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Prologue



A soft voice whispered in his mind as he
rolled onto his side and continued to sleep. Faces, voices, and
fragments of recent events flashed through his mind. He made little
attempt to focus on any of them though, just aware that they were
there. He saw a strange light growing in the distance; it seemed
warm and comforting. The images flashing through his mind began to
fade and take on more identifiable shapes.

The voice whispered to him again and he
looked up to see a large jetliner flying above him. At first, he
didn’t realize that it was flying much too low and much too close
to be safe. Within moments it would be directly overhead and the
roar of the engines was deafening. In his mind, he winced and
covered his ears, but even that didn’t help block the noise very
much. The plane was now so close that he could almost identify the
plane type and airline. He closed his eyes and turned away from the
jet until it was safely past.

But in the instant he turned away, the roar
of the jet disappeared and he found himself sitting in a small seat
with a high back and stiff armrests. There were rows upon rows of
similar seats all around him and he realized that he was on a large
airplane. He wanted to stand up to look around, but his lap-belt
was securely fastened. He felt a tremor of fear – was he on the
very plane that he had seen overhead a few moments ago?

He swallowed hard and began to evaluate his
surroundings. It seemed like a normal flight, with most passengers
talking quietly. He looked out the window but saw nothing but blue
sky. Few people were moving around and he looked up at the display
above him and saw that the “fasten seatbelt” light was off. He
slowly unbuckled his lap-belt and stood up, nearly bumping his head
on the overhead luggage compartment. Two stewardesses were pushing
the drink cart down the aisle about ten rows ahead of him, with one
taking orders and the other pouring the beverages.

He suddenly became self-conscious and sat
back down, re-fastening his seat-belt. He still felt somewhat
disoriented and remembered that he was still dreaming. He didn’t
have vivid dreams like this very often, so he decided to stay with
it and see what would happen. He wasn’t frightened any longer, even
though there was some uneasiness about how and why he was on the
plane. Perhaps he could ask the stewardess what was happening when
she passed by.

A female voice spoke to him and he had the
distinct sense that it was the same one that had spoken to him a
few moments ago. And though he heard the words and knew they were
in English, he didn’t understand what they were. He looked around
and realized he was seated next to a woman in her late thirties or
early forties. She had been reading a small book, and he chided
himself for not even realizing she was there when he had abruptly
stood up a few moments before. He wanted to ask where they were,
but he didn’t want to appear more foolish than he already felt.

She had shoulder-length light brown hair
with a few highlights. She had a thin, friendly face with high
cheekbones and was fair in complexion. She seemed to not be
overly-bothered by his previous odd actions. She smiled slightly
when he looked towards her and continued reading the small book in
her lap. He felt embarrassed at his curiosity and looked away,
reaching for a magazine in the back of the seat in front of
him.

As he grabbed the magazine, the floor
suddenly dropped from under them and he felt himself lift out of
his seat, but the seat-belt kept him from bumping the luggage
compartment again. Cries and screams filled the cabin and he could
hear the loud chime of the “fasten seatbelt” indicators. He could
hear people frantically trying to buckle themselves back in.
Children were crying loudly, with their parents trying to comfort
them. The stewardesses at the drink cart rushed it to the back of
the plane and the captain began speaking over the public address
system, but few were listening to what he was saying.

Another violent tremor shook the plane and
all the plastic and metal around them creaked and groaned in
protest. He tightly closed his eyes and clenched his armrests. Now
he remembered why he disliked dreams – one could never know when
they would shift from normalcy to terror.

A soft hand touched the top of his and
curled around his fingers. He opened his eyes and glanced down, and
saw that the woman’s hand was holding his. He looked over at her
and was surprised to see that she appeared very calm in the midst
of the chaos around them. Her other hand was in her lap still
holding the book open and he realized that she had been reading a
Bible. She was looking directly at him now and even more
surprisingly, she was smiling at him again. He had expected to see
fear in her eyes, but there appeared to be little of it – but he
could detect a touch of sadness.

The oxygen masks dropped with a bang and
dangled in front of them and he instinctively reached for his.
Everyone was frantically putting theirs on, everyone except for
her. He reached out to help her, but she shook her head, refusing
the mask. Now he felt even more puzzled. Why didn’t she want to
take it? He wanted to ask her why, but he couldn’t hear anything
above the rattling and creaking sounds of the plane and the
screams.

He could feel her looking intensely at him
and he stopped fumbling with the mask. He desperately wanted to
wake up now. But if she was not going to take the mask, he decided
he would be brave and remain with her, no matter what happened. He
didn’t even know her, but he suddenly felt it was his duty to give
whatever comfort he could to this stranger next to him.

He felt like a coward – he should be the one
reassuring her. She calmly told him everything was all right and
that he couldn’t have known.

He gave her a puzzled look and was about to
ask her what she meant when another deafening sound tore his
attention away from her. Tons of metal and plastic shrieked in
front of them as the fuselage began to buckle and crack. He felt
his ears pop painfully and realized that the plane had suddenly
lost cabin pressure.

The terrible roar of escaping air struck his
ears and he gasped as blinding sunlight flooded the cabin. A
furious wind struck them and pressed everyone far back into their
seats. He knew everyone was screaming, but he could no longer hear
them. But it was the dazzling light that was most confusing to him,
and it took a moment for him to understand what was happening: the
plane was being sheared in two just over ten rows ahead of him.

He was once again aware of the screams all
around him and he looked up to see the rows of seats ahead of them
beginning to contort and bend. And then he saw several people and
their seats be yanked from the fuselage and momentarily hang in
midair, before they suddenly dropped to the earth below.

He shouted and huddled next to her, but she
still seemed to be calm, despite the horrific catastrophe
enveloping them. He became even more disoriented as the tail
section toppled and began spinning downward through the air. Even
though his mind reassured him it was only a nightmare, every other
part of him screamed that it was real and that he would soon meet
his end.

He still felt their hands locked together
and he looked over at her once again. Her eyes were closed, but she
still had an unnerving look of calm about her. He shouted over the
roar of the wind and asked her name.

“Melody,” she said as their eyes met.

“I’m Daniel.”

Her eyes suddenly welled up with tears and
she bowed her head, her lips quietly moving. He thought she was
speaking to him at first, until he realized she was praying. He
supposed that it was all they could do now, but doubted it would
help much. He closed his eyes and waited for the impact, or to wake
up – whichever would come next. The color of the light shifted
slightly, and the view of the vast landscape below filled the
gaping hole in front of them. It wouldn’t be long now.

He squeezed her hand and shouted goodbye to
her, but to his surprise she shook her head, with her eyes still
closed. The edges of the hole in front of them had caught fire and
acrid smoke poured back into the fuselage. Coughs were now
intermingled with the screams and he could see a deep shade of
brown rushing up to meet the plane.

He glanced down at their hands still
clenched together and silently repeated her name over and over to
not forget it. He took one last look at her and closed his eyes,
silently counting backwards. The roar of the winds grew louder and
now blotted out every sound in the cabin.

Five. Four. Three. Two. One.

The lights of the cabin instantly changed.
He discovered he could still see and move his eyes, although it was
much darker than it had been before. Was he dead? No – he could
feel himself breathing heavily – he was not dead.

Something was covering his legs and he
quickly looked down and moved them about. It was his bed sheets. He
looked to his left, to where the woman had been before, but there
was nothing next to him but empty space. He turned over to his
right and reached for the lamp he hoped would still be there.

The room changed again as bright light
flooded his vision. He blinked rapidly and saw the sparsely
decorated walls and the white ceiling of his own bedroom. The
familiar painting of the ancient sailing vessel reassured him that
he had only been dreaming, and he breathed a deep sigh of relief.
He suddenly felt a strange chill and he realized he was sweating
even though the room was quite cool.

He gazed over toward the small window he
left cracked open at night and slowly climbed out of the bed to
close it. The wind was blowing strongly that night and it was
cooler than usual. As he padded across the room, he began to
recover and relax from the nightmare.

It was only a dream, he told himself. But
then he remembered the woman’s face and its vividness. No matter
how hard he tried, he could not put an identity to the face. He
remembered the name she had said, but he had never known anyone
named ‘Melody’ before. And then he remembered the events inside the
plane and how real they had seemed. He couldn’t remember the last
time he’d had a dream that felt so intense.

He walked out to the kitchen and poured
himself a small glass of water, and then went back to bed. But the
woman’s face would not leave his thoughts. He didn’t sleep very
much the rest of the night, until about an hour before his alarm
went off.

It hadn’t been her appearance that perplexed
him, but how she had been so calm in the midst of all that terror.
He couldn’t imagine anyone reacting with such serenity in a
terrible situation like that. The sound of loud voices interrupted
his thoughts and he realized it was his alarm clock. He glared at
it as it sounded and irritatedly turned it off.

It was going to be a long day, he said to
himself, before finally getting out of bed to start the day.




 


 Chapter 1 – The
Laboratory

 


 


 


The lone figure stood at the peak of a small
mountain among the wastelands of central New Mexico, watching a
golden sunset. The sky was filled with streaks of golds, pinks,
purples, and then faded to black above him. Watching the sunset was
a ritual he tried to keep every night, regardless of how busy or
stressful the day had been. He had little time for religion or
rituals, but taking in the beauty of nature was something he
considered to be better than none.

Local legend had it that two Navaho brothers
had fallen to their deaths while fighting for the affections of a
tribal princess and that their spirits had haunted this mountain
ever since. He could almost understand how the legend had gotten
started, since the furious winds that swept over the mountain
sometimes came quite abruptly and without warning. But he was both
an excellent climber and hiker, and he rarely lost his footing
while ascending or descending the mountain, regardless of which
trail he took. Besides, he didn’t believe in ghosts or spirits. The
ever-blowing wind was the only demon that haunted this
mountain.

As the top curve of the sun faded below the
western mountains, the man turned around to gaze at the faint stars
beginning to appear behind him. The first few were already
shimmering awake and it wouldn’t be long until hundreds of others
would appear also. The western streaks soon diminished to a faint
glow, and the moon crept over the mountains and began to rise
higher in the night sky. He heard a sound far off and a small cloud
of dust appeared on the road far below him.

Daniel pulled his cell-phone from his pocket
and flipped it open to check the clock. It was time to go.

He turned away from the well-traveled path
that led to the other side of the mountain, to the place he called
home and began his descent. It was an average two-bedroom
ranch-style house that occupied a small plot of land less than a
quarter mile from the mountain. The front of his house faced the
access road that circled around to the base and when looked at from
the mountain’s summit, the house was nearly on the exact opposite
side of the mountain as the complex.

Ever since the facility had become fully
secured, no locals were permitted to use the access roads near the
base. Good security was a must for a multi-billion dollar research
facility. Since it was near the San Pablo Mountains, it had been
aptly named the San Pablo Advanced Research Center, or SPARC for
short.

A cool evening breeze began to blow in from
the west, making the sparse mountain shrubs rustle softly. The wind
made him thankful he had worn the thick knit pullover that night
instead of his usual light spring jacket. The weather was beginning
to cool again as autumn set in. His faded blue jeans gave evidence
to the fact that they had been worn many of the times he had hiked
up and down the rugged path.

As he ventured further down the slope, he
could easily make out the large, oddly-shaped building illuminated
by the numerous pairs of mercury lamps. The car he had noticed
earlier had parked at the rear of the complex, directly in front of
the large double doors. The driver had not stepped out of the car
yet and appeared to be waiting patiently until the figure from the
mountain approached.

The door of the sleek black sports car
opened slowly and a tall man stepped out and closed the door. By
this time the hiker’s height and other features could be made out.
He was shorter than the driver, standing at only about five and
three-quarters feet tall, whereas the driver towered at nearly six
feet four inches. The driver was fairly fit; only his full head of
black hair with a fair amount of gray streaks betrayed his age. The
dark shirt and neat slacks made him seem like a corporate executive
compared to the relaxed outfit of the hiker.

“This had better be really important. I’m
missing the game because of you,” the driver grumbled.

“Hello Sam, it’s nice to see you too,” said
the shorter man with a big, bright grin breaking out on his face.
His medium length, light brown hair blew slightly forward in the
breeze.

“You know how much I love baseball,
especially now that the Mets are finally winning again. Marshall’s
won five straight and he’s on the mound against Florida tonight.”
Sam shook his head with irritation. “And I’m stuck here at the
office!”

“C’mon Sam, it’s just another game. Besides,
they only have a few left before the Braves crush them,” joked
Daniel.

“Yeah, I can’t wait to see that happen,” he
grimaced. He had opined too often that he still saw the south as
nothing but a backwards, red-necked region. He hated seeing his
team lose enough as it was, but to lose to ‘ruffians’ as he put it,
was almost more than he could deal with when it came to his
favorite sport.

The two men warmly shook hands, like the old
friends they were. As they turned towards the back of the complex,
Daniel pulled his magnetic badge from his back pocket and they
approached the imposing black double doors.

“Old, beat-up jeans and a crummy pullover,”
Sam said pointedly as he noticed his friend’s clothing. “Can’t you
find time to update your wardrobe? Or aren’t they paying you
enough?”

“They’re paying me plenty, I suppose – you
don’t have to worry there. Besides, no one ever sees us out here.
Heck, most of the technicians and engineers would throw a fit if
there was anything that resembled a dress code. Ties and nooses
feel about the same to me!”

Daniel waved the badge in front of the
electronic panel and then typed in the entry code on the keypad
nearby. Sam stared up at the back of the four-story structure. The
two upper floors were dimly lit and the other two were completely
dark. The front section of the building began at ground level and
sloped upwards at a steep angle to meet the remaining portion of
the complex. The building had been designed to minimize the
corrosion from the blowing sand and dust of the harsh desert
environment.

The sloping side of the building faced the
outer boundary of the White Sands Missile Range in New Mexico,
while the back was near the small mountain, which Daniel had
descended from moments before. The wind was nearly always blowing
at the base of the mountain and at times the quiet valley acted as
a natural wind tunnel. The cool air of the mountains nearby and the
hot air of the desert were in never-ending turbulence, creating the
constant breeze.

“Hard to imagine that less than six years
ago there wasn’t much out here but a bunch of rocks and sand, huh?”
said Daniel quietly as the two doors parted before them.

“Yeah, who would’ve thought to put a huge
billion dollar laboratory out in the middle of nowhere?” he
retorted. “Well, other than Gregory, I mean.”

Daniel smiled and replied, “Maybe he had the
right idea. Can you imagine what we’d have to deal with if this
place was near a city or something? The media and the protesters
would never give us a moment’s peace!” Both of them entered the
complex. “And since all the locals think the mountain over there is
haunted, we don’t have to worry about too many of them getting
overly curious,” said Daniel. “But you can’t tell me that you
haven’t grown to love the scenery out here, too.”

“Yeah, living in the middle of a barren
desert certainly has its advantages. And near a bloody haunted
mountain to top it all off! Sometimes I can’t believe I work here,”
Sam muttered as they headed for the elevators.

Daniel pressed the button for the third
floor and the mirrored elevator doors slid shut. The elevator began
slowly ascending.

“Is anyone else working tonight?” asked
Sam.

“Nope, just us. I have a few things we need
to look over before the system integration next week,” said Daniel
as they stopped moving and the doors parted before them.

“Exactly what things are you talking about?”
asked Sam. They started walking toward the main computer lab.

“The testing group found some bugs in the
emulation software Aurora's been running – one’s a
showstopper.”

Sam groaned audibly and cursed. “And you
know how Doc gets when it involves her baby,” grinned Daniel as he
waved his badge in front of the access panel to the main computer
room.

Sam rolled his eyes as the panel beeped and
the door to the lab automatically unlocked.



* * *



Both men strode into the large circular room
that housed the main computer laboratory. Against the walls were
dozens of large LCD screens and consoles, each providing access
points and displaying statistics of the supercomputer named
Aurora.

Aurora occupied a significant section of the
floor directly beneath the lab. Security into the primary server
room below them was so high that even Daniel and Sam did not have
access to it, even though they were the senior members of their
team. And considering that tens of millions of dollars had been
spent on its design and development, neither engineer really wanted
access down there anyway. With more access came more responsibility
– and more headaches.

Aurora was one of the first optical
supercomputers in the nation, if not the planet. The speed and
storage capabilities of this new generation of computers was so
extraordinary that even the scientists and engineers that had built
them were not exactly sure of the upper limits of their processing
power. Working with light instead of electricity and optical
components instead of electronics was an entirely new beast that
most corporations had neither the funding nor time to invest in.
But optical computers were indeed the next frontier of computers,
and this new generation promised to solve many of the heat and
miniaturization limitations that increasingly plagued modern
computers.

One of the more radical features of Aurora
was the fully-functional neural network. When it was being
developed, many important issues and questions had been raised,
mostly within the confines of the laboratory and in the design
meetings. Since the computer’s processing power and capabilities
now far exceeded the human brain, would it also become self-aware?
Would it know what it was? And if it did somehow achieve
consciousness and become self-aware, would it pose a danger to
itself or others? Numerous other computer scientists had been
called in to evaluate the design and more or less answered each of
those vital questions. But just to be safe, they designed a number
of overrides and safeguards that could be activated in the event of
an emergency.

The soft-sounding metallic voice pulled
Daniel out of his recollection of their recent accomplishments in
artificial intelligence and back to the present.

“Hello, Daniel,” it said.

“Hi Aurora. How are you this evening?” he
answered cordially.

“I am excellent. All systems and peripherals
are functioning normally. There are no outstanding tasks to
complete,” replied the slightly monotonous voice of the
supercomputer. Voice recognition and simulation technology had
progressed significantly over the past decade, but the computer
voices still had problems with correct pitch and tone. Although
several voice algorithms had been tested over the last year, none
ever seemed to work quite as expected. It would take more time and
effort than feasible to make Aurora sound more human and less like
a robot.

“Don’t I account for anything around here?”
grumbled Sam as he sat down at his station nearby.

“Not since neglecting my birthday last
Thursday,” stated Aurora. Was that a slight tone of annoyance in
its voice?

Sam muttered something under his breath so
the computer couldn’t hear him, causing Daniel to chuckle.

“You’d better make it up to her. We can’t
afford any tantrums during the integration next week. Remember how
Friday went?”

Sam grimaced. What a day that had been. So
he hadn’t remembered to acknowledge the computer’s birthday last
week. Big deal. What human in their right mind would remember a
computer’s birthday? Aurora had refused to allow the computer team
members access until they each personally acknowledged her first
complete year of being fully online. But Sam had refused and gained
access through one of the override mechanisms. Aurora had not been
pleasant that day. After that little incident, the Doc had decided
to lower its personality attributes a bit.

“What’s the score of the Mets-Marlins game?
Can you put it on Screen Four?” Sam requested briskly.

“What’s the magic word?” Aurora replied.

Sam would have protested but he was more
interested in the game than arguing with a machine. “Happy
birthday!” he exclaimed.

“That is sufficient. Mets two, Marlins five
in the bottom of the sixth inning.” The game immediately appeared
on one of the screens to their right.

“That’s just great,” muttered Sam. “Are you
happy now?”

“Quite,” stated the feminine voice.

Daniel glanced up at the game, but wasn’t
nearly as interested in watching it as his friend. “I’m going to
get a coffee – do you want anything from the cafeteria?”

“How about a beer and a hot dog? Oh, and
don’t forget the nachos,” Sam said, but only half-joking.

“I don’t think she’d let you get away with
that in here.” Daniel nodded his head at the main camera for
Aurora’s visual input.

“Probably not. Knowing her, she’d tape it
and send a copy to the Doc. And then there’d really be hell to pay
around here. Nah, I’m good – actually, can you grab a mineral water
or something like that?”

Daniel nodded with smile and left the
computer lab, while Sam remained glued to the game. He felt bad
having to call him into the lab on an evening, especially a weekend
evening. They usually had at least one screen displaying one of the
cable news channels anyway, but rarely sports, at least during
working hours.

He walked down the main hall to the far side
of the building into the large cafeteria. It was dark and deserted,
and only the coffee machine and the soft drink machine dimly lit
one side of the room. He walked over to the coffee machine and
pressed a button, and then reached over and pressed another button
for a bottled water. He retrieved the bottle and carefully put a
lid on the paper coffee cup before heading back to the lab.

“Unbelievable – another home run!” exclaimed
Sam in disgust as Daniel re-entered the room. “This is not my
night.”

“Would you like me to turn off the game?”
Aurora offered.

“Nah, just turn down the volume unless the
Mets get a run or something.” He paused for moment and then added,
“Thanks, Aurora.”

Daniel smiled – it had been a bit strange at
first for them to show politeness to the computer, but Dr. Richards
insisted it would help them grow accustomed to having Aurora be a
part of the team instead of being just another machine. It had
helped their ‘relationship’ with the machine, but Sam was often
stubborn about it, especially when he was grumpy.

“You’re welcome,” it replied.

Sam looked over at him and said, “Well, are
you ready to get started?”

“Sure, just give me a minute or two.”

Daniel got up from his chair and walked over
to a computer terminal close to Sam. He logged into the system and
brought up the bug report. “Here’s the showstopper: the emulator
software is feeding incorrect readings to the monitoring
module.”

“Great, that’s one of mine. Can’t we get one
of the minions to fix it?” he asked.

Daniel smiled at the demeaning phrase. Sam
frequently referred to those he supervised in less than glowing
terms, even though he was joking most of the time. Sometimes he
called them his slaves, servants, underlings, henchmen, thugs, etc.
– and that was on good days.

“Not this time – there’s too much
visibility. Besides, I figured it would go faster if we both
tackled it at the same time – at least at first.”

Sam glared back over at the screen. “Fine.
You’re off the hook – for now anyway.” Sam rubbed his eyes and
leaned over to look at the display next to Daniel’s. “Well, let’s
fire it up and I’ll start watching the stack traces.”

“Okay. Here it goes,” Daniel replied and
began rapidly typing on the keyboard.

The emulator software started and the
simulation began. Forms and windows began flashing and lines
rapidly shifted and scrolled on Sam’s display until it reached one
of the breakpoints that he had set. They both began examining the
various parameters and values of the objects in the debugger.

“I don’t see it – seems like everything’s
normal to me,” Sam said, selecting a different trace to examine. He
set another breakpoint in the next section of the code and let the
process resume. A moment later, the trace stopped again and they
re-examined the values.

“Weird – what about the other threads?”
Daniel said.

“Good idea.” Sam clicked some menu items on
the screen and then the display refreshed and presented a different
view.

“There – I see the problem. But it’s in the
monitoring module, not the emulator.” He sat back and thought about
it for a moment. “I don’t think the monitoring threads are
synchronizing properly. Can you check the logs for exceptions?”

“Yeah.” Daniel browsed to the log repository
and performed a few text searches for error messages in the
logs.

“I see a few, but they’re not coming from
that section of the code.”

“Wonderful,” Sam grimaced. He began
modifying the code, adding more detailed log statements and
comments, and then rebuilt the module and re-launched the
emulator.

“Take number two – any luck?” Daniel
asked.

“Nada – this might take some time.” They
both leaned in again and continued looking at the code.

“What do you think, a few hours?” Daniel
said as he stepped back from the console and removed the
pullover.

“If that – it looks like finding the
root-cause of the problem will be more difficult than actually
fixing it.”

“Well, at least we can listen to the game
while we work. Do you want me to call in one of your ‘minions’
before we crack this thing open?” Daniel inquired.

“Crack this thing open?” chimed in Aurora,
“Can you explain what you mean by that statement? I believe that it
is unnecessary to remove any of my panels for simple module
debugging.”

“He’s only kidding, Aurora. Do you always
need to take everything so literally?” intoned Sam. Looking over to
Daniel, he said, “No, let them enjoy their weekend. I’ll punish
them next week, to be sure.”

“Okay. Do you have a handle on this? I’ll
start looking into the other issues,” said Daniel.

“That’s fine. I think we should ask the Doc
if she can design a module for this thing to debug code for us.
Heck, why not make it so it can write code for itself!” he said,
thinking out loud.

“That’ll be the day – computers that can
write their own software,” Daniel laughed. “That’s like code
generation on steroids and information theory all rolled into one.”
Aurora remained silent and both men looked over at her main camera.
“Actually, I think I will mention it to her. That could be
something that could keep her busy after the integration is
finished.”



* * *



The two men toiled at the consoles in the
computer lab longer than they had expected and it was nearly eleven
o’clock before the tasks were completed. Neither was in much of a
joking mood by the time they closed up the lab and both were glad
to be finished. Aurora had been quiet the last hour or so while
they had been there; her personality parameters had been set to be
more interactive (or rather, talkative) from 9 a.m. to 10 p.m.,
even though she spoke with some people more than others.

The wind had stopped blowing around ten
o’clock, decreasing from its usual howl to a quiet whisper. Sam’s
car was covered with a fine layer of dust left from the earlier
desert winds. He was meticulous about having a spotless car, while
Daniel saw it as more of a losing battle than anything else.

“Need a ride home?” offered Sam as he opened
his car door.

“Nah, I’ll be fine. A walk in the night air
will do me some good – it helps me unwind and all that,” yawned

Daniel as he began walking toward the small
mountain behind the building.

“Suit yourself then. See you Monday.”

“Yeah. Thanks again for coming in,
especially on a weekend. Tell Diane I said hello,” he replied. Sam
nodded and closed his door, and within moments had sped off out of
the parking lot.

The breeze increased slightly as Daniel
passed along the north side of the mountain. Daniel’s house was
less than a mile away from the research complex, with the mountain
separating the two. Daniel usually hiked up through the small
mountain passes when he went to and from work. He sat in front of a
screen most of the day and the exercise helped him clear his mind
and relax. After nearly six years, he figured he had made at least
four thousand trips up and down the mountain.

The two hikes everyday kept him in decent
shape, but not as good as he would have liked. He used to run
several times a week, but had discovered that the daily hikes were
sufficient to keep him fit. He loved the sheer openness of the
desert and its silence, even with the busy complex nearby. After
living in and around small to medium cities for the better part of
his life, he had found the quiet, serene environment of the desert
and its surrounding mountains refreshing.

Another aspect of the desert he loved was
the clear view of the stars at night. For years he had watched them
every opportunity he had. Sometimes he was exhausted after his day
at the complex – most lasted at least twelve hours, with some being
fifteen or sixteen when he had deadlines to meet. But stargazing
was one of his favorite hobbies and he tried not to neglect it for
more than a couple days. During his first year in the desert, he
had memorized most of the visible constellations and even many of
their higher magnitude stars. He knew what times a particular
constellation would be in a certain position in the sky and he knew
exactly where and how to look for them.

As he approached his home, he turned around
to look at the mountain. It looked almost alive – indeed, it did
almost appear haunted at first glance. The mountain was backlit by
a pinkish-white glow from the lights of the complex behind it.
Sometimes the edges of the mountain seemed to shift and flicker
when the winds picked up and scattered sand and brush around the
mountain.

A few weeks ago, the reactor entrance had
not been lit up; it was one of the last tasks performed by the
construction crew before they moved on to their next project. They
had left as quickly as they had come, even though the construction
effort had gone on for months. They had been very efficient with
the time and budget they had been given.

And after they had activated the entrance
lights, the mountain glowed even brighter than before. He smiled at
the warm but eerie sight and continued toward home.

In the distance, a wild animal howled –
probably a coyote, he thought. Most of the sounds heard at night
there belonged to a handful of wolves, coyotes, and other small
animals that still roamed the area. Their calls were usually sharp
and clear, and sometimes nothing answered back except the wind. Few
cars traveled out to the base after working hours and usually it
was only the scientists, engineers, and technicians that were there
past six or seven o’clock.

The evening was his time to relax – he
usually rose early and was into the lab by seven or eight. Most
evenings he spoke with friends over the phone or over instant
messenger on his laptop in front of the television. Once every few
weeks, he called his parents or one of his two brothers, who were
all scattered throughout the country. The youngest one had just
recently been transferred overseas to Pearl Harbor in the Hawaiian
Islands.

But since he had gone into the office after
hours and it was now very late, he figured he’d play amateur
astronomer for a while. Upon entering the house, he went straight
to the refrigerator for a beer and then hauled the hobbyist’s
telescope out to the back patio and set it up.

The Gemini Twins were off to his left that
night and the Lynx was on his right. Sometimes he brought his
laptop out onto the patio to help track and identify other stars
that weren’t visible without the telescope. He often used a
computer program that plotted the positions of hundreds of
celestial objects as seen through a telescope. Sometimes he
romanticized about teaching astronomy at a college somewhere. But
he hoped he wouldn’t have to go job-hunting for awhile.

Daniel watched the stars for nearly an hour
before he decided that he had been awake long enough and that it
was time to rest. He tilted the telescope forward and folded up the
legs of the tripod. He stashed the telescope in its usual place and
walked out to the patio again.

He looked around at the mountain and once
again up at the stars, very content to be where he was in life.
Sometimes it became too quiet and lonely in the small home, but he
usually fought the depressing feelings by chatting with friends or
by going for a hike for a few hours. He never really overcame the
loneliness, he just avoided and suppressed it until he could manage
it once again. But he sincerely felt he had no regrets, at least
none he was conscious of. He sometimes thought of getting a dog,
but he had no idea what he would do with it since he worked such
long hours most of the time.

He tried not to think too much about work
when he was at home, but sometimes it was nearly impossible. Such
was the case with the upcoming integration phase of the software
development cycle. For years, the numerous groups had been working
on their hardware, software, and other systems independently, even
though they had all agreed on the specifications to which their
systems would one day all work together. Regular meetings were held
to ensure the requirements were still accurate and being followed,
and to keep all the project leads focused and on schedule.

Several hardware and software emulators had
been developed and distributed among the project groups, which in
theory would make the actual integration go more smoothly, as long
as the emulators were kept up to date and the other project groups
actually used them. Regardless, there were always unforeseen
problems, headaches, and surprises whenever a large-scale system
integration occurred. It always seemed that there were just some
problems that couldn’t be properly predicted or accounted for until
the real-world integration took place.

Hopefully the process would go better than
he feared. He was usually an optimist, but this was the largest,
most expensive project he had ever been involved in. If it failed,
he and all the other project leads would be under tremendous
pressure from the management team and perhaps even the oversight
committee. He almost audibly groaned at the thought of that – the
prospect of repeatedly explaining highly-technical details to
non-technical people was almost worse than dealing with the actual
problems themselves.

He looked up at the stars once again and
tried to push his fears about the project integration out of his
mind. This was what the last six years had been all about, and when
the integration phase was completed, they would all finally be able
to begin seeing the fruits of their labor. He expected to remain on
the project for another three or four years and then it would
probably be time to move on. He had been saving hard for retirement
since his mid-twenties, but that was still decades away. Recently,
he had been considering taking a year or two off once he left the
project, but it was still too early to think about it
seriously.

It would be wonderful to relax and refocus
for an extended period of time – two weeks of annual vacation just
wasn’t enough after working on a huge project like this. Maybe he
would tour Australia, or even reside on one of the smaller islands
in the South Pacific for a few months.

The desert air had continued to cool and he
suddenly realized he was quite chilled. He was then aware of his
fatigue once again and decided it was finally time to call it a
day.

As he disappeared back into the dimly lit
house, a lone coyote howled a long, resounding cry into the
darkness. And others answered its call for several moments before
the night settled back into its familiar calm.
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The alarm clock buzzed loudly at the same
time it always did: 6 a.m. Daniel quickly rolled over and shut it
off. He stared up at the ceiling for a few minutes before
convincing himself it was indeed Monday and that he had to get up
sooner or later. The first sunbeams of the new day had already
begun to stream through the large bedroom window in front of
him.

He rubbed his eyes awake and walked slowly
to the kitchen to start the coffee maker. He would buy one that had
a timer and a clock someday, but he was used to his daily routine
and didn't feel the need to bother with it yet. He came back, made
the bed, and then headed for the bathroom to shave and shower.

After he was dressed, he went out to the
kitchen and fixed a bagel and then sat down to catch the morning
news. He rarely bothered to check the weather, since it was nearly
always the same in the desert. It was rarely cloudy or rainy most
of the year and the only climate factor that changed much was the
temperature. Sometimes it swung dramatically during the day,
especially in the fall and spring. Sometimes a cold front would
come in from the north and cause some sudden weather changes, but
those didn't occur all that often.

He started flipping through the channels as
he thought about the events scheduled for the day. The project
leads were to meet at eight-thirty for the daily status meeting.
The first phase of the integration would begin at ten a.m., and if
everything went smoothly, they would begin the next phase tomorrow
morning after their testing was successful. There were four large
systems to integrate that week. They planned to bring them together
one at a time and run the same suite of tests after each new
component was integrated and brought online. After all the systems
were working together, the load tests and power failure tests would
begin, but those were more thorough and would take much longer to
complete.

There would be a big celebration once the
systems integration was finished and all their tests had passed. He
hoped it would be late this week, but something could go wrong and
it could end up being months from now. He and the other project
leads had been careful though and repeatedly checked each other's
requirements, designs, project plans and deliverables. All their
systems were running successfully with the emulators and had passed
their individual tests, at least as stand-alone systems.

Each of the four systems were
highly-sophisticated and ground-breaking in and of themselves, but
once they were all working together, the system as a whole would
drive a number of other new research projects. The systems were all
interdependent to a large extent and that was why this week was so
important. He had to commend Gregory for his brilliance and
marketing of the project to the government.

It had initially been a hard-sell to the
various Congressional committees, but this particular mixture of
applied research and theoretical research projects paved the way
for future projects that would hopefully produce many other new
technologies and avenues of research. Congress was authorizing
fewer and fewer “pure” research projects, and securing large sums
of grant money required more creative means than ever before. Gone
were the days where the federal government funded billion-dollar
particle colliders and deep-space telescopes, which had often only
performed research for research's sake. The government increasingly
wanted a return on their investment, and no one could blame them.
Many of the taxpayers were sick of seeing their taxes go up and yet
having the government fund expensive projects that never produced
anything other than research papers. Much of the theoretical
research came from the universities anyway, and they were already
heavily funded by both public and private investments.

Aurora was the brains and nervous system of
all the others systems, especially the two nuclear reactors: the
small fission reactor and the experimental fusion reactor. The
fusion reactor consumed an enormous amount of energy in order to
produce the initial reaction and then very little once it reached
self-sufficiency. But to provide the initial burst of electricity,
the new fission reactor was utilized. It was much smaller, safer,
and more efficient than its thirty-year old predecessors and had
been running smoothly for the last several months. Hopefully by the
end of the week, Aurora would be monitoring and controlling all the
systems, even those which were in their research and development
stages. The two nuclear reactors alone proved SPARC's value and
potential, and Aurora was the icing on the cake. The success of
those three projects together ensured the SPARC facility would have
funding for at least the next decade, and the scientists would soon
have some freedom to pursue more theoretical projects and
applications.

He had heard rumors that some of the
scientists were already maneuvering for various research teams,
some of which were said to include the study of the sources of
electromagnetism, gravity, and even wormholes. He thought the
wormhole research would be too far-fetched to ever produce any
applicable data, but only time would tell. He figured the
electromagnetism lab would be the first Experimentals project,
which partly explained why they had needed to build Aurora first:
optical computers were not as susceptible to large pulses of
electromagnetism that typical electronic computers were.

Daniel glanced down at his watch and saw
that it was nearly seven o'clock. “Time to go,” he said to himself.
“Three hours should be enough time to see that everything's still
on track before the fun begins.”

He reached over to the remote control and
turned off the television. He grabbed his wallet and keys from the
far side of the counter and headed for the garage. But as he was
halfway to the door, an image suddenly flashed through his mind
that caused him to stop in his tracks.

It was the face from his dreams – the face
of the woman he had sat next to on the airplane that had crashed.
It had been a few days since he'd had the nightmare, but he had not
quite forgotten it, even though he hadn't consciously thought about
it very much.

The face lingered as he shook the memory of
the dream from his mind. He continued towards the back door and
then out into the two-car garage. By the time he had climbed into
the rough-looking jeep, the image had passed and he was thinking
about the day's events once again.

He quickly started the jeep and backed out
and then clicked the garage door closed. After he was out in the
open, crisp morning air, he floored the accelerator and was off in
a cloud of dust as he headed down the access road around the
mountain.



* * *



Five minutes later, Daniel walked up to the
rear entrance of the SPARC complex. The parking lot was already
filling up, whereas it usually was still quite empty that early. As
he entered the building and made his way to the elevators, he saw a
familiar figure waiting for an elevator to take her to one of the
upper floors.

“Good morning, Daniel,” she said.

“Hello, Dr. Richards,” Daniel replied as he
gave a friendly smile to the attractive, middle-aged woman. He
never called her “Doc” to her face; few did other than Sam, and
even that didn’t happen very often. She was one of the more
reserved people on the team and he figured her title alone demanded
a certain level of aloofness and formality.

“No morning hike today?” she asked, noticing
he was slightly better dressed than usual. They entered the
elevator and began moving up toward the third floor.

“Not today,” he smirked as he brushed small
bits of wind-blown sand and dust from shirt. “I figured I had
enough to think about today without going on a hike. I’d hate to
slip and break my leg or arm just before all the fun gets
started.”

“Yes, that would have been unfortunate,” she
commented. He stifled a smile as he imagined Aurora replying the
same way. Sometimes he felt he was talking to Dr. Richards when
conversing with Aurora and vice-versa. When both were conversing
with one another, it sounded like someone was having a conversation
with themselves. The elevator stopped and the floor bell
chimed.

“See you in the 8:30,” she said.

“Yeah, see you then,” he replied as they
stepped out and headed in different directions. As he walked down
the hall to his office, he reflected on the highlights of the
project since it had begun. Today was another significant milestone
for the group, and he suddenly began feeling very nostalgic and
proud of how much they had accomplished.

Dr. Kimberly Richards was one of the few
senior scientists on the base who had not been a member of the
original team. The initial core of scientists and engineers
consisted of only twenty-two people, each having given up their
teaching and research jobs to join the new team. Dr. Richards had
been recruited directly from a professorship at MIT in Cambridge.
She considered it more of an extended leave of absence though,
since she had been tenured there and had been promised her position
would always be available should she decide to return some day.

At MIT, she had led the design and
construction of the first complete, working optical computer. She
had even designed many of the components herself; to call her a
genius would be a dramatic understatement. Her new project with
them would take optical computers to the next level: the first
optical supercomputer. She had brought several highly qualified
scientists with her (along with a few graduate students), and they
quickly began designing and prototyping the new system. She had
joined them in mid-2004 and the design alone took up the first
eighteen months after her arrival.

During the construction phase of the main
building, most of the scientists had rented office space near New
Mexico Tech (NMT) in Socorro. Daniel himself had been surprised at
the quality of NMT’s facilities and the number of doctoral and
graduate students.

From the beginning, Gregory Turansky, a
prominent professor and scientist from NMT had heavily recruited
many of the top members of the team – the SPARC facility had been
his brainchild. When the construction phase had been completed,
most of the designs of the two reactors and the supercomputer were
finished and limited development was underway. By then the number
of scientists and engineers had swelled to over a hundred.

The next three years had been spent on the
construction of the reactors inside the small mountain that
separated Daniel’s home from the project complex. Approximately
three-fourths of the entire team was involved in the design and
construction of the two nuclear reactors. The fusion reactor would
give off no dangerous wastes, while the spent uranium rods of the
fission reactor were deposited hundreds of feet below the mountain,
so there would be no need to move the hazardous materials off-site.
The entire nuclear facility was self-contained and isolated from
the rest of the SPARC facilities by dozens of meters of solid
rock.

While a large portion of the team worked on
the designs and the hardware and software modules for the reactors,
the other engineers developed the experimental computer system.
Soon after Dr. Richards had joined the project, she was seen by all
as Aurora’s “mother” of sorts. She had no children of her own and
it was clear that she saw her projects as her “children.” She was
quickly accepted into the growing family of scientists as if she
were one of the original team members, and soon Aurora’s
development accelerated at a breath-taking pace. Two-thirds of the
Aurora team focused on the supercomputer’s hardware, while the rest
concentrated on the operating system design and implementation.

Steve Johnson had been the manager for the
Aurora project from the beginning, and had kept nagging Dr.
Richards to join them until she finally accepted. Both had known
each other for years since their undergraduate days together at MIT
and were the best of friends. He handled the project management,
oversight, and the other general management and personnel tasks,
while Dr. Richards managed the technical aspects and the overall
team dynamics. The division of management worked well for the team,
and within months the team was beating their deadlines and
producing better designs and results than before.

After the main building had been completed
and the scientists had moved into their new facilities, the
construction of Aurora began at a furious pace. Morale continued to
rise, even though the days (and sometimes nights) were long and
busy. Turnover on the project staff had been extremely low from the
beginning – almost zero – and most team members were content and
happy on the projects they were working on, even if the specific
tasks were very stressful and challenging at times. Two years
later, the hardware and software components of Aurora were finished
and integrated together, and there had been a huge celebration when
Aurora had been activated for the first time.

Dr. Richard’s motherly patience and
influence only amplified the developing personality of Aurora, and
produced one of the most valuable members of the team. Instead of
having to spend time researching papers, technology, and code on
the Internet, the engineers found they could simply ask Aurora a
question and the tedious research was gathered for them while they
continued working on something else. And since “she” was a computer
instead of a person, she could handle a massive number of requests
and interact with dozens of people simultaneously.

Aurora never complained about the workload
of course, except around Sam and a handful of others with stronger
personalities. That had been another recent addition to Aurora’s
personality profiles: the capability to slightly change her speech,
tone, and expressed attitudes for whoever she happened to be
interacting with. Along with that, she had been given the
capability to discern ever-changing human emotions, moods, and
temperaments to a certain extent, and slightly alter her responses
and tones accordingly. For example, Aurora detected that a
particular user was frustrated (or even angry), she spoke to them
more softly. If someone was concentrating and less talkative, then
Aurora was quieter and spoke with them only after being spoken to.
Sometimes she even told jokes, but only after asking (and checking
the personality profile for the person she was interacting
with).

Daniel smiled when he thought back to
Aurora’s first attempts at joking, and how that had been quickly
deactivated after a few hours of user complaints. Only Sam had
found them amusing, especially since most were of questionable
content and more on the racy side. Sam had tried to tell her some
jokes of his own, but after he had to explain them several times,
he realized the machine had no sense of humor (at least not yet),
and he hadn’t tried very much since.

He walked into his office and logged onto
his computer. His email inbox already had over twenty messages and
he sighed as he began skimming them. It was going to be a busy
day.



* * *



The daily status meeting began at its usual
time, but instead of a typically-relaxed morning meeting,
excitement and tension filled the room. There were twice as many
attendees as usual today – there probably would be all week, as a
matter of fact. This was the time everyone on the SPARC project had
been preparing for, when all their efforts and hard work would be
realized.

All the project leads and managers were
present, along with several of the senior scientists and engineers.
A few chatted quietly, but most were hunched over their laptops or
reading printouts or notepads. Everyone was too busy to get bogged
down in a status meeting, unless there was bad news and the
integration had to be delayed. No one wanted that though, even if
they were slightly ahead of schedule.

Each project manager spoke in turn and
re-iterated their risk assessments for the section of the system
they were responsible for. They had been analyzing and updating the
assessments for weeks, but the latest reports were all that really
mattered now. They would soon know whether or not the countless
hours of development and testing with the emulators would pay
off.

Daniel’s group, the Controller group (since
Aurora would be the main controller in the system) presented their
assessment and status first. If Aurora was having problems or
wasn’t ready, nothing else could move forward. Dr. Richards and
John Stevens spoke on behalf of their group, and Daniel was briefly
asked specifically about the emulator issues that had been resolved
over the weekend. The bug fixes were working properly and emulators
had been running without problems. Sam was remarkably silent and
everyone who knew him could tell he was focused on the task at
hand. The Controller group was ready and the tension in the room
slightly diminished.

The Fission group presented their status
next – they were ready also. Their risk assessment was very high,
given the nature of their project. It had been the highest risk of
all the groups from the start. If something went wrong with the
integration between Aurora and the fission reactor, the integration
procedure would immediately grind to a halt. There was some comfort
in the fact that from the beginning, they had designed it so that
any of the systems could be quickly decoupled from Aurora and run
completely independent (as they currently were). But there was
still a small chance that something could go wrong.

The third group to give their status was the
Fusion group, which also had a high risk. With the fusion reactor,
there was no chance of a meltdown or any other catastrophe, since
there were no radioactive components in the system, nor was there
any type of runaway nuclear reaction that could spin out of
control. If the fusion reactor encountered a problem, the huge
electromagnets and lasers that contained and perpetuated the
reaction would simply be shut down and the reaction would cease
without any ill-effects (other than a lot of cursing and shouting).
However, when the reaction was restarted, the reactor’s
electromagnets would draw an enormous amount of power from the
fission reactor. And that was the critical point in the entire
operation.

As soon as the Fusion group had given their
status, most people in the room began looking at the clock or their
watches. Five minutes till nine o’clock. They would have another
hour to make any final preparations and ensure their teams were all
ready to go.

The Experimentals group was the last to give
their assessment, and their risk was low. The Experimentals group
was mostly isolated from all the other project teams, at least it
would be until after the integration was finished. They were still
designing their infrastructure and wouldn’t really be fully linked
in with Aurora until after those tasks were finished. But the
Experimentals group would become more important (and exciting)
after the integration was finished and all the systems were working
together.

The meeting concluded just before nine
o’clock, and everyone hurried out of the room and back to their
offices. A few of them would be meeting in the main computer lab in
an hour to start the integration and the rest would either dial in
from their offices or from one of the conference rooms close to the
computer lab.

The integration would start in just over an
hour.



* * *



At nine-thirty, Daniel strode into the main
computer lab. Engineers and programmers were busily rechecking the
systems and components they were responsible for. Others were
running last-minute tests to ensure their systems were running
properly before the integration began. He looked around and saw
that many of the stations were already occupied, and he was glad
that his team had reserved a large section of the lab
beforehand.

Sam walked in right behind him and muttered
a profanity under his breath when he saw all the activity. Usually
it was quiet in the lab until later in the morning, but never like
this unless there was a crisis. The sound of people talking with
Aurora (and her responding) filled the room, along with the clatter
of tapping keys. They made their way to their section and found Dr.
Richards already there, checking and rechecking the test results
directly with Aurora.

Daniel sat down and turned off his
cell-phone and put it back into his pocket. There could be no
interruptions today, at least not from outside the lab. He logged
into the console in front of one of the larger screens available
and Aurora’s status icon was quickly displayed.

“Good morning, Daniel. How are you today?”
Aurora asked politely.

“Busy – how’s the final preparations for the
Fission group’s integration?” he said as he activated the command
window he would be using throughout the integration process.

“The final preparations were completed two
minutes ago. Would you like to see the status report?”

“No thanks. Can you dial us in to the
conference when it begins?” requested Daniel.

“Certainly.”

“Can you warm up my coffee, or better yet,
get me a new one?” Sam asked as he sat down at the station to
Daniel’s left.

Daniel smirked – Sam was always giving
Aurora absurd requests, ranging from the fetching of various
beverages to sending his wife flowers for him. Once Aurora obeyed a
request to call his wife to tell her he’d be late that evening, and
she was quite upset when he finally came home.

“That module has not yet been implemented.
Would you like me to put in a feature request for you?” said
Aurora.

Sam looked as if he was about to reply
“yes”, and Daniel remembered how the Doc felt about Sam’s joking
around with Aurora and his “chronic abuse” of the system, as she
put it. Aurora still frequently reminded him of important
birthdays, holidays, and of course, his anniversary, but she only
mentioned them to him when Dr. Richards was not present.

“Are you all ready?” asked Daniel, turning
to Sam.

“Yep. All systems go on my end,” he
replied.

“Great.”

They both heard the conference call alert
chime on their screen and glanced over at the tiny camera mounted
on the right side of their display. A small window popped up on the
display and John Stevens appeared. Since he was the project manager
for Aurora, he would be running the integration. From the
background of his image, he was evidently calling in from the large
conference room down the hall, along with a dozen other managers
and engineers monitoring the integration procedure.

“Good morning,” he said. “Are there any
reasons to delay the integration?” He looked back and forth at
those around him before continuing. “Speak now, or forever hold
your peace,” he joked, attempting to bring some levity into the
process. He waited a few moments, but no one spoke up. They had
practiced the integration several times before in mock-sessions and
had worked through the process until it was flawless.

“Good. Let’s get started. Controller group,
are you ready?” he asked.

Daniel cleared his throat and replied, “Yes.
All Controller systems are online.”

“Fission group, are you online?”

“We’re up and running, John – go ahead
whenever you’re ready,” the Fission group project lead replied.

“Great. Controller group: initiate request
for control.”

Daniel clicked a button on his display and
watched the process begin. “Request for control proceeding.” He
waited a moment for it to finish. “Request for control
succeeded.”

“Fission group, initiate local control
shutdown,” John ordered.

“Initiating local control shutdown. Shutdown
complete.”

Daniel’s control window suddenly came alive
and began streaming lines of text and status updates as Aurora took
control of the fission reactor’s system. He opened another window
and began running a basic set of tests to verify that Aurora now
had basic access to the system. The tests quickly completed with
success.

“Controller group, do you have control of
the fission system?”

“Yes, first-tier access tests have all
passed,” Daniel replied. Everyone breathed a sigh of relief, some
more audibly than others, like Sam.

“Good. Begin the second-tier
command-and-control tests,” said John.

Daniel complied. “Command-and-control tests
underway.”

He watched his display carefully, along with
others who were monitoring the results, as the test issued basic
commands to the reactor’s system. It looked as if all was well and
the test requested to take the reactor offline, shut it down, and
then restart the reactor and bring it back up.

The system responded properly until it
attempted to restart the reactor. Red text suddenly began filling
his console window. He cursed under his breath and heard others on
the conference call groan as they saw the errors stream to their
consoles as well.

“There’s a problem restarting the reactor.
Fission group, what do you see on your side?” Daniel asked.

“Checking,” the project manager replied as
he turned to one of his engineers and asked for an update. He
nodded and looked down at his screen. “We’re receiving the proper
requests, but our system is not responding with the correct
handshaking codes.” He shook his head and turned to his engineers
and said, “How long?” No one heard the reply of the engineer and
could only hear the project lead’s side of the conversation.

“That long? Are you serious?” He turned to
face the camera with a downcast look. “Sorry folks – looks like
this is going to take some time to debug on our side.”

“Okay,” replied John. “We’ll be on standby
until you have it resolved. Controller group, relinquish control of
the fission reactor’s system.”

Daniel executed the procedure successfully.
“Control of the fission reactor’s system were released
successfully.”

“Alright – Fission group, notify me when you
have the issue resolved and we’ll restart the integration,” John
said, clearly disappointed. The conference window changed from his
image over to a flashing on-hold icon.

“That’s not good,” Sam said. “Wanna lend
them a hand?”

“Yeah, I’ll IM them – but they may be too
busy to reply.”

Three hours later, the conference window was
reactivated and John told the attendees that the Fission group was
still working on the problem. Several more hours passed and finally
the issue had been found and fixed. Unfortunately, it was late in
the afternoon and the integration procedure took over four hours to
complete. There was no point in keeping everyone late and taking
the chance of foolish mistakes being made.

The project managers and technical leads
decided to postpone the integration until the same time the next
morning, and have the Fission group run and re-run their tests to
ensure the next integration would succeed.



* * *



The next day, the project leads re-gathered
at the eight-thirty status meeting, but there was much more tension
than there had been the day before. Some were tempted to point
fingers and make accusations as to the previous failure, but no one
mentioned them. Not only would it neither be helpful nor
constructive, but it could cause further complications in the
future. Sooner or later, their own groups would have problems and
setbacks, and they didn’t want to be hounded when that happened
either.

The integration resumed at ten a.m. as the
day before, and the procedures and tests were restarted from the
beginning. When the testing reached the point in the process in
which it had failed earlier, it passed immediately and many of the
managers and engineers clapped and cheered. The rest of the day’s
tests (and re-tests) met with equal success and the entire team was
once again optimistic about the rest of the week’s integration
process. The project managers, however, were more reserved and
added an additional day to integrate the Fusion group’s systems, so
more time would be allocated to resolve any issues that might turn
up.

On Wednesday, it was time for the Fusion
group’s systems to be integrated with Aurora. They followed the
same procedures as they had for the Fission integration, but the
tests were markedly different between the two systems. But the
tests passed with success and were even run again to ensure nothing
had been missed. Then they ran the tests that involved all three
systems making requests (through Aurora) to one another and
executing the final block of integration tests. Two hours later,
those tests had passed too, and by seven o’clock in the evening,
the project managers congratulated the team for a job well-done and
called it a day.

Thursday’s integration procedures were
solely between Aurora and the Experimentals group’s systems – the
last to be run. The atmosphere throughout the lab was more or less
back to normal, since the integration with the last group was not
nearly as critical (nor as complicated) as the previous procedures
had been. The tests were finished by noon, and after lunch the last
suite of system-wide tests were run. By four o’clock, the entire
integration process had finished.

Throughout the labs and conference rooms,
there were whoops and cheers and back-slapping. To celebrate their
success and hard work of the last few months, and especially the
last week, the project managers announced that everyone was invited
to the Socorro Brewery for drinks and dinner after work, and on
their tab at that.



* * *



Daniel drove his jeep in the middle of the
long caravan of cars that streamed from the SPARC facilities
eastward into Socorro. Sam was riding along with some of the other
programmers on his team a few cars behind him. Daniel was somewhat
glad for the solitude – it gave him some time to think about the
events of the week and clear his mind after all that had
happened.

He didn’t plan on drinking too much that
night, just enough to celebrate with the team and have dinner. He
had never been much of a drinker, at least not like Sam and some of
the other engineers. He had gotten drunk a few times in college,
but hadn’t really done so since he’d graduated years before. He
knew of too many people ruining their lives with alcohol and drugs,
and therefore he had never really wanted to get involved with those
substances. Life was short enough in his thinking.

