruling it out. Not with the Society missing. I just . . .”

A double knock interrupted and Danny opened the door. “Joe, you busy?”

“No. Come on in.” Joe sat back. “What’s up?”

“This.” Danny handed a sheet of a paper to Joe. “I was able to print that up. I wanted to let you know I haven’t had time to get to it. I’ll start.”

“No, hurry,” Joe responded. “If it was an emergency, Jess would have taken a chance and called. It’s probably just an update. Take your time.” Joe finally looked down. “Christ.” He shook his head at what appeared to be nothing more that random numbers and symbols.

“My thoughts exactly.”

“This really looks like nothing.”

“My first thoughts too but when you look closely, you see spacing and punctuation.”

Frank looked curious. “What is it?”

“Oh,” Joe answered, “a print up of the recent message Jess sent only something went wrong and it came through jumbled.”

Danny added, “We have to decode it.”

“Can I take a look?” Frank asked.

Reluctantly Joe handed it to him. “You’re not gonna decipher this the way you deciphered Morse code, are you?”

“No, I just want to look.” Frank glanced down. He stared with intent, and shook his head. “Fuck.”

“What?” Joe asked.

“Dad? Can I borrow your old man glasses?”

First without thinking, Joe reached for the pair he wore and stopped. “Old man glasses?”

“Yeah.”

“Why are you calling them old man glasses?”

“Are they glasses?”

“Yes.”

“Are you man?”

“Yes . . .” Joe held up a hand. “Don’t even ask me if I’m old. They’re reading glasses, Frank. Ask for them correctly.”

Irritated, Frank did. “Dad, can I borrow your . . . reading glasses?”

“For what?’

“To read!” Frank snapped

“Can’t you see?” Joe handed them to him.

“The little words are difficult when they’re close.” Frank put on the half square glasses. “Whoa. I feel smart.”

Joe grumbled.

“Wow.” Frank lifted the sheet. “Look at this. It’s clear.”

“Frank, if you need glasses, maybe you’d better get a pair.”

Frank scoffed. “No way. I don’t wanna run around with old man glasses.”

Danny tapped him on the shoulder. “See what we mean?”

“About?’

“That.”

Joe prepared to gripe. With his hand sliding down his face, he glanced up at Frank’s ‘hmm’, and watched his son, look so intently at the printed and coded letter. “Frank? You look like you got something.”

“Okay. Yes, sort of. I may have a way to decode this.”

Danny gave a quirky look. “Frank?” He partially snickered. “Um, it’s really not a code. It came through scrambled, like my unit didn’t read their unit.”

“But in an essence it would be a code, right?” Frank said. “Try this. Look at it carefully. Look for the symbol or number most used. Take that code and try making every occurrence an ‘E’, then the next symbol used a lot, make that an ‘R’, go on down the line with ‘S’ . . .”

“Hold it. Hold it.” Danny spoke upbeat and flipped open a notebook. “You suggest ‘E’ first, then ‘R’, then ‘S’.”

“Then ‘T’,” Frank continued. “I’m not saying it’s gonna work butt might be a start. Also, to help, look at the short words. See here . . .” Frank pointed. “I can point out two instances of three letter words that have the same symbols. And here, look at these two letter words. Here, here and here. All three have the same first symbol, the ‘and’ sign, but only two share the same second symbol. Bet me, now I’m no expert, but bet me the ‘and’ sign is the letter ‘I’ or ‘A’, and the dollar sign at the end of these three letter words . . .”

Danny finished. “The letter ‘E’. I can see the dollar sign all over the place.”

“Exactly.” Frank handed the form back. “Try that.”

“I will. Thanks, Frank.” Danny smiled. “I’ll work on this, Joe.”

Joe nodded as Danny moved to the door. “Good luck. Keep me posted, but don’t kill yourself over it.”

After an acknowledgment hand wave, Danny walked out.

“I’ll be a son of a bitch,” Joe said to Frank. “Goddamn, I’m impressed. That was really intelligent.”

“It’s the glasses.” Frank handed the glasses back to Joe.

“No, it wasn’t. It was more than that.”

“You’re right. It was.” Frank winked.

“Well, wanna share where you came up with that?”

“:Absolutely.” Frank pointed to his own temple. “The Wheel of Fortune Game Show, Dad. Years of Wheel of Fortune.”

Thinking, ‘I was impressed, why did I have to go and ask’, Joe just stared at his son.
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Robbie stomped his foot once on the pavement of the Lodi street. “I’ll be damned,” he said with a shake of his head. “Frank would be jealous at how well they clean their streets.”

“They use ash.” Ellen held on to Robbie’s arm as they walked.

“So do we.”

“They have patience.”

Robbie smiled. “Okay, we don’t.”

“Thank you for bringing me the Elliott letters.”

“I figured you can read them on the plane to pass the time.”

“I’ll talk to you on the plane. You can fill me in about the game show.”

“Oh, El.” Robbie laughed. “I don’t-know who is worse, Frank or Jenny and they’re on opposite teams. Both of them are really putting together a strategy.”

“I’m glad I won’t miss it.”

“Nope, you’ll be home early enough to feel the tension.” Robbie saw the half smile she gave. “Are you worried about leaving so soon?”

“Well, yes and no. It’s my baby and I’m not seeing it through, but then again, Lars is here.”

“How long until you’ll know anything?”

Ellen paused to think. “Two or three days. I’m more concerned about the side effects and if they subside.”

“That bad?”

“Um . . . depends how you look at it.” She said. “We injected the behavioral portion of the brain.”

“He went insane.”

“No, he went Beginnings.”

“Excuse me?”

“He thinks he’s Jenny Matoose.”

Robbie stopped walking. “Jenny?” He bit his bottom lip. “For real?”

“Yep.”

“Hmm.” Robbie took a step.

“And Frank.”

Again, Robbie stopped. “Frank too?”

“Yep. Your . . . Your dad as well. He interjects when Frank and Jenny start fighting.”

“Jenny. Frank. My Dad. Geez, El,” Robbie spoke sarcastically. “Anyone else?”

“I thought I heard some Ben from Fabrics, but I couldn’t be sure if it was him or Henry.”

Robbie let out an ‘uh-ha’ and took a few steps with a serious look until he no longer could contain his laughter.

^^^^

The putrid smell of the cryo-lab may have offended some people but not Dean. No matter how sour or how foul it smelt, it was a welcoming sign. It was sort of like smelling coffee first thing in the morning. The cryo-lab was Dean’s world. He felt relaxed there even if he swamped with work. It was the one place he knew he felt at home. Then again, the cryo-lab was the one place that was without a doubt his, since the recent bout with the messed up micro-chip cost him his marriage and his house.

Checking on his lab subjects was just routine. To ensure that there was no fire or release of toxins, Dean made sure everything that needed to be turned off was turned off. To preserve life and thwart unwanted deaths, he made sure what had to be on was left on.

Majestic, the mutated rabbit, looked bigger, fuller. Dean made a note to check her weight the next day. He also made a mental note to tell Henry he would need bigger sleeping bins for the two killer babies that grew at a rapid pace. He had them in his possession for months, training, testing, and calming. They had made progress and had started to spend the days out with their foster parents, but they still had to be detained at night ever since one got a rabbit and tore it to shreds. Dean smiled fondly at the memory of Marcus at that age. How domesticated Marcus had become, yet was worse than the two he had penned up. Marcus always had to be chased and any live animal matter was far from safe around Marcus until he turned a year old.

Getting ready to call it a night and head topside, Dean heard a soft, steady beeping. It didn’t scream like a siren and was a sound he swore he had heard before. Concern hit Dean when he realized it came from the back room where Brian and Caroline were kept in stasis.

He flew back there hoping some sort of malfunction had not occurred. His knees banged into the crib as he reached for the light and Dean squeezed in. The lid to the case was open, as he left it and the cryo-cases were propped up in view. Every day the glass grew clearer and Brian and Caroline came more into focus.

The power was on. The lights on the case confirmed that and the digital readout on the left of each case told him the temperature hadn’t fluctuated. So what was the beeping? It has a sense of familiarity to it, yet Dean couldn’t’ place it. Moving to Brian’s case to check on the vital statistics, Dean recalled the sound. It had been awhile, almost two years, but the vital signs confirmed his memory was correct.

It was the countdown timer. The undoing of the stasis was coming to an end and the sound was an alert to be prepared. Dean was prepped but there was a problem. Dean was prepared for Brian and Caroline to awaken in seven days, not three like the timer now indicated.


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

February 8th

There were two meals that were served without fail in the Manis’s household, breakfast and dinner. Usually no one was home during the course of the day, so lunch was out. Mike usually left the home by eight in the morning, but not this morning. He lagged a little with hardly any motivation, coupled with the fact that too many things made him stop.

Tigger’s instigating of Johnny certainly wasn’t helping any progress Johnny could make. No sooner did Johnny switch personalities, Tigger was right there encouraging conversation with whomever individual Johnny so happened to be.

The breakfast dishes took extremely long. Mike tried to get them done, but Johnny insisted he needed to pamper his skin and Mike had to wait so there would be enough hot water.

Then the mug.

Ellen had used pretty much the daisy mug the three days she was there. She had taken a last sip before leaving with Robbie and set the mug on the mantel. To Mike, he said goodbye all over again whenever he picked up that mug.

Why Ellen? What was it about Ellen? At first, Mike knew it was the uncanny resemblance to Dylan, but as the hours passed and the days moved on, Mike realized the answer. It wasn’t just because she was a woman. It was because she was someone who listened, talked, didn’t assume, smiled, and was someone different. Mike had only had contact with the same people, with the exception of Johnny, for the last eight years.

He couldn’t wait for the late afternoon when he was able to pick up the phone and call to say hello. To Mike, if he could achieve the sort of friendship Ellen had with Elliott Ryder, he would be a happy man. However, Mike feared he may have blown it and left Ellen with a less than impressionable memory of him. To find out if that was true, he would have to wait. It took him nearly an entire day to get over his nervousness of first meeting her. Why was the hug goodbye so awkward? The ‘goodbye’ embrace was quick, rigid, and tense, portraying perhaps that Mike didn’t want to hug her had all, when the truth was Mike was afraid if he held too tight, he wouldn’t be able to let go.

For a few short days, Mike felt good. Ellen had left. Mike knew it wouldn’t be for long. She would be back. For the first time in a long time he had something to look forward to.

^^^^

It was a lot warmer than either Jess or Jimmy would have expected it to be. The humid weather hung making it difficult to breathe right. They moved slowly, pacing themselves. Staying in the shade was easy, seeing how pretty much most of Louisiana was overgrown. They came to a section where the trees were taller than they were and the small town that was their pausing destination came within site.

Jess took a swig of water and handed it to Jimmy.

“Thanks.” Jimmy took his drink and placed the bottle in the loop of his belt.

“You realize we aren’t ever making it back at this pace,” Jess said with a tired feel.

“Obviously we can’t run.” Jimmy looked at the sun then to his compass watch. “We’re on course. I have a strong feeling Beginnings will come and find us.”

Jess laughed.

“What?”

“They aren’t coming for us. George got the message.”

Jimmy shook his head. “No, I think that Beginnings got it too. They just got it scrambled as well.”

“Then it’s a matter of waiting until they unscramble it.”

“Exactly.”

“We’re walking home,” Jess said. “No one is gonna bother. Trust me, I’ve lived there. I know them.”

“Jess, Jess, ye of little faith. I’m telling you, trust me. I think . . .” Jimmy stopped walking.

“What’s wrong?”

“Look at this place.”

“Yeah. So?”

“Look.” Jimmy turned slowly around as he took in the view of the town. “What’s missing?”

“The same thing that’s missing from every town in this world, people.”

“Ha. Ha. Ha. Asshole. No, look around.”

Jess was game. Feeling rather dumb and knowing he probably was stepping into some sort of sick Slagel mind game, he slowly pivoted around.

It was loud, odd, and caused both of them to stir. A ringing. A phone ringing. It wasn’t just one. It sounded as if every phone in the town was ringing.

Jimmy raised one eyebrow. “I’ve seen this movie.”

“This is fucked up.”

“Tell me about it.”

The phones kept ringing.

“Jimmy,” Jess called as Jimmy moved down the sidewalk. “What are you doing?”

Jimmy stopped before a pay phone and stared at it. “Should I?” he asked Jess as he extended his hand.

“You don’t think it’s the Society for some reason, do you?”

“Uh, no,” Jimmy said sarcastically and picked up the phone.

Every phone that rang suddenly stopped. Silence entailed.

Exhaling with the word, ‘weird’, Jimmy hesitantly brought the phone to his ear. “Hello.”

Long, deep, and southerly slow, the male voice spoke over the line. So accented were his words that he could have been speaking a foreign language. “Who shish ans-ring ma fowln. Ain-suppus-ta-be ans-ring tress-pisser.”

Click.

Eyes still glued to the receiver, Jimmy laughed. “Oh my God.”

“What? What?” Jess asked. “Who was it? Was it a person?”

“I guess. I don’t know.” Jimmy hung up the phone. Not five seconds later, it rang again. Jimmy looked at Jess.

“Go on,” Jess suggested.

With a shrug, Jimmy answered, “Hello.”

“Dint uh tell nots ta ans-ra da folwn. Ness tie I shoes you ass tress-pisser.”

Click.

“This is too fuckin weird.” Jimmy shook his head.

“Who is it?”

“I don’t know.” Jimmy hung the phone on the base again. “I can’t understand them.”

Ring.

“I’ll get it.” Jess reached and lifted the receiver. ‘Hello.”

“Uh toll you.”

Click.

Jess chuckled “I understood that. He said, ‘I told you.’ What did he tell you?”

“I haven’t a clue.” Jimmy lifted his hands.

Had it not been so quiet in the town, it wouldn’t have echoed out, but it did. The single shifting of a rifle’s chamber reverberated to Jess and Jimmy as a split second warning that gave them just enough time to duck. A single shot whistled out as they hit the street and the telephone shattered above them.

Jess covered his head. “I guess you were wrong.”

Another shot fired out.

Jimmy jolted. “About what?”

“You asked what was missing. Remember?”

“You said . . .” Jimmy hunched away from another shot. “. . . people. I meant . . . trees!” Just as another shot fired forward, Jimmy grabbed Jess’s arm. “Let’s go!” They headed for cover.
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George was grateful that the double pane glass was still intact because he knew, had it not been, he would have been a goner, washed up . . . literally. It used to be a North Carolina Hilton or something to that effect, some high class five star hotel with multitudes of floors and suites that only the elite slept and vacationed in. The eighth floor corner room, deemed the ‘Rosalyn’ by the name etched on the door, was in fairly good shape. It probably hadn’t been occupied at the time of the plague and it was far too high from street level to be ransacked in some sort of looter frenzy. Of course there was dust, but not much. The room was sealed off and that helped.

It was dark, even with the curtains open. The window took up a good part of the main room. The morning sun was failing in its attempt to make it through the dark clouds that made the sky look as if it were night time.

George could hear the howling of the high speed winds and he stepped back from the window that he looked out. He stepped back just as lightening exploded and a crash of water, more like an ocean wave than rain, beat against the pane.

“I found another.” Bertha walked into the room with a lantern. “This should get us through the storm.”

“What in Christ’s name has happened?” George returned to the window.

“Freakish, isn’t it?” Bertha set down the lantern on the table and moved to the window. “I have our escorts bunked down. The mobile phones are out. Everything’s down. I was able to get word to Steward to send help.”

“Our science team?”

“Last we spoke to them, they were getting closer to Florida. They hadn’t run into a storm. They beat it.”

“You forewarned them though?”

“Absolutely. I’m no meteorologist, but the winds are looking as if they are blowing south. It could break if it moves more inland.”

“Inland?” George had to laugh. “Look down there.”

Bertha closed in on the glass and tried to hide the shudder on her face. Thick, muddy, violent water covered any remains of a street or their vehicles.

“Now how far from the ocean did you say we were?”

“Fifteen miles.”

“Fifteen miles from shore and this is happening?” George shook his head. “It’s frightening. Are we going to be able to move forward?”

“I don’t know. Sir, maybe it’s a sign that we shouldn’t.”

“A sign from whom?” George asked.

“God.”

George laughed.

“I’m very serious. Perhaps you’re not meant to go down there. Maybe it would be too emotional for you? Maybe it’s best that we left our science team recover the bodies and transport them up to you.”

“How long would that take?” George asked.

“In all honesty, sir, with this weather, they probably could take the around about route back to DC and get there before us.”

“That seems farfetched.”

“Not really,” Bertha said. “If you think about it, we’re flooded in. Without resources to airlift us out of here, we’re stuck until the waters recede and that can take days.”

George sighed out, “Well, if we get communications up soon, give the word to our science team to do just that.”

“Head back to Quantico?”

“Yes.” George nodded.

“What about you? What will you do?”

“I’ll wait and see and make my call then. What can we do now, right? We wait. It shouldn’t be that long, two or three days.” George returned to looking out the window. “What’s two or three days.”
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“Two or three days!” In an angry frenzy, with his face red and jaws tense, Frank blasted at Dean.

“Lower your voice, Frank.” Dean leaned across the counter in the cryo-lab.

“Oh, who’s gonna fuckin hear me?” Frank continued his stone-face stare at Dean. “The fuckin rabbits? Mutated animals? Huh? None one!”

“Frank . . .”

“No, Dean. You’re telling me some time in two or three days, Brian and Caroline wake up. How can that be?”

“The process is based on size. They are, to put it layman’s term, defrosting faster.”

Frank growled and stepped back. His hand ran over his head and down to this neck. “This is a fuck up.”

“What basis do you have for saying that?”

“When did you say they’d wake up?”

“On the fourteenth.”

“What day now are they waking up?”

“Probably the tenth.”

“Fuck up.”

“Fuck you, Frank. You have no justification making those remarks.”

Loud, too loud, Frank bellowed. “I have every justification! I stood behind you! I took your side! I believed you knew exactly what you were doing!”

“I do. It’s only three days early! How can you say that?”

“Because, it is something that went out of your control! You said you had it figured out, at least the technical side! Obviously you were wrong! You know it all. You followed it correctly! Well, Dean, you don’t fuckin know it all, This isn’t some lab experiment . . .” Frank’s hand waved about. “This isn’t some fuckin animal we can care less about. This isn’t even a fuckin Savage. This goes way beyond just human life! This is personal! These are kids!”

“Why are you screaming at me?”

“I’m fuckin mad. We cheated fate once! You going through again cheated fate, again!”

“You think me going back to fix errors is gonna make a difference in the end result!”

“Yes!”

“Wrong!” Dean screamed back. “Wrong. They would have woken up three days early no matter when we did it. Maybe this is what went wrong in the future. Maybe no one was there! Maybe that was it! Did you think about that, Frank!”

“Obviously you did when looking for fuckin excuses for what’s happening now.”

“Fuck you.” Dean spoke low.

“No!” Frank blasted. “Fuck you! I swear to God, Dean, the wrath of El will be shit compared to my wrath if this goes down wrong!”

“If you want to talk rational, I will, but not with you screaming at me. Lower your voice”

“Again!” Frank yelled the loudest he could. “Who’s gonna hear!”

Dean exhaled with a point behind Frank.

Frank turned around.

With her arms folded, Ellen stood in the cryo-lab door. “What about me?”
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“Ev-ert.” The small man spit then reached into a little pouch and pulled out what looked more like grass than chewing tobacco. A big thick wad was pinched between his cheek and gum. He showed the pouch to Jimmy as all three of them sat on the porch of an old shack.

Jimmy shook his head. “No, but thank you anyhow. So . . . Everett, how long you been here?”

“Aw ma life.” Everett nodded then showed the pouch to Jess.

Jess refused the offer as well. “So you stayed here after the plague?”

“Thas wah I says. Dint uh?” Everett spit. “Pep-pel, day jews gun done die. Tooks a few days. Had some pep-pel. Day live.”

“Are you the only one alive now?” Jimmy asked.

“Yup.”

“How long have you lived alone here?” Jimmy questioned further.

“Sees year ago jews but nun of us lift.”

Jess blinked. “Six years ago there were only Jews left?”

“Wah?” Everett asked. “Speck in-lish.”

“You said . . .”

Jimmy halted Jess. “He said there were only nine of them left.”

Jess nodded with an ‘oh’.

Everett continued, “Den. Tie dun pass ‘n den dun star ta drip off. Hear? Dean all zat left is ma ‘n Bib Bub Bossen. Dint like em much.”

Jess blinked. He was totally lost.

Yet, Everett told his tale while Jimmy nodded as if understanding. “Bib Bub Bossen ta tie dat now win likes, hear? Near did. New one. Hems a rab ‘n lie’ sun beach cuz treble. Still mo fud den don needs den dun blame ton so sore sun beach, hear? Uhs pose ya knew sum pep-pill like dat.”

“Absolutely,” Jimmy stated. “Don’t we all, Jess?”

“What?” Jess asked. “I can’t say shit. I haven’t a clue what this man is saying.”

“Doe ya din speck in-lish. Jist a nodder sore sum beach lick Bib Bub Bossem. Hi ya de wit dat?” Everett peered to Jimmy.

Jimmy lifted his hands “It’s tough sometimes, but we all have to deal with people like that, especially in this day and age, right?” Jimmy snickered. “Not too many people left. What can you do?”

“Don huff ta leave wid it.” Everett. “Uh dint. Nah long.”

“Where’s Billy Bob now?” Jimmy questioned.

“Did,” Everett stated matter of factually.

“How’d he die?”

“Keeled em.” Everett nodded. “Bib Bub dared ma. Seed uh woo shoot em in da heed.” Everett placed his own finger to his temple in a mock manner. “No won dare Ev-ert. I shot em.” he made a moth explosion noise following it up with an assured nod.

Jimmy exhaled his word, “Well.” Bringing his hands to his legs with a slap, Jimmy stood. “We have loved this little visit, but we have to move while we still have daylight.”

Everett stood. “Uhs unner stand.”

“Thank you so much for your hospitality.” Jimmy shook his hand. “You know what to do is you see those soldiers with the ‘CS” on their arm, right?”

“Shoe dim.” Everett replied.

Jimmy smiled. “You got it. Jess? Ready?”

Politely, Jess extended his hand to Everett. “Sir.”

Everett ignored the hand and turned to Jimmy. “Show ya woo like ma ta come long? Uh cane be pre us-fil fell.”

“As much as I would love for you to come along,” Jimmy said as he adjusted his huge bag on his back. “We need you here for protection of the south, but we’ll come back and visit you.”

“Dat be nice.” Everett nodded. “Ness vis uh fex . . .oh.” Everett snapped his fingers. “Ways.” He hurriedly raced into his home and came back out with a pouch. “Den mud ma self.” He handed the pouch to Jimmy. “Kip ya tummy fill on da wah him.”

Jimmy looked into the pouch. “What is it?”

“Skeel jerky.”

“Mm.” Jimmy smiled. “Squirrel jerky. My favorite. Thank you.”

With a wink, Everett nodded.

“Thank you again. We have to go.” Nearly turning Jess, Jimmy led them away from the home.

Jess whispered, “Squirrel jerky. We aren’t gonna eat that, are we?”

“I’m keeping it. It’s long way home and this may save our lives.” After looking back with a smile and a wave to Everett, Jimmy and Jess moved on.
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If Ellen could do the childish act of placing her fingers in her ears, she would have but that wasn’t an option. It was cold and she kept her hands in her pockets while walking to Containment. She whimpered out a defenseless, “Joe”, as she huddled to him in their walk.

“Hold on.” Joe stopped walking and turned around in the middle of the street. “Frank! Knock it off.”

“I want to talk about this with her.” Frank followed.

“She doesn’t want to talk about it with you. In fact!!” Joe pointed a finger. “She doesn’t want to talk about it at all. Not now and especially not today.” Joe clenched his teeth. “We’re on our way to something that’s gonna make her smile. Don’t ruin it.”

“But, Dad, I’m mad.”

“Be mad, but get over it.” Joe inched Ellen along.

“I don’t understand why you aren’t mad either!”

Joe stopped. “Ellen, walk to Containment. I’ll be right there.”

Ellen nodded. “You’ll take care of him.”

“I promise. Go.” Joe waited until Ellen was out of earshot and he faced Frank. “You need to knock this shit off.”

“I have every right to be pissed.”

“You have no right.” Joe’s finger swung about. “None! You hear me? I told you Ellen doesn’t want to hear about it. It upsets her and this is a subject I don’t discuss, ever, so drop it.”

“You don’t understand. Dean could have screwed up. Brian could die. How will you deal with it then?”

“Frank!” Joe snapped. “I already dealt with it six months ago when my heart broke. I buried that boy. I mourned that boy and I dealt with it. I will not deal with it again because I will not let myself get that far. Right now, to me, he’s still gone.”

Frank huffed out, “That is wrong. That is so wrong.”

“No, Frank. What you people did was wrong. You stole a second chance other parents deserved. That was wrong. Trying to change what happened, wrong. This discussion is over.” Joe widened his eyes. “Over.” After a single warning nod he turned.

“Dad.”

“Over.” Joe continued to walk.

“Fuck!”

“Don’t swear at me.” Joe arrived at Containment. “And don’t follow me in here.” He glanced back one more time. “That is an order.” Joe went into the building.

Frank just stood there.

Ellen looked from the fingers that gently gripped her arm to the face that screamed irritation. Her feet barely kept up to the pace Joe set in his lead of her to the little Containment office. “Is there a reason I can’t see my people?”

“You can see your people in a few minutes. Get in here.” Joe opened her office door.

“Why?” Ellen asked.

“Just . . .” Joe opened the door. “Get . . . Jesus Christ, Frank.”

“I’m out of here.” Ellen tuned to leave and Joe moved her back in the office.

“Frank!” Joe snapped. “I thought I gave you an order.”

“You did.” Frank nodded.

“What was that order?”

“Not to follow you in here.”

“Then you disobeyed my order.”

“No.” Frank lifted his finger. “I didn’t follow you in here. I followed Dan.”

“You’re an asshole.”

Ellen looked up at Joe. “Joe.”

“Frank. Out.”

“No.” Frank shook his head. “We need to talk.”

“I need to give Ellen her little surprise.”

“He’s gonna ruin it, Joe,” Ellen complained. “I know it.”

Frank gasped, “Oh, that is so wrong.”

