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Everything we ‘know’ is until we find out otherwise.
I
Security is mostly a superstition.
Helen Keller
May 5th 2008
Sitting in the back of the WVNY-TV news van, Anthony Francis Del Torro stared out the window blankly; he’d gone to a late dinner party the night before, and had only gotten five hours of sleep. As the van made its way through the dense traffic of midtown Manhattan, Anthony sipped his cup of coffee and gazed drowsily at the scores of people walking outside. The sun shone brightly, the temperature was eighty-four degrees, and the streets were packed with pedestrians; representatives of all of New York's proverbial walks of life seemed to be enjoying the unseasonably warm weather.
Anthony, along with “roving reporter” Glenda Swanson, was on his way to cover a celebration for the Mexican holiday known as Cinco de Mayo. Organized by the students and faculty of New York University, the celebration was held in Washington Square Park--the closest thing the urban university had to a campus center. As of eleven in the morning, Washington Square Park was already packed with people as the sunshine and warmth brought student and civilian alike out into the spring air; in conjunction with the celebration, there was a modest street fair occupying a two-block stretch of University Place just outside of the park. Anthony was looking forward to a relatively short broadcast followed by an afternoon of downtime; he planned to walk around the Village a bit, check out the festivals, hit a few used record shops and catch a late afternoon movie with his girlfriend. Glenda, too, had plans for the afternoon: to take a yoga class and then head to the roof of her apartment building to sunbathe.
At three minutes past noon, an explosion occurred near the center of the park and sent bodies, property and concrete flying for dozens of feet in every direction.
At five minutes past noon, the WVNY-TV news truck was passing through Times Square. Anthony chugged the last few ounces of his lukewarm coffee. Glenda sat quietly across from him, eyes closed, engaged in a silent relaxation ritual she usually performed before going on camera. Neither was aware of the explosion that had just interrupted the festival they were on their way to cover. Having finished her meditation routine, Glenda opened her eyes and happened to glance out the window at a green pickup truck that was parked outside a subway station three lanes of traffic away from the van. Less than a minute after the truck passed out of her field of vision, it exploded. Had Glenda still been looking out the window, she might have suffered severe injury to her face and eyes as the van’s plate glass windows were blown inward; fortunately, she had already leaned back into her chair and closed her eyes again. When the truck exploded, the force of the blast rocked the van and Anthony and Glenda were knocked from their seats.
The van’s driver, forty-nine year old Dennis Ridgeway, managed to bring the van to a screeching halt before suffering a massive heart attack and slumping onto the steering wheel.
Glenda leaned toward the rear window, trying to see through the smoke that poured from the site of the explosion fifty yards away. The smoke was already so thick that she could hardly see ten feet beyond the back of the van.
Anthony, sprinkled with shards and pebbles of glass, scrambled to reach for his shoulder camera. Checking the camera for damage, he hoisted it into position and began preparing to tape. “Can you see anything? What the hell was that?”
“I don’t know…it was right by that subway station I think.” Glenda paused for a moment, then her eyes widened and her head snapped toward the front of the van. “Hey, where’s Dennis? Dennis, are you all right?” She called toward the front of the van. “Dennis?” There was no answer. She rose to her feet and began to climb over piles of tapes and equipment that had been shaken to the van’s floor; when she got to the front, she found Dennis’ limp body leaning across the steering wheel. Glenda had a bad feeling as soon as she looked at him--he’d had two heart attacks in the past six years--but she swallowed hard and checked his pulse nonetheless. She’d hoped to be surprised, but as expected there was no pulse in Dennis' neck or wrist. She called to the back of the van. “Anthony?” She stopped, not knowing what to say. She looked down at Dennis’ body for a second; after a deep sigh, she squeezed his shoulder—she wasn’t sure why, perhaps to comfort his departing soul--and began to make her way toward the rear. Anthony called to her, “How is he Glen?”
She looked back at the body one more time. “Not good. I think he had a heart attack…another one.” She plodded toward where Anthony was holding his equipment and gaping out the rear window. He turned to look at her. “Is he okay?” She tightened her lips and shook her head; he nodded, knowing exactly what she meant. Anthony steadied his camera, just as Glenda’s cell phone began to ring. She checked the incoming number; it belonged to WVNY-TV’s news director.
"Hi. I suppose you’re calling about--” Glenda paused, listening into the phone, as Anthony literally held his breath watching her. “What? No, I haven't heard anything...there's actually been an explosion here at Times Square. Yes, I said Times Square…you're saying there was one at the park too?" She looked up at Anthony, her eyes wider than before and her mouth hanging open.
Anthony’s throat went dry. "Did I just hear you say there was another explosion?" He glanced out the window and back at Glenda. The smoke was thick and charcoal colored, and no longer seemed to billow from the truck’s carcass but by now was an impenetrable fog.
Glenda nodded her head energetically as she listened to the news director. "Okay, we'll try and be rolling in a few seconds. I’ll put in my earpiece and get connected; Dennis may have had a heart attack, so we’re not mobile. It’s terrible up here…” She paused again. “Give us a few seconds to get hooked up and then try to talk to me through the piece.” She clicked the phone and looked up at her stunned cameraman. Her eyes, no longer saucers, were focused and steady. "You ready?" Anthony nodded in response, and hesitantly opened the back door as Glenda inserted her earpiece. He squeezed his eyes closed for a split second, took a deep breath and hopped down onto the street. His camera was equipped with a small floodlight affixed to its top; he clicked it on as Glenda climbed out of the van behind him.
They made their way over toward what was left of the truck; it was hardly recognizable as an automobile. The blacktop of the street was charred with burn marks, and the curb of the adjacent sidewalk was chipped and cracked from the blast. Bodies lay everywhere: in twos and threes near the site of the blast, piled on top of one another in the stairwell of the subway station and thrown on top of cars and nearby structures stretching at least fifty feet away. People staggered about, arms around each other as they tried to assist friend and stranger alike. Individual people wandered around in evident states of shock; some of them seemed impossibly unaware of horrific wounds to their bodies or even their heads and faces. Anthony saw a man limp past him, hobbling desperately on a leg that was bent almost thirty degrees at the middle of the shin. Anthony took a deep breath and lifted his camera into position. “Jesus Christ,” he said breathlessly. He looked over his shoulder at Glenda, who had donned her headset and clipped her earphone to her blouse. “Glen…you see this?” Anthony’s normally rich baritone had plummeted to a thin, strained whisper; he sounded as though he’d been punched in the stomach. He felt worse than that.
Glenda was listening through her earpiece to the instruction of the news director. She nodded her head--Anthony wasn’t sure if it was at him or at what she was hearing over the phone--then looked up somberly. “I see it…I can’t really believe it but I see it. Anthony, we’ve…we’ve got to get rolling. Can you do it? Are you okay?” She was hardly asking; she was insisting. Glenda could be occasionally shaken when caught off guard, but once she clicked into focus she was all business even under incredible duress. Anthony admired this trait in her greatly. Glenda now held the microphone. “Are we on? Tell me when we’re on.” The smoke had finally begun to clear.
He motioned in forward rolling circles with his free hand. “Yeah, yeah, go, go! We’re rolling.