He pulled into a parking spot near the back
and hopped out. The lot behind the brewery was already filling up,
even though it was only a little after five-thirty. He saw many New
Mexico Tech bumper stickers and figured that there were probably a
group of college students there for happy hour. Daniel smiled when
he thought of Sam and some of the other engineers. He could foresee
there’d probably be several drinking contests in the evening ahead.
He had always found them more amusing to watch than actually
participate in. Not to mention that the hangovers weren’t as
rough.

He walked into the bar and found a bunch of
rowdy college students gathered around one side of the bar (near
the buffet) as he expected. He remembered back to his own college
days – where there was a happy hour with free hors d’oeuvres and
cheap beer, there was always sure to be college students. On the
other side were dozens of his coworkers and associates. He grinned
as he watched the waiters and waitresses pay much more attention to
them than the college group – they knew who would be paying better
tips that evening.

“Break out the beer!” Sam exclaimed as he
walked in.

Dr. Richards and John were a few steps
behind and both laughed as he headed straight for the bar. He
looked over at the college students and smirked to one of the other
programmers. Yes, there would be drinking contests and challenges
forth-coming. Those kids might be in the prime of their lives, but
they would be hard-pressed to out-drink Sam and his group.

As they gathered around the bar, John spoke
up and congratulated everyone for their accomplishments of the past
week and mentioned that the fun was just beginning. Daniel smiled
at that and raised his beer mug along with everyone else. Even the
reserved Dr. Richards had a beer, but it would probably be her only
one of the evening.

From the time he had first met her, he had
admired her for her professionalism and consistency, and she had
always remained so, even during similar celebrations. He figured
she probably never really relaxed or loosened up unless she was at
home or in private company. She was almost the exact opposite of
Sam, yet both worked well together, even though both got on each
other’s nerves at times, usually over Aurora.

There turned out to be much more drinking
than eating and Daniel decided to stay until it started to wind
down, chatting with various team members and thanking them for
their hard work. Dr. Richards was making similar rounds and left a
few minutes before eight o’clock. He figured he wouldn’t be too far
behind, but when some of the younger programmers began talking to
the college students who were now full of beer, he stayed to see if
Sam would join in.

True to form, Sam wandered over and began
talking with them, and soon another round of beer was brought out.
Daniel watched the drinking games begin and decided it was time to
go. He didn’t want to be around when the singing (or rather,
crooning) started.



* * *



Daniel rose the next morning at his normal
time and felt more relaxed than he had in weeks. The systems
integration was over and done with, and the next month or two would
be much more relaxed. The entire system would be continuously
monitored for problems and be combed through for inefficiencies and
areas of the software and hardware that could be optimized and
improved. There was still a great deal of work to do, but there
were no clearly defined deadlines that had to be met, at least not
yet.

He wore jeans, hiking shoes, and a thick
sweatshirt over his black tee-shirt, dressing in layers so he
wouldn’t become too warm on the hike back home. It would be a
shorter day since they had beaten the deadline by a few days and
also since it was Friday. He hiked up the mountain and then down
the other side at a more relaxed pace than usual, savoring the
morning air and the openness of the desert. He made an effort to
not think too much about work that morning, since he felt he had
been too focused on it for the last few months.

Nearly an hour later, Daniel strode into the
main computer lab and realized he was the only one there. He
thought about just going home and taking the whole day off, but
decided to stay since he was already there. He sat down at his
regular station and checked the test results from the latest run
and the current system status.

Two hours later, at a few minutes after nine
o’clock, Sam quietly walked into the lab, but lacking his usual
upbeat stride. He took slow, measured steps and looked as if he had
a terrible headache. Daniel glanced over at him and grinned, but
Sam didn’t look up from his station.

“Hi Sam. How’s it going?” he asked after his
friend had a chance to settle in.

Sam slowly glanced up from the large display
and grunted a rough hello. His grey sports jacket was already
wrinkled and the collar was loosened and slightly ruffled around
his neck.

“You look a little worse for the weather, my
friend. Did you stay out too late or something?” Daniel asked with
a smile, even though he already knew the answer. With all the
ribbing that Sam usually dished out to everyone, it was time for
some payback.

“Yeah, just a bit,” Sam said as he painfully
sipped his coffee and then looked over at Daniel. Two deep, dark
circles hung from under his eyes and his face was pale and drawn.
Sam had one of the worst hangovers Daniel had ever seen.

Daniel chuckled at him. “I have some aspirin
in my desk – do you want some?”

“No, I took some after I woke up. Diane was
not happy about it.”

“When did you get in last night?” asked
Daniel.

“Around one, I think.” Sam rubbed his eyes
and yawned. “Those kids thought they could take us, but we showed
them,” he said with a proud grin, and then a wince.

“Yeah, but I don’t think they’re suffering
as much as you at this moment.”

“Probably not. By the way, I doubt Tom and
Xiong will be in today. They were passed out at a table when I left
– I think,” said Sam.

Daniel shook his head and laughed. “That’s
okay – I won’t hold it against them. They did a great job last
week.”

“Yeah, just do me a favor today, alright? No
laughing, no long meetings, and most of all: no loud talking,” he
groaned as he turned back to stare at the display.

“Sure – oh, and if you need a can or bowl or
something today, I wouldn’t ask Aurora. I’m sure she finds this
quite humorous.” Daniel joked as he gave his old friend a moderate
slap on the shoulder.

“Yeah, I’ll keep that in mind. I'll catch up
with you later,” he replied.

“Sure.” Daniel turned around and went back
to his console. As soon as he logged back in, the screen came to
life and he resumed his analysis. A few minutes later, Sam abruptly
stood up and quickly headed for the door. Daniel grinned and shook
his head.

A quiet chime rang on his computer and he
responded, “Hello, Aurora. How are you today?”

“I am fine. I noticed that you have been
monitoring the tests. Is there anything I may assist you with?” she
asked.

“Sure – can you display the real-time system
monitors for both reactors,” asked Daniel as two small windows were
immediately displayed at the right side of his screen.

“Thank you,” he said.

“Certainly. Would you like to check the
Experimentals system results?”

“No thanks, that won’t be necessary,”
replied Daniel as he studied the screen’s figures.

“Did you enjoy the celebration
yesterday?”

“Yeah, it was fun,” he answered as he
continued looking over the information. Nothing unusual had shown
up. “Not as much as Sam evidently did though.”

Lately, Aurora had been asking more personal
questions. Daniel wasn’t sure if that was due to Aurora’s
personality algorithms or on her own accord. If she became too
personal, he would have to modify his profile settings.

“I’ve noticed that he seems quite sluggish
today. Has he contracted an illness?”

“No,” he smiled as he glanced up at the
small camera. “Sam drank an unhealthy amount of alcohol yesterday
and now he’s suffering from the after-effects. He may be grumpy
too, so I wouldn’t talk to him too much today.”

“Very well. I’ll keep that in mind.” There
was a short pause and then the computer spoke up again. “May I ask
another question?”

“Go ahead,” he replied. If she asked him any
more questions, he would have to tell her to be patient and ask him
again later.

“Why do humans intoxicate themselves?”

He smiled and thought for a moment. “That’s
a good question. People have many reasons for getting drunk. It may
be in the celebration of a special occasion, an attempt to escape
from reality, or a way of dulling pain. It could be any one of a
number of things.”

“But intoxication is detrimental to a
human’s physical well-being. It offers no benefit and seems to do
more harm than good.”

“That’s correct and we really shouldn’t do
it, but alcohol has been a part of our history and traditions for
such a long time that we tend to overlook the damage it can do,
unless it becomes a big problem.” Daniel paused and thought for a
moment. “It’s difficult for you to understand because you don’t
have emotions. Logically, it is foolish and detrimental for us to
consume alcohol, but we do it anyway. Emotions are a big part of
what makes us human. Does that make sense?”

“Yes,” she replied.

“Last night, we all celebrated the success
of the integration. Celebrations after a long, stressful time of
work usually involve alcohol and food, for the simple reason of
relaxing and congratulations. Sometimes people get carried away and
decide to keep the celebration going longer than it should.”

A short pause from Aurora followed. “Mr.
Johnson celebrated too long yesterday, didn’t he?”

“Definitely, Aurora. Most definitely,”
agreed Daniel with a smile.


 Chapter 3 - A Visit
Home



 


 


Daniel strode back into his office and sat
down behind his desk, and then checked his computer. Only two
emails were in his inbox and they weren’t critical. Both were from
engineers in the new group he was with and he would respond to them
later. He opened up one of his design documents and began looking
over the tasks for the day.

Three months ago, the optimization and
retesting process phase of the integration project had ended, and
he had requested to be reassigned to one of the teams in the
Experimentals group. The Aurora project was winding down and he
felt like he needed a change after six years. He would still be the
technical lead of a software group, but he would have more time to
design modules and write code, which he had been doing less of the
longer he had been in his previous position.

He was glad he had transitioned to
Experimentals group and was learning new technology and concepts,
even though learning all the new science involved in the project
gave him headaches at times. He had felt sad to leave the group he
had worked with for so long. But many from the Controller group
were moving on to other projects too, except for Dr. Richards and
several on her core team. Sam was now working in the Fusion group,
where he was helping re-factor the software so it could be later
released to the government for reproduction.

His new manager, Mike Levitz, was just as
decent to work for as John had been, and typically gave his team a
large amount of freedom to pursue their own research, as long as it
could benefit the project. So far, this team had less than twenty
people on it, but it would be growing once the project moved from
the experimental phase into the development phase. The scientists
involved in the pure research portion of the project were leaders
in the field, and were still quite isolated from the rest of the
group.

The project involved exploring the
relationship between electromagnetism and gravitation. Both forces
were understood well at the macro level, but at the micro level the
inner workings of the forces was still quite uncertain. Both were
very similar, but gravity was focused around objects with mass
whereas electromagnetism was not. How gravitational forces could be
controlled or manipulated at the most rudimentary levels would be
another focus of their research. The intent of the new project was
to further understand, experiment with, and manipulate both of
these basic forces. Since this was one of the older of the
Experimentals teams, Daniel had joined them to develop the software
framework that could be used on their project and then also re-used
by the other Experimentals teams.

A knock on his office door interrupted his
thoughts and he looked up. “Come in, Mike,” he said. They exchanged
a short friendly greeting and then Mike got straight to the
point.

“Have you met Gregory Turansky yet?” he
asked.

“I think I met him once when I first
started, but that’s about it.”

“Okay – do you have time for a meeting
between the three of us later today?” Mike asked.

“Sure, I’m open all afternoon,” Daniel
replied as he quickly checked his schedule.

“Great. Three o’clock should work for all of
us. Bring your laptop – Gregory’s going to fill you in on his
latest research. It should be ‘interesting’,” he quipped, and then
tapped the doorframe before he turned to leave.

“Sounds good. See you then.”



* * *



Daniel walked into Gregory’s large office
and found him busily scribbling at the already-full white board.
Mike waved him in and he sat down at the small conference table,
piled high with stacks of notes and binders. Gregory’s office was
more cluttered than most and a large bookshelf occupied the wall
behind his desk. That too was filled with thick books and binders,
most of which appeared to be about advanced physics,
electromagnetism, quantum theory, and several other areas than
Daniel wasn’t very familiar with.

Gregory Turansky was a highly-respected
scientist who had immigrated to Israel from Russia over twenty
years earlier and soon afterwards had moved to the United States.
He had been working at the University of Tel Aviv when New Mexico
Tech had recruited him to work in one of their research departments
which had an opening for a scientist specializing in
electromagnetism. He had readily accepted the offer and moved with
his wife to the United States. He still had a thick Russian accent,
but his English was decent after so many years in the United
States.

“Gregory, this is Daniel Marks, the
programming lead for the project. Daniel, Dr. Gregory Turansky,”
Mike said as he introduced them.

“Nice to meet you,” Daniel said.

“Yes, yes. Welcome. Please, call me
Gregory,” he said with a smile and then turned back to the
whiteboard. “I am nearly finished. Then we will talk, yes?”

Mike smiled. “That’s fine.” He turned to
Daniel and said, “So, I hear you have a vacation coming up
soon?”

“Yes. I’m going to Ohio to see my parents. I
haven’t been there in a few years and decided it was time to pay
them a visit.”

“When is it again?” Mike asked.

“Two weeks from now. I’ll be there about a
week and then come back and spend a few days at the Grand Canyon
doing some hiking and sight-seeing,” Daniel answered.

“That sounds like fun. I need to take a long
vacation one of these days,” he replied.

“I am finished,” Gregory declared as he put
down the marker and went back over to his desk.

“Great – what is it?” said Mike, looking
over a crude but complex picture scribbled on the whiteboard.

“This is a basic diagram of the device,”
said Gregory.

“Right. Can you explain it to Daniel in my
absence? I have a meeting to attend in fifteen minutes – it’s an
ECB meeting,” he said, referring to an Emergency Change Board
meeting. In the ECB, the system managers and leads conferenced in
and reviewed emergency changes. “I called this meeting to introduce
you to each other again, since you’ll be spending more time
together soon.” He turned to Gregory and asked, “Do you have a list
of the article IDs and reports you need?”

“I am still gathering them. The reports are
very difficult to track down,” he said. “I will have them by the
end of the week.”

“Good. You’re going to bring Daniel up to
speed on that too, right?” Mike asked. Gregory nodded and Mike
turned to focus on Daniel. “How would you like to extend your
vacation a week or so?”

Daniel smiled with a wide grin. “That would
be great – what’s the catch?” he joked.

“We need someone to go down to Cape
Canaveral over the next few weeks to do some digging through some
NASA research archives. Gregory is putting together the list of
items he needs copied. Most of them are on the old archive system,
some are in cold storage and others we have no idea where they
might be. I doubt that anyone at the DOD knows, so you may need to
track down some of the old NASA project managers and engineers. Are
you interested?” Mike asked.

“Sure. May I ask why me, specifically?” said
Daniel.

“Because you’re one of the best programmers
we have and if anyone can find the data we need, you can. You may
not be able to access the data directly, so you may need to be a
little ‘creative’.” Daniel knew what that meant and grinned.

“Fair enough – when would you like me to
go?”

“How about right after your trip to Ohio?
Can you catch a flight down there around that time? I’ve heard the
beaches there are nice this time of year,” he joked. Spring break
was nearly a month away for college and high school students, and
most of the beaches would be packed.

Daniel nodded with a smile. “Great,” Mike
replied. “Go ahead and make the travel arrangements and then fill
out the expense reports when you get back. I’ll put a request in to
get you the necessary DOD security clearances and authorizations
you’ll need.” He checked his watch and abruptly stood up. “I’ve got
to run – Daniel, I’ll give you more details tomorrow.”

As he headed out the door, he turned and
said, “Gregory will bring you up to speed on what research he’ll
need and the best way you can get the data to him. It should be
fun.” Mike tapped the doorframe and then left.

Gregory rose from his desk and began showing
Daniel the crude drawing of the prototype on the whiteboard.

He spent the next two hours explaining both
the prototype and the theories and concepts behind it. When
Daniel’s eyes began to glaze over, he would stop to re-explain and
answer any questions he had. Near the end, Daniel finally figured
out the purpose of the prototype – it would have been much simpler
if he had started there in the first place, Daniel thought.

The prototype was for a device that would
control and manipulate electromagnetic fields and provide a basis
for a future prototype that could manipulate gravitational fields,
controlled by large bursts of electromagnetism.



* * *



The cool desert air of the New Mexico winter
was beginning to warm as the end of February approached. It had
little grass and few trees, but to him it was still one of the most
beautiful places that he had ever lived in.

Daniel gazed over the plains at the towering
mountains in the distant west. Over their dark ridges, storm clouds
were slowly gathering and appeared to be moving in the direction of
the facility. He stared out the large window of the lounge on the
third floor, thinking about all he had learned about gravity and
electrodynamics over the last few weeks. He would be heading to
Albuquerque early tomorrow morning to fly out to Ohio and was very
ready to take a long vacation.

He had not seen his parents in over three
years and he had promised them months ago to spend some time with
them after being wrapped up in the project for so long. He smiled
at the thought of going back and staying in the old house where he
had grown up. Very little had changed in the area or their house in
decades. It would almost be like traveling back in time.
Almost.

Daniel heard a loud knock behind him and he
abruptly turned toward the doorway. It was Sam. Daniel checked his
watch and saw that he was right on time. He must have lost track as
he was thinking and watching the mountains.

“Hi, Sam,” he said. “Ready to go to
Bruno’s?”

“Definitely. I won’t keep you out too late.
My wife will kill me if I overdo it this time,” Sam said with a
grin on his face.

“That’s good. My flight leaves early
tomorrow morning from Albuquerque anyway.”

“When will you get in?” he asked.

“I should be arriving in Ohio sometime late
afternoon. It’s a direct flight from Albuquerque to Columbus,”
Daniel answered.

“Buckeye country, huh? Too bad they lost
their bowl game this year. I had some money on them. Are you going
anywhere else, or just to visit the family?”

“Yeah, Mike’s having me go down to Florida
after my visit to pull some research data they need for the
project,” he said.

“That’s nice – there’s a lot to do down
there – it’s a lot more exciting than this place,” Sam said,
looking out at the empty desert. “You should hang out down there
awhile. Drink a couple margaritas for me, but not too many,” he
advised, even though Daniel knew he was joking. Sam’s idea of a
vacation was somewhere tropical with an endless supply of frozen
drinks nearby.

The clouds were growing and had swiftly
moved in from the west, and would soon loom over them. Often the
clouds gave them little rain, but these were dark enough that they
weren’t just declaring empty threats. Dark shadows were cast over
the desert floor and the entire landscape before them quickly
dimmed.

“Did you drive this morning?” asked Sam.

“No. I wasn’t expecting a downpour today,”
Daniel replied. “Do you mind driving?” He had checked the weather
forecast in the morning, which had declared the weather would be
clear until late evening. In central New Mexico, weather forecasts
were frequently wrong and seldom reliable, especially in the spring
and fall.

“Not at all – let’s go. I’m starving! If you
want, I can drop you off back here if you want to squeeze in
another hike before you leave,” he offered.

Daniel laughed and shook his head, and then
slapped his old friend on the shoulder as they headed for the door.
It looked like his vacation would start off with a bang.



* * *



Later that evening, Daniel opened the
sliding door in the back of the living room and carefully stepped
out onto the patio. The effects of the several beers he had drunk
with dinner were slowly wearing off.

The rain had stopped nearly two hours before
and the mountain winds had already blown the clouds out of the
area. Thousands of stars pierced the black curtain of the night
sky. The vivid constellations shone their starlight on the desert
ground below and all the scenery was brighter than normal. He loved
going outside after a rainstorm – the rain always cleared the dust
out of the air and left it crisp and fresh. The cool, brisk air
made him feel more alert and his head began to clear.

Nothing came close to stargazing in the
desert, he thought to himself as he looked up at the sparkling
lights in night sky. He took a deep breath and leaned against the
patio half-wall. He had always been fascinated by the stars, but
astronomy had not been one of his hobbies until he had moved out to
New Mexico. Never before had he seen the stars with such clarity
and brilliance as he could in the desert. The absence of all the
lights and haze of civilization was the main reason the stars
seemed to shine so much brighter in the desert. He had grown up in
a small city and had always lived in larger metropolitan areas
until he had joined the project.

He stayed out on the patio for over an hour,
trying to remember the names of as many stars as he could. But he
was tired and because of the beer, was not concentrating as much as
usual. Soon memories from his past began to creep and tumble
through his mind. Familiar, yet distant faces of friends and
classmates from college, high school, and even his primary school
years floated back into his memory.

Many of their names he couldn’t remember
offhand, unless he stopped to focus on them and think back hard. He
remembered Rebecca, a girl he had dated a few months in college
before he started graduate school. Faint wisps of longing began to
tug at him as he wondered where she was now and what was going on
in her life.

He remembered the first girl he had fallen
in love with. She had lived down the block from him until they had
left for college after high school. She had been very athletic with
sandy-blonde hair, which always lightened during the summer from
long hours at the pool. She had been on the swim team and had been
a lifeguard for several summers in high school. What was her name?
Slowly it came back to him: Sarah Kramer. They had more or less
lost touch after he had moved out of his parents’ house and hadn’t
really spoken since. Of course, she had long since moved on
too.

He thought back harder and tried to focus on
the details of her face, and for a long moment, he considered that
she might be the woman who had appeared in his dreams months
before. But as he thought more about it, he realized it was not
her. He still remembered the nightmare with some measure of
clarity, but the image of the woman’s face had already begun to
fade. He tried not to think of the dream very often; he had enough
on his mind most of the time to not be concerned with dreams and
visions, no matter how vivid they were.

That was so many years ago, or at least that
was how he felt when he thought back to his past. Looking back, his
old life before the desert almost seemed to belong to someone else,
unfamiliar and so dissimilar in many ways. His family and his
home-life in the small city of Findlay, Ohio appeared to be light
years away from his life in the desert wilderness. As he reflected
on the past, he could almost imagine that he was on a completely
different world.

Daniel looked away from the stars and over
towards the mountain nearby. The bottom section of the mountain’s
silhouette was glowing brightly and flickering. The mountain was
bathed in pinkish-white light, almost like the brilliant blue and
green hues of the aurora borealis that lit up the distant northern
skies. But the deserts of New Mexico were much too far south for
the northern lights to be observed much at all. Perhaps he would
see them when he was further north in Ohio.

The cool evening breeze suddenly turned
chilly and he folded his arms against his chest to warm himself as
he walked back into his house. He had already finished most of his
packing last evening, not that he was bringing much anyway. He
decided to complete the rest of it tomorrow before he drove to the
airport.

He yawned and turned off all the lights, and
then went to bed.



* * *



Daniel parked his jeep in the long-term
parking area of the Albuquerque International Airport, grabbed his
luggage and backpack and headed for the main security gate. He was
somewhat surprised to see the airport as busy as it was for a
Thursday morning. Passengers, skycaps, and other airline personnel
bustled about on their way, dodging and skirting around others who
didn’t move fast enough for their liking. Daniel calmly walked
along the main corridor, along with hundreds of other
passengers.

He felt more relaxed than he had in a long
time and he found himself smiling at the sight of the decorative
display of wild cactus plants along the light tan-colored walls. He
waited through the security lines with everyone else, and
remembered at the last moment to remove his shoes before it was his
turn to pass through security. He still felt it was ridiculous for
thousands upon thousands of people having to remove their shoes
before every security check, all because of a single shoe-bomber
years before.

Soon he was through security and headed for
the terminal. He bought a thick novel at a giftshop to help him
pass the time on the trip. The flight to Columbus was uneventful
and there was very little turbulence until they neared Chicago. A
storm off nearby Lake Michigan was taking shape and heavy rain was
forecast for most of northern Illinois and Indiana later that
afternoon. They finally landed at the mid-sized airport in
Columbus, and with the time change, it was late evening. He rented
a car and began the drive to Findlay, just over an hour and a half
northwest of Columbus. He didn’t feel like he was in much of a
hurry, so he took his time and stopped for a short dinner along the
way. Much of the landscape between Columbus and Findlay was flat,
rolling farmland with clumps of trees and woodlands and small homes
scattered about.

As he entered the Findlay city limits two
hours later, he passed the houses near his old neighborhood. For
the first time in years, he realized how much he had loved growing
up in the small, somewhat quaint Midwestern city. Many of the
grander houses along South Main Street had been built in the late
nineteenth century by the handful of wealthy oil entrepreneurs and
executives, and then their children and grandchildren.

The city of Findlay had boomed after
Marathon Oil Company had opened its executive offices in the two
large buildings in the downtown area, which occupied the majority
of that particular city block. Marathon also maintained a large
refinery outside the city limits, near the small municipal airport.
Their executive offices had moved to Texas in the early 1980s, but
they had still managed to retain a large amount of their business
operations in downtown Findlay.

The houses he was passing on South Main
Street were immense and aristocratic, resembling the old colonial
architecture of well-known historic homes in cities such as
Charleston and Boston. Very few of the original brick and
cobblestone streets still remained in Findlay, however. The city
was still fairly clean and well-kept, with a very low crime rate,
in spite of the loss of industry over the past few decades. As the
sights became more familiar, he began remembering some of the
streets, and he turned right on East Lima Street and drove toward a
tall, two-story white house that directly faced Washington
Avenue.

From the driveway outside, he could see the
lights of the living room and the kitchen as he stepped from the
car. He grabbed his luggage from the back and walked quickly
towards the front door. The old front porch light was on and lit up
most of the face of the house. His heart pounded as he pressed the
tiny button for the doorbell. A few seconds later, he heard the
creak of the floorboards in front of him behind the door.

His mother opened the door to greet him with
a big smile. She was short, stout, and her dark brown hair was
repeatedly streaked with grey. He greeted her with a warm, long
hug. Then they walked into the living room to meet his father who
had just stood up from his old worn-out easy chair in front of the
television.

Daniel strode forward quickly to shake his
father’s hand and then gave him a big bear-hug. They all gathered
in the living room and his father turned off the television.

“How was your trip, son?” Ray Marks
inquired.

“It went fine, Dad. Nothing too exciting,
fortunately.”

They all sat back down, with Daniel on a
nearby couch with his mother, while his father sat in the beat-up
easy chair. He really needed a new one, but his father often
resisted changes like that. His parents were the same age:
sixty-four years old. He stood at nearly six feet, but late
middle-age and extra weight had caused him to slump a bit. He also
had a paunch that had grown slightly larger since Daniel had last
visited.

Ray Marks had taught high school mathematics
at Findlay High School for over thirty years and had retired four
years before. Rather than choosing to move south to a milder
climate like most retirees, they had decided to remain at the old
house in Findlay. Perhaps they would move in a few years if they
tired of the humid summers and the icy, frigid winters.

Daniel’s mother, Lynn, had been a homemaker
and housewife for many years, and when her three children had grown
up and finally moved out, she remained content to stay at home to
make crafts, help with charities, and sew. She was fairly short in
height and her age was quite obvious by the amount of grayness in
her hair. Her stride was a bit slower than the last time Daniel had
seen her – her mild arthritis pains in her legs and wrists had been
worsening with each Ohio winter. Daniel’s mother had always been
quiet and reserved, so now she remained content to listen to her
oldest son and husband converse.

“So how’s that project of yours coming along
these days?” Ray asked.

“Pretty well. I transferred to another group
a few months ago and they’re having me fly down to Cape Canaveral
from here next week.”

“That sounds exciting. Do you like the new
group?”

“Yeah, I was getting a little bored in the
other one and decided it was time for a change,” Daniel
replied.

“Dave was promoted again at the accounting
firm he works for,” Ray said.

“Really? What’s that, his second one this
year?”

“Yep. He’s now the accounting manager there.
I’m a bit surprised he’s moving up the ladder so fast, since he’s
only been there for three years.”

“What’s Tom been up to?”

“They’re still in Hawaii. He called last
week just before you did for your mother’s birthday. Tom and Sandy
seem to like it over there a lot. He said he’s taken up surfing
since he was transferred to the Islands. Never could figure out
what you all see in that stuff,” he quipped.

“It’s the adrenaline rush, Dad,” Daniel
said, laughing.

“Are they expecting yet?”

“Not that we know of. We remind them all the
time that we need grandkids soon, but they’re still waiting before
they start. Maybe next year, though.”

The light conversation between father and
son seemed to brush away all the years he had been unable to make
it home for the holidays to visit with his family. Now, as he
watched his parents steadily grow older, feelings of regret poked
at him. He should have made more of an effort – he would make more
of an effort. Their time remaining in this life was slowly running
out, like sand trickling through an hour-glass.

They all continued visiting and watching
television for a few more hours. It was just past eleven when
Daniel said goodnight to his parents and trudged up the old
staircase to settle in for the night. As he flipped on the light
switch of the small bedroom that had once been his, childhood
memories rushed back into his memory, renewing once again the
feelings of melancholy. He saw something that he hadn’t noticed the
last time he had visited and went over to inspect it.

It was an old oak army trunk that had once
belonged to his grandfather during World War II. He set his bags
down beside it and knelt down to open the black chest. The two
latches on the front were slightly rusty, but other than that it
had been well preserved. He supposed it hadn’t been opened in at
least ten years, if not longer. The hinges of the heavy lid creaked
loudly as he raised it and braced it against the front of the bed.
He peered into the army chest and began browsing through some of
his old high school yearbooks and memorabilia. After a few minutes,
he slowly closed them and put them back into the trunk, and
prepared to rest for the night.

As he lay there in the old bed from his
childhood, his dreams transported him back thirty years, to when he
was a small boy playing with the other neighborhood children and
his two little brothers.



* * *



The next day, Daniel awoke to the old
familiar smells of a weekend morning flowing upstairs from the
kitchen downstairs: frying bacon, along with eggs, toast, and fresh
coffee. For a moment as he woke up, he felt almost as if he were
back in school. But as he looked around the room, there was only
one bed where there used to be two and his room no longer had the
pictures and items it had when he was growing up. He hauled himself
out of the bed, stretched, and then headed downstairs.

Soon he was sitting down at the old kitchen
table with his parents, savoring the wonderful aromas he hadn’t
smelled in years. His father and mother slowly skimmed different
sections of the paper as usual and made small talk. They chatted
about the current events of the local community, the gas prices,
and what was happening in the nation and various trouble-spots in
the world. There was another suicide bombing in Jerusalem; when
Daniel thought about the violence in the Middle East, he typically
grew very pessimistic about a lasting peace ever taking root over
there.

After they were finished and the breakfast
table was cleared, Ray and Daniel decided to take a long morning
walk through the neighborhood. Most of it hadn’t changed much, at
least not that Daniel could tell. The homes all looked the same as
they had when he had lived there decades ago; even the color of the
paint and trim on many of homes were just as he remembered. They
walked westward to Maple Street and then headed towards the edge of
the small city.

After they had gone a few blocks, they
turned on Third Street and made their way over towards Washington
Avenue, the long street that their home faced. As they passed the
familiar houses, Daniel remembered his reminiscing from a few days
before and he mentioned it to his father.

“Dad, whatever happened to Sarah Kramer?”
asked Daniel as he pointed over to where she had lived. “Last I
heard, she had got her teaching degree and was looking around for
work.”

“I’m not quite sure, to tell you the truth.
It’s been a long time since we’ve had Jack and Betty over to the
house. If I remember correctly, they changed to a different church
a few years after you left home,” he said. “We see them every once
in a while when we drive by and they’re outside, or at the
supermarket.”

Ray continued after a long moment of
silence, “It’s too bad we take our old friends for granted, isn’t
it? Last time we spoke, Jack mentioned something about her moving
to Kentucky to teach at a school down there. Lexington, I think it
was. Been thinking a lot about her lately?” his father asked.

“Since I’ve been back I have. Some days I
wonder what my life would be like if I would’ve stayed and went to
the University here, instead of going down to Columbus. We were
pretty close the last year in high school, Dad. Then after
graduation and the summer, we just kind of went our own ways
without ever really talking about it. Being back here, I can’t help
wondering if she was the one, you know?”

“I know what you’re feeling. That was about
the way I felt when my parents moved away before my senior year and
I couldn’t see your mother anymore. But we stuck it out and kept in
touch. In those days, we still wrote letters, you know,” he said
with a smile.

Daniel grinned; he couldn’t remember the
last time he had sat down and written a letter like he had when he
was a child. Emailing and texting were usually how he had
communicated since graduate school.

“As soon as I graduated, I moved back down
here and before I knew it, we were married. I had felt for a long
time that she was the one for me, and I had always hoped that she
felt the same and could wait for me to finish school. You can’t
really look back and decide that you missed your chance, or the one
that was ‘meant for you’. If it doesn’t feel quite that way when
you’re together, it probably isn’t, no matter what you may think or
feel when you’re apart.”

Daniel nodded his head. “I guess you’re
right. Sometimes I wish somebody would find a cure for that disease
of ‘what ifs’, you know?”

Ray gently laughed, patting his son on the
back.

“They’re a part of life, son. You can’t go
back in time and change the way things happen. Do-overs aren’t
really the way that God has set this place up,” Ray said.

Daniel kept silent about the religious
reference. He hadn’t thought too much about God in a long time,
probably since his first year in college, as a matter of fact.
Religion had always been a big part of their family while he was
growing up, and he realized he had always felt a sort of innocence
and peace at home. But he still always felt restless, even back
then, like there was something missing in his life that he just
couldn’t quite put his finger on.

“What if you could?” asked Daniel. “Is there
anything you’d do-over or change about your life?”

“I don’t think so, just speaking off the top
of my head. I think I would have married your mother as soon as I
got out of high school instead of after college, but who knows? I
remember asking my father what to do back then, and he told me to
not be in too much of a hurry to take on more responsibilities than
I was ready for.”

“Yeah. I’ve just been thinking lately about
what life’s all about, at times. I mean, if I would’ve stayed here
and married Sarah, I probably wouldn’t be doing what I am today,”
Daniel said.

“That’s probably true. Maybe it’s not your
path in life to marry and have children. Or maybe that path just
hasn’t been placed before you yet,” he said. Daniel nodded
quietly.

Daniel pulled his hands from his pockets and
blew on them for warmth as they turned at their sidewalk and
trudged up the porch steps of the tall house. They stopped and sat
down on the old wooden porch swing that had been there for nearly
thirty years. He used to spend hours on that old porch swing,
thinking about his life and dreaming of the future.

Now he felt he was doing just that once
again and a wave of nostalgia swept over him. And he painfully
realized that he was no surer of what his future held now than he
had been more than twenty years before.


 Chapter 4
– The Archives



 


 


Daniel remained at his parents’ house in
Findlay five more days and then drove back to Columbus late Tuesday
morning. He had booked an afternoon flight to Orlando weeks before
and would head over to Cape Canaveral from there. He had also
decided to try to squeeze in some surfing time before the last half
of his vacation came to an end.

He had called Mike the day before to check
on his security clearance and his schedule at the NASA archive
facility. He had been granted the necessary clearances and was also
given the names of several people he might need to contact to find
the data he was researching. Gregory had also emailed him a rather
large list of articles and research data to copy for the next phase
of the project. Daniel had requested that the schedule at the
archives be crammed into the first part of his time there, so he
would have a few days left to enjoy the beach and the rest of his
vacation. They had obliged and he would be very busy at the
archives for the next three to four days.

Upon arriving at the Orlando International
Airport, he rented a sporty red convertible and took the Bee Line
Expressway directly to the Cape. The ocean air was very refreshing
and he began to relax again. He hadn’t been to the ocean in years
and liked the change of scenery. He checked into the Hilton Hotel
at nearby Cocoa Beach in the late evening, and stowed his luggage
in his room. And then he went for a long evening walk along the
beach.

The salt water of the Atlantic Ocean was
still quite cool from the Florida winter, and he shivered a little
as the cold waves gently lapped at his bare feet. The rising moon
was full and bright in the eastern sky. A warm breeze blew in from
the sea, and the moist air felt thick and sticky. After awhile, the
soles of his feet began to ache as he trudged over the sand. He
passed a few couples walking along the beach, and then he passed
one of the hotels where some of the early Spring Break parties were
happening. As he looked over the ocean, he suddenly felt very old
and alone, even in the midst of having all of his dreams and
ambitions fulfilled. He saw a picture of himself in his mind and it
depressed him.

It was of a lonely old man who had lived a
full bachelor’s life, but with no family to call his own. No
children, no grandchildren, and worst of all, no wife. No companion
to go through the many years of life with. No one to travel with,
no one to laugh with, and no one to grow old with. Friends were
great and all, but they couldn’t take the place of a spouse, at
least to him.

Why hadn’t he gotten married yet? He looked
up at the faint stars when the painful emotions began to pass and
wondered if he had made the wrong decisions in his life. Daniel
stopped and gazed over the pulsing waves for a long time, before
finally heading back to the hotel.

He quietly settled into his room and
unpacked his clothes, and then pulled out his laptop to prepare for
the next day. When he was finished, he surfed the Internet for a
while and then he half-heartedly watched the television in the
room. It was nearly midnight and he drifted off to sleep with the
late-night news playing softly.



* * *



The next day, Daniel pulled up to the main
gate of the NASA campus and stopped. A guard wearing fatigues
walked over to the side of his vehicle and asked for his name,
identification, and security clearance. He readily complied and sat
quietly as his credentials were checked and confirmed. The guard
handed them back to him as the gate opened and waved him through.
He smiled and drove up the main road to the complex.

He checked the maps he had printed out
earlier and quickly found the building that housed the old library
and archives. The building was quiet and only a few cars now
occupied the hundreds of parking spaces surrounding it. He thought
back to the last shuttle explosion and where he had been when it
had happened – he had been finishing up a semester in college when
he had heard the news. A national day of mourning had been declared
and observed by everyone, and then the political firestorm over
NASA and its failures began. It had been the second shuttle
disaster in five years and it had spelled doom for the
organization.

He put up the top of the convertible so he
wouldn’t have to do it later. He had been warned at the rental car
desk that it rained nearly every day like clockwork, and he didn’t
want to run out in the rain at the last minute. He made sure the
windows were rolled up tight and grabbed his backpack that held his
laptop, files, and other printouts.

Daniel walked up to the heavy glass front
doors and entered the lobby. An old security guard looked up and
asked him for his identification and security clearance. Daniel
handed them to him and then pulled out another set of printouts:
the maps and directory of the archives. The guard then asked to
inspect the backpack and laptop as he returned Daniel’s
identification to him. After he was satisfied that Daniel was not a
threat, his course demeanor changed to be slightly more
pleasant.

“Thank you, Mr. Marks. Go up the stairs to
the second floor, then down the hall to the third door to the right
and ask for the archive librarian, Mrs. Jenkins,” he said.

“Great – thanks,” Daniel replied as he
headed for the stairs.

He soon found her office just as the guard
had described and the late middle-aged librarian cheerily greeted
him. He handed her the papers and mentioned that Mike Levitz had
called her the day before. She offered to help him find whatever he
needed, and he thanked her. She soon had him setup at a small desk
with a terminal in the middle of the quiet library, and gave him a
brief tutorial on how to find research papers, articles, and other
information in the archive, and also how to save and print
copies.

After the tutorial, she left him alone and
he began getting used to the system. He pulled out the list of
articles he needed to find and began with the ones that Gregory had
indicated would be somewhat easier to locate. Within an hour, he
had found several of the articles on the list and was feeling
comfortable with the process. It might not be as bad as he feared.
He glanced around at the rows upon rows of pale metal bookshelves,
all full of binders and printed materials. Fluorescent lights hung
a few feet above the shelves. So far, it appeared that he and Mrs.
Jenkins were the only two in the archive.

A few hours later, the librarian stopped by
his desk. “How’s your research coming along?” she asked.

He smiled and looked up. “Very well, thank
you. I’ve flagged some article IDs that I haven’t been able to
locate in the system. Would you be able to help me track them down
when you have a moment?”

“Certainly,” she said as he handed her a
small slip of paper with a series of numbers and letters written on
it.

“Great – is there any coffee or vending
machines around?” he said. The research was somewhat boring and
tedious, and he began wondering why Gregory couldn’t have just
contacted the librarian directly and had her send him all the
research he needed in the first place.

“Sure. Go down to the first floor and then
past the security desk. Turn left and go all the way to the
northeast corner of the building. The building cafeteria is there
and there’s some soda machines and such.”

“Thank you,” he said and stood up to stretch
and head downstairs. She nodded politely and went back to her
office.

He came back a short time later with a diet
cola and sat down at the desk and continued his research. He had
finished with all the article IDs he was able to find, and then
began looking for the next set in which there were no article IDs,
but just titles, descriptions, and names of authors. Those would
take longer to track down and he soon found the archive entries
referencing book numbers, with the contents only available on
hardcopy. He would have to spend some time looking up the book
numbers in the library, finding the articles and making electronic
copies by hand. It would be even more boring, but at least he would
be walking around. He tried to liken it to a treasure hunt to help
him pass the time.

Daniel sat for a moment and wrote down a
basic procedure to find and copy the articles efficiently, and then
began trying it out. He made a list of all the book numbers and
article titles he needed and started hunting down all the books. He
pulled out a pad of small sticky-notes and labeled each book with a
sticky-note that contained the row, shelf, and column where he had
found it. The sticky-notes would save him a lot of time later when
he would have to put them all back. After he retrieved all of the
books he could find, he found the articles in each book and stacked
them neatly in piles, so he could scan them all at once. Maybe the
librarian could help him with that, he hoped.

Mrs. Jenkins came back late in the afternoon
with the list of article IDs he had given her earlier, several of
which were circled. “Mr. Marks, I’ve found all but nine of the
items you’ve requested. For these, I’m afraid I cannot find them in
the archive, but I spoke with someone who may be able to help you:
William Caldwell.” She looked down at the stacks of books and
binders on the floor. She seemed a little irritated, as if she
would have to put them all back herself after he left.

“What are those?” she asked, pointing at all
the books.

“Oh, they’re some of the articles and papers
that are only in hard-copy. I’ll put them all back after I’ve
scanned them, I promise.”

“Do you need some help with that?” she
offered. It would be tedious work and he was glad she had
volunteered.

“Sure – that would be great, but it may take
a while. I was thinking that could wait until tomorrow, if that’s
all right.” She seemed a little uncomfortable at having all those
books off the shelf and stacked on the floor, but she didn’t say
anything about it.

“Certainly. When will you be here
tomorrow?”

“I’ll probably be in at about the same time.
Another long day, by the way it looks,” he said, as he glanced over
at the stack of books.

“Alright. I’ll call Mr. Caldwell and have
him come by tomorrow. Is mid-morning okay?” He nodded. “I’m leaving
for the evening soon. Will you be staying later?” she added.

“Probably – is there anything I need to do
to close up?”

“No. I’ll inform the Security Desk that
you’ll be working late. You should just sign out when you leave,”
she said.

“Thanks,” he replied. “Have a good night.”
She smiled and replied in kind.

Mrs. Jenkins went back to her office and
made a phone call, presumably to tomorrow’s visitor. A few minutes
later, she locked up her office for the evening and then said
goodnight to him.

Daniel stayed in the library a few hours
longer, and the sun was going down by the time he left. He
organized his materials neatly to continue the next day precisely
where he left off and then went back to his hotel to relax.

In his room, he sat out on the small patio
and continued reading the book he had bought at the Albuquerque
airport, until he dozed off to the sound of the ocean waves on the
beach.



* * *



The following morning, Daniel went back to
the library very early with a large cup of coffee and plenty of
quarters for the vending machines. Mrs. Jenkins came in around
eight-thirty, said hello, and went straight to her office.

About a half-hour later, she emerged and
offered to begin scanning the research he had gathered. He followed
her back to the document scanner/copier so she could show him how
it worked, and then began the long task of scanning the documents.
He found a small cart and hauled over as many of the books and
binders he could load on it.

Promptly at ten o’clock, he heard a loud
knock behind him and a muffled voice saying “hello” near the
entrance to the library. He rose from his desk and went to the
door, where he found an older man of retirement age standing
outside.

“Hello, Mr. Caldwell?” Daniel asked as he
opened the door.

“Yes. Please, call me Bill,” he replied.

“It’s nice to meet you. I’m Daniel Marks.
Thank you for coming down here today,” he said. They shook hands
and Daniel closed the door behind him.

“I was surprised when ‘NASA’ showed up on my
phone’s caller ID yesterday.” He looked at the library with a
longing gaze. “I haven’t been back here in many years. Is Mrs.
Jenkins still here?” Bill said.

“Yes, she’s making copies of some of the
documents I’ve already gathered. She probably couldn’t hear you
over the copier,” Daniel replied. He began walking back to his desk
with Bill a step behind him. He found the list with the additional
documents and data they had not been able to locate.

Bill began looking over the list and noticed
all the binders on the floor. “I remember some of these. Yes, I
worked with many of these people,” he said with wistful
nostalgia.

“Great. What was your position here at NASA
before?” Daniel asked.

“Oh, I was one of the engineering managers
for the Deep Space Studies group – DSS,” he said, pointing to the
‘DSS’ notation on one of the binders. “We had acronyms for
everything in those days – made us feel more important and all
official, I suppose,” he said with a smile.

“When did you retire from NASA, Bill?”

He smiled and then responded, “Oh, I didn’t
retire from here – I was farmed out to one of the agency’s
contractors. After I did that for ten years, I decided I’d had
enough and retired a few years early. I saved hard all my life and
this place was good to me. They had a great pension plan that got
picked up by the DOD, and I get a nice check in the mail twice a
month.”

“That’s good – do you miss it?” Daniel
asked.

“Sometimes I do. There were many good, smart
people here and it was a shame about what happened after the
accident.”

“Do you think about it often?”

“This place or the accident?” Daniel tipped
his head as if to say ‘either’ and he continued. “I try not to, but
it’s always there you know, in the back of my mind. NASA was great
until Challenger, but after that it never really recovered back to
its heyday, especially after Endeavor. Lots of fond memories,” he
said, letting the thought trail off. “I suppose it’s that way for
all of us that worked here back then.”

Daniel nodded. “Were you at NASA during both
accidents?”

“I sure was – after Challenger, it was bad
enough, but after Endeavor, we all knew it was just a matter of
time before it was over.”

“When did that happen again? May 6th of ‘92
or something?”

“May 7th, 1992,” Bill said, correcting him.
“I was watching it with my team when it happened. It was something
of a tradition around here – something we all did for every launch,
especially for the shuttles. Especially that one.”

Daniel thought back to the spring of 1992 –
he had been finishing his first year of college and the Endeavor
was to be the next launch after the Challenger explosion in 1986.
Discovery had been slated to launch earlier that same year, but
maintenance problems had sidelined it. Endeavor had been the newest
of the shuttles, and NASA had assured the public and Congress over
and over that there would be no more accidents. They had even
delayed the launch several times because of weather problems, just
to be extra careful.

But a few moments after the launch, there
was apparently a problem with one of the fuel pumps, and the
shuttle veered off-course and exploded over the Atlantic Ocean.
Like Challenger, there were no survivors; the explosion was in the
news for weeks.

He had been in junior-high when Challenger
had exploded and he had watched the launch on live-television with
his classroom, since the first astronaut schoolteacher was on the
flight. America had been increasingly optimistic in the mid-80s,
but the Challenger tragedy left everyone feeling numb and shocked
for a long time. But whereas the Challenger disaster had caused
Congress to decide to authorize the building of another space
shuttle (Endeavor), the latter explosion caused Congress and the
American public to question the entire viability of the space
program.

Between the two disasters and the enormous
costs of maintaining the thirty-year old design of the STS (Space
Transportation System) program, Congress decided to discontinue the
civilian space exploration program, at least for the next several
years. After the civilian space program was discontinued, much of
the public lost interest in the agency, and in the end it became
just another government bureaucracy with a lot of nostalgia.

“How long did you stay on after the
explosion?” Daniel asked.

“Well, if I remember correctly, Congress
shutdown the civilian program after a couple years and there was a
big exodus from here. About four years after the explosion, NASA
was rolled into the Department of Defense. Many of the older NASA
employees accepted early retirement packages, while others simply
transferred to similar positions within the DOD.”

He paused to clear his throat. “However, a
lot of other employees involved in the shuttle program simply left
NASA and found other work, often with the contractors and
sub-contractors that NASA had used to build the various systems and
components.”

“Anyway, enough nostalgia – I’ll talk for
hours if you let me get started,” Bill said as he sat down at the
terminal and began slowly typing, as if he hadn’t used a keyboard
in a long time. Daniel smiled and thanked him again for coming
down.

Two hours later, they stopped for lunch and
Bill took him on a short tour of the old grounds. He took him over
to the VAB (Vertical Assembly Building) in which the shuttle had
been constructed and maintained. He pointed out the rest of the
buildings and facilities as they walked by, many of which appeared
to be more occupied than the technical library building. The
facilities were still used for building and designing rockets. But
the excitement of space exploration that NASA had before was
definitely no longer present.

After an hour, they went back to the library
and spent the rest of the day tracking down the rest of the
documents. It was nearly five o’clock and Daniel could tell that
Bill was getting tired. They decided to call it a day and left when
Mrs. Jenkins did, precisely at five o’clock, the same as the day
before (and everyday, Daniel assumed).

Daniel told her that he would be back
tomorrow and that he hoped to complete his tasks by the end of the
day. He thanked Bill for his time and the campus tour, and asked
him if he could contact him if he needed additional research
materials.



* * *



Later that Thursday evening, Daniel went
down the Cocoa Beach strip to one of the sports-bars that had been
recommended by the clerk at the hotel desk. He sat at the bar and
ordered a large beer and a sandwich, and watched the baseball game
with several others around him. When he was nearly finished, the
game was interrupted by a breaking news flash. When the newscaster
began speaking, a large red panel with the news details was
displayed on the right-hand portion of the screen.

“An Atlantic Airlines flight with 250 people
aboard crashed into rural Tennessee was two hours into its flight
earlier this evening. Flight 1630 took off from Tampa at 5:24 p.m.
Eastern Standard Time Thursday. The plane was en route to Chicago.
Atlantic Airlines said the plane was carrying 242 passengers and
eight crew members.” As the newscaster spoke, a live video feed of
the crash site appeared within the red panel.

“National Transportation Safety Board
investigators are on the scene and are at this time attempting to
recover the plane’s cockpit voice recorder,” she continued.

“The White House Press Secretary said there
had been no unusual communications with the cockpit. When asked if
there were any indications of terrorism, the White House said, ‘We
have not ruled anything out yet.’” The report cut away to another
network reporter on the scene, who began providing additional (but
very limited) details about the crash. In the background, the
sirens of fire-trucks and ambulances were still blaring, and the
firefighters were attempting to extinguish the dozens of fires on
the plane and around the rest of the crash site.

Everyone in the bar fell silent as the video
cut back to the first camera and the newscaster repeated the news
of the crash. Within a few minutes, the channel returned to the
game, while a small red ticker at the bottom continued to display
brief news clips of the crash. But few seemed very interested in
the game after that and the mood of the entire bar had been
dampened.

Daniel slowly finished his beer, thinking
about the tragedy. There had not been a major airliner crash like
that in several years. He left the bar and went down to the beach
for a short walk. The moon was full that night, encompassed by a
brilliant halo as it rose over the ocean. He thought more about the
crash and about his own flight back to New Mexico a week away, and
quickly dismissed the fears that there would be another crash that
week.

He walked half a mile down the beach and
then returned to his room to plan his tasks for the next day. He
wanted to finish all the research tomorrow so he could organize and
package it over the weekend, and would express-mail it to Gregory
on Monday. He estimated he would be finished by noon or early
afternoon and then spend the rest of the time returning the
materials to their original locations. Mrs. Jenkins had been a
tremendous help to him, and he decided to send her a nice thank-you
gift after he returned home.

He thought about going back to the bar and
watching another game, but he no longer felt like it. He went back
to his room and turned in early.



* * *



On Friday, Daniel arrived at the library the
same time he had done the day before and began scanning the rest of
the documents. Mrs. Jenkins arrived at her usual time and greeted
him, looking somewhat relieved that she could return to her normal
daily activities soon. He figured he had asked enough of her that
week and decided to do the rest of the scanning tasks himself.

About mid-morning, Daniel heard someone say
“good morning” and looked up to see Bill Caldwell standing next to
the scanner.

“Hello – how are you today?” he replied.

“Good, good. I found some other documents
referenced in my personal notes, and thought it would be easier to
just come down here and help you find the hardcopies myself.
Besides, I needed to get out of the house for a while this
morning.” Daniel noticed he was holding small notebook and a folded
newspaper.

Daniel smiled. “Thanks – it’ll be nice to
have some company. I think Mrs. Jenkins was getting tired of me
taking up so much of her time,” he said with a wide grin.

“Ah, she’ll be fine. She was here from the
time I was – she probably only has a few years left to go before
retirement,” Bill replied.

“Wow – that is awhile.” Daniel finished
scanning the document he was working on while making small-talk.
“Did you hear about the crash last night?” he asked.

“Oh, yes. That was one of the reasons I had
to get out of the house this morning – my church is just down
Courtney Parkway and I had to talk with the pastor about it.”

“Really? Why’s that?” Daniel asked. He
figured it was a prayer meeting about the crash, but he was still
curious.

“Well, because one of the passengers on it
used to go to our church. The name in the paper seemed familiar,
but I wasn’t sure so I paid the pastor a visit this morning and
found that they probably were on that plane.”

Daniel didn’t know quite what to say, but
managed an apology; “I’m sorry. What was his name?”

“Actually, ‘he’ was a ‘she’ – her name was
Melody Allison. She had attended the church years before and moved
to Tampa about ten years ago. Some of her closer friends kept in
touch with her and she came back to visit a few times, I think.
It’s a small world, huh?”

“That’s sad – is her family here in the
area?” Daniel asked.

“No, I don’t think so. If I remember right,
they’re up north – Ohio or Michigan or something. We might have a
short memorial for her and maybe send them some flowers,” he
said.

They walked over to the bookshelves and then
tracked down the last of the documents on the list that Bill had
brought with him. Together they carried all the binders back to the
scanner and Daniel began scanning them again. Bill told him more
about the old days at NASA and Daniel listened politely. Sometimes
he repeated his stories from the previous day, but Daniel didn’t
mind. About an hour later, he finished scanning the last of the
documents and they went back to the desk.

It was about lunch-time, but Daniel didn’t
feel like taking much of a break that day; he wanted to make sure
he could finish up by the end of the day. But if Bill wanted to
have lunch again, he would do so. He had been a tremendous help and
he enjoyed his company. His parents had always taught him and his
brothers to respect those older than themselves, and he had never
forgotten that lesson.