“No.” Ellen spun to Frank. “This is wrong. I just got home. Did you ask me about my trip?”

“No.” Frank shook his head.

“Why is that, Frank?” Ellen asked.

“Because I know why you went. And . . .”

“I don’t wanna hear it. I only want my surprise.” Ellen turned again to Joe who stood behind her. “If you can just make me smile then I . . .” Ellen smiled and just stopped talking.

Joe gave a quirky look. “That was easy. What did I do?”

“Fuck,” Frank bitched.

Ellen wisped out, “Elliott.”

“Fuck, Dad. You got Sgt. Fuckin Ryder as a surprise?”

“Joe,” Ellen spoke pleasantly. “This is a great surprise.”

“What?” Joe asked, confused. “No, Elliott isn’t your surprise.”

“Thank God,” Frank breathed out.

“Frank,” Joe warned.

“Elliott.” Ellen moved to the door where Elliott stood.

“Have I come at a bad time?” Elliott questioned.

“No, not at all. Come in,” Ellen requested.

Taking off his bandana, Elliott gave a nod to Frank then stood at near perfect attention before Joe. “Mr. Slagel.”

“Christ. Uh . . .” Joe gave an ‘at ease’ nod. “Elliott.”

“Thank you, sir.” Elliott took about as much of a step as he could in that office and it was toward Ellen. “May I welcome you home, Ellen?”

“Yes.”

Elliott extended his hand, took Ellen’s and, never removing his eyes from hers, brought her hand to his lips. “It’s good to see you safely home. How was your trip?”

Ellen sighed.

“Fuck,” Frank grumbled.

“Frank.”

“Ellen?” Elliott asked.

“Huh. Oh.” Ellen blinked. “Good. It was good.”

“Perhaps after the game show tonight, if you aren’t too tired, we can talk about it?” Elliott asked.

“I’d love to.”

Frank huffed out, “What is it with this guy and talking?”

“Frank.” Joe rubbed his eyes.

“Are you in the game tonight?” Ellen asked with a grin.

“Yes. Yes I am.” Elliott nodded.

“I didn’t know. Oh, Elliott, you’ll do so good.” The smile stayed brightly on Ellen’s face.

Frank tapped Ellen on the shoulder. “He’s competing with me.”

The smile dropped. “Oh.” Ellen cleared her throat.

Frank smirked.

Joe gave a swat to Elliott’s back. “So, did you bring the . . . surprise, son.”

Frank answered, “No.”

Joe quickly looked at Frank. “I wasn’t talking to you.”

“You said son,” Frank defended.

“I was speaking to Elliott.”

“Uh!” Frank blasted dramatically. “I’ve been replaced.”

“Frank!” Joe yelled.

“What!”

“Get the fuck out of here!” Joe pointed back.

“Oh my God, you just said fuck!” Frank gasped.

“Yeah, yeah. Some people bring out the worst in me.”

“That’s Sgt. Fuckin Ryder.” Frank moved to the door. “El, can we talk later?”

“Not about what you tried to talk to me about a little bit ago,” Ellen replied.

“Fine. Then can we just talk?” Frank asked.

“About?”

“About . . . about . . . your trip.’ After a snide look at Elliott and a ‘ha’, he gave a grin to Ellen. “Can we?”

“God, you’re immature. Yes.”

“Thanks.” Frank inched to the door. “Dad. Elliott.” He nodded and walked out.

Ellen rubbed her hands together anxiously. “Now, Joe can . . .”

Joe lifted his hand. “Wait. Feel that. Breathe that.”

“What?” Ellen asked.

“A tension free space.” Joe exhaled, “Ah.” He clapped his hands together once. “All right. We can continue. Ellen, a lot has transpired since you left. We got a confession about the Dean chip incident.”

“Oh my God.” Ellen backed up and leaned against the desk. “You’re kidding?”

“Nope. Four people were involved.” Joe shook his head. “Punishment was delivered. but since Misha was one of them, as you know, and since Elliott was the one who thought of her punishment, I thought I’d let him tell you.”

Ellen faced Elliott. “The House of Lesbians?”

“No,” Elliott stated with a shake of his head. “I had reasoned that the punishment should fit the crime or rather match the crime. Since Misha was responsible for pretty much making a man insane for a span of time then . . .”

A bright gasp escaped Ellen the split second before she brushed by Elliott and flew from her office.

Joe just turned and looked at Elliott. The sound of Ellen’s running footsteps carried into the office, followed by the banging opening of the Skills Room door, a shriek, and then footsteps again.

Joe motioned his head to the door. “Here she comes.”

Ellen latched onto the doorway. “She’s here! Oh my God!” Grinning, Ellen kissed Joe on the cheek. “Thank you.” She hurriedly kissed Elliott on the cheek. “Thank you. Oh, this is great. This is so great. How long?”

Joe held up three fingers.

“Three days?” Ellen asked happily.

Joe shook his head. “Three weeks.”

Ellen screamed.

Joe winced.

Rapidly Ellen spoke with enthusiasm, “Oh what a great time to start. What a great day too. It’s Monday. Hokey Pokey Hokey Pokey day with Chester, Chester, plus we do inanimate object charades. I can’t wait to . . .”

“Ellen.” Joe halted her. “Can we at least be a little more reserved and professional?

With a swipe of her hand over her face, Ellen took a serious tone. “Joe, would you excuse me while I start my activities for the day?”

“Go on.”

“Thanks.” Ellen darted out, stopped, and flew back in. “Elliott? Wanna watch? It will be so much fun seeing Misha . . .”

“Ellen.” Again, Joe halted her. “Reserved.”

“Sorry.” Ellen cleared her throat. “Sgt. Ryder, perhaps as a fine representation of New Bowman, you would like to observe how we handle a day at Containment.”

Disappointment crossed Elliott’s face. “Ellen, I would love to, however I have to decline. The Captain has asked me to return to New Bowman.”

Ellen shifted her eyes to Joe. “Joe?”

Joe looked at Ellen’s face. He saw the genuine gleam. “Elliott, I really don’t recall New Bowman ever observing Containment. It should be done for documentation and future references.”

“But, the Captain.”

Joe gave a closed mouth smile and a wink. “I outrank the Captain. Stay Elliott. That’s an order.”

Ellen, almost giddy, took Elliott’s arm. “You can’t disobey a direct order.”

“No.” Elliott smiled peacefully. “I cannot. Lead the way, Ellen.” Before leaving, Elliott gave a grateful smile Joe’s way.

Joe stood in Ellen’s office. He felt like Santa giving out gifts of happiness. He enjoyed the feeling it gave him but Joe knew it paled in comparison to the feeling of joy he received from the thought of how much his ordering Elliott to say would annoy Hal.


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

Had his plate not been lifted from in front of him when the bright pink blur whizzed by, Joe would have never known it was Andrea because she moved so fast. “I was still eating,” Joe called out.

“I need to clean up. If you want to clean up then you can finish eating,” Andrea called form the kitchen.

“I’m done.” Joe tossed his napkin on the table.

Andrea came out from the kitchen wearing her robe. “We have to hurry.”

“Why?”

Almost offended, Andrea stopped in her route toward the bedroom. “Today is the big day. The game show starts today.”

“Yeah, so?”

“We have to get down to DBS so we can get a good seat. Just because we have reserved seating doesn’t mean we’ll have good seats.”

“I thought I’d catch it at the Social Hall.”

“Sweet Jesus, Joe!”

“What?”

“Your children are competing. You have to be there. Now go get dressed.”

Joe looked down. “I am dressed.”

“You need to dress better. I am.” Andrea moved down the hall, speaking as she did. “I laid out your tan pants and blue shirt.”

“This is ridiculous.”

“Don’t be such a Grinch.”

“A Grinch?” Joe stood up. “Why does everything have to be a goddamn big deal around here? It’s a post-plague world, Andrea,” Joe griped as he also headed to the bedroom. “We’re supposed to be ravished, muttering about, and wondering about our next step.”

“Oh, you would just love that now wouldn’t you, Mr. Pessimistic.”

Before walking in the bedroom, before saying anything, Joe bobbed his head. He kind of had to agree.

^^^^

Hal and Elliott parked the Jeep in the designated parking area not far from the warehouse that had become DBS. Dressed identically, both Hal and Elliott sported their black long dress overcoats and their boots were shined.

“Welcome home, Elliott,” Hal said sarcastically as they walked.

“Captain, I cannot believe you are still angry.”

“Damn right, Elliott.” Hal paused in walking. “I cannot believe you listened to my father.”

“He outranks you.”

“Since when?”

“Birth.”

Hal gasped, “Listen to you. He does not outrank me, ever.”

“I don’t think you believe that. I think you’re just mad I didn’t return right away.”

“As I should be angry.” Hal continued to walk. “Do you know what I had to do? I had to show Marma and Carol the works of the mess hall. That’s what I had to do. It was your job.”

“How is it my job?”

“Did you not think of the punishment?”

“That is unfair.”

“Such is life, Elliott.”

“Captain.” Elliot stopped walking before they turned the bend to the warehouse. “How do I look?”

Hal laughed. “You’re concerned about your appearance? That is very vain, not to mention female, Elliott.”

Elliott breathed out. “Captain.”

“You look fine.”

“Thank you.” Elliott took a step.

“Wait.” Hal grabbed him back. “How do look?”

“Very good.” Elliott gave a nod.

“Then shall we . . .” Hal stopped when they turned the bend and he saw the long line of people outside of the door. “Are the doors not open yet?” Hal tried to peer around.

“They are.” Elliott tiptoed. “But look at the guard.”

Hal saw him. It was Oscar. “Good God, we’ll be here all night.” He reached out, tugging Elliott’s arm before they joined the line. “Elliott, just so you know, I intend to play fair against you tonight. Fair and square.”

“Really?”

“No.” Hal chuckled and moved to the line.

^^^^

Fortunately for Ellen she was able to find a quieter place to take the call. Danny had redone the entire warehouse to the hilt. It was evident he had been working on it secretively for some time. Facing the wall in the back corridor, Ellen ignored the tap on her shoulder. “Oh, yeah. It’s all decked out,” she said. “Main room is the studio. The back hall that’s where I am and there are bathrooms. Check this out, Mike. Danny even did a backstage area.” She heard a huff, felt the tap, and kept talking. “Good. Oh, it was funny. You should have seen Misha playing inanimate object charades. She was a chair.” She giggled, waved her hand, then spoke some more. “No. Really I won’t. No. Not a problem. I love talking to you. Yes, tomorrow. Bye.” After looking at the phone, she shut it off. Erasing the smile from her face to present the right ‘mean’, Ellen grunted at the newest tap to her back and barked as she spun around. “Frank. What is it that . . .” She froze.

“Hey, El. I’m going on soon.” Frank smiled. “How do I look?”

Ellen just stared.

^^^^

“Seventeen minutes,” Hal griped as he paced around the small back room. “Seventeen minutes I waited to get in here only to find out I needed to use the back door entrance.” He turned sharply when he heard Robbie snicker. “What?”

“You’re on the show. Why wouldn’t you think that?” Robbie stated. “In fact, I can’t believe Elliott didn’t think of it.”

Elliott stood by the coffee pot. “I did.”

Hal gasped, “You did not. You lie. Anyhow Robbie, who asked you? And you . . .” He pointed at Dean. “Nothing from you. You hear me?” Hal shook his head. “Now I’m back here waiting after seventeen minutes of waiting to get in. Did I mention nine of that time was spent trying to speak to . . .” Opening his mouth, Hal sputtered. “Os-Oscar?”

“Captain.” Elliott poured a cup of coffee. “That’s mean.”

“No Elliott, the man is irritating. Robbie, why is a man like that running around in Beginnings doing important jobs?”

Robbie shrugged. “Maybe because we haven’t found an important job for him to run around and do in New Bowman. Don’t worry, Hal.” Robbie winked. “I’ll get him there.”

Hal grunted. “Why are you in here? Aren’t you supposed to be on stage or something? Isn’t your team first?”

“They changed that.” Robbie walked to the door. “You sure are miserable. Who pissed in your oatmeal this morning?”

Elliott chuckled.

Hal did not. “Excuse me? Who . . .pissed . . . in my oatmeal. Hmm. I don’t believe anyone took the liberty of urinating in my breakfast.”

“Hal.” Robbie gave a swat to his arm. “Lighten up. It’s just pre show jitters.”

“No, Robert it is not,” Hal corrected. “It’s irritation. I love to compete. I also love to win. There’s no control over this situation. I’d like a challenge that requires a skill. Let’s face it. No physical skill is need and certainly a limited amount of intellectual skill is required.” Hal snapped his fingers. “Speaking of limited intellectual skill . . .”

Dean mumbled a response from the couch. “He says he’s getting prepared.”

“Prepared like in dressing?” Hal questioned.

“Like in strategy,” Dean replied.

“Frank has a strategy? Good Lord, we’re all in trouble.” Hal scratched his head. “What in the world could he be doing?”

^^^^

Behind the scenes, in the darkest corner he could find, Frank hid behind a partition watching Team One as they readied to embark on stage. They weren’t lined up, not yet. Robbie was dressed in what obviously was left behind Jess clothes. Henry wore jeans. Jenny dressed in a flashy, too tight green dress that clung to every big curve. Ben was the bright spot, literally. The powder blue leisure suit made Frank smile, but even with that, Frank whispered out a disgruntled, ‘fuck’. He had spent the last two days getting ready, thinking, and writing. He had a stack of two inch note cards in his hands. At the top of each card was a name., either Hal, Elliott or Dean. Below their name was a sentence, a secret. Frank thought he did well. He was proud of himself for coming up with such an ingenious idea. There would be no stammering for an answer. No hesitation when it was his turn. He thought for sure he would cinch for the winners post until he looked at Jenny. Frank wasn’t the only one prepared with a strategy, nor was his index card original. Jenny also had cards and she shuffled through them, studying and reading while she paced. Game or not, Frank knew right then and there, things weren’t going to be easy. They actually would probably get ugly.

Hal breathed out the after alcohol taste with a pleasing gasp. “Better.” He set down the shot glass. “Remind me to thank my little brother when I see him.”

“I’ll thank your brother as well for myself. Wait, for all of us.” Elliott smiled.

Hal reached for the bottle again and looked down when Elliott stopped him. “Elliott?”

“Captain, you’ve had three.”

“Good God, Elliott do you think I’ll get intoxicated off of three drinks? Please.” He poured a half of a shot. “But just to be compromising, think of this one for you since you cannot drink.”

Elliott tossed his hands up in the air. “I give up.” He took a few steps from Hal. “Dr. Hayes, would you like me to pour you one?”

“Um, no.” Dean stood up. “Thank you Sgt. Ryder.”

Elliott nodded and stepped a little closer to Dean, speaking in a soft tone. “Is everything all right?”

Dean nodded. “Yes. Well, no, but I made my own bed.”

“Is it concerning your argument with Frank?”

Dean looked up. “No. He and I talked about that issue before we came here. How does everyone know about our argument?”

Hal finished his drink. “Because it gets posted on the Joe Board.”

“You’re kidding?” Dean asked shocked. “People post my fights with Frank on the Joe Board?”

“Demented behavior sometimes spawns from boredom.” He picked up a glass.

“Captain,” Elliott spoke with such parental warning.

“It’s water.” Hal showed him the glass. “You need not to worry, Mother.”

Elliott returned to Dean. “Should you need to talk about it . . .”

Dean laughed. “With you? You?”

Slam. Hal’s hand still held the glass he barreled to the table. “Dr. Hayes, Elliott has just made us a genuine offer. I would appreciate if you wouldn’t scoff at his good heartedness. Elliott, I would appreciate you not trying to aid this man. Do it again . . .” Hal lifted his glass. “You’ll deal with me.”

A double knock rang out on the waiting room door and Danny Hoi poked his head in. ?Hey guys. In five minutes we’re leading the first team on stage then you can come out and watch if you want. Sorry, but we had to keep you separated. Good luck.”

The door closed.

Hal looked at his watch. “Five minutes. Five minutes and where is my brother Frank?”

“Here.” Frank walked in.

Elliott whispered out in shock, “Oh my God.”

Hal glanced up from his wrist watch. “Frank?”

“What?” Frank shut the door.

“You look . . . you look . . .”

“What?” Frank asked then ran his hand down his black tie. The tie wasn’t the only thing unusual that Frank wore. He also wore a white shirt and black pants. It was obvious that he had also made an attempt to comb his hair. It was nearly plastered with a part on the side. “Oh.” He snapped his fingers. “I forgot. Now . . . how do I look?” Frank pulled out a pair of half square glasses from the pocket of his shirt and put them on. “Huh?” He nodded. “Huh?”

Hal gulped his water. “You look . . . you look . . .”

Elliott spoke his thoughts aloud. “Like your father.”

Frank blinked. “I do? Hal? Do I?”

“You look . . . You look . . .:

Dean moved closer. “Frank. You look intelligent.”

“I am.” Frank smiled.

“I got it.” Hal snapped his fingers. “Old. You look old. My God, big brother, where did you get all that gray?”

“You.” Frank smiled. “It’s not gray. It’s snow. Fuckin flakes.” He pretended to brush off his hair.

“If may?” Elliott spoke up. “Frank, you look like a leader. I like this look on you.”

“Thanks.” Frank grinned. “Speaking of leading, watch me lead myself to victory. I came prepared.” He patted his chest pocket then pulled out his stack of index cards.

Hal pointed. “What are those.”

“You can just say I’m ready.” Frank winked, put them back in his pocket, and walked out.

“Oh my God.” Hal took a few long blinks when Frank walked out.

Elliott chuckled. “He wrote them down?”

Dean shook his head. “No, no way. He can’t know that much about all of us. Did you see that stack?”

Elliott’s eyes widened. “Captain, is there a chance your brother perhaps read our minds?”

“Absolutely.” Hal nodded. “He’s a cheater, Elliott. He’ll do anything for the kill.”

“I still say no way,” Dean stated strongly. “No way. He’s bluffing.”

“Captain?” Elliott questioned. “What do we do?”

“We go into this game like men. Just like any war, we go in and do the best we can,” Hal instructed. “Heads high. Hopes high. Fight to the end. However I do suggest that we all preplan a very dignified manner of saying . . .” Hal raised his eyebrows. “I give?”

Applause, bright and loud, broke out when Danny Hoi did a MC skip onto stage. He lifted his hand, smiled that smile only Danny could, and nodded. “Thank you. Thank you.” He smiled and adjusted the headset he wore. I am very excited. This is the groundbreaking day of DBS. Granted, we are all learning this together.” He waved to Mark from Security he sat at a table in the back. “But we’ll get there. Tonight, we rebirth television with the premier of the game show, ‘I Give’.”

Everyone applauded again.

Danny once more lifted his hands. “We tried to give this an old world TV studio feel complete with an ‘applause sign’.” Danny indicated across the stage to Todd from Fabrics who held up the sign. “Now, shall we begin? Lights.”

Everything went dark.

“Spotlights.”

Two spotlights danced across the stage in a crisscross manner.

“And five . . . Four . . .” Danny stepped from the stage. “Three . . . two . . .” He pointed. “Go.” Backing up, he moved to the camera and stood by Hap. “Cue the music and tape.”

After the music, a deep announcer’s voice played over the PA. “Ladies and Gentlemen, it’s time to play . . . I . . . Give! Please welcome your host who is no stranger to the camera. We all know him as the Soap Opera God. Blake!”

The stage lights rose, then Blake jogged onto the stage. Surely it showed how much he was back in his element. The dashing man, fitted in a perfect tuxedo, waved to the audience and smiled. “Thank you. Welcome! I’m Blake.”

Screams from the women entailed.

“Thanks again. Welcome to I Give. I’m excited! Are you? Let’s explain the rules, shall we. Three rounds. Two teams. The first and second rounds will feature our two teams. The last round will pit the winners of each team against each other in a ‘who knows more about who in Beginnings’ speed round. Now if we’re ready . . .” Blake stepped back and motioned his hand. First the wheel lit up, then the shadowy images of the four team members.

“She’s the bell of Beginnings. He’s the man that dresses us all. He’s the hot shot know it all son of our leader, and he’s a former head of Mechanics turned flunky . . .”

“Hey!” Henry called out.

“Welcome, Jenny, Ben, Robbie, and Henry.”

Blake approached his MC podium. “Welcome, you four.”

Jenny leaned to her microphone. “Hi, Blake.”

Ben smiled. “Blake.”

“Are we ready?” Blake asked and received applause. “You four know how this goes. Paper and pencils are before you. Spin the wheel, write the secret, pass it to the chosen one, and then let them decide to air the secret or say ‘I give’. If you don’t have a secret, then you pass but after three passé, you’re out. Jenny, you drew the luck of the draw. Go first.”

Jenny reached to the wheel and gave it a spin. Round it went, people cheered, and it finally stopped at . . . Henry.

Henry winced.

“Jenny?” Blake questioned. “What’s the Henry secret?”

Jenny, humming a song, shuffled through her note cards and handed it to Henry.

Henry closed his eyes.

“Henry?” Blake questioned.

Henry gave the card back to Jenny then leaned into the microphone with a whine. “I give.”

“Oh! Henry is out of the game right away!” Blake announced.

Robbie laughed loudly.

Jenny clapped.

It was Ben’s turn. He reached and spun.

The wheel stopped on Jenny.

“Ben? Do you have a Jenny secret?”

“I certainly do.” Ben arrogantly wrote it down. He slid the slip to Jenny.

One eyebrow raised Jenny handed the slip back. “Read it.”

“Fine!” Ben gasped. “One day, Jenny was wearing white pants and walked around with a spot of menstrual blood on her behind.”

“Oooh. Good one,” Blake commented. “But Jenny didn’t give. Robbie. Take your turn.”

“This is pretty cool.” Robbie spun the wheel. It landed on Jenny . . . again. “Yes.” Robbie clenched his fist and grabbed the pencil. Biting his bottom lip with a smile, Robbie handed Jenny the paper.

Jenny was smug. She glanced and gave it back.

“Jenny?” Blake called her.

“Read it. Go on.” Jenny smiled.

“Fine.” Robbie read it. “One summer when Jenny was eleven, she had a crush on a kid named Chris. She fooled this kid, planned the wedding, and everything. She even dressed up. She was heartbroken when she found out Chris was a girl.”

The room applauded.

“Excellent. Excellent secret,” Blake commented.

“Thanks.” Robbie flashed a smile.

“But Jenny didn’t give. Jenny, spin that wheel.”

Chanting quietly, “Please let it be Robbie.” Jenny gave a spin.

“Ben!” Blake shouted with excitement.

“This is easy.” Jenny handed Ben a card. “You should give just on the basis of that suit.”

“Ha.” Ben scoffed. “Before long it will be the new rage.” He glanced down. “Well.” He handed the card back.

“Should I read it?” Jenny asked.

“Sure. Go on.” Ben folded his arms.

Jenny’s mouth opened.

“Wait.” Ben halted her. “Wait.” He took a deep breath. “I give.”

“And Ben is gone!” Blake shouted eagerly. “Robbie . . .”

“Already writing here, Blake.” Robbie leaned over the counter. With a ‘ha-ha-ha’. Robbie, standing tall, handed the slip to Jenny.

Jenny went pale.

“Jenny?” Blake asked.

Jenny breathed heavily.

“Jenny, we need an answer.”

“She gives, Blake,” Robbie said.

“I need an answer from Jenny.”

Jenny handed the slip to Robbie then slowly leaned into her microphone. “I . . .” She smiled “Want you to read it.” She looked smug.

“What? Fuck.” Robbie shook his head. “Fine. When Ellen and Frank were broke up, Jenny offered herself to Frank. She undressed in front of him, tried to be seductive, even . . . made a pass., but my big brother . . .” Robbie made a gun with his finger. “Shot her down.”

“Tension is mounting,” Blake said. “Jenny, your turn. Give that secret to Robbie.”

Jenny handed him the card.

Robbie read it and handed it back.

“Robbie?” Blake called him.

Robbie looked at Jenny, then to Joe, then to Ellen. “I give.”

Jenny’s arms shot up in the air with a loud ‘yes’. As Robbie sadly turned to walk off of stage, the crowd roared. End of round one.

Despite the best attempt of Todd from Fabrics to hold that ‘applause’ sign, the audience still had a shocked hesitation in applauding when they saw Frank, but they warmed up.

Robbie, Henry, Ben, and a smug Jenny sat in the new front row. Perhaps it was an intimidation tactic. There were two empty chairs next to them for the dreaded first two ‘I give’ people to leave the stage.

First to last the order was simple. Dean, Frank, Hal, and Elliott.

Dean wiped the sweat from his hands. Not that he was nervous about being on the newest version of television, but more so his mind was drawing a true blank on what he would say for a secret about anyone. He swore his mind was full of delightful tales and quips about each person on that stage but, for the life of him, he couldn’t remember.

Hoping against hope that he’d get Frank, Dean spun the wheel.

“Great.” Dean mumbled when the wheel stopped on Hal.

“Hal.” Blake spoke brightly. “Dean?”

“One second.” Leaning into the counter, Dean rubbed his eyes. He felt Frank peeking. “Do you mind?” he snapped at Frank. Shaking his head, he finally wrote something down and handed it to Hal.

Hal read it and snickered. “Go on.” He handed it back to Dean.

Murmuring, barely heard, Dean read what he wrote. “Hal picks on people smaller than him.”

The audience laughed.

“Dean,” Frank chuckled. “That sucks.”

“I’m drawing a blank,” Dean defended.

“My turn, oh, yeah.” Frank reached back to the wheel.

“It’s Dean,” Blake announced.

“Ha.” Frank pulled out his cards and adjusted his glasses. “Let’s see, this one . . . um, no, ah, this one.” He gave the card to Dean.

Dean’ mouth dropped one. “What is wrong with you?”

Frank tilted his head. “Dean? Do you give?”

“No.” Dean gave the card back. “Read it . . . asshole.”

“Fine.” Frank shrugged and inhaled. “Dean jerks off all the time into the cups in his lab and claims it is in the name of science.”

Both Hal and Elliott looked over at Dean.

Dean shook his head. “You’re an ass, Frank.”

“Ooh, good secret,” Blake commentated, “but Dean is still in the game. Nice try, Frank.”

“Thanks, Blake.”

“Hal, take a spin.”

Hal did. It landed on . . . Frank.

Frank smiled “Hit me.”