“Okay--good afternoon, ladies and gentlemen, this is Glenda Swanson, and I am here at the corner of Broadway and Forty-Second Street where a truck has just exploded in the middle of a crowded street. I have no idea how many people are injured, but the scene here is absolutely chaotic and the explosion was very, very powerful. It seems as though most of the vehicle--which appears to be some sort of pickup truck--is almost completely gone. I’m not sure what sort of detonation device was used, but if there hadn’t been two lanes of traffic separating us from the blast, it’s possible we might not be here to report this to you right now. I actually caught a glimpse of the truck as we passed it, not too long before it blew up…it was really quite an explosion.” Glenda began to walk around the area, which had gone from midday pedestrian throng to simulated war zone in mere seconds. Anthony followed her lead, filming the entire way and grimacing at the carnage. After several seconds, they both had fallen into stunned silence. Dan Morgan, the WNVYTV newscaster, looked toward the camera and tried to fill the dead air. “Wow. We haven’t got any footage or contacts at Washington Square Park just yet, but from what I understand the scene is similar down there. Glenda, are you or your crew injured at all?”
Glenda briefly considered mentioning Dennis, but it occurred to her that his family or friends might be watching. “No, we’re fine so far, but people are staggering around, many police officers seem to be injured as well, and the…wait, I think I hear sirens, yes, the fire department is approaching now.”
Another car exploded just then, six cars away from the truck. The force of the blast knocked Glenda several paces through the air and onto the pavement; it knocked Anthony to one knee and dislodged his camera from his grasp. The camera continued running, roughly two feet from its operator, while Dan Morgan tried to maintain his composure as he called Glenda’s name to no avail. Morgan turned to the camera, with a stunned expression, and simply said, “I’m sorry, but...we seem to have lost contact. I don’t know what happened, but I don’t want to speculate until we can at least regain visual contact or get a report from the area.” He hesitated for a full second; a keen eyed viewer would have noticed a slight twitch in his left eye, the resurfacing of a tic he’d suppressed in his teens. He quickly regained his composure and continued, deciding to speak candidly to the audience. “I can only pray for the safety of our crew, as well as the unfortunate souls in Times Square right now.” A hurried decision was made, behind the scenes, to cut to a commercial break.
Anthony staggered to his feet and peered through the thickening smoke, which poured from the wreckage of the second car and combined with the dissipating fog from the first explosion. It was getting hard to see more than a few paces in any direction; Anthony rubbed his eyes with both hands and squinted into the smoke. “Glen? Glenda, you okay?” Suddenly there was a trembling hand on his shoulder. He turned to face Glenda, who looked visibly shaken but was standing on both feet. “Shit. Are you hurt?”
“N-no.” She shook her head, brushing her hair from her face and brushing dirt from her blouse. “The camera, Anthony where’s the camera? I’ve got to…damn, what time is it, we’re going to miss the festival…I…” She glanced downward to look at herself. “My knee is scraped…wait, is my skirt torn? Shit, shit Tony I think I’m bleeding…” Glenda’s eyes were glazed and distant; recognizing that she was in shock, Anthony clutched her gently by the shoulders and checked her for visible injuries. Her knee was scraped, as she had claimed, but worse still—her auburn hair was darkened and thickened with blood near the back of her head. Anthony pulled her closer, put an arm around her waist and began to walk her away from the blast site as dozens of people ran past them in the same direction. She barely resisted, and began to speak in a dazed babble about her camera and how they were going to get down to Washington Square Park. He squeezed her more firmly around the shoulders. “We’re right by Forty Second Street, Glen, it’s a major thoroughfare, we can get some help there and maybe lay you down for a second. It’s okay; you’ll be fine, try to relax and don’t try to run or anything, honey. Just stay calm.” The truth was, as he tilted his head to look behind her he could now actually see the wound that oozed blood into her hair and onto her blouse. It wasn’t yet life threatening, but it was potentially dangerous and would certainly need stitches. He guessed she had probably hit her head on the street when the second blast knocked her down. A police officer walked quickly past them about five feet away. Anthony waved him over. “Uh, officer, we’re with the press, my colleague has been hurt and I think she’s in shock. Can we get--”
Officer Murray Shaw, who had been hustling toward the second blast site with radio in hand, paused in his tracks and glanced at Anthony with agitation. “Pal, I don’t know any more than you do right now, but you’ll have to evacuate the area. You really don’t wanna stick around here.” He hurried off in the direction he’d been heading.
Glenda was now slumped against him and barely standing on her own. He struggled with her deadening weight, whispering into her ear. “Glen, c’mon now, don’t fall asleep on me honey, let’s go, we’re gonna get you out of here in just a minute. You hear the sirens? Those are ambulances. You did a great job, we taped the footage, and you got just a little banged around but you’re going to be all right now.” He decided to try and carry her. He was a reasonably strong man, but not terribly tall at five foot eight; she was practically his height, an inch or two taller in her heels. He was leaning forward, his arm behind her back, bracing himself to lift her legs off of the ground when Officer Shaw returned. “Listen, how bad is she, pal? We got triage set up over there.” He pointed toward a cluster of ambulances parked on the corner of Seventh Avenue.
“Her head, I think she hit her head, man. She’s bleeding all over the place.” He felt his voice cracking, his sense of alarm rising and his head swimming as the smoke he’d inhaled began to affect his concentration. He’d been asthmatic as a child, and his tolerance for smoke inhalation was lower than that of the average person. He’d suppressed his discomfort up until this point, especially once Glenda had gotten hurt; now it all seemed to catch up with him at once and he felt short of breath and anxious. “Listen, I got asthma, I don’t know if I can carry her.”
“I got her, bro.” The officer, a powerfully built man, scooped up Glenda’s increasingly limp frame and began to walk toward the sound of sirens and shouting. “What about you, you okay? She might not be as bad as she looks, head wounds, they bleed a lot you know.”
“I’m okay, I think, just short of breath. Wait, my camera’s still running. Wait!” He almost sprinted toward the rubble when Shaw called him back sharply. “You’re not too clear in the head yourself right now, fella. Let’s walk this way and get the both of you some help. C’mon, I don’t wanna ask you again.” He began to carry Glenda, who had fully lost consciousness, toward the ambulances.
“Right, sorry.” Anthony scrambled to catch the officer, who had gained several feet on him. Meanwhile, his mind raced. Two explosions in one small area so close together in time--what the hell did it mean? Why two? Why so close together? Would there be another one? Something didn’t seem right. He looked around at the people, fleeing toward the corner where the ambulances had parked. He looked toward the police officers, milling about and trying to direct pedestrian traffic and halt vehicular traffic from adjacent streets. All of these people in one place, so many of them bloodied, scared, confused, and panicked; something occurred to him all at once. What if they were being herded? As a politics major in college, Anthony had taken an academic interest in military strategy. He recalled that one ancient, and not so ancient, tactic had been to get a population or army funneled into an area to make them easier to surround. He didn’t see any opposing army, but the strategy could be applied in other ways, couldn’t it? He tapped Officer Shaw on the shoulder. “Listen, man, when’s the last time you saw two bombs so close together in time and vicinity?”
Shaw, who was beginning to struggle somewhat with Glenda’s frame, looked mildly annoyed. “I don’t study these things, pal. You wanna write the book, do it later.” By now, they were mere paces from the nearest open stretcher.