Bill checked his watch and spoke up, “Well,
I’d better be going soon. I’m meeting the pastor again at noon.” He
paused for a moment. “Say, would you like to go to my church this
Sunday?”

Daniel thought for a quick moment and then
replied, “Thanks, but I think I need to pass. I’m not much into
church these days, I’m afraid.” Daniel smiled politely. “But thanks
again,” he said. Church was for older people, or for those who were
superstitious to some extent.

“No problem, I understand,” Bill said as he
stood up from the desk.

“Thanks again for all your help, Bill. It
was nice to meet you and have your help with all this
research.”

He smiled and they shook hands, “You’re
welcome. By the way, here’s my phone number – if you need any more
help with research, I might be able to find some contact numbers
for the other scientists involved in those documents,” he said as
he handed him a small handwritten piece of paper with his phone
number. “If you change your mind about church on Sunday, it’s
Orchard Groves Baptist, over here off of North Courtney, a mile or
two north of the Bee Line.”

“Sure – thanks again Bill. It was great
working with you.”

“Anytime – good luck on your project,” he
said as Daniel walked him to the door. They shook hands again and
Bill left.

Daniel returned to the desk and took the
next set of binders back to the scanner. Mrs. Jenkins had already
left for lunch, and he was once again alone in the empty library.
He continued scanning the documents and ended up finishing earlier
than he had expected. By mid-afternoon, he had put back all the
binders, notebooks, and other dozens of loose documents he had
taken from the shelves over the last few days. He thought about
just packing up and returning to the hotel, but that felt
depressing for some reason. He would stay until Mrs. Jenkins went
home, and then thank her for all her time and assistance that
week.

He decided to pass the last two hours by
doing some technical reading on the Endeavor tragedy, since he had
a much higher level of security access than normal and since he was
there in the library. Most of the articles concerning the crash had
been declassified years ago, so it didn’t really matter if it was
outside the scope of the project he was working on. He had never
really heard much about what had caused the explosion, other than
something about a fuel pump malfunction. Given the nature of the
projects he was working on now, finding what caused other tragedies
in a technical, critical environment might help his own group avoid
or simply be more aware of similar problems.

Mrs. Jenkins jingled her keys as she locked
up her office for the weekend and Daniel rose from his desk. All
his papers and files were safely stowed in the small box he had
brought the day before. He gathered his box of papers and thanked
her for all her time and assistance that week. She smiled in return
and he walked with her down the stairs, past the security desk, and
out the front doors.

As he drove away and left the NASA grounds,
he felt relieved to be finished with all the research. He still had
to package and send it back to Gregory, but he would deal with that
tomorrow. He still had one last week of vacation left before he
returned home and he wanted to enjoy the rest of it, without
thinking about work or research or papers much.

He felt a little guilty about declining
Bill’s invitation to church, but he just didn’t feel comfortable in
church anymore. He wasn’t really sure why, but he probably hadn’t
since high school. He didn’t know of anyone back home who went to
church, or who even hinted at being religious.

It wasn’t that it was outright discouraged
or anything, it just wasn’t done within those scientific circles:
the mixing of science and religion. Therefore very few scientists
were religious, or at least were so publicly. In unspoken terms,
the scientific community of the last century more or less
inherently distrusted the science of anyone – regardless of their
credentials – who also claimed to be religious, especially
Christian.

Besides, it just wasn’t worth the risking of
one’s career and reputation to hold to antiquated rituals and
beliefs, at least in his opinion. He had recently read that several
scientists and associate professors had been denied tenure or
demoted after they had publicly expressed doubts about Darwinian
evolution. It wasn’t that they had made statements in favor of
Intelligent Design or even Creationism, but they had simply asked
evidently the “wrong” questions about evolution. Didn’t that speak
of a form of intolerance from within the scientific community as
bad as that of the religious community?

How could it be that open discussion of
religion of any sort in modern science was not to be tolerated?
After all, humans were inherently religious creatures. Wasn’t that
simply exchanging one form of intolerance for another, or from one
source to another? He always felt uncomfortable when thinking back
to how he had more or less grown up in the church. He didn’t
despise it or anything, but he felt it was somewhat foolish and
superstitious now after being properly educated.

Perhaps one day he would take some time to
think about his own spiritual beliefs more in depth, but not today.
There was too much life to be lived than to be wasted on religious
rituals at this point in his life. Maybe someday if he married and
had children, he would revisit the beliefs of his parents and his
childhood.


 Chapter 5 – The New
Project



 


 


On Monday morning, Daniel slept in until
seven-thirty and went downstairs to the lobby to get some
breakfast. He felt like just eating it back in his room on the
balcony and reading the news. He had finished organizing all the
documents the day before and had burned several copies onto DVDs.
He would ship the DVDs later that day when he went for a long drive
down the coast.

He sat out on the balcony, eating his
breakfast with a national newspaper, when a picture on front page
caught his eye. It was a photograph of the airliner which had
crashed a few days before, Atlantic Airlines 1630. The image was of
the aircraft’s identification number, but angled in a certain way
that seemed strangely familiar. He looked at it closer and read the
article in full. As he looked over the other images that detailed
the crash, a picture suddenly popped into his mind and he realized
why he had recognized it.

The image of the plane’s identification
number was the same as in his dream months before. He gasped and
looked at it more closely. How could that be? No one could see into
the future. And why had he not remembered the number and airliner
until he had seen the picture?

He sat back, still puzzled over the image
and read the details of the crash over and over. He looked over the
paper and began scanning the list of passengers who had died in the
crash, until one jumped out at him that he knew would be there:
Melody Allison. Next to each name was their location of residence,
with hers being Tampa, FL.

Daniel closed his eyes and tried to remember
as much of the dream as he could. He had almost forgotten about it
until he had seen the image of the crashed airliner’s
identification number. From his dream, he recalled the screams of
the passengers during the convulsions of the plane and the
terrifying sights of the plane splitting apart and passengers being
ripped out of the fuselage. He remembered the horrible free-fall
after the plane had been torn apart. And he remembered the face of
the woman who had sat next to him.

He concentrated on her face again and tried
to remember every detail about her. Had she said anything to him?
He couldn’t remember. He saw her hand on his and her intense gaze,
and then saw her lips moving. She had been praying, but hadn’t that
been later? He once again saw her face and her saying something to
him. What was it?

His eyes snapped open as he remembered:
Melody. He sat back and shook his head. How could this be? It had
only been a dream – how could he know the identification number of
an airliner months before it crashed? And how could he know the
name of a woman from the flight before he had he even known that
she would be on that flight?

He thought for a moment about what he should
do next. He could try to find a picture of her to further confirm
that she was the woman from his dream, which would probably be
possible since he was very close to where she had lived before. He
was tempted to call Bill Caldwell and tell him what had happened,
but he just couldn’t bring himself to, at least not yet. How would
he explain the dream and its bizarre fulfillment? No one would
believe him! And besides, what did it matter now that the plane had
crashed?

He looked over the pictures again and also
noticed that the airliner had not just gone down in one large
piece, but was split nearly in two at the center, just in front of
the wings. He tried to remember approximately where it had split in
his dream, and it had been at the wings too.

Another thought occurred to him and he
retrieved his laptop – perhaps someone had already posted the names
of those who had died in the crash with recent photos of them.
Within a few minutes, he found a webpage that displayed the names
of all the victims and photos next to each one. Sure enough, the
photograph next to her name closely resembled how she had looked in
his dream. The photo was outdated, but still there was no mistaking
it. It was her.

Yet he came back to the same basic question
he had before: what did any of this matter now?

Daniel thought about his strange dream and
the tragedy the rest of the morning, until he decided that he
needed to stop wasting his time and enjoy the rest of his vacation.
He mailed the package with the research data to Gregory and Mike
back in New Mexico, and then he grabbed a short lunch at an outdoor
cafe.

With his work finished, he took a long drive
down the coast.



* * *



The next morning, Daniel awoke at six-thirty
and gathered a pair of swimming trunks, an extra set of clothing,
and threw them all together into a small bag. He walked downstairs,
grabbed a bagel and coffee and then out the lobby doors to his car.
He took off down the coastal highway and headed south to West Palm
Beach, just over two hours away.

He had decided to go scuba-diving while he
was in Florida, since he had not done that in nearly ten years. On
each vacation, he always attempted to do a new activity, learn
something new, or travel somewhere he had not been before. He had
found a scuba shop that had a training facility with private
instructors on the Internet a few days ago and reserved a spot for
himself.

The scuba-shop was on the main strip just
off the beach, and he had no problem finding it. He met the
instructor and informed him that he needed a refresher course, and
he was soon led to the back of the building where there was a small
enclosed pool. The pool appeared to be quite deep and the
instructor pointed him over to one of the side benches. An
assistant brought out the equipment and the instructor began
instructing him about the tank, the regulator, and rest of the
components. Daniel began to remember his previous course and soon
had all the equipment on and was practicing in the pool. The
instructor then began showing him again the correct way to enter
and leave the water, and about how to properly monitor the pressure
and re-surfacing.

He spent the rest of the morning practicing,
and by noon was on a small boat with several others, heading out to
one of the many nearby coral reefs. The boat stopped after about a
half hour and everyone put on their equipment for the dive. His
instructor was there, along with several others he had taught the
day before.

The instructor told them all to go over to
the side of the boat and then had everyone put on their masks and
get into the water. Daniel began breathing into the mouthpiece and
tipped back into the water. It took him a few moments to get
oriented and begin his dive, with the others and the instructor
nearby. The instructor motioned for everyone to follow him as he
dove lower and began pointing for them to go look at some of the
coral and the other underwater sights.

After about an hour, the instructor motioned
for them to slowly head to the surface and everyone followed him
up. They emerged from the water and climbed back into the boat.
Everyone was smiling but looking somewhat tired. They would go out
again in about an hour, and once their equipment had been removed,
energy bars and bottles of water were passed around for
refreshment. The instructor congratulated them on their dive and
the boat moved on to another location. This one would be deeper
than the first, but the fish and coral would be much more
spectacular.

At the new dive location, there were many
more species of fish and marine life to observe and they also saw
several sea turtles. Schools of brilliantly-colored fish swam in
and among the structures of coral and rocks. The dive was indeed
significantly deeper and the water was much darker at the new
depths than before. About half of those diving with them stayed
closer to the surface, while a few of the braver ones (or perhaps
those just more confident in their abilities) swam close to the
instructor and followed him down lower.

By the end of the day, Daniel was tired and
hungry. He drove down the beach a little further and found a
sea-side sports-bar and relaxed for a while. Afterwards, he
wandered down the beach, which was nicer and wider than Cocoa
Beach. There were many more people out too, even though it was a
weeknight. It wasn’t until around nine o’clock when he headed back
to his car and drove back up to his hotel. When he finally arrived
back at his hotel, he was exhausted and was fast asleep soon after
he got into bed.



* * *



The next morning, Daniel slept in and
decided to go surfing that afternoon. He went up the coast to Ron
Jon's, one of the better-known surf shops in Cocoa Beach, where he
bought a small block of carnauba wax and rented a surfboard for a
couple days. He headed up the beach to one of the quieter beaches
where he could watch a few other surfers and remember how to get
started. Daniel parked his car and then pulled the surfboard out of
the passenger’s seat and set it down on the sand.

After he finished waxing the surfboard and
putting on sunscreen, he quickly walked down to the water. The
ocean’s surface wasn’t too choppy now and the waves were cresting
at nearly four feet, a good height for him to start out on. Five
young, but apparently experienced surfers were about a hundred feet
out and appeared to be having a great time. For a while he just
watched them, carefully noting where and how to catch the waves and
then especially how they jumped to their feet.

Once he decided he had watched them long
enough, he leaned down and tied the plastic leash around his right
ankle. He picked up the white, decorative surfboard and ran forward
towards the breaking surf. A small wave was slowly cresting about
thirty feet in front of him as he righted himself and steadily
paddled out. It broke and crashed seconds later, no more than six
feet ahead of him. Daniel reached for the tip of the board and
shifted his weight forward, duck-diving underneath the white
foaming seawater. He shook his head as he surfaced and continued
paddling out to the deeper water.

Another wave steadily rolled toward him.
This time it didn’t crest and it slid underneath him, lifting him
and the board several feet above the ocean’s surface. Daniel
stopped paddling as he watched another swell approach. This was the
one, he decided. He quickly spun the board around to face the shore
and hearing the approaching wave’s roar, he began furiously
paddling as it overtook him. Seconds later, he was atop the crest
of the four-foot wave and was starting his drop into the trough.
Halfway down, he quickly pushed himself to his feet and found his
balance. He crouched and plunged the remaining distance downward on
the thick fiberglass board.

As he reached the bottom, he lost his
balance and tipped forward too much, and then toppled over the side
of the board. He surfaced a few moments later, sputtering and
coughing up seawater. He reached down to his ankle and used the
leash to pull the surfboard back to him.

Daniel got back onto the board and rested
for a few minutes to catch his breath. Then he paddled out to
battle the waves once again. He was determined to ride the next
wave all the way into the shore. He caught another short wave and
he managed to stay a few feet ahead of the crashing white froth. He
let out a long yell, whooping as the wave steadily drove him to the
shore. He caught a fleeting glimpse of the other surfers standing
on the beach nearby, watching him curiously as his wave began to
lose its power.

After the wave was spent and he had sunk
into the shallow water, he leaned back and sat down on the board.
He rested for a moment and then turned around to paddle back out.
He had enjoyed scuba-diving the day before, but surfing was much
better. He felt a certain freedom on the waves, like he was part of
the ocean itself and not just an intruding observer. He liked
feeling the regular beat of the waves under him and how they pulsed
every so often with a surge of energy and power.

He continued surfing the rest of the day and
by early evening, Daniel was completely wiped out. After he
showered and changed back at his hotel room, he went out to an
oceanfront restaurant and had dinner as twilight approached. The
sun was slowly disappearing behind a thin layer of feathery clouds
in the western sky, turning them beautiful shades of orange and
pink. In the east, a cruise ship had left from the nearby port and
was slowly making its way south, probably bound for the
Bahamas.

The muscles of his arms and back were
already sore from all the paddling on the surf, but he was happy he
had spent so much time on the water. He had found another hobby he
loved, and he planned to continue surfing the rest of the time he
was there. He decided he would ask around and find other beaches to
try, and maybe go to a different one each day.

He had only a few days left and he wanted to
make sure they would be well-spent before he had to go home.



* * *



Daniel flew back to Albuquerque early Sunday
evening and arrived back in New Mexico just over four hours later.
He put his luggage into his jeep and then drove south to
Socorro.

He found it quite refreshing to be home
again in the West. While he had enjoyed his time back east in Ohio
and in Florida, he didn’t care for the high humidity and the
frequent rains. He was very pleased with how his vacation had
turned out and all he had been able to accomplish. It had been good
to visit his parents and then get away to somewhere completely
different for awhile before having to return.

The sun was just disappearing in the west
and the last beams of the day created a magnificent backdrop for
the rugged mountains as he drove south on the flat plain. An hour
later, he pulled into the garage of his desert home. Daniel took
his bags inside and finished unpacking before settling in and
relaxing. By the time he was finally finished, the sky was dark and
the last rays of the sunset had completely faded. The bright moon
began to cast its light yellow glow upon the desert wilderness in
the east and slowly rose. He checked the light and saw that it
still wasn’t dark enough yet, so he sat on the sofa and poked
around on his guitar for a while.

When he noticed it was much darker, Daniel
put down the guitar and then wandered out to the porch to gaze at
the thousands of twinkling stars. It was a cold night, and it only
took a few minutes to send Daniel back inside to put on heavier
clothing. He returned with a beer in hand and watched the stars for
a while. The sunburn from Florida wasn’t bothering him as much now
as it had on the long flight home. The cool night breeze alleviated
some of the pain and soreness, while some aspirin and aloe had
further relieved some of his discomfort.

He thought about all that had happened while
he was in Florida. Many of his questions about the strange dream
had been answered, but there was little he could do about them now.
The crash still greatly saddened him of course, and he thought
about spending some time to find out more information about the
crash and the woman, but he kept coming back to its futility.

He decided to wait until more information
was uncovered by the crash investigators, and perhaps more details
about the flight and his dream would be revealed. Until then, he
would waste no more time thinking about it.

But he still didn’t understand why he had
the dream in the first place. And that bothered him more than
anything else.



* * *



The temperatures of early autumn in central
New Mexico would still be high for another few weeks, Daniel noted
as he stepped outside. The air was dry and the grasses and small
shrubs were brown after a long summer of scorching heat. But the
late August climate would give way to a pleasant fall and then much
cooler weather in winter. But the air this morning was not as
searing as it had been a few weeks ago and no longer smelled of dry
sand.

Daniel hiked up the mountain and noticed
that parts of the ground were still damp from last evening’s rain.
Even though it had been rather short, it had removed much of the
dust from the air. With the clear sky, the sun was much brighter
today and he was already looking forward to the late evening when
he could do some amateur astronomy. He wore jean-shorts and a thin
sweatshirt, typical late summer clothing for the desert. The
Experimentals group was more relaxed (as far as dress code went)
than the other groups, even though there was little formal dress
code anyway.

The five months that followed his vacation
to Ohio and Florida had passed very quickly. As soon as he had
returned, the Electrodynamics group had begun designing prototypes
and test harnesses. The main prototype the team was developing was
an instrument that could create and manipulate electromagnetic
fields of varying shapes, sizes, and intensities, He was tasked
with writing the software that the instrument would use to create
and control the fields. The hardware had been finished less than a
month before and Daniel was now busy pulling together all the
components and modules he had written against a rudimentary
emulator.

Gregory Turansky, the senior physicist on
the project, had designed much of the prototype and was already
working on the next phase of the project (but he wouldn’t really
tell anyone what it was). There was speculation that he was
studying how gravitational fields could be manipulated similar to
his work with electromagnetic fields. Gregory spent most of his
time in his office and was quite secretive about his research even
to Mike. Daniel figured he didn’t want others to distract him or
break his concentration, and he could understand that.

Now that he had direct access to the
prototype’s hardware, Daniel had been spending most of his waking
hours in the Electromagnetics lab. It was isolated from the other
labs and often he was there working next to the machine all by
himself. At first, it had been nice to be able to write code
without all the distractions and interruptions, but after a while,
he found that they had almost given him little breaks throughout
the day and had helped keep his energy levels high. Now he felt
bored at times, even though he was busy working long hours in the
lab.

He had been missing his days with the
Controller group recently and had even entertained the idea of
transferring back. Much of his work was done in isolation and he
missed the comradery of Sam and the joking (and often cursing) from
the other programmers and engineers. But he was determined to
complete the project, despite some of its negative aspects. It was
still interesting work and he was learning a great deal about an
interesting branch of physics he had not been very familiar with
before.

Daniel had connected his lab computer system
to Aurora early on and he found himself chatting with the computer
much more than he used to when he worked in the Controller group.
At times, Aurora seemed insulted if he didn’t give her enough tasks
to help him with, and he thought that was rather ironic. In a
strange way, he sometimes felt he was almost getting to know her,
even though she wasn’t really a person. While “she” could freely
converse with others, he felt he was still speaking more or less to
a curious child, especially when it came to philosophical
discussions. He would have to speak with Dr. Richards one of these
days and find out if she had enhanced Aurora’s personality modules
to be more humanlike and interesting.

He reached the peak of the mountain and
quickly began his descent, without spending much time looking at
the view. He was too occupied with the upcoming events of the day
and didn’t think about it until he was halfway down the other side.
Fifteen minutes later, he scanned his badge on the access panel at
the back doors and headed for the lab.

A few minutes later, he logged into his
machine in the lab and then began checking his email and daily
calendar. Aurora greeted him as soon as he was finished reading his
email – that had been a nice feature the Controller group had
added: having Aurora intelligently determine when a user was busy
reading or coding and not interrupt them until they were finished.
Sometimes there were still interruptions, but they were much less
frequent now.

“Good morning, Daniel. How are you today?”
Aurora asked.

“I’m good – how are you this morning?” he
replied with a polite smile.

“I’m fine also. It’s a beautiful day out,”
she noted.

That made him laugh. “How do you know that?
Did you check the current weather forecast and climate readings
outside?”

“Yes. I am currently still confined to the
building,” she complained.

“That’s funny,” he smirked, and then he
thought for a moment. “Aurora, if you were able to leave this
building, where would you go?” The supercomputer paused and he
thought he had confused it with one of those self-awareness
questions that frequently gave it problems.

“I’m afraid I do not know. I haven’t fully
thought about it yet,” she replied.

“Well, maybe you should. We could devise a
mobile unit that you would be able to control and gather
information from, and let it travel outside the building.”

“That would be quite an interesting
experiment,” Aurora said. “I think I would like to go somewhere
unique, somewhere that no human has traveled to before.”

“That may be possible, but it would take
some more time and effort. Maybe we can send you to the bottom of
the sea or something. Sam would like that,” he joked.

“Yes, I suppose he would. Would you like me
to start your development environment now?” she asked. He nodded
and said ‘thank you.’ After he began looking at his development
tasks for the day and at the complicated design, Aurora fell silent
and did not speak to him again until midmorning.

He usually wrote the software in long spurts
of several hours at a time, especially during the development
phase.

He typically tried to write most of the code
for the day before lunch, and then spent the rest of the day
testing, debugging, and refactoring what he had written earlier. He
tried to spend one or two days a week on design and then the rest
of the time on writing code. Sometimes he spent weeks in design and
then another month or two in development.

Daniel looked over at the hardware case for
the prototype of the electromagnetic field manipulator and shook
his head. When the hardware engineers had first set it up, there
had been missing panels and wires and cables hanging out all over
the place, and Gregory had complained and complained until they
cleaned it up. Gregory hated messy labs and would refuse to enter
them if they weren’t tidy enough, even though his office wasn’t the
best-kept and organized. Much of the lab was empty, since the only
real experimentation there involved the prototype.

The EMF manipulator prototype was
encompassed in a large case about four meters long by four meters
wide and three meters high. The top two meters of the device was
constructed of thick, Plexiglas walls and the bottom third housed
all the controller cards, the electromagnetic field generator, and
other hardware components. When an electromagnetic field was being
manipulated, its intensities and shapes were rendered and displayed
on a large LCD screen next to Daniel’s other two wide-screen
monitors at his lab station.

The software he had been developing was the
EMF Controller, which looked similar to other typical graphical
design programs. With the application, any user could manipulate
the field’s shape, size, intensity and modify any of the field’s
attributes in real-time. He had developed much of the user
interface several months before with the emulator and had finished
soon after the prototype had been constructed. And now his main
task was to tie the application software to the EMF manipulator
instead of the emulator interface.

The last two weeks had been spent
controlling the area of the electromagnetic fields, making it grow,
shrink, change its position, and rotate according to the user’s
mouse movements in the application. He had plans to build in a
wireless controller like some of the new video game systems used,
but that was a much lower priority. Last week he had finished the
code used to reposition and rotate the fields, and now he was
working on the resizing code. When this task was completed, he
would begin working on how to change the shape and intensity of
individual sections of the field, instead of just the entire
field.

He looked over the design again and began
writing the classes and functions – it was going to be another long
day in the lab, but at least it would go fast.



* * *



Two days later, Daniel finished coding the
modules that controlled the size and intensity of the
electromagnetic field in the EMF generator, and began running his
unit tests. A few minutes later, the tests passed and he reset the
system. He launched the application in the debugger and waited for
it to display. As the application came up, he checked the EMF
manipulator display and saw that it was accurately being reflected
in the controller.

He moved the mouse to one of the buttons on
the controller and created a small field, and then watched it
appear on both the EMF display and the application. He shifted the
mouse slightly to the right and the field began slowly spinning. He
sped it up and then quickly reversed its spin. He then stopped the
field and then began testing the new functionality, making the
electromagnetic sphere shrink to its smallest size and then grow to
the maximum, which had been set to the size of the container. He
then modified the intensity while changing its size, and that
appeared to be working properly also. He smiled, since it looked
like another significant part of the system had been finished.

He decided to perform another test and
reduced the size, intensity, and spin rate of the field to their
minimum levels and then increased all of them at the same time.
Then he flattened the large sphere until it looked like a donut and
dragged the top center of the field down past the bottom to try to
form a funnel. Suddenly, the field vanished from both displays and
the debugger halted abruptly inside one of the new functions. He
glared at the screen, grumbled about it for a moment, and then
began examining the code. A few minutes later, he fixed the problem
and re-launched the application.

Aurora’s icon popped up on his display – she
wanted to chat. He didn’t really feel like talking, but he
acknowledged her request anyway, “Hey, Aurora – what’s up?” he
asked.

“Would you like a scientific answer or was
that your greeting?” she replied.

He grinned. “That was my greeting,” he
said.

“Are you busy?” she asked.

“Not really – I’m debugging some of the new
features. You can watch if you’d like,” he offered.

“Certainly.”

He quickly performed the basic tests again
and then repeated the same scenario that had caused the earlier
application crash. It appeared to have been fixed, and he sat back
and watched the spinning funnel on both displays. He let the system
run and then began writing some comments in the code he had just
modified. He always heavily documented most of the code he wrote,
since he (along with most other programmers) forgot the details of
their code after only a few months. He glanced over to the display
and saw that the funnel was still spinning at the top speed. He
continued his documentation for a few more minutes, and then
checked in the code to the repository.

“Daniel – something appears to be wrong with
the electromagnetic field – I’m detecting an increase in power
being drawn by the device,” Aurora mentioned. “Would you like some
assistance?”

“No thanks – I’ll check it out.” He looked
up at the displays – everything appeared to be normal.

He reset the display that was linked
directly to the EMF manipulator and it soon came back to life. The
field’s intensity didn’t appear to be increasing, and he thought
that was somewhat strange. He checked the power readings on his
display and discovered Aurora was correct: the system was pulling a
ton of power for some reason. If the power was increasing, then the
field’s intensity should be increasing. Something in the system was
wrong, and it was better to be safe than sorry.

Daniel reached for the mouse and shut down
the debugger. However, the application didn’t stop as it should
have, nor did it shut down the field being generated by the device.
He clicked the application exit button directly, but nothing
happened. The application process was locked up hard. He opened the
task manager on his system and manually killed the process. The
application vanished, but he saw that the display still showed the
electromagnetic funnel still spinning and consuming more and more
power.

Great, he thought, he would have to reboot
the system. He stood up and walked over to the huge device in the
far corner of the room.

As he reached down and flipped the reset
button, he heard a loud pop and saw a brilliant flash of white
light burst from the machine that instantly blinded him. He
screamed and covered his face. Everything went silent and he could
only see lights and shadows. Had he gone deaf and blind in the
explosion? He staggered back and lay down on the floor, feeling
dizzy and disoriented.

He looked up and saw a large circle of light
suddenly grow, and a moment later felt someone’s hands on him. He
could now see faint outlines and shapes around him. He realized the
light had come from the door, but he still couldn’t hear
anything.

Suddenly, he could no longer feel the hands
on him and he felt as if he was floating. He looked around and saw
nothing but darkness; there were no outlines or shapes or anything.
He reached down for the floor and then he felt the peculiar
sensation of falling. His mind flashed back to his dream in the
airliner and for a brief moment thought he was dreaming again. But
since he had no hearing and no vision, he couldn’t tell what was
happening at all.

He forced his eyes closed and tried to use
his other senses to figure out where he was. He felt hot blowing
air on his face and even thought he could feel the grit of sand and
dust striking his skin. He screamed for help and frantically waved
his arms and legs, but still he continued to fall.

And finding himself completely helpless, he
kept his eyes closed and waited for whatever would happen next.


 Chapter 6 – Out of
Time



 


 


Daniel awoke with a start and his left arm
jerked out and struck the wall hard, making him yelp loudly. How
could there be a wall there if he was in the middle of the lab?

He was relieved when he realized that he
could hear his own voice and see faint shapes in the room. For a
moment, he didn’t really care where he was, just relieved that he
could see and hear again. But the room was very dark, and he rubbed
his eyes and blinked. He sat up and braced himself on his hands and
felt something soft under him. He was puzzled, since he had
expected to feel the hard, cold surface of the tile floor.
Something strange was covering his legs, and he reached down and
felt soft bed-sheets.

He realized he was in a bed – probably at
the hospital, he thought. He slowly looked around and felt as if
the room was almost familiar, instead of being completely new and
strange like a hospital room should be. The last thing he
remembered was having the overwhelming sensation of falling. For a
moment, he considered getting out of bed and trying to find a
light-switch, but he still felt somewhat dizzy and unsure of
himself. Staying in bed would probably be the safest thing to do.
But if he was in a hospital, why was it so dark?

Maybe it had all been a dream, he thought as
he lay back down. He looked over at the walls around him and could
make out various rectangles of different sizes – probably pictures,
he reasoned. But the room felt oddly familiar. He wanted to find
out for certain where he was, but he knew he was still quite
disoriented and would probably hurt himself even more if he tried
to explore the room.

A wave of dizziness swept over him and he
winced and clutched the side of his head. He closed his eyes and
the feeling slowly passed. He needed to go back to sleep –
everything would make sense when he woke up the next morning.

He kept his eyes closed and got comfortable
in the bed, and soon went back to sleep.



* * *



Daniel didn’t know which woke him first: the
sounds of activity around him, or the bright daylight that streamed
into the room. He felt groggy with sleep and slowly opened his
eyes. He saw a plain white ceiling above him and then glanced
around the room.

He gasped as he realized he was in his old
bedroom and everything was setup exactly as it had been before he
had moved out decades ago. He must be dreaming, but he soon
realized for sure that he wasn’t. What was going on?

He got out of bed and further examined the
room. It was bizarre – some of the memorabilia and pictures on the
wall had been packed away long ago and he had not seen them in
years. Most he had left in the attic of his parents’ house, so
perhaps that could explain why some of them were there. But why
were they even unpacked and back in his room anyway? Even odder,
there were books and papers lying on his desk that he swore he had
thrown away decades before, yet there they were. He checked the
handwriting on the papers, and they were indeed his.

His heart began pounding and he felt panicky
– what was happening? Maybe he had been hurt in the explosion or
something. He looked down at his torso and his arms and legs. He
felt fine, actually; he felt better than he had in years. Daniel
rushed into the bathroom to look at himself. He gasped again when
he saw his reflection – he looked nearly twenty years younger! His
hair was thicker and much longer than he was used to, and styled
like it had been in the early 90’s. He peered closely at his face
and no longer saw most of the lines that had been there for
years.

He looked down at his hands and arms, and
there were none of the small scars he had gotten over the years of
hiking and climbing. What had happened to his body? And why didn’t
he remember anything after the explosion in the lab?

“Daniel – your breakfast is ready! Come and
get it!” he heard his mother call. Now he was sure he was dreaming,
or that he was actually back in his parents' home.

“Dude, you’d better hurry!” another voice
yelled out.

“I’m working out today and I’m starving!”
Who was that? It almost sounded like his younger brother Tom, but
the voice wasn’t as deep as it usually was.

“Give him a break – this is his first day of
vacation,” Daniel heard his father mutter.

“I’ll be right down!” Daniel yelled, and
then quickly used the bathroom and splashed some water on his face.
He was afraid – he had to figure out what had happened. Why was he
even home and why couldn’t he remember anything between the
accident and how he had gotten back there?

Daniel quickly walked downstairs and out to
the kitchen. On his way down, he noticed that everything was over
twenty years old – all the pictures on the wall, the furniture, and
even the television. If someone was putting on a prank, they had
done a great job.

He stopped in his tracks when he walked into
the kitchen. There were his two younger brothers – just teenagers –
exactly as they had been twenty years ago. There was no way they
could have pulled that off! He suddenly felt sick and slowly walked
over to his place at the table.

“You okay, bro?” Tom asked as Daniel sat
down in the empty chair next to him. His youngest brother continued
woofing down a big bowl of cold cereal. Dave, the middle brother,
looked up at him and smirked, and continued eating too.

“Yeah, I’m not feeling very good today,”
Daniel said, looking around at everyone. He couldn’t get over how
young everyone looked. Even his father had more hair and his mother
showed no gray in hers. Neither had hardly any of the wrinkles he
was used to either.

“Oh? You didn’t sleep well?” Ray asked.
Daniel shook his head and glanced down at the table full of bowls
and cereal.

“Probably too much partying at OSU, right
Daniel?” said Dave.

Tom pushed Daniel’s empty bowl in front of
him and said, “Dude, if you’re gonna barf...”

“That’s not funny, guys,” his father said
and they went back to eating their cereal. Daniel reached for a
piece of toast and began eating, even though he wasn’t really
hungry.

“Well, it’s off to school. You boys ready?”
Ray asked as Tom and Dave both groaned but quickly finished and put
their bowls in the kitchen sink. He turned to Daniel, “Enjoy your
vacation, son. See you both tonight,” he said as he kissed Lynn
goodbye and then headed for the back door. Seconds later, they were
gone and Daniel and his mother were left by themselves.

“It’s always like a whirlwind around here in
the morning. Do you want some aspirin or medicine or something?”
she asked, looking over at him.

“Nah, I’ll be alright – I think I just need
some rest and some fresh air,” he said.

“Okay,” his mother replied as she began
clearing the table. He helped her take care of it and then went
back upstairs to his room.

He closed the bedroom door and lay back down
on the bed to think about what he should do next. Was it really
possible he was back in time? By all appearances it seemed to be
so. From what he could tell, his mind had somehow been transferred
back in time to the early 1990s. He thought back to the last thing
he remembered from his life in the future. He had been in the lab
and had walked over to the electromagnetic device to reset it.

He remembered the explosion and falling to
the ground, and then – nothing. That was it – the malfunction of
the EMF manipulator must have been what had sent him back. But
again, how was that possible?

Daniel decided to go for a walk; maybe some
fresh air would help clear his mind. He went downstairs to the
kitchen for some coffee that was still warm. His mother was sitting
at the table skimming through the paper. He smiled – she had been
getting up the same time as everyone else to help them get out of
the house on time for as long as he could remember.

“I didn’t know you drank coffee,” she said
as he poured himself a travel-mug full.

“Oh yeah – since my last year in college,”
he replied without thinking.

“You mean this year, right?” she said with a
curious look.

“Right – I meant this year,” he said,
realizing his mistake. He would have to watch that, especially
around people who knew him. “I’ll be back in awhile, Mom. Thanks
for the breakfast.”

Daniel stepped out the backdoor and began
walking down East Lima towards South Main to buy a newspaper, until
he realized he had forgotten his wallet. He sighed and continued
walking anyway and then turned south. All the houses were just as
he remembered from when he had lived there before, although he
realized that was about the same time he was now in.

As he walked along, he began considering his
options.

He was still trying to grasp how he had gone
back in time. Maybe it was all in his mind and maybe in reality, he
was in a coma in a hospital somewhere. But if so, none of this
mattered. Yet as he continued walking down the street, he became
more and more convinced that he was not dreaming. He realized that
he was indeed back in time, or at least his mind and memory
were.

Part of him wanted to go back to his own
time and figure out what had happened, and yet surprisingly another
part did not. After all, whether or not it was a dream, he would
basically know the future, or at least the next twenty years of it.
He thought about the technology boom and the stock market rise that
would be coming in a few years, and then the subsequent crash in
2000 and 2001 and the World Trade Center massacre, along with the
Great Recession of 2009. The more he thought about it, the more he
began to see many opportunities and advantages by staying in the
past. If he played his cards right, so to speak, he would be able
to obtain a substantial amount of wealth in the next twenty years
and have a great amount of financial freedom.

But on another level, he felt discouraged at
having to relive half his life over again. Would he have to go
through college again, even though he had already graduated and had
been working for so many years? Would he once again live through
the tragedies of the years ahead without being able to do anything
about them? Would he be able to adjust once he was no longer
certain of the future, or did that even matter?

Was his condition permanent? Would his
modern mind be trapped twenty years in the past or would he wake up
one day and be back in his own time? Was there anyone who could
help him?

Perhaps he should contact Gregory and tell
him what happened, even though he might be thought of as a lunatic.
But how could that help, since Gregory would not formulate his
theories and prototypes for at least another fifteen years? And
even if there was a working prototype today, how could they use it
to correct his present circumstances? If something went wrong, he
could end up as a baby or something!

And as he turned down 7th Street, he began
to think about his situation on a deeper level. What if this had
happened to him for more important reasons? What if there was a
purpose for this “gift” he had been given?



* * *



The rest of Daniel’s first day back went
better than he had first expected. After he had returned from his
walk, he began adjusting to his new circumstances. He stayed in his
room with the newspaper until lunchtime and read up on all that was
going on in the world. It was March 23rd, 1992 and the presidential
primaries were just wrapping up. He had laughed at the press
coverage of Bill Clinton and their constant fawning over him; if
they only knew how his presidency would go and the many scandals
that would rise before he even he took office.

He had lunch with his mother and then went
back up to his room to begin piecing his old life together. There
had been so much going on back then that he couldn’t remember many
of the exact details of his old life. He had already figured out
that he was home on Spring Break from Ohio State University and he
remembered why: he had been broke during most of his college years
and hadn’t been able to afford any extravagant trips during his
time off. A few years after his first job out of school, his
financial situation began to change and he had led a comfortable
life ever since.

In the early evening, his father and two
younger brothers returned from school and their sports practices.
They all had dinner at the kitchen table and had a nice time
together. After dinner, everyone more or less went their separate
ways, with Tom doing his homework at the dining room table, Dave up
in his room, and Dad and Mom and himself in the living room
watching television. They talked here and there intermittently
throughout the evening, and he leafed through various magazines and
a couple of newspapers from the week before. A while later, Dave
and Tom came down and sat around with them until about ten o’clock,
when everyone gradually headed off to bed.

Daniel awoke at his normal hour the next day
– very early in the morning – and found the house dark and silent.
He rubbed his eyes awake and then quietly wandered downstairs. He
had thought about staying in his room until everyone else was
awake, but he found it too strange to be living back in his old
room. It almost felt like being in solitary confinement after
spending most of the previous day in it.

As he walked down into the living room, he
almost jumped when he saw his father on his knees in front of the
sofa. Daniel stopped and quietly stepped back, and remembered his
father had nearly always spent the first hour or so of his day
praying and reading the Bible. His old Bible was opened to one of
the latter books, and even from the other side of the room, he
could see it was tattered with age and frequent use. He appeared
not to have heard him, so Daniel stepped back and took the other
way through the house down to the kitchen so he wouldn’t disturb
him.

He quietly put the coffee on and sat down at
the kitchen table, slowly waking up and thinking more about his old
life. The details of his late teen years were slowly but steadily
coming back to him. He was astonished at how little he had
remembered and was saddened at how he hadn’t valued those years
more than he should have. He almost felt like he had been in such a
hurry to get out into the “real world” and start living his own
life that he had neglected to enjoy his family more when he’d had
the chance.

Many regrets he had never spent too much
time thinking about began to surface, and he resolved that if he
indeed had to live his life over, he would do things differently.
He would enjoy every day more and spend less time working and
wasting time on the things that didn’t last. He would spend more
time getting to know his parents and his brothers and be less
consumed with himself and his own dreams and ambitions. Yes, this
time he would live life differently – more fully.

He heard an old creak from the floorboards
and looked up to see his father at the kitchen doorway. He smiled –
that same creak had been there for years and would still be there
for another ten until they had the house remodeled.

“Good morning, Dad,” he said.

“Morning,” Ray replied as he poured himself
a cup of coffee. “Want some?” he offered.

“Sure.”

Ray poured the coffee and then sat down
across from him. “So when did you start getting up this early?” It
was just past six o’clock.

Daniel had rehearsed many of his answers the
day before, so this time he wasn’t caught off-guard. He also made a
concerted effort to talk in younger terms and phrases, with more
slang than he usually did in his own time. He had to remember that
he was a student now, not a software engineer.

“Oh, back at the beginning of the semester.
My roommate comes in late or really early, depending on how you
look at it. So I started getting up early to go to the library to
do my studying and homework.”

“Yeah, that’s about the time I started
waking up early too. Grandpa’s an early riser too, but he doesn’t
get up as early as he used to. After you boys came along, early
morning was the only time I could do any decent reading or
praying,” Ray said.

“How long have you been doing that for? The
daily praying and Bible-reading, I mean.”

“Hmm, I’d say I started a year or two after
your mother and I were married. My father had always had a good
routine in the morning that he had done for years, and I just
figured it was time that I did the same.”

Daniel nodded. “Was that just after you
became a Christian?”

He thought for a moment. “Kind of – you know
how Grandma and Grandpa are, always very involved in church and all
that. But it wasn’t until after we were married and went to a
different church that I was saved.” Daniel nodded again and looked
down, feeling a little uncomfortable.

“Speaking of church, how’s your faith been
since you’ve been off in college? Have you found a good friend or
church down there?”

Daniel wasn’t sure he wanted to talk about
it, but he felt that given his present circumstances, he might as
well be honest and open. He pondered it for moment before he
replied.

“To be honest, not too good, I’m afraid.” He
thought about Sam and some of his other friends back home – most
revolved around work, which was to be expected, he supposed. “I
have a few friends that I hang out with, but that’s about it.”

“College is tough sometimes, huh?” his
father said.

Daniel nodded and thought about it briefly.
He honestly didn’t know if he’d ever been a real Christian, even
before he’d left home. He had participated in church and various
youth group activities, but had not continued with it after he’d
moved out. It had been a long time since he had seriously thought
much about religion. He just never felt like he had the time. Maybe
he would now that he was back here.

“You know, I don’t think I’ve ever asked you
this, Dad, but how did you become a Christian? I mean, why not some
other religion or something? What makes you know you’re saved?” His
father smiled at the question.

“Well, when I was lost, I never really felt
at peace. This world is full of suffering and pain, and Jesus is
the only one that offers real hope. Soon after I accepted Him as my
savior, I had that inner peace I had been seeking. Not only that, I
understood that my fate or destiny wasn’t up to my plans or good
works as much as it was up to God’s.” Ray stopped and took a sip of
coffee. “Granted, life still has its challenges to be sure, but at
least there’s a light at the end of the tunnel, if you know what I
mean.”

He continued, “Anyway, it was the Bible’s
message of undeserved grace that Jesus offers in Himself that
really attracted me to it. Soon after, I noticed that the messages
and sermons I had been listening to for years suddenly began to
take on new meaning, like I had been hearing them but hadn’t really
been listening. Does that make sense?” Daniel nodded. “As I began
studying the Bible more and then talking with different people at
church, the Bible began to become more alive and profound to me.
When the pastor began pointing out all the fulfilled prophecies in
the Bible,

I felt like my knowledge and respect for the
Scriptures began to grow by leaps and bounds.”

“What do you mean?” Daniel asked. He was
almost surprised at the conversation; he couldn’t remember ever
talking about the Bible much with either of his parents, even
though they had both been Christians for many years.

“Well, here’s a few examples that have
happened in just my lifetime,” Ray said, reaching over and picking
up his Bible from the counter. “Ezekiel 36 and 37 describe in
detail that God will someday gather the Jews from all over the
world where He scattered them back into their own land, and that
land would be once again be called Israel. Keep in mind that they
were dispersed from there nearly two thousand years ago. At the
beginning of the last century, Jews from Russia, Europe, and the
Middle East began to migrate to the land in the tens of thousands.
Then the Holocaust occurred and the year after I was born, Israel
became a nation again – against all odds.” He pushed the Bible over
to him and Daniel briefly looked at it, and then his father
continued.

“Other brief examples of fulfilled
prophecies are related to technology. In Matthew, Jesus warns His
people that when they see an idol set up in the Holy of Holies in
the Temple, they are to flee to the wilderness. Now if you take
that verse literally, how could anyone outside the Temple see that
idol there before television, or even photography and newspapers?
Another example is in Revelation, where huge numbers of the world
population are wiped out from war and sickness. Well, that wasn’t
possible before the nuclear bomb – now we have the means to destroy
everyone on the earth several times over. We couldn’t do that even
after we had guns.”

“I’ll have to check that out,” Daniel said.
“Do you mind if I ask you sort of a weird question?” His father
nodded and took another long sip. “If you had the chance to go back
and live your life over or change one thing, what would you do?
Would you change anything? Any regrets?”

His father thought about it for a moment and
then replied, “Well, I don’t think I have any big regrets, at least
not offhand. If I were to live part of my life over, I would have
become a Christian earlier. That’s the main one. Another one would
be to be more aware of opportunities to help others and act on
those opportunities while I was able to.”

Daniel nodded and Ray continued. “The last
thing I would change is that I would have kept a personal journal
every day from my childhood, or at least from my high school years.
There are so many people and situations that come and go in our
lives, and keeping a journal helps bring them to the surface. Not
only that, but you can see how you change as a person and grow over
time, especially as you continue to walk and mature in the
faith.”

“That’s a good idea, Dad. I think I’ll start
doing that,” Daniel replied thoughtfully. He had blogged back in
his own time off and on, but sometimes he went weeks or even months
between entries. Especially now that he was back in this time,
perhaps keeping a journal would help him remember his earlier
years.

Daniel smiled and said, “Any other good
advice for a young man starting out in a great big world?”

His father laughed, “Sure. ‘Do whatever good
you can while it is in your power to do so.’ If you try to stick to
that principle, you will have few regrets as you go through life
and even fewer when you stop and look back someday.”

“Thanks, Dad. You’ve given me a lot to think
about.”

“Good. I’m glad we could talk, son.”

“Yeah, me too, Dad,” Daniel replied. The
floor creaked again and his mother walked in.

“I thought I heard voices down here. The
boys are waking up – Daniel, if you want to make sure you get
enough hot water, you’d better take your shower now,” she said.

Ah, yes – the daily race to not be the last
one in the shower. He thought back to the numerous times he had
overslept and taken lukewarm (and sometimes cold) showers.

“Thanks, Mom – I’ll wait until everyone’s
gone to take mine,” he said.

Ray stood up and excused himself to get
ready for work, while Daniel stayed and helped his mother start
breakfast.



* * *



The morning discussion with his father had
given him much more to think about. Daniel considered what he
should do with the rest of his vacation. He hadn’t thought much
about what would happen when it was time to return to school, since
he couldn’t remember where he lived or even what his classes were.
He might have to return a few days early just to figure out his old
life in Columbus. He found that he was remembering more and more,
but most of his memory still felt very foggy.

Something he did know, however, was that he
had to figure out where everything stood in his old life before he
could go forward, especially his relationship with Sarah Kramer. If
he remembered correctly, they were still more or less dating, and
they had spent a lot of time last Christmas together when they had
both been home for the holidays. He hadn’t called her yet since he
had been back, but she hadn’t either. He remembered that they had
just sort of drifted apart after the first year of college, with no
real breakup or anything.

He found her college phone number in his
address book and gave her a call. He was almost surprised when
someone answered, since he figured she had classes most of the day.
He remembered that she had gone to Bowling Green for college.

“Hello?” a female voice answered.

“Hi – this is Daniel. Is this Sarah?”

“Yes – didn’t you recognize me?” she
asked.

“Oh, my line had some static and I couldn’t
hear you very well. How have you been?”

“I’ve been swamped – it’s the first week
back from Spring Break and it feels like all the professors are
making up for the time off,” she said.

“I know how that goes. Listen, are you busy
tonight? I know it’s a little sudden, but I’d like to see you
before I have to go back to school next week,” he said.

“That’d be nice – I’m already tired of my
classes today anyway. How about Angelo’s at eight? My last class is
at five-thirty. Actually, I was heading off to the library when you
called.”

“Okay – I’ll see you at Angelo’s at eight
o’clock,” he replied, even though he had no idea where it was.

“Great. Bye!” she said.

He hung up the phone and then dialed
directory assistance for Angelo’s in Bowling Green and wrote down
the number. It had taken him a few minutes to remember how to get
directions without the Internet. He called them a few minutes later
to get directions and then laid down on his bed, trying to remember
everything he could about her.

He looked in the old army trunk and found a
picture of them together and looked at it for a long time.



* * *



Daniel arrived at Angelo’s Pizza just off
Main Street in Bowling Green fifteen minutes before eight o’clock
and sat at a small table facing the door. He remembered what Sarah
looked like from her picture, but he couldn’t recall if that was
from early college or high school. He wanted to make sure he got
there before she did, since he might not recognize her right
away.

A few minutes after eight, a tall, slender
young woman came into the restaurant and pointed over to his table.
The hostess nodded and she started walking towards him. That must
be her, he thought, and he abruptly stood up and smiled.

“Hi Daniel,” she said as she hugged him and
then sat down across from him. He hadn’t expected the hug and
suddenly felt a little shy.

“Hi, thanks for meeting me on such short
notice,” he said with a smile. He looked at her – she was tall and
attractive, and had short blonde hair and bright blue eyes. She
smiled back at him and reached over to squeeze his hand. It felt
strange, like they were friends yet dating, but not really serious
about it.

“Anytime – thank you for the surprise
visit.” Their waiter came over to their table and soon took their
drink requests, and then came back a few minutes later when they
were ready to order. College meant pizza and usually lots of it,
especially for freshmen students like themselves. The pepperoni
pizza there was Angelo’s signature pizza, and he seemed to remember
that they had ordered it once before.

While they waited for their food, she told
him about her Spring Break trip to Panama City in Florida with some
of her friends and passed the time with small talk. When the pizza
arrived and they started eating, Daniel decided to put off talking
to her about their relationship until after they were finished with
dinner. He remembered some other girlfriend that had broken up with
him right as the food had arrived, which had made the breakup even
worse since he was then both upset and hungry.

The dinner went well and it gave him time to
think more about their relationship and whether or not it was worth
continuing. She was attractive and had a nice personality, but
romantically, he didn’t really feel anything for her. Perhaps he
had before, but he didn’t now. And now was all that really
mattered, wasn’t it? He felt that they both needed to let the
relationship go, and the dinner together had helped him see that
more clearly.

He paid for dinner and then offered to walk
her back to her dormitory, which she readily accepted. Bowling
Green was a fairly safe city overall, but women still didn’t walk
alone after dark, especially young women in college. The majority
of students at Bowling Green State University were female, and the
city had its share of rapes and other crimes.

Daniel was quiet as they started the long
walk back to the campus, not quite sure how to begin. He knew he
had to end it and set them both free.

“Are you okay?” she asked. “You don’t seem
to be your normal go-lucky self.”

“Really? I’m sorry. I guess I have a lot on
my mind,” he said. She gave him a questioning look and he
continued.

“I’m contemplating not going back to school
next week and doing something different for awhile.”

“No kidding – when did you start thinking
about that?”

“Only a few days ago, but I’m fairly certain
of it.”

“Is that why you wanted to see me? To see
where we stand?” she asked, almost reading his mind.

He looked over at her, “Yeah, more or less.
I guess I wanted to say goodbye properly – I don’t know what I’ll
be doing or where I’ll be for a while, and I didn’t think it was
right to just leave and not tell you.” He paused before he
continued, “I don’t think staying together would be fair to either
of us at this time in our lives.” She nodded and looked away,
thinking about it.

They were both silent for about a block,
before she spoke up. They were less than two blocks from the
campus, if he remembered correctly.

“Thank you for coming up and telling me
about how you feel – about us, I mean. I’ve been thinking about it
too, I just didn’t think it would end this soon.” He didn’t know
what to say, so he remained silent.

“Are you going to be okay?” he asked a few
moments later.

“Yeah, I just wasn’t expecting it,” she
said. He nodded.

They walked together the rest of the way
back to her residence hall and stopped outside the main doors.

“I’m sorry if I hurt your feelings,” he
said, reaching over to briefly squeeze her hand.

“It’s okay – you just said what I couldn’t.”
She stopped and looked into his eyes. “So – are we still friends
then?” she said with a smile.

“Definitely. Good friends,” he said and they
hugged for a long moment.

“Goodbye, Daniel. Good luck with whatever
you decide to do,” she said as her eyes welled up with tears and
she gave him another hug.

“Goodbye, Sarah.”

She turned and walked into the building.
Have a wonderful life, he thought as he watched her leave. He had
done the right thing, even though it hurt.

He drove back to Findlay and stayed up for a
long time that night, thinking about what he was to do next.



* * *



After breakfast the next morning, Daniel
walked up South Main Street and stepped into a small newsstand. It
was one of those old-time shops that had a coffee bar at the back
and racks upon racks of newspapers from all over the world in the
front, along with rows of the latest best-selling books. He bought
a newspaper and headed for the back. He sat down at the corner of
the bar and ordered a cup of coffee.

His visit with Sarah had gone well and he
even felt somewhat comfortable about how they had ended their
relationship. He felt a certain reassurance about it now and knew
there would be no more lingering questions in his mind about
whether they should have continued as a couple. They had been
heading in different directions for months, but he just hadn’t been
able to see it before. His coffee arrived and he set it down next
to the newspaper, and then began browsing the news.

There wasn’t much happening in the news that
day (or rather, that had happened the day before) – he hadn’t read
a newspaper for a long time, since he always got his news from the
Internet or on his cell-phone. Five pages back, a headline caught
his eye: “NASA Prepares for Launch” and he began reading the
article. It was mostly an update about the next launch in May of
the newest space shuttle, Endeavor – the replacement for
Challenger. He had forgotten all about it, but as he read the
article, the past rushed back to him. He remembered Bill Caldwell
and his trip to Florida for the project research, and also reading
up on the Endeavor disaster in the archives.

As he reread the article, he felt a strange
tugging at his conscience. He began to feel as if he had an
obligation to attempt to prevent the disaster from occurring. At
the very least if he tried to intervene, the seven crewmembers
would not die in the accident. The thousands of lives which would
also be changed also pressed upon him. He was the only one who knew
for certain of the impending disaster, and he had it within his
power to stop a tragedy.