“I wish.” Hal lifted his pencil. “Let’s see,” he thought. “Got it.” He wrote quickly then handed it to Frank.

Frank peeked and smirked. “Read it.” He gave the card back to Hal. “Lame.”

After a double look at Frank, Hal shrugged and read. “Frank believed in Santa Clause until he was fifteen years old.”

The audience enjoyed that.

“Ha.” Frank laughed. “For all you know. That was Robbie.”

“No it . . .” Hal paused. “You’re right. It was.”

Robbie from the front row lifted his hand. “Thanks guys.”

Frank nudged Hal. “That’s good one.”

Blake moved the game along. “Sgt. Ryder, spin the wheel.”

Elliott reached back and spun.

Frank blasted an ‘Uh’ of excitement. “Hal. This should be good.”

“Sgt. Ryder?” Blake called upon him.

Writing, Elliott felt the peering of Hal and he turned his body for privacy. After finishing, he handed it over.

Hal looked at the paper, looked at Elliott, then took a breath. “Read.” He handed it back.

Elliott opened his mouth.

“If . . .” Hal interrupted smug. “That is, you truly want to say that about your commanding officer.”

Elliott hesitated then crumbed the paper. “Blake, I’ll pass.”

Amongst the ‘oohs’ from the audience, Frank balked like a chicken.

“Fuck, Ryder.” Frank shook his head. “Why are you afraid of him? What was it?”

Elliott looked at Frank.

Frank smiled. “That’s good.”

Hal gasped and spun to Elliot. “Good? God, did you just think that message to my brother?”

Smoothly, Elliott shook his head.

“You’ll pay.” Hal warned. “You will pay. You better hope I don’t get you.”

It was Dean’s turn again and he dreaded it. His mind was still a blank. He spun the wheel and it landed on Elliott. “Swell.” Dean shook his head and picked up his pencil. After writing, he passed it to Elliott.

When Elliott read it, it took all he had not to laugh. “Please reveal.”

Frank smirked.“This has to be lame.”

Dean mumbled, “It is.” he revealed as requested. “Elliott Ryder has two different ears.” He hunched expecting ridiculing moans from the audience but was shocked when he didn’t get ridiculed at all.

Hal turned to Elliott. “Do you really?”

Frank was just as shocked. “No, way. Does he, Hal.?”

Hal looked “He does. My God, I’d be embarrassed to walk around like that, Elliott.”

Frank nearly jumped over Hal. “Let me see. Oh! He does. Good call, Dean.”

Dean nodded. “Thanks.”

Blake rushed over. “I have to see this.”

Todd from Fabrics was on stage just as quick.

Elliott hands went to his ears. “Gentlemen, please.”

Blake backed up. “That’s amazing but we must return to this game.” He faced the audience. “This is a great round, wouldn’t you agree?”

Todd held up the applause sign.

Everyone clapped.

“Frank, your turn,” Blake instructed.

It didn’t take long for Frank to reach onto his pocket after the wheel landed on Hal. “Yes.” Frank gave a card to Hal.

Hal was aghast. “I do not.”

“Do too.”

“Do not,” Hal was adamant.

“You know Hal, we can all check like we did with Elliott’s ears.”

“Funny. Very funny. I do not. So . . .” Hal gave the card back to Frank. “Say it.”

“Fine.” Frank put the card in his pocket. “Hal has hemorrhoids. Anyone want to verify?”

Todd smiled.

“Asshole,” Hal quipped and spun the wheel. “Ah.” he smiled. “You again.”

“Go on. Give another Robbie secret,” Frank taunted.

“No, need to.” Hal quickly wrote and turned to slip of paper over to Frank.

“Ha!” Frank gave it back to Hal. “Read.”

“It’s your reputation.” Hal took a breath. “Frank played with Barbie dolls when he was a young boy.”

Smug, Frank leaned into his microphone. “And look how sensitive I am to women now.”

A roomful of groans came from the audience.

“What?” Frank asked. “I am.”

“Sgt. Ryder,” Blake called upon him. ‘Your turn.”

Elliott spun the wheel.

“What!” Hal blasted. “Me again?”

Elliott pondered and wondered. He had another secret and he wrote it down.

Hal looked. “Fine. Read.”

Elliott opened his mouth to speak.

“Again . . .” Hal spoke. “That is if you want to say that about your commanding officer.”

Elliot huffed out, “I’ll pass.”

The audience moaned.

Hal smiled.

“You have to fuckin stop that, Ryder,” Frank warned. “One more time and you’re out.”

“He’s right,” Blake said. “Dean.”

Dean was growing antsy. He spun.

“Good God!” Hal blared out. “What? Is that wheel rigged? Me again? I would think that there is little . . .” He was handed Dean’s paper. “What? You have one already?” Hal read it. “You’ve got to be kidding? You can’t think of anything better?”

“It’s more viable coming from me.” Dean said.

“Fine. Read it.” Hal tossed it back. “This is absurd.”

Dean read his secret. “Hal does have hemorrhoids.”

The audience clapped.

Hal rolled his eyes.

Pleased, Frank grabbed the wheel. “Yes!” He clenched his fist. “Prepare to go.” He reached into his pocket.

Dean cringed and took the paper.

Frank grinned.

Dean handed it back and spoke in the microphone. “I . . . I give.”

“Yes!” Frank stuck the card in his pocket. “I’ll save that so no one sees it.”

“Let’s hear it for Dean!” Blake edged the audience. “We finally have lost a player. Good round, Dean.”

With a loser lift of his hand, Dean walked form he stage and took his seat.

Jenny gave him a pat on his knee. “Good job.”

“Thanks,” Dean answered.

“What was the secret?”

Dean just looked at her.

Hal spun the wheel. It landed on his name and he reached again.

“Hold it,” Blake stated. “You can’t spin again.”

“But it landed on my name. The goddamn wheel likes my name,” Hal defended.

“The rules state that if it lands on your own name you have to reveal a secret about yourself or give.”

“What? When were we told those rules?” Hal asked.

“You weren’t. I forgot. But those are the rules,” Blake stated.

“Can’t I pass?” Hal asked.

“Nope,” Blake answered. “Secret or give.”

“Fine.” Hal huffed then thought. “Fine. Father, I apologize, but when I was twelve, I used to pay your fifth fiancée fifty cents to see her breasts.”

Joe’s loud, “What?" carried from the audience.

“No, way.” Frank looked at him. “Vicki showed you her breasts.”

Hal smiled “Several times.”

“Good secret.” Frank nodded.

“Thanks.” Hal grinned.

“Sgt. Ryder., spin the wheel,” Blake instructed.

Elliot grew nervous. He really hoped it didn’t land on Hal’s name again and it didn’t. It landed on Frank. After a few seconds of thought he wrote and handed the sheet to Frank.

Frank nodded. “El told you this, didn’t she?”

Elliott shifted his eyes to the front row ad to Ellen. “Yes.”

Ellen gave a wink to Elliott.

“Well, as good as this is, read it.” He gave the paper back to Elliott.

Elliott did. “Frank once held a job as a towel boy at a gay bath house.”

Ellen’s laugher seeped out above all the excited applause.

Frank’s head went side to side. “It paid well. I quit when I realized all those men weren’t there just to have male bonding time. Now . . . It’s my time to eliminate some people.” Frank reached for the wheel and gave it a spin.

“It figures.” Hal tossed up his hands.

Frank began to write.

“What?” Hal asked. “No cue cards.”

“Nope.” Frank finished and handed the card to Hal.

Hals’ eyes widened. “This is cheating. This was Elliott’s secret about me.”

“Yep.” Frank nodded.

“You can’t do that.”

“Yes I can and I won’t wuss out. I’ll say it.”

Hal exhaled, folded the paper into four, and stuck it in his pocket. “I give.”

“Ha!” Frank pointed. “Yes. You and me Ryder.”

“Another one bites the dust,” Blake announced. “Is this a good game or what? No more wheel spinning. I see Sgt. Ryder is already writing something down. Does he want to win this game or what?”

Elliott stood up straight and handed the paper to Frank.

“Fuckin El.” Frank shook his head. “She fuckin tells you everything. El! What the fuck!”

Ellen shrugged a sorry.

Frank huffed and tossed the paper back to Elliot. “Tell it. Go on.”

“Okay.” Elliott didn’t need to read it. He just said it. “Frank was so naive about sex that he thought the condom went inside the woman, not on the penis.”

For the first time, Frank winced when the audience roared with laughter.

“Frank?” Blake called him. “Your turn.”

Frank reached into his pocket. He didn’t have much on Ryder. He thought for sure Hal would have eliminated him. He breathed few times in thought and picked up his pencil. It hovered over the paper.

“Frank. we need a secret,” Blake ensured.

“Give me a second.”

The audience was quiet and Hal’s clearing of his throat was the only noise.

Frank looked up and made eye contact with Hal. Frank grinned. “Oh, yeah. Thanks.” He began to write diligently.

Horrified Elliott looked at Hal.

Hal just glanced back with a smirk.

“Here you go.” Frank gave Elliott the paper.

Elliott was fearful. Slowly he opened it. Swallowing, he looked at Hal, to Frank, to Ellen then back at Frank. He put the paper in his pocket. “I . . .” he echoed. “I give.”

The crowd roared and Frank, as if he stood on a springboard, jumped up and down with glee, but it wasn’t over. There was still the final round.

“Here we go,” Blake said. Things were so quiet a pin could be heard dropping. Frank and Jenny stood side by side. A big red button was before each of them. “This is the final round. The winner gets their own mini satellite dish to pick up DBS in their home. I will ask eleven questions. Each is worth ten points. There are no ties here. If you know the answer, hit the big button. Just so there’s no confusion on who buzzed in first Frank, your button makes a buzz sound. Jenny, yours makes a bell sound. Understand?”

They both nodded.

“The first to ring in, state your answer. If it’s correct, you get ten points. If it’s wrong, y7ou lose ten . . .”

“We’re not idiots!” Jenny blasted. “Start the damn game.”

“May the best man or woman win.” Blake flipped the card.

Jenny stood straight. Her handed hovered the button.

Frank had a more relaxed look. One arm leaned on the counter, his other hand just above his button as well.

“Here we go.” Blake started. “Name the . . .”

Buzz.

“Frank.”

“John Matoose.

“Correct answer.”

“What?” Jenny asked. “How is he . . .”

Blake continued, “Who was the first . . .”

Buzz.

Frank answered, “Scott from Mechanics.”

“Correct. When was . . .”

Buzz. Frank again. “Two years ago, November 17th.”

“Correct. Who was . . .”

Buzz. “Sheldon.”

“Correct.”

“Oh my God!” Jenny screamed. “He can’t do this. He’s . . .”

Blake ignored Jenny and continued.

Frank still had that look of determination on his face, his eyes locked on Blake.

“Name the two . . .”

Buzz. “Ben and Todd from Fabrics.”

“Correct. In which . . .”

Buzz. “Plastics and glass.”

“Correct. This little . . .”

Buzz. “She has six toes on her right foot.”

Correct. “Name the four.”

Buzz. “Bob from Glass. Luke. Gary and now Maryann from the House of Lesbians.”

“Correct. And now . . .”

Jenny moved her hand and buried her face. Like the game show was called, she just gave up.

Jenny pretty much waded through the final three questions. She knew Frank was cheating somehow. She held her composure very well until Frank was declared the winner. Then Jenny graciously dropped the lady appearance and, at full force, attacked Frank.

^^^^

“I searched, you know.” Jimmy spoke softly, his face lit by the small campfire as he poked it with a stick. “I did, with all my heart. It wasn’t as if I gave up. No, I didn’t. I just kind of knew the odds weren’t in my favor, but I never gave up hope, just the search. I guess the search found me. Home is where your family is. I’m going home.”

Everett had followed them, out of boredom and worry he explained and then he decided to join them for the night. He spit into the campfire causing it to sizzle and Jess to gag. “Dint ya p up a foo if’n ad a chan?”

“We couldn’t” Jimmy shook his head. “Picking up the phone was sending a message to the Society. We’re too outnumbered. We tried to send a message, but we think it got scrambled.”

“Ba Uh bey B’gins es mar nuff fig out.”

“Oh, I think so. Jess?” Jimmy asked.

“What?” Jess returned the question with a question.

“About what Everett said.”

Jess shook his head with a chuckle. “I haven’t a clue.”

“Hims s sore sum beach.” Everett nodded. “Sim need n’ B’gins?”

“I think so.” Jimmy nodded. “He has a very important position. He even works at that place I was telling you about.”

“Tainment.”

“That’s the place. Containment.” Jimmy pointed “Not that there’s anything wrong with you . . .” Jimmy turned his head when Jess chuckled “But Jess says it’s their rules. Everyone goes into Containment before entering the community.”

“Shoes pa goo word sees uhs jonny chew.”

“Oh, sure,” Jimmy stated. “We can put in a good word. I’ll even tell them you’d be a good scout. Hell, Everett, you found us well after we left.”

Everett laughed and spit. “Ya. Son goo ding Bib Bub Boson ta es ta be goo foll-er.”

“You are.”

“Es hems evs sko tain? Hmm?” Everett gave an up motion of his head to Jeff.

“I don’t know?” Jimmy answered. “Jess?”

Jess sighed, “Honestly, Jimmy, if you’re asking me to answer a question he asked, you’ll have to decipher. I can’t understand him.”

Everett shook his head in disgust. “Cain stan ha shoes jony we hem. I can keel ya liek. Was hem sleep.” He winked with a nod.

Jimmy laughed. “No. No. Jess is a good man. You don’t need to kill him in his sleep. I appreciate the offer though.”

Jess looked up horrified.

“Speaking of sleep.” Jimmy looked at his watch. “We should be getting some. We have a long trip tomorrow. We’ll let the fire burn out. It should be fine.” Jimmy lay down. “Night Everett. Jess.”

“Ni.” Everett kicked back.

Jimmy, noting how Jess wasn’t budging, snickered. “Jess, you aren’t tired?”

“Oh I’m tired. I’m tired.” Jess slowly began to lay down. “But I doubt very much . . .” he looked at Everett who seemed to be eyeing him. ‘If I’ll sleep.”

^^^^

Ellen poured the hot coffee into the thermos. She rinsed the pot and placed it back in the coffee maker that was ready to go for round three of coffee. Her finger was reaching to turn it on when she heard the laughter of Frank, Hal, and Elliott from the living room. She turned on the pot, picked up the thermos, and faced Robbie. “Okay, they’re occupied. Tell me.”

“You know what it is.” Robbie told her. “Think about it.”

“I did. I can’t figure it out. I knew all the ‘I Give’ secrets would kill me, but I also knew you’d tell me yours.”

“We have no secrets.’

“Obviously we do.”

Robbie shook his head. “You know this one.”

Ellen paused then her eyes widened and she inhaled a gasp. “No.”

“Yes.”

“She got you on that? I can’t believe Jenny used that.”

“Oh yeah?” Robbie took the thermos. “I can’t believe you told her.”

“It’s Jenny.” Ellen shrugged. “Besides, you really shouldn’t have given. It isn’t that big of a deal.”

“Yeah, but think about it, El.” Robbie dropped his voice. “If you and I decide to do what we’ve been talking about, wouldn’t it be better for Frank hear I may end up being your primary from me rather than a game show?”

“You’ve got a point.”

“I do and I should be going.” Robbie looked at his watch. “I wanna make that flight, get back and catch a few hours sleep. Mind if I come back here and crash with Jess being gone and all?”

“Ah,” Ellen teased. “That’s sweet. You miss him.”

Robbie chuckled. “I guess I do. I have this strange feeling we’ll be seeing him soon though.”

“Really?”

“Yeah. It’s odd. I don’t know why.” Robbie shrugged. “Anyhow, can I? With me and Frank working so many hours, I fear sleeping in.”

“Sure but I think Elliott’s staying over tonight. He’s helping out in Beginnings tomorrow.”

“Oh, then I won’t intrude.”

Ellen snickered “intrude? Robbie, it’s me and Elliott. Please. We are so far from that point. I’m just saying he’ll be on the couch so you’ll have to sleep in Josh’s room.”

“That’ll work. Thanks. I really better go.”

Frank’s voice entered the kitchen as he did. “Uh yeah, you better. What are you guys doing in here anyhow?”

Ellen answered, “I was getting him coffee for his flight plus I was trying to get out of him the secret that made him say ‘I give’.”

“Oh, yeah?” Frank opened the fridge. “What was it?”

Ellen’s eyes widened. “Quick, Robbie, clear you mind. He’s . . . “

The fridge shut. “Oh, no.” Frank stood up. “Don’t even think about it, little brother. Wait, you already did.” Frank waved his finger back and forth. “It isn’t’ gonna happen. We argued about this when we were fuckin be-bopping about in that ‘let’s kill Ellen’ game. No. Go to work.”

Robbie snickered and winked “I’ll talk to you later, El.”

“Be careful,” Ellen whispered.

Robbie stopped before leaving. He looked at Frank then to Ellen. “Always.” He walked out.

“Uh!: Frank shuddered. “He stole my line.” Shaking his head, he returned to opening the fridge. “What are you gonna do with me if you make my brother the primary?”

“What do you mean?”

Frank poured some water then shut the fridge. “I’m not going anywhere. I live here.”

“Yeah, but this isn’t your house.”

“Dean gave it to me and if I remember correctly.” Frank touched is finger to her nose. “He gave you to me too.”

“Like you own me?”

Frank smiled and walked out.

Ellen gasped loud. “Oh my God.” She followed Frank. “You don’t own me.”

Hal peered up when they entered. “What are you two arguing about now?”

“Check this out.” Frank sat down. “El was in there trying to bribe Robbie into telling that secret Jenny knows about him. Bribe him, Hal.” Frank nodded. “She told him she would make him primary if he told her.”

“Did Robbie tell?” Hal asked.

“Nope. It must be a big secret.” Frank shook his head. “I can’t believe Ellen bribed him.”

“You know how she is with secrets. She has to know,” Hal said. “But really, Ellen, resorting to bribery?”

After thinking, ‘I’m killing Robbie,’ Ellen shrugged. “A woman has to do what a woman has to do. Besides,” Ellen sat down on the sofa next to Elliott. “Frank’s exaggerating. I didn’t bribe Robbie with that.”

“Uh!” Frank shocked out. “Did Robbie think a lie?”

“You’ll have that when you read people’s minds without permission,” Ellen said. She gave a shift of her eyes to Elliott and smiled.

“Man, can’t trust anyone anymore.” Frank gave a single shake of his head.

“You have to admit.” Hal lifted a finger. “All in all, it was a fun night.”

Frank bobbed his head. ‘True.”

Hal stood up. “But like all good things, this night must come to an end. It’s getting late. I have an early call. Frank, you have to drive me back and have a night shift.” He walked over to the couch, shook Elliott’s hand, then leaned down and kissed Ellen. “I’ll speak to you both tomorrow. Frank?”

“Yeah.” Frank stood as well. He pointed as he reached for his coat. “I’ll check back later to make sure you two aren’t having sex on the couch.” He tossed Hal his coat.

“Yes.” Hal grabbed his coat. “No sex on the couch. Make sure it’s in the other room.”

“Captain.” Elliott blinked. “I assure you and I assure you, Frank, that I . . .”

“Elliott.” Hal halted him. “We’re joking. Lighten up and have a nice evening. He smiled. “Frank?”

“Hey, Hal.” Frank put on his jacket. “Do you mind if we stop in the lab? Since Dean is working there all night, I just want to make sure everything’s fine.”

“No, problem. Why is Dean working all night?”

“A couple of reasons,” Frank answered. “He has a special project and he also can’t stay here. I think he’s hiding after being humiliated on his ‘I Give’ experience.” He took a step to Ellen and kissed her on the cheek. “Night, El.”

“Hey. Wait.” She grabbed Frank’s hand. “What is Dean’s secret? What did you write that made him say ‘I give’.”

Frank opened his mouth as if to say but stopped. He shook his head. “I can’t. Sorry.”

“Come on,” Ellen beckoned.

“Nope,” Frank said. “I can’t.”

“Hal’s?” Ellen asked.

“Nope. But you can always bribe Ryder.” Frank winked. “But not with the primary position.” Frank  reached for the door. “Let’s go, Hal.”

Hal paused before following Frank. “Elliot, you tell the secret and I’ll tell yours.”

Frank laughed. “Hal, that’s not a threat. Yours is incriminating. I don’t know why he gave. His is lame. Ryder, your secret was lame.” Frank walked out.

Hal started to leave and looked back. “That’s only because he doesn’t know it all. Isn’t that so . . . Elliott?” Flashing arrogance, Hal followed behind Frank and closed the door.

Puzzled and shaking her head slightly, Ellen placed her hands on her hips. “Has this been a weird night or is it me?”

“It’s a little strange, but it been exciting,” Elliott answered.

“Yeah.” she brought her finger to her lips. “I wonder what Dean’s secret is?”

“You could ask him.”

Ellen laughed.

“What? What’s so funny?”

Ellen sat down on the chair. “Okay, have you noticed Dean with me lately?’

“To be very honest with you Ellen, I don’t watch you and Dr. Hayes. I’m sorry.”

“No that’s okay.” Ellen shook her head. “I think all the time we’ve spent apart has taken its toll. Maybe Dean’s come to some realization. I don’t know.”

“I can vouch that while you were away, both during the ousting and recently, he missed you very much.”

“But he fell in love with Misha.”

“Ellen.” Elliott just gave a glance to her.

“Okay. Okay. It was microchip mania. I know. But, still. He’s just not the same with me. He doesn’t . . . he isn’t acting like a husband. He talks to me, and works with me. He’s not mean to me. This recent Brian event is another wedge. However, his attitude is like, ‘oh well’, like what can he do about it. Plus, I know he stayed here while I was gone, but he still moved out. I made no attempt to allow him back. I told him he isn’t allowed to live here and he gave me up. Do you know what? He hasn’t made a mention or asked.”

“Maybe he doesn’t know.”

Ellen snickered. “He divorced me. I have papers to prove it. I am no longer Ellen Hayes.”

Admittedly, Elliott had to fight to keep that smile from coming out. He cleared his throat. “Perhaps he is just in denial.”

“Perhaps.” Ellen’s hands went to her legs as she stood up. “Maybe the secret has something to do with it.”

“Is the secret that important?”

“No. Yes. Well . . . yes.” Ellen nodded. “I should know it. I probably do. I mean, come on. We’ve known each other for how long?” She began to walk. “When you care for someone, should there be a secret? No.” She stepped back. “I’m getting coffee. Want some?”

Elliott nodded and watched her as she walked into the kitchen. In the emptiness of the living room, he stared in thought.

“I said it before, and I’ll say it again.” Ellen’s voice carried into the living room. “The coffee beans you guys grow are the . . .” She stepped into the room and paused. “Best.” Placing down the two mugs, she looked at Elliott. He nervously fiddled with something in his hands as his head was slightly down and his eyes looked up, lost, scared, and confused. “Elliott? What’s wrong?”

“Ellen.” He stood up. “I need you to know that this time you have allotted me and any further time, I appreciate with my soul.”

Ellen titled her head with a quirky smile. “I know this.”

“Good. I will understand if you decide to break any further commitment of time with me.”

“What is this about?”

“The secret that made me say ‘I give.’”

Ellen laughed. “Elliott.”

“No, Ellen. You just said it. When you care for someone, you don’t keep secrets. I want no secrets from you. So . . .” After a deep breath, Elliott extended his hand.

The picture of her was worn, tattered, and protectively placed in a trimmed piece of thin plastic. “Elliott?”

“I carry that.”

A snort of snicker came from Ellen. “Sorry, but this is not a big secret to carry. I’m actually . ..” She glanced down when she saw him extend a little card. “What’s this?”

Painfully, Elliott spoke. “Maybe you should read that before you make a judgment. That is the secret.”

Ellen read the card in Frank’s handwriting, ‘You have been carrying a picture around of Ellen for a year’. She glanced up. “Elliott. I . . . I haven’t known you for a year.”

“Exactly.”

“How is this correct?”

“Take a look at the picture, Ellen, please. Do you recognize it?”

Ellen looked. “I can tell it was taken in the cryo-lab. Wait. Okay, I do. This was taken when we found the instant cameras. Geez, I haven’t seen this picture since . . .” her eyes raised.

Elliott swallowed.

“How . . . how . . .”

“The Captain and I received information about the Colorado site. Both he and I went there. We searched the entire place. That photo was on the floor. The portion with Henry was stuck so I had to tear the picture to lift it. I knew that whoever you were, that you weren’t there pre-plague so it had to be post. In my mind, you were still alive and out there, but living amongst the people that the Society deemed an enemy. I kept it. The Captain wouldn’t look at the photo. He didn’t want to view a woman. He said it was difficult. I wish he had . . .” Elliott let out an airy chuckle. “We would have found you sooner. Anyhow, as I said, I kept it and it never leaves my side.” He saw her mouth open. “Wait, before you say anything, there is more. I looked for you. I was taken with your photo, your eyes. Something about that picture screamed everything about you. I looked for you in every survivor woman we picked up. Then one day we heard about Beginnings. I volunteered to do the scouting mission myself. I hid in the hills of what I know now as Sector Thirty. I watched for a week. I . . . saw you. It bred relief, but it made my obsession worse. You were approachable in a sense. You became real. When I finally met you, I was scared to death. I could be no other way with you than official. Then we started talking, becoming close, and I was afraid to tell you this. I was embarrassed. I feel terrible, Ellen. Its as if I have invaded you. Like a . . .”

“Stalker?”

“Oh my God.”

“Elliott.” Ellen reached for him as he stepped back. “What is wrong with you?”

“I don’t know. I’m obsessed, demented. Maybe there’s . . .”

“No.” Ellen laughed. “Did you actually think I’d be mad or hate you and not want anything to do with you ever again?”

“I believed I knew you well enough to say that wouldn’t be the case but I still feared it.”

“Fear no more, Elliott. I am . . . I am . . .” She raised her eyebrows. “Wow. I’m flattered and I don’t know what else to say. Touched maybe. Holy shit. It amazes me. You did it again.” She placed the picture in his chest pocket. “The honorable Elliott Ryder has caused my heart to skip a beat.” She laid her hand over his pocket. “He has caused me to fall for him all over again.”

Elliott blinked. “Really.”

“Really.” Ellen smiled.