Not only was Anthony’s mind racing, but now his head was pounding. He spoke more insistently. “No, but listen. What if--what if whoever set off those bombs is just chasing us all into one spot? What if--”
Anthony Del Torro never got to finish his sentence, and Glenda Swanson never made it to a stretcher. The explosion that occurred at twelve fourteen, on the corner of Forty Second Street and Seventh Avenue, killed every human being within a twenty-foot radius. It melted signs, demolished vehicles, and blew the glass out of windows for several hundred yards. It was exactly the tactic Anthony had feared, and unfortunately for all present, it worked exactly as it had been planned.
May 12th 2008
Standing next to the bed of Adam Grey, Gabriel Warner looked at his watch; it was 9:30pm. The twenty-nine-year-old intern closed his eyes and rocked slightly backward on his feet as it occurred to him that he had not only been on duty for thirteen hours, but he had been on his feet for practically every minute thereof. He’d been physically and mentally exhausted for days, yet he hadn't been able to fall asleep the previous night after getting off duty; now, he was loath to sit down for more than thirty seconds for fear of passing out. He only dimly recalled the last time he’d listened to his stereo, drank a cold beer, or simply walked around the city in a leisurely fashion. How easily these things could be taken for granted.
He glanced in the mirror and dragged his palms down his cheeks, grimacing at the bags that had formed under his deep-set brown eyes. It had been minutes since he'd finished checking on Adam and updating his paperwork, and having grown accustomed to Adam being unconscious for nearly the past week, he was absentmindedly organizing his papers as if he were alone.
When he turned back around, he was startled to see open eyes watching him from Adam's calm brown face. Gabriel jumped backward slightly, almost dropping his clipboard. "Um, hi."
Adam smirked. “Hi there. Sorry to startle you.” Why, Adam wondered, did this man seem so surprised to see him awake? It didn’t occur to him to wonder how long he had been unconscious.
While Gabe stared, mouth ajar--rarely was he rendered speechless--Adam turned his head to finish appraising the room. The walls were a bleak off white; hanging from the ceiling above him, about four feet over his bed and midway between his hips and feet, was an old large-screen color television. Five feet to his left, further into the room, was a neatly made and unoccupied bed; his roommate of thirty-four hours had died from third degree burns the night before. Adam turned back toward the tall, narrow-shouldered fellow who seemed far too fatigued for a man of his apparent age. His hair looked as though it hadn’t been combed since whenever he’d last climbed out of bed, and his eyes seemed to peer out from several inches into his face. “This looks like a hospital. Am I right?”
Gabe cleared his throat. "You’re in a hospital, yeah. How do you feel?” He blinked twice and stood up straight, trying to assume a more professional appearance. “Sorry--I didn't expect you to wake up all of a sudden."
It dawned on Adam that he had a terrible headache. He lifted a hand--wincing as he felt the tug of the monitors attached to his fingers and wrist—and rubbed his brow with his thumb and middle finger, still looking up at Gabe. "Actually, my head is killing me. What happened to me?"
Gabe would normally have remembered to factor in the tendency of head wounds to cause at least temporary memory loss, but given the circumstances, he was caught off balance. He gave Adam a bemused smirk. “You mean you don’t know?”
Adam paused to study him further. How hard do they work people in here? He stopped rubbing his forehead and used both hands to push himself into a more upright position. “Well, it is funny, I guess…you’d think I would remember something that put me in the hospital.” To his amazement, he found himself slightly grinning; Gabe had a disarming presence.
“I think I sure as hell would, but maybe we’re just different, man." He then seemed to catch himself and his expression became more serious, the exhaustion resurfacing. "I'm sorry man. Seriously, a head injury—which is what you sustained—can lead to memory loss, which is hopefully temporary in your case. The thing is, for now, between hospital liabilities and a few other matters, I’m not sure I should tell you many details of your accident if you don’t remember them. You seem like a pretty steady guy to me, but your mental and emotional states haven't been clinically determined …and besides, there's a lot going on you don't know about. In the outside world, I mean.” He trailed off and his shoulders seemed to slump, but he resumed in a professional tone. "Mister Grey, you’ve been unconscious for nearly a week--initially involuntarily, but in the latter part of the week it was induced for precautionary purposes. A lot has happened in the outside world since the day you came in here--" He looked again at the floor, then back at Adam. "I’m sorry, but there’s just no way I could answer all your questions right now. Honestly, I couldn't give you enough information that you wouldn't just come up with all sorts of other questions that I couldn’t answer if I wanted to.”
Adam raised his eyebrows. “Well, if it means anything I feel okay. Besides my head, that is.”
Gabe chuckled mirthlessly. “'Besides my head’. From where I’m standing, Mister Grey, that alone's cause for some uncertainty. I hate to keep you in the dark, but it won’t be for long; you'll find out everything you want to know--and some stuff I guess you don't--soon enough." He stood with his arms at his sides, looking as if he wanted to excuse himself from the room. Adam sighed. “So what’s your name?”
“Gabe. Gabriel Warner. I'm an intern." He stood upright and smiled broadly. "Pleased to meet you, Mister Grey. I can only offer you hospital food for the moment, but do you want anything--are you hungry, thirsty?”
“Well, what I’d most like is some information, but I understand you may not find that professionally prudent right now--so I won’t press the issue. I wouldn’t mind a painkiller, though?” Adam was absently rubbing his temple now, as the pain continued to flare in his head.
Gabe chuckled again. “Painkiller? Brother, you were out cold as a wet mackerel until five minutes ago, wouldn’t wanna knock you too far back under by overmedicating you. I’m sure you’ve got an awful headache though…and protocol’s kinda gone out the window to a large extent…let me get outta here for now and we'll see what I can do. First, I’m gonna get your primary doctor in here though." He started toward the door. Adam scoffed. “Cold as a what?”
Gabe shrugged again, grinning even more congenially than before. “Wet mackerel. Saw it in a cartoon once. Be right back." He turned on his heel and quick-stepped toward the open door, then suddenly stopped and peered back. "The remote's on the table next to you if you want to have a look at the news...but take a deep breath before you hit the power button. Trust me, it doesn't matter how prepared you think you are for what you'll see."
Adam chuckled to himself and decided not to turn on the TV right away, opting to close his eyes and try to wish his headache away until Gabe returned.
II
It requires a very unusual mind to undertake an analysis of the obvious.
Alfred North Whitehead
April 26th 2008
Adam had been waiting for the crosstown bus for nearly fifteen minutes, but it felt like twenty-five; he was about ready to give up and begin walking. He didn’t have any assignments or interviews scheduled for the day, and he had made up his mind to take care of some grocery shopping and maybe check out a bookstore; he wasn’t in a particular hurry to get anywhere, but standing around at a bus stop wasn’t how he wanted to start his afternoon. Leaning against the glass of the bus shelter, he meandered through a magazine article whose subject matter he found interesting but whose writing style he found tiresome; wishing he’d brought a better choice of reading material, he glanced upward in hopes of seeing an approaching bus. Instead, he saw Angela.
She was casually dressed, wearing a slightly billowing flowered skirt and carrying a small black bag slung over her right shoulder. She wore relatively flat shoes, yet seemed to be nearly six feet tall; her legs were long, but she didn’t seem lanky or unwieldy as she stepped through the milling crowd with smooth, lengthy strides. One arm swayed casually alongside her, but her eyes were neither distant nor unaware of her surroundings. Her statuesque frame supported itself effortlessly and confidently.