He thought ahead to a few months or years
after the tragedy – how could he live with himself if he stood by
and did nothing? If he was still a respected engineer and had the
position as he’d had in the future, he might have a chance that
someone at NASA would listen to him and then investigate. But what
could he do as a first-year college student with no proof other
than his knowledge? In this time, he had no qualifications and no
contacts – who would listen to a mere kid warning that the shuttle
would blow up soon after its launch? Any nutcase could do that!

He folded up the paper and headed out the
door with his coffee. As he walked back to his parents’ house, he
thought about his situation and began to realize what he must do,
or at least attempt to do. He had it within his power to do good
and only he knew of the disaster and its aftermath. Thousands, if
not millions of people would be affected, and for a moment he
feared the thought of changing the future in such a radical way.
What if averting one disaster simply led to another? What if he
changed the present for the better, but that action would make it
worse for people in the future?

There were so many what-ifs – if he did
nothing, he knew more or less what would happen in the next two
decades. But if he began changing events in the past, his knowledge
of the future would become less certain, other than for unchanging,
natural disasters. Perhaps when he changed the past now, his memory
of the past would change also – he couldn’t know for certain, of
course, but it made sense to him. Even though he was in the past,
his mind, knowledge, skills, and his memory had come from the
future.

And then another thought struck him: he
might be changing his own future because of what he was doing in
the past. The thought sickened him – if he began making the wrong
choices in the ‘new’ past, he would change his own life in the
future in ways he might not be able to understand nor control.

But then he came back to the principle his
father had given him earlier that day: “Do whatever good you can
while it is in your power to do so.” He was right – he couldn’t be
held accountable for the future ‘evils’ if he had done what was the
right at the time. That happened every day. And he realized that
would apply to both the world and his own personal life.

If his life then took unexpected turns
because of his changing of the past, he would have to accept them
as they came and deal with them. He was only responsible for doing
what was right in the present, regardless of what ‘present’ that
might be. He felt a heavy weight in his stomach, as the enormous
responsibility began to dawn on him. There were other tragedies in
the future that he could try to warn about and avert. He only had
to remember and then do whatever he could to stop them.

He continued walking for another hour, and
then when he arrived at his parents’ house, he said hello to his
mother and then went straight to his room. He began making a list
of all the major tragedies and catastrophes that had transpired
since early 1992. The biggest events he could recall were the
Endeavor disaster, September 11th of 2001, the Asian Tsunami in
2004, Hurricane Andrew and Katrina, the Columbine shootings, and
several other school massacres. He wished he would have paid more
attention to the details and dates of the news at the time. Perhaps
he would remember more as time went on.

Around lunchtime, he went downstairs and ate
with his mother. She had an appointment that afternoon, so he would
have the house all to himself. He decided to spend the rest of the
day figuring out what to do next. If he were to try to stop the
shuttle launch, he would have to move down to Cape Canaveral
immediately. He had only a hundred dollars or so in his bank
account. He remembered that he had taken out loans and applied for
grants all throughout college to pay for much of the tuition. His
parents had paid for most of the other expenses, along with his
part-time job and summer jobs. He couldn’t ask for them for a loan
to move and to get started.

He thought back to college and his meager
money situation. A few times he had needed money and used his
credit cards, and then had been forced to cash in some of his
savings bonds to pay them off. His parents had been upset at that,
since they had hoped he would use them on his first house. He
looked and found the savings bonds tucked away in the bottom of the
old army trunk in front of his bed and counted them. They weren’t
worth much – only about fifteen hundred dollars face-value. Maybe
they’d be worth a little more with interest, especially some of the
older ones. They’d be enough for him to get started in Florida, but
he’d have to find a job quickly. Any job.

Daniel made his decision and took all his
savings bonds to the bank and cashed them in. In the end, they were
worth just over two thousand dollars, most of which he deposited
into his checking account. The rest he kept as cash. He also
applied for several more credit cards, in case he had problems
finding a job after he moved.

Later that evening, once dinner was finished
and his parents had settled into the living room, he announced he
was moving to Florida instead of returning to college on Monday.
They were both quite surprised (to say the least) and questioned
his judgment about dropping out of school so close to the end of
the year, especially since he could not tell them precisely why he
had to leave so urgently. But he reassured them that he knew what
he was doing and that he would explain it all when the time was
right.

When Ray and Lynn saw that they could not
change his mind, they decided to let it go and trust him. And to
trust in the Lord.


 Chapter 7 –
Introductions



 


 


Daniel grimaced as he signed the check for
the security deposit and the first month’s rent. There would be
more big checks to be written over the next few days, but none
would be as big as this one.

“Here you go,” he said as he tore out the
check and handed it to the office clerk.

“Please sign here,” the overweight woman
said, pushing the lease form in front of him. He skimmed it over
and then signed the form where indicated.

“Thank you. Here are your keys and copies,”
she said and then handed him the keys and his copy of the
paperwork. “Welcome to Atlantic Gardens – would you like a tour of
the complex?” she asked. From her tone, he could tell she didn’t
really want to go outside. He almost couldn’t blame her – it was
the middle of the morning and already quite warm and humid. But he
nodded anyway, especially since he would be there awhile.

“Okay. Cherie?” she called out. “I’m going
to step out for a few minutes and give a tour. Can you watch the
desk?” She came out slowly from behind the counter and Daniel
followed her outside. They took the main path from the office
towards the center of the complex, around which most of the
apartment buildings were arranged.

“Here is the laundry room and of course,
there’s the pool and chairs. The hours are posted on the door, and
you’ll need your pool key to enter both the pool area and the
laundry facilities,” she said. They continued walking along the
path until it ended at the front parking lot and then she turned
left. In front of the next building at the end of the sidewalk, she
stopped and turned to the parking space in front of them.

“This is your covered parking space: number
forty-eight. Guests may park in any uncovered spot.” He nodded as
she turned toward the building and began slowly walking up the
stairs, with him several steps behind.

“And here’s your apartment: number
twenty-three,” she said and pointed to the door. He unlocked the
door and they walked into the apartment, where there was either no
air conditioning or it was turned off. He hoped it was just turned
off.

“Look it over and fill out the move-in form,
and then return it to the office. Please let us know if there’s
anything that needs repairing immediately. The repairman is here
during regular office hours and the emergency number is in your
other paperwork.” She walked him through each room of the apartment
and pointed to the various features and appliances, such as the
refrigerator, oven, dishwasher, and even the vertical blinds. But
sadly, there was no air conditioning. A few minutes later, the tour
was over and the sweating clerk had left.

Daniel stared at his new meager apartment.
It appeared to be at least thirty years old and the appliances
appeared to be about half that age. The kitchen was tiny and the
linoleum was faded. It appeared that all the appliances worked, and
he had soon filled out the move-in form and had listed several
minor defects. The apartment wasn’t much, especially compared to
his own house. But it was cheap and it was his.

He took his keys and went down and re-parked
his car in his assigned space, and then brought his meager
belongings up from his car. He didn’t have much – most of what he
had brought with him were his clothes, a couple of books, a small
radio, a sleeping bag, and a few select items of memorabilia and
photos. Within ten minutes, he had finished unloading his car and
the small pile occupied a corner of the living room near the
bedroom.

Daniel pulled his move-in list from his
pocket and crossed off “rent apartment.” He would go grocery
shopping later and then buy some other cheap items for the
apartment (he had a list for those too). He found the phonebook and
then looked for the phone, but remembered it hadn’t been turned on
yet, nor did he have one anyway. He left the phonebook on the
counter and then decided to look around his new neighborhood until
lunchtime.

He locked the apartment door and then went
for a walk. At first he headed down towards the busy street of
Astronaut Boulevard, but found it was mostly small office buildings
and several carwashes. He took out the folded map of Cape
Canaveral/Cocoa Beach and headed east towards the ocean. He walked
over to North Atlantic Avenue, went south a short distance and then
headed east along Washington. As he had been driving around the
area yesterday, he realized that all the east-west streets in Cape
Canaveral were named after the first seventeen presidents and were
also in order of their terms in office.

Within ten minutes, he found himself
standing on an old wooden walkover that ran about thirty feet from
the end of the sidewalk to the edge of the beach. He stopped at the
end of the deck and began watching some young surfers. He grinned
as he saw one of them try to catch a wave and then fall. He took a
deep breath of the moist, salty air and slowly let it out. He
smiled again as he realized he only lived seven blocks from the
beach. He would have to buy a surfboard soon – especially now that
he was much younger and didn’t have any of the aches and pains his
old body did.

He had called his parents two days ago from
his hotel to let them know he had arrived safely in Florida. He had
driven all the way from Findlay to Cape Canaveral without stopping,
other than for coffee, gas, and bathroom breaks. He had wanted to
get there as quickly as possible and had taken a few short naps at
rest-stops in Georgia and northern Florida. He marveled at the
gasoline prices, since it was typically under a dollar a gallon,
except in Atlanta – in his own time it was over four times
that.

After he had arrived at the Cape, he checked
into a cheap hotel and then slept for the rest of the day.
Yesterday, he drove around and found the Atlantic Gardens
apartments and was relieved that he had found something in his
price range: about four hundred dollars a month.

He had calculated the costs of getting
started in Florida – the entire move and settling in would take
nearly half his savings. He would have to find a job quickly before
he would have to start using his credit cards. He had opened a
checking account with a local bank the day before and now that he
had the apartment, the phone and other utilities would be setup on
Monday.

He felt his stomach growl and decided to go
get a cheap lunch before he went shopping for groceries. He
wouldn’t be able to eat out much until he found a job, and given
that he was only nineteen with no college degree, it would probably
be a low-paying one at that. But even then, he would still have to
closely watch his finances and would not be able to have the
lifestyle he’d had before.

Daniel looked back at the pounding waves,
took another deep breath, and then walked back to his new
apartment. Regardless of what happened in the upcoming months, he
would enjoy living here. His new life had begun.



* * *



Later that day after lunch, Daniel found a
second-hand store down the street and bought some cheap furniture,
a mattress and box-spring, along with an old sofa and television
(that hopefully still worked). He was used to nicer furniture, of
course, but given his limited savings and low credit limit, it was
the best he could do. He had to stay in Florida at least two more
months for the shuttle launch and hopefully a few months after that
in order to help with the Hurricane Andrew relief effort that would
be coming in September.

Near the end of his excursion to the
second-hand store, he found a decent-looking surfboard that he
could afford and bought that too. He paid extra to have the
furniture delivered to his apartment early the next day and was
relieved he didn’t have to move it all himself. He had enough other
things to think about.

He stowed the television in the backseat of
his car and the surfboard in the front, and drove back to his
apartment. He took the television upstairs and then changed into a
swimsuit and an old, faded tank-top. He went back out to the car
and then bought a few blocks of carnauba wax and sunscreen at a
large tourist shop a half-mile down the strip. The grocery shopping
could wait until later when it was cooler. He had pushed himself
hard the last few days since making his decision to move to
Florida, and he figured he deserved to relax for the rest of the
day.

Daniel drove up back up Ridgewood Avenue to
Washington and then parked in the public beach access near the old
wooden walkover. The breaks of Cape Canaveral and Cocoa Beach were
made up mostly of sand, with very little coral or rocks present.
The waves at the shore breaks were therefore smaller than at other
beaches, but he didn’t really care. He just wanted to learn more
about surfing without hurting himself too badly. Besides, he
figured he wouldn’t have to worry about damaging his board (or
himself) on rocks or rough shards of coral.

Another advantage of learning to surf the
shore breaks was that since many of the waves were fairly small,
there were far fewer surfers that frequented those particular
beaches. Typically the more experience surfers gained, the bigger
they wanted the waves to be. So after they mastered the shore
breaks, they often left those beaches and went after the larger
waves at the coral breaks. The closest of those were across from
Patrick Air Force Base, just south of Cocoa Beach.

He took the surfboard out from the passenger
side and then went over to the beach. He quickly waxed the board
and leashed it to his ankle, and then walked out to the water. When
he got close, he ran forward to meet the incoming waves and jumped
on top of the board and began paddling out to deeper water. There
was only one other surfer out with him, and he was several hundred
feet away at best.

A few minutes later, Daniel stopped paddling
and sat back on his board. He looked at the oncoming waves and
waited for the next big swell. Once he saw it, he quickly spun the
board around and began furiously paddling. As the wave lifted him
up several feet, he tipped forward and popped to his feet, riding
the wave for a few moments. The wave churned beneath him until it
fizzled out. He slipped off the board and treaded water for a
little while, and then jumped back on and paddled back out to catch
another wave.

He remained at the beach until early
evening, before he decided to call it a day. His nose was running
from the countless times he had fallen headfirst into the
saltwater. His chest was red and irritated from rubbing against the
wax on the surfboard, but he felt elated nevertheless. He trudged
up the beach to the walkover and dried off, and then he put the
board back in the passenger seat.

As he drove home, he tried to come up with
the right approach for getting into NASA to warn about the imminent
shuttle disaster. He decided that he would have to start with Bill
Caldwell, the formerly-retired NASA manager who had helped him with
his earlier research. He had run various scenarios through his
head, playing out his approach and his lines and trying to guess
how he would respond in each scenario. There was no way he could
know how it would go, of course, but he realized the best way would
be to simply tell Bill the truth, regardless of how preposterous
the truth seemed to be.

It was the only way, he decided, just as he
was turning off Astronaut Boulevard into the private driveway of
his apartment complex. Tell him everything and let him make the
decision. If Bill would not help him, he would have to find another
way.

With the damp towel wrapped around his
waist, he took the surfboard out of the car and carried it and the
small bag of wax up to his apartment. He felt the heat sweep over
him as he opened the apartment door. He made a mental note to buy
some fans and maybe even a small air conditioner. He showered and
changed into a tee-shirt and a pair of shorts and then headed back
out to buy the fans and groceries.

The next day at nine o’clock, the furniture
arrived right on time and Daniel spent the rest of the morning
setting up his apartment, making it feel more or less like home.
When he was finished, he sat in one of his newly-acquired chairs
and looked out the large front-window towards the pool. He really
felt like sitting back and having a beer or two to celebrate, but
thought the better of it since he was no longer over twenty-one. He
wouldn’t take any foolish chances, especially just for beer.

He was glad he had moved to Florida –
perhaps he would grow to love his new home near the ocean as much
as his old one in the desert.



* * *



Daniel walked up to the front door of the
large single family home and rang the doorbell. It was on the north
side of Oak Park Circle close to the Bee Line and North Courtney on
Merritt Island. It had been easy to locate him – there were only
four listings for 'William Caldwell' in the phone book for the
entire county, and he had ruled the others out the day before. He
was nervous – if he wasn’t able to convince Bill Caldwell to help
him at NASA, his task would be much more difficult, if not
impossible.

A woman in her early forties answered the
door. She looked kind and modest, and Daniel was sure he had found
the right place.

“Hello, may I help you?” she asked.

“Yes, I’m here to see William Caldwell, it’s
very important.”

“Who are you?”

“My name is Daniel Marks – I need to speak
to him about something concerning his work at NASA,” he replied.
She gave him a curious look, probably because of his age.

She nodded and motioned for him to come
inside, and then called for Bill. He sat down on the nice sofa in
the living room and waited; a few moments later a man about the
same age as the woman came downstairs. He looked very similar to
how Daniel remembered him, except he was much younger and seemed
more energetic. He looked surprised as he stepped forward to greet
Daniel.

“Yes – I’m Bill, can I help you?” They shook
hands and then both sat down.

“Hello – I’m Daniel Marks, the Chief
Programmer on a government project that’s been using some of the
research your team has been doing. Do you mind if we speak
privately for a few minutes?” Bill nodded and his wife left the
room.

“Okay – go ahead,” he replied. “What’s this
about?”

“I need your help – there’s a problem with
Endeavor. If I can get access to some of the shuttle documents, I
may be able to prevent it. Specifically, I need access to some of
fuel systems component designs and systems’ test results,” Daniel
said. No sense in wasting time with pleasantries, he thought.

“And why do you need those?” Bill asked
suspiciously, with a tone of irritation.

“Because when Endeavor is launched next
month, it’s going to explode soon after it leaves the launchpad.
I’m here to stop that, or at least delay the launch so that it
doesn’t happen. There’s a problem in the booster fuel system
electronics, making it prone to inconsistent fuel distribution,
which will cause the shuttle to veer off-course and then
explode.”

Bill shook his head in disbelief. “Are you
sure? How do you know this? Do you work for one of the contractors
that built the fuel system?”

“No – I work for an entirely different
agency and project. The reason I know this is because – and don’t
overreact at this, just hear me out – I’m from the future. I don’t
know how it happened, but it did and here I am.”

“You can’t be serious – I’m not falling for
this just so you can get access to the system. Are you a spy or
something?”

“Of course not!” Daniel exclaimed. “Listen –
here’s exactly what happened. I was working on this EM project and
the device got into some run-away condition. When I went over to
shut it off, there was a flash of light and then everything went
dark. The next thing I know is that I woke up here in 1992.”

“And how do I fit into all this?” Bill
asked.

“In 2010, you spent a couple days with me in
the NASA library tracking down your team’s research for the
prototype we were working on. You were a lot older then and we
worked with this librarian named Mrs. Jenkins. You’re retired too,
by the way.”

Bill gave him a suspicious look but
continued asking questions. “Do you remember any document titles or
IDs of the research items that I signed off on?”

“I’ll try – it’s been over six months since
I looked at them. DSS-1837393, DSS-5837219, and DSS-8838214 are the
ones that took us the longest to track down. Some of them may not
be written yet – I don’t remember their exact dates, but all were
written before 1995. All the documents involved observations of
spatial anomalies, such as blackholes, wormholes, electromagnetic
disturbances, etc. Most of them were published to the other
branches of NASA, but some were withheld and just put into the
archives.”

Bill shook his head, “How’s that possible?
No one outside my group has access to the DSS catalog. The last
document you mentioned was only signed off on a few weeks ago.”

Daniel was growing frustrated, but he
understood the interrogation and Bill's skepticism – he would have
reacted exactly the same way. “Look – let me try to prove it to
you. Turn on the news.” Daniel had been avidly watching the news
since he had been back to catch up on what was going on.

Bill got up from his chair and turned on the
television to the cable news channel. Sure enough, the news anchor
was talking about the ongoing Rodney King trial.

“There’s Rodney King – have you been
following this story?” he asked. Bill shook his head. “I remember
this, because it happened when I was in my first year of college –
this year as a matter of fact. After the court reaches their
verdict and the officers are exonerated, a huge part of
south-central LA riots for several days. The riots end up causing
about a billion dollars worth of damage and dozens of people are
killed. Finally, the military is called in to restore order.”

“Are you sure?” Bill asked in
astonishment.

“Definitely – I watched the riots on TV.
Tell you what – let that be my test – if the riots don’t happen at
the end of April, then I’m a liar and you can ignore all this. But
if I’m telling you the truth, then you have to help me, okay?”

Bill hesitated, but said he would think
about it anyway.

“But there’s a slight problem – the riots
won’t happen for another few weeks – that’s too close to the
shuttle launch on May 7th. If you wait until then to help me, it’ll
be too late. Is there any way you can give me supervised access
until then? You’ll need to trust me until the riots happen,” Daniel
said.

“What happens after the crash? What are the
repercussions afterwards?” Bill asked, now seeming a little more
interested.

“After the Endeavor explosion – a few years
from now, I think – Congress votes to roll NASA into the DOD, more
or less killing the civilian space exploration program. NASA just
had too big of a budget and too much bad press to continue on the
way it was. Many people lost their jobs and the country just wasn’t
quite the same afterwards. You take a nice early retirement, by the
way.”

Bill thought for a moment and then said,
“Tell you what, I do have a contractor position available in my
group. You said you were the lead programmer on your project,
right?”

“Yes – Chief Programmer,” Daniel said,
correcting him.

“Do you know UNIX and C?”

Daniel nodded. “UNIX was the basic operating
system for the project’s supercomputer – well, the first generation
of it anyway. It’s been a while since I did any old C programming,
but I can brush up on it quickly enough. Most of my early
programming jobs were in C++, so it shouldn’t be too bad.” Daniel
pushed forward. “I don’t mean to rush you, but it’s just over a
month until the launch. It’s going to take some time to find the
proof of the fuel system problem and start the escalation process
inside NASA.”

“Okay – do you think you’d be ready to
interview early next week?”

“Of course – a technical interview,
right?”

“Probably,” Bill answered. “They might go a
little easier on you since you’re younger. Do you want them
to?”

“I’m thirty-seven – well, now I’m nineteen.
But I’ve been working with computers and programming for over
twenty years. I’m fine with whatever – I just need access to find
the proof of the Endeavor problems before the launch. After it’s
over, you can let me go if you want. Although I could use the money
right now,” Daniel admitted.

“Okay, do you mind if I ask you a few
technical questions now, just to make sure you’re not putting me
on?” he asked. Daniel nodded and motioned for him to go ahead.

He asked Daniel some basic software
questions at first, which he easily answered. He began asking more
difficult ones and soon ventured into more complex design questions
and software systems. Daniel answered those as easily as the first
ones too. Within a half-hour, Bill had decided that he was telling
the truth (at least about being a programmer), or he was an
exceptional liar who happened to know software design principles
very well. He had one more test for him, but that was more of a
personal nature than anything technical.

“Last question – and this will help me trust
that you are who you say you are until the LA riots begin. Would
you attend church with us on Sunday morning? We go to Orchard
Groves Baptist, just a mile or so north of the Bee Line on your
left-hand side of the road – you can’t miss it. It’s right across
from the big retirement development over there.”

“Sure – what time?” Daniel replied, somewhat
taken aback by the request.

“Ten o’clock sharp – the pastor is very
punctual,” Bill said with a smile.

“See you then,” Daniel said as he rose from
the sofa.

He pulled out a slip of paper with his phone
number and address, and handed it to Bill. “Here’s my contact
information – just call me or stop by if you have any questions or
need some more information,” Daniel said.

Bill nodded and showed him to the door.

“Thanks for your help, Bill – I know this is
a lot to digest all at once. Let me know if there’s any way I can
help reassure you,” he said as they shook hands at the door.

“Certainly. We’ll see you on Sunday
then.”



* * *



It was early Sunday morning and Daniel awoke
to the sound of a popular rock song. He blinked and looked around
for the source, and realized it was coming from the small
alarm-clock radio on the nightstand. He reached over the side of
the bed and turned it off. He was still sore from surfing the day
before, and after he hauled himself from the bed, he wandered over
to the bathroom and began getting ready.

Bill’s invitation to church had taken him
off guard and at first he wanted to skip it, but he knew he would
have to go – he needed to earn Bill’s trust. But now that he was
all settled in at his apartment, he had begun to be aware of just
how alone he was. He had no friends in his new home or even in this
new state, and he didn’t really know anyone else other than Bill.
He had felt very lonely last evening and found that he was looking
forward to going to church to meet some new people.

He quickly shaved and showered, and then
went back to his bedroom and picked out a pair of dark dress slacks
and a loose-fitting, short-sleeved shirt. The church service
started at ten o’clock, so he would have to leave the apartment
about twenty minutes early to arrive there on time. And it was
nearly half past nine already. He hurriedly looked at his bookshelf
for a Bible and fortunately found one, even though he couldn’t ever
remember opening it. At least it didn’t look too dusty, he
thought.

He scurried down to his car, plopped the
Bible down on the passenger’s seat and then put on his sunglasses
after he started the car. He backed out of his parking space and
pulled out onto Astronaut Boulevard. He headed north and saw a
large cruise ship moving slowly towards one of the terminals of
Port Canaveral. The highway curved gradually to the left as it
turned into the Bee Line Expressway, which led westward to Merritt
Island, Cocoa, and eventually to Orlando.

Daniel easily recalled the location of the
church from the map as he drove over the causeway directly before
Merritt Island. The area wasn’t too much different than it had been
when he’d visited it before, but he’d heard that the Melbourne area
was much busier in the future than it was now. Melbourne was about
twenty miles south of the Cape and it had not begun its most rapid
period of growth just yet.

A few minutes later, he pulled into the
gravel driveway of Orchard Groves Baptist Church and parked in the
grass next to several other dozen cars, since there was no paved
lot that he could see. The structure of the church seemed at least
fifty years old, but it was hard to tell for sure. The buildings
were laid out like a ‘T’, with the eastern portion comprising the
sanctuary and the western side being the various classrooms and
other offices. Between the sanctuary and the other building was a
covered awning that provided shade from the sun and shelter when it
rained. Along the sides of the building were bright-colored,
blooming flowers, and several clumps of shrubs were near the front
of the church.

The church grounds were surrounded on the
back and both sides with tall, thick fir trees and a handful of
palms. The church itself was fairly small, looking very much like a
good old-fashioned country church. A fresh coat of white paint
gleamed from the walls of both buildings. The church sat on about
two acres of land, much of which was covered with neatly trimmed
Bermuda grass.

A handful of people were casually making
their way from the smaller building to the back of the sanctuary,
where an elderly man stood at the entrance, greeting each person
with a smile and handing each one a bulletin. Daniel walked toward
the double doors where a man in his late twenties was walking with
his wife into the church. He was holding a small girl who appeared
to be about two years old. His wife seemed to be about the same age
as the man and was shorter, dark-haired, and attractive.

Daniel stood directly behind them in the
short line to shake hands with the greeter, who was now smiling and
wiggling a finger at the little girl, making her giggle and squeal.
All three laughed and then the couple continued on into the church,
before she got too carried away. She turned around in her father’s
arms and waved at Daniel with a smile as they moved towards the
side aisle to find a seat.

The greeter warmly shook Daniel’s hand and
gave him a small bulletin. There was a picture of a row of flowers
bordering a fence along an old country road. There were
heavily-wooded mountains in the background; it was a beautiful
picture. Daniel smiled and said hello as he took the bulletin and
headed after the couple, intending to sit somewhere near the
back.

He looked around for Bill and almost didn’t
see him, until he noticed he was one of the ushers standing at the
back. Daniel gave a short wave to get his attention and Bill smiled
and came forward to meet him. Most of the rest of the people in the
small church were putting down their Bibles and purses or chatting
with one another before the service began.

“Good morning, Bill.” Daniel said.

“Morning – nice to see you here today. Did
you have any problems finding the place?” he asked, shaking
hands.

“Not at all – you gave good directions.” As
they were talking, the man who had walked into the church with his
young family stood up and strode over to them.

“Morning, Brad,” Bill said.

“Hi Bill,” he replied as he shook his hand.
Bill turned to Daniel and introduced them.

“Daniel, this is Brad Hudson, a good friend
of mine. Brad, this is Daniel Marks, who will hopefully be working
with me soon.”

“Great – it’s nice to meet you, Daniel. What
do you do for a living?” Brad asked as they shook hands.

“I work with computers – software mostly,”
he replied.

“That’s great,” Brad said as the pastor
stepped out from the back. “It’s nice to have you here – hope you
enjoy it,” he said with a warm smile and then went back to his
seat.

“There’s Pastor Orson,” Bill mentioned,
nodding to the man in the back. “Mary is over there,” Bill said as
he pointed to his wife who was sitting in the other set of pews
near the center aisle. “You’re more than welcome to sit with us, if
you like.”

“Sure – thanks,” Daniel said and walked over
to Mary and said hello, and then sat down in the same pew a few
feet away from her.

The pastor, Gary Orson, was a gray-haired,
somewhat overweight man in his late forties. He wore a respectable
suit and walked down the center aisle to the small stage at the
front of the church. The people throughout the sanctuary noticed
him and then soon began making their way back to their seats.

The pastor took his place at the small
wooden pulpit and smiled at the congregation. Daniel looked over
the upcoming dates and times in the bulletin while the pastor
greeted them. He went over the announcements and then opened the
service in prayer. Then came the singing, and the entire church
sang a few hymns together. It looked like there were places for a
choir behind the pulpit, but it was currently empty.

Daniel felt immediately relaxed and at home
in the small country atmosphere of the church. It wasn’t stuffy
like those he had remembered from his childhood. The people back
home had always been nice, of course, but the services had been
much more serious and rigid. At this one there were lots of smiles
and the pastor seemed more down-to-earth and relaxed than others he
had encountered in the past. As he glanced around, he calculated
that there could not have been more than a hundred people present
for the Sunday morning service.

The pastor preached on Matthew 19 and 20 in
the New Testament, mainly about the rich young man that Jesus met
on the way to Jerusalem. Daniel was somewhat surprised that he
found the sermon interesting, since most of the ones from his
childhood had either made him incredibly bored or put him to sleep.
The pastor seemed like more of a teacher than some of preachers who
over-used emotion and ranting that had turned him off from
attending services later in his life.

The morning service ended with a traditional
hymn that Daniel remembered from his childhood. After the
benediction, the people stood up and began speaking with one
another, almost as if they were resuming their earlier
conversations from before the worship service.

Daniel shook a few hands of some nearby
church members and was turning to say goodbye to Bill and Mary,
when the couple he had seen earlier was coming towards him.

“Hi there. I’m Brad – Bill introduced us
before the service – this is my wife, Shirley,” the tall,
dark-haired man said as they shook hands again and introduced his
wife. She smiled warmly and then shook his hand as the little girl
in a baggy white dress covered with flower-prints tugged
insistently at the hem of her skirt. Shirley bent down and picked
the little girl up.

“Hello, I’m Daniel. It’s nice to meet you.”
He grinned and looked over to the girl and waved at her as she
sucked her thumb. She giggled at the attention and then snuggled
next her mother. “And who is this?” he asked as he smiled her.

“This is our daughter, Ashlee,” Brad
said.

“How old are you, Ashlee?” he asked, making
her begin giggling again.

“She just turned two,” answered Shirley,
smiling as she glanced down at her. Ashlee said a word that sounded
like “two” and then began proudly repeating it over and over.

“So is this your first time at Orchard
Groves?” Brad asked.

“Yeah, Bill invited me the other day when we
were talking. I moved down here last week from Ohio, so I don’t
really know anyone around here yet.”

“Wow – that’s a big move. Well, we’ll try to
help you feel at home. There are evening services again here at six
tonight. You’re more than welcome to join us, if you want.”

“Thanks – I liked the pastor’s sermon this
morning. Is the evening service like this one?”

“Sort of – usually it’s much less formal and
more laid back. Most of the time someone sings and there’s a short
service, and then we just talk to each other. More fellowship and
all that.”

“That’s cool,” Daniel replied.

“Great – hopefully we’ll see you later
then,” Brad said.

Shirley lightly tapped Brad on the shoulder
with her free hand to get his attention. “Her plane is landing in
an hour, so we’d better get going.”

“Oh, that’s right,” Brad nodded, suddenly
remembering. “Sorry to rush off like this. We’re picking up a
friend of ours at the airport in Orlando. She’s a member here too,
so you’ll probably meet her this evening.” Brad gave him a polite
smile and a goodbye handshake before turning to his wife and
daughter. They went back to their pew and gathered their Bibles and
the diaper bag before heading out the door.

Daniel gazed after the friendly young couple
as they left the church. Perhaps that was the missing piece in his
life – a wife and children. He had never thought too much about
children – he didn’t quite see the point since he wasn’t married or
anything.

“Brad’s a good guy,” he heard a voice say
behind him, and he turned and saw Bill. He and his wife had been
chatting with another couple nearby.

“Yeah, they seem like they’re a nice
family.”

Bill nodded. “They are – he’s one of the
elders in the church too. Did he tell you about the evening
service? Mary and I are having dinner guests over tonight and won’t
be able to make it. But usually we do.”

“I think so – this is a nice place.”

“Great,” he said as he glanced over at his
wife, who apparently was winding down her conversation. “We need to
get going before he locks us in here,” he quipped with a smile as
the pastor headed for the front of the church with his keys.

Daniel reached out and shook his hand.
“Thanks for inviting me here, Bill,” he said.

“Any time – we’ll see you early on Tuesday,
then?”

“Certainly – see you at nine.” Bill went
back to his wife and picked up his Bible from the pew, while Daniel
went out the back of the church to his car.

As Daniel drove away from the church, he
realized that his earlier feelings of loneliness had lifted, and
suddenly he had the sense of feeling like he belonged there. He had
never been a religious man and still couldn’t see himself being
much of a church-type person. But he liked the people, and the
place was friendly and inviting.

There was so much to do and there was so
much risk and uncertainty. But in spite of all that, he began
feeling confident that everything would somehow work out, whether
according to his plans or not.



* * *



Daniel went straight home after the morning
church service, ate a quick lunch and then surfed the rest of the
afternoon. His coordination and balance had improved even more from
the day before, even though his muscles were still sore. He was
able to get in at least two dozen decent rides before he decided to
call it a day. He went home, ate, and showered once again, and then
put on some casual dress clothes before driving back to the church
for the evening service.

There were far fewer cars parked at the
south side of the building than there had been earlier that day.
Daniel parked under the large oak tree opposite the church and
slowly strode across the lawn to the front entrance.

As he opened the door to the church, a
little girl standing near several grown-ups spied him in the
doorway and giggled, and then shyly hid behind her mother’s legs,
but still peeked out at him. Shirley looked away from the older
woman she had been conversing with and recognized Daniel. She
smiled and waved to him as he entered the church.

He greeted Shirley as she leaned down and
picked Ashlee up, who wiggled and squirmed in her arms. She had one
of the cutest smiles Daniel had ever seen, and her entire face lit
up with each one. A moment later, Shirley gave up and set her down
again. Ashlee bravely trotted over to Daniel and bent down to
examine his shoes.

“Watch out – I think she likes your shoes,”
he heard a man say behind him. It was Brad.

“Hi Daniel. Glad you could make it back this
evening,” Brad said as the two men shook hands. “You’re more than
welcome to sit with us tonight, if you like,” he offered.

“Sure. Thank you,” Daniel said. Ashlee was
playing with his shoelaces, trying to untie them. Daniel didn’t
really know what do to other than let her be.

Brad laughed. “She does that all the time.
Sometimes we find her sitting in front of our closet surrounded by
all the shoes. We buy her toys and that, but she still prefers
shoes, especially those with laces,” he said. “At least she can’t
make knots in them yet.”

Daniel looked down at her and smiled. He
tapped his foot slightly and the movement surprised her and she
giggled again, thinking he was playing a game with her.

The pastor walked up to the pulpit and they
found a nearby pew to sit down. Most of the other people in the
church had already went back to their seats, except for a young
woman with short, wavy light-brown hair at the front of the church,
busily checking some equipment. She looked trim and athletic as she
picked up a microphone and straightened out the cord. Her back was
to the congregation, but it was obvious she would either be
speaking or singing soon.

The woman was still fiddling with some of
the equipment as the pastor announced that the evening’s gathering
would begin with a solo.

She finished and turned around to face the
audience, and then smiled at the several dozen people gathered
before her as the music began playing.

Daniel caught his breath when she turned
around and almost couldn’t believe who he saw on the stage. It was
Melody Allison.


 Chapter 8 -
Preparations



 


 


Melody Allison was a slim, attractive young
woman of twenty-three years old. She had moved down to Cape
Canaveral soon after she turned eighteen to work at one of the
local cruise lines as a hostess. She had stayed there for a few
years, and then later had transferred to an office job on the
mainland at Port Canaveral. She had been laid off over a year
before due to budget cutbacks and decided to go back to school at
the local community college to work towards a degree in
business.

At the beginning of the year, a friend of
hers had mentioned an office position at a local counseling service
that helped troubled teenagers and was soon hired. After nearly a
month at the new job, she cut back her classes from full time to
evening and weekend courses. The schedule kept her busy, but since
her company was paying most of her tuition, she didn’t mind. She
was satisfied with her job and hoped to remain with the agency for
a long time, or at least until she got her degree.

While growing up back in Ohio, her mother
had been very involved with music and had become a well-known
vocalist with the churches in the area. Melody had joined her
mother in her singing during her later school years, and had
continued singing in her spare time after she had moved to the Cape
and started attending church with Brad and Shirley. After years of
practicing and performing, she had long overcome most of the
nervousness that most young performers get right before they start.
Besides, she knew everyone in the audience and they were just a
fraction of those that attended the morning service.

But tonight, a twinge of shyness ran through
her as she gazed out at the thirty or so people sitting quietly in
front of her. Was it because of the young man sitting with Brad and
Shirley? Who was he? Maybe it was just from being a little out of
practice. She hadn’t sung at the church for a few months, so maybe
that was it. She had rehearsed earlier that day by herself in her
apartment and since they had never heard this particular song
before, she figured she could at least wing in.

As the music began to play, she forced
herself to relax and put on a big, bright smile. It was a
contemporary Christian song, and she began to sing. When the music
ended a few minutes later, Brad loudly led the applause and
everyone else immediately joined in. Melody thanked them and smiled
as she stepped off to the side of the small stage. She walked up
the side aisle to the same row that Daniel was sitting in, and then
sat down next to Shirley.



* * *



Pastor Gary thanked Melody as she left the
stage and then proceeded to lead the congregation in the reading of
the Scriptures. But Daniel heard very few of his words. He couldn’t
take his mind off the young woman who had been singing a few
minutes before and was now sitting only a few seats away from him.
She had sung very well and seemed more or less comfortable with
performing. She was young and attractive, and he had noticed that
too, of course.

But for the moment, he was more interested
in trying to figure out why she had appeared in his dreams back in
New Mexico. There must be a reason why he’d had that dream in the
first place. Then he remembered the plane crash and her fate in his
time, and then he realized the most likely answer: he had to tell
her what would happen to her in the future. And while he knew few
details of her future life, he did remember the basic flight
information and the date of the tragedy.

Daniel turned his attention back to the
pastor and tried to concentrate on what he was saying, but his mind
kept wandering back to thoughts of her. He hoped she would stay
after the service so he would be able to meet her. But since she
was a regular member, he would probably have other chances to
introduce himself if it didn’t work out tonight. The evening
service occupied the better part of an hour and the pastor began to
wrap it up when a few members of the congregation began glancing
down at their watches, and also when their children began squirming
again.

The service concluded with a prayer and a
traditional hymn, and then they were dismissed. The people stood up
and most began gathering into small groups and talking with their
friends. Brad stood up and introduced Daniel and Melody.

“Melody, this is Daniel Marks. He came to
the church this morning and we talked him into coming back for the
evening service,” Brad said. “Daniel, this is Melody Allison, a
good friend of ours.

“It’s nice to meet you, Daniel,” Melody said
as they shook hands.

“Nice to meet you, too. I enjoyed your solo
earlier this evening. You have a natural talent for music,” he
said, complimenting her.

Ashlee began to fuss and Shirley excused
them to go change her diaper. Brad saw someone at the front of the
church who he needed to talk to and excused himself also, leaving
Daniel and Melody by themselves.

“So, is this your first week here at the
church?” Melody asked him.

“Yeah, Bill Caldwell invited me yesterday,
as a matter of fact.”

“Oh, do you work with him at NASA?” she
asked.

“No – well, not yet. I had an interview with
him the other day and he ended up inviting me here. I have the rest
of the interviews next week, so I guess that’s a good sign,” he
said with a smile. “Does he often invite people from work?”

She laughed. “Sometimes – he runs the
Evangelism Explosion group here and so he has to set a good example
for the rest of us.”

Daniel smirked and nervously tried to figure
out what to say next. For goodness sake, he chided himself – he was
too old to be nervous around a woman like this. The naturally shy
side of his nature was acting up again. It was suddenly quite warm
in the airy church.

“Have you been coming here for long?” Daniel
said.

“I’ve been here about a year, but Brad and
Shirley joined about two years before I did. I worked with Shirley
at my last job and she talked me into checking it out one Sunday.
And I’ve been here ever since. There aren’t too many people our age
here, but it’s a nice place with good people.” He nodded and
smiled.

“So – you said you have more interviews next
week with Bill?” she asked.

He nodded. “Yes – hopefully they go well, or
I may not be invited back!” he joked.

She laughed, “I’m sure they will – and
you’re welcome to come back anytime – I’ll invite you if Bill
doesn’t.”

Someone in the back of the church began
turning off the lights and they started walking towards the doors
at the front of the sanctuary. They stepped outside and continued
talking for another few minutes, until Brad and Shirley stepped out
from the other building and asked her if she was ready to go. She
nodded and turned to him.

“Well, it was nice meeting you, Daniel. Good
luck on your interview next week,” Melody said.

“Thank you. It was nice to meet you too –
see you next week,” he said, as she turned away and headed for her
car.

He smiled and began walking towards his car.
She waved with a smile as she passed him, and he grinned and waved
back.

He was ecstatic as he drove home – he
couldn’t believe he had finally met her!



* * *



Daniel sighed, took a long sip of diet soda,
and then looked out at the ocean as the waves lapped at his feet.
He looked disappointedly at the can of soda and shook his head with
a grimace. What he wouldn’t give for a cold beer right now, he
thought. He at least deserved that for all his troubles, didn’t he?
But he couldn’t take any chances, so soft drinks and water would
have to do for now.

He turned south and began walking along the
water’s edge toward the Cocoa Beach Pier, about a mile down the
coast. He had finished up the interviews with NASA a few hours
before, and though he knew he had done very well in them, they had
still worn him out mentally. He hadn’t had an interview in years
and it had taken him a few minutes to get back into the rhythm of
them.

There were several sunbathers out and
children playing in the sand, but he wasn’t really paying attention
to them. After his soda was nearly finished, he began to relax and
reflect upon the interviews and his day. Hopefully he would hear
whether he was hired or not by the end of the week. He knew how the
hiring process went at most government agencies, and sometimes it
could take weeks or even months. He didn’t have that kind of time,
and he decided he would have to begin making alternate plans
tomorrow, just in case he didn’t get the job at NASA.

He thought about the interviews from earlier
that day. He was relieved that he had been able spend all day
Monday reading up on C and reviewing sample technical interview
questions. But having no Internet made that more difficult than it
should have been. Just after he had met with Bill on Saturday, he
had rushed over to the closest bookstore and had bought the K&R
book on the C Language and also a UNIX book, just to brush up on
it.

He had spent much of Saturday evening
reviewing UNIX commands and system details, since he was more
familiar with it and it would help him get into study-mode again.
He did a basic review on Sunday evening after church and then had
spent all day Monday going through the C language book and writing
code samples. He also reviewed several dozen design patterns
earlier this morning, even though he doubted he would be asked
about them. But he wanted to make sure he did well, so he spent a
few hours on them anyway, along with a last minute review of the C
language definitions, terminology, and syntax.

Bill had met him first that morning and then
gave him the interview schedule for the day and the standard NASA
employment application to fill out. The first interview of the day
had been with two mid-level software engineers who quizzed him
about UNIX and several standard C questions concerning topics such
as linked-lists, pointers, and memory management. One had him write
a bubble-sort routine and Daniel was relieved that he had studied
that briefly the day before. He hadn’t written a sort routine in
years, since sorting routines were included in every framework he
had used for the last decade. The other interviewer had him write a
binary search routine, and he aced that one too.

The next interview was with a senior
engineer on the project and he peppered Daniel with design
questions and complex system design topics. Evidently Bill had told
him to push his limits and find out the rough extent of Daniel’s
knowledge and skill-set. He did very well and the engineer left
quite impressed. Daniel could tell he was a brilliant engineer just
from the questions he was asking and wished he would have known
about him on his own projects. He would have hired him in a
second.

The last interview was with one of the
physicists on Bill’s team and he asked Daniel a wide variety of
high-level questions that ranged from astronomy to satellite
hardware to computer architecture. Daniel did the best he could,
but didn’t feel he did as well on that one as he had the others.
But it had helped that he had worked in such a rigorous environment
as the SPARC project in New Mexico, and thereby been exposed to
many of the terms and concepts. In the end, he thought he answered
the questions satisfactorily, but was relieved he had finished for
the day. Bill caught up with him after the last interview, thanked
him for coming in, and told him he’d let him know as soon as they
made a decision.

Now that the interviews were finished, he
relaxed and let himself think more about Melody. On Sunday after he
had gone home, he had a hard time focusing on studying at first
because he kept going over their conversation. It slightly annoyed
him that he was thinking about her so much – she was nearly half
his age. Well – sort of, he told himself. He still had to catch
himself at times, like when he had written ‘37’ on the NASA
application instead of ‘19’. He had to stay focused on the task at
hand – averting the Endeavor disaster. He was there for a specific
purpose; anything else must be secondary.

He walked down to the pier and then slowly
back. He thought about going back home and getting his surfboard,
but he was still mentally exhausted and didn’t feel like it. He
promised himself he would go surfing the next day and that gave him
something to look forward to. He went home and decided to celebrate
the end of a long day at a cheap diner down the strip over an old
Civil War novel he had brought with him from Ohio.

After he was finished, he walked back home
and zoned out in front of the television. He missed his guitar from
back home in New Mexico – he hadn’t started playing the guitar
until his last year in college, so he didn’t own one at this point.
If he got the job at NASA, maybe he would splurge and buy a cheap
acoustic just to pick around on.

The doorbell rang and made him jump. He
shook it off and got up to answer the door. Daniel opened it and
found Bill standing outside.

“Hi Daniel, mind if I come in for a few
minutes?” Bill asked.

“Of course – please come in,” Daniel
answered as they shook hands. “Can I get you a drink or anything?
I’m afraid I only have water and soda to offer, though.”

“Water’s fine – thank you,” Bill said as he
sat down at the small dining room table. Daniel asked him how he
was and they exchanged pleasantries.

“So what brings you by this evening? Good
news or bad news?” Daniel asked as he handed him a glass of water
and then sat down with his own glass across the table from him.

“Well, I had a meeting with the engineers
and everyone thought you would make an excellent addition to the
team. Congratulations – you got the job,” Bill said with a big
smile.

“That’s great! Thank you,” Daniel said with
a huge grin. “When can I start?”

“How about this Monday? It’s going to take a
few days to do your background check and set up your system access
and all that. Standard new hire stuff, you know.” Daniel nodded and
took a drink of water.

“Just out of curiosity – how’d I do?” he
asked.

“Very well – you impressed everyone, even
Ben.” Ben was the senior engineer that had grilled him right before
the interview with the physicist.

“That’s good – I was concerned,” Daniel
said. He paused and then said seriously, “Bill, thanks for taking a
chance on me – I know how weird my story sounds.”

Bill nodded. “How’d you like the church the
other day, by the way?”

“Well, church isn’t really my thing, but I
liked it. It felt comfortable and the people seem very nice.”

“They are – lots of wonderful people there.
Do you think you’ll go back next week?” Bill asked.

“Sure, and not just because of our agreement
either,” Daniel said. “My church experience – as I remember it, at
least – was rather rigid. I didn’t seem to fit well with it and
then when I went off to college, I guess I just never went
back.”

Bill drank some more of his water. “Do you
mind if I ask you some more questions – nothing technical this
time, I promise,” he asked.

“Certainly – what would you like to know?”
answered Daniel.

“Who wins the ‘92 World Series?” he asked
with a grin.

“Well, it's not the Cubs, that's for sure.
Actually, I can’t remember – I don’t keep track of sports very
much.”

Bill sighed and shook his head. “Okay – how
about the election? You have to remember that, right?”

“Of course. Who can forget that one? Bill
Clinton wins, mostly because Ross Perot splits the Republican vote.
Would you like to hear some of the highlights of his presidency?”
Bill nodded. “Both his terms in office are plagued by scandals,
just like his campaign. During his first term, Hillary pushes for
universal healthcare and the Republicans retake both houses of
Congress for the first time in over sixty years. In his second
term, he’s impeached because of perjury involving an improper
relationship with an intern, but the Senate decides not to remove
him from office.”

Bill sighed again and looked at his glass,
“No kidding. Well, at least we finally get Congress back, I
suppose. What about the year 2000 and all that? Do they have flying
cars by then?” he joked.

“Not even close,” Daniel laughed. “Well, in
2000, nothing much happens with the Y2K problem and the big news of
the year is the election between George W. Bush – President Bush’s
son – and Al Gore. Gore’s the Vice President for both terms that
Clinton is in office. Anyway, Gore wins the popular vote but Bush
wins the electoral vote because of Florida. In Florida there’s a
selective recount attempt that the Supreme Court stops. After about
a month of lawsuits and countersuits, Bush finally wins the
election.”

“Wow – that sounds like an interesting year.
What about after that?” Bill asked.

“Remember the Twin Towers in New York? On
September 11th of 2001, Islamic terrorists hijack several jet
planes full of people and fly two of them into each of the towers.
Another one is crashed into the Pentagon and a fourth plane is
crashed by the passengers into rural Pennsylvania so it wouldn’t
hit the White House.

Bill shook his head in disbelief. “Are you
serious?” Daniel nodded sadly.

“I watched the second plane hit the South
Tower on television and then most of the world saw the Towers
collapse an hour or two later. All of Manhattan was filled with
dust and smoke for days. Nearly three thousand people died. Because
of that terrorism, we invade Afghanistan to root out the terrorist
network Al Qaeda, and then in the spring of 2003, the US invades
Iraq and removes Saddam Hussein from power. Four years of terrorism
in Iraq follow until the Iraqis finally turn against Al Qaeda and
the other extremists and help us get rid of them.”

“Anything else?” Bill asked.

“Yeah, in late August of this year,
Hurricane Andrew devastates a large portion of south Florida. It’s
a Category-5 and it’s one of the biggest natural disasters in US
history. Before Katrina wipes out most of New Orleans in 2005, that
is. Oh, and gas prices are over four dollars a gallon.”

“Maybe it’s better that I don’t ask you any
more about the future – it sounds depressing,” Bill said.

“Nah, it’s not all bad,” Daniel said. “Just
about everyone has cell-phones. Computers and laptops are cheap.
Then there’s the Internet and free Wi-Fi all over the place.”

Bill sighed again and checked his watch.
“You’ll have to tell me more about it some other time – it’s a lot
to take in all at once. I need to be heading back home before it
gets too late.” He stood up and walked towards the door of the
small apartment.

“Okay – hey Bill, thanks for everything. Are
you going to be at church on Sunday?” he asked.

“Definitely – there’s a potluck after the
service this week, as a matter of fact. You don’t want miss those –
you’re welcome to join us, if you’d like.”

“I think I will. Thanks again, Bill,” Daniel
said as they shook hands at the door. Bill nodded and then
left.

Daniel closed the door and slumped back on
the old sofa in relief. The first hurdle had been passed. But now
the next one was looming.



* * *



Daniel stood near the sea wall at the end of
Jetty Park and watched the huge Premier Cruiselines ship leave Port
Canaveral. He had been on a cruise years ago and he was considering
it might be fun to take a vacation down to the Bahamas in the fall.
He took a deep breath and let it out slowly, and then turned to go
back down the beach. He had gotten into the habit of taking a long
walk on the beach every evening after dinner and found it to be a
good way to put his thoughts in order and wind down at the end of
the day.

It was Wednesday evening, the day after his
interview at NASA. Since he had been doing little other than
studying software books for the last several days, he decided he
needed a break and didn’t open a single book that day. Instead, he
went out and bought a decent used acoustic guitar and restrung and
tuned it right away. He had sat on the couch in front of the
television and played it until his fingertips started to blister.
They’d be sore for the first week or two until they calloused, and
he had put some ointment on them to take away some of the pain.

He had begun keeping a journal that day too,
as his father had suggested weeks before. He had been too busy
getting settled into the apartment and preparing for the interview,
but since he didn’t start the new job until Monday, he suddenly
found himself with a lot of free time. He would have rather blogged
it, but since the Internet would not become mainstream for several
more years, that was simply not an option. He didn’t even have a
personal computer and he hadn’t realized until today how much of
his life he had spent online, between programming, email, and
surfing the web. It was almost unnerving at first to be so
“disconnected”, but he soon found other ways to keep himself
busy.

As he was walking back, he saw someone who
looked familiar and he decided to see if she was who he thought she
was. She was looking out over the ocean, apparently watching the
same ship that he had seen leave the port earlier. It was far off
in the distance now and every once in awhile its air-horn blared
loudly as a warning to other ships in the vicinity. He could see
that she wasn’t paying attention, and since he didn’t want to
startle her, he approached from the side instead of walking up from
behind.

“Melody?” he said. She jumped a little in
surprise and then smiled when she recognized him.

“Oh – hi! I didn’t see you there. You
startled me,” she said.

“I’m sorry – I didn’t mean to. Are you
alright?” he asked with a smile.

“Yeah, I was just pre-occupied. What are you
doing out here?”

“I was just coming back from a walk,” Daniel
replied. He looked out towards the horizon with her, watching the
ship continue moving southeastward.

“How did your interview go?” she asked.

“Oh, it went great. I start on Monday.”

“Congratulations – will you be working with
Bill?”

He nodded. “I’ll be a contractor in his
group – I’m not quite sure what I’ll be working on yet, though. But
since it’s my first job down here, I’ll take whatever I can
get.”

“So you just moved here?” Melody asked.

“Yeah, I came from a small city in Ohio,”
Daniel said.

“No kidding – I’m from there too. Where did
you live?”

“I grew up in Findlay – it’s more or less
right between Columbus and Toledo.”

“I’ve been through there before – I’m from
Germantown, just southeast of Dayton,” she said.

“It’s a small world after all,” he joked,
making her laugh and roll her eyes. Disney was a big business in
Central Florida and attracted millions of tourists every year.

“So, do you often come out here in the
evenings?” he asked. The breeze blew her short light-brown hair
into her eyes and she brushed it away.

“No, not any more. I used to all the time,
until I started going to school again. I was laid off from my last
job about a year or so ago and then started taking some business
classes. When I was hired at the office I’m at now, I had to cut
back to evenings and Saturdays.” She grinned and shook her head.
“I’ll get a degree someday – you know, maybe ten years from now,”
she said wryly before continuing. “I usually go to church on
Wednesday nights since I don’t have classes that day, but there’s
no service tonight because of Good Friday. I have a test tomorrow
in my Economics class that I need to study for too.”

“Where do you go to school at?” he
asked.

“I go over to BCC.” He looked puzzled by the
reference. “Oh – Brevard Community College. I thought you NASA
people knew all the acronyms around here,” she joked, getting back
at him for his earlier comment.