Elliott’s eyes shifted down where Ellen’s hand laid upon his chest. He placed his hand over hers, clutching it. With a soft tug, he brought Ellen closer to him while slowly bringing his other hand to her back.  Lowering his head, he paused. “May I?”

“Oh, absolutely,” Ellen whispered. “Go for it.”

They were almost there, lips moving closer.

“Uh!” Frank blasted as he walked in. “They aren’t having sex. It’s worse. They’re dancing!”

Ellen and Elliot separated.

Ellen glanced up at Elliott with a ‘sorry’ look.

Hal walked in. “We aren’t interrupting, are we?”

Ellen folded her arms. “As a matter of fact . . .”

Elliott interrupted, “No. No Captain, not at all.”

“Good.” Hal shut the door. “I wouldn’t want to think we intruded at a bad time.” He took off his gloves. “So, Elliott, did you tell Ellen Dean’s secret? Or even mine?”

“No.” Elliott shook his head. He looked at Ellen, smiled, and returned to Hal. “I told her mine.”

Hal sneakily looked at the two of them. “And you still like the man after he stalked you?”

“Hal, please,” Ellen scoffed “He flatters me.”

Frank fluttered his lips. “Flatters you. Fuck. For that? Carrying around a picture of you for a year. That’s fuckin nothing. I’ve been carrying your picture around for twenty. So . . .” He put his face close to Ellen. “There, now be flattered.”

“What are you two doing back here?” Ellen said, perturbed.

Hal moved to the kitchen. “There’s maintenance on the access road. We have to wait an hour.”

“So you guys are hanging out here?” Ellen asked.

“Absolutely,” Frank answered.

“Liar.” Ellen barked. “You did this on purpose so you can intrude.”

“El please,” Frank sat down. “Intrude on what? Fuckin dance some more if you want. I don’t care.” He plopped down and picked up the remote control. “Oh, yeah, pretty soon, no more movies. I will be the one and only person who has a satellite dish. Watch me practice changing channels.”

Ellen shook her head. “There’s only gonna be one station, you big goof.”

“But we’ll get it.” Frank winked.

Hal returned from the kitchen with coffee. He handed one to Frank. “Look, it’s fresh. We have perfect timing, wouldn’t you say, Elliott?”

Elliott chuckled airy. “Yes, perfect.” He took Ellen’s hand and led her to the couch to sit.

“Look, Frank, how sweet. They hold hands,” Hal commented.

“That’s nothin’. They were fuckin dancing five seconds ago. You missed it.”

Ellen gasped. “Are you two here just to intrude, be immature and make snide Slagel comments?”

“No.” Hal shook his head. “Not at all. Actually we’re here to make snide Slagel comments, be immature, intrude and . . .” Grinning, Hal reached for the television. “Watch the tape of the game show again.”

“No, you’re not. Take a walk. Elliott and I are discussing something,” Ellen told them.

Frank shook his head. “Nope. We’re waiting it out here. Tough.”

“Really, Ellen,” Hal scoffed. “There’s nothing you can do.”

“Oh, yeah.” Ellen stood up, stepped over Frank’s legs, and marched to the door.

Frank looked. “What are you doing?”

“I’m going to a higher authority.” With a shitty grin, Ellen grabbed the door. “I’m heading to Joe’s and . . .” She lifted her head high as she flung open the door. “I’m telling.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

February 9th

The ‘aw clay no my’ rang out in the early morning, roughly interpreted as ‘All clear no mines’ and Jimmy followed up with a hollering, ‘thank you!’

“Great idea.” Jess pointed ahead of them to Everett who was just a speck in their sight.

“He wants to feel important.” Jimmy shrugged. “Really, he’s not that bad.”

“No, not at all.” Jess rebutted sarcastically. “He just wants to slit my throat while I sleep.”

Jimmy laughed. “He’s messing with you. Man, are you always this fuckin miserable or is it that you aren’t a morning person?”

“Neither. I’m a happy person,” Jess replied. He caught more sarcastic laughter from Jimmy. ‘No, I’m serious.”

“Jess, you haven’t been a happy camper.”

“That’s because of him.” Jess pointed to Everett.

“No, I’m talking about since I met you. You’re so serious.”

“I had to be. I didn’t want to be working for the Society. I just wanted to get back home to Beginnings.”

“We are.”

“We are. When we get there, you ask your brother what I’m like. He’ll tell you,” Jess said as they walked up a slight grade.

“Which brother?’

“Robbie. You can ask the other two but I’m closer to Robbie. Of course, he uses me, you know.” Jess snickered.

“What do you mean?’

“I cook, clean, do laundry. Those kinda things. We’re roommates.

“And you do all the work?”

“Someone has to. Besides, I don’t mind.” Jess shrugged. “Robbie’s a great guy.”

“At least you like my brother.”

Jess smiled peacefully. “I’m in love with your brother.”

Jimmy stopped walking. “I didn’t . . . I didn’t know you . . . Robbie . . . I . . .”

“No.” Jess held up his hand.

Jimmy breathed out. “You’re joking.”

“No.” Jess shook his head “I’m gay. Robbie’s not. You can say it’s a case of unrequited love. A house is the only thing physical we share.”

“Not that, you know, anything would be wrong . . . but.” Jimmy nodded. “Thanks for clearing that up. So, I would think as a gay man, you have more options in this world to find happiness.”

Jess kind of chuckled. “You would think that? But in Beginnings no one is gay or admits to it. I did though find a companionship that worked. I loved it. It was funny. It was with . . .a woman.”

This caused Jimmy to pause. “Really? You said there weren’t that many women.”

“There aren’t. And isn’t it strange how me, a gay man, found a woman?”

“What happened?” Jimmy asked.

“Things. I mean, when I left we were still on good terms but an injury put a hold on things with us, plus other circumstances. I’ve been thinking about her.”

“Hoping maybe for another chance?”

“As strange as this sounds, I’d love another chance. You know how I told you about those things called understandings.”

“Yeah.”

“She and I talked about me being in an understanding with her and Robbie being her primary relationship.”

“She and Robbie are . . .”

“No.” Jess shook his head. “They’re close, very close. But no.”

“Hey.” Jimmy nudged Jess. “Maybe you coming back and bringing me will make you shine.”

“Oh, I have no doubt.”

“Good.” Jimmy spoke confidently, “Then I hope you get her back. I hope it works out.”

“No, no you don’t.”

“Yeah I do.”

“No, you don’t.”

“Jess.” Jimmy laughed. “Why are you arguing?”

“Because the woman is Ellen.”

Jimmy froze. “My Ellen?”

“The only Ellen in Beginnings.”

Jimmy whistled and kept walking. “I understand but where does Frank fit into the picture with her?”

Jess peacefully chuckled and smiled, “Everywhere.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

Frank sniffed loudly and dramatically, following it up with a matching exhale. “Ah. Smell that morning air.”

Joe grumbled and sipped his coffee as they walked.

“It’s not too cold.”

“That’s a good thing. You seem awfully perky.”

“I caught two hours of sleep. I’ll get more later but the two hours worked for me. You?”

“I’m tired,” Joe griped. “My sleep was interrupted because I got aggravated.”

“How come?” Frank asked.

“How come? I’ll tell you how come. I had to get out of my house and go over and yell at you and Hal.”

“No, you didn’t.”

“Yeah, Frank I did,” Joe said. “You and Hal wouldn’t let Ellen and Elliott alone. Why? Why was that? It isn’t like they’ll be doing anything. The man is scared to death.”

“I don’t know.” Frank shrugged. “I just wanted to interrupt. It’s my house.”

“It is not.”

“It is to. Dean gave it to me.” Frank reached into his chest pocket. “See.” He showed Joe a piece of paper.

“What is that?”

“A note from Dean saying he gave me his house.”

“Put that away.”

“Man.” Frank replaced the note. “Someone is pissy. Are you gonna be this way the whole day?”

“Probably.”

“But I have to spend the whole day with you.”

“That’s true.”

They moved into center town.

“Why?” Frank asked.

“I told you, Frank.” Joe handed Frank the clipboard. “Twice a year I visit every division and review every work roster. Now we have Bowman, Jordan, and Doyle camp. I do this to make sure all our records are correct.”

“But why am I coming along? I never did before.”

“Because I want you to,” Joe replied. “You’re my bodyguard.”

“Oh, Okay. Are we doing this is any order?”

“No, not really. I start early and eliminate the early people and I know where we can find one of our earliest.” Joe pointed.

Frank had to agree when he looked at the clinic. “Dean.”

Dean made a good attempt of appearing as if he was engrossed but Joe knew better. A nudge to Frank, then Joe pointed to Dean who sat at the counter with his face propped on his hands, seemingly reading but Dean was asleep.

Seeing Frank ready to yell, Joe tapped him and knocked on the arch of the door. “Dean.”

Dean’s head cocked fast. “Oh. Hey. What . . .” He waved in a rambling stand. “I . . .I . . .”  He glanced at his watch. “Shit. It’s not even five thirty. I thought it was later.” Exhaling, Dean sat back down.

“Nope, it’s that time of year again.” Joe said as he walked in.

“Why is Frank with you?” Dean asked.

“Call me a masochist.”

“I’m his body guard,” Frank explained.

Dean snickered. “Bodyguard? Against what?”

“Huh?” Frank asked.

“Never mind.” Dean flung out his hand. “Am I first again, Joe?”

“Yep,” Joe answered. “I was gonna ask if you were burning the midnight oil or starting early, but I see by that nap you haven’t been to bed yet.”

“No.” Dean shook his head and stood up with a stretch. “The cryo-lab is gonna keep me twenty-four seven until after tomorrow . . .” He shifted a glance Frank’s way. “If not longer.”

“You can’t do your job effectively if you don’t’ sleep.” Joe pointed a pencil. “Keep that in mind.”

Dean nodded.

“You okay?” Joe asked.

“Yeah.” Dean haphazardly tossed out his hand. “It’s just the typical Dean’s life in turmoil and turned upside down again. I’m getting used to that now. I’m just trying to get my bearings before it goes array again.” Dean rubbed his eyes. “Thanks for asking.”

Joe gave a single nod. “Okay, any changes?”

Dean smiled. “You’re gonna love me. Since August, my lab has had many changes.” Dean opened a drawer. “I knew this was coming. I typed them up for you. No need to ask.” He handed the sheet to Joe.

“Excellent.” Joe gave the sheet to Frank. “Put in this on the clipboard.”

Frank did. “Dean, you’ve got a pretty important project. You look like shit. Get some sleep.”

“I will as soon as Ellen checks in,” Dean replied. “I wanted to go home about two hours ago but Bowman called and said they were sending a patient. They arrived an hour ago. I just finished up.”

“Why didn’t Blue handle it?” Joe questioned.

“Oh, well, Blue’s arthritis is bad. It was sutures. He couldn’t do it.”

“Jason?”

Dean mocked, holding a glass and tipped his head back.

“Christ. Wait,” Joe said. “My wife came in at three. She could . . .” He saw Dean shake his head. “No? Why wouldn’t Andrea handle the patient?”

“Because of who it was,” Dean answered.

“Who?”

Dean pointed to the door.

Both Frank and Joe turned around.

Margaret Hadley stepped in with a soft, ‘I’m not interrupting am I?’. She appeared tired and certainly didn’t look like a woman once voted ‘Sexiest First Lady’. She donned a too long work shirt and pair of blue jeans.

“Well.” Joe smiled and extended his hand. “Aren’t you a sight for sore eyes? I haven’t seen you around much.”

“No, not in Beginnings. I try to avoid . . . .it, you know.” She winked and lifted her left hand. “But I sliced my hand, so here I am.”

“How are you?” Joe asked.

“Good. I’ve been trying to break through to my son Peter, but he still doesn’t know me. I’m lost at what to do.”

“Nothing,” Frank commented. “He’s cryo-process went . . . wrong.” He shifted his eyes to Dean. “There’s nothing you can do.”

“Christ, Frank.” Joe barked. “Be a little less callous.”

Margaret gave a tired smile. “No that’s fine. I better be going. Patrick told me Jenny Matoose offered me her couch and I’m gonna take that offer.”

“Nice seeing you again,” Joe said. “I guess I’ll run into you in Bowman today.”

Margaret’s eyes shifted to Dean. “Probably not. I start training here at the clinic. Dr. Hayes has invited me to work here.” Margaret noticed the immediate stares given to Dean by Joe and Frank. “No. No.” Margaret chuckled. ‘I can assure you I am not another Misha case. I’m not working in the lab. Lord knows I don’t want to. I’m going to be assisting with emergencies and I want to get some rest before I start my first day.” She smiled. “Dr. Hayes. Joe. Frank.” Margaret walked out.

Dean held up his hand. “Don’t. She shouldn’t be a cleaning woman, Joe. She’s been here long enough. We need someone since we lost Misha.”

“There’s a reason she doesn’t work here at the clinic, Dean,” Joe explained. “My wife doesn’t like her. I’m taking it my wife doesn’t know.”

“Not yet,” Dean replied. “I’ll explain it to her. Andrea is just insecure. You know as well as I do, Margaret is the first attractive older woman to come to Beginnings. She’s afraid you . . .”

“Eh,” Joe grumbled. “That’s just horseshit.”

Frank fluttered his lips. “Dad, we know your reputation and Margaret, man, I remember the tabloids headlines. Remember them? Margaret Hadley-Party Girl. Margaret Busted in Sex Trio. Margaret Secretly Meets Her Lesbian Lover.”

“Frank, enough,” Joe halted him. “We’d better go. Dean., get some rest.” Joe turned to leave.

“Joe,” Dean called out. “Good luck with Frank today.”

Joe only grumbled.

“Dad, where now?” Frank trailed behind.

“What is it you always sing?” Joe asked. “Oh, give me a home where the Asian men roam.”

Frank laughed. “Mechanics.”

After illuminating the face on his watch, Joe looked up as they feared the Mechanics building. “Is that Elliott?”

“I don’t know. Could be.” Frank took the flashlight from his belt ad flicked it on. “Ryder.”

Elliott, who had a cup of coffee in his hand, turned around. “Morning.”

“It’s awfully, early,” Joe said, “to be doing rounds.”

“Well.” Elliott pulled out a sheet of paper from his back pocket. “I was getting things ready and reviewing what I needed to do, when I realized I had left the day agenda Frank had made for me back at Bowman, but Ellen had a copy of one Frank uses. Which I have to say . . .” Elliott looked at it. “Has more than he told me to do.”

“I’m busy,” Frank stated.

“Yes, you are.” Elliott put the agenda in his pocket. “So, I figure to be able to do all that Frank does in one day, I would need to get an earlier start.”

Frank gave a swat to his arm. “I’ll be sort of, not a lot, but kind of impressed if you follow my agenda.”

“Rest assured.” Elliott winked. “I’ll give it my best shot.”

Joe suddenly looked up when he heard what sounded like cheers coming from the Mechanics building. ”What in Christ’s name?”

Elliot smiled. “They were cheering like than a half an hour ago when I walked by.”

Joe gave a twitch of his head. “Let’s go check it out. Elliott, we’ll be seeing you around.”

“I’m sure.” Elliott gave a single nod of his head and walked off.

As Joe approached the Mechanics room door, again he heard the cheers. He didn’t knock, he just walked in. “Gentlemen,” Joe called out.

“Gentlemen,” Frank repeated.

Henry, Danny Hoi, and Scott all sat with their backs to Joe and Frank and apparently huddled around something

Danny looked over his shoulder. ”Hey, Joe.”

Henry, focused, didn’t turn around. “Hey, Joe.”

“Joe. Frank,” Scott greeted.

“What’s going on?” Joe asked. “We hear you yelling.”

“Oh.” Danny rolled his chair back. “Check this out. We found an old video game. It’s so old, it’s in black and white. Pong. It’s great. Basic but great.”

“Speaking of basic.,” Frank said. “When are you hooking my cable up?”

“I’ll get out there today, Frank,” Danny reassured.

“How about that message?” Joe asked. “The code?” He gave a raise of his eyebrows.

Danny cringed. “I . . .I got behind with the show. I’ll get working on it, I promise.”

“That works for me.” Joe nodded. “Okay, biannual time.”

Henry stood up and walked across the room. He lifted a sheet and handed it to Joe. “Here you go. Where you guys heading next, Joe?”

Joe thought for a moment. “Probably Agriculture. Why?”

“Can you pass on that we’ll be up to fix that hinge today before noon?”

“I’ll take care of it.” Joe handed the paper to Frank. “Let’s go, Frank.”

“Oh.” Henry snapped his fingers. “Joe, are you coming tonight to the Hall. It’s karaoke night.”

This made Joe stop cold. “Karaoke night?”

Danny answered, “Yeah. Frank, you’ll like this. We’re broadcasting it on DBS.”

Frank clenched his fist. “Yes. Programming to choose from. Now, I can’t decide whether to watch it or participate.”

“Christ,” Joe grumbled. “Why don’t you participate then watch it on a tape.”

“I could do that, but I was pretty much looking forward to my first night as a couch potato again.”

“Then be a couch potato, Frank.” Joe tugged his arm and didn’t release it until they stepped through the door then Joe glanced back in. “Boys, enjoy your Pong.”

“Pong?” Robbie laughed. “Oh my God, that’s hysterical.” He rocked back and forth in the chair in Tracking. “Funny.” The smile wiped from his face. “Can I go home and go to sleep when Mark gets here?”

“No,” Joe answered.

“But, Dad, I was supposed to be sleeping last night. I wasn’t supposed to be working for Terry.”

“He was sick, Robbie.”

Robbie rolled his eyes. ‘It’s fuckin Tracking, Dad. Please. Can I?”

“Frank?” Joe asked.

“No. You’re supposed to be on shift this afternoon.”

“I’ll come back.” Robbie gave innocent eyes.

The door to Tracking opened and Elliott walked in. His face was flushed and his breathing a little heavy. “Morning.”

“Again?” Joe questioned.

“Just . . . you . . . know.” Elliott took a breath. “Making my rounds.”

Frank peered down to his watch and nodded. “Impressive It’s six-thirty-two. Your right on schedule.”

Elliot smiled. “I’m trying.”

Joe asked, “Why are you out of breath?”

“I ran so I can be on schedule,” Elliott answered “Where’s Mark.”

“Here.” Mark walked in. “Morning Robbie. Joe. Frank. Elliott.” Setting down his coffee, Mark pulled out his chair.

“Six thirty-three,” Frank announced. “You’re late.”

Mark checked out his own watch. “No, I’m early.”

“You’re supposed to be here at six-thirty.”

“Yeah, but I’m always later than this. I come in about six-forty.”

“No, you’re don’t.”

“Yeah I do,” Mark chuckled. “You just don’t know about it.”

Joe looked at Frank. “Why is that, Frank? Wouldn’t you know this? I mean if you’re here every day at six thirty-two, surely you would know that this man comes in at six-forty.”

“I do.” Frank sniffed. “I always leave before he gets here and . . . I was covering his ass . . . .” Frank reached out and gave a light smack to Mark’s head. “So you wouldn’t yell at him, Dad. Way to go, Mark.”

Joe grumble a ‘hmm’. “All right, let’s go. There’s a few more stops then a long ride out to industrial. Boys.” Joe walked out.

A few steps into following, Frank turned around. “I’ll probably see you out there, Ryder.”

Puzzled, Elliott looked at his slip. “Shit. I have to still do . . . and that will only leave . . .”

“Yep.” Frank nodded.

“But, how in the world do you do this so fast?”

Frank smiled. “I’m Frank.” After hearing his father comment loudly, ‘you’re also an asshole,’ Frank darted out.

Hector kept his back to Joe and Frank as he dug through the file cabinet. “I had it all ready,” Hector said. “I knew today was the day.”

A closed moth smile graced Joe’s face. “See, Frank? Everyone but you.”

“No.” Frank lifted a finger. “We didn't get to my office yet. So there.”

Hector turned round. “You’ll find it in order. I had to keep changing and updating because Hal switches the UWA field workers so . . .”

“Holy Christ!” Joe exclaimed as he took the paper. “What happened to your eye?”

“Oh.” Nonchalantly, Hector reached up to the bruised and abraded cut on the corner of his left eye. “I bumped it.”

Frank snickered. “Yeah, right. Who nailed you?”

“Huh?” Hector asked. “No one. I bumped it last night. I was . . . was at the Hall. I drank too much.”

Frank snickered again.

“What?” Hector asked.

“Yeah, I’d like to know that to.” Joe added.

“When?” Frank questioned. “When last night?”

Hector shrugged. “I don’t know. It was after the show.”

Joe looked at Frank who was shaking his head. “Why are you disagreeing with the man?”

“Because he was at the show, then he saying he went to the Social Hall and got drunk enough to bang his fukin eye. No. The Social Hall had a water break last night. It closed.” Frank shook his head. “He’s covering. Did one of my men hit you?’

Hector laughed a nervous laugh. “Frank, no Why would I cover for one of your men?.”

“Frank!” Joe snapped. “Why is this important?”

“If it’s important enough to cover or lie about, then it’s a situation that we look into. The question is, why is Hector covering up that someone hit him?” Frank nodded. “If I got nailed, I wouldn’t cover it up, so I figure one of two reasons. Either he did something bad that he doesn’t want to admit that’s why he got hit . . .”

“No,” Hector disagreed. “I don’t do anything, Frank. I mind my business and do my job. I go out occasionally, but spend a lot of time at home."

“Exactly.” Frank nodded. “So it’s the other reason. You’re embarrassed about it, or . . . scared.”

Joe watched. He was a reaction observer. At first he thought Frank’s line of questioning and disbelief was ridiculous until he saw where Frank was going. Someone hit Hector for no reason, and Hectors flinches, his slight shift of eyes and turn away confirmed that. “Hector.” Joe spoke softly. “If something happened, if you want to talk about it . . .”

“Joe.” Hector laughed. “Please. I bumped myself. That’s all.”

Joe exhaled. “All right. Frank?”

Frank stared at Hector for as second then with an exhale as well, nodded. “Okay. Just let us . . . oh!” Frank snapped his fingers. “Oh.”

Joe, puzzled, tossed his hands up. “What? What?”

“Wait.” Frank looked at his watch. “Three . . . two . . .one . . .” He pointed at the door.

It opened and with a rush, an out of breath Elliott flew in. “Frank. Joe . . . W . . . wow . . . what a surprise.” He tried with diligence to keep a strong front.

Frank tucked his clipboard under his arm and winked. “Way to go, Ryder. Way to stick to the time table.” He gave a swat to Elliott’s back as he walked to the door. “Let’s see if you keep it going.”

Joe started to follow Frank out, in fact he did, but he had to see it because he knew it. He quickly cracked open the Agriculture office door to catch a glimpse of Elliott Ryder plopping in exhaustion into a chair. Murmuring to himself, ‘if he’s asinine enough to buy that agenda, he deserves it,’ Joe chuckled and closed the door.

“There’s a word for that,” Frank said as he drove to the industrial section of Beginnings.

“A word?”

“Yes, a word,” Frank answered. “Domestic violence.

‘That’s two words.”

“Same difference.”

“Christ, Frank.” Joe rubbed his eyes. “Do you really think that this is a concern?”

“Domestic violence is a concern, but we don’t think of domestic violence when we think of two men, do we?”

“No, you’re right.”

“But in any relationship, there is a strong and a weak.”

“I don’t know.” Joe shook his head. “I just don’t see Hector being weak. Maybe they argued and it got physical.”

“I saw Henry.” Frank shrugged, shifted gears, hit the turn signal, and then turned. “Henry didn’t have a mark.”

“So maybe it wasn’t Henry.”

“Maybe it wasn’t but we will pretty much see every man in this community. If Hector got in a fight, we’ll see it on the other man.”

“That is if Hector hit him back,” Joe commented. “Whoever hit Hector could have very well cold cocked him.”

“And then picked him up and carried him home?” Frank stated with disbelief.

“No, why would you say that?”

“Because that would have to be the only scenario. There’s no way someone hit Hector, knocked him out, and left him there. Henry would have been pissed and whined to you.”

“True.”

“And if Henry was there, Henry would have steeped in.”

“True.”

“Henry hit him. That’s what I think. If it’s the first time, it won’t be the last. It’s a power thing.”

“So what can we do? Nothing?”

“No, I disagree. We have to watch the situation. It can get out of hand.”

A slight snicker escaped Joe. “Sorry, but I just don’t see Hector running around as the abused spouse.”

“No, neither do I, but I don’t see Henry running around at all if he does again.”

“You’re right.”

“I know I am.” Frank parked the Jeep. “You remember the last time we had a situation like this?”

“Do I ever. Ben ended up striking back and both him and Todd were in the clinic for three days.”

“Exactly.”

Joe exhaled. “Speaking of Ben and Todd.”

Frank whined when he looked at the big pink sign above the door, ‘Fabrics’. “Fuck.”

“Let’s go.” Joe stepped from the Jeep.

As if he needed some sort of macho entrance, Frank, with his palm flush, pushed open the Fabrics door with a  bang. “Gentlemen,” he announced.

Ben rolled his eyes. “The beast has arrived.” He exhaled and turned to Todd. “Hurry and get the bi-annual before he touches anything.”

Finally Joe walked in. “Boys.” He looked at the two. “You know why we’re here.”

Dramatically Ben exhaled, “You couldn’t have come at a worse time. We are busy. Busy. Busy. Busy. We’re making mittens, you know and since you took our staff, we’re short-handed. No pun intended.”

“Well, as you are well aware,” Joe said, “punishment had to be handed out. Before I forget.” Joe winked. “Love that plaid shirt with those corduroys.”

Ben huffed in offense and mouthed the word ‘beast’ at Frank.

“What?” Frank laughed. “I only picked out your clothes. You don’t have to wear them. Wait.” Frank laughed loud. “You do.”

Joe rolled his eyes. “All right. All right.” He took the bi-annual from Todd who seemed to be snubbing them. “We’ll head on out and leave you to your . . . mittens.”

“Thank you,” Ben breathed out.

“Frank.” Joe turned to the door.

“Wait.”

“Why?”

“That.” Frank pointed.

Elliott burst in through the door.

“Christ,” Joe mumbled.

Like a kid, Frank snickered.

“Am I . . .” Elliott huffs out his exhausted breaths. “Am I . . . in . . . in . . . in . . .”

Frank raised an eyebrow. “Interrupting.”

Outwardly breathing, Elliot answered, “Yes.”

“No,” Frank replied.