She stopped at the bus stop…within feet of him. Adam quietly cleared his throat and buried his gaze in his magazine, hoping he hadn’t been caught staring.
Angela pulled her bus map from her bag; through the corner of her eye she examined this man, who seemed so intent on appearing to read his magazine. He stood at about her height; he wore slightly faded blue jeans and a loosely fitting button down shirt; he looked fit but not particularly muscular. Though they hadn’t yet directly interacted, she’d noticed him from several paces; he seemed to project a pleasant and approachable manner, and she found herself wanting to speak with him. Given that it was part of her mission to interact with terrestrials wherever convenient, she decided to. “Excuse me, which bus are you waiting for?”
Adam looked up from his magazine a bit too quickly. “Whichever one comes along is fine with me--I’m only going to Sixth Avenue. How far do you have to go?”
“Not far.” She smiled. Now that they stood face to face, Angela realized he was actually slightly taller than her, with eyes that were sharper than his easygoing manner first implied. Still smiling, she angled her head toward the midday sun, which shone brightly from a cloudless blue backdrop that, to her, seemed to suggest the infinity that lay beyond it. “It’s quite a nice day, isn’t it?”
Adam glanced toward the sky, following Angela’s gaze. He dimly regretted not choosing a snappier outfit--but more importantly, he wondered incredulously if this woman was actually trying to make conversation with him. She spoke with no discernible accent, she seemed around his age…and he probably looked like a deer in headlights. A stupid deer was more like it. He made himself grin, now feeling especially silly and almost wishing she’d never interrupted his fine and ordinary morning with the pressure of being accosted by walking beauty. “It’s beautiful…spring is finally here. Where are you headed on such a nice day?”
She looked to the side, glancing at the jockeying and honking traffic along Fourteenth Street. “Not anywhere in particular, just enjoying the day. And you?”
Adam folded his magazine and tucked it under his arm, stuffing his hands into his pockets and peering over Angela’s shoulder to see if a bus was coming. “Just the supermarket, really…maybe a bookstore.” Adam suddenly felt about five degrees hotter; the sun was steadily intensifying, but he didn’t think the two facts were related.
“What kind of book would you be looking for? I’ve always been a student of human history.” In truth, she had never been particularly fond of history, terrestrial or otherwise; but she had, in her training as a Terranaut, learned a great deal of terrestrial history and it was a subject she knew a good deal about.
“History? Interesting—I’m a journalist.” Smiling, he extended his hand. “I’m Adam, what’s your name?”
“I’m Angela.” Smiling in return, she extended her hand and shook his. “Perhaps I could come with you to the bookstore? Maybe you can pick out for me a few interesting things I haven’t read.”
Adam was suddenly grateful for the relatively flexible schedule of a freelance journalist—and random days off such as this one; he had to contain himself from grinning from ear to ear. The grocery store most certainly could wait. “Angela, I’d be happy for you to join me.” Looking down the street again, he raised his eyebrows and then glanced back at her. “Maybe we should walk…it doesn’t look like there’s a bus coming.”
She smiled again. “A day like this seems well suited for a walk, Adam.”
Nearly three hours later, after they had visited Adam’s favorite purveyors of New York pizza, strolled past several landmarks and walked through about two miles of Central Park, Adam and Angela sat on a bench in a park on the coastline of southern Manhattan. Adam sipped a fountain soda he'd been nursing for about ten minutes, and Angela was contentedly working on a cup of ice cream. When she was nearly done, she set the remainder of her ice cream at her feet and tilted her head toward the sun again; she closed her eyes and a relaxed grin stretched across her face. Adam turned to look at her. "So in the short amount of time you’ve been in New York City, what do you make of it?"
She opened her eyes and turned to face Adam, then wrinkled her brow and looked into the sky behind his head. "It's...helped to alter my outlook somewhat."
Adam took a sip of his soda and studied Angela’s eyes. "How do you mean?"
Her eyes dropped to meet Adam’s, narrowing slightly as she considered his question, and she sat upright and shifted to face him more squarely. She crossed her outside leg over the leg nearer to him, flashing a hint of a well-muscled calf that he couldn’t help but notice; he silently instructed himself to maintain eye contact as she continued speaking. "It's difficult to explain, really. It shows me aspects of humankind that I didn't think of or see very often in the past."
Adam nodded. "I can definitely see that. This city has a peculiar energy...it's a unique place in many respects. I mean I haven't seen as many places in America as it sounds like you have, so I probably don't have to explain much to you…"
Angela interjected, gently laying a finger on his forearm. "Actually Adam, I somewhat disagree. I haven't seen as much as you may think. If possible, I'd like you to tell me and show me whatever you can about New York City." Angela paused and her expression grew even more thoughtful. "I feel as if I've learned a fair amount in my short time here. My impression of humankind has been formed by...well, it occurs to me that the sources have been questionable. My travels across America have helped me to reconsider my preconceptions, but Manhattan has so far had the greatest effect of any city I have seen. I think you may be able to further that effect...though I'm not yet certain that such a change of opinion is for the best." Angela propped her elbows on her knees. “Adam, would you say that people are essentially good?”
“Now that’s a broad question.”
“I’m sorry. I mean—do you believe that people have a certain type of nature, outside of the influence of their society or surroundings?”
“Well, I think I tend to believe that people basically want to be good, it’s just a matter of the situations you put them in and maybe the pressures you put them under. Bad barrels make bad apples, so to speak. Why do you ask?”
She turned and fixed her eyes on the skyline. “Because I’m becoming more and more aware of the things that human society, specifically, is capable of.” Her eyes narrowed again. “I was raised to view human nature quite—I believe the expression is ‘cynically’, and—now I am beginning to understand that human beings are capable of fantastic achievements, even when their society and surroundings don’t encourage greatness.”
Adam nodded. “I think that’s true. But at the same time, society has to evolve in order for humankind to evolve…otherwise we’re just dependent on outliers, on the occasional outstanding person of genius or conscience, to bring us along. And even then, sometimes the occasional person of genius doesn’t have much conscience.” He chuckled. “Or the occasional person of conscience doesn’t have much genius. So I guess it takes both: individuals who rise above their surroundings, and also society moving forward and becoming more progressive and hopeful.” He paused to look at Angela, who was listening to him while still staring at the architectural wonders of the city. “Does that help?”
Angela turned to face him again; her eyes still had a distant, almost star-struck look. She blinked twice, smiled at Adam and slid a bit closer to him on the bench. “It does, Adam. I think it’s a pity more people don’t think of these things. Maybe if they did, things would be different; maybe if they did…” Angela trailed off and began to frown slightly. She no longer seemed to appreciate, or even notice, the steady breeze that continued to blow her hair away from her face; her mind seemed to be elsewhere. After several seconds, Adam nudged her arm and she looked up. "Hey, is something wrong?"
“I'm sorry." Angela sat upright. “It's been a very long trip, and I'm fatigued." She offered a weak but genuine smile. "How about we walk some more?" She glanced down at the melted sludge that was once the last few spoonfuls of her ice cream; she then raised her eyebrows and grinned. “Apparently, my ice cream is already finished.”
"I guess it’s time, then." He stood up, and she followed his lead. As they began to walk away from the bench, he turned to face her. "Are you sure you're all right?”