“Well, I haven’t started there yet,” he said
with smile. “It sounds like you’re a very busy person.”

“Yes – well, it sort of helps to keep me
motivated, you know.” They began walking down the beach. “How do
you like it here so far?” Melody asked.

“It’s great – I’ve never lived near the
ocean before, much less this close to the beach. Seven blocks away
isn’t too bad,” he said.

“Really? Where do you live?”

“I’m over at the Atlantic Gardens
apartments, just off North Atlantic and Canaveral.”

“It is a small world indeed,” she quipped,
joking with him again. “I live in a duplex along Adams, near
Rosalind.”

“Do you mind if I walk back with you?” he
asked.

“No, not at all. I’d enjoy the company,” she
said with a smile. He smiled back and glanced over at her – she was
hard not to like.

They continued walking down the beach,
talking and exchanging experiences in school and stories about
growing up in Ohio. They discovered they had a lot in common and
had both visited many of the same places there. When they reached
the walkover, they left the beach and then went down Adams toward
where she lived. A few blocks down, she stopped at the driveway of
a small, one-story duplex.

“Well, this is my place,” she said, pointing
to the unit on the left. The exterior of the duplex was white with
dark trim and had large windows in front. A cream-colored cat with
dark spots was lying on its back between the two cars in the
driveway. He recognized her car from the church the other night and
stopped.

“It looks like a nice place. If you’re ever
up for a walk or something again, just call me.” He paused. “I’d
give you my number but I’m fresh out of paper,” he said with a big
smile.

“Tell you what, if you see my car there and
you’re going to the beach, just drop by – as long as it’s not too
late or anything.”

“Like what, midnight? Two? Three? Most
engineers are night-owls, you know.”

“No – more like ten-thirty. That’s my limit
during weeknights,” she replied with a shake of her head.

“Okay – it was nice seeing you again. I’m
glad we ran into each other,” he said, smiling at her.

“I am too – have a good night,” she said
with a grin and then unlocked the door and stepped into her
apartment.

He smiled all the way home as he thought
about her and their conversation. Yes, he could see himself staying
in Florida for a long time.



* * *



Daniel walked through one of the wide double
doors that opened into the main lobby. He strode up to the
receptionist at the front desk and gave her his name, the name of
the supervisor he was reporting to (Bill Caldwell), his group, and
the appointment time. She looked up his supervisor’s extension and
then politely told him he had a visitor at the front desk. She told
Daniel he would be down in a few minutes, so he went over to the
handful of chairs in the lobby and took a seat.

Two minutes later, Bill opened one of the
other doors at the side and strode over to Daniel as he stood up to
greet him. “Good morning, Daniel. Are you ready to get
started?”

“You bet. How are you today?” he asked.

“Good, but very busy – I have a couple of
fires I’m putting out this morning and then meetings from ten until
four, but at least I can take a short lunch to meet with you and
see how you’re settling in. I’m having you sit with one of the
mid-level engineers and he’ll help you get your system set up and
show you the infrastructure for the group.”

“Sounds great,” Daniel replied. They walked
along a wide hallway and then turned right, and then entered a maze
of cubicles.

Bill pointed to the doors along the far
wall. “The senior managers and directors sit over there in those
offices. These wall offices are for the senior engineers and
architects. The cubes are where everyone else sits.” He led him
over to a cube where a man in his mid-twenties was sitting,
proofreading a technical document at his desk. Bill knocked on the
entrance of his cube.

“Hi Scott, do you have a minute?” Bill
asked.

“Sure – what’s up?” Scott asked, turning
around.

“This is Daniel Marks, the new contractor
who’s starting in our group today. Daniel – this is Scott Williams,
one of our programmers.”

Scott stood up from his desk and they shook
hands. “Welcome to NASA,” he said with a friendly grin.

“Hey Scott, do you mind sitting with Daniel
for awhile this morning and helping him get his system set up? Once
that’s done, show him the document repository and have him start
looking through the docs we started you on. He’s two cubes down
from you. I need to call Russell and brief him on what’s going
on.”

“Of course. Do you know his User ID?”

“8749434,” Bill said.

Scott quickly scribbled the number down.
“Cool – I’ll take care of it.”

“Great – thank you, sir. Daniel, I’ll be
back around noon and we’ll get some lunch.” Daniel nodded.

“Sweet – let’s go check out your new digs
and get you logged in,” Scott said.

They walked a few cubes over and Scott sat
down. He entered in the User ID and logged in, while Daniel
borrowed a chair and sat down in the small cube. “Cool – it works.
Mine didn’t for two days. I was bored out of my skull the first
week here,” Scott said.

“Did it get better?” Daniel asked.

“Oh yeah, we write a lot of slick code here.
You know C, right?” Daniel nodded.

“That’s good. C rocks! At least you aren’t
one of those COBOL flunkies.” Someone a few cubes away said
something in response to his comment, but Scott rolled his eyes and
waved it off as if to say “whatever”.

Scott pushed a pen and engineering notebook
over to him, “Here – you’ll want to write all this stuff down. It’s
not the best organized system in the world, but it’s what we’ve
got.” Daniel nodded and opened the notebook.

For the next hour, Scott showed him the
system and gave him a basic overview of the document repository and
how to query and view documents. When he was finished, he gave him
a short list of documents to review, such as the coding standards
they used, and the various procedures and processes that were
followed during development and testing.

At noon, Daniel’s phone rang and he answered
it. Bill called and had to cancel their lunch plans, having gotten
pulled into an emergency meeting. He apologized and told him they’d
catch up later that afternoon or early the next morning. Daniel
grabbed a quick lunch with Scott in the cafeteria and spent the
rest of the day going through the documents Scott had referred him
to.

When four o’clock rolled around, Scott
stopped by his cube and said goodnight. He mentioned he usually
came in at seven or so and left early, unless he was behind
schedule and had to work extra hours. At five-thirty, Daniel
decided to go home for the day and locked his terminal.

He was tired and a bit bored, but that was
how first days usually went. Yet he was still excited to be there.
He had a lot to learn and the time was short.


 Chapter 9 - The
Mission



 


 


The house was filled the sounds of cooking
and the smell of warm bread and various other dishes. For the last
half-hour, Shirley and Melody had been in the kitchen preparing the
Easter dinner, while Brad and Daniel watched Ashlee in the living
room. Ashlee was busy with her own small plastic kitchen set and
regularly brought Brad and Daniel tiny pans, bowls, and glasses
full of other plastic food of many kinds from the yellow and pink
shopping cart.

“We’ll be ready in fifteen minutes,” Shirley
called out from the kitchen.

“That’s our cue,” Brad said as he stood up
and headed into the dining room.

Daniel followed a moment later after he set
down the toys she had brought him on the end-table. Brad was
carefully getting out their china and good silverware, and soon
Daniel was setting them around the large table. Every few seconds,
Brad glanced out to the living room to keep an eye on Ashlee. When
it became too quiet out there, Brad would go and check on her.

“She’s a good kid,” Daniel mentioned as Brad
returned.

“Yeah, but she likes to wander off. That and
she doesn’t like bedtime too much,” he replied. “It’s not when
they’re too loud that there’s trouble, it’s when it gets too
quiet.”

Daniel smiled and nodded. “You should put a
bell on her or something,” he joked.

“Good idea, but then she’d be ringing it all
the time just to hear it, and then you’d get used to it and ignore
it. Besides, I don’t think Shirley would go for it,” he said as he
shot a glance in her direction.

They finished setting the table and went
back out to the living room. The plastic dishes were scattered all
over the room and Ashlee was now sitting in the middle near the
coffee table, preparing a small party for her dolls.

“Thanks for inviting me to dinner – this is
nice,” Daniel said.

“Sure – we figured that since you’re new
here, you might not have anywhere to go. It’d be sad to have you be
all alone on Easter Sunday. My parents usually come over for
holiday dinners and since they’re out of town this week, we had a
few extra places.”

“I thought it was interesting how the pastor
tied the Resurrection Day to the same day that Noah’s ark landed,”
Daniel mentioned. “I hadn’t heard that before.”

Brad nodded. “Yeah, he brings up some
interesting tidbits every once in awhile. About a year ago he began
listening to some tapes from one of the speakers at Calvary Chapel
in Southern California and has been using some of those studies in
his sermons. You should have been here for the study of Daniel’s
Seventy Weeks a few months ago.”

“What’s that?” Daniel asked.

“Here – I’ll show you real quick – we should
have enough time,” Brad said as he walked over to the bookshelf. He
grabbed two Bibles, handed one to Daniel and sat back down. “Flip
over to Daniel 9.” Daniel found it from the index and Brad began
reading.

“Daniel 9:24-27: Seventy weeks are
determined upon thy people and upon thy holy city, to finish the
transgression, and to make an end of sins, and to make
reconciliation for iniquity, and to bring in everlasting
righteousness, and to seal up the vision and prophecy, and to
anoint the most Holy. Know therefore and understand, that from the
going forth of the commandment to restore and to build Jerusalem
unto the Messiah the Prince shall be seven weeks, and threescore
and two weeks: the street shall be built again, and the wall, even
in troublous times. And after threescore and two weeks shall
Messiah be cut off, but not for himself: and the people of the
prince that shall come shall destroy the city and the sanctuary;
and the end thereof shall be with a flood, and unto the end of the
war desolations are determined. And he shall confirm the covenant
with many for one week: and in the midst of the week he shall cause
the sacrifice and the oblation to cease, and for the overspreading
of abominations he shall make it desolate, even until the
consummation, and that determined shall be poured upon the
desolate.” Brad stopped and then put his finger where he had read
from.

“What’s all that mean?” Daniel asked,
looking back over it for himself.

“Well, the first verse is more or less the
summary – the seventy weeks are weeks of years, not days. So he’s
saying that there are a total of four hundred ninety years of
trouble that Israel will go through until the end,” he said. “In
the next part, he mentions that after the order is given to rebuild
Jerusalem there will be sixty-two and seven weeks – that’s sixty
nine weeks of years total – until the Messiah the Prince
comes.”

“Okay, so four hundred and eight-three
years.”

“Right – well, Israel went into the
Babylonian Captivity in 589 BC and in 520 BC the Jews were freed to
return to their land. But they had problems and couldn’t get very
far in rebuilding the city. It wasn’t until March 14th, 445 BC that
Artaxerxes Longimanus gave the order that allowed them to rebuild
the wall, and then after that decree the city was finally rebuilt.”
Brad waited a moment for that to sink in and then continued.

“Well, here’s where it gets interesting. If
you count the number of days from the date that decree was given,
you’ll arrive at April 6th of 32 AD, the very day that Jesus rode
into Jerusalem on the colt. That’s Palm Sunday, where Jesus came to
present himself to the city as their King. If you check it out, the
people wanted Him to be their king several times before, but He
always refused – until that day. But the priesthood and the rulers
didn’t accept Him for their own reasons. Later in Matthew, Jesus
weeps over the city because He knew they would refuse Him, and He
makes a point about them missing ‘this particular day’ that the
Scriptures had predicted that He would come as their king.”

Daniel thought about it for a moment and
then asked, “How could Daniel know that exact date centuries before
it happened? Was it changed in the text after Jesus had already
come?”

“Nope – that’s impossible – and the proof is
that the book of Daniel was already part of the Old Testament more
than four centuries before Jesus was born. Not only that, but the
entire Old Testament was translated into Greek about two hundred
years before His birth, and the entire Book of Daniel was part of
that too.”

Daniel considered it for a moment and
motioned for him to continue. “Next is the part about the Messiah’s
sacrifice for others and then the destruction of Jerusalem by the
Romans in 70 AD and the Diaspora of the Jews. There appears to be a
time gap between verses twenty-six and twenty-seven, which is where
we are now. Then the last verse talks about how the Anti-Christ
will come later and make a seven-year deal with Israel, and then
break the deal in the middle of the seven years.”

“Who are the ‘people of the prince who shall
come’ it mentions? Is that the Romans?” Daniel asked.

“No one really knows for sure – it could be
the Romans or Gentiles, or others. There’s other verses that speak
of this prince as being Assyrian, and since the Roman empire at
that time was so huge, it very well could be. Other places hint
that he’ll be Jewish, too. When you get into Revelation and other
prophetic passages, they talk more about what happens after that
seven-year treaty is made and what Israel has to do to
survive.”

“What do you mean?”

“Remember the Holocaust? Well, according to
the Bible, there’s going to be another one, except that instead of
being confined to a few countries in Europe, it will be
world-wide.”

“Really? I would hope that never happens,”
Daniel said, shaking his head at the thought of another
Holocaust.

“Yeah, me neither. But look at how
anti-Semitic most of the Middle East is today. There’s lots of
people over there that want to see Israel and all the Jews pushed
into the sea.”

“That’s true.” Daniel began feeling a little
uncomfortable. Hopefully, dinner would be soon.

“Thanks for telling me about that – I’ve
never looked into prophecy-stuff very much,” Daniel said, more out
of politeness than agreement. He had read about the Holocaust
before and couldn’t believe that people would ever participate in
that atrocity again. And he didn’t buy into the notion of Bible
prophecy and predicting the future. At least not without checking
it out more for himself.

“I hadn’t either until the pastor started
talking about it awhile back – I found that the Scriptures became
even more interesting after I began to respect them more. Every
word or phrase is there for a reason, regardless of how obscure or
misplaced it may seem.”

Melody began putting out the food on the
table and Brad picked Ashlee up and took her into the dining room.
He gently set her in the high-chair and then both Daniel and Brad
helped Melody set the rest of the food around the table. Soon they
were all sitting down and Brad gave thanks for the food.

As they began eating, Brad glanced over to
Ashlee and then warned them, “If you see her pick up something and
make a weird face, get ready to duck. Did Shirley tell you about
the butter incident last week?” he asked Melody.

“No,” she said with a big grin. “What
happened?”

Brad began describing how they had made the
mistake of showing her the butter dish and then letting her hold a
small slice, just to see what would happen. When she had picked it
up, she discovered that she didn’t like how it felt and flung it
off her hand. Needless to say, it flew across the room and landed
on the front of the china cabinet.

They all laughed at the story and then
Ashlee grinned with a big smile and said “butter” and pointed
towards the cabinet. Brad nodded and hid the butter dish behind
some others so she couldn’t see it and get distracted.

The rest of Easter dinner went well and
there were no flying food incidents. Halfway through the meal,
Ashlee began to fuss and Shirley took her out of the high-chair and
held her on her lap. She began sucking her thumb and looking
drowsy, and a few minutes later she was sound asleep.

Shirley got up and took Ashlee back to her
room and put her down for her afternoon nap.

When they were finished, Brad and Daniel
cleared the table and then helped clean up. Ashlee usually slept
for good hour or two in the afternoon and they spent the rest of
the afternoon chatting and relaxing. There was no evening service
that night, and Daniel stayed until late afternoon. He thanked them
for dinner and then went home.

He thought about the Hudson family and felt
a twinge of envy for their home life. He had felt more or less
content with being single, but now that he was seeing a decent
marriage and family, he began feeling that he was somewhat
superficial and incomplete. Once evening came, he felt lonely and
restless, and walked down to the beach.

As he passed Melody’s apartment, he began
thinking about her again and Easter dinner, and tried to imagine
what being married would be like. He hadn’t given it much thought
before – maybe that’s what was missing and what he was looking for.
He really liked Melody and thought about her often, especially when
he passed by her house on his walks or when he thought about church
or the Hudson’s. At times he felt that she liked him too, and he
wanted to pursue a relationship with her. But another part of him
told him to wait, at least until the business with NASA was
finished. It would only be a few more weeks and he didn’t think
either of them were going anywhere soon.

He also thought about the earlier
conversation he’d had with Brad, about the Seventy Weeks prophecy.
It sounded interesting, especially given his own unique
circumstances. What if something similar had happened in the past
and that “angel” had simply told the prophet what would happen in
the future? He was interested in looking into it more, but couldn’t
accept it without a thorough investigation on his own.

The sun was setting when he turned around at
the end of the beach at Jetty Park, and he began reviewing what he
needed to do next week. He felt like he had a good idea of where to
start hunting for the documents and how to find the evidence he
needed to prove that the shuttle had a problem and its launch
needed to be delayed. He was meeting with Bill the next day after
work to go over the plans and he made a mental list of everything
he needed to prepare beforehand.

The next three weeks were going to be very
busy.



* * *



“Did you find the component documentation?”
Bill asked Daniel as he sat down on the small couch in his
study.

Daniel took a sip of water and shook his
head. “I’m still digging. I found the right volume, but pulling all
the documents and revisions is another story. It’ll take a day or
two in order to find the exact documents we need. They keep the
red-lined documents in a mirror directory off the main branch and
there’s a process that flags and then moves them from the active
repository to the mirror, and then updates the catalog. My guess is
that what we’re looking for will be in the redlines somewhere.
Those will be fun to go to through,” Daniel said with a
grimace.

“Is there an audit-trail we can use to track
down who made the changes and when?”

“I don’t think so – it just tracks the user
who last saved the document. Besides, if someone’s dumb enough to
make those kinds of changes to them, most likely they’ll be
covering their tracks anyway.” Bill nodded and thought for a
moment.

“Alright, so let’s go over the plan again,”
Bill said. “We track down the component that’s faulty and get as
much documentation on it as we can find, then we take all that
information to the shuttle maintenance team and have them check it
out. Most likely, between the docs and reexamining the system,
they’ll discover the problem, right?” he asked.

“They should – from what I remember, the
engineering team that examined the wreckage after the accident
isolated the problem fairly quickly. They should be able to get the
stress tests and other materials tests directly from the
contractor.”

“Okay. What if you can’t find them?”

“Then we’ll have to go directly to the
shuttle maintenance crew and tell them to check it out without the
proof,” Daniel said.

“If you do find that the docs were tampered
with, what do we do then?” he asked, swirling his iced tea.

“I have no idea – NASA will have to do an
investigation about whether it’s someone here or at the contractor.
If it’s at the contractor, it may be more difficult to track down,
since they often use sub-contractors, who use other sub-contractors
and so forth.”

“What do we do if the maintenance crew
refuses to investigate?” Bill asked. Daniel blanched and Bill
responded, “I’m serious – this launch is very visible – and
political. If it goes like you say it will, we’re in big trouble.
But I can see from NASA politics and such, that if someone raises a
concern at the last minute, you better have extremely solid
evidence,” Bill said.

“I know,” Daniel sighed. “We’ll find the
proof we need – NASA would never approve a component that could
cause another tragedy like Challenger.”

“And what if we don’t?” Bill asked.

“Then we fall back to Plan B.”

“And what would that be?”

Daniel grinned mischievously and replied,
“I’m not sure yet, but maybe it’s better that I don’t tell you
until this is all over.”



* * *



“Bill, I found them,” Daniel said quietly
with a big grin, as Bill sat down with his lunch next to him on the
park bench.

“That’s great – where did you put them? Tell
me you didn’t copy them to your own volume,” he said.

“Of course not,” Daniel retorted. “What do
you think I am, some junior programmer? I left them where they were
and made some link-copies to them here,” Daniel said as he handed
him a small slip of paper. “Also, I made some hard copies inside
the repository in a cloaked directory, just in case.”

Bill frowned and looked up from the slip of
paper. “In case what?”

“Just some extra insurance. If someone’s
covering their tracks, we don’t want those redlines disappearing at
the last minute.”

“Okay – I’ll forward these over to the head
of the shuttle maintenance team right away. They should have plenty
of time to examine the component and review the docs and
tests.”

“Hopefully,” Daniel said.

“Congratulations, Daniel – you just saved a
lot of lives,” he said as he raised his soda can in a mock
toast.

“Thanks – although I could’ve never done it
without you taking that first step in trusting me.”

“Ah, no problem. I had to – it’s not
everyday you meet someone who tells you they’re from the future. By
the way, when are those riots supposed to start?” Bill asked.

“Just after the verdict next week,” Daniel
replied. “If you have any relatives in LA, tell them to take a
vacation real soon.”

“I’ll do that, not that I know anyone out
there other than from the JPL group. And they’re all far away from
south-central LA anyway.”

Daniel nodded. “Cheers,” he said as they
clinked their soda cans together.

“Cheers – to a job well done and keeping
space travel alive,” replied Bill.



* * *



Daniel pushed the plate slightly away from
him and resumed his writing. It wasn’t the best club sandwich he’d
ever had, but it would do.

He had neglected his journal for the last
few days and wanted to catch up. Most of what he wrote about was
his past life in the future, but he also often wrote about his
current life since he had been back. At times he felt he was
forgetting and losing touch with his other reality, and he’d found
that writing triggered his memory and helped him remember.

He had set aside one notebook for writing
about the present time and in a different one wrote about his other
life, most of which was future now. He had started both at the
place where he had come back to in the present time, namely late
March in 1992, since that was where his life had been altered. He
wanted to get as much of the future and his old life written down
as quickly as possible before it became too late.

He noticed that something strange had
happened soon after he had dinner with Sarah and had closure in
their relationship. He discovered that he now remembered both the
drifting apart in the original timeline, but also their dinner
together and the new future. His recollection of what had happened
the first time seemed to grow increasingly cloudy, and even now he
found it difficult at times to really know what had happened in the
previous time and what had happened in this one. As he continued to
change his own past, he wanted to write down as much of both
timelines as he could remember, before his memory of his other life
faded even more.

He thought about going home, but suddenly
felt it was critical that he write as much as he could remember
down, at least into general notes. He already had several pages of
notes and other items, and he often flipped back and forth between
the old timeline and his new one. For those which were murky, he
wrote in the back and would attempt to resolve them later. He had
forgotten his watch and hadn’t quite gotten used to wearing one
again since he had always used his cell-phone for keeping track of
the time. He hadn’t really missed those conveniences until now,
except for the Internet.

The waitress saw him yawn and then came over
to his table to see if he needed a refill of water or anything. He
ordered a cup of coffee and continued writing. He missed his old
laptop too – it would be so much easier to type rather than writing
his thoughts down on paper and then transcribe them later. Maybe he
would just stow the notebooks away somewhere safe and then have
them digitally scanned and transcribed in a few years when that
technology came available.

The diner was mostly empty now, except for a
handful of older teenagers joking around and a young couple with a
baby. As he sipped his coffee and continued jotting down notes, out
of the corner of his eye, he caught the sight of someone familiar
walking towards his table. He looked up and smiled when he saw who
it was.

“Hi, Daniel,” Melody said.

“Hi – what are you doing here?” he asked,
immediately wanting to kick himself for asking a silly question.
There wasn’t much else to do at a diner other than sit and eat.

“Well, my classes just finished and I didn’t
have time to eat anything earlier. I usually go home after work and
school and all that, but I have a test to study for tomorrow.
Besides, I’m starving!” she exclaimed.

“You’re welcome to join me, if you want,” he
offered.

“Sure,” she said as she put down her book
bag and sat down across from him. He put his pen down and motioned
for the waitress, who was already heading towards them. She handed
Melody the menu and she quickly ordered. Daniel ordered a dessert
and asked to have it brought out with her order.

“That was fast – I guess you are hungry,” he
joked, giving her a big smile.

“Yeah, it’s been a long day,” she said,
almost slumping back in the seat. “What are you doing here this
late?”

“I’m catching up on some writing I haven’t
had time to do this week. This place is quiet in the evening, and I
figured I could finish most of it tonight.” She nodded. The
waitress brought out her drink order and Melody thanked her.

“So what’s your test about?” he asked.

She rolled her eyes and sighed. “Economics –
it’s the next to last test before the final. I can’t wait to be
done with it.”

“I remember that class – I didn’t get it at
first until I learned a trick.”

“And what’s that?”

“Whatever answer you think makes sense
probably isn’t the right one – reverse your thinking about it and
you’ll end up going in the right direction. At least with
Economics.”

“What do you mean? Any examples?” she
asked.

“Sure – when more money is printed, the
money supply increases and therefore demand (and then the worth or
value) decreases. To increase the value of something, decrease the
supply or increase the demand. Most people at first would say that
increasing the money supply would help the economy, but often it
just increases inflation. You may make more money with inflation,
but the real value is actually decreasing.”

She thought for a moment. “I guess that
makes sense, but we’ll see how it works on the test. Do you have
any proof that this trick of yours works?” she joked.

“I got a ‘B’ in my Econ-101 class at OSU –
does that count?”

“Yeah, I suppose that does. I’m jealous – a
‘B’ would be nice. Would you mind helping me study tonight? I mean,
after you’re done with your writing and all,” she asked.

“Sure – I don’t mind at all,” he said,
closing the notebook and pushing it off to the side. He noticed
that the one about the future had been opened and he didn’t really
want her to see that anyway. It would be difficult to explain if
she began asking questions about it, or worse, began reading
it.

Her dinner arrived a few minutes later, and
she quietly bowed her head and said a silent prayer before she
began eating. He was almost surprised, since she had mentioned how
hungry she was. He felt a twinge of embarrassment since his spoon
had been halfway towards his dessert.

“So what are you writing about?” she asked.
“I’m not trying to be nosy or anything,” she said between
bites.

“Oh, no problem. My dad and I had a
conversation before I moved down here, and he recommended that I
begin keeping a journal while I could. He said that was one of his
biggest regrets: that he hadn’t started keeping one when he was
younger. So I took his advice and started writing every few days. I
was busy earlier this week and got behind on it,” he said.

“That’s a good idea – you said you went to
OSU, right?” she asked.

“Yeah, this was my freshman year.”

“What made you decide to move down
here?”

“Well, I’d been in Ohio all my life and I
decided I needed a change of scenery for a while,” he said. That
was one of the responses he had rehearsed and practiced often.

“Do you plan on going back this fall?” she
asked.

“No – I think I’ll enroll at UCF down here
or something. I may join you in your ten-year degree program,” he
joked.

“Yeah – it’s great. But at least my office
pays most of the tuition, so that helps,” she said.

Daniel nodded and thought for a moment about
what to say next. “Is that what you really want to do when you’re
finished with school? You know, like maybe go into business or
something?”

“I think so – I mean, I guess I’m more
interested in having a steady income than anything else,” she said.
“What about you?”

“I don’t know yet – I like programming and
all, but I’ve been doing it for awhile and I’ve been thinking I may
want to do something else. I just don’t know what yet. I’ve been
thinking lately that it might be better to find something you
really love to do and then try to make a living out of it.”

They continued chatting until they were
finished eating and then Melody reluctantly opened her Economics
book and took out her notes. She explained what the unit was about
and what parts she needed more help with than others. He helped her
go over it and prepare, and then an hour later, they were both
yawning and tired of reviewing the material.

When it was nearly eleven o’clock, they both
decided they’d better go home to get some sleep.

“Would you like to have dinner together with
me some time?” he asked. He had wanted to ask her for over a week
and had decided to just put it out there and see what happened.

“Are you asking me out?” she said with a
smile of mock surprise.

He grinned and nodded. “Why – yes, I am.
What day is best for you? I mean, if you want to, of course.”

She pulled out her appointment book from her
book bag. “How about next Wednesday, May 6th, say around seven
o’clock?”

“That sounds great to me – my schedule’s
pretty open: work, surf, sleep, and then church on Wednesdays and
Sundays,” he said. “Let me know how your test goes – if you do
well, maybe I should go into teaching,” he joked.

She laughed and promised she’d tell him on
Sunday, if the results came back by then. They said goodnight and
he watched her leave.

He felt like he was floating on the clouds
that night as he went back to his car and drove home.

 


 


The next day after work, he bought a
greeting card and wrote a message wishing her well on her test that
day, and mentioned that he had enjoyed their impromptu dinner the
previous evening. He put it into her mailbox on his way to the
beach and then took a long walk down past the pier.

 


* * *



“Hey Daniel, do you have a minute?” Bill
asked as they were heading out the rear entrance of the church. He
had a serious look on his face and Daniel immediately knew it was
important. It was Wednesday, the day after they had delivered the
documents to NASA. Daniel was anxiously waiting for the news that
the launch had been delayed.

“Sure – Brad, I’ll catch up with you later,”
Daniel said as he greeted him. Bill motioned for him to take a walk
with him out to the other side of the church property, where no one
would be likely to interrupt them. “Hey Bill – what’s going on?” he
said once they were a short distance away.

“I watched the news tonight – you were
right. I still can’t quite comprehend it, but you were right.”

“You mean the riots in LA started?”

Bill nodded and shoved his hands into his
pockets. “How long will they last?”

Daniel thought for a moment, “About four
days, if I remember correctly. It gets pretty bad during the second
day and then by the fourth day, the military is called in to put
down the riots and they taper off after that.”

“I’ve been thinking a lot about what else
you told me after we first met. Have you told anyone else who you
are and where you’re from?” he asked.

“No – you’re the only one. And I plan on
keeping it that way.”

“What about them?” Bill asked, nodding his
head towards the Hudsons, who were talking with Melody behind the
church. The pastor and his wife were chatting with them, too.

“No – they don’t know either. They’d all
think I was joking anyway.”

“Good. I have a bad feeling about what we
sent on to the other group,” he said.

“What do you mean?” Daniel asked with
concern.

“Jim Andrews, the director of the
maintenance team, called Russell late this afternoon and was
concerned about how we found those documents. Not only that, but
they almost seem like they’re more concerned with why our group is
raising the issue about a potential problem, instead of the actual
problem itself,” he said.

“Are they doing anything about what’s in the
docs?” Daniel asked, shaking his head in disbelief.

“Yes, they’re having the contractor send
over all their versions of the documents and the test results. In
all likelihood, they’ll send us what we already have and it won’t
matter.”

“Aren’t they inspecting the component on the
shuttle itself?”

“No, the maintenance crew insists that the
HPU controller is working properly and that everything is operating
within the proper specifications.”

At that, Daniel’s face reddened and he
nearly threw up his hands. “What more can we do? We told them what
the problem is and how to find it!” He was about to launch into a
stream of profanities, but checked himself just in time.

“Well, we can’t give up – is there another
way we can still prove it before the launch?” Bill asked. “What if
we could get ahold of the contractor’s internal documents and
tests? I’m sure they have the real copies buried over there
somewhere.”

“Maybe, but that’s going to be a lot more
difficult – I had some level of access here at NASA that I was able
to exploit. With the contractor, I won’t have that access. No
access, no documents; no documents, no proof.”

Bill thought for a moment. “What if you were
able to somehow get that access?”

“Well, then it might be possible, but I’d be
breaking the law. Are you okay with that?” Daniel asked.

Bill looked seriously at him. “If I could
get you access, could you do it?” Daniel rubbed his chin and then
finally nodded.

“Yeah, I think I could,” Daniel said with a
sigh. “I think I liked Plan A much better than Plan B.”

“Me too.”



* * *



Daniel pulled the small sheet of paper out
of his pocket and slid it under his keyboard. It contained all the
information he needed to start tracking down the documents on the
contractor’s network. How Bill had gotten the information, he could
only marvel at. He would destroy it as soon as he was finished, but
not at the office or at home, of course. He had come in late that
morning, since he had known the day before he would be staying
late. Very late.

“Good night, Daniel – have a good one,”
Scott said.

“You too, Scott – go have a cold one,”
Daniel replied.

“I’ll have two for both of us, since you’re
too young to drink and you’re stuck here,” he joked. Daniel laughed
and waved him off.

He glanced over at the calendar tacked to
the side of his cube. It was May 4th, only three days before the
launch of the space shuttle Endeavor. May 7th was circled in a
bright green ring. He looked at it whenever he felt himself getting
discouraged or depressed. Lately, he had been looking at it
often.

Daniel peeked over the top of his cube. Bill
was still there, and Daniel quickly wrote him a small note asking
him to leave at the normal time and not try to contact him later.
He could not be logged in when Daniel began his work that night, or
he might be implicated if Daniel got caught. He told him that if he
called in sick the next morning, that he had failed and would not
be in. Otherwise, he had succeeded. He also instructed him to
destroy and flush the note at a public restroom, not at home or
work. It was probably overkill, but he knew that certain government
agencies were very thorough.

He picked up a report he had to deliver to
Bill, put the note on top, and then walked over to his office.

“Hi Bill, here’s that TPS report you
needed,” Daniel said, handing him the report. He quickly saw the
note on top and glanced at it.

“Thanks, Daniel. I’ll be heading out soon.
Have a good night,” he said.

“I will – see you tomorrow,” Daniel replied
and walked back to his cube.

Daniel waited nearly a half hour after Bill
left and then began working. He pushed his keyboard slightly
towards the back of the desk to reveal the handwritten note, and
then opened a Telnet connection over to the contractor’s network
server.

He carefully entered the username and
password and held his breath. If this didn’t work, there would be
little point in staying late – he would have to find another way
later. The cursor blinked for several seconds and then finally
scrolled to the next line. He was in, and he immediately folded the
slip of paper and put it in his back pocket. And then he began
familiarizing himself with their network.

Within an hour, he located their document
repository and kicked off the same word-search expression he had
used to find the documents at NASA. He launched another Telnet
connection and began looking around for the system logger. That
took him even longer than locating the document repository. The
search process finished about a half hour before he found the
logger, and he opened the previous night’s copy of the system log
to view the format and prepare for the next step.

He shut his eyes for a moment and then
looked down at his handwritten checklist. It was almost midnight,
and he shook his head to help him focus.

“Step 1: Turn off the logger.” He flipped
over to the system logger window and suspended the logging
process.

“Step 2: Transfer the files.” In the
repository window, he copied over a script to transfer the files to
an open socket on one of NASA’s systems to an internal server that
was not monitored. The file transfer took another two hours and
Daniel nearly fell asleep at his desk several times while he
waited. At a quarter after two in the morning, the files were
copied to the NASA server, and Daniel did his best to refocus.

“Step 3: Duck and cover.” He copied
thousands of log entries from the previous night’s log into the
active log and then quickly changed the dates. He checked over the
log file and made sure there were no time gaps at the point at
which he had made his intrusion. He added a few extra minutes of
entries up until the two-thirty a.m. entry, waited until a second
before two-thirty, and then unsuspended the logger. He watched the
active log file begin to grow again and smiled. So far, so
good.

“Step 4: Exit the system.” He did a quick
check of both console windows and then logged out of each Telnet
session. He sat back and stretched, a big smile crossing his
face.

“Step 5: Examine the data.” Daniel found the
documents on the NASA server and ran a comparison process against
them, and discovered that several of the documents were
significantly different between what the contractor had in their
repository and what they had delivered to NASA. Even the redlines
were very different. He had found what he had been looking for.

“Step 6: Spread the word.” Daniel created
several copies of the directory containing the documents and then
copied them to several different volumes, just to make sure that if
someone inside NASA was secretly helping the contractor, they
wouldn’t be able to destroy all the evidence. He copied a message
he had composed earlier, and in each copy added one of the
directory locations to the documents.

After he was finished, he began forwarding
the messages to various groups and managers, namely the entire
shuttle maintenance group and Jim Andrews, the director. He also
sent the message all the way up the management chain to NASA’s
Chief Engineer, and lastly, a copy to the Contractor Relations
department.

Daniel checked the time – almost four a.m.
He was exhausted. He went into his own system log and copied the
entries from the night before and modified the dates as he had on
the contractor’s system. He folded his notes and put them into his
pocket with the other one. He grabbed his keys and wallet and
quietly headed for the back entrance to avoid security.

He painstakingly drove the speed limit all
the way from NASA and stopped into an all-night diner to flush the
evidence. He drove the rest of the way home and then tiredly
crawled into his bed the instant he arrived. Four hours later, his
alarm clock rudely woke him. He stumbled to the small bathroom and
got ready for work, and then headed back to the office.

When he arrived back at his desk, he saw
nothing out of place and he carefully checked his system over to
see if anyone had checked up on him from the night before. He
grinned and got a cup of coffee, and then went back and checked the
network activity and the online calendars.

There had been a flurry of activity and
meetings ever since about seven a.m., just after several of the
early risers came in. He figured they had quickly escalated the
message and then immediately began holding emergency meetings from
the Chief Engineer’s office all the way down to the mechanics on
the shuttle maintenance crew.

He sat back and folded his hands behind his
head, and then allowed himself a big smile and sigh of relief.
Mission accomplished.


 Chapter 10 -
Incarceration



 


 


On Wednesday, Daniel went in to the office
as normal and sat down at his desk and logged in. Just as the day
before, nothing was out of place, neither on his desk nor in his
system. He had created his own monitoring process a few days
earlier to check who entered his system and what files they
accessed, and nothing appeared to be out of the ordinary. He had
cleaned up the rest of his system the day before, making sure he
hadn’t missed anything. As far as he could tell, he was in the
clear.

Just before noon, he saw a small man in a
dark suit walk into Bill’s office and immediately close the door.
He got a sinking feeling and tidied up his desk, just in case. A
few minutes later, he heard loud voices that were out of place and
he popped his head over the top of his cube. There were two large
security guards standing outside Bill’s office, talking with him
and the man in the suit. One of the guards glanced over in his
direction, and Daniel quickly ducked back down.

Daniel checked over his desk one last time
and closed his eyes and then began counting silently. He figured
they’d be over to get him in less than thirty seconds. His first
date with Melody was later that night – if something happened to
him, what would he do?

“Daniel Marks, can you come with us please?”
the man in the suit asked. “And keep your hands off the keyboard,”
one of the guards ordered. Bill and another guard were with them,
standing a few yards behind.

Daniel pushed his chair back and slowly
stood up. No matter what happened, he wouldn’t tell anyone about
his “situation” and would do all he could to shield Bill from any
incriminations. Whatever happened, he would make sure that it
stopped with him.

Scott stood up and saw them leading Daniel
out of his cube. “Hey guys, what’s going on? He didn’t do anything.
Where are you –”

“This doesn’t concern you. Please sit back
down,” said the tall guard who had spoken earlier. Scott looked
ready to refuse and step forward to stop them, but Daniel gave him
a cautious look.

“It’s okay – they’re just doing their job,”
reassured Daniel. Scott could get easily upset at times and Daniel
didn’t want to see him get in trouble.

“I’m sure all this will be cleared up
shortly, Scott. Just go back to what you were doing,” Bill said
calmly; Scott complied and sat back down.

The guards led Daniel to one of the
conference rooms that didn’t have any windows next to the doors, so
no one would be able to see who was in there. The guards led him to
the middle chair on the long side of the conference table and told
him to sit down. Bill and the other man sat down across from him.
The suited man put his briefcase on the table and took out a manila
folder filled with papers.

Bill avoided eye contact with him and Daniel
did likewise.

“Do you know why you’re here, Mr. Marks?”
the man asked. He opened the folder and pulled out Daniel’s
security profile and employment application he had filled out for
NASA a few weeks before and then closed the briefcase again.

“No – what’s this about?” Of course Daniel
knew why he was here, but he wanted to find out exactly what they
knew before he admitted to anything. He was afraid, but letting
them know that would only make it worse for him.

“Yesterday morning, someone illegally
accessed a system belonging to a large defense contractor and stole
some of their internal documents. Do you know anything about that?”
he asked.

“No sir.”

“Well son, it’s obvious that someone working
after hours here broke into their system and sent a bunch of their
files to one of our servers in the middle of the night. Then the
next morning, dozens of people from the maintenance crew all the
way up to the Chief Engineer received a message telling them that
one of the shuttle’s components in the fuel system is faulty and
that the launch on May 7th needs to be scrapped.”

“Well, is it faulty?” Daniel asked. “The
component, I mean.”

“That’s not important – what is important is
that you tell us what we need to know,” he said with an air of
superiority that made Daniel angry. That arrogant, pompous, little
–

Daniel felt a rush of adrenaline surge
through him and his face reddened. For a brief moment, he seriously
considered grabbing the briefcase and bashing his interrogator in
the head with it. He wasn’t handcuffed to the chair, and he could
be across the table in a second. He knew he could easily take him,
but he restrained himself and let the moment of anger pass,
especially when he remembered the two armed security guards
standing right behind him.

“Daniel,” Bill said, speaking for the first
time – he must have seen his face turn red. “If you did something,
just admit it – things will go easier for you if you do,” he
reassured him.

Daniel thought about it for a moment and
then decided to trust him. He cooled off and then calmly
replied.

“I’ll tell you under one condition,” he
said.

“And what’s that?” the man asked. Daniel was
tempted to ask for his name, but again restrained himself.

“I’d like to make a phone call.”

“To who, your lawyer?”

“No – that’s not important – what is
important is that you let me make that phone call, sir,” Daniel
replied sarcastically. He saw the man get angry as he had thrown
his condescension back in his face, and Daniel felt a brief moment
of satisfaction.

“You were going to get a phone call anyway,
so why don’t you just tell me what I need to know.”

“Okay,” Daniel said and he sat back in his
chair.

The man looked at him hard and began the
questioning. “Is it true that you were the one who logged into the
contractor’s system on Monday night after hours?”

“Yes.”

“Do you admit to transferring classified
materials from their document repository to NASA systems?”

“Yes.”

“Were you the individual who sent the
messages to the maintenance crew and several other individuals
inside the organization?”

“Yes.”

“Was there anyone else working with you or
aware of your illegal activities?” he asked.

“No,” Daniel said, without hesitating.

“How did you come to find out about the
issue with the shuttle’s fuel system HPU controller?”

“I was bored one day and began looking
around on the internal bulletin boards. Someone had posted a
concern about that particular component and there was a thread
about it between the contractor and someone here at NASA. When I
checked back the next day, it was gone. So, I decided to check it
out and sent the latest documents to Bill here, with my concerns.
When he told me that no one was looking into it even after I had
raised the problem, I decided to take matters into my own hands and
find the proof directly from the contractor,” Daniel said. The man
wrote something in his file.

Daniel paused before continuing. “If Jim
Andrews and his group had done their jobs instead of ignoring the
issue, I wouldn’t have hacked into the system. You already had one
shuttle disaster; don’t you want to avoid another one?” Daniel said
with an accusing tone. His interrogator looked irritated, but
momentarily disarmed in a certain sense. But the man would not let
him turn the tables for long.

“How did you gain access to the contractor’s
system? More specifically, how did you get the login information?”
he continued.

“Again, I pulled an old username from one of
the bulletin boards. Then I cracked the password – it really wasn’t
that difficult.” The man wrote something in his file again. For a
moment, Daniel considered telling him he wanted a pizza and a beer
or two, since he was taking notes and all.

“What will happen now?” Daniel asked.



“You’ll be detained until this matter is
resolved.”

“How long will that be?” he asked.

“That’s up to you – the more cooperative you
are, the shorter your detention will be.” He looked at Daniel with
a hard glare and then closed the folder and put it back in his
briefcase. He stood up and motioned for the guards to take him
away, when Daniel interrupted him.

“Do you mind if I have a moment alone with
my manager?” he asked.

“Sure – we’ll be outside. Knock on the door
when you’re finished,” he said to Bill. They waited for the door to
close and then Daniel put his finger to his lips, telling Bill to
remain silent.

“Bill – don’t worry about me. I need to call
someone. If anyone asks, tell them you’ve sent me to training at
the Ames Research Center in California for the rest of the week.
Make something up, like there was a surprise opening and I had to
fly out tonight at the last minute. I don’t want anyone to know
where I am,” he said.

“Okay – are you going to be alright?”

Daniel nodded. “I just have to know – how’d
they find out what happened?”

“Aside from the classified documents being
sent to everyone?” he said. “There was a logger on a mirrored
server that kicked off when you stopped the other logger. They
tracked everything you did and then notified NASA of the security
breach the next day. There was also a security camera that taped
you leaving early in the morning, and they put two and two
together.”

Daniel shook his head – stupid redundancy
systems. He should have looked around a little more before he’d
shut the logger off.

“Is there anything I can do for you?” Bill
asked.

“Not really. I’ve done all I can here. If
they don’t delay the launch and the shuttle blows up – it’s on
them, not me,” he said sadly, shaking his head.

Bill nodded. “They’ll stop the launch in
time, don’t worry. Hey Daniel – you did the right thing. I’ll pray
for you,” he said quietly.

“Thanks, Bill – maybe a visit or two while
I’m in jail would be nice, if you don’t mind.”

“Not at all, my friend,” he said. “Are you
ready?”

“Yeah, I suppose,” Daniel said as he stood
up.

Bill walked over to the door and knocked
loudly. It opened and the guards with the man in the suit walked
back in and sat down at the table.

“Now, about that phone call...” Daniel
said.



* * *



Melody walked into her apartment and set her
keys and purse down on the dining room table, and then began going
through her mail at the kitchen counter. She would start getting
ready for her date soon; Daniel would be by to pick her up at
seven, but she had some time to relax for few minutes.

She flipped on the television. The big news
for the day was that the riots in LA had finally stopped. There had
been a few other flare-ups and hotspots, but most of the rioters
had vanished and dozens of looters arrested. She shook her head –
she had visited California before and had liked it, but had never
wanted to live there because of the earthquakes. At least with the
hurricanes in Florida, there was a few days’ warning and time to
prepare – with earthquakes there was usually no warning at all.

Melody went back to her bedroom and began
getting ready just as the phone rang. She thought about ignoring it
for a ring or two, but then decided to answer it, since it might be
Daniel. She had been looking forward to their first date the entire
day. She liked him and was attracted to him even though he had to
be at least three years younger than she was. She had usually dated
men either her age or slightly older, but never really anyone
younger than her.

“Hello?” she answered.

“Hi Melody,” said Daniel on the other end of
the line.

“Hi – how are you?”

“Not so good, I’m afraid. I’m sorry to say
this, but I have to postpone our date tonight,” he said. From his
tone, she could tell he was as disappointed as she was.

“Oh. Why?” she asked.

“Bill is having me fly out to the NASA Ames
Research Center in Santa Clara at eight o’clock tonight.”

“You mean all the way to California?” she
asked.

“Yeah – there’s some training class he
wanted me to attend and a spot opened up at the last minute. I’ll
be there until late next week, unless he needs me to stay longer
and work with the team out there for a week or two.”

She didn’t say anything and he could tell
she was upset and disappointed.

“I’m very sorry – I’d like to make it up to
you as soon as I get back. I would have told you sooner if I would
have known,” he explained.

“It’s okay. I’m just disappointed.”

“I am too. I didn’t want to go when Bill
first told me, but I figured he’s just doing his job. They only
hold these classes once every year or two, and there’s a huge
waiting list.”

“Okay.”

“Are you going to be alright?” he asked.

“Yeah, I’ll be okay. I hope your training
goes well, and I guess I’ll see you when you get back,” she
said.

“Definitely – I’ll make sure you’re the
first person I see after I come home,” Daniel promised.

“That sounds good.”

“I have to go – I’ll try to call you in a
few days or something.”

“Okay – I hope everything goes well for you
out there,” she said.

They said goodbye and she hung up the phone.
She suddenly felt like crying and was almost surprised at how she
felt. Maybe she had been looking forward to their time together
more than she had thought. She didn’t want to get too caught up too
quickly – after all, this would have only been their first
date.

At first, Melody thought about staying at
home that evening for a change, since she didn’t have school or the
date, but felt more depressed when she thought about it. She
checked the clock and decided there was still time to make it to
the evening service. Seeing her friends would make her feel better,
and she was sure that Shirley and Brad would invite her over later
to hang out after church. That’s what they usually did on Wednesday
nights after the service anyway.



 


Daniel hung up the phone and closed his
eyes, holding back tears. What a day, he thought. Now he wasn’t
sure which was worse: being in jail or canceling their date. He
motioned for the guard to take him back to his cell and hung his
head.



* * *



“You have a visitor,” the guard said as he
approached the front of Daniel’s cell. Daniel stood up from his cot
and put his hands out through the bars as he had been instructed
before, several times a day in fact. A few moments later, the guard
was walking him to the visitor area and had him stand to the side
while he opened the door.

He told Daniel to go inside and then knock
on the door when he was finished. “Number Three,” he said to Daniel
as he walked in. The heavy steel door slammed behind him and he
heard the guard lock it again.

Daniel strode over to the booth with the
large number “3” on the table and sat down, folding his hands and
putting them in his lap. He didn’t like to see his handcuffs.

“Hi Daniel, are you okay?” his visitor
asked.

Daniel smiled, “Yeah, I’m okay, Bill. Thanks
for coming,” he said.

“Anytime – anytime. How are you holding up
in here?”

“I’m alright – any word yet?” Daniel asked,
getting right to the point.

“Well yes, as a matter of fact – NASA has
decided to delay the launch to investigate the issue.
Congratulations – you did it.”

Daniel grinned and raised his cuffed hands
above the table and gave Bill a ‘thumbs up’ sign. “That’s great – I
wasn’t quite expecting these though,” he said, rattling his chains
a little. “So, how much longer am I going to be in here?”

“I don’t know – I’ve been trying to pull all
sorts of strings, but nothing seems to be working. I think they’re
going to investigate the HPU controller further over the weekend
and then after they come to the conclusion that you aren’t a spy
and were just trying to do the right thing, they’ll let you go,” he
said.

Daniel shook his head and gave him a
downcast look.

“That could take awhile, couldn’t it?”

“Were you able to call her?” Bill asked.

“Yeah – they let me call her the first night
I was here. Awfully nice of them,” he said with a wry expression.
“It was going to be our first date and I had to cancel it. At least
I didn’t stand her up – that would have been the worst,” he said,
shaking his head again.

“Oh, I’m sorry. I’m sure she’ll want to see
you again after you’ve been released.”

“She doesn’t know anything about this, does
she?” Daniel asked. Bill shook his head. “What about Brad and
Shirley?”

“Nope – no one knows except me and a few of
your co-workers, of course. If you don’t mind, I made a deal with
NASA on your behalf,” Bill said.

Daniel leaned forward. “What’s that?”

“I threatened that if they went public with
your arrest, then I’d go public with the details concerning the
defense contractor and the run-around that Andrews gave us.”

Daniel smiled and shook his head. “Did you
get it in writing?”

“Of course. I also tried get you released,
but they didn’t go for that,” Bill said reluctantly. “By the way, I
brought you something to help you pass the time and give you some
encouragement while you’re in here,” Bill said as he pulled out a
thick book and slipped it into the slot in the glass partition
between them. It was a new Bible.

“Thanks, Bill. I was running out of prison
songs,” he joked sarcastically. But he took the Bible in his hands
and ran his fingers over the polished cover. “Thank you – it’s been
a long time since I’ve read one of these.” He opened the cover and
looked inside, and found a copy of last week’s church bulletin.

“What’s this for?” Daniel asked.

“It’s to remind you who your family is.
We’ll still be there when this is all over,” he said.

Daniel’s eyes began tearing up as he looked
at the bulletin. Melody’s name was inside – she had sung a solo the
week before. He nodded and tried to control his emotions.

Bill shook his head and leaned forward. “I’m
praying for you, Daniel. I know there’s a reason why you’re here –
is there anything else I can bring you?”

Daniel grinned and wiped his eyes as he
replied, “A cake with a hacksaw would be nice. How about
chocolate?” he replied. “The food here is awful.” His friend saw he
was using humor to make light of his bleak circumstances.

“Hang in there, Daniel – this will all be
over soon. Then I’ll buy you a cake.”

“Thanks again, Bill – this means a lot,”
Daniel said, holding up the Bible. “And thanks for believing in me
and standing up for me.”

“Anytime, my friend. Anytime.”



* * *



Daniel laid back on the cot in his cell and
stared at the bulletin again. He had already read over it nearly a
dozen times and had even memorized the verse on the front. It was
from Romans: “For I am persuaded that neither death, nor life, nor
angels, nor principalities, nor powers, nor things present, nor
things to come, nor height, nor depth, nor any other creature,
shall be able to separate us from the love of God, which is in
Christ Jesus our Lord. – Romans 8:38-39.”

He thought about the verse for a long time.
He felt very separated from anything that even remotely resembled
God – he had ever since his first year in college. At times it had
somewhat bothered him, especially when he was in church. Sometimes
he felt like he was a fraud or even leading a dishonest life: going
to church and making friends there and yet not being anything close
to a Christian.

He reached over to pick up the Bible and
looked at it again. He didn’t really feel like reading it, but
since he had nothing better to do, he decided he might as well
start. As a child, he had learned verses here and there, but it had
been decades since he had thought about the Bible or church – until
recently, that is.

He flipped through it, expecting to see
simply columns of dry, tiny text like he remembered from his other
Bible. Instead, he found it to be filled with footnotes,
explanations, maps, summaries, and even a number of pictures and
drawings. It was a study Bible and appeared to quite extensive in
its notes and extra information. He was also surprised to see a
liberal sprinkling of archaeological notes and scientific
information, primarily from a creationist perspective, he
assumed.

He opened the study Bible to the table of
contents and read the first item, “How to Start Reading the Bible.”
He thought that was rather ironic, since he figured he’d just start
at the beginning in Genesis and go from there. He flipped over to
it and began reading. It was about a page long, and it instructed
new readers to start in the Gospel of John and then move on to
Romans and the rest of the epistles. Then, the readers were
recommended to go back and begin with Genesis, keeping the New
Testament in mind as they read.

Daniel still felt skeptical about the Bible
and religion in general, but decided he would try to keep an open
mind about it as he read. After all, nearly everyone in his present
circle of friends was a Christian. And they weren’t like many of
the religious nuts he saw on television or the strict teachers he
remembered from his childhood. They were real people and as far as
he could tell, they were genuinely the same in church as they were
outside of church.

He thought about his current life in Florida
and realized he felt content, even though he was in jail. He didn’t
feel the restlessness that he used to, which he had suppressed by
long hours at work or keeping busy with hobbies. He felt at peace
in some sense with his life now, even though he wasn’t on the
cutting edge of technology and science any longer.

Daniel finished the instructions and flipped
to the New Testament, and then found the Gospel of John and began
reading.

“In the beginning was the Word...”