“Oh my goodness.” Ben rushed over. “You poor man. You poor, poor  man.” He took Elliott’s arm. “Let me get you a seat. Todd, get him a seat and some water.”

“No, I’m . . .” Elliott lifted his hand.

“You must sit.” Ben tried to lead him. “Todd! I said . . .”

“I heard!” Todd blasted and folded his arms.

Hovering over a sitting Elliott, Ben gasped out. “Why are you yelling?”

“Why are you pining over that man?” Todd stepped closer. “Is he what you want?”

“Are you insane with jealousy?” Ben asked. “I am merely expressing my concern.”

“You are pining.”

“Expressing.”

“Pining.”

‘Expressing.”

Joe looked at Frank. “Happy?”

Frank smiled. “Very.”

“Oh, yeah.” Frank’s arm flung out and stopped Joe before they went into the Bakery building. “Can you smell that? Baking.”

“Yeah, Frank, it’s a bakery.”

“No. Today is Security Appreciation Day. Come on.” Frank opened the door.

“What is Security Appreciation Day?” Joe asked.

“Once a month, they bake something special for us guy in Security. When we stop in, we get a treat. Hello!”

Josephine’s crass voice called out. “Christ Almighty. We smell you. We don’t need to hear you.”

Frank grumbled, “I hate her.”

“I heard that.” Josephine came out. “Hey ya, Joey.” She walked up to Joe and gave him a kiss on the cheek. “I knew it was biannual day. Baked you some of them orange muffins you like.”

“Oh, yeah?” Joe smiled. “Thank you.”

“I’ll go get one. They're still warm. How about a cup of coffee to tote around?” Josephine asked.

“That would be nice.”

“I’ll get your biannual as well.” Josephine turned.

“Hey!” Frank called out. “What about me?”

“What about you?” Josephine asked.

“Aren’t you gonna ask me if I want a muffin and coffee?”

“No,” Josephine snipped. “That’s for Joey.”

“But it’s Security Appreciation Day. Don’t I get a muffin?”

“Did I just say that you don’t?” Josephine barked. "No, you get the Security treat, goddamn goofball.” Shaking her head, Josephine walked into the back.

“Drunk,” Frank mumbled.

‘I heard that!” Josephine yelled then returned. “Here ya go.” She handed Joe the muffin and coffee then from under her arm, she gave Frank the sheet.

With two fingers and a cringe, he took it.

“Asshole,” she whispered.

Frank snarled. “Where’s my treat?”

“Maybe if you roll over and give me a paw.”

“Hey!” Frank blasted. “This is abuse.”

“Frank,” Joe halted him. “Be nice.”

“He ain’t got a clue on how to be nice. I can’t believe he’s your son.” Josephine walked behind the counter. “I’m gonna be nice. I’ve got coffee brownies . . .”

“Oh, yeah.” Frank smiled. “I like those.”

“Those are for the night shift boys.” Josephine winked. “They’ll keep them alert. I have oatmeal cookies for regular Security guys and a good old-fashion chocolate pie for head of Security.”

“Even better.” Frank smiled.

“Wow.” Joe gave a switch of his head. “You went all out.” He checked out his muffin.

“Sure did,” Josephine answered. “We had a lot of stuff we needed to finish off.” She handed Frank a cookie. “Here, Frankie.”

“Hey. What’s this? Where the chocolate pie?’

“Are you head of Security today?” Josephine asked.

“No, Ryder is.”

“Then the pie belongs to Ryder.” Josephine smiled that old smile. “Eat you goddamn oatmeal cookie.”

“Fine." Frank took a violent bite. “I’ll wait for Ryder. He’ll give me some of his pie anyhow.”

“Wait for Ryder where?” Josephine asked.

“Here. Where do you think?” Frank rebutted.

“Why?”

“Because he’ll come in to do his rounds, that’s why.”

“Hey!” Josephine snapped. “Don’t you get all smart ass with me. I just asked a question.”

“Well if you paid attention you wouldn’t have to ask.”

“I asked you, asshole, because he was already here. Why would he come back?”

“You lie. Ryder wasn’t here,” Frank said.

“Was too.”

“Impossible.” Frank looked at his watch. “When?”

“A little bit ago.”

“Impossible.”

“Frank!” Joe intervened. “She said he was here.”

“But Dad, if he’s following the agenda, he couldn’t have been here. That would be way too fast.”

“Josephine said he was here.”

“Impossible.” Frank looked at a smug Josephine. “How did he come in?”

“Through the door.”

“No, I mean how did he look? Happy, sad? What?” Frank quizzed.

Smirking, Josephine gave a snobbish look. “Out of breath.”

“Fuck.” Frank, shaking his head in disgust, cookie in hand, hurried to the door. “Come on, Dad. We have to get a move on. I can’t have him getting ahead of us on that agenda.” After giving a snarling look to Josephine and taking a hard tug bite from his cookie, Frank walked out.

Joe hesitated before leaving. He heard Josephine snickering. Frank’s yelling from outside, annoyed him and he paused by the door. “Between you and me, was Ryder here already?”

“Nah. He called so I covered. I wanted to aggravate Frank.”

The honk of the Jeep’s horn made Joe sneer but only briefly. He gave a grateful smile to Josephine and lifted his muffin and coffee. “Thanks.”

The horn honked again. “Dad! Come on!”

“Do me a favor.” Joe reached for the door.

“What’s that?”

“Next time, poison his goddamn cookie for me, will ya?” Shaking his head, Joe walked out yelling, ‘I hear you, asshole. Knock it off!”

“I don’t understand this roundabout way,” Frank stated. “I mean, first we’re in the Industrial section, then we’re in town, then we go to Jason at the mobile,  then we go back to Industry. Now, we’re back in town.” Frank parked the Jeep.

Joe stepped out. “Because, Frank, Plastics doesn’t start operations until after eight. What good would it do us to go to Plastics when no one is there?”

“Why don’t we just go out at eight?”

“Because Glass doesn’t start until ten and Metal doesn’t start until eleven That’s why we went out there at eleven.”

“Why don’t we go out there at eleven for all divisions?”

“Because Ben and Todd are done by then.”

“Fuck.” Frank shook his head. “Why do they start that late?”

“Because they run later and most of them men work Agriculture in the morning.”

“We got more men for Agriculture Why don’t we just . . .”

“Frank.” Joe stopped him. “No.”

“But, Dad . . .”

“I’m used to the running around. I like it. Let it go. I don’t like change.”

“No one does.”

Joe grumbled as he started to walk. “Can we just drop it?”

“You started it.”

“How do you figure?”

“You have me running all over the fuckin place when all you have to do is just put them all in order.”

“I do them in order. I try to do them in the order in which they start operations. That way they aren’t in the middle of a full swing work day.”

“If that’s the case, why are we going to Containment now? They‘re open twenty-four hours.’

“Frank.”

“It’s just a lot of running around and . . .”

“Frank!’ Joe spun to him. “You want the truth. I never do it like this. I’m doing it like this to aggravate you.”

“I knew it.”

“Moron.” Shaking his head, Joe turned around. “Ah. A bright spot.”

“Where.” Frank looked.

“Robbie.” Joe lifted his hand in a wave. “Robert, wait up.”

“Why is he a bright spot?”

Robbie stopped at the door to Containment. ‘Hey, Dad. Frank. See, I’m on time for work.”

“That’s all well and fine, little brother, but you’re not working Containment today.”

“But Containment is my baby.” Robbie winked “I always check in.”

“Still,” Frank said. “You . . .

“Frank!” Joe barked. “Why do you have to be such a goddamn know-it-all today?” Joe opened the Containment door

“Man!” Frank gasped out. “You’re so mean to me.” He stepped inside. “I’m just trying to . . . uh!” He skidded to a stop.

Joe had it. “What! What!”

“Look.” He pointed then with a turn of his body, a Joan Crawford flare, and a resonating voice, he gasped, “Ryder’s sword.”

Joe looked. Next to the Security guard was Elliott’s sword. “Well, yeah, Frank. The man can’t take an accessible lethal weapon into . . . hey.”

Buzz.

Frank flew in.

Joe shrugged to Robbie.

“Ryder!” Frank stormed down the hall. “Ryder where . . .” With a squeak of his boot, Frank halted just as he passed Ellen’s office. She was in there with Elliott. “Uh.” Frank stepped in. “What are you doing here.”

Elliott stood up. “I’m having lunch with Ellen. It’s part of the agenda.”

“No, it’s not.”

“Yes, it is.” Elliott pulled out the paper. “Plus, I hurried so I can have extra time.” He handed it to Frank.

“Yeah, Frank,.” Ellen snipped. “He’s following your agenda. Don’t you have lunch with me?”

“Yeah, but I . . .” Frank unfolded the note. “Fuck. I left it in there, I wanted to remove it when I typed . . . typed . . .” He saw the looks he received from Elliott and Ellen.

Slowly Ellen stood form behind her desk. “When you what?” She moved to Frank. “When you made his bogus agenda?”

“Yeah, I mean no. I mean . . .”

Joe walked in. “What do you mean?”

“Joe,” Ellen complained. “He typed up an impossible bogus agenda for Elliott to follow. I almost died when I saw it.”

Frank gasped. “You lie. I did not.”

“Did too,” Ellen argued.

“Na-ah. I follow this all the time.” Frank held it up.

Joe snatched it from his hand.

“Ow!”

Grumbling, Joe read it. “You don’t do this.”

“Yes, I do.”

Robbie took the agenda. “Let me see.” He viewed it and laughed “Oh my God.” He laughed harder. “You expected Elliott to make it from Fields to Fabrics in this time frame while doing his rounds.”

“I do,” Frank said.

“You do not.”

Elliott interjected, “I did.”

Frank turned to him. “You did not.”

“Did so.”

Ellen jumped in. “He did, Joe, and look how tired he is.”

“I am.” Elliott nodded.

Frank grunted. “Uh! That’s my line.”

“Enough!” Joe blasted. “Frank, you know goddamn well you hyped up this agenda.”

Ellen smiled snidely, “Thank you Joe.”

“Still.” Joe took the agenda from Robbie. “In Frank’s defense.”

Shocked, Ellen shouted, “Frank’s defense!”

“In Frank’s defense.” Joe folded it. “Elliott should have known better. It was his own goddamn fault if he was that stupid to think it was real.”

Elliott was stunned, “Mr. Slagel, I . . .”

Joe only held up a silencing hand. “But since you did it.” Smirking he looked at Frank. “So will you . . . tomorrow.”

“What? No. That’s impossible to . . . I mean. Fine, I’ll do it.” Frank flipped off Elliott.

Ellen heaved out a breath. “God, are you immature.” She walked back around to her desk. “Are you here to relieve me, Robbie?”

“No,” Robbie answered. “I’m here to check on things and to let you know I ran into Diane. She said she’d do the extra speech therapy session.”

Puzzled, Joe looked from Robbie to Ellen. “Speech therapy? We haven’t done speech therapy in here for a while, since we processed survivors. We don’t even have survivors any more we only have lo . . . loon . . . mentally unstable individuals. Who needs speech therapy?”

“Misha,” Ellen answered.

“Misha?” Joe questioned. "Misha speaks fine.”

“Oh no, Joe, I disagree. I can’t understand a word she says.”

“You are so full of goddamn shit. What are you up to?” Joe quizzed,

“Me?” Ellen played innocently. “Just trying to get her the help she needs. I mean, since yesterday, she has become unruly. I hate to think of the direction she is heading. She may not leave.”

Joe grumbled. “Ellen, if she heads in the direction of being a resident here, I blame you.”

“Blame Dean,” Ellen said smugly.

“Blame me for what?” Dean asked as he walked in.

Joe tossed up his hands. “What the hell is this?”

Robbie snickered. “Now correct me if I’m wrong but I’d say this is an Ellen man gathering.”

“Robert, go.” Joe pointed. “Get to work.”

“I’m gone.” Inching his way through Frank, Joe ,and Elliott, Robbie delivered a simple peck to Ellen’s cheek. “See ya tonight.”

Frank looked at Robbie. “What’s going on tonight?”

Robbie turned to Elliott “Elliott, will you be there.”

“Without a doubt. I look forward to tonight.”

“What’s going on tonight?” Frank asked.

Robbie smiled “Me, El, and Elliott are hooking up for kinky . . .”

“Robert,” Joe scolded.

“I’m gone.” Robbie walked to the door.

“Tell me about it,” Joe mumbled.

“Dad?” Robbie paused in the doorway. “Are you stopping by?”

“Yeah.” Joe waved out his hand. “I can use the fun.”

Frank huffed loudly. “What’s going on tonight?”

“God,” Ellen exclaimed. “It’s karaoke at the Social Hall. Danny got new a system. It should be fun.”

Frank rolled his eyes. “I thought it was something exciting.” He turned to Dean. “Are you going? Is that why you’re here?”

“No. I can’t. I’ll be in the lab until . . . Well . . . until.” Dean swallowed. “I came to tell Ellen I’ll be pretty much down in the cryo-lab, so if you can keep an eye out at the clinic to make sure Andrea isn’t abusing our new trauma worker.”

Ellen blinked in surprise. “Trauma worker?”

“Yeah, added hands for injuries,” Dean answered.

“Whose hands would they be?”

Before Dean could answer, Frank did. “Margaret Hadley.”

“Margaret?” Ellen laughed. “Are we bringing in another female so you can boost your ego and maybe have her fall for you.”

Dean closed his eyes. “Ellen.”

“You can’t blame the chip his time, Dean. Since young didn’t work, now you’re heading for old.”

“Ellen, be fair. All right?” Dean pleaded firmly. “You know Margaret.”

“All right. All right. I’ll be fair. I’ll check.”

“Thanks.” Dean quietly nodded, turned, and left without saying anything more.

Elliott glanced quirkily around the room. “Is it my imagination or is Dr. Hayes very much preoccupied? He doesn’t seem like himself.”

“No,” Joe answered. “He isn’t himself. Tension is high, very high. There’s a ton riding on the next twenty four hours.” Joe sighed out heavily. “You can say he’s a man with a lot on his mind.”

Frank eyes shifted to the photograph on Ellen’s desk, a picture of all the kids. His finger extended, brushing against Brian, as he softly mumbled, “And a man with a lot to lose.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

It was cold, but not as cold as it could have been for February. A front had moved in and warmed up the weather enough to make the snow into a thick mud hazard. Frank didn’t mind, nor did he mind the chill. In his mind it could have been far worse.

He was able to steal a short nap and dinner with the kids before heading back out to work. He had earned the time off he would get the next afternoon and Frank kept that goal in his mind to keep him awake and keep moving.

Not much happened in the winter. More time than not was spent thinking about the turn of events that would occur with the change of the season into spring. It seemed as time went on, each year that passed brought a new enemy. The Society had been a quiet enemy and that concerned Frank. They had been too quiet. Something had to be brewing or at least in the works. Diligently, George went after Beginnings and since Johnny turned defector, George had seemingly turned his attention but Frank knew that wasn’t the case, or wouldn’t be the case for very long.

The killer baby region was quiet. They found some sort of wild life to keep them occupied and the babies even sang a song for Frank. Frank applauded their efforts, tossed out a bag of old bakery cookies, and went on his way.

The front part of Beginnings was pretty much his region and call, not that Frank had to make rounds all that much. He just had to be available should there be trouble. However, if there was trouble, there certainly wouldn’t be a problem gathering all the Beginnings residents into safe area considering most of the adult population gathered at the Social Hall.

It was packed. They had karaoke before but nothing was ever a success like this night. Frank had to stop by. He himself even debated on getting up and doing a song but the line of slips was too long. He indulged on water and watched. He had to admit he enjoyed it. Robbie and Elliott did a duet of the old Sonny and Cher song, “I Got You, Babe’. Hal didn’t sound half bad singing, “Peaceful Easy Feeling’ but, to Frank, the best and the most surprising karaoke artist of the night was his father. It was borderline comical, yet Frank probably enjoyed it the most. Joe, half sloshed with a drink in his hand, did a pretty damn good job of singing ‘That’s Amore’. He called it a night at the Social Hall when Ben from Fabrics started crying during his rendition of ‘You Don’t Bring me Flowers’.

Music and laughter carried into the streets as Frank made it a point to stop and see Dean. It was quiet in the cryo-lab. Anticipation filled the air down there but it was an anticipation that lacked enthusiasm. Frank found it almost painful to see the digital countdown on the cryo-case hit ‘hours’ instead of days.

By the time he made it back up to the street level, a unison crowd singing of ‘We are the World’ brought a warm chuckle to Frank.

They were the world, or at least a good part of it. It felt odd because, in a sense, the survivors of the old world were slowly being projected back into that world courtesy of Danny Hoi. Danny meant no harm. Frank supposed he just did what someone would eventually do. Frank, himself, was one that wanted the return of the old world to take its time. The old world was filled with memories that were good, but more so with memories that were painful.

Family and friends lost, more so . . . his children. His daughters that were lost in the plaque would forever plague Frank. Even though he buried them deep in his mind, they made their way forefront more often than not. Frank would see their faces when a certain song played or a child laughed. Pretty much anything would cause those memories to stir.

Frank thought of them more lately, more than he admitted. How could he not? Like with them, Frank had placed the thought of Brian deep into his mind. He recalled the day he saw Brian die. He also recalled vividly when they tested fate and went back in the time machine to freeze the child to give him a chance.

The day Brian was born played over in Frank’s mind. How happy he was. How complete he stamped his life at that moment. Frank so badly wanted Brian back, to hold him, laugh with him, and be a father. But for as much as Frank wanted Brian’s return, Frank took comfort in the cryo-process. While cryogenically frozen, Brian was safe from the world and the germs that took his life. Under the process, Brian couldn’t die. He was perfectly preserved forever. No harm. No pain. Safe.

That safety veil was about to be lifted.

Frank wasn’t ready. Truly he wasn’t. If given a choice of when to release Brian, Frank would honesty say there would never be a perfect time. Now there wasn’t a choice. The clock was ticking, countdown had begun, and the hour was drawing closer and faster.

Against everything he wanted to show, Frank wasn’t just worried. He was scared.


CHAPTER THIRTY SEVEN

February 10th

Joe felt as if every hair on his scalp had a sharp daggering object on the end, piercing into his skull, making him want to just rip out his own eyes, reach into his brain and hose it down.

The headache woke him but not as much as the smell of Andrea’s perfume gagged him. Joe knew what caused it. The rekindling of the ‘old fashion’ drink was just too much or perhaps Joe had way too much.

Andrea hummed some sort of tune. Joe groaned. She opened the closest. He flipped over the pillow for a cooler side. She closed the closet, Joe sprang up. “Christ, Andrea. Do you have to make so much noise?”

Andrea turned slowly and looked at Joe.

“My head is killing me. If you . . .”

“Ah, no. No. No. Don’t even be telling me to be quiet. I am quiet.”

“I’m sick.”

“You are hung over.” She shook her head then shook her finger at him. “You want to act like a bad boy then you deserve to feel bad. Shame on you.” Motherly in tone, she rambled as she walked out. “Coming in my house at all hours, singing them bad songs in a drunken stupor. Sweet Jesus what . . .”

Her voice faded and became barely audible.

“Thank God.” Joe winced and tried to lie down. Just as his body leaned back . . .

“Sixteen years old!” She blasted into the bedroom. “That is what you acted like.”

“Yeah. Yeah.” Joe grumbled and started to lie down again.

“Get up!” she scolded. “You have work.”

“Yeah, yeah. I’m up.” Joe swung his legs over the bed and saw the time. As he proceeded to stand, his eyes caught something else, the phone. A bright idea hit him. Andrea said he acted sixteen so Joe figured why stop now. Picking up the phone, he began to dial with the mindset to do something else he hadn’t done since he was sixteen . . . play hooky.

^^^^

Hal rushed. He moved about his office, gathered things, and put them in order as he rambled to Elliott. “I haven’t a clue how long I will be gone. I’m not thinking I’ll be needed overnight. Then again, I can come back home to pick up things. Correct?”

“Yes, Captain, I . . .”

“Scouts!” Hal snapped his fingers. “Any word on what they found?”

“There’s word. Still nothing. They also checked out the Fort Peck Lake area. It is Society clean as well.”

Hal paused. “Perhaps we may need that area sooner than later.”

“Sir?” Elliott questioned.

“Let’s send a couple scouts up there just to keep watch. Keep it safe and clean from Society.”

“I’m not understanding . . .”

“Look at me. I’m a mess.” Hal shook his head. “I think I need more coffee.”

“I can send for some.”

“No, I’ll grab some from the mess before I head to Beginnings.”

“Are you all right?” Elliott asked.

“No.” Hal exhaled.

“Can I ask why?”

“Good God, Elliott, my father has taken ill. You know this.”

“But he only called off of work. Maybe he needed a day off.”

“For his illness.” Hal shook his head. “He said he wasn’t well and needed me to be leader today.”

Elliott gave a quirky. “But still . . .”

“But still? But still?” Hal walked to Elliott. “He has an illness, Elliott. You of all people know how that illness can wear you down.”

“Absolutely sir, but I of all people know how alcohol affects you when you have that illness or at least are getting treatment.”

“I beg your pardon?” Hal questioned.

“Okay.” Elliott raised his hand. “Chancing a reprimand, seeing how your father was extremely well yesterday and knowing how much fun he had last night, do you think maybe it isn’t his illness but perhaps the alcohol?”

Hal gasped. “Are you suggesting that my father has . . . a hangover?” Hal was appalled.

“Well, I . . .”

“Dear God, Elliott, where is your mind? Surely you are joking. My father? A hangover?” Hal laughed. “No. I know him well. He would not call off for a hangover. This is serious.”

“Sir, he did have quite a few last night, maybe even more.”

“No, he did not,” Hal argued,

“I saw,”

“You saw wrong.’

“Captain he was singing Dean Martin.”

“Dean is his favorite crooner.”

“He danced with Josephine.”

“He felt sorry for her.” Hal finished gathering things.

“Then explain why he sang a Boy George tune.”

“He was in a good mood.”

“What about . . .”

“Elliott!” Hal snapped his name. “Where are you going with this?”

“I’m just trying to ease your worry.”

“No, you’re making my father out to be a drunk.”

Elliott chuckled. “I am not.”

“You are too and it isn’t very nice. He’s ill. What do you need to convince you? A sign from God?”

The phone rang.

Both men shifted their eyes to it.

Hal snapped his fingers. “You’re the Bowman leader. You answer.”

Elliott picked up the receiver. “Sgt. Ryder speaking. Yes, the Captain is filling in for Mr. Slagel today. He’s right here.” He nodded. “May I ask who is calling?” Elliott nearly choked and handed the phone to Hal.

“Who is it? Hal mouthed.

Elliot cleared his throat. “Creed AKA God.”

Hal smiled arrogantly and nodded,. “See, it’s a sign.” He took the phone. “Mr. Creed, how are you? Good. Good. No . . .  my father is fine. He’s just under the weather, more than likely tired. He spent the entire day yesterday with Frank.” Hal chuckled. “What’s up? Really? That’s impressive. I have to say we didn’t expect you to make that much progress on the railroad this soon. Of course . . . we totally sympathize with the fact your men can’t be outdoors for extended periods. Absolutely. I’ll speak to my father regarding sending you men for the next phase. Um . . . Creed. It’s only three in the morning out there. Do you start that early? Celebrating? Wow. May I ask what?”

Eliot watched as Hal nodded and listened.

“And this is a new thing? Ah, a yearly event. Well, we must look into celebrating that ourselves. I’ll speak to you tomorrow. Good day.” Hal hung up and grabbed his coat. “I’m off.”

“So the railroad is done.”

“To the point where we must send help.”

“Captain,” Elliott called out as Hal neared the door. "Can I ask what they were celebrating?”

“It seems today, or rather last night, was their yearly Omega Man Day.”

“Omega Man as in plague world Neville competition?”

“Yes, another society obsesses over bad Charlton Heston films. Creed said some even celebrate by going into the street and calling out into a dead world just to hear the echo.”

Elliot restrained his chuckle. “Really?”

“Really. Imagine that. Honestly, Elliott, I swear the entire world is insane.” Hal opened the door. “And we here in the UWA are the only sane ones.”

As Hal left, Elliott snickered and whispered. “So he says as he exits wearing a Civil War uniform in an apocalyptic world.” Shaking his head with a slight whistle, Elliott turned and moved to the desk. “Yes, we’re sane.”

^^^^

Jimmy and Jess, along with their bags, perched in a makeshift cart attached to the mule that Everett rode. They moved slowly, a tad more than human pace, but they moved steady and didn’t have to walk. That was a bonus.

Jess finally woke up. Jimmy started to wonder if he would. He stopped to rest his eyes and before they could regain their direction, Jess was fast asleep, which ended up working in their favor because they kept moving. Everett may not have found that mule while hunting for squirrel. Jimmy had to admit that Everett was fast becoming an asset. He led the way, was a scout of sorts, and found new inventive ways to eat. Jimmy liked him. Jess verged on tolerating the little man with the thick accent.

Jimmy did a lot of thinking on the forty-two miles he rode in that cart while Jess slept. He thought about home and some of the stories Jess had shared. Through those tales, Jimmy could tell his bothers hadn’t changed. Had he? He doubted it. How perfectly Slagel the whole scenario was. He hoped he’d fit right in. In a way he supposed his brothers were enjoying the post apocalyptic work that surrounded them. The Slagels, in a sense, had trained and prepared for it their entire lives. It was as if the ‘end of the world’ was Joe’s dream vacation and, like any parent preparing their kids for a trip to Spain would educate them in Spanish, Joe educated his children in survival.

Jimmy had to admit that he, himself, didn’t have to rely too much on those survival skills. He woke from a cryogenic freeze to a world pretty much rebuilding. Sure, he had to pick up a hammer and work on training men, but it was nothing compared to having to build your own world, grow your own food, and starting a brand new world as his brother and fathers did. It was a world of their own, one that seemed perfect to Jimmy and one he anticipated with enthusiasm. Though most of his life he tried to be the slightly different Slagel, Jimmy hoped this time he wasn’t. He was without a doubt that missing piece and he hoped with his heart and soul he would fit right in. There was a chance he wouldn’t, that he’d be that oddball out. There were too many miles to count ahead of them, miles that afforded not only a lot of thinking time, but enough time for Jimmy to get nervous.