Angela smiled; it felt like a long time since someone seemed genuinely concerned with her personal well being for reasons not related to the Terra Project. "I'm fine, Adam. I'm really enjoying myself; thank you for showing me around New York." Reaching to her side, she took his hand--something she might not have envisioned herself doing with anyone, much less a terrestrial, only a few weeks ago.
Adam smiled in return; what an unexpectedly pleasant day this was shaping up to be. "Let's walk then."
May 12th 2008
Roughly five hours after his initial awakening, Adam lay in stunned silence. He’d shut off the television ten minutes ago.
Gabriel had been right: there was no way he could have been adequately prepared for what had been happening while he was unconscious.
So far as he could gather, the entire world was in a state of emergency. A well-orchestrated and incredibly widespread series of explosions—or bombings, as they were generally called in news reports—had caused panic in seemingly every corner of the industrialized world. Several countries had lost entire areas of government in mere moments; this included the United States, which was now under the leadership of a Senator named Cyrus Reardon. Appalling stories of panic and prejudice had sprung up everywhere, along with a plethora of rumors about the source of the attacks.
After several hours, Adam decided to try and find something else to briefly take his mind off of what he’d just absorbed. Predictably, there was hardly anything to be found; the television in his room only received twelve channels, and since it was late in the evening the only channels he could find were covering the world’s convulsions or looping infomercials. He shut off the television, closed his eyes and laid in silence, feeling exhausted and overwhelmed. As his mind began to drift, he was grateful for the painkillers Gabe had given him; he fell asleep within ten minutes.
April 26th 2008
It was eight in the evening; Adam and Angela had walked for several hours throughout the city, Adam explaining what he knew about several landmarks and neighborhoods and Angela enthusiastically asking questions. The sun had begun to descend beneath the tops of the city’s skyline, light refracting into splashes and shards of color beneath rolling waves of clouds. They walked hand in hand near the southwestern coastline of Manhattan, strolling amongst the trees in Battery Park; they had fallen into a comfortable silence, when Adam stopped abruptly and slapped his hands together. “Wait—Angela, hold on a sec.” Nearly smacking his forehead in disgust—how could he forget the Brooklyn Bridge?--he grabbed her hand. “C’mon, I almost forgot something.” He started off toward the bridge as she hopped into gear to keep up with him; they arrived at the foot of the bridge’s walkway just in time for the start of the sunset.
The Terranauts had been given a scientific explanation of the visual and natural effects of the terrestrial sunset as well as its origins; they had been taught to anticipate its timing according to the time of year, and to prepare for the effect that twilight might have on their vision during their first days on Earth. None of this could have prepared Angela for how much she enjoyed the spectacular natural beauty she encountered in her travels across the American landscape.
Within days of her arrival, she was crossing a street in Los Angeles when she glanced up and noticed a sprawling array of colors in the darkening sky: the first authentic sunset she’d ever seen. She stood on a street corner, whose name she soon forgot, for nearly ten minutes in stunned silence. That same night, she set the alarm clock in her hotel room for 5a.m.; her first sunrise did not disappoint, filled with color arrangements she’d never imagined and billowing and streaking clouds among the Los Angeles haze.
It was in Colorado that Angela had seen her first snowfall. Though all Terranauts went through extensive temperature resistance training, she'd never been so cold in an open-air environment; still, she stood among the cascading flakes for as long as she could bear it, blinking as snow fell into her eyes and trembling from the thirty-degree temperature and the thrill.
Her first thunderstorm had been in Texas; she stood beneath it for nearly an hour, heedless of televised warnings and the puzzled gazes of scurrying passerby.
Though she was academically familiar with terrestrial flora and fauna, she often found herself distracted by the seemingly endless variety that "Mother Nature" had to offer. For all its comfortable moderation, she quickly came to realize that she did not miss the Luceri climate at all.
In her short time on Earth, Angela had gazed over the edge of the Grand Canyon and felt the spray from the raging foams of Niagara Falls; she had viewed the sunrises and sunsets of North America from locations that most North Americans would never visit in their lifetimes. She had seen the shores of the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans, and visited over a dozen of the continent’s major cities. Yet as she climbed the Brooklyn bridge’s walkway, comfortably nestled against Adam with his arm draped across her shoulders, Angela suddenly felt as though she hadn’t properly experienced most of the beauty she’d seen over the past several months…more precisely, it occurred to her that sharing such beauty with another person compared favorably with doing so on her own.
No longer willing to contain her excitement--unsure why she had wanted to in the first place—she squeezed Adam’s hand and bounded over to the railing; she beamed as she brushed her hair back from her upturned face. She turned toward Adam, who wrapped his arm around her and watched her with a mixture of affection and amusement. The sunset’s brilliance was somehow enhanced by the shimmering reflections of light off of the towering glass and steel buildings; the largesse of the ocean and sky seemed aptly complemented by the enormous variety of the Manhattan skyline. How could she have been taught contempt for creatures that were capable of such majestic creativity? “Adam, I never realized--humankind, for all its faults, has created incredible wonders in its time here.”
Adam laughed, hugging her more tightly around her shoulders as the wind blew harder. “You know, sometimes you seem to speak like you were something other than human yourself.”
She glanced up at him briefly and looked away. She was ‘human’, wasn't she? Angela had seen, in her time in America, that humankind was broad in its capacity for grace and sanctity as well as ugliness and malice; they weren't too different from her immediate kin, the Terranauts, in that respect. But unlike the Terranauts, terrestrial humankind had built inspired and awe-inducing structures such as many of the ones before her now. Looking into the darkening sky, Angela once again noticed the staggeringly infinite quality to the night sky on Earth…if only the terrestrials realized how fortunate they were! How did they not recognize how much sheer possibility was around, above and beyond them? She sighed and looked back toward Adam, who was staring into the sky with her; she surprised herself by kissing him on the cheek. “This is all extremely foreign to me, Adam. Where I’m from, there is some natural beauty and architectural grandiosity but the larger picture isn’t the same. I can’t explain it more than that, though I truly wish I could. You ought to realize how fortunate you are to be able to live here.” She looked at the slowly appearing stars, turning her face to catch the gusts of wind as she grinned happily.