* * *



Daniel had been in the Brevard County Jail
for eight days. Without seeing a newspaper, calendar, or hearing
any news, he could see how easy it was to lose track of time when
one was very isolated. He hadn’t seen Bill since Thursday
afternoon, about five days ago.

He had spent most of his days reading the
Bible that Bill had given him. He had finished the New Testament by
late Saturday afternoon and then went back and studied the Book of
Revelation for the rest of Saturday night, especially all the
references back into the Old Testament. He was surprised to
discover that Revelation was almost like a mosaic, in which most of
the book was made up of phrases and concepts found in most of the
other books in the Bible, yet they all fit together to create a
vivid picture of the last days. It had been written by a
genius.

As he continued reading the Bible, he began
feeling more at ease than he had before, and as he finally closed
his Bible for the night on Saturday, he became aware that his icy
skepticism toward the Bible and Christianity was beginning to melt.
He understood the “big picture” of the Bible, about God initially
creating Man in perfection, then Man rebelling and falling into sin
and death, and then Jesus intervening on behalf of Man in order to
offer people a choice between eternal life with Him or eternal
damnation without Him. But now he was reading it as an adult and
not as a child. Yet he was not disappointed as he had thought he
would be.

The first time he had read Revelation, his
secular mind rebelled at the thought of a sovereign God being so
merciless and cruel towards humanity and the earth during the
Tribulation, but when he read it through again, he noticed that God
was continually warning people to repent and turn from their evil
ways, yet they continued to refuse. He saw how little myth and
foolishness was in the Bible, at least in the New Testament as far
as he could tell. He read for as long as he could until he found
himself falling asleep on it from time to time, and then he finally
closed it and went to sleep.

He woke up early Sunday morning and
immediately began reading the Bible again, but that day he started
at the beginning in Genesis. He didn’t believe in the literal Six
Day creation of course – he viewed that as more or less quaint
mythology. He had even more difficulty buying the notion of people
living for nearly a thousand years in ancient times. He had similar
views when he read the Flood story, but was surprised to learn that
hundreds of diverse cultures had ancient flood accounts and legends
and that many of them contained bits and pieces of the Biblical
account.

The Table of Nations in early Genesis
surprised him also, especially when he studied the maps and
archaeological sites and references that were easily linked back to
the names listed among the descendants of Noah’s three sons. It
made sense on some level, given his education and rough
understanding of heredity and genetics, that if small groups of
people were suddenly isolated and dispersed (such as at Babel),
various skin colors and other physical traits would soon become
more pronounced due to the forced inbreeding.

Once he moved past the first third of
Genesis, he began remembering the old familiar Bible stories from
his childhood, such as Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Joseph and his
brothers, and then the story of Moses and the Exodus. He grew bored
when he read through Leviticus and Numbers and couldn’t quite see
the point of them other than the intricate details of the worship
ceremonies of ancient Israel. But it picked back up once he got
into Joshua and found the history of Israel and the Jews to be much
more colorful and interesting than he had previously thought. And
though he hadn’t really wanted to read the Bible under his current
conditions, he was determined to finish it, whether he was in jail
or not.

On the eighth day of his incarceration,
Daniel heard heavy footsteps outside his cell. He looked up and saw
it was the guard and a man in a wrinkled dark suit and slacks. He
didn’t know who he was, but he assumed him to be the warden.

“Daniel Marks?” the man in the suit
asked.

“Yes, sir.”

“Gather your belongings and follow me,” he
said with a thick Southern drawl.

Daniel immediately rose and folded over a
corner of the page he had been reading – Hosea 5. He put his shoes
and socks on, grabbed his Bible and then instinctively went to the
bars to have the handcuffs put on him, but the guard shook his
head.

“Looks like you don’t need to be wearing
those anymore, son,” the man in the suit said.

The guard opened the door to his cell and
then directed him to follow the warden, and then the guard fell in
behind him.

“Sir, can I ask what’s going on?” Daniel
asked. He knew better than to be arrogant or rude to anyone who
worked in a jail, especially someone wearing a suit.

“Sure, boy. This is your lucky day. They’re
releasing you.”

Daniel remained silent, since he didn’t want
to take any chances in jeopardizing the good news, so he just
smiled slightly and continued walking behind him. He looked down at
his prison clothes and realized how quickly he had gotten used to
them. It would be a little strange to wear something other than
prison blue at first, he thought – and he had only been there a
week!

The warden led him to a counter near the
front of the building and told him to stand in front of it. An
older man stood up from behind the counter, took his name, and then
went over to a shelf off to the side and retrieved his clothes,
wallet, keys, and other personal items he’d had on him when he’d
been arrested. The warden pointed to a small bathroom in the corner
and told him to change back into his street clothes and clean up if
he needed to.

Daniel did as he was told and a few minutes
later brought the dull blue prison clothes back and put them in the
used clothes bin he had noticed next to the bathroom. He went back
to the counter where the warden and the desk clerk were talking
about a baseball game. They stopped their conversation as soon as
he came near and the clerk pushed some forms out to him.

“Please sign and date at the bottom, and
then you’re free to go,” he said. “You have someone waiting for you
in the Visitor’s Center.”

“Okay, thanks,” Daniel replied.

He quickly signed the forms and the clerk
checked them over, and then he pointed toward another set of doors;
the Visitor’s Center was just through there, he said.

Daniel walked quickly toward the doors and
was barely able to restrain himself from running through them. He
was thrilled and almost thought it was weird, but freedom was
freedom. He rushed into the Visitor’s Center and looked around, and
then saw a familiar figure stand up.

“Hi Daniel – ready to go home?” Bill asked.
He glanced down at the Bible that Daniel was carrying and
smiled.

“You bet,” Daniel said with a big grin as
they shook hands. “Bill, you have no idea how good it feels to be
out of there!”



* * *



Daniel stared out the window at the huge
palm trees waving in the breeze as they drove down the freeway. It
was the hottest part of the day and was very humid now, but he
thought it was wonderful. He had never felt so happy to be riding
in a car in his entire life.

“You have no idea how great it feels to be
out of there,” he said again.

“I bet – was that your first time in jail?”
Bill asked with a grin.

“Yeah and hopefully the last. Thanks for
picking me up, by the way.”

“That’s the third time you’ve mentioned it –
if I didn’t know better, I’d think you’re happy to be heading
home,” he joked.

Daniel laughed and nodded. “So what’s
happened there during the last few days?” he asked.

“Well, the shuttle team delayed the launch
on Thursday like I had mentioned to you earlier, and then they
worked all through the weekend to examine and perform their own
tests on the HPU controller. Anyway, what I heard was that late
Sunday night it failed just like you had said it would. The
engineers admitted that if the launch would have proceeded, it was
extremely likely that it would have failed and had ‘catastrophic
consequences on the shuttle’, as they put it.”

Daniel shook his head and looked back at
him, “So, is everyone scrambling to figure out what happened?”

“Yeah, the contractor is in a heap of
trouble and sounds like heads are rolling over there,” Bill
replied. “NASA contracts are worth a ton of money.”

They drove a few minutes before Daniel spoke
up again. They were crossing the huge causeway over the Banana
River from Merritt Island and he was enjoying the view.

“So what happens now? I assume I’m not going
back to work, right?”

“No, Russell said there was no way we could
keep you on after what happened, even though you did the right
thing. NASA has this aversion to staffing programmers that can hack
secure systems,” Bill said.

“That’s okay – it was fun while it lasted. I
suppose I can’t put NASA on my resume, huh?” Daniel laughed.

“No, you won’t be able to say anything about
it – just pretend you never worked there. That’s how they’re
treating it too, from what I understand. I have a box of all your
stuff from the office, since you’re not allowed to go back there.
If you don’t mind, I told those who have asked about what happened
was that the budget for your position was cut and that you were
immediately terminated. You know, just in case you run into Scott
or something. I have some papers for you to sign too, by the
way.”

“Sure – anything,” Daniel said.

“So, now that this shuttle problem is all
taken care of, what do you plan on doing next? Are you going to
stick around or are you moving on to avert the next disaster?” Bill
asked, half-serious.

“Nah, I’m planning on staying here awhile.
Actually, I think I’ll go to Disneyworld,” he joked, playing off a
popular commercial on television he remembered. “The next big
crisis is Hurricane Andrew and this is a good place to be when it
happens. Not too close, but not too far away either. Maybe we can
put together a basic relief plan at the church or some of the other
larger ones around here. I can’t do much to stop it, after all,” he
said.

“In that case, do you mind if I talk to some
of my associates and call in some favors on your behalf? I know
some people who could use a good senior programmer – they’ll
probably pay better than NASA too, if that makes a difference,”
Bill offered.

“Thanks, Bill – that would be great,” Daniel
replied with a big smile.

They arrived back at his apartment and
parked next to his car, which Daniel had forgotten all about. Bill
mentioned that he had driven his car back from the impound lot
after it had been thoroughly combed over and found to be clean.
They stepped out of the car and Bill handed him the small box of
his personal items from the office and then got back in. Daniel
quickly signed the termination papers from NASA and handed them
back to him.

“Hey Bill – thanks again for all you did for
me, and especially for this,” Daniel said as he held up the Bible.
“It helped a lot when I was in there.”

Bill gave him a big smile. “I hoped it
would. See you at church tomorrow night. Oh, and Daniel – don’t be
a stranger.”

“I won’t be, Bill – I’ll catch up with you
tomorrow then,” he replied and waved goodbye.

As Bill drove away, Daniel started thinking
about what he wanted to do first now that he was free and newly
unemployed. When he went back up to his apartment and passed his
surfboard next to the door, he immediately knew.

He was going surfing.



* * *



Daniel had only been out on the ocean for an
hour or so to help him relax and put everything in order in his
mind. He had been trying to come up with a clever way of
apologizing to Melody about canceling their first date, rather than
just a typical “I’m sorry.” The waves weren’t doing much that day
and he became bored. As soon as he figured out a decent apology, he
left the beach and went back to his apartment to shower and get
ready to put his plan into action.

He remembered that she had classes that
night, so he bought a half-dozen roses and then drove over to the
main campus of Brevard Community College in Cocoa. He had no idea
where she was or what class she was in, so he ended up driving
around the huge parking lot until he found her car. He grabbed a
spot nearby and then waited for her classes to finish for the
evening. While he waited, he continued reading the Bible that he
had started while in jail, and before he knew it, several students
were getting into their cars nearby and driving away.

He left his car and stood in front of the
door, with the flowers on the windshield behind him; he didn’t
really want to just stand there holding them while everyone walked
by, after all. He’d had to re-park twice so he’d be closer to her
car and be less likely to miss her. He was nervous and hoped that
she wouldn’t be too upset with him for canceling before. If she
only knew the truth, he said to himself.

Daniel saw her before she noticed him and he
quickly grabbed the flowers and turned around. Even though the sun
was setting and it was becoming harder to see, her face lit up when
she saw him, and he could tell that she started walking faster. He
let out a short breath of relief and gave her a big smile as she
approached. At least she hadn’t turned and run away, he thought –
that was a good sign.

“Hi Daniel – what are you doing here?” she
asked with a smile as she walked up to him and saw the bouquet he
was holding.

“Hi – I wanted to keep that promise for you
to be the first one I saw when I got back,” he said. “These are for
you – I’m very sorry about last week.”

She smiled again as she accepted the roses.
“Thank you, Daniel.” She smelled them and looked at him again.

“They’re wonderful – you didn’t have to do
this, but it’s very sweet,” she said.

“So, am I forgiven?” he asked with a
grin.

“Yeah, I suppose – it’s hard to say ‘no’
after a surprise visit and roses,” she replied.

“Whew! Now, about that date...” he began,
letting it trail off.

She laughed as they began catching up on the
past week, and then they went out for a late cup of coffee. He had
prepared most of his training story while in prison and told her
all about it.

Someday perhaps, he would tell her the
truth, but not that day.


 Chapter 11 – The
Decision



 


 


It was Thursday, July 2nd – the new
launch-date of the space shuttle Endeavor. It was only minutes away
from making its first launch into space. All of Kennedy Space
Center was patiently waiting, especially after the first delay at
the last minute nearly two months ago. Bill and Daniel were sitting
on a bleacher at one of the public observation areas at KSC. From
where they were sitting, Endeavor and the rest of the launchpad
appeared to be little more than a large speck on the horizon.

“How’s everything at the office these days?”
Daniel asked as they waited for the countdown to begin.

“So – so, I’m afraid. It should settle down
after tonight, unless there’s another problem. There isn’t, is
there?” Bill said.

“Not that I can recall – besides, I’m not
sure I could do anything about it now even if there was.”

Bill nodded and took a drink from his water
bottle. “We could be watching this from much closer, and from
somewhere with air-conditioning, if you weren’t on that ‘no entry’
list.”

Daniel grinned and said, “You’re starting to
sound like Sam, this old buddy of mine I used to work with back
home. Maybe I have that effect on people after awhile.”

“Nah, the heat and humidity just makes me
cranky sometimes,” he replied. “I hear you’ve been spending a lot
of time with Melody lately.” Daniel nodded. “How’s that going?”
Bill asked.

“It’s good – she’s a nice girl,” he said.
“She’s a lot of fun to be with.”

“You’d better be keeping her honest, if you
get my meaning,” Bill asked. “Otherwise, some of us elders will
have to take you out back after the service some Sunday morning.”
Daniel grinned awkwardly, as he realized from Bill’s look that he
was only half-joking.

“Yeah, we’re keeping it vertical, Dad,” he
joked. “Scout’s honor.”

“That’s good, I don’t want to see her get
hurt or anything,” Bill said in a serious, fatherly tone.

“Me neither. You know, it’s kind of weird
sometimes – I mean, in real life, she’s about fifteen years younger
than I am. But here it’s like we’re about the same.”

“How’s your job doing? Is Bob treating you
well?” Bill asked, changing the subject.

“Bob’s great – and the company is decent
too. The project I’m on is interesting, but I’m still coming up to
speed on a lot of it,” Daniel said. “I used to have a bad opinion
of consultants in general, but now that I’m one, it’s not a bad
place to be.”

“What did you end up telling Melody about
that, anyway?”

“Oh, I told her that the position at NASA
was more paperwork and protocol than development, and that you had
set me up with a contractor that had more programming work for me
to do. Thanks again, by the way,” he said.

“You’re welcome – it was the least I could
do, especially after all this place put you through.”

“T-minus ten minutes until final countdown,”
a rough metallic voice said as it rang out over the
loudspeakers.

Daniel and Bill continued talking until the
loudspeaker announced that only thirty seconds remained before
lift-off. Then the final countdown began.

“Ten.”

“Nine.”

“Eight.”

“Seven.”

“Six.”

“Five.”

“Four.”

“Three.”

“Two.”

“One.”

“Rocket-booster ignition,” the metallic
voice reverberated, and then fell silent.

They saw a bright flame ignite in the
distance as the boosters fired, and a few seconds later they heard
the roar of the rockets afar off. Smoke and flames poured out of
the three solid rocket-boosters mounted to the shuttle and then the
light dimmed from the smoke and exhaust. The spacecraft lifted
slowly off the pad, barely visible through the thick smoke and
fire. Another second passed as the shuttle rose out of the bowl of
flames, like a phoenix rising from the ashes. Everyone watching
held their breath – this was the first shuttle launch since the
Challenger disaster.

The distant roar of the rockets steadily
faded as the shuttle gained altitude, moving upwards faster and
faster with each passing second. A heavy trail of thick, billowy
smoke followed after the shuttle as it curved away from the Kennedy
Space Center, leaving behind a huge white arc over the Atlantic
Ocean. The people around them began cheering. The first successful
launch after Challenger had taken place once again on the upper
banks of Cape Canaveral.

The exhaust cloud had already begun to
dissipate and blow away as the shuttle streaked out of sight. The
intercom continued to broadcast the status of the launch and the
shuttle’s condition while it accelerated away from Earth. The
people around them began putting away their cameras and heading
back to their cars, but Daniel and Bill remained behind.

As the two men watched Endeavor vanish from
sight, they smiled and shook hands again, and congratulated each
other for a job well done.



* * *



Melody and Daniel continued dating casually
for the next several weeks following the shuttle launch. They both
were beginning to have strong feelings for each other, which was
quite apparent to most of the people that knew them, such as in
their church and even strangers they passed on the beach. Their
affection shown through easily and the people around them couldn’t
help but notice.

Late one evening in the middle of July,
Daniel received a pleasant surprise when he arrived home from work.
It was well after seven o’clock as Daniel trudged up the flight of
stairs to his apartment. He found Melody asleep on the couch, the
stereo playing soft, quiet music. He’d had some errands to run
after work and they had taken up more time than he had
expected.

They had been seeing each other for well
over two months, but quite frequently. He had given her a key to
his apartment after she was forced to vacate hers for a few days
when her roof developed leaks that ruined two of the ceilings. She
stayed over at his place for the couple of days it took the roofers
to repair the damage and the ceiling repairman to replace the
crumbling drywall. So far, their relationship had been completely
platonic; she had slept in his bedroom while he took the couch.

Daniel quietly set his keys down on the
kitchen table, kicked off his shoes, and walked back out to the
living room to see her. He sat down on the floor next to the couch
and watched her sleep. For a long moment, all he could do was look
at her – memorizing her face and her hair. He knew he was falling
in love with her – he had been weeks ago. The relationship was
becoming serious quickly, but he didn’t care. All that mattered to
him was being with the woman he loved, for as long as it could
last.

After a few minutes, Daniel leaned over and
gently squeezed her hand and quietly said her name. She let out a
faint murmur, gradually waking up. Her eyes were still closed, but
she smiled and said hello to him. He continued holding her hand and
didn’t say much until she opened her eyes. She yawned and sat up on
the couch as he leaned back, sitting comfortably on the floor. He
gazed up at her as she smiled at him.

“Are you okay?” he gently asked as he rose
from the floor to sit next to her. She slid over and snuggled up to
him, resting her head on his shoulder and he put his arm behind her
back. Her voice was quiet when she answered.

“Yes, I’m fine – just tired. I have a lot
going on this week, with my family flying in and everything,” she
replied. Daniel held her while she continued, “I’ve been cleaning a
lot and making sure everything is nice for them.”

“When does their flight get in on Friday?”
he asked.

“Oh, just after two in the afternoon.
They’re renting a car and everything, but I thought I’d still meet
them at the terminal when they come in,” Daniel was about to remind
her that non-passengers weren’t allowed into the terminals anymore
since September 11th, but he caught himself just in time. He didn’t
slip up very often, but sometimes he found himself making more
mistakes around her than anyone else. It was yet another indication
of how comfortable he felt around her.

“Are they staying at your apartment while
they’re here?”

“No – Trish is, but Mom and Dad are staying
at the Days Inn down the street,” she said. “Are you nervous?” she
asked him with a big smile. She sat up so she could see his
answer.

“I’ll be on my best behavior – I promise,”
he said as he briefly held up his free hand in a mock oath.
“Actually, I am a bit nervous, to be honest,” he said. “How about
some insider information?”

“Sorry, I can’t help you – you’ll have to
charm them all by yourself. I’m sure they’ll love you.”

Daniel grimaced slyly. “It’s not your mother
I’m worried about, but your father.”

“Just talk about fishing and flying – those
are his hobbies. That’s all the help I can give you,” she said with
a mischievous grin.

“Great – two topics I know absolutely
nothing about. I did used to go fishing a few times with my dad
when I was a kid, but I don’t think it went very well,” he
said.

“Why do you say that?”

“Because we stopped going after the second
or third time and never went back. Although I’m pretty sure he
snuck out to go fishing by himself sometimes. I don’t really like
worms very much. They’re squishy and wiggly and dirty – very
disgusting.”

She laughed and rested her head back on his
shoulder. “I’m so glad I met you, Daniel – I feel very happy being
with you.”

“I feel that way too – do you think we’re
going too fast? I mean, I just don’t want to mess it up or
anything.”

“Do you think it’s going too fast?” she
asked.

“No, it feels right – I love being with you
all the time.”

“I do too – I think our ground-rules are
helping,” she added.

“What do you mean?

“Well, you know, keeping a lot of the
physical stuff in check has made things not get so – I don’t know –
carried away. It’s easy to get too involved too fast when there are
no restraints. It’s like pretending you’re married but with no
foundation or security or anything, especially when we’re still
getting to know each other,” Melody said.

He nodded in agreement. At first, he had
felt weird about their having established “ground-rules”, such as
no heavy caressing, no long kisses, and of course, nothing beyond
that. They also tried not to put themselves into situations where
they would become overly tempted. There had been several times
where he had felt himself getting too carried away and had to sit
away from her for awhile.

He hadn’t liked the ground-rules at first,
since he’d never had to restrain himself before in past
relationships, but he soon began to see the wisdom in them. He’d
kept most of that to himself, though. Restraining the physical
portion of their relationship forced them to focus on the other
more important aspects of their relationship, such as getting to
know each other better and finding other ways to show affection
rather than just physical intimacy. He found he respected her more
than other women he’d been with in the past and that his affection
for her was growing stronger and deeper than anyone he’d been
involved with before.

“Melody, can I tell you something?” He
lifted his head and slightly let go of her to look into her eyes.
He could feel his throat tightening. He wasn’t sure why he wanted
to say it, but he felt like he couldn’t keep it inside any
longer.

“I love you, Melody. I just had to say it –
I don’t ever want to be apart from you.” As he told her, his eyes
began to fill with tears. But he didn’t care.

She looked intensely at him and her eyes
welled up too.

“I’m falling in love with you too. I have
been for the last month.” She began crying gently, but they were
tears of happiness. They held each other for a long time and then
he softly placed his forehead against hers and they both laughed,
relieved to tell each other how they both felt.

After awhile of holding each other, she
spoke again, “Daniel? I’ve been meaning to ask you something for a
while. It’s an important question,” she said. Daniel drew back from
her, so he could directly look at her when she asked it.

“Are you a Christian? I know it seems like a
strange thing to ask right now, but I feel like I should know one
way or the other.”

Daniel glanced away from her, not knowing
exactly what to say. This was the first time this issue had
directly been put before him, especially by her. They had talked
about the Bible and church several times before, of course, but not
this pointedly. He immediately got the impression that this could
eventually make or break their relationship. He was still trying to
figure out where he stood himself. He briefly thought about telling
her he was a Christian, just to tell her what he knew she wanted to
hear, but he didn’t want to lie to her. He decided to just be
honest with her and take whatever happened.

“I’m not sure exactly what to tell you. I
mean, I do believe that there is something beyond this life and
I’ve been reading the Bible a lot and all that. But I still have
some questions about it and everything. Some of them are on
creation and evolution, and some other questions about the Old
Testament. You know, I believe in the existence of God and Jesus
and all that, but at times I feel like there’s a part of me that is
holding me back in some sense,” he said.

Melody nodded in understanding, thinking
about what he said. “So you’re still figuring it out then?” she
asked.

He nodded, “I can see myself becoming one
soon, especially having grown up around the church – I guess I
always just assumed I was a Christian since I acted like it. But as
far as my personal decision goes, I’ve never had to make it.” He
paused. “Did you go to church a lot when you lived at home?” he
asked.

“Yeah, I grew up in a very Christian home
too. I guess I never really questioned it too much at the time
though – I just accepted it. My mother used to sing at all these
different churches throughout the community, and some of them
taught different things that I’d hear my dad and mom talking about.
That helped me think about things and reason them out, more or
less.”

“So – you’re a real Christian then?” asked
Daniel.

She nodded. “I have been for a long time.
I’ve made a lot of mistakes, but God is who I look to when I need
help or direction.”

“Do you ever have doubts about it or your
faith?” he asked.

“Oh, sure – I think everyone does at times.
People of every religion have doubts and questions from time to
time. Even atheists probably doubt their beliefs sometimes, I
suppose,” she said.

“That makes sense.” He held her close. “I’m
glad Bill talked me into visiting the church – I would have never
met you,” he said.

“Well, I’m very happy you decided to, and
even happier you stayed,” she said as she leaned over to give him
an affectionate kiss on his cheek.

He smiled and glanced over at her. “What
made you first decide to start attending the church anyway?”

“I began going there about a year and a half
ago, soon after I had lost my job at the port. One morning, Brad
and Shirley invited me to go to church with them. The people were
very nice and open, and I didn’t have too much going on, so I just
stuck with it and got involved with the kids and singing,” she
said.

Daniel laughed quietly a few moments later.
Melody lifted her head and looked up at him.

“What is it?” she asked.

“Nothing,” a silly grin crossed his
face.

“What do you mean ‘nothing’? What are you
smiling about?” she teased, pushing against him.

“I was just thinking about how much Brad and
Shirley have done for both of us. They’re some of the kindest
people I’ve known.”

“Yeah, they are. They really helped me out
when I lost my job last year. Not financially, I mean, but
spiritually and emotionally. You know, like a good brother or
sister would. They were always there to tell me to keep my head up
and sooner or later I’d find something else that would be
better.”

She looked away from him, reminiscing. “I
used to spend much more time over at their house than I do now.
Usually I went over to help Shirley with the baby or to just pass
the time with her, learning more about them and their faith and
family.”

They continued talking for a while and
passed some time by watching a sit-com. Melody glanced down at her
watch. It was almost eleven o’clock – they had been talking a long
time. She stood up and yawned.

“Oh, it’s getting late. I’d better be going
– I’ve got a long day at work tomorrow.”

“All right, I’ll get my keys and walk you
home,” he said.

At first she protested, saying he didn’t
need to walk all the way there and then all the way back. But he
insisted, telling her that he needed a walk in the fresh air
anyway. In the end, she gave in without much difficulty. She was
glad to have him accompany her home, even though she lived less
than a quarter mile away from his apartment. The streets of Cape
Canaveral at night were not as safe as they once had been.

The steady breeze off the ocean did little
to lessen the thick humidity of the Florida summer, but at least
the nights were a little cooler. With arms around each other’s
waists, they strolled down Adams to her apartment and said
goodnight. He promised to call her tomorrow after work to help her
clean and then kissed her goodbye.

As Daniel walked back home, many thoughts
tumbled through his mind. He loved her and knew he wanted to marry
her more than anything else in the world. Later that night in his
bed, he couldn’t imagine not having her in his life. He was filled
with joy at having told her how he felt, but also sorrow at the
thought of losing her.

He knew he would someday have to tell her
everything: his true past, the project in the desert, and about her
own future. Someday.

Daniel finally fell asleep a half hour
later. He dreamed of Melody and their future life together. He
dreamed of his home in the desert wilderness. And he dreamed of the
stars.



* * *



Daniel walked up to Melody’s front door and
hesitated a moment before he rang her doorbell. He glanced back at
the full-sized rental car parked across the street, took a deep
breath and then rang the bell. He was nervous and hoped the
humidity would help mask his wet brow.

“Hi Daniel – please come in,” Melody said as
she opened the door. They hugged and smiled at each other, and then
he followed her into the living room. Her father and mother were
sitting on the couch and her younger sister was on one of the
kitchen chairs. They stood up as Melody introduced them all.

“Mom, Dad – this is Daniel. This is my mom,
Denise and my dad, Ronald. And this is Trisha – sorry, I mean
Trish,” she said as they began shaking hands. Trish had wrinkled
her face when Melody had used her full name.

Both Melody and Trish took strongly after
their father, who was on the thinner side, but had their mother’s
eyes, hair, and complexion. Her mother was tall and Melody was
about an inch shorter than she was, while Trish was several inches
shorter than both of them. But since she was only fourteen or
fifteen, she probably still had some growing to do.

“Hello Daniel, we’ve heard so much about
you,” Denise said with a big smile, which made him redden a
little.

He called her ‘Mrs. Allison,’ which made her
smile again. “Please, Denise is fine with me.”

“Mr. Allison, it’s nice to meet you,” Daniel
said as he shook her father’s hand. It was the firm, strong
handshake of a man who was used to working hard.

“Nice to meet you too – call me Ron,” he
said. He was pleasant enough, but not as outgoing and cheerful as
her mother was.

“How was the flight in?” he asked.

“Pretty good – can’t complain,” Ron said.
Daniel waited for him to continue, but that was all he said. He
fumbled around a little for what to say next – the reserved
Midwestern farmer personality was a little intimidating at first.
It might take awhile to break the ice.

“Melody mentioned you like to fly – what
type of plane do you usually take up?”

“Cessna 172,” he replied. “Do you fly at
all?” Ron asked.

“Not personally, but one of my friends in
school was taking lessons last summer out at the Findlay airport,”
Daniel replied. “We flew around the city once in a Cessna – both of
us were scared at first, but then we got used to it once we were up
in the air high enough. Where do you fly out of – Dayton?” He began
to relax as her dad began talking more about his love of flying and
some of his adventures. Daniel stole a glance over at Melody, who
smiled and gave him an 'a-okay' gesture.

After a few more minutes of talking, they
decided on a restaurant and all squeezed into the rental car.
Daniel sat up front with her dad, and Melody and Denise sat in the
back, with Trish between them. Daniel was tempted to score some
extra points with her dad and ask him about fishing, but he decided
to save it for the next uncomfortable lull in the conversation. He
sometimes said dumb things when he was nervous, and he wouldn’t
forgive himself if he made a fool of himself on the first
night.

Both men were quiet most of the way to
dinner, while Melody and Trish filled each other in about school
and summer vacation. Denise joined in often, and it was nice to see
them all together. Daniel began to relax more and thought of his
own family. He hadn’t called them for the last week or two and
decided he would the next opportunity he had.

They arrived at the restaurant and were
seated a few minutes later. The restaurant served a variety of
mostly American food and was more on the relaxed side,
family-friendly, and the crowd was a mixture of young adults and
others. The conversations from the car continued, and the Allison
family began planning what all they wanted to do and see while they
were in Florida. Melody was taking most of the next week off from
work to spend time with them, and Daniel knew that Disneyworld and
Epcot Center were high on their list of activities for the
week.

When the food arrived, Ron prayed over the
meal and then they began eating. They decided to go to Busch
Gardens in Tampa the next day and then stay overnight and attend
church in Sarasota on Sunday with some friends from Germantown who
had retired there a few years before. Daniel felt a twinge of
disappointment at the prospect of being away from Melody that
entire weekend, but he didn’t let it show, nor bother him for more
than a few moments. Family was very important to her, and she
didn’t get to see them very often. When the bill came, Daniel
quietly reached for the check first and paid with his credit card.
He was sure that Ron had noticed, but neither said anything; he
figured that they were spending enough on the trip anyway. Besides,
he wanted to make a good impression on him.

After dinner ended, they went back to
Melody’s apartment and ended up playing cards until ten o’clock,
when Ron and Denise decided to go back to their hotel for the
night. Daniel stayed with Melody and Trish until midnight when they
were all having trouble staying awake, and then he said goodnight
and wished them a great weekend. Melody walked him to the door and
kissed him goodnight and told him she’d call him when they came
back on Sunday.

He quietly walked home, turning the evening
over in his mind. He liked her parents and he thought that he had
made a good impression. Ron had even begun to loosen up while they
were playing cards, and he figured that was a good sign. He started
to think about what he would do the rest of the weekend, and
decided he’d figure that out tomorrow.



* * *



“And they just left you by yourself all
weekend?” Bill said with a twinkle in his eye. “That’s not a good
sign, my friend. I thought you said you didn’t get any bad vibes at
dinner the other night.”

Daniel shook his head at Bill’s ribbing.
“Everything’s fine. She said she’d call when they got back
tonight.”

Bill leaned forward and put down his iced
tea on the table. “Let me tell you something about fathers: they
always see their daughters as their little girls, no matter how old
they are.”

“Even when they’re sixty?”

Bill smiled and thought for a moment, “Well,
that might be pushing it – let’s say up until the grandkids come
along. You’d better watch your step for awhile – I’d advise you to
hold her hand when you’re around him and that’s it. When I visited
Mary’s home for the first time, her father showed me his gun
collection and didn’t smile once the entire time.”

“Well, I don’t blame him. If my daughter
brought you home, I’d show you my gun cabinet too,” Daniel joked.
“Thanks for inviting me over for dinner today – it was great.”

“Mary’s mother and father were on the
old-fashioned side, and her mother taught her that the way to a
man’s heart is through his stomach. It worked for me,” he said with
a big smile. “I take it that her parents are similar –
old-fashioned, I mean.”

Daniel nodded. “Yeah somewhat, her dad’s a
farmer and seems pretty strict and by-the-book.”

“That’s good – they raised her well. Both
girls, by the way it looks.” Bill paused for a moment. “Did he ask
you about your faith yet?”

“No, it hasn’t really come up. Why?”

“Well, if he’s a by-the-book Christian like
you say he is, he probably won’t approve if you ever want to marry
her. I wouldn’t approve if a young man who wasn’t a Christian
wanted to marry my daughter,” he said.

“Seriously? No matter how much she loved him
and he loved her, you wouldn’t approve?”

“Nope – not for a minute. Eventually the
merry-go-round stops and reality sets in. It often isn’t much of an
issue until the kids start coming, and by then the honeymoon is
over. When you start raising children, you have to impress your
values and morals on them, and if you don’t have the same beliefs,
it’ll cause a lot of strife and problems later. Mixed marriages – I
mean between a believer and non-believer – seldom last, especially
in this day and age.”

Bill took a long sip of iced tea to let the
thought sink into Daniel. “You know what you need to do,
right?”

“What’s that?” Daniel asked.

“Simple – stop messing around and become a
Christian!” he replied with a big smile. Daniel laughed and then
Bill continued, but in more a serious tone than before. “You know,
you go to church all the time, all your friends here are Christian,
and your girlfriend is Christian. Can I ask what’s holding you
back? You’re not afraid, are you?”

“Afraid of what?”

“Oh, I don’t know – maybe being held to a
standard or being accountable or something. You know just from your
time in church that everyone’s accountable, whether they believe it
or not. Maybe you’re afraid of what the future holds for you if you
turn your life over to Jesus – not that your future isn’t kind of
weird anyway, at least in your case. You’ve still been reading the
Bible, right?” Bill asked.

“Yeah, I’m in the last of the prophets,”
Daniel replied. “I’m almost finished.”

“Good – so, what’s all that mean to you? I
mean, what’s the whole point of the Bible, including the Old
Testament?”

“Well, it’s that we’ve all sinned against
God and need to accept Jesus to go to heaven and not go to hell,”
he said.

“Right – that’s true, but you’re thinking
about it much too abstractly. What does it mean to you: Daniel,
personally in your daily life? How does it impact how you interact
with other people, even strangers or people you don’t like?”

“I’m not sure – I haven’t thought about it
that way much,” Daniel admitted.

“Well, maybe that’s the problem: you haven’t
internalized it. I remember the story about a tyrant centuries ago
who was taken prisoner back in England and given only a Bible to
read. Several years later, he was questioned and it was found that
he could recite entire passages, obscure facts and figures of every
sort and had read the Bible several times over. But when he was
asked what it meant to him, he had no idea. That’s the extreme
example of what’s happened to you – you haven’t made it personal
yet.”

“Okay – how do you do that?” he asked.

Bill smiled. “That’s for you to figure out,
which will happen over time as you get to know Him better. Here’s
an example: you know how the grand story of the Bible is about how
God created everything perfect, man messed it up, and He redeems it
all and then re-creates everything in perfection again, right?”
Daniel nodded. “Well, not only does He plan to do that with the
whole universe and everything, He wants to remake each person’s
lives. However, the difference is that matter such as stars and
rocks and stuff don’t have a choice about whether and how they’re
remade, but we do. That’s the freedom and sovereignty He gives us –
to chose whether to be remade in His image or not.”

“Okay – but how do you know if the God of
the Bible is the only one or not? What if you become a Christian
only to find out after you die that you’ve believed in the wrong
religion? It’ll be too late to go back and switch to the right one,
isn’t it?” Daniel said.

Bill shook his head, “That’s why you have to
find the right one now. Look, real Christianity isn’t as much of a
religion as it is a relationship – the restoration of the
relationship between the Creator (God) and His creation (you). Look
at this way – how much of the Bible is devoted to the Creation? A
few chapters, right? Now, how much is devoted to the restoration of
the nation of Israel and individual people like you and me? All the
rest of the Bible!”

“But how do you know it’s the right one?”
Daniel asked. “What’s the proof that Jesus is the only way and not
Mohammed or Buddha or Peter Pan?”

“Great question – now we’re getting
somewhere,” Bill said, slapping his leg. “Put on your engineering
hat for a minute. Let’s say you’re a spy behind enemy lines, so to
speak, and your job is to get a message back to your commanding
officer. There’s a bunch of other spies telling him who knows what,
and even telling him that they’re delivering a message from you –
how does your CO authenticate your message?”

“You have an agreed-upon code or password
that only you and he know of,” Daniel answered.

“Very good – either the message contains the
code and is valid, or it doesn’t and your CO can ignore it.”

“Right, but what’s that got to do with God
and the Bible?”

“It’s simple – the Bible says that God alone
knows the End from the Beginning, meaning, only He knows what has
happened in the past and what will happen in the future, whether
He’s acting upon it or not, setting aside your special case, of
course.”

Daniel nodded and motioned for him to
continue. “Well, that’s the whole reason the Bible’s full of
prophecy. About one-third of all the text is predictive in nature
and its primary focus is on the two entities that are most
important to us as believers: Israel – God’s chosen nation and His
Son, Jesus Christ – the Redeemer of all Creation.”

“So, are you saying is that Bible prophecy
is mainly there for validation of God and all that?” Daniel
asked.

“Well, that’s part of it. It’s there to show
us that God is who the Bible says He is, that Jesus is who He said
He is, and that the Bible is still completely reliable and
trustworthy even thousands of years after it was written. What you
should do is get a good encyclopedia or ancient Middle East history
book and check out some of the prophecies for yourself. Since the
Bible encompasses so many years, some of it has already occurred
and can be verified against known history. Most other prophecies
tell us where history is heading,” Bill said.

“Do you have some examples of fulfilled
prophecies that are recent?”

“Sure – there’s at least three that I know
of that are very recent. One is Israel being re-gathered as a
nation in its own ancient land and surviving in spite of their
neighbors’ attempts to wipe them off the map. Another is the
re-unification of the Roman Empire – namely, the European
super-state. In your time, do they have their own currency
yet?”

Daniel nodded. “Yeah, it’s called the ‘Euro’
– it happened back in 1999, I think. What’s the third?”

“The last one, just off the top of my head,
is the decline of Russia and it’s alliances in the Middle East. The
Soviet Union fell apart only a year or so ago and they have a lot
of problems. If you read up on Ezekiel 38-39 and do your homework
on it, you’ll see that Russia equips and leads a massive invasion
of Israel. Russia’s primary allies in their venture are Iran and
most of the other Muslim nations around there, except for Iraq,
possibly Syria, and Saudi Arabia.”

Daniel felt the blood drain from his face
and he got a sudden chill. “You said Israel gets invaded by Russia
and Iran?”

“Definitely – read it for yourself: Ezekiel
38-39. Why do you ask – did it already happen in your time?” Bill
asked.

“No, not yet. But Russia is the main sponsor
of Iran’s nuclear program, and Iran recently announced that they’ve
already developed a nuclear arsenal.”

Bill shook his head. “Well then, if Iran in
your time is anything like they are today, it won’t be long until
the invasion happens.”

“Do they succeed? I mean, does Israel get
wiped out?” he asked.

He smiled, “No, quite the contrary – you’ll
have to read it for yourself later. Now remember, predictive
passages about the nations are only a small part of the prophetic
picture – the biggest subject of Bible prophecy is the Messiah
Himself – Jesus Christ – and His First and Second Comings. Has
anyone shown you Daniel 9?” Bill asked.

“Yeah, Brad told me about it back at
Easter,” he replied.

“Well, that’s just one of them – there are
hundreds to check out, and the likelihood of anyone other than
Jesus fulfilling them all, from His birth to His death, are
impossible. I’ll give you a book that goes into that before you
leave, if you want,” Bill mentioned.

Daniel nodded that he would, and then he
thought for a moment. “So, let’s say that all this is true and that
Jesus is the Messiah. What does that mean to me?”

Bill grinned and almost exclaimed,
“Everything! Once you ask for forgiveness and begin trusting Him,
He gives you a new heart – a new spirit on the inside, if you will.
He starts the process of recreating you from the inside out. And
then as you learn to yield your flesh (or body and desires) to Him,
He changes you into the creature that He’s always planned for you
to be.”

“Okay, so then how exactly does He change
you? Is it just by your faith or is it like magic?”

Bill shook his head with a smile. “Didn’t
you say you read the New Testament? Actually, that’s another good
question. He changes you day-by-day by His sacrificial love.
Everyone has faith of some sort or another – you can put your faith
in a turnip and that won’t do anything for you. But love, well,
that’s entirely different.”

“What do you mean?”

“Think about it like this: you and Melody
are growing closer right?” Daniel nodded. “Well, what’s happening
on the inside between both of you is that you’re being changed by
one another. You may not be able to see it, but you’ve changed a
lot since I first met you, and most of it’s been because of her.
Actually, you both have.”

“Okay,” Daniel said.

“Consider marriage for a moment – do you see
how people who have been married a long time begin to look and act
like each other (assuming they have good marriage, of course)?”

“Yeah.”

“Well, a good marriage is the concrete
example of how sacrificial love changes people for the better. A
marriage without sacrifice from both people won’t last long. Jesus
seeks to do that with us – He wants to restore fallen, broken
people to their intended state. And the instrument He uses to
accomplish that is His love.”

They continued talking about it for the next
hour. Near the end, Daniel could feel his resistance to God
beginning to thaw, and he began feeling a little uncomfortable.
Bill could tell that he was starting to overwhelm him and that he
needed some time to digest everything for himself. Bill made up an
excuse to help Daniel make a graceful exit.

As Bill walked outside with Daniel to his
car, he thanked him for coming over for dinner and for their long
discussion. Just before Daniel got into his car, Bill left him with
a parting thought.

“Daniel, I know we’ve talked about a lot
today and some of it might be hard to swallow, at least at first.
But you’ll have to make a decision sooner or later, especially with
Melody. And don’t become a Christian just so you can stay with her
– become a Christian because it’s really what you believe. You need
to be the man that she needs you to be on the inside, and not just
on the outside.”

Daniel thought about their conversation all
the way home. He could feel that he wanted to make a decision and
knew he would have to soon. If anything, Bill had been right about
that.



* * *



When Daniel arrived home, he put the small
book that Bill had given him on the counter. He wanted to go
surfing while it was hot, so he changed and got ready. As he was
almost walking out the door, he saw the book and hesitated.

He did have some questions from their
earlier conversation that were still on his mind. It wouldn’t hurt
to read a few pages real quick – maybe that would set his mind at
ease a little.

He took the book back to couch and began
reading, but he decided to start with the appendices instead of the
very beginning. In the back were detailed many of the predictive
verses about the Messiah that had been written in the Bible. As he
began to browse the verses, he remembered reading some of them
before, but hadn’t quite understood why they were there. He felt as
if his understanding was slowly becoming clearer, like a fog was
being lifted that he hadn’t even known was there before.

He finished the appendices and then
continued reading from the beginning of the book. It wasn’t until
he noticed that the shadows in his apartment were changing and the
light was not as bright as before did he realize that it was now
early evening. He had nearly finished the book and checked the time
– if he rushed, he could still make the evening service. But as he
stood up, he felt something else – like it was more important to
finish the book right then and there than to do anything else, even
go to the church service. He yielded and sat back down, and then
continued reading the book until he was finished.

The shadows were now long and the light was
dim with the coming sunset. Daniel stood up and stretched. His mind
was tired from all the reading, but he felt excitement at the same
time. Maybe surfing would help him put everything into perspective.
He grabbed his towel and surfboard and quickly stowed them in his
car, and then rushed over to the beach. Five minutes later, he was
paddling out into the water with the sun beginning to creep below
the horizon.

The water was calm and glassy that night,
and Daniel saw he’d have to wait for just the larger swells to surf
on, and not the shorter, more regular waves. He sat back on his
board and looked far out to sea, waiting for the next swell to
arrive. There was nothing out there, but he continued to watch
anyway.

A gentle feeling tugged at him and he
settled down to think about all he had heard and read that day. He
noticed how much of his skepticism had melted away after he began
reading the book, and how he felt more open to the possibility that
the Bible was true. He still had many questions though and he felt
somewhat scared of believing something other than what he thought
of as rationality and science.

The predictive nature of the Scriptures was
incredible, he had to admit. And he couldn’t think of any logical
way those prophets and writers could have known history accurately
hundreds and even thousands of years before it happened. And then
he thought of the disciples of Jesus and how nearly all of them had
been slaughtered just for adhering to the notion that Jesus had
indeed risen from the dead and was alone worthy of being worshipped
as God.

He thought back to a point the author had
made near the end of the book. “Many people die for a lie, if they
think it’s the truth. But very few people would die for a lie
knowing that it is in fact, a lie.” And it wasn’t just that one or
two of Jesus’ disciples who had died for their testimony and
witness, it was all of them. How could it be that they all suffered
and died so horribly if they really knew the Resurrection was a lie
– a fabrication that they themselves had dreamed up and executed?
No, the only reasonable explanation for the Resurrection was either
that it was the truth, or those disciples had been so convinced it
was the truth that they gave everything to defend it.

On the surface, the disciples had everything
to lose and nothing to gain if it all had been a lie. None had been
seeking money, fame, or power – if they had, they certainly had
gone about it all wrong. But if they had everything to gain by
their mere testimony – well, then that was a different story
altogether.

A voice quietly spoke to him and a thought
popped into his mind, “What did he have to lose?” He pondered that
for a moment and decided to reason it out.

If he stepped out in faith and believed that
Jesus was who the Bible said He was, he gained eternity. But if he
believed and there really was nothing in the end, he would lose
nothing more than if he had never believed at all. But if it was
true and he didn’t believe, he would lose everything.

He thought about the choice over and over,
but kept coming back to the same conclusion. He would either end up
choosing the new life that was offered to him by Jesus and the
Bible, or he would continue along the same path in the same life
he’d always been and then would reach the same end and still remain
lost.

Daniel looked off into the distance at the
darkening horizon and tears began streaming down his cheeks. He
thought of Melody, and then thought of Jesus and His sacrifice for
him and all the rest of mankind. How unfathomable was the love of
God toward his rebellious children who had mocked Him, scorned Him,
and then put Him to death.

He bowed his head and then made his decision
with tears flowing down his cheeks.



* * *



It was late Monday evening – just after
midnight – and their long day at Disneyworld had finally ended.
Melody sat down next to Daniel on the sofa and nestled up next to
him with her head on his shoulder and yawned.

“Is Trish already asleep?” he asked.

“Yeah, she was pretty wiped out. Did you
have fun today?” Melody asked.

“Oh yeah, the Peter Pan ride was the best!”
he joked.

“I heard you scream a few times – don’t
worry, I won’t tell anyone,” she said.

“That’s good – I have a fearless reputation
to uphold,” he said jokingly, caressing her back.

“Are you okay?” she asked.

“Uh huh. Why?”

“I don’t know – I noticed a few times today
that you seemed different, like you were more at ease or something.
I wouldn’t have figured that you were the Disney-type.”

“I’m not, at least I don’t think I am,” he
said with a small laugh. He paused for a moment and decided that
now was the right time to tell her. “Mel, something happened last
night when you were gone.”

She sat up and looked at him with concern.
“What?”

A big smile broke out on his face and he
took her hand in his. “I became a Christian yesterday. I’ve been
wanting to tell you all day, but it just never seemed like the
right time.”

Her eyes filled with tears and she leaned in
and gave him a long, tight hug. After a few moments, she pulled
away from him and wiped her eyes, and he told her what had happened
the day before: about the discussion with Bill, the book he had
read, and how he’d made the decision that evening on the ocean.

“I’m glad you told me – I’ve been worried,
you know, about us and where we’re headed,” she said.

“What do you mean?”

“Well, one of the things I’ve been praying
about for the last year is that God would put someone in my life
that I wouldn’t have to compromise myself with. It always seemed
like I was having to choose between my faith and whatever boyfriend
I had, and I just got tired of it after awhile. When the last
relationship ended, I told myself I didn’t want any more mixed
relationships – you know, on a spiritual level.”

He nodded and she continued. “Anyway, with
my parents being here, I’ve been thinking a lot about us and where
we’re going. When I think of my marriage someday, I want it to
follow theirs – especially in their beliefs. When we were over in
Tampa and I had some time to slow down and think about us, I
started getting worried about how serious we’re getting and about
where we’re headed, and you not knowing if you’re saved or not.
Part of me wanted to ignore it and just hope for the best, but
another part of me wanted to stop seeing you until you knew for
sure.” She began to cry again, and he felt himself starting to do
the same.

“But today when we were together, it felt
different than before somehow and I felt like God kept telling me
to be patient, to not do or say anything until He told me to. And
then tonight you come out tell me you’ve become a Christian for
sure...” she paused and a huge smile lit up her face. “I’m so glad
I listened and didn’t say anything I’d regret.”

Daniel smiled and hugged her again, and then
laughed gently. “I’m so glad you didn’t either!”

They talked for a short while longer and
then prayed together, thanking God for all that had happened to
them and how He had brought them together. They asked Him to lead
their relationship and to guide them going forward.


 Chapter 12 – The
Hurricane



 


 


The morning was overcast, with the menacing
storm clouds overhead still frequently spitting small sprinkles of
rain. When Melody and Daniel had been on their way over to Merritt
Island, they almost had to pull off to the side of the road until
the rainstorm passed. From her apartment all the way over to the
eastern edge of the causeway between Merritt Island and Cape
Canaveral, they could barely see fifty feet in front of them. When
they had passed over the causeway, the rain suddenly stopped and
they emerged onto semi-dry roads for the rest of the way.

Melody and Daniel held hands as they walked
towards the church and then met up with Hudsons, who had arrived a
few minutes earlier. Melody and Shirley hugged and began catching
up on the rest of the week, while Brad and Daniel shook hands and
started discussing the approaching storm. Ashlee was walking around
them in a circle over and over.

“You didn’t run into any of the weather
problems down in West Palm Beach, did you?” Daniel asked as Brad
reached down to pick Ashlee up, who had stopped circling them and
begun tugging at his shoelaces. She squirmed for a short time until
she realized she wasn’t going anywhere.

“No, not at all. We saw some clouds like
these when we were at the beach yesterday afternoon, but other than
that, we had perfect weather the whole time.”

“Were you able to do any scuba diving while
you were there?”

“Yeah. We spent an afternoon – Friday, I
think it was – diving in one of the quieter sections of the reef.
It’s not as nice and clear as the Bahamas, but it’s decent. You’d
be amazed at how much clearer and bluer the water down in the
Bahamas is compared to up here.”

Various friends of the Hudsons had noticed
they had returned from their short vacation the week before and
were approaching to welcome them. Chuck and Mary Peterson, a
friendly couple a few years older than Brad and Shirley, were now
joining in with them.

“This hurricane looks like it’s going to be
a bad one,” Chuck commented.

“Sure does,” Brad replied. “My parents
called us late last night to let us know that they were heading
north until the storm passed. Dad boarded and taped up all the
windows yesterday before they left for Gainesville.”

“Did either of you hear the traffic report
about I-95 yet today? Yesterday evening, there were tie-ups and
traffic jams for miles because of all the people heading north. I
guess most of the hotels in Orlando are already packed and some of
the ones here aren’t too much better,” Daniel chipped in.

“When’s it supposed to reach landfall
anyway?” Brad asked.

Daniel glanced over at Chuck, who looked as
if he didn’t know for sure. “The meteorologists are estimating that
it will come ashore sometime early Monday morning, but anything can
happen with those storms.”

“You’re certainly right there,” Chuck said.
“I remember what happened to Hugo once it reached Florida – it
veered north all the way up into the Carolinas. Andrew could just
as easily change direction and come up here as it could stay
heading in a straight line.”

“I only hope it misses Miami. Imagine what a
storm of that magnitude could do to an area with that many people,”
Brad replied.

Daniel looked around for the Caldwells, but
he didn’t see them anywhere. “Has anyone seen Bill or Mary here
yet?”

Chuck spoke up, “No – he left a message on
the answering machine yesterday and said that he and Mary were
spending the day in Orlando and wouldn’t be here today.”

“Maybe they had the right idea,” Daniel
said, remembering the sheer devastation the storm would leave
behind when it was all over.

The men began to walk towards the front door
of the sanctuary and the women followed a few moments later. Chuck
and Mary had to step off to the side to scold their two sons, Mark
and Bobby, who had been chasing one another too roughly around the
church grounds while their parents were conversing.

As the worship service began, the pastor
announced that Daniel had already volunteered to organize the food
and clothing donations the very next week, and would provide more
details after the threat of the massive storm had passed. Daniel
would be driving down the following weekend to deliver the goods to
the organizers there, whoever they might be. Even though no one
(other than Daniel) knew the full extent of the damage that
Hurricane Andrew would do, they could tell it would be
terrible.

If the storm missed a densely populated area
in Florida, the trip would be cancelled. But since the hurricane
was less than a day away from the coast, they had begun to organize
the donation work early. A special prayer was said for the people
living on the southern tip of Florida at the end of the morning
service. Daniel knew the hurricane would be devastating – but at
least the worst of it would miss Miami, for the most part. Due to
the approaching storm, Pastor Orson cancelled the services for
later that evening.

Melody and Daniel ate lunch in a small
Italian restaurant in Merritt Island they had both fallen in love
with. The mood and setting was elegant and tried to appear as
genuinely Italian as possible for Central Florida. The only objects
that didn’t quite fit in with the music and the atmosphere were the
large number of huge palm trees outside that surrounded the small
building.

After they finished eating, they went over
to Melody’s apartment and tracked the hurricane’s course for half
an hour, and then taped up her windows, just in case. They
continued to listen to the reports and the updates every hour or so
and then later took a short walk down to the beach to watch the
waves and the darkening clouds. But since the wind was picking up
more and more, they weren’t able to stay long.