^^^^

Pace. Pace. Pace. A foot or so past the cryo-lab door, Ellen would pace then stop, turn around, and go back again. She did this for about ten minutes, which in turn seemed about an hour. She went back and forth until the door opened.

Frank slipped out.

“Well?” she asked.

Frank put his hands on her shoulders and moved her from the door. “He kicked me out.”

“Fuck.”

“He says he’s busy.”

“I’m taking it you weren’t trying to be inconspicuous.”

“Of course not. I was trying to be sneaky.” Frank nodded. “It didn’t work. He didn’t buy it and kicked me out. He has everything ready though, El.”

“Did you?”

“Yep.” Frank smiled. “Countdown. Four hours thirteen minutes. Synchronize our watches.”

“I have eight ten,” Ellen said.

“Me too, so we meet back down here in four hours.”

“Absolutely.”

“El, you don’t think he’ll get mad?” Frank asked.

“I don’t think he’ll care at that point. With two children waking up from cryo, he’ll need our help.”

“He’ll be running back and forth.”

“Trying to stay calm.”

“He’ll need us.”

Ellen agreed, “Oh, without a doubt.”

Frank inhaled deeply through his nostrils,. “Good.”

“You okay?”

“Yes. No. I mean . . .” Frank shrugged. “I don’t know how to feel. Excited. Scared. Nervous.”

“All of the above,” Ellen said. “I do have to admit I am excited.”

“Yeah. Me too.” Frank grinned. “I just keep thinking of holding Brian again.”

“Hearing him laugh.”

“Walk. He was walking. El.”

“Yes he was, or trying to.”

Frank looked at his watch. “Four hours.” He kissed her on the cheek. “I’d better go. I want to get ahead of my work before we come back down here. See ya in a bit.”

“Aren’t you supposed to be doing the Elliott agenda?”

Frank fluttered his lips. “Right. My Dad called off sick.”

“Joe’s sick? Have you talked to him?”

“I tried. I called. He said he was laying down. El, you don’t think it’s his illness do you?”

“No.” Ellen shook her head. “No, he’s been feeling too well lately, but if it helps, I’ll go by and check on him,.”

“Would you?”

“You know it.”

“Thanks.” Again, Frank looked at his watch. “I got to go. You coming?”

“Um . . .” Ellen shifted her eyes to the door. “In a minute.”

“He’ll kick you out.”

“Not if I’m not going there about Brian.”

“Good plan.” Frank gave thumbs up. “I’ll see you in a little bit.”

“Four hours.”

Frank smiled, wide and happily. “Brian.”

“Brian.”

After an exhale and a tap to Ellen’s cheek, Frank walked away.

Ellen waited. She listed to Frank’s boots make that heavy walking sound in the echoing tunnel. When there was silence, she punched in her code.

Buzz.

Slowly opening the door, Ellen slipped inside.

“I thought I kicked you out,” Dean said quietly as he leaned into the counter.

“No, I believe you kicked Frank out.”

Dean turned around. “El.”

“Hey.” With her hands behind her back, Ellen walked to him.

“What’s up?”

“What’s up?” Ellen shook her head.

“Look, I know why you’re here. I told Frank that . . .”

“Stop.” Ellen held up her hand. “You don’t know why I’m here, not completely. First, I want to wish you luck. I’m excited. Despite all that I had said to you, I’m pretty excited.”

Dean could only nod.

“Second, I haven’t talked to you.”

“I’ve been busy.” He held out his hand in a point around the lab.

“I realize that. Dean?” Ellen softened her voice. “What’s going on?”

“What do you mean?”

“You know what I mean. We’ve barely spoken. I got back but you haven’t wanted to make time. I know you’ve been busy. I know that. I appreciate that.” She stepped closer. “We’re divorced due to your microchip problem, but in hindsight, how much of that decisions was yours? I made all kind of arrange . . .” She chuckled. “Planned a speech and all about how you gave me up. I did that, you know, for when you asked to stay at the house. But . . .” Ellen went serious. “You never asked.”

The chuckle flowed a little bit more nervous than Dean probably intended it to do. “I knew I wasn’t allowed to come back.”

“It never stopped you before.”

“You’re thinking of Frank, not me.”

“No, Dean.”

“El, what do you want me to tell you?”

“Do you still love me?”

“Oh my God,” Dean whispered. “Yes.”

“Then tell me. Are you just feeling bad? Guilty? Do you just not know how to approach me, what?”

“No.” Dean shook his head. “None of those. Listen, I have so much work.” He turned.

Ellen laid her hand on his shoulder. “I’m not dumb, Dean. What s going on? Are you staying at Frank’s house?”

Dean didn’t answer.

“Dean.”

“For the time being, yes.”

“You don’t want to come back to the house?”

“I thought I did.”

“Dean?”

Dean slowly turned around. “I did some thinking over the past couple days, some really deep thinking. Hal brought something to my attention. I raged around bitter about the divorce, bitter about what Misha did, but then I had started the whole thing before the chip went bad. I told Frank it was his turn. I was side-stepping for Frank.”

“But don’t you think that I should have something to say about that?”

“Yes, absolutely.” Dean nodded. “But during these past couple days I sat down and I thought why? Why was I so easily side-stepping for Frank? Why? Was I subconsciously admitting something I consciously wasn’t aware of.”

Taking a long blink, Ellen stepped back a single step. “Dean?”

Dean swallowed. “Don’t me get me wrong? I love you more than life itself. Since the plague, I have done nothing but love you. Our relationship has been nothing but me loving you, wanting you, chasing you, and losing you. How much of my time have I spent worrying about never having you? These past couple of months have been the worst but they also did something else.” Dean’s head lowered.

“You’ve barely seen me these past couple of months.”

Slowly Dean’s eyes rose.

“Oh my God.” Ellen whispered.

“El, this is so hard to say.”

“Then say it. Just . . . say it.”

“I . . . I have spent so much of my time living for you, I think it’s time that I lived for me. and find myself.”

Ellen’s silence seeped out loudly more than any words.

“I don’t want bitterness. Are you . . . are you bitter?” Dean asked moving to her.

“No.” Ellen spoke soft. “I’m shocked. Are you saying it’s over?”

Dean pouted, puckering his lips in hesitation. “I don’t think we’ll ever be over. We’ll always be together with work and the kids. In sense we’re never apart. I know I stand a chance of you saying to me that you’ll never take me back and that I blew it. I know this is a chance I take, but for now I don’t want to say it’s over. I’d just rather say I’m just setting you free.”

Ellen exhaled loudly, turned her body, and leaned her back against the counter.

“El? Please don’t hate me. I think . . . I think you know we need this.”

“It’s the end of the Dean and Ellen era.” After a single nod of her head, Ellen stepped from the counter. “Well, I guess I got my answer, now didn’t I?” She continued to walk. “I’ll see ya’ later, Dean.”

“El, wait.” Dean moved to her.

Ellen stopped at the door,. “I’m fine. I am.” She gave a peaceful smile. “Good luck with today.” Taking one more look at Dean, Ellen opened the door and left.

^^^^

“The boat has arrived,” Bertha announced as she stepped into George’s room at the old hotel.

Still staring out the window, George shook his head. ‘What the hell happened?”

“Our scientists believe that perhaps a small meteor fell into the Atlantic.”

“That would make sense. Will the waters ever recede?”

“Maybe not.”

George turned from the window. “How far does the water extend?”

“The new shore starts about ten miles from here. The cars are waiting,” Bertha answered.

“Then we should get started. I hate boats. I get sea sick.”

“Sir.” Bertha bodily stood before him. “I have some odd news.”

“Go on.”

“A message arrived with our transport. It seems when we sent a messenger to Lodi, the messenger spoke to Chief Manis. During the conversation he spotted a phone on Manis’s belt . . . A cell phone.”

George’s attention was caught. “I thought Lodi didn’t have phone capabilities.”

“They do now. They have one. We have the number.”

“But how . . .” George grumbled. “Beginnings. They hooked up with Beginnings somehow.”

“Manis would not confirm that but, realistically, if Doyle covered for Lodi, Doyle told Beginnings about Lodi.”

“Christ.”

“At least setting up a meeting with the chief will be easier now that we can call.”

“So will threatening him.”

Bertha chuckled as she opened the door for George.

“UWA, Lodi, Beginnings.” George stopped. “We certainly opened up another chapter in this war now, haven’t we?”

^^^^

Like it was a brand new invention Mike stood before the fax machine, watching the last of three pages flow through. He chuckled with each page. With his hands on his hips, he shook his head in astonishment. It was something he never thought he’d see again. Last page and last beep so Mike disconnected the cell phone, hooked it back on his belt, and picked up the pages. It wasn’t the end of the day, or even time to go home but Mike lifted the radio and reached Tigger with instruction to put a pot of coffee on.

In a sense, it was mail and though he enjoyed speaking directly to Ellen, he wanted to read her letter. She called said she spent the last hour typing something up and then told Mike how to hook up the fax machine. What started out as a progress report, or a ‘watch’ sheet for Lars, became something else she assured Mike.

He didn’t read the pages, not at all. He rolled them carefully, kept them in his hand, and walked home.

No pleasant salutation came from Mike as he entered his home, just a simple, “Boys. Tig. Coffee done?” He headed straight to the kitchen.

If Tigger wasn’t a curious person by nature, he probably would have just answered a simple ‘yes’ to the coffee question and let Mike’s rapid move to the kitchen go, but that wasn’t Tigger. He was enjoying the game of Scrabble he played with Jenny/Johnny but Tigger had to find up what was up. Surely his father wasn’t just dying for a cup of coffee.

Hoping that Johnny didn’t turn back into Johnny before the end of the game–he had been turning himself more and more–Tigger chanced it.

“Dad?” He folded his little arms and leaned in the kitchen doorway. “Is everything okay?”

“Oh hey, Tig. Yeah.” Mike lifted the rolled up paper as he poured the coffee. “Thanks for brewing this.”

“Sure.”

“Thanks.” Mike stared intently as if waiting..

“What?” Tigger asked.

“Go.”

“Where.”

“Away. I have something I need to do alone.”

“Can I ask what?”

“This.” Mike held up the paper. “Ellen faxed me a letter. I got mail.”

“Cool. Okay. Enjoy.”

“Thanks.”

Tigger was slow in leaving the kitchen. He watched his father sit down at the table, position his coffee, light a cigarette, and unroll the paper as if it was something he had been waiting for his entire life. Tigger saw enough to feel good about how his father was feeling. A sense of happiness had arrived via fax into his father’s life and that made Tigger grateful.

Walking back to resume his game, Tigger cringed when he heard Johnny call out. “Fuck, Tig. What the fuck?” Placing on his best fake innocent smile, Tigger walked into the living room. “Hey, Johnny did you say something? What!” Tigger dropped to the floor in a hurry. “What are you doing?”

Johnny was clearing the Scrabble board. “I hate when you do this. You cheat when I have my blackouts. We’re starting again.”

“Fine.” Tigger got comfortable. “My dad’s home.”

“Why so early?”

“Check this out. Ellen sent him a fax. He’s acting like the pony express arrived. Man.”

“Why’s Mike reading a fax?’

‘I think it’s more. I think it’s personal. Hey, Johnny, you think it’s a dirty letter?”

Johnny laughed. “No, but knowing Ellen, it probably rambles.”

Tigger began to select his tiles. “I know she’s your stepmother and all, but when she was here, she claimed she was a free agent. I want to know if it will upset you if her and my dad hook up?”

This made Johnny snicker. ‘No, it won’t upset me because it will never happen.”

“I think my Dad likes her.”

“Duh.”

“Duh.?” Tigger shook his head. “I think Ellen likes him too. I’m gonna push for fixing them up when she comes back.”

“My dad won’t let it happen,” Johnny argued.

“What does he know? He’s a thousand mile away.”

“One mile, a thousand miles, when it comes to Ellen he’s always there. It won’t work.”

“Bet me.”

“I’ll bet.” Johnny extended his hand. “You’re on.”

“Cool. My Dad and Ellen, next trip.”

“It won’t . . .” Johnny blinked a half a dozen times then smiled gently and softened his voice. “Mike and Ellen. What a wonderful idea. Can I help?”

“Absolutely.” Tigger waved out his hand. “May I say it’s good to have you back in the room, Jenny.” He pushed the game board forward. “Now you and I can play some serious Scrabble.”

^^^^

With a patient understanding and a tad of authority, Hal lifted his hand in the Skills Room. “A-A-ah. No-no.” He smiled gently. “The solution is very simple people. It is right before you. Okay?” He nodded as he stood in front of the table where Herb, Chester, and Misha sat. “You three are put here to work on your project. Those right are over there are to work on theirs. I promise if you work together, this will not be a problem.”

Chester spoke up. “But I don’t see an answer.”

“It’s right there.”

“But I don’t see an answer.”

“It’s right there.”

“Where?” Chester asked.

“In front of you.”

“Where?” Chester repeated.

Hal exhaled, still remaining calm. “Listen to me. You have the Blue’s Clue’s puzzle. Misha has Winnie the Pooh and Herb has Cat in the Hat. Some of your pieces are mixed together. If you three will just look at the pieces as you pull them out of the box, you’ll know this. Obviously Blue’s Clues is not going to fit in Cat in the Hat puzzle. Now, no more arguing. Just attempt to finish this. Thank you.” Hal lifted his hand when they were going to speak and he walked out. Bandana under his arm, he walked down the hall and stopped before Ellen’s office. He knocked once.

“Come in,” Ellen said as she stared down at some papers.

“Ellen, may I ask why I get an urgent call to handle a situation and I come here to find out the problem is that the pieces of the puzzles got mixed up?”

“They were arguing.” Ellen stayed focused on what she was doing.

“You could have handled it.”

“I needed you.”

“Well it’s done.

“Thanks.”

“Are you all right?”

Ellen finally looked up. She paused before saying anything. “Yes.” She returned to her work.

“Have you been able to visit my father today?”

“I spoke to him. He’s fine.”

“But he’s ill.”

“He’s hung over.”

Hal gasped, “It appears Elliott has brainwashed you.”

Ellen spoke in a monotone, “He did no such thing. Joe’s fine. Go see for yourself.”

“I will. Oh, Ellen, Henry says the weather appears to be holding up. And will be tolerable. The Society is nowhere to be found. I’m thinking of taking that little family vacation soon. Me, you, Frank, Robbie, and my father. What do you say?”

“I’d like that.”

“So you can clear your schedule.”

“Yes.”

“Good.” Hal started to leave. “Are you sure you’re all right?”

“I’m fine.”

“I can stay and talk if you need to talk.”

‘No, Frank should be here any minute.”

“Really? I just spoke to him and he said nothing about coming to Containment. When did he tell you he was stopping by?”

‘He didn’t.” Ellen continued to write, never looking up. “I sense him.”

“You sense him?” Hal asked in ridicule then he heard the distance buzzing of the Security door.

“See? Frank.”

“Oh it is not . . .” Hal looked down the hall. “Frank.”

“Told you.”

“I’ll let you be. See you later.”

Glancing at a nearly dazed Ellen, Hal shook his head and walked down the hall. “I don’t believe it.”

“Yeah, greatness is often hard to swallow,” Frank said.

“You’re an ass. Something is wrong with Ellen,” Hal told him.

“I know. That’s why I’m here.”

“Did someone call you?” Hal asked.

“No, I sense it.”

Opening his mouth to comment, Hal opted for silence and just walked out.

“What? What did I say?” Frank asked as the door closed. Shrugging, he walked to Ellen’s office. He didn’t knock. He just walked in and closed the door.

The pencil dropped from Ellen’s grip and her hands went to her face.

Frank moved beside her and knelt down. “I just came from seeing Dean.” He reached up, took her hands, and pulled them from her face. “I have to tell you I expected a strong front.”

“Not with you.”

“Good.” Frank exhaled. “Because I don’t know how good of a front I can put up. I’m . . . I’m crushed.”

It wasn’t intended, but a smile hit Ellen’s face. She turned her chair to face him. “You?”

“Yeah, he broke up with us.” Frank shook his head once like a dog. “Man, it was out of nowhere. First it was a share thing then it was where I get to finally be primary and he’s being secondary. Now . . . now . . . he said . . . no. What are we gonna do? Dean left us.”

“Thank you.” Smiling, she laid her hand on his cheek.

“For what?”

“Cheering me up. You’re funny.”

“I’m not joking.” Frank stood up. “This shocks me. I thought he was kidding, you know. But he’s serious. He’s dead serious.” Frank began to pace. “I said, ‘Ok, Dean, so I’m primary, you’re the understanding’ and you know what he said?”

“What?”

“He said ‘no, Frank, find someone else for the understanding.’ I laughed. He didn’t. I said ‘fuck’. He said ‘sorry’. I said . . .”

“Frank.” Ellen stood and moved to him. “You’re taking this as bad as me.”

“Don’t get me wrong, El, I’m not gonna cry in my fuckin oatmeal over this. He’s being fuckin stupid, but that’s his choice. What’s bothering me is we had this partnership, him and I and the kids. When you were away, we’d work together. Guess what?”

“He doesn’t want that anymore.”

“Did he tell you that?”

“No, but Dean needs to find himself and I think that’s in every aspect of his life. For the past couple years, and you know it, he hasn’t been able to. He wants to try it all on his own. But between you and me.” Ellen winked. “I think he’ll take you back before me.”

“I just want to keep the kids out of this. I don’t want them affected,” Frank explained. “They’re used to things being a certain way.”

“I’m sure you’ll do your best to protect them.”

“Always.”

Ellen hesitated, smiled, and walked back to her desk only this time, she leaned on the edge. “So.”

“So.”

“Two hours and counting.”

“Don’t change the subject.”

“What? I didn’t know we were still on the subject.”

“Yes, you did. You changed it on purpose.”

“Did you read my mind?”

“Sorry.”

“Frank!” Ellen walked around and sat down.

“Ok, here’s the deal. Let’s put the cards on the table. I don’t expect a response. I know you have this Dean grieving thing to go through today.”

“Today?” Ellen chuckled.

“Please, El, I won’t buy it if it takes any longer.”

She shook her head in disbelief.

“I love you.” Frank dropped his voice “Bottom line, I love you very much. Six months ago, before the Society took me in the pouring down rain I proposed to you and you accepted. I come back and you’re married to Dean. Shit went down. I stepped back. Maybe not completely, but did. I vowed I’d wait until I had a clear shot and then I was taking it. I see a clear shot here, El. I know . . .” Frank knelt down on one knee and took her hand. “I know in this world you have to share. I understand that. I can do that. There has to be a number one guy and a number two guy. I also know that twenty plus years with you doesn’t give me a buy. I just want it to give me a bid.”

“Frank.”

Frank’s hand immediately shot out and covered her mouth. “El, don’t answer.”

She pulled his hand away. “Frank, look . . .”

Again he placed his hand over her mouth. “El, I know you want to say ‘yes’ right away. I know this, but don’t tell me yet.” Frank stood up. He saw her ready to speak. “Ah! No. Shh.” He winked. “Think about it. I’ll be back.”

“Frank . . .”

“Think about it.” Frank walked out.

Ellen’s mouth was still agape. Huffing out in disbelief, she plopped down to her chair. “God, is he strange.”

^^^^

Poor Dan from Security. Had he known that the simple trip to the clinic to get antibiotic ointment would have turned into such an ordeal, he would have opted for an infection. Yes, he thought the staple imbedded in his finger was an emergency but not so severe that it warranted an IV. Of course, that wasn’t as bad as when they made him undress and strapped him to the table.

What was going on?

“This is a perfect example.” Andrea spoke as she peered in a teacher mode over Margaret’s shoulder. “Imagine it something else, something bigger.”

“Like?”

“Like an arrowhead or a bullet.”

“But I won’t be removing bullets. I’m a cleaning and bandage person.”

“Well, with that attitude of laziness you will not work out around here.”

“But . . .”

“No buts,” Andrea scolded. “You never know. You may have to remove a bullet. Sometimes these boys come in here with a flesh wound and we can’t be bothered. Think of it as a splinter. Use the staple as practice.”

“I’m sorry. I’ll do that.”

“Get the thin tweezers please,” Andrea instructed. “Now I want you to exercise care. I also want you to treat this like a bomb being defused, because should you remove an arrow head, you have to remove it so as to leave as little residue behind. Got that?’

“Yes.”

“Now, gently.”

Dan watched. There was silence in the room.

“Keep your hands steady,” Andrea informed. “Steady. Steady.”

The boom of the single knock and Frank’s, ‘Andrea’ caused Andrea to shrieked, Margaret to slip, and Dan to scream when the tweezers plunged the staple deeper into his finger.

“Sweet Jesus, Frank!” Andrea scolded. “What is it?’

“I was . . .whoa.” Frank looked at Dan, the IV, and the straps holding him down. “Oh my God, what happened to you?”

“I have a staple in my finger,” Dan replied.

“It must be bad. Anyhow, .Andrea, have you seen my father?”

“He’s resting at home,” Andrea answered.

“No, he’s not there. I just checked,” Frank said.

Margaret spoke up, “He’s at the library with Billy.”

Andrea huffed, “Woman, how do you know where my husband is.”

Frank made a hissing cat sound.

Andre snapped a glare his way.

Margaret grew nervous. “I went to the library. You sent me. I saw them as I was leaving. That’s . . . that’s all.”

“Oh,” Snobbish, Andrea nodded and looked at Frank. “Try the library.”

“Got it. Thanks. Please take care of Dan. He doesn’t look good.” Frank walked out.

Andrea looked down at Dan. “Frank’s right. You don’t look well. You’re pale. It’s a good thing we numbed that finger ahead of time. We may have to monitor you overnight.”

“For a staple wound?” Dan asked.

“Well.”  Andrea looked at his finger. “Thanks to Frank, it’s more than that now.”

“Oh my God.”

Andrea whispered to Margaret. “Go find Melissa and tell her to prep OR Two for a limb reattachment. Hurry.”

“Right away, Dr. Winters. I’m sorry about that,” Margaret apologized.

“No apologies. This will be a perfect learning experience, but hurry.”

Nodding nervously, Margaret hurried out.

“Oh my God!” Dan shrieked “I lost my finger!”

“Just the tip, sort of. We’ll fix you right up. Don’t you worry.” She patted his head.

Dan wasn’t going to worry until he saw the gleaming smile on Andrea’s face, then he panicked.

^^^^

Hal wouldn’t have expected it. About eight people were spread about the library, reading. He couldn’t recall the last time he was in there, but he was certain it had no patrons, nor was Gemma the librarian working there. Peering around, Hal spotted Joe and Billy at the far corner table. They gathered in what seemed to be a whispering huddle.

Sighing out, Hal removed his bandana and walked their way, “Dad.”

Not just Gemma, but everyone looked up with a loud, ‘Shh.’

Hal cringed. “Christ.” He walked to the table. “Father.” He sat down. “Thank God.”

“Shh.”

Hal looked over his shoulder to those whose whispering warned him.

“Is something wrong?” Joe asked.

“No. I was concerned. I was looking for you.”

“I’m right here,” Joe stated.

“But you’re ill. What are you doing out of bed?”

Joe laughed. “Out of bed?”

“Shh.” The patrons warned.

Joe waved them off. “I’m not ill, Hal. I’m playing hooky.”

“What?” Hal was shocked.

“Yeah, hooky.”

“But you said you weren’t feeling well.. You said so this morning.” Hal looked at Billy who snickered. “What?”

Joe shook his head. “I was hung over. I had a headache, a killer one too. It’s gone now.”

“Good God, Father.”

A ‘shh’ rang out.

Hal ignored them. “I thought you were . . . were . . .”

“Suffering?” Joe asked. “Tormented by my cancer?”

Hal hunched. “Please.”

“What? That word bothers you?”

“Yes.”

“Cancer.”

“Father.”

“Cancer. Cancer. Can . . .”

“Enough!” Hal snapped.

“Shh.”

Hal huffed, “I cannot believe that you told me all . . .”

“Hal,” Joe stopped him. “Did anyone ever tell you that you talk like a bad fifties movie?”

Hal’s mouth dropped open.

Bang! The door to the library opened.

Hal rolled his eyes. “Frank.”

“Dad!” Frank called out.

Everyone shouted a ‘shh’.

“Oh, shh your fuckin selves.” Frank wave out his hand and made it to the table. “There you are. Hey, Hal.”

“Dad’s not sick, Frank. It seems he was hung over.”

Frank pulled out a chair. “You’ll have that when you down one too many old fashioneds.”

Joe, who tried to work with Billy, lifted his eyes. “What are you doing here?”

“Looking for you. What are you doing here?” Frank asked.

“None of your goddamn business.”

Hal leaned towards Frank. “He’s testy.”

“I’m busy!” Joe yelled.

“Shh.”

“Yeah, Dad," Frank said. “Shh.”

Joe grumbled. “If you must know, Bill and I are working on the message from Jess. You had a good idea Frank,. It just isn’t panning out. I thought I’d spend quality time with Billy and try today.”

Hal smiled. “Ah, like a grandfather and grandson doing a puzzle.”

Billy rolled his eyes. “It’s more than that. It’s very important.”

Hal winked at Billy and spoke in a pacifying tone. “That’s right, Bill. It’s very important.”

Quirky, Billy glanced at Hal. “Why are you talking down to me?”

Frank answered “Because you’re little.”

Ignoring Frank, Billy looked at Hal. “I’m a child, I know this, but this message is important.”

“Bill.” Hal folded his hands on the table. “I know that pap told you it was and that perhaps it was some sort of secret decoded . . .”

‘Hello.” Billy cut him off. “I know better. It was screwed up in the process of being sent. I’m saying the contents are important and all of you.” He swung his pencil around in a point. “All of you are blowing it off. If I were an adult, I certainly would be trying to figure this one out and quickly.”

Hal shifted in his chair and mumbled. “I don’t believe I like this kid.”

Joe had to ask. “Why do you say that, Bill?”

“Pap, how long were Jess’s previous messages?”

“They were short,” Joe answered.

“Exactly.” Billy lifted the paper. “Did it even dawn on any of you that this message is extremely long? There’s a reason it is so long and if I were you, I’d be awfully curious as to why he was so long winded.”

Hal faced his father. “The child prodigy has a valid point. We should really get moving on deciphering this ASAP.”

“Well, Hal.” Joe tossed up his hands “We’re moving the fastest we can. It’s tricky.”

“But we should find out what it says,” Hal encouraged.