Adam felt a light sweat break out on his forehead; he hadn’t expected that kiss. “You still haven’t told me exactly where you’re from, you know; in fact, all we’ve done today is discuss the pros and cons of human civilization, but I still don’t know much about where you come from. You haven’t mentioned where you were born, where you went to school, or any of the so-called ‘ordinary’ facts about you other than that you’ve moved around a lot. I mean I know it's only been a few hours…it’s not like I’m asking to hear your life story…but--”
Angela pulled away slightly and looked up at him. “I understand your curiosity, Adam. Where I’m from is such a different place in some ways that you might not be able to imagine it.” She paused and gently smiled. “Well, perhaps you could imagine it. But the majority of your world would have some difficulty, even though it isn't so different from their own surroundings in some ways.” She paused for a moment, wondering how much she should be telling him. Her focus on her mission had dwindled over the past few weeks, but there were matters of security to consider for both of them--not to mention the possibility of telling him a story that might make him question her sanity, or worse, her intentions. She already knew she enjoyed his company; she enjoyed listening to him talk about New York City, and she enjoyed sharing with him her observations about its citizens. For the moment, these two feelings seemed to nearly overwhelm all others—but she still had larger matters to consider. "But where I am from there is also a greater sense of purpose in nearly everything that is done by our leaders, even things which might at first seem meaningless or even…nefarious. That sense of purpose seems rare in your world. People here seem to drift through life so much more thoughtlessly, elect their leaders much more carelessly—conceive of their greater society and of each other with much less depth.” She paused again. Wasn't there essentially a measure of thoughtlessness--a general lack of introspection--that characterized the typical Terranaut? How else was an entire generation of people prodded into devoting themselves to the conquest of another civilization--despite the irony of having been born on a world whose society was founded on such opposite ideals? Nevertheless, it remained true that there was a common goal underlying the Terranauts’ narrow mindedness; nearly everything about life on the compound had been oriented, for roughly thirty years, toward the mission that was now underway. Independent of ethical considerations, the Terranauts’ existence and socialization was highly focused and directed toward a common goal. Terrestrial humans seemed to possess similar limitations of perspective, but they also lacked the Terranauts' sense of focus or common purpose. “Believe me, Adam. In the end, I’m very much from Earth…as much as you or anyone in this city. But if you don’t mind--”
Adam put up a hand. “It’s okay, I don’t want to press you about it. I’m just curious, is all…but that is one heck of a description of wherever it is you’re from. Don’t think I’m not going to keep asking.” He said this last with a wink.
She kissed his cheek again. “I know, Adam. If you didn’t, I wouldn’t find you so interesting.” She looped an arm around his torso. “I’m looking forward to getting to know you further, and to telling you much more about where I’m from.” The sun had finished setting and it was almost fully dark; they smiled at each other and turned to walk again, heading for the Brooklyn side of the bridge. They both took silent note of how easily their strides seemed to fall into sync.
May 3rd 2008
Sitting on the edge of her bed in a small hotel in Manhattan’s Greenwich Village, Angela glanced at the clock on the table next to her. It was twenty minutes past ten, somewhat late in the morning but not implausibly late for a graduate student—which is what she told most people she was--to be starting her day. She had to exercise caution when people asked where she was from; she was fairly well acquainted with certain locales, but none did she know intimately. Several times in the past weeks, she had made the mistake of choosing what she thought was an obscure place as her ‘birthplace’ only to meet someone who claimed to be from the same place or somewhere nearby. She soon learned it was best to politely gloss over the matter of her background and focus on discussions of her fictional course of study, or better still, to direct the conversation toward the other person. She noticed that in America most people seemed easily swayed to talk about themselves; she also noticed that listeners of both genders were often as captivated by her appearance as by the substance of what she was saying. She wasn’t used to such overwhelmingly positive reaction toward her general appearance, which were quite consistent with that of the people on the planet of her birth: the Luceri.
The Luceri, human in all but name and recent history, were different from the greater lot of humankind in certain respects. One thing, perhaps most noticeable to the terrestrial human eye, was their relative lack of ethnic differentiation. The Luceri did not all look alike--they varied in appearance much the same as terrestrials generally do—but their skin tone, hair texture, and facial structure did not conform as much to racial stereotype, and their variation seemed to correlate much less with other phenotypic traits. Most terrestrials with a wide enough frame of reference would have said Luceri resembled Mediterranean or Caribbean peoples, insofar as they seemed to be a mixture of every physical type; the Luceri complexion generally ranged from light beige to dark brown, though there were occasional outliers. Equally striking to most terrestrial humans would have been the physical stature of the average Luceri; Luceri were, by even the highest of contemporary human standards, unusually tall and well developed. Whereas a height of six feet was considered relatively tall for a male resident of the industrialized Western Hemisphere, Luceri males averaged around six foot three. Furthermore, women and men were less disparate in average height among the Luceri, as female Luceri averaged roughly six feet tall. Angela, at five feet eleven inches, was slightly below average female height on Lucero--but considered statuesque nearly anywhere on Earth. She was also considered uncommonly attractive on Earth, practically independent of cultural or ethnic considerations: she had thickly curled jet-black hair framing an oval face; she had incisive brown eyes, a beige complexion and broad shoulders which the average terrestrial might have considered masculine in a less “pretty” woman. She was long limbed and balanced, with strong hands and moderately arched feet; she would have made a superb athlete by Luceri standards, had she ever shown more than a passing interest in sports. She was physically well conditioned and carried herself with an upright posture and an immediately palpable physical presence; Luceri tended to be well muscled for reasons related to both inheritance and culture, and members of Angela’s particular subculture had been trained in a multitude of hand-to-hand combat techniques for their mission here on Earth. A mission she had essentially abandoned.
Minutes after stepping outside, Angela realized it was warmer than she had expected; she knew exactly which top she was going to change into as she spun on her heel and walked back toward the hotel. She was already sweating lightly as she re-entered the lobby. She had decided that today, she was going to pass the time by going to a crowded area of Manhattan's Central Park and watching people interact. Not to study them, not to take mental notes in accordance with her mission, not to probe their inner workings in search of fatal flaws and exploitable weaknesses--just to watch them, listen to them, absorb their ebbs and flows. She smiled to herself as she crossed the lobby and began to climb the stairs.
Opening the door to her room, she saw a flash of movement near the bathroom door. In her fuzzy state of relaxation, even with her keen eye, she nearly failed to see it; most people would likely have missed it completely.
Angela paused. She didn't have anything a typical petty thief would want, and she didn’t stand to lose anything irreplaceable; she knew better than to call the police, as filing an incident report might require more personal information than she was prepared to give to authorities. She knew she could physically overwhelm both most terrestrial women and the average terrestrial man in a one on one struggle, and the element of surprise at her strength might even increase her odds of subduing males of superior strength; the problem was the attention she might draw in so doing. A struggle would almost certainly make enough noise to draw a witness or two, and possibly enough for someone to call the police. All things considered, she decided it was best to leave as though nothing had happened and quietly take note of whoever had broken into her room. She made a show of rustling through her jacket, which hung on the back of a small chair, and calmly walked out the door, closing it behind her. She walked down the hallway and halfway down a flight of steps. Setting her bag down beside her, she ducked into a half-crouch and peered over the top step.
Standing behind the bathroom door, hotel manager Marilyn Ross was sure she’d been spotted. Though hard-pressed to consciously admit it, she tended to have a low threshold of hostility and suspicion toward prettier women; that morning, Marilyn had decided to see just what this ‘Angela Smith’ was about. Long known for her nosiness, Marilyn was fond of the saying “one can never be too careful”; her inexpensive East Village hotel had once been a hangout for what Marilyn called “riffraff”--which, in actuality, was mostly young people, backpackers and itinerant artists—and all she’d wanted to do, she told herself, was make sure the Smith woman didn’t have evidence of illicit activity in her room. Now, to her chagrin, she’d gotten herself into an awkward and potentially incriminating situation in her own place of business. Not given to extraordinary composure, Marilyn panicked when she heard the key in the lock and made a break for the bathroom just as the front door was opening; she realized bitterly in retrospect that, as the hotel manager, she might have come up with several excuses to be in Angela’s room. In her mind, the bottom line was that she had the prerogative to run the place as she saw fit; but instead of asserting her prerogative, she’d ducked behind the bathroom door and hidden like a common burglar. She stood bolt upright, nervously gripping the doorknob to keep the door still.