Daniel felt depressed about the storm, but
did his best to keep it inside. He wondered if he should have done
more to prepare for it.



* * *



The crests of the waves striking the small
stretch of beach directly south of Miami were growing higher and
higher at an alarming rate. With each passing hour, the waves rose
a little steeper and struck with more power. The steady, rhythmic
increase in the momentum of the waves was methodically destroying
the beaches of Southern Florida, dragging tons of sand off the
shoreline and out to sea.

The howling wind grew more deafening every
minute as the hurricane roared slowly closer and closer to the
shore. Police all over the east coast of south Florida had been
forcing residents to evacuate for the last two days, but the worst
the hurricane had in store for them had not yet come.

The full power of Hurricane Andrew was
finally unleashed at seven o’clock early Monday morning, the 24th
of August. A strip of devastation miles wide was one of the many
calling cards Andrew left in its wake as terrible wind and rain
leveled everything in its path. Roofs were ripped off and thrown to
the floors of thousands of homes, businesses, and churches. In the
worst of the affected areas, no building was spared even minimal
damage. Houses were smashed to the ground in great heaps of drywall
and lumber. And many homes that didn’t have their roofs embedded in
their floors simply had no roofs remaining whatsoever.

Hundreds of automobiles had been picked up
like toy cars and either flipped over or tossed into nearby palm
trees and buildings. Power lines were torn from their poles and
hanging or lying on the ground. Telephone and electric poles were
pushed over in obscure angles, mostly pointing toward the north and
west. At the marinas, yachts and boats of every shape and size were
strewn about or ripped apart like they were constructed of paper
and cardboard.

On the streets of Miami, the scene was much
different than the residential areas that surrounded the Gateway to
the South. The immense skyscrapers were still intact, except for
their glass exteriors, but many of their other walls remained
fairly undamaged. In fact, the scenery of Miami appeared to be
somewhat normal at first glance after Andrew finally passed. The
only thing that seemed really out of place – aside from the fact
that its streets were now strangely calm and silent – was the way
the sunlight gleamed and sparkled on the downtown streets. The
asphalt was shimmering and twinkling, as if it was almost alive.
Tons upon tons of glass from the buildings had been punched out and
littered the streets below.

With the roofs, walls, doors, and windows
missing from the majority of the residences and businesses, very
little could be done to prevent looters from having their way with
what little remained of the distraught city. Opportunists would
migrate south later that week, supplying much-needed electricity,
water, and food but at drastically inflated prices. Raw,
unregulated supply and demand would be the primary market force
after the hurricane left Florida.

Hurricane Andrew had crossed the entire
peninsula of southern Florida, tearing up the suburbs, cities, and
its marshlands. It later struck the Louisiana coast also, costing
the New Orleans’ property owners billions of dollars. And in that
time, over a hundred thousand people had lost their homes. In less
than three days, Hurricane Andrew had rung up a bill that well
exceeded twenty billion dollars worth of damage done to the
residents of the Southeast.



* * *



Six days after Hurricane Andrew devastated
Dade County, thousands of churches and various charity groups from
across the nation began sending aid and relief southward as fast as
they could. Military assistance had arrived earlier that Thursday
and troops were busy organizing relief camps and erecting huge tent
cities for the hundred thousand people now homeless in the
aftermath of the hurricane’s wrath.

During the first five days after the
hurricane struck, relief efforts had mainly consisted of finding
and rescuing the victims who were often buried underneath the
debris. Most of the people who had not fled with the majority of
the population were discovered among the rubble of their own homes
– some barely alive – and others who had not been so fortunate. The
death count now stood at approximately fifty people, with over a
dozen others missing or completely unaccounted for. And that was
only for Florida, not to mention the destruction that the hurricane
had wrought on Louisiana and parts of Mississippi.

The military was already limiting the number
of people entering Dade County to prevent law and order from
further breaking down. Opportunists and profiteers were busily
taking advantage of the plight of their neighbors in south Florida.
One man had been rumored to have made over a fifty thousand dollar
profit in a single day by selling fifteen electrical generators. He
supposedly had purchased them for only five hundred and then marked
up their retail price over sixteen hundred percent. Gallons of
bottled water were selling for ten, sometimes twenty dollars
apiece.

Citizens all over the country were shocked
at the outright molestation of the hurricane victims and the
military had been authorized to halt the profiteering taking place
in Dade County. Most charity organizations and thousands of church
contributions were unquestionably welcomed to the area, but the
number of individuals acting on their own was strictly limited, as
was the number of photographers and tourists who had driven south
just to have a firsthand look at the destruction.

The members of the congregation at Orchard
Groves Baptist Church had donated boxes upon boxes of clothes,
supplies, and canned goods almost immediately after the hurricane
had struck, along with many other churches throughout the country.
Daniel and Melody had volunteered earlier to drive a fully-loaded
van down to Dade County and had promised to bring back photographs
and reports of the condition of one of their sister churches near
Miami.

Daniel, Brad, Chuck, Pastor Gary, and some
of the other men in the congregation had almost finished loading
the moving van that the church had rented to transport the
donations southward. Melody, Shirley, and a few of the other women
in the church had worked the entire week during their spare time to
organize and sort the donations that had poured into the church.
This load carried mainly the necessities, such as bottled water,
canned food, and a wide assortment of clothes, diapers, toiletries,
aspirin, and other items. Another load like it would be driven down
the following weekend by the pastor and one of the deacons.

“Where you want these toys?” Chuck asked as
Brad finished stuffing some clothes into the gaps between the
packed boxes. He was holding a small box of plastic dolls and toy
cars – they would help lift the spirits of the young children who
had lost everything too.

“I’ll put them on the side,” he said,
examining what little room remained. “We can get more in if we take
some of it out of boxes and put it into bags instead.”

“Okay,” Chuck said and then quickly
separated the toys into several bags and then handed them back to
him.

“Thanks – anything more?” he asked.

Pastor Gary walked up and looked at the back
of the van. “That’ll be enough for now – we’ll have more to take
down next weekend anyway,” he said.

The pastor thanked everyone for their hard
work and service, and then said a short prayer for the victims of
the hurricane and that Daniel and Melody would have a safe trip to
and from Dade County. Everyone said goodbye to Daniel and Melody as
they got into the van, and waved to them as they started out.

By ten o’clock Saturday morning, Melody and
Daniel were slowly driving the over-stuffed van out of the church
parking lot and towards the freeway that would take them to
Miami.



* * *



The journey south was long and hot, but
their minds weren’t really on their own discomfort very much. They
were still trying to fathom the extent of the destruction they saw
everywhere. With every hour further south they traveled, the
greater the destruction became. The signs along the interstate
south of West Palm Beach were bent over at odd angles and many of
the poles were twisted or had collapsed when the one hundred-fifty
mile per hour winds had ripped through the state.

The traffic worsened as they continued
southward too, until the van slowed to nearly twenty miles an hour.
Light poles and palm trees bowed closer and closer to the ground as
they passed through Fort Lauderdale and entered the outskirts of
Miami. Police officers inspecting cars, trucks, and vans exiting
the interstate caused traffic to slow to nearly a standstill.
Daniel and Melody had traveled all the way to Miami in just over
three hours, but they sat in traffic for another full hour before
they were inspected and allowed to proceed onward toward their
destination.

With Melody reading the map and directions,
they soon located the church, or rather, the remains of the church.
The middle of the eastern wall that had taken the brunt of the
tremendous winds was partially caved in. Large cracks and stress
fractures snaked all along the exterior of the building. Only half
of the large white steeple remained after the fierce winds and most
of the church’s roof was scattered over the lawn.

Numerous volunteers were busy distributing
clothes, water, and food to the large group gathered before them on
the church lawn, now littered with debris. Many of the people in
the group still seemed to be in a state of shock. Most had lost
their homes, a few had lost friends and loved ones, and others had
lost everything they owned. Daniel and Melody stepped out of the
van and began helping the volunteers unload it.

Pastor Rollins had been expecting their
arrival and greeted them with open arms and words of gratitude.
Less than an hour later, the van was completely emptied and its
contents immediately began being sorted for distribution. Members
of Orchard Groves had contributed a large cash donation in addition
to the other donations, which Pastor Rollins accepted on behalf of
the members of the church. He then gave the couple a firsthand tour
of the demolished buildings and Melody took out the camera she had
brought with her.

Daniel whistled softly in astonishment when
he saw the inside of the sanctuary. Wooden rafters and aluminum
beams were strewn across the pews in the huge hall. Faint beams of
sunlight washed over the ruins, streaming from where the roof had
once been. Nearly all the windows along the sides were shattered,
and the walls were as cracked inside almost as badly as they were
outside.

“Has anyone estimated the amount of damage
to the church yet?” Daniel asked.

“No, not yet. The architect that’s a member
of the congregation has been away on business for the past few
weeks and everyone else has been busy trying to recover.” The old
pastor looked ten years older than Pastor Gary and spoke with a
heavy Southern accent, probably Georgian. He looked exhausted and
had circles around his eyes, but they still seemed to sparkle. His
gratitude for the charity of other people seemed to brighten them
each time another load of donations arrived.

“How many members does the church have,
anyway?” Melody inquired.

“Just over two thousand, but the number
grows during the winter and drops in the summer – the reason being
the snowbirds and vacations. Y’all know how it is,” he said. Every
year, hordes of retirees and vacationers from the northern states
flocked to Florida to escape the cold weather, and then left in the
spring.

“Pastor, do you mind if we take some
pictures of the church and the surrounding area?” Melody asked.

“Sure – take as many as y’all want. How’s
that pastor of yours doing these days?”

“Oh, he’s fine. He’s planning to take a trip
up north to Michigan so he can visit his mother in two weeks. But
he’ll be coming down here next week with one of the deacons after
the next batch of supplies is ready,” Daniel answered.

“Glad to hear it. Tell him I’ll be looking
forward to his visit and that we’ll be keeping his family in our
prayers.”

“Thank you, sir. We will,” he replied.

Someone called for the pastor and he walked
out one of the side doors in the sanctuary. A two-foot wide crack
ran from the center of the wall to the top of the doorway. Melody
took several pictures inside the wrecked church and then another
roll-full of the outside. After they were finished photographing
the church and its surroundings, Daniel suggested that they go
outside and see the rest of the area.

As they walked down the sidewalk through the
suburb, they saw firsthand just a portion of the incredible damage
that had been done to the state. Many of the damaged houses
resembled the church, having cracked walls and huge sections of
their roofs missing entirely. They were both appalled at the extent
of the damage throughout the community. And they were only
observing a few square miles of the hurricane’s wrath.

“Daniel, do you realize how fortunate we
were? I mean, less than two hundred miles separated us from all
this. It just as easily could have been us who had lost everything,
instead of them,” she said.

“I know. It makes you think about how
fleeting all this stuff really is at times,” he replied. He thought
of Job and how he had lost everything in a single day just like
many of these people had. He would have to re-read that book when
he got home. He decided to ask Melody about it.

“Have you ever –” he stopped and gasped as a
sudden shock of intense pain shot through his head. A brilliant
white light flashed in his vision and for a moment he feared he was
blind. And even though he was still standing, he suddenly felt as
if he were falling in mid-air. He stumbled forward and reached for
something to grasp to keep from toppling over.

“Daniel! What’s wrong? What’s happening?”
Melody cried, stiffly grasping his shoulders to help steady
him.

“I don’t, oh –” he gasped. The next stab of
pain inside his head made him crumple forward and fall to his
knees, and he rolled over onto his side on the ground. Melody began
yelling for someone to help them, but no one was nearby. She knelt
on the ground beside him, desperately trying to help him.

“I think it’s over,” he said a moment later,
panting for air. “I’m okay. I just need to catch my breath.”

Her eyes were moist from what had just
transpired. “What happened, Daniel?” His face was pale and his
color slowly returned as he regained his breath and calmed down.
“Do you want me to get an ambulance?” she asked.

“No – I think I’m alright,” he replied. “I
don’t think there’s any around anyway. I’ll be okay,” he reassured
her. He laid back and closed his eyes for a moment. But it wasn’t
until he re-opened them and looked up did he see something he
hadn’t noticed before. There were huge power lines directly above
them and he could see a few of the larger coils sparking. They had
probably been damaged in the hurricane – but as to why he’d had a
seizure as soon as he walked under them, he had no idea.

He sat up and felt dizzy, and then slid
backward a little, so he was no longer directly under the coils.
Melody had noticed what he was doing and helped him lay back down
to rest.

“What happened? Was it a seizure or
something?” she asked. He nodded and smiled slightly at her, and
then held her hand. “Has that ever happened to you before?” she
continued.

Daniel shook his head and then remembered –
the flash of light had been very similar to what he had seen in the
lab at the time of the accident. He closed his eyes and rubbed his
forehead. He didn’t want to think what that meant – if he had gone
back in time once, perhaps now it could happen again. But he didn’t
want to leave this time any more than he had the first.

“We should see a doctor as soon as we can up
north – do you want to stop by the emergency room?” she asked.

“Nah, maybe it was just a migraine or
something. I’ll take some aspirin back at the church,” he said. He
didn’t want to worry her, especially since he hadn’t told her about
his past.

She helped him to his feet and they slowly
walked back to the church. He took some aspirin and continued to
reassure her that he was fine. They helped distribute supplies and
food for another hour or two, and then said goodbye to Pastor
Rollins and the other volunteers they had met. They both had agreed
that Melody should drive home instead of Daniel, just in case he
had another episode.

As they retraced their route back to the
highway, they both continued to think about the destruction that
surrounded them. They were almost becoming numb to all the sights
of wrecked homes and buildings. The freeway going north was mostly
clear, while the southward side seemed busier now as more relief
trucks and vans continued to stream down from the north.

They didn’t talk much until about a
half-hour north of Fort Lauderdale, when the amount of damage began
to lessen and the sun came out again. Daniel decided to try to
lighten the mood a little and turned on the radio, and was
half-surprised to find a radio station from up north in Melbourne.
They began listening to some of the easy-listening music playing as
they drove north.

An hour later, they drove past the sprawling
Melbourne Beach Hilton Hotel. There was a particular mood in the
air, which he hadn’t really noticed until then. Summer was ending.
He could sense it, even though they couldn’t really feel the
humidity lessen yet, or that the ninety plus degree heat was
diminishing. Maybe it was that the days were slowly getting shorter
or that there was a particular, faint smell of autumn in the
air.

As Melody continued driving the rented van
north, he took note of the large number of surfers unloading their
boards at the beach and heading out to conquer the waves. According
to Melody, this was one of their final weekends of freedom before
the schools in the area started back up. Trish’s school in Ohio had
begun the week before, so she had a few weeks off before her
gymnastics season got underway again in October.

He grinned and pointed out the surfers, “I
knew I forgot something – check out those waves! I think I’ll have
to go surfing when we get home,” he joked.

She shook her head with a smile, having
worried about him since the seizure. “Well, I was going to ask
again if you wanted to go to the emergency room, but I guess now I
have my answer. Are you sure you’re okay?”

“Yeah – I feel fine. I’ll get a checkup next
week, I promise,” he said, reaching over to rub her shoulders and
neck.

“Thanks, Daniel. I was really worried about
you,” she said with a solemn look. He nodded and held her hand, and
then looked back out the window.

If he had any more seizures like that one,
he would start to worry too, he thought to himself.



* * *



The sky overhead was finally clear and blue
after more than six days of being darkened with storm clouds, the
last remnants of Hurricane Andrew. Another large hurricane had
struck the West Coast while Andrew had been devastating the
Southeast. The winds had calmed on Thursday and the waves in the
ocean would be back to their normal heights within another few
days. Surfers were coming from as far away as Alabama and Georgia
to catch some of the waves left over from the hurricane.

The beach across from Patrick Air Force Base
was now packed with surfers too, patiently waiting their turns on
the much larger waves. Daniel had not surfed since a few days
before the storm had hit and wasn’t planning to until the following
weekend. He had stopped across from the base a few times over the
summer to surf, but for the most part kept to shore breaks across
from Adams and Hayes. He liked routines and the beaches in the
northern part of the Cape weren’t as crowded as Cocoa Beach and the
beaches south of the pier.

Daniel and Melody stopped at one of the
small restaurants in Cocoa Beach to eat something after they
dropped the van off at the rental office. The summer tourist season
was drawing to a close and would decrease even more after Labor Day
next week. The comings and goings of the cruise ships were also
becoming less frequent because of the diminishing tourist market as
school began to resume. But there were still a large number of
businesses that were in one way or another involved in the space
program or the Port of Canaveral, along with the multitude of
others that provided goods and services for the Space Coast.

After they finished dinner, they went back
to Melody’s apartment. Then they went for an evening walk along the
beach, since they had been sitting for most of the day. The beach
was quiet, except for a handful of surfers and others that were
still out. Hundreds of small scraps of wood and tons of seaweed had
been drudged up from miles off the coast and strewn about the
beach, along with a few fish and other debris from the storm. The
waves were still large, but didn’t seem quite as high as they had
been even a few hours before.

Daniel and Melody strolled down the beach to
the Cocoa Beach Pier and saw that most of the shops were empty and
only a few people were even around. As they walked back up the
beach to Adams, they talked of minor events, such as how his family
was doing and how her Sunday school class was coming along at
church. Next week was Labor Day weekend and both had the next
Monday off. But they hadn’t made any plans yet, so they talked
about different places to go and things to do.

Dark clouds began rolling in again;
sometimes they moved in very quickly from the ocean. Daniel and
Melody continued onward up the beach. They had been inside Melody’s
apartment barely fifteen minutes before a heavy rain began
showering the soft Florida ground outside.

“Do you ever get tired of the rain here?”
Daniel asked her. They were sitting on the couch in her small
living room, with some soft music playing on her stereo.

“Not really – I like it when it rains every
day, at least in the summer when it’s hot. It cools everything off
and makes it all fresh again.”

“That’s true. I –” He was interrupted by
sudden flash of lightning and a loud crack of thunder outside. “Wow
– that sounded close.” His head throbbed slightly and he took a
drink of water. He got up and went to the window to look
outside.

Suddenly, there was another flash of
lightning and the boom immediately followed, like it had struck
just a short distance away. It was so close that the entire room
lit up. Daniel yelped and grabbed his head and bent over in
pain.

“Daniel! Are you okay?” Melody exclaimed,
jumping from the couch to help him sit down. His eyes were closed
and he was breathing heavy again, just like when he’d had the other
seizure earlier that day. “I’m calling 911 – hold on,” she said,
rushing to get her phone.

“No – not the doctor – they won’t be able to
help me,” he said, slowly opening his eyes. “Call Bill – he might
know what to do.”

“Bill Caldwell? Are you sure?” she asked. He
nodded and mumbled something she couldn’t quite make out and he
closed his eyes again.

She quickly found the church directory and
dialed the Caldwells’ number, and prayed that he and Mary were
there. He answered and she told him what had happened to Daniel,
and to come to her apartment right away. Twenty minutes later, she
heard her doorbell ring and rushed to let him in.

“Where is he?” Bill asked.

“Over here – on the couch,” she said as she
led him into the living room.

“Daniel – are you alright?” he asked.

“Hey, Bill – I’m afraid not.” Daniel sat up.
“Something’s going on – I started having these seizures today. The
first one was when I walked under a damaged power line down south.
The last one happened just before she called you – there was a
lightning strike close by.”

Bill checked him over, but since he wasn’t a
doctor, he didn’t really know what he was looking for, not that a
medical doctor would in Daniel’s case anyway. “You said this is the
first you’ve had them, right?” he asked.

Daniel nodded. “Do you know anything about
the effects of a close-range EMP on humans or animals?” he
asked.

“Not off-hand – I’d have to do some research
on that. EMPs are usually so far away that they just affect
electrical equipment and little else. I’d imagine that one close
enough could mess up your brain or something, but that’s just a
guess,” he said as Daniel thought about it. “I take it that you
were very close to both electrical sources when the seizures
happened?” Daniel nodded.

“What’s an EMP?” Melody asked, going over to
sit down next to Daniel on the sofa.

Bill turned to her and said, “An EMP is an
electromagnetic pulse. Usually they come from some type of
generator, but can also come from a nuclear explosion. Lightning
can also be a source of them too, I suppose.”

“What should we do – should we take him to
the hospital?” she asked.

Bill thought for a moment before he replied.
“I don’t know. Daniel, you probably know more about this stuff than
I do, given the nature of your project. Most of my team’s research
is on very distant electromagnetic occurrences, not close-range
ones. What do you think? Would a neurologist or another specialist
be able to help at all?”

Daniel shook his head. “I don’t know – I
didn’t know who else to call. If I go to the hospital, they may
start asking more questions than I can answer.”

“That’s true – that would be bad,” he
replied.

“I don’t understand – why can’t a doctor
help?” Melody asked.

Bill looked over at Daniel, who shook his
head. “Because Daniel is –” Daniel shot him a warning look, “well,
‘special’ is the word I would use, right Daniel?” He grinned and
looked over at her. “Melody, do you mind if Daniel and I have a few
minutes alone?”

She was about to ask why when Daniel spoke
up, “It’s okay, Bill – she can stay.” Daniel glanced out the window
at the gentle rain and continued, “I’ll have to tell her soon
anyway.”

“Tell me what?” Melody asked, very
bewildered now.

Daniel looked over at Melody and gave her a
weak smile before he replied, “Have you ever been to New
Mexico?”
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Questions and Answers



 


 


The roar of the air rushing past the
jetliner’s wings began to diminish as the landing gear made contact
with the runway and the tires screeched for a short moment. The
plane was briefly airborne once again before it touched down for
the second and final time. Outside, the sun was casting its last
remaining beams of the day and then set in the western autumn
sky.

Daniel was surprised when he first saw the
airport, since he had expected to see the renovated version he was
used to. He was amazed at how shabby it looked upon first glance
and realized he had never seen it before its last renovation.
Albuquerque International Airport was relaxed and quiet compared to
the airports of much larger cities, such as O’Hare in Chicago and
Hartsfield in Atlanta. But Albuquerque was definitely growing.
Having only a population of a third of a million people, it boasted
of its diversity of universities, businesses, and its clean
air.

The evening was cool and mild, but it would
grow colder soon. They went to the car-rental counter and got the
keys for the dark brown jeep he had rented for the next week.
Stowing their luggage in the back, they jumped in and headed south
on the interstate to the small city of Socorro, a little more than
an hour or so away from Albuquerque. The evening stars began
brightly twinkling and Daniel grinned as he remembered his old
home.

Night had fallen by the time they pulled
into the city limits of Socorro. He felt cold for the first time in
months, since the temperature had already dropped a few degrees in
the dry air. His body was not accustomed to the temperature changes
of the desert after living in Florida for only six months, where
the humidity kept the temperatures warm even after the sun went
down. Melody had already put on a light jacket and he had stopped
to slip on a sweatshirt he had packed from back home.

Socorro was very quiet, its streets
virtually free of traffic since it was a Sunday evening. They found
a small hotel a few miles away from the New Mexico Institute of
Mining and Technology. From outside their room, they could clearly
see the huge illuminated “M” on the side of one of the Magdalena
Mountains, the one that New Mexico Tech owned as part of its
campus. He remembered that New Mexico Tech prided itself on the
fact that they were the only school in the United States to
exclusively have a large mountain right on their campus.

Tired from the long flight and the drive,
they decided to go to bed soon after they had carried their bags
inside the room and Daniel closed up the jeep. When he returned to
the room, he found Melody sleeping on the bed with the television
on. He smiled, pulled off her sandals, and carefully tucked her
into bed. He turned off all the lights and then stepped out onto
the patio to watch the stars. They were just as he had remembered
them of course, and he fetched a pair of binoculars from his
suitcase and gazed at them for a long time, trying to remember the
names of as many of them as he could.

He heard Melody stir in the bed and then
quietly sat down on the bed next to her and caressed her back. He
was tempted to crawl in next to her, but after a few moments
thought the better of it. Even in a hotel room alone together, the
“ground-rules” were still in effect, and he didn’t want to violate
their agreement or her trust.

He changed and got ready for bed a few
minutes later, and was soon fast asleep in the other bed.



* * *



Dawn arrived early the next morning. Melody
awoke first and found herself still fully clothed from the night
before. She looked over at Daniel sleeping in the bed next to hers
and smiled. He had indeed changed since she had first met him. She
got up and walked over to sit next to him.

She had known that he had somewhat expected
more physical intimacy in their relationship, but he had always
respected the rules they had agreed to. She wanted to be with him,
but she didn’t want too much intimacy too soon to cloud their
relationship. One of her previous relationships had made her deeply
regret her compromises, and Shirley had confided in her that
waiting until marriage had made everything that much more
special.

She gently caressed the side of his face and
he rolled over onto his back, but he didn’t wake up right away. He
murmured and then slowly opened his eyes.

“Good morning,” she said.

“Hi,” he replied. He sat up and rubbed his
eyes and blinked the sleep from them. “Did you sleep well?”

“Yeah, pretty well. It’s been a long time
since I awoke to find myself still wearing the same clothes as the
night before. Since I was a kid, in fact.”

He grinned. “I didn’t want to wake you. You
were sleeping so peacefully – I knew how tired you were.”

They got ready and ate breakfast downstairs
before they left the hotel. They had a few hours to pass before
they met with Gregory Turansky at eleven, and Daniel had wanted to
take her on a short tour of Socorro before they went to the campus
for the appointment. Melody found some postcards at a nearby
souvenir shop to send back to her family and the Hudsons. There
wasn’t much to see in Socorro, since most of the city was comprised
of a long narrow strip along the interstate, and they soon went on
to the campus.

The grounds of New Mexico Tech were
comparable to the average small university. The well-watered grass
of the campus golf course was green and lush and stood out because
all the rest of the lawns on the campus had been scorched dry since
the beginning of summer. The buildings were not very large because
of the low student population, but were spread out over several
hundred acres of land. The campus had a distinct Mexican feel to
it, and most of the buildings had stucco texture and light-colored
exteriors to reflect the sunlight and heat.

The school had been established in 1889 by a
handful of miners seeking to better themselves and the workers with
little mining experience on the technicalities of their profession.
The school had diversified a few decades later and had slowly
continued to grow ever since. Now one of the top small universities
in New Mexico, it stood proudly among the other colleges in the
nation that boasted of some of the highest rated physics programs.
Their largest physics program was focused mainly on atmospheric
physics and astronomy, having access to the Very Large Array
Radio-telescope Range less than fifty miles away. The huge
Magdalena Mountain owned by New Mexico Tech contained a large
laboratory on one of its sides that was revered by meteorological
scientists throughout the country.

The student population was just under five
thousand, with three-quarters of them being undergraduates. Over
ninety-five percent of the professors held doctorates in their
chosen fields. And because of the low student-to-faculty ratio,
students had more of an opportunity to work alongside their
instructors on actual scientific research projects. Therefore the
school attracted a large amount of more-serious students. But there
were always exceptions, as Daniel and Melody soon discovered.

As Daniel was leading her past the
three-story dormitory building, they looked up at two young men
struggling over an object on the highest balcony. On the second and
third floor of the building, two large balconies ran along its
length, facing eastward. The boys were wrestling near the railing
on the third floor. Daniel and Melody stopped to watch what was
happening above them. One of the boys yelled, cursing as a small
object flew out of his hands and landed at Melody’s feet.

The young men stopped and looked down over
the edge of the railing. Melody bent down to pick up the fallen
object. It was a partially-used can of shaving cream. The taller of
the two boys yelled out a brusque apology and they stepped back out
of sight. She smiled as she handed the can to Daniel.

“Shaving cream, huh? Very mature. You never
did anything like that in college, did you?” she asked as they
walked over to a trash container to throw it away.

“Never.” Daniel had kept a serious face when
he said it, but he soon cracked a wide grin. “Well, maybe just a
few times.” Melody tossed the can away and started laughing at
him.

“You can’t keep a straight face around me
anymore, can you?”

“Nope,” he laughed. “That certain look you
give me doesn’t let me get away with anything,” he said with a big
smile.

“Good,” She moved back over to his side and
laced her fingers in his.

They walked into the main administration
office of the campus and obtained visitor passes, and then located
the building where the physics professors’ offices were. They
reconfirmed their late morning appointment with one of the
administrators and then headed over to the physics building.

“Are you nervous?” she asked as they soon
found the professor’s office and sat down outside.

“A little – I’ve heard that he can be a bit
overwhelming at times,” he replied, remembering back to the first
meeting he had with him when the electromagnetic prototype had been
described.

“So, you said that this will all make sense
after we meet with him, right?”

He looked over at her and smiled, and then
held her hand. “I hope so – after we meet with him, I’ll tell you
everything I know. I promise.”

She nodded and a few minutes later the
office door opened and a tall, thin man stepped outside to greet
them. They quickly stood and Daniel was surprised to see that he
looked nearly the same as the last time he had seen him.

“Hello – my name is Gregory Turansky. You
requested to speak with me?” he said in a thick Russian accent.



* * *



Gregory Turansky ushered them into his small
office and pulled back the blinds to let more sunlight in. From
just his greeting, Daniel could tell his English had not improved
much in the twenty years he had lived in America in his previous
time.

“Please – sit, sit,” he said, pointing to
several chairs in front of his desk as he sat down behind it.
Daniel grinned when he saw the stacks upon stacks of books and
notes piled all over his desk and the filled bookshelves. Some
things never change, he thought.

“Thank you for meeting with us, Professor. I
have some questions about electromagnetic fields I hope you can
help me with,” Daniel said. He opened the binder he had brought
with him and took out a list of questions he had prepared
beforehand.

“Yes, yes – please go on.”

“Have you ever encountered a device that can
manipulate electromagnetic or gravitational fields into a variety
of abstract shapes and intensities?”

“Yes, I have thought of building such a
device, but there is no means of controlling these EM fields. It’s
simple to create electromagnetic fields, but gravity fields – those
are not possible.”

“Okay – let’s say for now that it was
possible to control these types of fields. Are you aware of any
time discontinuities that can occur through the manipulation of EM
fields?”

“Are you speaking of space-time anomalies?”
he asked.

Daniel nodded and Gregory thought for a
moment before cocking his head to the side. “It may be possible,
since the complete nature of electromagnetism is not fully
understood at this time.”

“What would happen if you were able to fold
an EM field back onto itself like in the shape of a large funnel or
cone, similar to a black hole?”

Gregory sat forward, suddenly looking
fascinated.

“Have you observed such an electromagnetic
anomaly?”

“No,” Daniel replied. “This is mainly for a
book I am writing,” he said.

“I see,” Gregory said, looking disappointed
as he sat back in his chair. Daniel could tell his mind was working
though, considering the possibilities.

“Do you have any data concerning the effects
of intense EM fields or EMPs on animals or even humans?”

“Research with EMPs with humans is very
limited, and most of the fields are not very powerful. Most animals
can withstand such fields up to a point before they begin having
seizures. If subjected to fields of higher intensity, eventually
they will die.”

“What causes the seizures?” Daniel
asked.

“The brain has millions of electrical
impulses every second between millions and millions of neurons. Any
disruption in this system can cause a seizure – like electrical or
magnetic interference on a television. If a disruption is large
enough, the brain shuts down and the subject dies.”

“Okay – after the subject has experienced a
non-lethal EM field, if they come into contact with other smaller
EM fields later, are they more likely to be susceptible to
seizures?”

“It’s possible – no one knows exactly how
the brain’s electrical system functions. It’s very complicated and
not precisely my field of expertise,” Gregory said. “I am very
curious about this electromagnetic field manipulator you spoke of
earlier. Have you seen such a device?” he asked.

“No, as I mentioned before, this is
primarily research for my book. Science fiction and all that,”
Daniel replied.

“Well, what you speak of is very
interesting. Many say that today’s science fiction is tomorrow’s
reality.” He gave Daniel an odd, intense look, and Daniel
immediately felt uncomfortable. Something inside him told him it
was time to go. Immediately.

Daniel smiled and abruptly stood up to
leave. “Indeed. Thank you for your time, Professor,” he said as he
reached forward to shake his hand. The professor had not been as
much of a help as he had hoped, and Daniel didn’t want to answer
nor ask any more questions. Melody shook his hand also and they
walked out of the office, with Daniel seemingly in a hurry to
leave.

As they left, Daniel regretted visiting
Gregory and hoped he had not encouraged him to begin designing the
device. He feared the discovery that had sent him back in time; he
had changed the past for the better, but what would happen if
others followed after him and changed it for the worse?

Knowing the future and then using that
knowledge to alter the past could be turned into a very deadly
weapon.



* * *



Melody followed Daniel away from the
building – he seemed in a hurry and she rushed to keep up with him.
He didn’t slow down until they were outside the building and then
he stopped abruptly and looked around. He began to feel more and
more concerned with what had happened. He remembered that Gregory
was a very ambitious and motivated individual.

“What was that all about?” Melody asked as
they stopped.

“It was for another project I worked on –
what I told him was bits and pieces, but more than I had wanted to.
He wasn’t much help anyway,” he motioned for her to follow him, and
he started walking along the side of the building, further away
from the side where Gregory’s office was located.

“What happened?”

“It’s a long story – I can’t tell you here.”
He looked behind them and then towards the door to make sure they
weren’t being followed.

“You seem really nervous – what’s going on?”
she asked.

“I think we made a mistake coming here. We
need to leave before he comes out and starts asking more
questions.”

“Okay – where should we go?”

“Let’s take a long drive,” he replied.
“There’s something I need to check on – somewhere I need to go,” he
said, and together they headed for the jeep.

They drove off and found a small store where
they bought enough food, water, and the other items they would need
for a day or so in the wilderness. Soon the jeep was loaded and
they were heading southward again.

The sky overhead was completely cloudless
and it was the deepest shade of blue Melody had ever seen. A hot
autumn wind blew over the desert as they sped down the interstate,
bound for a place that only Daniel knew of.

He found the first turn-off easily and left
the interstate, not bothering to go up to the next exit to get off
the road. The desert was just as he remembered it – very little had
changed, even the larger cactuses looked familiar, and he knew he
was on the right track. The small compass Daniel had set on the
dash helped Melody keep track of their heading and basic distance
as he drove over the rugged desert ground.

A short while later, he saw the familiar
scenery that surrounded his desert home of the future. This was the
place. He slowed down and looked behind them for another dust trail
following theirs. It was windy and soon their trail had vanished.
No one was following them. He felt a little foolish being worried,
but he didn’t want to take any chances.

“Is this it?” she asked.

Daniel nodded and parked the jeep in the
exact spot he knew his home would be built. He stopped and listened
carefully, but heard only the blowing wind. There wasn’t another
human being for miles.

They both got out of the jeep and looked
around – they were sitting on a flat plain, directly west of a
small, rugged mountain. Clumps of desert shrubs and cactuses were
scattered throughout the area. It was barren and silent, but
beautiful in its own way. Melody walked over to him and took his
hand in hers.

“What do we do now?” she asked.

He smiled over at her, less serious now.
“Now we go for a hike,” he said and gave her a wink.



* * *



Daniel and Melody hiked up the side of the
mountain and were standing at the peak about an hour later. Though
they were both in decent shape, the higher altitude and thinner air
slowed them down. As soon as they reached the top, he took a quick
look around and made sure they were still alone. Maybe he was
worried about nothing.

When they finally caught their breath and
drank some water, they sat down on a rock and looked out towards
the east.

“So, can you tell me what’s going on now?”
Melody asked. He nodded and smiled, even though he didn’t seem like
he was looking forward to it.

“Let me start from the beginning – promise
me you’ll keep an open mind, okay?” he said. She nodded and he
continued. “First of all, do you trust me?”

“Of course – you know I do,” she replied,
holding his hand.

“What would you think if I told you I was
from the future, more specifically, 2010?”

“I’d say you’re putting me on – and that you
might have an overly-active imagination,” she said.

“I would say the same thing, and yet here I
am.” He pointed to the western side below the mountain towards the
jeep. “Remember where we parked? That’s where my house is – where I
live in the future. On the other side here,” he said, now pointing
to the eastern side, “is a government research facility where I
work with a few hundred other people.”

She looked over at the empty area and he
continued, “I’m thirty-seven years old, not nineteen. I’m the lead
software engineer for a project that Gregory Turansky came up with,
for a prototype he designed. It was his brainchild, and he’s an
expert on electrodynamics and gravitational forces. That’s why we
came out here to see him.”

“Okay, but he didn’t even know what you were
talking about.”

“That’s right – he doesn’t build it for
another seventeen years,” he replied. “Let’s hope he forgets this
little visit. Anyway, one day I’m working in the lab with this
device he’s designed and there’s an anomaly – one of the
electromagnetic fields I was testing ended up getting into a
runaway condition. When I went to turn it off, the last thing I
remember is a bright flash of light and then everything goes
dark.”

“What happened after that?” she asked, with
a slight tone of skepticism.

“When I woke up, I’m back in my bed at my
parents’ house – in Ohio and it’s 1992,” he said, watching her
reaction carefully.

“So you think you went back in time because
of the device – but you don’t look like you’re in your
thirties...”

“My body didn’t go back in time, just my
mind and my memory. I have no idea how or why, but I know it
happened, as sure as I’m here with you now.”

“But how – how do you know?” she asked.

He shook his head and replied, “Because I
can remember many things that happen from 1992 to 2010. I know it’s
not just my imagination – I know these things actually
happened.”

“Like what?”

“Well, like Endeavor, for example. In my
time, it blew up a few moments after lift-off in the spring of
1992. I remember watching it on TV and reading about it,” he said.
“Most of NASA was shut down a few years later.”

“Okay – what else?”

“You know the Twin Towers in New York?” She
nodded. “Well, on September 11th of 2001, terrorists fly jumbo-jets
full of people into them and they collapse. Over three thousand
people die, between the buildings, planes, and the fires. Soon
after that, we launch the War on Terror in Afghanistan under
President George W. Bush, the current president’s son.”

Melody shook her head in disbelief, thinking
about what he said would happen in the future.

“It gets worse – in 2003 we invade Iraq to
get rid of Saddam Hussein and get into a guerilla war for a few
years over there, until we send in more troops and the Iraqis get
fed up with the terrorists among them. It settles down by 2008 but
the U.S. is badly divided.”

“Okay – go back to the space shuttle. What
happened again?” she asked.

“In May of 1992, Endeavor blew up a few
seconds after it launched due to a faulty fuel system component
from one of the contractors.”

“But it didn’t,” she said, a bit
matter-of-factly.

He smiled and nodded. “That’s because Bill
and I were able to find the proof that the component was bad and
got them to stop the launch in time.”

“Bill? Bill Caldwell? Is he involved in all
this?”

“Yes, but not by his choice. He was a
high-level manager who retired from NASA. In 2009, he helped me
with some research for that project I mentioned. He assisted me in
finding a lot of the research that NASA had done before it was
shut-down and we became friends.”

He paused and smiled as he thought of Bill’s
reaction when he had first approached him in the past. “When I
found myself back here in 1992, I moved down here from Ohio,
introduced myself to him, and then told him everything.
Fortunately, he believed me and gave me the access at NASA I needed
to find the proof that the component was defective.”

“Was that the training trip you went on?”
she asked, slowly piecing it together.

He shook his head. “Sort of. The day after
we found the problem and escalated it within NASA, they considered
it a security breach and I was arrested. The night I called you was
from the Brevard County Jail. I’m sorry I had to break our first
date, but I’m even sorrier that I had to lie to you. Bill and I had
decided beforehand that we had to keep what we knew strictly
between us.”

“Wow – I guess that was a good reason to
break our first date. What happened then?”

“Well, they released me once they confirmed
the evidence that I had provided, and after Bill had made a hard
bargain with them. But I’m not allowed on NASA grounds anymore and
getting a job there will be impossible.”

“So, Bill knows everything? And now I do
too, right?”

“Yes – now you know everything he does,
except for some of the details.”

“Why did you need to tell me? If you and
Bill were the only ones who knew, why are you telling me all this?”
she asked.

Daniel paused for a moment and then
continued. “Well, part of it was that I started having those
seizures, and I can’t exactly go to a doctor. The other part of it
was that in order to earn Bill’s trust, he made me agree to go to
his church until he could verify that I was telling him the truth.
And then we met,” he said.

“That sounds like Bill,” she said, smiling
weakly. She shook her head, “This is a lot to take in all at once.
Are you sure that all this is true?”

“Every word.” He paused again and held her
hand. He thought for a moment, “Here’s something that you can use
to check my ‘gift’ against, okay? Currently, Ross Perot has
withdrawn from the presidential election. In a few weeks, he’ll
re-enter the race and then end up splitting mostly the Republican
vote, which causes Bill Clinton to be elected President.” And then
he looked at her sadly. “There’s something else – something that I
haven’t even told Bill.”

“What is it?” Melody asked.

“Back in 2009, a few months before I met
Bill, I began having these strange, but very vivid dreams. And
often they were the same – there was this jetliner that would be
flying, and in the dream I would be sitting next to this beautiful
woman who was about my age, maybe a little older. She had this
great smile and she would always hold my hand, even though I didn’t
know who she was.” He paused and took a drink of water and then
looked down at her hand.

“Anyway, in the dream, she tells me her
first name and then the plane starts shaking violently and everyone
is screaming. But this woman is perfectly at peace, like she knows
somehow that everything will be alright in the end. And then even
when the plane splits in half and is going down, she’s still
calm.”

“What happens next? In your dream, I mean,”
Melody asked.

“You know how those falling dreams usually
go – I always wake up just before we hit the ground. But there’s
more – the dream is so realistic that I can see the plane’s
identification number and remember the airline and model. While I’m
in Florida doing research that week, a plane with that same exact
make, airline, and ID crashes just like in my dream.”

“That’s bizarre – what happened with the
woman in your dream? Was she on the plane too?”

Daniel nodded. “The next day, I mentioned
the crash to Bill, who told me that one of the passengers on the
plane – a woman in her early forties – used to go to his church
years before. I found a passenger list and someone with her first
name was on it. Later, I was able to find a picture of her on the
web – it was old, but it was her.”

Melody paused for a moment, and her voice
was soft as she asked, “Who was she – who was the woman?”

He looked straight into her eyes, still
holding her hand and tears began running down his cheeks. “It was
you – you were the one from my dream.” When he said that, she
started to cry also and looked away.

“How could you know that – how could you
know that would happen to me?” she asked.

Daniel shook his head. “I don’t know – all I
can tell you is what I saw and what happened. When Bill invited me
to his church, I had no idea I would meet you. But then when I saw
you – everything started to make sense somehow. I don’t know why I
saw you and the crash in my dreams before it happened. All I can
think of now that I’m a Christian is that God sent them and then
made this happen to me – for those affected by the Endeavor
disaster and for both of us.”

She shook her head and pulled away, “I’m
sorry – really – I just need some time to think about all
this.”

“It’s okay – I understand. You’re taking it
a lot better than I thought you would,” he said with a smile. He
stood up and walked to the eastern side of the peak and looked over
the plains. There were still no cars approaching and no dust clouds
indicating that anyone was nearby.

“Mel, regardless of whether or not you
believe me, or even if you think I’m lying or crazy – know that I
love you with all my heart, no matter what happens.”

She nodded and smiled back at him and said,
“I love you too.” And then she looked away and stared at the
distant mountains, contemplating what he had told her.



* * *



Daniel and Melody stayed at the site a few
more hours until nearly sunset, and then drove back to the hotel.
They didn’t say much until dinner, and even then it was more small
talk than anything else. He took her to the most authentic Mexican
restaurant he remembered and they both enjoyed it. They ended up
watching a long movie back in the hotel room and stayed up until
they fell asleep next to each other.

The next morning, they left Socorro and
drove west into Arizona. Much of the trip was unplanned, since they
had no idea what would come out of the meeting with Professor
Turansky. Daniel remembered many of the sites from when he lived
out west before and took her on a brief tour of the National
Petrified Forest and the Painted Desert. They also visited one of
the better-known ghost towns and stopped at a trinket shop along
the way, and then stayed in a small hotel in Sedona.

They stayed and did some hiking in Sedona
another day and then drove up to the Southern Rim of the Grand
Canyon. They stopped at the main tourist office and picked up a
couple maps and bought some water and other supplies for a day-hike
down into the Canyon. The sights of the national wonder were
breath-taking – Daniel hadn’t been to the Grand Canyon in years and
it was the first time that Melody had seen it. They took one of the
intermediate trails – not too difficult yet not too easy – and
started the long hike down. They reached the bottom a few hours
later, walked further down the trail for awhile, and then began the
long hike back up.

As they were leaving the park, they noticed
a small bookstand just outside the park entrance. Daniel was
curious, so they stopped and found that the merchant was selling
books, pamphlets, and maps detailing an alternative view of how the
Grand Canyon had formed. When Daniel realized the merchant was a
Creationist, his curiosity got the better of him and he bought a
couple books and maps. He had always been too skeptical of
Creationism before to ever even read any of their articles and
publications, but now that he was a Christian, he decided he would
take another look at some of their arguments.

Two days later, Daniel and Melody drove back
to Albuquerque and then flew back to Orlando early that
evening.


 Chapter 14 -
Thanksgiving



 


 


Daniel trudged up the stairs to his
apartment after a long day at work. He had been putting in a few
extra hours every day since the beginning of October, mostly while
Melody was in school. It was Wednesday evening and it was their
mid-week date night. She had a class on Wednesdays, but fortunately
for only this semester. They usually had a late dinner together and
then would watch a show or two on television afterwards. Even
though both were tempted to, they never stayed overnight after
their dates, and their curfew time was always midnight at the
latest.

He changed clothes and then slumped down on
the couch and closed his eyes for a few minutes. He was tired – he
had stayed up a few hours later than normal last night catching up
on his journals. He estimated he was three-fourths of the way
finished – most of his old life was described in detail and his
other journals cataloged his new life. At times he thought it was a
bit foolish to write in both, but he did it anyway. Perhaps one day
he would look back at his old life for nostalgic purposes, but he
didn’t ever wish to return to it.

He hadn’t had any seizures for over a month
and was careful to stay away from any abnormal electrical
discharges or power lines. He had considered going to a doctor to
be diagnosed for epilepsy, primarily to get prescription medication
to control the seizures, but since he hadn’t had any recently, he
hadn’t bothered with it. Besides, he’d read that the pharmaceutical
drugs for most types of seizures were highly addictive and often
caused permanent damage over an extended period of time.

Daniel looked over at the small picture that
he and Melody had taken together at the south rim of the Grand
Canyon. He smiled and picked it up to study it. That had been a
rough trip, mainly because he had to tell her about who he really
was and what had happened to him. It hadn’t been easy, but it was
something he had decided that he just had to do. Their relationship
hadn’t returned to what he considered ‘normal’ until they arrived
back in Florida. They talked about the future every so often, and
he could tell she was looking forward to cell-phones, the Internet,
and some of the other conveniences that would become widespread
over the next two decades.

He put the picture back and then got up to
prepare dinner. She would be coming over soon – they usually
alternated whose place they went to each week and it was his turn
this time. He usually chose something on the simpler side, but
wanted to make it extra special that night. He had bought some
candles and nice candleholders a few weeks before, and decided to
surprise her with a romantic dinner. He had also picked up a small
set of decent chinaware and glasses for a special occasion, but
hadn’t used them yet either.

He started making dinner and then properly
set the table. Her class ended at seven-thirty and she was usually
back by eight o’clock. A few minutes before eight, he lit the
candles and made sure everything was ready. Five minutes after
eight o’clock, he heard her familiar knock on his door and he went
to open it.

“Hi Mel, come in – dinner’s almost ready,”
he said, opening the door.

“Wow! What’s the occasion?” she exclaimed
when she saw the candles and place-settings.

“Oh, just our mid-week date night. I wanted
to make it a little more special for a change,” he said as he took
her in his arms. “Dinner will be ready in a minute. Did you have a
good day?”

“Uh huh – just busy with the office and
school,” she said as she put her purse on the counter. He could
tell she was tired, so he ushered her to the table with a
flourish.

“Please – sit down, madam,” he said,
imitating a maitre de at a fancy restaurant as he pulled out a
chair for her and bowed.

“Why thank you, sir,” she said with a big
smile and a laugh.

He brought out the dishes, said a short
blessing over the food, and then they began eating. They talked
about work and school, and also about what do for the approaching
holidays. She had gone back to Ohio last Christmas and since their
recent trip out west had used up some of their vacation time, they
decided to fly north and visit both their families over
Thanksgiving. Then they would spend Christmas there at home in
Florida – their first Christmas together.

After dinner, he told her he had planned on
pampering her after a long day and he quickly cleared the table and
took care of the dishes. A few minutes later, he sat down with her
and rubbed her feet as she lay back on the sofa.

The television show they usually watched
together wasn’t on that night, so they continued talking about the
holidays and what else was happening over the next few months.

The winds from the ocean had begun to pick
up, blowing strongly through the small apartment. But the breeze
was warm, so they didn’t mind it too much.

“Brad and Shirley’s anniversary is coming up
soon – November 7th, I think,” she said.

“How long have they been married?”

“Five years. And if by some chance I ever
get married,” she said as she playfully slapped his knee. “I hope
my marriage is as happy as theirs.”

“Are you proposing?” he asked with a grin.
“I must’ve out-done myself tonight!” He looked over at her and his
smile turned slightly serious. “Do you think about it often?”

“Think about what?” she asked, briefly
closing her eyes.

“You know, marriage. You. Me. Us.”

“You’re serious, aren’t you?” she said,
sitting up. “To be honest, the longer I’m with you, the more I
think about it. I haven’t felt this way about someone for a long
time, and I don’t want to go back to how I was before I met you,”
she said seriously. “Okay – your turn: confession time,” she said
with a big grin. Melody squinted inquisitively at him, waiting for
him to reply.

He reached over to hold her hand and nodded,
“I think about it a lot, actually.”

She smiled and her face lit up.
“Really?”

“Yeah – I have been since I met your
parents, to be honest. After I met your family, I knew that type of
life and home was what I’m looking for. You never told me whether I
made a good impression on them last summer. That may be important
later, you know,” he said, only half-joking.

“Oh, they loved you – even Dad thought you
were nice, and that’s saying a lot. If he talks to you past the
handshake on the second visit, you’re practically part of the
family.”

He laughed with her and then leaned over to
her and they held one another for a long moment. A thought came to
him and he let her go as he told her the idea.

“How would you like to have Brad and Shirley
over for dinner here sometime? I figure that we should do something
nice for them. You know, sort of to say thank you for all they’ve
done for us.”

“That’s a great idea! Do you have a day set
aside for them yet?”

“Well, I thought either sometime this week
or next,” he said.

“If I’m not mistaken,” she said as she
paused, mentally checking dates and times. “I don’t think they’re
doing too much this weekend. Ashlee may be staying over at Brad’s
parents’ place, so it should work out. I can call Shirley tomorrow
and ask her then. Did you see Brad this week yet?”

“Not yet. I’m supposed to meet him over at
the shop tomorrow after work, so I could ask him then too.”

“How’s his truck coming along, by the way?”
she asked. “You know he’s had that thing for years, don’t you?”

Daniel nodded and grimaced. “Yeah, he told
me about it once. We’re still working on the bed frame, but doing
the axles tomorrow. His brother helped him weld most of it last
Saturday, but there’s still some more we have to do before it’s
finished.”

“Good luck with that,” she said as she
snuggled up next to him and closed her eyes. “I should be going
home soon, or you may have to carry me to my car.”

He yawned and agreed with her, and a
half-hour later he helped her up and walked her down to her car.
They said goodnight with a long hug and a kiss, and then he watched
her leave.

He was glad they had broached the subject of
marriage – he had wanted to do it weeks earlier, but he didn’t want
her to feel like he was pushing it too hard. But he wanted to think
about it some more before he asked her – maybe that was something
else he could talk to Brad about tomorrow.



* * *



When Daniel arrived at the shop the next
day, Brad was already greasy and filthy from working on his truck.
He was trying to remove, change, and repack the bearings of each of
the four hubs. The truck was sitting upon four small stacks of
concrete blocks. Brad told him he was nearly finished with the one
on the front driver’s side.

Brad had purchased the old beat-up truck for
several hundred dollars years before and had left it sitting in the
back of his driveway. The engine had needed almost as much work as
the body, but it was basically sturdy and sound. Brad had bought it
mainly for hauling his boat to and from the docks at the Port, and
also so he could use it as a work truck when the need arose.

Daniel had known beforehand what type of
work they would be doing, so he had put on a pair of old torn blue
jeans and a tank-top. He found a piece of foam-padding nearby to
kneel on and started working on the front passenger’s side hub.

“Hey Brad, Melody and I wanted to invite you
and Shirley to dinner this weekend – are you available?” Daniel
asked.

“Sure – when and where?” he replied.

“I’m not sure yet – Melody is asking Shirley
too, so I figure they’re work out the details.”

“Yeah, they usually do anyway. Shirley keeps
our family appointment book, I’m afraid,” he said with a short
laugh. “You and Mel seem to still be getting along really well.
Have you two thought about taking it to the next step yet?”

“You mean engagement, right?”

“Well, sure – I know it might be a little
soon, but you both seem like you’re ready. It’s kind of strange –
you’re only what, nineteen? But if I didn’t know better, I’d say
you were almost thirty, you know, in terms of maturity and all
that.”

“Thanks, I think,” Daniel replied, with a
big grin. If he only knew. “Actually, we did start talking about
marriage last night.”

“That’s cool – how’d it go?”

“Pretty well – I mean, neither of us were
against the idea. Do you think it’s kind of soon though?”

“Well, that depends on a lot of things.
First, have you both prayed about it yet?” he asked.

“Not really, we just started talking about
it. But I think we’re both thinking along the same lines.”

“Okay – well, start praying about it – alone
and together – and see what comes out,” Brad said.