“Uh, Hal.” Frank poked him. “They’re trying.”

‘I know this.” Hal swiped Frank away. “But . . .”

“But what?” Joe asked with an edge. “I have to decode it. I don’t have a crystal ball that tells me all.”

Hal snickered. “Trina does.”

“Who?” Joe asked “Who in Christ’s name is Trina? I don’t know a Trina.”

“Actually, Trina is Ben from Fabrics.” Hal replied in a joking tone. “Three days a week he is Trina, the fortune teller. He uses a crystal ball and Tarot cards. He’s been quite successful.”

Frank instigated as well. “Yeah, Dad, maybe he can tap in.”

His mouth swishing from side to side, Joe lifted the paper. “Is he Trina today?”

“Oh my God!” Frank stood up. “You’re thinking about doing it.”

Hal peered around. “Why didn’t they shush you?”

Frank shrugged. “Dad?”

Joe tilted his head. “Why not.” He folded the sheet. “What’s it gonna hurt. Not saying that Ben is psychic, but maybe them cards can give a clue.”

“Dad.” Frank laughed.

Hal looked in thought as well. ‘Dad, it really might be worth a shot. How many times were psychics used by the CIA?”

“Too many to tell.” Joe folded the paper. “You use to swear by them, Hal.”

“True. May I go with you.” Hal stood.

“Why not.”

Frank whistled. “Whoa. Wait. Hold up. I’m open-minded, probably more than anyone but Ben from fuckin Fabrics is no fuckin psychic and I can’t believe you’re doing this.”

Joe scooted from his seat. “Wanna drive, Hal?”

“Sure.” Hal lifted his bandana from his pocket.

“Dad.” Frank turned. “Bill, say something.”

“Pap.” Billy hopped from his chair. “You’re a reasonable man. If Uncle Frank thinks that this is nuts, how does that make you look?”

Joe nodded a few times then laid his hand on Billy’s cheek. “You’re welcome to come.” He grabbed his coat. “Let’s go, Hal.”

Frank’s hand, in Joe fashion, went immediately to his face as Hal and Joe rushed away.

“Uncle Frank?” Billy uttered with concern.

“I know. I know.” Frank shook his head. “There’s a reason for my dad’s insanity, you know. It’s called . . . old age.” He grabbed Billy’s hand. “Let’s go.”

^^^^

Eighties soft rock music seeped through the slight opening of the cryo-lab door that was propped open with a small brick. Margaret had folders in her hand. She reached up and daintily knocked. Nothing. “Dr. Hayes,” she called. Nothing again. She knocked once more.

The music stopped.

“Dr. Hayes?”

The patter of footsteps made their way closer and the door opened.

“Sorry to . . . oh my God,” Margaret said s shock. “Are you all right? You look upset.”

Dean shook his head. “No, I’m fine. Stressed is the word on top of lack of sleep.” He opened the door wider “Come in.”

“Thank you. I’m sorry to bother you.” Margaret stepped into the lab. “Andrea wanted me to give these to you. She said she had no clue when you were rising to the top again.”

Dean snickered. “Neither do I.”

“My goodness, look at this lab.” Margaret slowly spun clockwise. “This is amazing.”

“It’s a little messy.”

“And smelly.” She smiled and handed him the folders. “Are you sure you okay?”

“Yeah. Yeah.” Dean flipped open a folder. “What’s up with Dan from Security?”

“I cut off the tip of his finger.”

Dean checked. “You’re supposed to help not . . .”

“It wasn’t on purpose. I wasn’t doing any sort of operating. I was training and taking out a staple with the fine tweezers when Frank blasted in.”

“Ouch.” Dean closed the chart. “Shit happens,” he said with a chuckle.

“That’s a positive attitude. I’ll let you return to your work.”

“Thanks for the files and for the smile.”

Margaret stopped walking. “Anytime. Do you need some help down here? I don’t mean to sound so motherly but . . .”

Dean waved his hand. “No, I’m doing a waiting game. You can say the countdown is on. The clock is ticking. It’s almost time up on something that means my world.”

“An experiment?” Margaret asked. “No, I’m sorry. It’s none of my business.”

“That’s Okay. Yes, it’s an experiment.”

“You don’t seem so sure it will work.”

“I’m nervous that it won’t, but hopeful it will.” Dean clenched his fist. “A lot rides on this, personally as well. It’s vital that it works.”

“If it doesn’t, you have come up with a contingency, correct?”

“Unfortunately . . .” Dean sadly chuckled. “There is no contingency for this one.”

“This is a one shot deal?” Margaret asked.

“Yes.”

“Maybe you just didn’t think of one.”

“There isn’t one.”

“Have you tried? I mean with something this vital surely you would . . .”

“Margaret.” Dean stopped her.

“Oh,” Margaret closed her eyes. “I’m sorry. I am way out of my league here. I’m sorry.” She lifted her hand. “I’ll go.”

“I didn’t mean to snap.”

“And I didn’t mean to pry. You can say it’s from being married to a politician.” She watched Dean wince. “George or not, he was a politician and a good one . . . at first.” She smiled. “We’d sit for hours and speak of contingencies. God, even if it meant the contingency was starting from scratch.” She turned.

“Wait.” Dean’s eyes lifted “Repeat that.”

“Repeat what?”

“You would sit for hours. Why?”

“To come up with any contingency, short or long, even if it meant starting from scratch.”

Dean snapped his fingers. “That's it. That is it!” He rushed to her and kissed her on the cheek. “Thank you.”

“For?”

“For reminding me that I do have a contingency,  I think. I’m pretty sure.” He stepped back in a hurry and turned. “But I want to double check on that. Will you excuse me?”

“Absolutely, you go . . .” She watched Dean fly across the lab and disappear into the back. “Right ahead.” Margaret shrugged. "Glad I could help.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

It used to be a shoeshine pocket in a store. There was a single step that led to the wooden door with the glass window. The blind was half drawn and a sign that read ‘In’ blared in pink ink.

“Christ.” Joe reached for the door handle. “Who gave him this store front?”

Hal grinned.

“Dad.” Frank reached out. “It’s Ben from Fabrics.”

Joe flung out his hand. “It’s worth a shot.” He opened the door.

Ding-ding.

All four of them, Joe, Hal, Frank, and Billy stepped into the small parlor. A small round table was in the center of the darkened room. Candles burned.

“Hello,” Joe called out.

With dramatic flair, the curtain flung open and Ben stepped out. “Welcome,” he said. His head was wrapped in a turban and he wore a colorful full shall over his yellow leisure suit. “Welcome.” He saw Frank. “Even you.”

Frank flipped him off.

Ben resumed smiling. “Mr. Slagel, please tell me you are here to grace me with your presence for a reading.”

“Yes,” Joe nodded.

“Oh!” Excited, Ben clapped. “Goodie. Have a seat.” He pointed to the table. “There are more chairs. Pull them up. This is so great.”

Joe sat at the round table right in front of the obviously covered crystal ball. Frank was to his left along with Billy and Hal to his right. He saw Ben holding out his hand. Joe shook it.

“No.” Ben held out his hand again. ‘Your Danny Dollar card please.”

“What? There’s a charge?” Joe asked surprised.

“Six Danny Dollars.”

“Christ.” Joe felt his pockets. “I don’t have it. Frank?”

“What?” Frank asked.

“Give him your card,” Joe instructed.

“What? No.”

“Frank!”

“Fine.” Frank reached into his pocket, pulled out the card, and handed it to Ben. “Don’t fuckin overcharge me.”

With a flutter of his eyes, Ben took the card and moved to the small counter. He stood before the machine, swiped the card, and waited. “It’s good.” He walked back to the table and handed Frank the card. “Thank you. Now . . .” he exhaled and sat down. “If we can release all negative energy. Let’s do a few breaths.”

“Fuck the breaths!” Frank barked. “Get to the reading.”

Ben gasped. “I need to focus.”

Joe nudged Frank. “Let him focus.”

Ben closed his eyes, lifted his hand, hummed badly for a few moments, and then exhaled. “I’m ready. How can I help you?”

“Okay.” Joe pulled out the message. “I have this. It’s a message. But . . . it’s in code.”

“I’m not very good at codes.” Ben took it.

“Well, we don’t need you to crack it. We just want you to tell us what it may be about.”

“I can do that. We can ask the cards. They will guide us.”

Frank pointed. “What about this?” His index finger laid on the crystal ball.

Ben smacked his hand. “Don’t touch my ball. The ball is used for the future. This is tapping in.” Ben took the folded paper and with a raise of his buttocks, he slapped the paper on the chair and sat back down.

Frank audibly cringed.

Hal sneered. “Will you behave, Frank?”

Ben closed his eyes “I’m getting something. I’m getting a good vibe. I feel it.”

Frank rolled eyes. “Of course you fuckin feel it. You’re sitting on it.”

Hal, Joe, and Ben yelled, “Frank!”

“Fine.” Frank folded hi arms.

Ben pulled his cards forward. “I’ll shuffle but while I do so, I want all of you to think of your intention. Your intention is to find out what is in the message.” Ben began to shuffle.

“Uh!” Frank blasted out.

Joe bit his lip. “What in God’s name, Frank/”

“Him.” Frank pointed to Ben. “He's not thinking our intention. He’s thinking his own. He’s thinking how hot Hal is and how Hal’s knee is touching him.”

Hal scooted back.

“Sorry.” Ben gave a blushing look.

Hal nervously lifted his hand. “Quite . . . quite all right.”

Frank leaned far back and angled his body toward Hal. “He wants you,” he whispered.

“Frank,” Joe grunted. “Ben, could you . . .”

“Yes.” Ben divided the deck into three piles. “Pick a pile.”

Joe thought.

“Oh. Oh.” Frank nudged Joe. “Pick three. Pick three.”

Joe pushed Frank away. “Three, Ben.”

“Yes.” Frank clenched his fist.

In near disgust, Hal glared at Frank. "There is something wrong with you.”

Ben finished putting the piles together. ‘We will begin.” He turned over the card with smile and bright ‘ah’. “The Sun card. That means the news is good. The message is about good news. Do you know who sent the message?”

“Yes,” Joe answered. “That’s why I have a hard time believing it could be good news.”

“Being a doubting Thomas are we?” Ben folded his hands. “Yes, it is good news, sent by the golden boy. His hair is blonde or almost blonde, and stunning. He’s fit and built. He is a god of all gods, handsome, hot . . .and . . .” he flipped another card. “Knight of Wands. He is a soldier.”

Joe kept a poker face. Hal bit his nails.

Frank saw the look on both his father and Hal’s face. They were being drawn in. “Most men are solders now, Ben. Be more specific.”

Hal gave a quirky look. “Frank, I’d say he is being specific.”

Ben turned another card. “Oh, my.” He giggled. “He’s gay. This is the King of Wands. With the two wands in a row, I would even say there is a family connection here somewhere.”

“Uh.” Frank shouted. “Fuck, Hal, he’s talking about you.”

Hal curled his lips in disgust. “He is not, Frank. I’m not gay.”

‘He said blonde, gay, and a family connection.”

Joe intervened, “Robbie.”

Ben smiled. “Robbie’s gay?”

“No!” Joe snapped. “Robbie is the family connection to the messenger.”

Frank breathed out, “Oh, yeah. Okay, I get it.”

Hal nodded. “That’s pretty good, Ben.”

“Yeah, you nailed the messenger,” Joe pointed to the three cards. “Now see if you can give us the message or at least an idea.”

“I will try.” Ben turned a card. “King of cups. He’s moving, slowly with the flow. He’s making little progress in his journey, but knows where he’s going.”

Hal looked at Joe. “Makes sense for why he would write.”

Joe agreed. “He’s moving somewhere.” He waved to Ben. “Go on.”

“Page of Cups.” Ben tilted his head. “Lots of movement. This is a long journey. He also brings something. However it could be purist of something. One of the two. I’m going to say he brings . . .” A flip of another card. “Page of Pentacles. Whatever it is, it is of great value.”

Joe halted him. “He’s moving with something? What?”

Ben turned a card. “Hmm. Three of Pentacles. Three suitors. I’m venturing to guess not only is this of value, but there are perhaps three people on this journey.” He saw Joe getting ready to raise a question and he continued with a card. “Ah. Emperor. Remember I said family? This is the father card. I placed this under the journey card, meaning he’s moving somewhere related to a father figure.” A flip of another card. “Definitely father. The father leads the way or they head to where the father is. One more card . . .” Ben smiled. “Three of Wands. Family again. The prodigal son returns.”

Frank looked puzzled. “What the fuck is that?”

With a swipe of his hand over his face, Joe exhaled.

“Dad?” Hal questioned. “This makes no sense.”

“It does to me.” Joe stood up and extended his hand to Ben. “I’ll take that paper now. You’ve been a great help.”

Hal whispered to Frank, “What’s Dad thinking?”

“I don’t know. He’s blocking me.”

Taking Billy’s hand, Joe walked to the door. “Let’s go boys.”

Shrugging, Hal followed. Once outside, he couldn’t contain his curiosity. “Dad? What made sense to you.”

Joe waited until Frank joined. “Okay, what is the reason we sent Jess to the Society? A trade off. He was a spy here. Why was he a spy, or why did he claim to agree to be a spy?”

Frank snapped his fingers. “They held his brother over his head.”

“Exactly,” Joe said. “Jess knew his brother was somewhere in the Society. He believed he was dead but it makes perfect sense. Jess wrote us an explanation. How do you symbolize father? If you were heading to your father, you are heading . . .”

Hal peacefully, and with discovery, smiled. “Home.”

“That’s right,” Joe said. “Jess is heading home.”

Frank added, “To Beginnings. Oh my God. He found . . .he found . . .”

Joe winked “Jess found his brother and he’s heading back.”

“You know,” Hal said, “that actually feels right to me.”

“Me too,” Joe agreed. “Frank?”

“It could make sense.” Frank scratched his head. “It would fit what Ben said. Bill, what are your thoughts?”

Billy glanced up to the towering Slagels. He hesitated then he replied. “My thoughts.” He gave a single twitch of his head. “You’re all whacked.”

^^^^

There were no skin formed white suits that rejected the cryogenics process dangling from wires in a sealed off room. No panel of life signals. Not this time. Animal cases were used. Each had its own LCD display of vital signs with a countdown timer and the timer was counting down.

The frost was long gone. Brian and Caroline could be seen in full view as they lay in their individual small sealed glass cases. Dean watched with hope. Over the previous eight hours the temperature decreased, the pulse increased to a normal rate, respiration was normal, brain activity read ‘N’ for normal, not abnormal nor flat, and slight movement of limbs had begun. All was going as planned.

He dared not move. Not an inch. His eyes stayed focus on Caroline’s stats. She was eleven minutes ahead of Brian.

Timer: Two minutes.

Heart: 116 PM

Respiration: 20

Brain function: Normal

A slight twitch and her head turned to the left.

One minute

No change in vitals.

Thirty seconds.

Heart rate: 110

Respiration: 18

Brain function: Normal.

The timer hit fifteen seconds and a ‘hiss’ sounded. Dean heard the ‘pop’ of the lid then saw it lift slightly, emerging a white steam. The musical sound of Carolina’s beeping heart monitor flowed through the room and was only interrupted by the single tone that indicated time was up.

The lid opened.

Apprehensive and trembling slightly, Dean looked in.

Caroline cried.

Just as he released an emotional sigh of relief, the parental side of Dean kicked in. He picked up a blanket and reached into the case.

She wailed louder, but that didn’t stop Dean. After a grateful strong embrace, keeping a wrapped Caroline close to his chest, Dean lifted her head back to see her. He laughed. He couldn’t help it. Her little eyes watered, her face was red from the cold, and her mouth was wide open. It didn’t matter how shrill of a cry it was. As a father, he knew it wasn’t a painful cry. He ran his hand over her face. “Look at you. Oh, God. Welcome back.” Dean kissed her. “Welcome back.”

Caroline pretty much could care less about the attention and Dean knew it. His eyes shifted to Brian’s timer that read a bit less than ten minutes and then he took Caroline to the crib just to the right. He had time. He knew it and wanted to examine her.

A diaper was in reach and he quickly opened the blanket enough to place the diaper on the child. Whispering over and over, ‘I know’ in a calming manner, Dean checked out Caroline. Her heart was strong and her lungs were clear. She exhibited no sign of the new flu. Not yet and Dean wanted to take no chances. Amidst the crying, Dan lifted the ready syringe and uncapped it. He injected Caroline with a immunization to the new flu, just in case.

Experience told Dean she would need fluids and that would come, but it had to wait. Brian would wake up next. A baby bottle of juice was waiting and Dean handed it to Caroline as he lifted her again. She took it quickly and hungrily began to consume it.

He figured he’d hold her until it was close to Brian’s waking. His eyes never left the monitor display. In pleasure, he watched the vitals.

Four minutes.

Heart Rate 120

Respiration 16

Brain activity:   Normal.

Everything for Brian was ready as well, a blanket, diaper, crib, bottle, immunization. The clock ticked slowly. Dean’s heart beat rapidly.

Three minutes

Heart Rate: 118

Respiration 20

Brain Activity normal

Caroline was hungrier than Dean imagined. It wouldn’t be long at all until that bottle was empty. Dean could already hear the hollowness of it as Carline tried with diligence to get all the fluid as fast as she could. Dean had a plan. He’d hold Caroline, bounce her in comfort until the timer hit one minute then she’d have to deal with being set down. What he would do with two screaming babies, he didn’t know.

One minute

Heart Rate: 120

Respiration: 18

Brain activity: Normal.

“This is it.” Dean moved back to the crib. “I have to put you down, Okay.?”

It wasn’t an alarm by any means, but it should have been. A simple beep, short and quick alerted Dean. He laid Caroline down and glanced over his shoulder.

His entire being dropped.

“No,” He breathed out.

Forty five seconds. Nothing. No heart rate, respiration, nor brain activity. Rushing to set Caroline in the crib, in his haste Dean knocked the bottle from her mouth and it sailed to the floor.

Caroline started to cry, continuously.

Dean grabbed onto the case. “No. No.” He pulled, pried, and worked the lid. The seal would not give. “Oh, God.”

Twenty seconds.

Each passing second seemed like an eternity. Blood rushed to his ears and his head spun. That moment in time seemed like a nightmare. His struggles to open the lid early were in vain and Caroline’s screamed louder and louder in his new fucked up world.

Time’s up.

The lid loosened. Steam emerged.

Dean didn’t wait. He flung open that lid.

Impatiently, Ellen stood where Frank had told her, at the bend of the tunnel just before the cryo-lab. She must have looked at her watch a million times and raced with urgency to Frank when she heard him coming. “What took you so long? You’re late.”

“My father.” Frank took her arm and moved with her. “I had no idea we were gonna be in Bowman that long.”

“I almost went in without you.”

“I would have been . . .”

The both stopped at the cryo-door and looked at each other at the sound of it.

Crying.

“Oh my God!” Ellen spewed with excitement. “It worked. Hurry.”

Frank didn’t hesitate. He punched in his code, buzzed open the cryo-lab door, and flew in.

It could have been an orchestra playing. That was how much the crying was music to her ears. Frank led the way, bolting to the back lab, breathing heavily as if the short trip across the lab was a long ten mile race.

Frank arrived a second, maybe two, before Ellen. He skidded to a stop right inside the door, and his eyes shifted to Caroline who stood in the crib with her arms extended. Instinctively he picked her up and embraced the child as if she were his own.

Ellen gasped when she entered the room. She glanced at Caroline when she came to a complete stop and her hand graced the child’s face while she turned to look at Dean.

Dean’s back was to them and he was hunched over.

“Dean?” Ellen called out with a smile on her face. “Dean, I know we weren’t suppose . . .” Her eyes saw it and, had the glands in her throat not swelled instantaneously to the size of plums, Ellen would have been able to speak.

The hand.

Dean wasn’t working. He was just standing there in a hover with his arms gripping to the sides of the table.  All Ellen could see of what Dean hovered over was a glimpse of a tiny hand. It dangled lifeless over the edge of the table.

“No,” Ellen whispered.

Frank shot a look at Ellen, then to Dean. “What . . . what’s going on?” He cupped Caroline close to his chest.

The look on Dean’s face said it all as he turned around. His eyes were red, his face drawn, and his lips moved without words.

Ellen’s voice graveled, “No!”

“Dean?” Frank questioned and then he too saw. From his position, he could see Brian laying there. “Oh my God.”

“You . . . You . . .” Ellen began to hyperventilate. “He’s . . .”

“I’m sorry, El.”

“No.” Ellen shook her head.

“I tried.”

“No!” Ellen screamed. “Trying would have let it be. Trying would have been not going back to fuck it up.”

Frank closed his eyes. “El.”

“No!” Ellen burst her loudest. “You did this, Dean! Your arrogance, impatience, and your need to be the best! Your need to look like the hero. You did this. I blame you . . .” In pain, unable to look at the child she had seen die once, Ellen turned her head. “I will never forgive you. Never.” Pivoting her body, Ellen raged out.

“El!” Frank took a few steps to follow. He stopped when he realized he had Caroline in his arms. A pain filled moan seeped from him in such a lost manner as he entered the back room again. “What happened? What the fuck happened?”

“Frank, I’m so sorry. I am so sorry.” Dean sadly lowered his head.

“I’m holding Caroline, Dean. Why am I not holding my son?”

“I tried Frank. I tired. He was fine. His vitals were fine. Then he just went. He went before the process ended. I tried to resuscitate but . . . It was the cryo-process that kept him alive. When the cryo-machine stopped helping him breathe and stopped generating his heart, it was like shutting off life support.” Dean saw the hurt on Frank’s face and the confusion as Frank stared away, gripping tightly to Caroline. Dean couldn’t look at Frank anymore. He closed his eyes. “I’m sorry.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

Lunch in the mess hall seemed like a bad idea to Elliott, a very bad idea and with just cause. It was bad enough that it was a heavy field training day and all of the men would covered in mud, but seventeen of the horses were recovering from a bad reaction to the new protein feed and were not in control of their bodily faculties. It was hard to see in the mud but easy for the nose to detect.

Elliott grabbed his Oodles of Dan Noodles and with the excuse of an important call, he headed to Hal’s office.

Just as he settled down behind the desk and prepared to indulge in his noodles before they absorbed all the broth, the phone rang.

“Captain Slagel’s office, Sgt. Elliott Ryder speaking. How can I help you?” He snapped forward. “Creed, what a surprise. We just spoke to you a few hours ago. The Captain is not here. Can I help you?” Elliott asked. “Sure, you can run something by me. I’ll run it by the Captain. What’s up? Wait, are you drunk? Oh that’s right. It’s Omega Man day. Go on . . .” He slurped up some of the noodles and perhaps Elliott shouldn’t have. Creed went into a speech of how he and his men had cleaned up the beaches and two neighboring hotels. He wanted to toss out the idea of, once the trains were running, making LA a vacation area. Elliott choked “Vacation spot? Have you been speaking to Danny Hoi . . . he’s a . . . never mind. If you don’t know him then you haven’t. Well, my first reaction is . . .” Elliott heard the door open, but didn’t think much of it until he saw Ellen.

With her arms folded, leaning against the door, Ellen’s face was tear streaked and she looked as if her world just crumbled.

“Creed . . . let me call you back. I have an emergency.” Elliott hung up the phone and stood. “Ellen?” He walked around the desk. “What’s wrong?”

“Brian came out of stasis, Elliott.”

The words, ‘that’s great’ were not the ones that first came to Elliott’s mind considering the state Ellen was in. “What . . .”

“He died.”

Bringing Ellen into him with one arm, a silent Elliott closed the office door.

^^^^

“I don’t know how to feel.” Dean leaned over the crib. His hands played with Caroline’s fingers while she slept. They kept her in a room far from the busy wing. She slept soundly. “I don’t know.”

Andrea inched in to him. “I’m not understanding? Is it about Brian?”

“Yes. Yes and no. I don’t know how to feel about losing him. I had so much faith that it would work. Right now, I don’t know if the anger I am feeling is because Brian is gone or . . .” He lifted his eyes. “I failed.” After a hard swallow, Dean looked back down to Caroline. “That sounds awful.”

“No, not really. I believe in a day or to you’ll be able to distinguish those feelings. Right now, they are all meshed together in one big emotional ball.”

“Tell me about it.”

“There is one thing you are forgetting.”

“What’s that?”

“Caroline. Look at her,” Andrea whispered. “Look. You succeeded with her. She lives and this baby is well. Well enough to tell her mother.”

“I just want to wait until I feel sure.”

“I understand that.” Andrea laid her hand on Dean’s. “Right now, the magnitude of what you did with this baby will not hit you until you tell Jenny. Perhaps that will make you feel a little better.”

“Is it a balance, Andrea?” Dean asked. “You know, with something good comes something bad. Succeed on one thing fail on the other. In the future history El and I witnessed, both Caroline and Brian died. I fixed the problems. I was certain of it. I had to, right? I mean, Caroline’s here.”

“Dean.” Andrea squeezed his hand. “No amount of reexamining is going to give you the answers. No amount of scientific reasoning or going back and forth will tell you. The answer may be a very simple one.”

“What’s that?”

“The good Lord may have just said . . .” Andrea spoke motherly and soft. “It just wasn’t meant to be.”

^^^^

If Frank was missing in action following a bad situation then finding him wasn’t really all that difficult. Joe knew exactly where to look and he found Frank with the ease that he thought he would.

Whether Frank turned around from his slouched stand at the bar in the Social Hall, Joe was certain Frank was aware that he had walked in. Frank kept his head down and eyes on the glass of whiskey he held.

“I hate to harp.” Joe walked closer.

“Don’t. Please.”

“Frank . . . you had a problem. You fought that problem and beat up. You son, have that problem again.”

“I’m in control.”

“Until something goes wrong.”

Frank slammed down the glass. “Don’t. Not now. Not today.”

“Is it helping?”

Frank shrugged. “I don’t hear people’s thoughts when I drink. I don’t hear my own . . .” He took a sip. “I don’t feel.”

“I’m sorry about what happened.”

Frank only nodded.

“Hal called. Ellen’s in New Bowman.”

“She fuckin takes off and runs to Ryder.”

“She just ran . . . and that was the place she chose. Hal’s there and Elliott. Can I tell you something?”

“Do I want to hear it?” Frank asked.