After about sixty long seconds of listening to Angela fiddle with her belongings, Marilyn heard the door close and lock. She stood still for a second, wondering if she were being baited, then decided to give it a shot--what was she going to do, stand back there forever?—and poked her head out nervously. The room was empty. She petulantly decided that Angela would not get the best of her; she’d call the local precinct if she had to and talk one of the officers into asking Ms. Smith a few questions. She would not have been able to articulate this sentiment if asked, but Marilyn’s blunder--and the shame she felt at being trapped in her own establishment--only increased her brewing resentment toward Angela. Cursing under her breath, she hurried out into the hall.
Hovering in the stairwell, Angela regretted her lack of forethought. She was aware that she’d been residing in one place for too long, but this particular hotel was unusually comfortable for its price; moreover, in the past several days her interactions with Adam--and her growing affinity toward him, as well as her captivation with New York City—had furthered distracted her from her mission. Among Angela’s directives had been to stay transient, even within the confines of a particular city, and avoid unnecessarily prolonged acquaintances with anyone not privy to useful information. Her appearance and charisma notwithstanding, someone would eventually be curious enough to look into her background, and this could create difficulties. The hotel's manager had displayed a cold disposition toward Angela since their initial meeting; fortunately, Angela had made her reservation over the phone, so she was not in a position to be denied upon entering the premises. Considerably older in appearance than her forty-two years, Marilyn Ross seemed to exude unhappiness; Angela found that people on Earth seemed to have a tendency to focus their bitterness on others in close proximity, so she was relatively unfazed by Ross' disposition toward her. But now, it seemed she had forgotten another important inclination of the terrestrial personality, one that was also prevalent in Terranaut society: bitterness often converted itself into malicious or subversive behavior toward others.
Angela froze as she saw Ross sneak out of her room, glance about, close the door quietly and jaunt down the hallway—fortunately, toward the rear stairwell rather than the one where Angela now stood. Angela supposed that she would have to think seriously about changing location very soon--that same day or the next; she wasn’t sure what Marilyn Ross was looking for or how far she would proceed with her inquiry, but she didn’t want terrestrial authorities introduced needlessly to the situation.
May 4th 2008
A few minutes before noon, Adam was still lying on his bed, albeit on top of the covers. He stretched his arms over his head and glanced toward the window; though his curtains were drawn, he could see that the sun shone brightly. New York City and much of the northeast had experienced a stretch of unseasonably warm weather since the middle of April, and the past few days had been balmy mixes of haze and sunshine. Adam reached for the remote, then he remembered that he usually found Sunday afternoon television dull; he swung his feet onto the floor, walked over to the window and pulled the curtains open. Squinting, he looked down onto the street, and as expected, it was thronged with people. He was walking to the refrigerator to get a glass of apple juice when the phone rang. “Hello?”
“Hi Adam--it’s Angela, how are you?” Standing at a payphone on a crowded street corner, Angela wondered if he could hear that she was smiling. It sometimes caught her off guard to realize how happy she was when she heard his voice.
“Angela! I'm fine, how are you? Looks like a fantastic day, doesn’t it?”
“Yes, the weather is lovely. In fact, I was calling to see if you’re busy...and also to ask you a favor.” One of many things Adam found both fascinating and endearing about Angela was her directness. That, and her strange sense of calm. Grinning, he walked toward his sofa and sat down with his legs stretched out in front of him. “Ask away, I’m all ears.”
“Well, would you like to join me in Central Park? The weather is beautiful, and we can talk there....” It seemed to require her entire lifetime of training to avoid sounding as anxious as she felt, but there was a surprisingly pleasant undertone to her anxiety. She had to control her breathing.
“How’s this: I could see myself joining you in a rainstorm, on a rooftop, to drink lukewarm glasses of sewer water. Does that work for you?” He grinned dryly as Angela laughed on the other end.
"Yes, I think it does, Adam, and I believe the sentiment is mutual. Thank you."
"My pleasure. So about that favor--want to give me a hint?"
Angela closed her eyes. “Well...is it all right if I stay with you for a short while, Adam? I know it may seem forward of me to ask...” She stopped. Her breath stopped as well.
Adam drew in his feet and sat up. “Well...what's the matter? Are you okay?” She didn’t seem the type to ask for this sort of help, so he figured something must be pretty wrong. Then again, he’d only known her for just over a week. “Are you in any sort of trouble?”
Angela felt a wave of disdain--almost shame—for her mission. “Can I explain it to you in person, Adam? I won’t promise you’ll understand fully…but I would like for you to trust me. Will you meet me in the park?”
There it was again. Straightforward without being blunt, she usually seemed perfectly fine saying more or less exactly what she had to say--even when she wasn't telling the full story, as was the case in this instance. She didn’t meander or beat around the bush, but she spoke with a gentle facility that could de-claw almost any phrase. Wondering how he had ever managed to deal with any other mode of delivery, Adam smiled again. “Sure, I’d love to. What time do you want me to meet you and where?”
“Sheep’s Meadow, in Central Park. Near where the roller skaters congregate...do you remember where we bought the iced coffee the day we first met?"
“Sure do, sounds good. How about in forty-five minutes?”
She looked forward to seeing him. “Forty-five minutes is good. I'll see you then.”
May 4th 2008
After hanging up the phone, Angela wandered to the chosen meeting place to wait for Adam. She sat on a bench, knowing she had a bit of time to kill, and buried her head in her hands. She wondered if she was doing the right thing.
Since birth, Angela and hundreds of thousands of fellow Luceri--collectively known as Terranauts--had been raised on a secluded compound on their home planet of Lucero, as part of an intricate long-range plan called the Terra Project. Representing a generation and a half of highly disciplined warriors, the Terranauts were schooled heavily in selected areas of human history as well as a myriad of combat and survival techniques; the stated purpose of the Project was the repatriation of the Luceri people to Earth, their original home planet. Angela was one of a relatively small number of Terranauts who had been sent to Earth’s industrial centers as advance scouts.
As part of their schooling, Terranauts were repeatedly reminded that they were on the front end of a new era in Luceri civilization, and that theirs was a vital role in the future of the human species. They were sworn to secrecy--a level of secrecy that would have alarmed the average Luceri--about the precise details of their training; in fact, the vast majority of Luceri were unaware of their existence. The average Luceri, Terranauts were told, was not sufficiently informed in certain areas of terrestrial and Luceri history to properly grasp the Project's context and objectives. As such, Angela and her fellow Terranauts were taught to be proud of their birth into this most select of groups, and to regard terrestrials as kin, but also to use force if it was necessary to make them understand the necessity and inevitability of this next stage in history. Angela had absorbed this instruction as might anyone indoctrinated from birth to the exclusion of opposing viewpoints, and though she had been something of an independent thinker compared with her fellow trainees, her mental acuity combined with what she had been told about the terrestrials to reinforce a guiltless superiority complex.
Angela had been selected as one of a chosen few to arrive in the United States of America, as it was widely regarded as the epicenter of industrial, military, social and political influence on the planet. Her primary mission was to interact with a broad spectrum of terrestrial humankind and learn what she could about the society and politics, the fixations and weaknesses of its members; to observe their patterns from their midst and to discover their regional inclinations as well as their collective ones. There were, to her knowledge, roughly a dozen Terranauts in the United States; most of them were directed to remain in a particular region, while she and several others traversed as much of the nation as they could in the time allotted. All of the advance scouts were given a two-way transmitter, through which they could only communicate via text message; this transmitter was also a tracking device, through which their movements could be followed from the compound on Lucero. They were given ample currency to last the length of their stay.
Angela's travels had begun on New Year’s Day of 2008, and she had spent three to ten days apiece in many American locales. Thus far, most of her encounters had left her at once unimpressed with terrestrial civilization and intrigued with its possibilities. She'd seen a wide range of potential in people--a greater capacity for goodness, kindness and temperance--than she'd been trained to expect, and yet, she found that the shortcomings of terrestrial society were also similar to what she'd been taught to expect. Narrow-mindedness, xenophobia, and a needlessly low standard of intellectual and physical education often seemed pervasive. Of course, it was not lost on her that many aspects of American society were disturbingly reminiscent of much of what she had long found alienating about society on the compound.
Angela selected America’s most prominent metropolis--New York City--for her last and longest stop. So far, compared with most of the places she had been, she found Manhattan to be compelling in its energy and diversity as well as the disposition of its citizens. There was a matter-of-factness about many of them which people in other places often found unsavory or mistook for poor manners; she believed this latter opinion to be mistaken. The pockets of superficiality regarding matters such as fashion or income seemed to be counterbalanced by a broader range of acceptability regarding cultural and social orientation. There was generally a wider range of ethnicity as well, even among so-called ‘races,’ and they interacted more closely and more often, at least on the surface. The widespread presence of around-the-clock public transportation made it easier to explore the city and interact with its citizens. In an odd way, she felt quite at ease among the residents of Manhattan—which caused her to more actively question the perspective she had acquired from her lifetime of training.
She resisted an urge to spread out on the grass and go to sleep. Instead, she stood up to stretch her legs and mentally prepare for the conversation she and Adam were about to have.
May 4th 2008
Adam was standing next to the aforementioned iced coffee stand, enjoying the warmth of the midday sun and scanning the surrounding crowd for Angela's face. Though he hadn’t known her for long, and there was still a lot he didn’t know about her, he was certain of one thing: he couldn’t wait to see her. Not easily smitten, he thought it had been a while since he’d been this excited to see any woman he’d just met…and he rather liked it.
After barely two minutes of waiting, he felt a hand on his shoulder and turned around to see Angela smiling. He hugged her and told her she looked great, which she did in his estimation, and bought them two iced coffees as she stood beside him and smiled gratefully. After walking and chatting for a bit, they found an unoccupied bench and sat next to each other in the shade. Turning toward her, he quietly cleared his throat and got to the point. “So what’s the matter?”
Angela blinked twice with faraway but clear eyes, then focused on Adam's concerned gaze. “Adam, I’ve been less than completely honest with you…I don't know where I should begin. First of all, I am not a graduate student. Though I am a student, in a manner of speaking--a student of the human condition, one might say.”
Adam thought she seemed a bit upset, and he didn’t want to interrupt her, but he felt a twinge of apprehension as he considered what she might say next. He leaned in slightly and took one of her hands between his own. “Keep going.” She smiled slightly when he did this, seeming to relax a little.
She put her other hand on top of one of his and sighed. “Adam, it pains me to say this but the reason I can’t tell you where I come from is that you most certainly would not believe me. I hope it will suffice to say--for now--that I’m here for a specific purpose, one that I’ve lately decided is not altogether well conceived. I want you to know that it’s been largely you who helped bring about this change of opinion. And I want you to know, above all, that I feel more grateful to you than I can say right now...." She paused again, looking down at their sandwiched hands. "I know this doesn’t make a lot of sense to you--“
He interrupted softly. “I have to admit, it really doesn’t. Are you in trouble, or am I about to be?” He smirked half-jokingly, surprised at how smoothly he was taking this.
“Adam, I don’t presently have reason to expect you’d be in trouble because of me; that having been said, I do believe I may be in trouble shortly. This is why I’ve asked you this favor. I know you must find this confusing, and I don’t want you to believe I’m wantonly deceiving you; it’s just that this is all part of a very large scenario, and I don’t really know where to begin explaining it. Is it possible that I might try and tell you the full story at another time? I understand I’m asking you to be very patient.” She stopped for a moment and fell silent, then took a deep breath and continued. “I just wanted to ask you this today because it seems as though I might have to move on short notice, and..." She fell silent once again, closing her eyes for several seconds. She thought of her training, of the sunset, of history, of the walls on the compound’s perimeter. She opened her eyes and looked upward; such a high, enormous sky here on Earth. So much more beautiful and breathtaking than the one on Lucero. So many stars; so much possibility. So much more than she had been told. She locked eyes with Adam. “Adam, I really need your help.”
III
May 4th 2008
Standing in a convenience store, Adam looked at his watch: 10:30pm. Half an hour until he had to meet Angela to help move her things--of which there weren’t many, just enough to require the strength of more than one person. Of course, he supposed he might not even be as strong as she was. At six foot one and one hundred and seventy-nine pounds, he was of medium build and reasonably strong for his size; meanwhile, she was two inches shorter and perhaps twenty-five pounds lighter but based on her physique he guessed she might equal him in strength. Not that he didn’t like it; she seemed an effortless blend of grace and power. After barely a week’s time, he was thoroughly enamored with her--quite unusual for him--and now she was apparently moving in with him, which he could hardly bring himself to believe. His apartment was barely large enough for him to live in, but here he was, waiting to help move her into it nonetheless. They had only kissed a handful of times, but they were among the most memorable kisses he had ever experienced.
Realizing he had a bit of time to kill, he stopped to consider the floral arrangements at the front of the store. Just as something caught his eye, he remembered that she wouldn’t have a free hand with which to carry flowers while they moved. He decided he’d surprise her with them once they’d finished the job…maybe over dinner. Shrugging to himself, he absent-mindedly grabbed a pack of chewing gum and strolled to the register. It was almost ten-forty.
Angela sat in her room with her bags already packed. Since parting ways with Adam that afternoon, she’d spent the evening packing—and ruminating over her failure to adequately read the developing situation with Marilyn Ross. She wouldn’t inform Ross of her impending departure, instead, she would simply return in the morning to pay her balance at the front desk.
Angela couldn't remember the last time she'd felt at ease--with her life, with her mission or more recently with her self. It wasn't something she had thought a lot about in recent years; she had mostly immersed herself in the pursuit of becoming as efficient a warrior and scholar as possible. Her relative reclusiveness, along with her superior performance while training for her mission, had allowed her to exist in something of an emotional vacuum for most of her adult life; since the death of her closest friend fifteen years ago, Angela had not had any close relationships of any kind. While Terranauts did not tend to cultivate interpersonal relationships with the same care and emotional depth as other Luceri or even terrestrials, to live with the absence of a consistent and reliable friendship would have made it impossible for most Terranauts to survive their grueling socialization.
Angela had managed to excel on the compound, despite her lurking intellectual misgivings about her society; when she began this part of the mission, she expected to simply cruise through it as she'd done with nearly everything she'd ever undertaken. She hadn't anticipated how the terrestrial world would overwhelm her senses and rekindle her repressed discontent.
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