Joe gave a chuckle. “You know what the nice thing about being a parent and talking to your child is?”

“You say what you want and don’t care if they want to hear it.”

Joe laid his hand on Frank’s back. “Exactly, Frank.” Joe paused. “Brian died. Brian died . . . six months ago.”

“No.”

“Yes. I watched you grieve and have a burial. You went through hell and you paid hell over that boy’s death. Don’t do it again. Don’t you do it.”

“But I made it through that whole thing only because thought I’d see him again.”

“You will, just not on this earth.”

“I hate that fuckin line. I hate it.” Frank finished off his drink. “I don’t want to wait until I leave this earth to see my son. I wanted him in my life. I wanted him back.”

“Yeah, and you don’t think I want Jimmy back?” Joe questioned with edge. “You don’t think Hector wants his kids back. Or . . . Ellen. What about your other kids. All those . . .”

“It’s not the same thing,” Frank snapped. “With Brian, we had a chance.”

“You had a chance to cheat fate, to cheat death. Brian was just meant to leave this earth and no matter what you did, or tried, it wasn’t going to work. You have to accept that. Sometimes, things happen. They are meant to be and can’t be changed.”

“Then why . . .” Frank turned to his father. “Is Caroline alive and well?”

“Maybe she was never meant to die.” Joe lifted his shoulder in a guess. “I don’t know what to tell you. You also can look at it this way. What do you have in your life and what does Jenny have? She has nothing Frank. She has nothing. Now . . . she has her daughter back.”

“Can I tell you something?” Frank whispered.

“Absolutely.”

“Please don’t think any less of me.”

“Never.”

“I don’t . . . I don’t feel a loss.” Frank dropped his voice. “What’s wrong with me? I’m not feeling the loss I felt before.”

“Bingo.” Joe pointed. “You just answered your question. It’s because you felt it before. You went through it before. Right now, it’s a lot of anger and frustration but you’ll get through it, I promise.”

“You’re right.” Frank reached for the bottle. He stopped and retracted his hand. He gave a peaceful smile to his father. “I’ll get through it.”

^^^^

There was something about seeing Jenny Matoose that Dean needed, even though she carried some sort of irritated air about her when she walked into the clinic. Dean positioned himself outside of the lab door after he had phoned her and waited for her to arrive.

“Dean,” Jenny said, holding up her hand. “I don’t know what it is that you feel is so important, but I hope it isn’t what I think it is.”

“What do you think it is?” Dean asked.

“Ellen told me.”

Dean breathed out. “Thank God, even though I wanted to be the one. So you must be excited. Why weren’t you here earlier?”

“Why would I want to be?” Jenny asked.

“Out of obligation, maybe, or love.”

Jenny huffed. “Just because most of the women in this community look up to me doesn’t mean I’m obligated. As far as love goes, Dean, I like you. I respect you and possibly even dabble in friendship love. But I don’t . . .”

“Wait. Stop,” Dean said. “Are we on the same subject? What did Ellen tell you?”

“That you broke up with her. I assume since you need to find yourself that you want me to fix you up with someone.”

“No.” Dean shook his head. “That’s not why you’re here. When’s the last time you spoke to Ellen?”

“Hours ago.”

“Come this way.” Dean took Jenny’s arm and led her down the hall. “I wanted to wait until I knew for certain that there would be no changes and that everything was going to be good. Understand?”

“No,” Jenny said.

“Okay, I started doing something scientifically I shouldn’t have, at least not yet. But on your end”. Dean stopped before closed door. “Your end of it turned out perfect.” He opened the door. “Go get your daughter, Jenny.”

At first Jenny hadn’t a clue what he was talking about. She thought maybe Dean had decided for her to be the parent of the orphan killer baby. Those thought raced through her mind until she shifted her eyes and saw Caroline in the crib. “Oh my God.” Jenny flew into the room. “Oh, my God! Can I hold her?”

“You can take her.”

Jenny screamed, rushed to the crib and lifted Caroline. Immediately she started to cry, as she embraced the baby girl for dear life. “Oh, Dean. Oh, Dean, thank you. Thank you.”

With his hands in his pockets, Dean only nodded.

“I bet Ellen and you are ecstatic. We should have a welcome back Brian and Caroline party. Don’t you . . .” Her eyes were focused on her daughter and when Jenny finally looked at Dean, she saw the expression on his face. “Where’s Brian?”

Dean only shook his head.

“Dean?”

“Brian didn’t . . . he didn’t make it.”

Jenny pulled back some from Caroline, her head lowered, and she closed her eyes. “Why do I feel an abundance of guilt at this second?”

“I don’t know, but you better stop.” Dean walked to her. “I need for you to be nothing else but happy right now. Caroline is the bright spot. I need to see that, Jenny. If I don’t see the good in what I did, all I’ll see is the bad.”

“Dean,” Jenny whispered. “You don’t need to hear my praise or see my smile to get that. Look at my daughter. You’ll never have to look any further than her to see the good.”

^^^^

Hal had a hard time comprehending the emotions behind everything that had happened. The Brian incident was tragic, but surely his brother and Ellen had planned on it possibly not working since science was not infallible. But still, everything was disrupted more than he would have imagined. He had Jenny calling him every half hour to check on Ellen and to try to persuade her to come home. Hal saw no reason for it. Ellen was secluding herself and was seeking that solace with Elliott and her brother.

But it wasn’t just Ellen. Robbie had no real clue what had happened and Hal didn’t know how much to tell him. His father was phoning as well and asking, “Hal, have you seen Frank? I can’t locate him.” Since there wasn’t a security breach, Hal was forced to lie to his father. If he told Joe he had seen Frank, then he would have to answer the question, ‘was Frank drinking?’ Frank wasn’t just drinking, he hadn’t just fallen off the wagon, he had plummeted. Not only did Hal have to deal with Frank in a heavily intoxicated state, he had to keep Frank away from Ellen. Ellen was already dealing with Brian. She didn’t need Frank to complicate that.

What to do was heavily on Hal’s mind.

It seemed everyone was mad at him. Robbie was angry because Hal wouldn’t give the full truth to him. Joe was upset because he knew Hal was lying. Frank was pissed because Hal held him back from going to see Ellen. Though Ellen wasn’t angry at the moment, she surely would be if she found out Frank had passed out on Hal’s couch and he didn’t tell her.

In the course of one afternoon, his family had hit turmoil. During a time of grief, whether expected, repeated, or sudden, a family is supposed to pull together. Knowing that his family needed just that, Hal began to plans.


CHAPTER FORTY

February 11th

It seemed like an eternity since George had seen Steward Lang. He had been working so much with Bertha, George almost forgot she was military, and Steward was the right hand man.

“Six.” Steward dropped the folder on George’s desk. “The truck brought six bodies to our science team to try to do an autopsy. Enlighten me as to why.”

“It’s a hunch.” George shrugged. “I just want to make sure it’s Johnny.”

“Didn’t Boyens say he saw Johnny himself? Didn’t he personally visually confirm that the defectors were holding him?”

“He did. Now I want my confirmation.”

“Can I ask why the suspicion?”

George exhaled and leaned back. “Get stuck in a hotel room for three days, Stew, with nothing else to do but think and a lot comes to you. In my grief and worry for Johnny, it slipped my mind that I sent Jess Boyens, who was from Beginnings, to work with James Slagel. Even though Boyens gave his word about not saying anything to the lost Slagel, it just was too convenient that they both died.”

A slight single nod and Steward exhaled in relief.

“I’m gonna take that reaction as a sign,” George said. “You have thought of it.”

“No one wanted to say anything,” Steward replied.

“Well, we’ll find out soon” George patted the folder. “As for now.” He pulled the phone forward. “Lodi has communications and I think it’s time to take my mind off of everything and set up that meeting with Chief Manis.” George began to dial.

^^^^

“Danny.” Joe snapped his fingers to acquire Danny Hoi’s attention away from the computer.

Henry pushed Danny’s hands away from the keyboard. “Try the letter C.”

“Danny!” Joe called out again. “I have things to finish.”

“Sorry, Joe. We’re just excited.” Danny turned his chair from the computer. “We typed that entire message in and now we’re using the find and replace option to switch letters. We think we may have it by the end of the day. Look, we already got the words, ‘Home’ and ‘north’.”

Joe nodded. “That’s even more of a confirmation.”

“Excuse me?” Danny asked.

“We just have a feeling we know what the message says.”

“Well, you’ll know for sure by tomorrow,” Danny said.

“Good. Then I’ll have nice homecoming present,” Joe stated, “Now, quiz time.”

“No need, Joe.” Danny lifted his hand. “I’m in charge until day after tomorrow. John Matoose is ruining Security. Things will go smoothly and I’ll call you if I need you.”

“No executive decisions.” Joe pointed.

“I swear. Trust me. Beginnings is in good hands.”

Joe grumbled, “That’s what I’m afraid of. All right, I’ll let you two get back to . . . whatever, but don’t get too wrapped up in that you don’t do your work.” Awaiting a response, Joe saw it was useless. Danny had already returned to the computer. Giving up and figuring he’d reiterate things before he left, Joe walked out of Mechanics.

“Dad,” Frank called out.

“He lives” Joes said.

“What are you talking about? I’m on time for work.”

“Not that. Where in the hell were you last night?”

Frank walked to Joe. “Hal’s.”

“All night?”

“Yeah”

“Did Hal know this?”

Frank laughed. “He better. He wouldn’t let me leave.”

“Goddamn son of a bitch.” Joe shook his head. “He lied to me. Why did he lie to me about you being there?”

“He probably didn’t want to tell you I was drinking.”

“Goddamn son of a bitch,” Joe said perturbed. “You said you wouldn’t, Frank.”

“I know.”

“Well, this isn’t the time for this. This will make good conversation over campfire.”

“What are you talking about?” Frank asked.

“Remember how we discussed taking a little family vacation?”

“Yeah.”

“Well, we are. Now’s the perfect time. I’ve been getting things ready since dawn. As of yesterday, Hal’s scouts said the place is clear from Society. The weather’s holding up and replacements are in order. We go in about . . .” Joe looked at his watch. “Three hours.”

“Three hours?” Frank shocked. “Don’t I get a say so?”

“You did when you said you would go. I just didn’t say when. Now I am.” Joe gave swat to Frank’s arm. “Pack a bag.” Joe walked off.

“Three hours?” Frank shook his head. “Man, first it was Ben the psychic and now sudden family vacations at the last minute like we were kids. He’s regressing.” Still shaking his head, Frank went in his own direction.

^^^^

“You’re an asshole, Hal,” Robbie said disgusted as he sat in Hal’s office. “I don’t know why you acted like I wouldn’t know. El tells me everything.”

“Well, I couldn’t take that chance,” Hal said snidely. “Could I? Somebody has to be the last to know. Usually, that’s you.”

“It is not. I know first about everything.”

At that moment, Elliott entered the office. “Captain. Robbie.” He stepped in further and closed the door. “Captain, everything is ready. I spoke to the men. Though you’ll be missed, take heart that all will be fine.”

“My sister?” Hal asked.

“She’s reluctant,” Elliott answered. “She said she just got back and she really doesn’t want to go, especially with Frank.”

“I don’t understand this hostility she has toward Frank. Did we not protect her from knowing he fell off the wagon badly last night?”

Robbie was surprised. “Frank was drinking again?”

“Yes, heavily,” Hal answered. “We sheltered Ellen from knowing this.”

“I wish someone would have told me,” Robbie said.

“Last to know.” Hal pointed.

“Not in this case. Ellen is,” Robbie retorted.

“True,” Hal agreed. “Elliott, did she say why she was mad at Frank?”

“The truth?” Elliott stepped closer. “Because he didn’t come and find her last night. She said after Brian’s death, Frank should have been here.”

“Hal.” Robbie shook his head. “Man, not only is Ellen grieving. She’s mad at Frank.”

“And Frank is mad at me.” Hal shrugged. “It will all work itself out in the next couple of days when we go.”

“Where are you going?” Robbie asked.

“Me? No, us. The entire Slagel clan,” Hal answered. “Recall those spur of the moment trips of our youth, little brother? Well, we’re about to relive them. We leave in a few hours. Dad has worked everything out. It’s a family, bonding, healing retreat. Did you know?”

“I hadn’t a clue.”

“See, what did I tell you?” Hal smiled. “Always the last to know.”

^^^^

As if beating the phone would help, George smacked it a few times. “One goddamn phone number and I get a fax machine!” he blasted then looked up when Steward walked in the room. “What?”

“Is this a bad time?”

“I’ve been trying to get a hold of this Manis guy.” George shook his head. “Our men better have the correct number, because I keep getting a fax machine”

“Send him one,” Steward suggested.

“I just might. I have to contact this man sooner or later, I don’t want him thinking we’re pissing off the fact that he is living on our side of the country. What’s up, Stew?”

Steward cleared his throat. “You’re not gonna like it.”

“Christ. What?”

“It didn’t take long. It seems as though your suspicions were correct.” He lowered a folder to George. “Our doctors said all it took was to see the teeth of the bodies.”

“What do you mean?”

“On every body, the teeth were the same, broken and bad with some filed to a point.”

“Fuck.” George blasted and stood up. “Savages.”

“Six of them. One was even a black man.”

“Son of a bitch. They got us,” George ranted.

“Obviously they have to be on foot. They can’t be too far. Shall I get Callahan to get troops after them?”

“No. No.” George shook his head.

“But I would think you would want to stop them before James makes it to Beginnings, because it’s obvious that’s where they are going.”

“Oh most definitely and I do want to stop them, but there’s no need to waste man power on hunting them down. We have troops out west. Tell Callahan to get a position on them. Why should we chase them,” George said arrogantly, “when we can easily just wait for them.”

^^^^

Danny whistled slow and long. “Henry, we have states.” He typed. “Bet me. Yep.” The screen changed.

Henry read. “Oklahoma. Texas. Kansas.”

“Hence the word north.”

“And home.”

“What about . . .”

The door opened and Joe walked in. “Christ, are you two still at it? You’re supposed to be working.”

Danny tuned around. “We did. We, uh, just came back, didn’t we, Henry?”

“Coffee break, Joe.” Henry lifted his cup.

“Hey, Joe, while you’re here,” Danny said. “Check this out. We decoded some of this message. We’re still missing a lot of words, but it definitely looks like Jess may be headed home.”

Joe nodded. “I figured as much.”

“Wanna hear what we have?” Danny asked.

“Nah, I think I know. Give it to me when you have it. I’m off. Get your asses to work.”

Henry muttered out, “Right away.”

Thinking, ‘this community is screwed’, Joe walked out.

Andrea stood by the truck. “Tell me that they are working on Mechanical stuff in Mechanics.”

Joe grumbled. “They’re still working that puzzle.”

“They’re boys.”

“Speaking of boys.” Joe opened the truck door. “What is wrong with mine? Why are they giving me such a hard time about this? They loved it before when I planned a spur of the moment trip.”

“They were children.”

“They still are my children.”

“Valid point.”

“Hop in. I’ll drive you into town.”

Andrea giggled. “I wish I were going, but I know it has to be just you five. I’ll be there in spirit.”

“And in the form of them brownies.” Joe winked. “I’ll save them for a treat when things get rough.”

Andrea slid in then Joe walked around the driver’s side.

“Joe, this trip will be wonderful. I feel it.”

“It’s needed.”

Andrea smiled. “Despite the apprehensions and whining, once you’re on the road, you’ll see. It will be just like old times.”

Joe started the truck. “That’s what I worry about.”

^^^^

There was silence in the clinic lab, but not one brought about by anger or bitterness. Dean slowly extended his hand to Frank. “I can’t tell you how much this means.”

Frank shook his hand. “I couldn’t leave without saying that.”

“I thought you hated me.”

“I was angry, yeah, but unfortunately sometime things become clear the next morning when you’re staring at the bottom of an empty bottle.”

“I’m not gonna preach but, between you and me, just know help is here if you need it.”

Frank retracted his hand. “Between you and me, I may take you up on that.”

A simple knock and Ellen’s gentle call stole the attention. “Frank, we’re all outside waiting.”

Frank nodded. “I’m ready.” He gave a look of goodbye to Dean and walked to the door. “Let’s go.”

“El,’ Dean called out.

Ellen stopped.

Frank whispered, “I’ll see you outside.”

Ellen nodded.

“El.” Dean walked over. “Listen, when you get back, can we talk?”

“I say be ready for that, yes.”

“I’m sorry.” Dean inched to her. “I am so sorry. Just know I’m hurting too.”

Swallowing hard, Ellen turned her head. “I know. Believe me, I know.”

“I need to talk to you.”

“We will.”

“Thank you.”

“Jenny is with the kids. She’s staying at the house. Dean?” Ellen softened her voice “Know it wasn’t painful to hold Caroline. It felt good.”

Dean closed his eyes. “I’ll make this right, El. I swear I’ll make this right.”

“You can say that all you want, Dean, but really, I don’t think there’s any way to make this right.” Reaching out, Ellen softly touched his cheek, then turned silently and walked away.

Dean stood in the doorway and leaned against it until Ellen dissolved through the double glass clinic doors. He could see the truck and the Slagel’s embarking. If he didn’t know better he would swear they were all arguing, but why would they? They were taking time away, being a family. A part of Dean felt envious.

“Dr. Hayes,” Margaret softly called his name.

Dean jumped and turned around.

“I’m sorry I startled you. You said eleven o’clock.”

“Yes, yes I did,” Dean answered.

“Have you decided on what we discussed?”

“Yes, yes I did.” Dean paused. “Let’s do this.” He looked back at the door to see the tuck pulling away. “We have only three days.”


CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

“Knock it off!” Joe blasted as he drove. “Christ!”

Ellen, who sat up front, winced.

Frank defended from the back seat, “I can’t help it. He’s making my head stuffy.”

Disgusted, Hal looked at Frank. “How am I making your head stuffy?”

“You’re wearing aftershave.”

“I am not. It’s soap.”

“Aftershave.”

“It’s soap. I just showered. I’m clean. Should you learn the ritual of cleanliness you would recognize the smell.”

“Fuck you.”

“Boys,” Joe warned. “Can we have a peaceful trip?”

Frank asked, “Why am I in the back with Hal? I’m oldest.”

“Jesus Christ!” Joe snapped. “You’re a grown man, for crying out loud. Stop this shit.”

“I shouldn’t sit in the back.” Frank complained. “I’m stuck next to Hal.”

“So’s Robbie,” Joe said, “He’s not complaining.”

Robbie shrugged. “I’m happy to go on vacation.”

“See?” Joe spoke as he looked in the rearview mirror. “Be happy.”

“I can’t,” Frank complained. “I want to sit up front. Why is El sitting up front?”

“Yes,” Hal added. “Why?”

Robbie answered. “She gets carsick.”

Hal spun a view to Robbie. “Why are you being so agreeable?”

“Why not?” Robbie asked. “Why are you guys getting so uptight about this? So you have to not work. Big deal. It’s not like it won’t be there when you get back. Enjoy this. I am.”

“Exactly,” Joe agreed. “Thank you. Hal, you brought up this trip.”

“Yes, I did,” Hal said. “I did not expect you to leave within ten hours of me doing so. There are things to do.”

Joe interrupted, “Elliott will take care of it. Trust me when I tell you, not a situation should arise that can’t be handle by someone other than a Slagel. We won’t miss a thing. What could we miss?”

^^^^

“Yes!” Danny screamed out, then high-fived Henry. “This is it! We got . . .”

“Holy shit!” Henry stood up, his eyes locked on the screen. “This isn’t just the route Jess is taking. This isn’t just Jess saying he’s coming home.”

“Yeah. Okay. What is it?”

“He’s bringing Jimmy.”

“Who’s Jimmy?” Danny asked.

“Joe’s son.”

“Oh fuck.” Danny wisped out. “We are too cool.”

“Joe has to know.” Henry immediately picked up the phone.

“Wait.” Danny stopped him. “The route is here, right? Why don’t we send John Matoose down to get them? We’ll pick up Jess and Jimmy and instead of calling Joe with the news, we bring Joe the news.”

“Jimmy.”

“What better time or place for a reunion than the Slagel family vacation?”

“That’s smart,” Henry said.

“I am the leader.” Danny grinned. “And as leader, I am making the executive decision. Let’s go get Joe’s son.”

^^^^

The map was spread across the large meeting table and George smoothed his hand over the western portion. “Position them here. That’s far enough from the UWA home base.”

“Yet close enough to stop them when they head for the border,” Steward said.

“Exactly. Order no mercy, George said. “Execution on sight.”

“What if our troops are spotted?”

“If we keep the numbers to a minimum, they should be able to hide out. As soon as Callahan gets . . .” George looked up at the knock on the door. “That’s her. Come in.”

Bertha walked in. “Sir, I just got in touch with our troops.”

“Great. How far away are they?” George asked.

“One hundred miles, but . . .” Bertha walked closer. “You won’t believe this. Our Captain found an old Beginnings camp ground. They were gonna nestle in there, but just as they were, the Slagels showed up.”

“The Slagels as in which ones?” George asked.

“All of them,” Bertha answered. “The Captain recognized them. Plus there was a woman.”

George grinned. “Happy Birthday to me.”

Steward look perplexed. “I didn't know it was your birthday.”

“It’s not, you idiot,” George snapped. “This is perfect, No, this is too perfect.” George started to chuckle. “James Slagel is heading home, right? Well, what will that be to him if there’s nothing to head home to?”

Steward questioned. “Sir?”

Again, George chuckled. “Change of plan, Callahan. Tell our troops to back off , stay out of site, and stay hidden but close. Let the Slagels get settled, comfortable, and confident then take them out.” George grinned. “Every single one of them . . . take them out.”

^^^^

“Jimmy,” Jess called into a wooded area. “Come on.”

“What if we just go this way?”

“No!” Jess said. “We have to stay on the road.”

“Jess.” Jimmy’s voice grew nearer. “No one’s coming. Take a different route.”

“He’ll find us. If not, too bad.”

After a sad whine, Jimmy emerged from the woods. “I can’t believe we lost Everett.”

“It’s Everett’s fault. It’s not like we turned off anywhere. We’ve been on the same road,” Jess said.

“We should look for him.”

“We should . . .” Jess looked up. “Wait. Do you hear that?”

Jimmy peered to the sky. “Helicopter.”

“Beginnings.”

“How do you know?”

“Society doesn’t have flight capabilities except for George.” Jess ran further into the clearing to the road. “Over there.’ He pointed with excitement. “There!” He waved.

“Holy shit!” Jimmy joined Jess. “Are you sure it’s Beginnings.”

“Bet me it’s Robbie.”

Jimmy shrieked. “My brother?”

“Your brother.” Jess grinned. “It can’t be anyone else?”

“Who the hell is that?” Jimmy asked as John Matoose stepped off the chopper.

“John.” Jess smiled. “John!” He ran John’s way, “Oh my God.”

John Matoose embraced Jess. “Good to see you. It’s really good to see you.”

“You too, and to see you trusted again.”

“Hey, for the next three days, I’m head of Security,” John boasted.

“That’s great.”

Jimmy cleared his throat.

“Oh.” Jess laughed. “John, this . . . this is . . .”

“Jimmy Slagel.” John shook his hand. “What an honor. Your father is gonna be so glad to see you. They haven’t a clue you’re alive. I don’t think any of them even suspected. Beginnings won’t be the same, I can tell you.”

Jess chuckled “You’re right.”

Jimmy spoke up, “You said they haven’t a clue. You mean didn’t have a clue. They know now, right?”

“Nope.” John shook his head. “If they did, Robbie would be here but Robbie and the rest of your family is on vacation.”

Jimmy blinked. “Vacation.”

“Yep.” John nodded.

“But you’re taking me to Beginnings right?”

“I’m taking Jess,” John said. “You, well, we plan on driving you within walking distance to where your father is and let you pop in as a surprise to the family vacation. What do you think?”

Jimmy grinned. “I think I’d like that.”

“Let’s go.” John gave a twitch of his head to the chopper.

Jess looked proudly at Jimmy. “You’re going home to your family after all these years. It will be a reunion.”

Jimmy grabbed his stomach. “I’m getting nervous thinking about it, but when I join them on this vacation, what a reunion it will be.”

^^^^

It seemed rather much to be taking on such a simple hunting expedition. But Mike knew the tools were need. “Tig, I wish you would stay back.”

Tigger laughed. “Dad, I want to killer baby hunt.”

“It’s not hunting. It’s controlling,” Mike corrected.

Johnny jogged to the back of the truck. “Here’s the extra rope, Mike. Do we have everything?”

Mike eyed the supplies “I think. Yes. Wait. No. The cattle prod.”

Tigger snickered. “You can’t have a successful killer baby hunting trip without it.”

Mike corrected, “We aren’t hunting. We’re controlling. They’re babies for crying out loud. I’ll go get the prod.”

“I’ll get it,” Johnny said. “I think it’s in the dining room.”

“Thanks, John.”

“No problem. I’ll be right back.” Johnny darted from the truck and up the walk to the house. No sooner did he do so, he heard the low key ringing of the fax machine. The ringing stopped at two. The squeal was of transmission carried briefly, then stopped. “Weird,” Johnny commented as he entered the dining room. He spotted the cattle prod and the fax rang again. Two rings, fax pick up, disconnection, silence. He didn’t think anything of it until the fax machine rang again. Believing Ellen was trying to call instead of sending a letter, Johnny hurried to the kitchen. Out of breath he lifted the receiver before the second ring. “Hello,” he said. “Hello, El?” Nothing. “Hello.” Shrugging, he hung up. “Weird.” Thinking no more about it, Johnny sought the cattle prod and hurried back outside.

^^^^

George’s face was white and his expression shocked as his hand rested on the receiver.

“Sir?” Bertha tired to get his attention.

George just stared.

“Sir?” She asked again. “Did Manis pick up?”

“Oh, my God,” George whispered.

After looking confused at Steward, Bertha tried again. “President Hadley, what’s wrong.”

“Wrong? Wrong? Absolutely nothing.” George shook his head. His eyes stayed on the phone in disbelief as he spoke,. “Things keep getting better and better. Luck is finally on my side. Steward, I need you to make sure the plan out west stays in full force. Callahan get a Jeep and get the gas. We’re leaving right away.”

“Where are we going?” Bertha asked.

“Lodi,” George answered and looked up with a bright grin. “Johnny’s there.”

^^^^

Next Up: Bringing in Lodi
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