“Is that what you and Shirley did?” Daniel
asked.

“No, but we should have. It wasn’t until we
started going to premarital counseling that we really started to
pray together about it, but we should have started a long time
before.”

By this time, Daniel had taken the hub off
and was checking it over. He emptied out the original bearings and
began to grease and pack in the new ones. Brad was quiet for a long
moment before he spoke again. Brad had stopped what he was doing
and had moved around the side of the truck to stand next to Daniel,
who also stood up.

“Can I ask you something personal?” Brad
asked.

“Sure.”

Brad appeared to choose his words carefully
and then said, “Have you and Melody kept your relationship – well,
virtuous? You know what I’m getting at?”

“Yeah – we have these ground-rules, as we
call them,” Daniel replied with a slightly-awkward grin.

“Okay – that’s good. I’m sure that hasn’t
been easy at times – it wasn’t for Shirley and I,” he said and then
continued. “The reason I’m asking is because couples today usually
prolong dating or engagement when they don’t wait to consummate
their relationship, so to speak. I’d say that if you both share the
same faith, love each other, and there’s no good reason to wait,
then why put off your life together?” he said.

“That sounds reasonable. I can’t think of
any reason why we should wait, just off the top of my head.”

Brad nodded and then became serious again.
“You know, marriage isn’t all just fun and roses – sometimes it’s
really tough, especially after you have a kid or two. There will be
times when you won’t like each other very much – marriage can give
you high highs and low lows at times. But it’s worth it over the
long haul if you stick it out.”

Daniel nodded. “Her parents have been
married a long time – over twenty-five years, I think. Mine
too.”

“What did you think of her family when they
were out here?” Brad asked.

“They were great – her dad was quiet a lot
of the time, but it wasn’t overly uncomfortable or anything.”

Brad grinned. “Yeah, that’s Ron – he didn’t
say much until the third time they visited out here. He’s a good
man – you can tell by how their kids have turned out.” Daniel
smiled and nodded. “Since we’re talking about marriage and all
that, have you thought about asking his permission before you
propose?”

“Yeah, actually I think it’ll be easier to
propose to her than ask her dad’s permission. Even though that’s a
little – I don’t know – old-fashioned?”

“Well, in today’s world it is. But as a
father, I’d want my future son-in-law to ask me. You see, it’s not
just that two people are uniting together, it’s that two families
are being united. When the marriage begins, both families are
affected. And if the marriage ends – especially in divorce – both
families are affected again.” Brad stopped and wiped his hands with
a shop-rag. “When some young man comes along someday and proposes
to Ashlee, he’d better talk to me about it first!”

“Don’t tell me you’re thinking about that
already – she’s only two!” Daniel exclaimed.

“Yeah, but it’ll go by quick. I’m already
planning how to weed out bad boyfriends and all that.”

“Like how? Hiding in the bushes? Cleaning
your guns? Taking them hunting?” Daniel joked. “You could just make
them go to church with you – and maybe have them sing a solo or
something.”

Brad laughed. “Maybe – those are good ideas.
I figured I’d just give them a mean look every-so-often and shake
their hand extra hard, just so they know who they’re dealing
with.”

“I’ll keep that in mind around Ron next
time. No hunting trips,” he said, pretending to write it down.
“We’re heading north for Thanksgiving – I guess I’d better make a
decision soon, huh?”

“Don’t worry, Daniel. Pray about it and make
sure that’s what His will is for you. The Guy upstairs will take
care of you.”

Daniel chuckled at his friend’s reference to
God and clapped him on the shoulder. They both smiled and went back
to working on the truck.



* * *



Melody turned off the highway and drove down
the country road that led to her parents’ house. A little while
later, she turned again and then once more onto a long gravel
driveway. At the end of the driveway was a large family home in
front of a decent-sized pond surrounded by a small wooded area. The
house was light brown with dark trim and the front had a long
balcony that ran along the second story outside the bedrooms.

There was a large old barn further up the
lane and then a loop that she drove around and then parked the car
off the side of the lane close to the house. Various pieces of
farming equipment were beyond the loop close to the barn.

“Well, this is it – home sweet home,” she
said as they got out and stretched. Daniel looked around and
smiled.

“It’s very nice – I like it,” he said.

“Yeah, Dad built this house when I was in
elementary school, about a year after they bought the land. It was
great having all the open space and we loved having the pond in the
summers.”

“I’m jealous – we just had neighborhood pool
a few blocks away.”

They walked up to the front door and had
almost rang the doorbell when a large black lab came running from
the other side of the house, barking at the unknown car that had
pulled up a few moments before. He barked at them as he ran up, but
then ceased when he recognized Melody and his tail began wagging
furiously.

“Hi Jack – good boy!” she said, patting his
head and rubbing his back. Satisfied that she was safe, Jack
wandered over to Daniel, who leaned down and held out his hand for
him to sniff. His tail wagged much slower at first, until Daniel
rubbed him behind the ears and then his tail sped up again.

“He never was much of a watchdog,” she said.
“Dad used to say if someone ever wanted to break in, they’d just
have to bring him a T-bone and they could rob the place blind.”

Daniel laughed and gently petted his head.
Jack’s tail continued wagging at him and he turned back to Melody
and then ran back to the other side of the house.

“Looks like you have Jack’s approval,” she
said with smile.

“That was easy,” he joked. “Was he yours
when you lived here?”

“Sort of. I picked him out when he was just
a little puppy and talked Mom and Dad into buying him. We’d never
had a dog before because we didn’t have the room, and after we got
this place, they decided it was time. But the main condition for
getting him was that I had to train him. That and cleaning up after
him in the yard.” She made a face and he smirked.

They heard a sound at the front door and her
mother opened it and welcomed them. She hugged them both and led
them inside. She took their coats and he followed Melody past the
stairway near the front door and back to the living room, where her
father was watching a football game. He got up and greeted them,
gave Melody a hug, and then turned to Daniel.

“Hi Daniel, how was your flight?” Ron said
as he shook his hand.

“Good – but the traffic in Columbus was
busy, though. What’s going on there today?” he asked.

“Oh, the Ohio State – Michigan game. You’re
an OSU fan, right?”

“Of course – I used to go to school there.
That place gets crazy during home games,” Daniel said.

“I haven’t missed an OSU – Michigan game in
fifteen years. They’ve got to get rid of Cooper – he’s killing
them!”

“Ah, he’ll turn them around – they’ll get
back to the Rose Bowl one of these days,” Daniel said
confidently.

Ron grimaced. “Yeah, maybe next year,” he
said as he sat back down on the couch. Melody was in the kitchen
nearby talking to her mother. He overheard that Trish had spent the
night at a friend’s house and would be back later that evening.
Daniel asked where he should put their luggage, and Denise replied
that their bags could go in Melody’s old room, where she’d be
staying.

“You don’t mind sleeping downstairs, do
you?” Melody asked as they went back out to the car.

“Not at all – I’m not picky,” he said.

“That’s good – Jack usually sleeps
downstairs. He’ll keep you company, if you want,” she joked.

He laughed. “I’d rather have you keep me
company,” he said as he kissed her on the cheek. “But we’d better
be careful – your dad might be watching.” He gave her a flirty look
and she shook her head with a smile.

“Yes – that would be bad,” she said as she
grabbed one of their smaller bags while he took in the heavier
ones. As they walked upstairs, Daniel noticed all the family
pictures that lined the walls. He stopped a moment to look them
over and then smiled at Melody as he brought the bags into the
room.

“What is it?” she asked.

“I was just looking at some of your pictures
– I liked your school ones. You were cute – and still are,” he said
with a grin.

She smiled and rolled her eyes a little at
him. “I’m sure you were too,” she replied. “I guess I’ll find out
in a few days, huh?” she said, since they would be staying at his
parents’ house next.

After they took the bags up to Melody’s
room, Daniel sat down and watched the rest of game with Ron; he
hadn’t watched an OSU – Michigan game in years. Melody and her
mother talked about the latest news of what was going on around
town and at church. The game ended in a tie at 13 points each – Ron
wasn’t thrilled, but was grateful that OSU hadn’t lost.

Trish came home a few hours later around
dinner-time and they had a light dinner. Denise and Melody looked
over the preparations for the Thanksgiving dinner for the next
morning, and Ron checked the turkey and made sure it was nearly
thawed. They played a board-game after they had finished and then
watched a movie.

When it was time to turn in for the night,
Denise brought some sheets and blankets down for Daniel and he
arranged them on the sofa. Melody kissed him goodnight and then
said goodnight to Jack who was curled up on the floor in front of
the couch. He carefully stepped over the dog, turned out the
lights, and then stretched out on the sofa.

He stared at the ceiling for what seemed
like an hour, thinking about how and when he should talk to Ron. He
figured that after the Thanksgiving dinner was over and everyone
was somewhat settled would be a good time. If not, maybe he would
be able to talk to him on Friday when things had calmed down even
more.

He got up and walked over to the patio
window and looked out at the pond. Maybe a long walk around there
would be enough time. The weather was cold, but at least it wasn’t
snowing or raining.

Daniel heard Jack sigh sleepily and then he
went back to the couch and soon fell asleep himself.



* * *



Daniel sipped his cup of coffee and glanced
back at the paper. He wasn’t really reading much of it, but was
mainly using it to bide his time. It was Friday, the day after
Thanksgiving, and Melody, Denise and Trish had all left early in
the morning to go Christmas shopping at the some of the stores in
nearby Dayton. He faintly remembered her kissing his cheek when she
left and then finally woke up when he heard Ron making coffee.

Yesterday she had told him that they usually
went shopping very early the Friday after Thanksgiving for a
“girl’s shopping day,” and had asked him if he’d be okay being left
all alone with her dad for most of the day. He reassured her that
he would and that it would give them a chance to get to know each
other a little better. Even though he wanted to, he couldn’t put it
off any longer. He knew that today was the day. He wasn’t hungry
and his stomach was already in knots.

After breakfast, Ron said he was going
outside to take Jack on a walk and asked if he wanted to come
along. Daniel said he would and grabbed his coat. It was a warmer
day than the last few had been, but it was still chilly. It didn’t
really matter to Daniel though – he was perspiring anyway. Jack was
lying on the deck in the sun and perked up when he saw them, and
then followed next to Ron as they began walking along the bank of
the pond.

They had gone about a third of the way
around when Daniel finally worked up the courage to speak. He
decided that small talk might be the best way to get started.

“So, do they always go shopping the day
after Thanksgiving?” he asked.

“Yeah, since Melody was little. I went with
them a few times when Trish was younger, but that’s been
awhile.”

Daniel nodded. He realized that the small
talk approach was going to just make him more nervous and make him
look like more of a blithering idiot, so he backtracked and decided
to just come out and say his peace.

“I have something important to ask you about
Melody – is this a good time?” Daniel asked. He could feel his
throat tightening up – this was going to be rough.

“Go ahead,” he replied. Daniel was sure he
knew what was coming next – fathers just had that sense, he
figured.

“I don’t know how else to say this, so here
it goes: I love Melody and I want to ask her to marry me. And I
would like to ask your permission before I propose,” he said. He
felt relieved to get it out, but was still nervous about how her
father would respond.

“Oh?” he said, and then was silent for a
long moment. “When Melody told us she was bringing you home for
Thanksgiving, I had a feeling you might be asking something like
that,” Ron said, matter-of-factly. He looked over at Jack, who had
just run off into a nearby thicket to investigate something. “I
knew this day would be coming sooner or later, I suppose, and so I
have some questions for you.”

Daniel swallowed hard and nodded for him to
go ahead.

“First off, my children are the most
important people in my life, next to my wife and my Lord, of
course. I assume you’re a Christian, right?” Daniel nodded. “Good –
that’s a start. Marriage isn’t something to take lightly – you need
a common foundation that you can fall back on when times get tough,
and they will sooner or later. They do in every relationship, but
especially in marriage.” He paused for a moment. “Do you know what
God expects of a husband – especially a Christian husband?”

“I think so: to give himself up for her and
to put her ahead of himself,” Daniel answered.

“Good – you’ve read Ephesians. Do you know
what the rest of it’s about?” he asked. Daniel shook his head
slightly.

“‘Husbands, love your wives, even as Christ
also loved the church, and gave himself for it; that he might
sanctify and cleanse it with the washing of water by the word, that
he might present it to himself a glorious church, not having spot,
or wrinkle, or any such thing; but that it should be holy and
without blemish. So ought men to love their wives as their own
bodies. He that loveth his wife loveth himself. For no man ever yet
hated his own flesh; but nourisheth and cherisheth it, even as the
Lord loveth the church: for we are members of his body, of his
flesh, and of his bones. For this cause shall a man leave his
father and mother, and shall be joined unto his wife, and they two
shall be one flesh,’” Ron quoted from memory.

“The passage is about how you’re expected to
love her as much as – if not more than – yourself and your own
body. That’s sacrificial love – and you will be asked to sacrifice
over the course of your life and marriage: your needs, your wants,
your desires, and the like. A husband’s responsibility is to more
or less help his wife continue to grow with the Lord. He’s to honor
and cherish her, and then grow together with her into one new
person before the Lord. Have you heard of the Marriage Triangle?”
he asked.

“No – what’s that?” Daniel asked.

Ron continued. “Imagine a triangle in which
the Lord is at the top and you’re at one of the bottom corners and
your wife is at the other. As you both grow closer to the Lord,
you’ll grow closer to one another, until all three of you are
united as one. That’s the model that Ephesians presents. That’s the
goal – unity between the Lord, the man, and the woman. It takes
three,” he said.

“Do you remember the story of Adam and Eve
at the Fall in the Garden?”

Daniel nodded.

“You as the husband are accountable before
God for your family and your wife. You are accountable for her and
your children and your family as a whole, and she is accountable
for the children. Someday when you stand before God, you’ll have to
give an account as for how they turned out – whether good or bad.
And you’ll also have to give an account for your wife – did you
cherish her, love her unconditionally, and help her grow in the
Lord?”

Daniel remained silent, waiting for him to
continue.

“With that in mind, are you sure you want
that responsibility? I know you love Melody – anyone can see that.
But the love that’s required in marriage isn’t the fleeting
emotions of euphoria, hormones, and infatuation. That love lasts
maybe a few months into a marriage, if that. The love that marriage
takes is sacrificial love – giving yourself up for the sake and
well-being of the other person. Let me ask you a question – if
Melody were suddenly struck by a car and paralyzed from the neck
down, would you love her enough to take care of her for the rest of
her life?”

Daniel thought for a moment and tried to
answer honestly. “I don’t know – I would hope that I would. I think
that would be tough for anyone, but I would do my best.”

“Okay – I realize that’s an extreme example,
but keep that in mind as you go forward. Those things happen
sometimes,” Ron said. “What if your marriage turns cold and
lifeless? Are you willing to put your own life on hold and save
your wife and your marriage and family to the best of your ability?
Know that every marriage goes through good times and bad, and it’s
how you handle those times that shows just what your marriage and
your walk with the Lord is made of.”

Daniel nodded. They continued walking for a
short distance, when Ron stopped and looked over the pond.

“So, having said all that – do you still
want to marry her? Are you sure you want to accept that
responsibility?”

“Yes, sir – I will honor and cherish her as
long as I live,” he promised.

“Okay. Then you have my permission to marry
her – and my blessing. Just keep what I’ve said in mind. Someday,
you’ll need it.”

“Thank you, sir,” Daniel said and then shook
his hand.

As they reached the small dock, Ron stopped
and Jack ran back over to him, wagging his tail wildly and
panting.

Ron leaned down to pet him and said to
Daniel with a smile, “You can relax now. You did better than I did
when I talked to Denise’s father. He said ‘no’ the first time for
me,” he admitted.

Daniel smiled and looked out over the pond –
he was already thinking about how to ask her.



* * *



Daniel and Melody pulled into the short
driveway of his parents’ house. As they got out of the car, he
could tell she was a little nervous and he held her hand as he rang
the doorbell. It was Saturday evening after dinner, and he wanted
to make the visit with his family as comfortable as possible.

His younger brother Dave opened the door and
welcomed them inside. His parents and other brother were sitting
around the dining room table playing cards and they all stood up to
greet them. Everyone smiled and shook hands, and even Tom reached
forward to greet them.

Finally, Tom couldn’t resist any more. “So
you’re Daniel’s girlfriend, huh? I thought he had been making it up
– who’d have thought that Danny-boy would even get a date?” he
said, picking on his older brother. But Daniel wouldn’t give in and
just smiled, holding Melody’s hand. She laughed a little and
squeezed his hand.

Daniel laughed and then replied, “That’s
okay – I know you’re jealous.” Tom laughed back and shook his head,
and then Dave joined in.

“Don’t you have one too, Tom? Yours is kind
of ugly, but that’s better than nothing, right?” Dave chimed in.
Tom punched his arm and then Ray told them to stop embarrassing
themselves.

“Where would you like me to put our bags?”
Daniel asked.

“Oh, just up to your old room.” Lynn said.
“We thought that Melody would stay up there and have some
privacy.”

“Yeah, you’re on the couch, buddy,” Tom said
and then went back to playing cards.

“Okay – I’ll be right back.” Daniel smiled
and excused himself to go bring in their bags. Melody offered to
help him and they went outside to the car.

“They seem nice – even your little brother,”
she said.

“Yeah, they’re great. Tom’s always been like
that, but he’ll grow out of it someday.”

“When he’s thirty?” she said jokingly.

“Nah, a little sooner. He settles down after
he gets married – Sandy makes him shape up. He ends up in the
military, and that gives him a good outlet for all his energy,” he
said. “But that’s awhile from now.”

“What happens to Dave?”

“Ah, he becomes an accountant. Can’t you
tell?” he asked.

“Sort of – he seems kind of quiet and
serious.”

“Yeah, that’s Dave. He’s pretty mellow
unless you make him angry, and the only one that really does that
much is Tom.”

Melody laughed and replied, “Go figure.”

They brought in their luggage and took it
upstairs to his old bedroom. Between the two of them, they made two
trips and then began unpacking the necessities. As they unpacked,
Melody saw a picture lying out on his dresser and picked it up.

“Who’s this?” she asked. He moved over to
her side to look at it. He remembered having that picture taken
before he’d left for college – it must have fallen out of his
memorabilia box or something when he had moved.

“Oh, that’s Sarah, my old girlfriend. We
decided to go our separate ways before I moved down south,” he
said.

“So did she break up with you or did you
break up with her?” Melody asked.

“I broke up with her, more or less. We had
dated for awhile back in high school and then off and on last year
in college. When I came back, I decided to find out where we stood
and everything. We had dinner and talked about it, and I decided
that we had different lives now and told her that I wanted to just
be friends. And then that was it and I moved to Florida.”

He paused and then checked the door, just to
be safe. “The first time around, we sort of just drifted apart and
didn’t keep in touch after college anyway. Does that help?” he
said, leaning over to kiss her on the cheek.

“Yeah, I’m sorry for the twenty questions –
you know how it is, old flames and all that.”

He nodded. “If you want to ask more about
her, it’s okay – I’ll be honest.”

“Okay. Shall we go back downstairs?” she
asked.

“Sure. If Tom starts picking on you, it’s
because he likes you – you know, like sort of a rite of passage
into the family.”

“Great,” she grimaced. “Growing up with two
brothers must have been fun, especially for your mother.”

He smirked and replied, “It was – we drove
Mom up the wall and then down the other side. Dad would just show
us the ‘board of education’ when we got too far out of line. But
look how well we turned out,” he joked.

“Well, one of you did,” she said, joking
back with him.

They embraced for a moment and then went
downstairs. He showed her around the house while the card game
finished up, and then they all sat in the living room visiting and
getting to know one another. After awhile, Ray and Lynn said
goodnight and went to bed. Tom wanted to play more cards and talked
the three of them into another game.

An hour later, the game was finished, and
Dave and Tom ended up winning. Daniel and Melody said goodnight to
them and he walked her up to her room, and then said goodnight to
her. He got ready for bed in the bathroom and took several blankets
downstairs, and was soon fast asleep on the couch.



* * *



Early the next morning, Daniel heard the
familiar sound of the creak in the floor and opened his eyes. It
was still dark and he stayed lying on the sofa under the blankets.
He slowly looked over and saw his dad quietly retrieve his Bible
from the bookshelf and then go into the kitchen. He heard the
sounds of the early morning that he had always associated with his
father: the brewing of coffee and the quiet flipping of the pages
in his Bible.

Daniel decided to wait and not get up until
he was sure that his dad was nearly finished with his devotional
time. Daniel passed the time by intermittently praying and
drowsing. He heard the Bible close and the chair scoot back on the
kitchen floor. Ray tiptoed back out to the living room and put his
Bible back in its place on the bookshelf. It was lighter now and
Daniel sat up and rubbed his eyes.

“Morning, son. How’d you sleep?” Ray
asked.

“Okay – how are you?” he replied.

“Good – I need to make a quick trip to the
store to get some things for Thanksgiving dinner today – would you
like to go?”

“Sure. I’ll be ready in a couple minutes.”
Daniel pushed off the covers and stretched with a yawn, and then
got up to put on his clothes and splash some water on his face.
Five minutes later, he grabbed his coat and walked outside with his
dad. Daniel offered to drive, since he had parked in the driveway
in front of the garage.

They drove down the street to the nearest
grocery store that was open that early and bought the handful of
last-minute items they needed for the dinner after church. Before
long they were on their way back home and Daniel had begun to more
fully wake up.

“Melody is nice – are you two very serious?”
Ray asked.

Daniel smiled and replied, “Yeah, actually
when we were at her parents’ place, I asked her father if I had his
permission to marry her.”

“No kidding? How’d that go?”

“It was okay – he said I could. I was pretty
nervous until I finally asked him, and then it went better,” he
said.

“That’s good. I was the same way when I
asked your grandpa about marrying your mom.” Ray paused for a
moment and then continued, “Do you think you’ll be able to support
her? Granted, things aren’t the way they used to be, but a man
still has to provide for his family. What about finishing
college?”

“I’m sure I will eventually. Right now, I’m
more or less a self-taught programmer and making decent money. I
think if I ever want to move up the ladder, I’ll have to go back
and get a degree, but at the moment it’s not as important as some
other things,” Daniel said.

“Fair enough, I suppose – one of the
outcomes of college is getting a good job afterwards. Are you sure
you want to get married at twenty? I’m not trying to talk you out
of it or anything; I just want to make sure that you’re sure.”

“Yeah, I understand. I guess I’ve found that
life is much better to go through with someone you love than by
yourself,” he said.

“Okay. Next question: have you read
Ephesians 5 and read what your responsibilities are (as a husband)?
You know, about how the husband is to cherish his wife and put her
before himself?” Ray asked.

Daniel nodded. “You know, Ron asked me the
same thing – it was a good thing that I did my homework.”

“Good. There’s too many men – even Christian
men – that put themselves first and their wives and families way
after themselves and after their jobs.” They turned down onto South
Main Street. “By the way, I ran into Jack Kramer the other day – he
mentioned that Sarah had come back for Thanksgiving. Do you feel
differently about Melody than you did for her?”

“Actually, I do. I was in love with Sarah at
first, but then after awhile I realized that we were going in
different directions and had nothing that was really holding us
together. I realized that the last time I was here and then on our
date, I broke it off. With Melody, we have a common, solid
foundation. With Sarah, there were just feelings, but no real glue.
Do you know what I mean?”

“What do you consider to be your foundation,
so to speak?” his father asked.

“Well, by that I mean a spiritual foundation
and then common interests and humor and directions that we’re
heading in life. Sarah and I had none of those except a common
background, whereas Melody and I have all of them.” Daniel jokingly
slapped his dad on his arm. “So – with that said, what do you think
of her?”

“I like her – if you think you’re ready, you
should marry her.”

“Thanks, Dad. Do you have any advice, seeing
as how you and Mom have been together since you were about my
age?”

“Definitely. Put God first in your life, put
your wife second, your children and other family third, your work
and career next, and yourself last. If you keep those in that order
in your life, you’ll be just fine,” Ray said with a big smile,
holding up his hand as he had ticked off each one on the list.

“Thanks, Dad – I’ll remember that,” he
promised.



* * *



By the time they had arrived back home in
Florida and took her luggage inside, Daniel and Melody were both
exhausted from the long trip.

He told her he had to go home and get some
sleep before getting up early the next morning for work, and they
said goodnight. He drove back to his apartment and took his bags
upstairs and then took a shower. He was glad they had taken the
trip to visit both their families, even though he’d been nervous
for the first few days. Brad was right – marriage was a joining of
families, not just two people. But he was even more relieved that
Melody’s father had given him permission to marry her.

Daniel went to bed and slept for only about
an hour before he woke up again. He started thinking about how he
was going to propose and knew he wouldn’t be able to sleep much the
rest of night. He wanted it to be perfect and special – something
she would remember for the rest of her life. It was going to take
some planning – what should he do first? How and where and when
would he ask her the most important question of their lives? Around
two o’clock in the morning, he finally gave up trying to sleep and
decided to go for a walk along the beach. He got up and put on a
sweatshirt, grabbed his house key and hurried down the stairs.

He walked a little way down Astronaut
Boulevard to Church Lane, and from there he started walking up
Adams Avenue to the beach. He was careful to pay attention to the
sounds and sights of the night – the street wasn’t lit very well
and the area wasn’t as safe as it was during the day. But the moon
was full and gave him plenty of light to see by until a thick cloud
passed overhead and blocked out the moonlight for a few minutes. He
smiled and whispered goodnight to Melody when he passed her
apartment.

As he reached the end of the street and then
went up to the top of the walkover, he paused to stare up at the
moon, bright and full, high in the eastern night sky. The earlier
cloud was behind him now and there were none in front of him, at
least as far as he could see. He looked to his right and took in
the miles of dimly lit oceanfront buildings and condominiums. The
sights and sounds of the ocean waves crashing on the beach were
soothing, and he was happy to be back home.

Daniel strode down the old wooden steps of
the walkover and down to the beach. He went north towards the park
instead of towards the Pier, even though there was more light
there. The north shore was not as heavily developed as it was in
the south, except for a small group of tall apartment buildings a
hundred feet or so back from the edge of beach. As he looked out to
the far side of the Cape, he could see the faint lights of the two
launchpads out at the Kennedy Space Center. The winds blowing in
from the ocean were cool, but not at all icy like the ones in Ohio
had been.

Thanksgiving dinner at his parents’ house on
Sunday had gone well and he could tell that Melody had felt
comfortable around his family and even with his youngest brother
Tom. He had picked on her a little bit and Daniel figured she would
soon be treated like the sister they’d never had. Except that
hopefully Tom would be a little nicer to her. Maybe Dave would help
keep him in line, at least until he was older.

He was the only one at the beach that night,
as he had figured he would be. Winter was here, and the holiday
tourist season would pick up in another week or two. The stars were
bright that evening in the clear Florida night, which was seldom in
early winter. Clouds usually drifted in once the sun had set and
then dissipated in the early morning hours. The tide was rising
slowly, and the saltwater lapped steadily at the cement rubble of a
homemade wave barrier just off the beach.

By this time, Daniel had reached the seawall
that divided the public beach from Jetty Park and the Port. He
stopped and hopped up on the wall to watch the waves and think
about his next steps for awhile. He had no idea how he should
propose, but at least he had gotten the permission to ask her. He
hoped she would say yes, of course, but he wanted to make it one of
the most special times in her life.

But he still kept coming back to being
completely clueless as to how to ask her the way he wanted to. But
he could buy her a ring, and that would be a start. He thought more
about different ways to propose and still couldn’t come up with
anything. He turned around, sighed, and headed back down the beach.
He thought about the future and how their life together would be
completely new territory for him. What if he failed as a husband or
father? What if time or complacency ruined their relationship? Even
though so many things could go wrong in the future, deep down there
was an intense feeling of hope and reassurance that it would all
work out in the end.

Daniel was yawning by the time he made it
back to the walkover at the edge of the beach. He staggered up
Adams and finally back to his apartment. He set his alarm clock and
then quickly fell asleep soon after his head hit the pillow.


 Chapter 15 - The
Surprise



 


 


It was nearly noontime and he was getting
hungry – he’d visit one more store and then grab lunch. Daniel
parked his car in front of the jewelry store, got out and locked
his door. He’d already been to four other jewelry stores that
morning and he needed a break soon anyway. He had called the office
earlier that morning and told his manager he needed to take a
personal day, and then began his search for an engagement ring.

He walked into the store and began looking
at the rings on the far side of the store. He knew he was looking
for a half-carat, white diamond ring that had a lot of sparkle. In
a few hours, he had learned more about the cuts, clarity, and
colors of diamonds. He had wanted to buy her a bigger carat, but he
couldn’t really afford it after their long trip north. Maybe by the
time their wedding came around, he could upgrade it or
something.

The sales clerk came up and asked if he
needed any help, and he replied that he was just browsing. Now that
he knew roughly what he was looking for, he narrowed it down fairly
quickly. A few minutes later, he called the clerk over and asked to
see two rings that had caught his eye. But on closer inspection, he
handed them back and then continued looking. He didn’t care what it
took today – he’d go home with her ring in his pocket or he
wouldn’t go home at all.

When Daniel reached the last case, one ring
in particular attracted his attention. The clerk hurried over and
handed it to him. He examined it carefully from all angles and
asked to see it under a jeweler’s glass. He began to smile and the
clerk became more polite and talkative than before. Daniel put it
on his little finger and inspected it again at different angles and
lighting. This was the one, he told the clerk, and he let out a
sigh of relief.

The ring was a few hundred dollars more than
he had wanted to spend, but it was worth it. The clerk went over
all the paperwork with him and told him about their free sizings
and cleanings. He was only half-listening though because now he was
very hungry and just wanted to leave with the ring. Fifteen minutes
later, it was over and done with and he was on his way.

Daniel ate at a sandwich shop nearby and
then decided to browse some gift-shops to get some ideas about how
to propose. He knew they both loved the beach and he wanted it to
be at sunset, but probably before dinner. He tried to play it out
in his mind, but still kept coming up with nothing that was really
special. He wanted it to be a complete surprise for her, but that
would make it even more difficult. She knew him too well and he
knew she would figure it out if he did anything too much out of the
ordinary. He would just have to trick her.

As he was walking towards one of the smaller
giftshops, he spied an antique shop and walked in out of
desperation. Maybe something in there would prove helpful. A few
aisles into the store, he saw an old wooden chest that looked like
a treasure chest from a pirate movie, and an idea popped into his
head. He carefully examined the chest and considered if and how he
could use it in his scheme.

Yes – that was it, he thought to himself,
and then he quickly took the chest up to the front of the store and
bought it. As he was driving up A1A, he saw an elegant restaurant
right off the beach and pulled into the parking lot. He asked about
reservations and took one of their pamphlets. He went home and sat
down at the table, and then finished putting the plan together.

He checked the clock – it was just after
five and he called Brad at home. Shirley answered and said he was
out at the shop that evening; he thanked her and then said goodbye.
He quickly hid the ring, the treasure chest, and the restaurant
pamphlet in the back of his closet, and then rushed off to find
Brad.

Daniel found him out at the shop like
Shirley had said and excitedly told him the news about buying
Melody an engagement ring.

“Do you know how you’re going to ask her
yet?” Brad asked.

“Yeah, I put it together about an hour ago,”
Daniel replied. “In fact, I’m gonna need your help!”



* * *



“Are you sure she told you seven o’clock?”
Daniel asked her. “I could’ve sworn it was for seven-thirty. When I
talked to Brad the other day, he mentioned that they were dropping
Ashlee off at seven.” It was a few minutes before seven o’clock –
they were over a half-hour early.

“I don’t know,” Melody sighed. “Maybe you’re
right. Well, it looks like we’re really early this time, huh?”

“How about we walk down the beach for ten
minutes and then come back?” he suggested. She nodded and they
walked out the side of the restaurant that led to the beach. There
weren’t many people on the beach that evening, mostly because it
was a private beach owned by the small strip of nearby hotels and
restaurants.

They had walked along for a few minutes when
Melody noticed something up ahead in the sand. The dark object was
several feet off the main path, which stood out against the
light-colored sand.

“What do you think that is?” she asked as
they walked over to the object. He shrugged and followed her over
to it. To their surprise, it was an old treasure chest, half-buried
in the dry sand. Daniel stepped back and looked around, while she
inspected it.

There was no lock on the front of the chest,
so she opened it and looked inside. It was empty except for a note
inside on top of a bunch of loosely crumpled tissues. She picked up
the note and began to read it out loud.

“For the greatest treasure in my life:
Melody Allison,” she read, and then turned around to show him the
curious note. But when she turned, he wasn’t where she had expected
him to be.

Daniel was down on one knee and was holding
out a small box. “Surprise!” he said, fighting back tears. When she
realized what was happening, she began crying too and got a huge
smile on her face. He held her hand until she could wipe away some
of her tears.

“Melody, I love you with all my heart, and I
want to spend the rest of my life with you.” His voice was shaking
and he felt dizzy. He suddenly remembered the ring and held it up
to her. The new diamond twinkled and sparkled in the fading
sunlight.

“Will you marry me?” he asked, looking into
her eyes.

She began crying again and nodded. “Yes, I
would love to marry you.”

He grinned and gently slipped the ring onto
her finger, and then he stood up and they embraced for a long time,
until Daniel let her go to check his watch. “We’d better go back to
the restaurant – I brought tissues for us, by the way.”

“I noticed that, but didn’t know what they
were for at the time,” she said, as he handed her a few to dab her
eyes with. He picked up the chest to carry back with them and
tucked it under his arm.

They held hands as they walked back to the
restaurant, where the Hudsons were waiting for them with big smiles
and congratulations.



* * *



Melody and Daniel walked back up to the
restaurant lobby and found Brad and Shirley already there. Both
were smiling as they approached and rose to welcome them.

“Congratulations!” Shirley said as she
hugged Melody, who was still a little teary-eyed. “Were you
surprised?”

“I had no idea – it was wonderful!” she
exclaimed.

“You did good, my friend – the next time I
get engaged, I’m calling you for advice,” Brad said jokingly and
his wife slapped his arm.

“Thanks for all your help – I couldn’t have
pulled it off without you,” Daniel said as he shook his hand.

“You mean you all were in on it?” Melody
asked.

“Yeah, but Daniel set it all up. He had me
invite you to dinner, but I told you the wrong time so you’d get
here too early. Daniel and Brad scoped out the place one night
after work, and he did the rest,” Shirley said.

“He had me set out the chest on the beach
and then be the lookout, you know, just so no one else would get to
it before you did,” Brad replied.

“How did you know when we were coming?”

“I had some binoculars and then set it out
as soon as I saw you come out onto the beach. Fortunately, there
weren’t many people out, or I would’ve had to chase them off. Come
to think of it, there was one beach-comber I had to scare away, but
that was it.”

“And I was nearby taking a video of the
whole thing. Your reaction was priceless!” Shirley said. “Do you
mind if we keep a copy? We might have to send it into one of those
home-video shows. If you win, it might even pay for your wedding.”
Daniel and Melody both smiled and nodded.

He checked with the restaurant hostess, who
said it would be a few more minutes. Shirley and Melody excused
themselves for a minute to freshen up, while Daniel took the
treasure chest out to the car and quickly returned. By that time,
their table was ready and the hostess greeted them and took them
back. He had asked for a table closest to the beach, where the
entire back wall had a magnificent view of the sand and the
ocean.

After they were seated, Brad and Daniel
began looking over the menu, while Melody and Shirley carefully
examined her new ring. They both commented how beautiful it was and
how it sparkled, especially in the elegant lighting of the
restaurant. Before long, the waiter came and took their orders.

Over dinner, Brad and Shirley told how they
had gotten engaged and then all the preparations for their wedding.
They had been engaged about nine months and they had their wedding
at his parents’ church. Her parents had divorced years before, and
had never really been avid church-goers. But both ended up going to
the wedding and her father had walked her down the aisle.

After they were finished with dinner, they
went back to the Hudson’s house, where Brad’s parents were watching
Ashlee. She was playing with some of her toys which were scattered
all over the living room floor, and she was still very much awake.
She gave them a big smile when they walked in and ran over to her
mother, who reached down and picked her up. She began sucking her
thumb and nestled up in her arms. Shirley put her purse down and
then sat on the couch with her, and a few minutes later, Ashlee’s
eyelids began drooping and soon closed.

Brad and Daniel pushed the toys to the side
of the living room toward the small toy box. His father looked worn
out and was sitting on the other side of the couch from Shirley.
Melody was talking with his mother in the doorway near the kitchen
and telling her all about how Daniel had surprised her and
proposed. They both complimented him and wished them the best,
saying they made a great couple.

Soon after Brad and Shirley tucked Ashlee
into bed, his parents said goodnight and went home, and the two
couples topped off the evening by watching “Father of the Bride.”
It was one of both Melody’s and Shirley’s favorite movies and they
figured that it fit the evening perfectly. Ashlee only woke up once
while they were there, but it didn’t take her long to go back to
sleep.

The movie finished around eleven-thirty and
then Melody and Daniel said goodnight to them and he drove her
home. He ended up staying with her another hour, just sitting
together on her couch and talking about the evening and their
engagement. She fell asleep next to him; he was tempted to stay
with her, but knew where it could lead. He remembered Brad’s
warnings about their problems during their own engagement and he
wanted to keep it special.

Daniel gently woke her and told her he had
to go home for the evening, and she reluctantly agreed. They both
were having a hard time going their separate ways that night,
especially after their special evening together. They embraced for
a long time and said their “I love you’s” and then kissed
goodnight.

She watched him get into his car and blew
him a kiss, and he waved at her with a big smile as he drove
away.



* * *



Daniel set down his coffee and looked over
the last of his journals. He had five of them in total, about one
for every four years. He had tried to remember as much of his old
life as he could, and in the back of each of the notebooks he had
cataloged the major events of the time period of the journal. The
waitress came by and he held up his hand before she could refill
his cup – he’d had enough caffeine for one morning.

He felt discouraged as he had written them
at times, especially when he realized how few of the details he
remembered. He was able to recall most of the broad events, like
the different economic booms and recessions, and a few of the major
disasters like Hurricane Andrew (which had already occurred) and
Hurricane Katrina. He also remembered September 11th and the
destruction of the Twin Towers, and some of the various details of
the Afghanistan War and the Iraq War that had followed. And of
course, he remembered the results of the major elections such as
for the president and several of the more prominent senators,
congressmen, and other politicians.

He documented the many changes and
improvements in technology, such as the advent of the Internet,
widespread use of cell phones, cheap computers and laptops, and the
alternative media that had made most national newspapers
increasingly irrelevant in the future. A few of the bigger ones
still had some power and influence in 2010, but not nearly as much
as they’d had before the Internet. With the Internet, the news was
instant and verifiable, instead of delayed for hours or even
days.

He chronicled several of the different
movements that had come and gone in his time, such as the global
warming scare, the AIDs scare, and even the bird-flu scare. He
wasn’t looking forward to living through those again, especially
the global warming foolishness, but at least he knew it would end.
He listed many of the companies that had started out small and
risen to great heights before they had tapered off or in some
cases, suddenly collapsed. Perhaps he could use those facts to his
advantage and invest in some stocks before they took off.

The lack of the Internet was what often
hampered him the most though; he had gotten too used to using it as
a resource for history, news, and even writing software. It had
been so easy to find source code or programming tips and tricks,
and even shareware that he could purchase cheaply to do odd tasks
he needed done quickly. It wouldn’t be long before the Internet
came along though – only a few more years, in fact. And he would be
among the first to invest in some of the companies he remembered
and had wished he’d invested in before.

Lastly, Daniel had written extensively about
his own life and as many of the details he could remember. He wrote
about the last project he had worked on and about how he had woken
up after the accident to find himself eighteen years in the past,
in 1992. He had continued writing about everything up to and
including his engagement, and decided to stop there. From that
point on, he felt that he really had a new life and wanted to start
fresh from there. He didn’t want to write anymore of his other life
or what he remembered from the future.

Only two other people explicitly knew about
his past: Bill and Melody. He knew he could completely trust both
of them. But he still worried at times about Gregory – he didn’t
like the questions he had asked towards the end of their visit and
the sickening feeling he had gotten. Gregory was very ambitious and
Daniel had never been able to quite figure him out when he had
known him before. Daniel understood the awful power and
responsibility of knowing the future, and he was determined to keep
Melody safe from harm because of him and his knowledge.

He hadn’t really told her all that much
about the future – other than about himself – and she hadn’t really
asked much after they had returned from New Mexico. But it was
bound to come up more often once future events began to transpire,
especially if he tried to intervene again to change them. He didn’t
really want that responsibility, but it was his nonetheless. He
thought again about Bill and how much he had helped him, especially
in his personal salvation. He decided to set up a lunch
get-together the next time he saw him at church – they hadn’t had
one in months and he figured they had a lot to catch up on,
especially now that he and Melody were engaged.

Daniel checked his watch – it was nearly
eleven o’clock. Melody was at the church helping with the
children’s Christmas pageant. They were getting together later to
do some Christmas shopping for their families and friends. The
Hudsons had invited them to spend Christmas Eve with them at their
house, and then they would have their own Christmas together the
next day.

He looked at the small stack of journals and
thought about how to keep them safe and hidden. He decided to rent
a safe-deposit box at a bank down the street, but not his regular
bank. He didn’t want Melody to know anything about it, and thereby
hopefully keep her safer, just in case anything happened.

He grabbed his journals and paid his bill at
the front of the diner, and then drove down the street to the bank
he had thought of earlier. He went inside, briefly spoke to a
clerk, and filled out the application for a safe-deposit box, and
then paid for a full year in advance. The clerk reviewed his
application and signature, and then approved it and filed it
away.

She got her keys and told her supervisor she
was going to the safe-deposit boxes, and then led him into the
vault. She handed him a key and explained how they worked, and then
retrieved his box. They both put in their keys and opened it. He
put the notebooks inside and re-closed it, and then watched as she
locked it and put it back among the dozens of others in the
vault.

Daniel thanked her and asked for a business
card. He wrote down the number of his safe-deposit box on the back
of it, and then went home and put both the key and the card into an
envelope and hid it away.



* * *



“Hi Bill, how have you been?” Daniel asked
as he stood up from the table to shake his hand.

“Never better – it’s been a long time. I
hear you’ve had some excitement recently. Congratulations – I knew
you were going to ask her,” Bill said.

“Thanks – when did you figure it out?” he
said with a smile.

“Oh, I could tell when she called me over
that one night. She was really worried about you and I just knew
you two were meant for each other. So how did you ask her?”

Daniel smiled as he remembered her reaction.
“You should have seen it – I had Brad set out an old wooden chest
with a note in it on the beach, just before we walked by. Anyway,
she saw it first and then we went over to check it out. As soon as
she opened it and read the note, I took out the ring from my pocket
and knelt down. She turned around and saw me, and then she realized
what was happening.”

“Did you get it on tape?” Bill said,
laughing about it. “That’s priceless!”

“Yeah, Shirley was video-taping the whole
thing from the side. Something to show for the wedding dinner, I
suppose.”

“You did good, my friend, you did good. I
take it you got permission from her father over Thanksgiving?”

Daniel nodded. “That was harder than asking
her to marry me. I waited until everyone was gone on Friday, and
then we went for a walk around their pond. After we got about a
third of the way around, I finally just told him that I loved
Melody and that I wanted to marry her.”

“How’d he react? Did he expect it?” Bill
asked.

“Yeah, he said that when she brought me home
with her for Thanksgiving that he figured it would be coming sooner
or later. He told me about his expectations about how I’d treat her
and care for her and told me about Ephesians 5. It was sort of
funny – Brad had told me more or less the same thing.”

“That’s good.” Bill flipped his menu open
and found what he wanted for lunch and then set it down.

Daniel continued, “Anyway, we walked around
the pond, just talking about everything, and he finally said that I
had his permission and blessing to marry her. I asked him if he
could keep it a secret that I’d talked to him, since I wanted to
make it a complete surprise for her when the time came.” Bill
smiled and shook his head.

“Hey, whatever happened out in New Mexico?
Did you ever meet up with that professor from your old project?”
Bill asked.

He nodded, but had a more serious look now.
“That’s another reason I wanted to meet with you.”

“Oh yeah, what about?”

The waitress came up and took their orders
and Daniel continued, but in a quieter voice, “Well, I had a list
of questions prepared beforehand and I began going through them.
Unfortunately, he wasn’t much help. Everything was fine until the
end, and then he started showing a lot of interest and asking
questions. Right away, I got this weird feeling about what was
happening, like I shouldn’t tell him anything else. Anyway, I ended
up not giving him much information, and then we left as soon as we
could.”

“‘We’ you said? You mean Melody was there
with you when you were talking to him?” he asked, giving him a
concerned look.

“Yeah, it was a mistake – I’ll admit it. I
just didn’t want to keep her in the dark any more. I was hoping to
actually learn something from him, but I think I said too much. No
details of course, but enough to make him suspicious.”

“Did you tell him where you’re really
from?”

Daniel shook his head, “Of course not. But
towards the end, he may have started figuring things out, given the
nature of the questions I was asking.”

“Does he know your name or where you live?”
Bill asked.

“He knows my name, I think – hers too. Even
then he could get them from the main office where we signed
in.”

“What did Melody think about it?”

“She didn’t like him – she said she got a
bad vibe about the same time I did,” Daniel said.

“So, you told her everything then? I mean,
about your project and me and the shuttle and all that?”

“Yeah – I took her out to the site – well,
where the site had been in the future. We went up to the top of the
mountain there so we could see the entire area and then I told her
all about it.”

“I would have loved to be a fly on the wall
to hear that conversation. How’d she take it?” he asked.

“Okay, I guess. I mean, she stayed and
listened to it, and we didn’t break up. Yeah, I’d say she took it
well,” Daniel said with a grin.

“I don’t think you should have told her,” he
said, shaking his head. “You don’t have to tell her everything, you
know. Some things are better left unsaid – there’s a lot of
classified stuff I can’t tell Mary. If I did and the wrong people
found out, I could get arrested and thrown in jail. Or worse, she
could be put in danger.”

“I know, I know, but –” Daniel stopped as
their food arrived. They thanked the waitress and then he
continued. “There’s something else – the day when you and I met in
the future, there was this awful plane crash. The next day, we were
talking about it and you mentioned that someone who used to go to
your church was on that plane. Would you like to know who that
was?”

Bill stared at him incredulously and
replied, “You’re kidding, right?”

“Nope – it was Melody Allison – she was the
one who had died in that crash. Do you see now? I had to tell
her!”

He shook his head, “That’s unbelievable –
it’s a small world, huh?” he said. When Daniel heard the last part,
he started laughing. “What’s so funny?” Bill asked.

“Nothing – it’s just that you said the exact
same thing when we talked about it before – in the future, I mean.
You said ‘it’s a small world’ both times! You’ve been to
Disneyworld a few too many times, Bill.”

“Yeah, I suppose you’re right,” he replied
with a smirk. “Mary and I used to take the kids there all the time
when they were younger. We had season tickets a few years in a row,
as a matter of fact.”

They stopped talking and ate for awhile,
before Bill wiped his mouth and spoke up.

“So this Turansky fellow – are you really
worried about him?” he asked.

“Yeah – yeah I am. There’s something about
him that just doesn’t sit well. I can’t put my finger on it,”
Daniel replied.

“Are you worried about him starting up the
project and all that, or are you worried more about yourself and
Melody?”

“I guess I’m worried more about Melody than
anything else. I don’t know – it may be nothing, you know,” he
said, taking another bite.

“Tell you what – I have some contacts inside
NASA that can get you satellite images every so often. If you see
the project restarting, maybe you can take pre-emptive action, or
at least some pre-cautions. Not only that, you can hire an
investigator to check up on him from time to time.”

“That’d be cool – maybe every few months or
so would be good for now. It takes a long time to get things
started out there – I figure I don’t need to think much about it
for another thirteen years or so. Maybe he’ll forget about it by
then,” Daniel said.

“Maybe, but I doubt it. Not if he’s the kind
of guy you think he is,” he said seriously.

Daniel stopped and looked around to make
sure no one was listening or watching them. “Bill, I have something
you need to take care of for me.”

“What is it?” he asked.

“Think of it as an insurance policy, so to
speak. If something weird ever happens to me or Melody, you can use
this however you see fit,” Daniel said as he pulled a small
envelope out of his pocket and slid it across the table. Bill began
to open it when Daniel stopped him.

“Don’t – not here. Wait until you get home.
Inside you’ll find a business card with a bank address and a number
on the back. The key and the number goes to a safe-deposit box in
that bank. In the box there’s a bunch of journals I’ve put together
with everything that’s happened to me, along with a bunch of stuff
that happens from now until 2010. Companies that rise and fall,
world events, politics, football games, everything I could
remember. If something bad happens to me, that’s my
get-out-of-jail-free card.”

Bill shook his head, “You wrote everything
down?”

“Yeah – just in case. At first I did it for
nostalgic reasons only and then I realized it could come in useful
later, so I kept going. Bill, those journals have some important
stuff in them – you’ll need to guard and protect them if something
bad happens to me. Are you okay with that?” he asked him.

“Of course. But why are you giving these to
me instead of Melody?” Bill asked.

“Because he’s seen Melody and she has enough
to worry about as it is. I don’t want her to live in fear of
something terrible happening because of me and my foolishness,” he
said. “She doesn’t know anything about this, and it needs to stay
that way. You’re the only other person I can really trust with
this, and you’ve already proven you can keep secrets. Okay?”

“Okay. I’ll take care of it,” Bill replied.
He picked up the envelope and tucked it safely in his pocket. “So,
how about those Buccaneers?” he asked.

“They’re terrible,” Daniel answered with a
wry grin.



* * *



On Christmas Eve, Melody and Daniel joined
the Hudsons and Brad’s other relatives at their house to celebrate
with a late dinner and exchange gifts. The house was crowded, but
there was plenty of space for the folding chairs in the living
room. After dinner, everyone gathered around as Brad’s father
prayed and then read the Christmas story from Luke in the family
Bible, a tradition they had observed since Brad had been a small
boy.

They began with a white elephant gift
exchange and everyone drew numbers from a small candy dish. Each
person had bought a “non-traditional” $5 gift for the gift
exchange, along with presents for the other person whose name they
had drawn at Thanksgiving. Daniel and Melody had been away at that
time, so they had just brought extra gifts for each other. Daniel
ended up with a pair of small salt and pepper shakers in the shape
of chickens, and Melody picked what turned out to be a hollowed-out
coconut decorated like a pirate head. Everyone thought their gifts
were funny, and someone even ended up with a huge bag of flour.

After the gift exchange, Brad’s father took
his seat in front of the Christmas tree and began passing out the
gifts. Before long, everyone had a small pile of gifts in front of
them, except for the children, who had much larger piles – mostly
of toys and clothes. Ashlee was surrounded by large boxes and
almost didn’t know where to begin. Brad’s parents had gotten Melody
and Daniel a beautiful Christmas ornament of a young couple’s first
Christmas together and a nice photo-album for preserving memories
of their engagement.

Brad and Shirley gave them a decorative
matching picture set of their engagement on the beach, with a verse
inscribed at the bottom of the frame that read, “Where you go, I
will go, and where you stay, I will stay – your people will be my
people, and your God will by my God: Ruth 1:16.” Daniel gave Melody
a keepsake necklace and some clothes, while she gave him some
clothes and a book he had mentioned he had been interested in.

The party started to wind down around
ten-thirty, and everyone was sleepy from all the food and Christmas
desserts, except for the children. Melody and Daniel went home
around eleven, and he stayed at her apartment until midnight,
sitting on the couch and looking at the small tree they had set up
and decorated together. As the clock struck twelve, they hugged
again and wished each other a merry Christmas, and then he went
home.

The next day, he went over to her house and
they exchanged gifts and then went to the beach. Around lunchtime
they drove to Orlando to the Orlando Palms Hotel, where there was a
huge ice sculpture display inside. There was a colored ice forest
that led to an intricately carved castle, and then on the other
side was Santa’s Workshop with many elves working next to Santa
himself. Another section of the display featured a number of
carvings of old cathedrals and then finally there was the Nativity.
The tour ended with Mrs. Claus wishing everyone a merry
Christmas.

They spent the rest of the day in Orlando
and then at evening stayed to see the Festival of Lights. They
bought some hot chocolate to drink while they watched the parade,
mostly as a joke since the weather wasn’t cold at all.

After the festival and parade was over, they
went back to her apartment and he noticed that she had already hung
their picture with the verse on it, and he promised to do the same
as soon as he got home.

When the clock struck midnight, they kissed
goodnight and he went back home, and immediately put their picture
on the end-table next to the couch.


 Chapter 16 -
Memories



 


 


A few days after Christmas, Daniel decided
to go surfing. It was early in the morning and he had taken the day
off to have a five-day weekend. He would go back to work on Tuesday
and would probably work the rest of the week until New Year’s. The
waves were slightly higher in the winter than in the summer, and he
was able to get a number of good rides in over the next two
hours.

As he walked in from the surf, he saw an
elderly man rubbing his arm as if he was in pain, and Daniel
decided to pay closer attention to him. A few moments later, the
man began looking disoriented and then knelt down on the beach.
Daniel quickly walked up to him and asked him what was happening.
It was at that point the man clutched his chest and began gasping
for breath.

Daniel realized he was having a heart attack
and yelled to some people who were passing by.

“Help! He’s having a heart attack! Call an
ambulance!” he exclaimed. Daniel knelt over him and tried to
comfort the man as he convulsed in pain. He stayed with him until
the medics rushed up with a portable defibrillator and a first aid
kit. His breath was still shallow, but he was able to swallow the
aspirin.

Suddenly, the man convulsed again and the
medics rushed forward with the defibrillator. They flipped it on
and it quickly began whining louder as it charged up. Daniel knelt
near his feet to give the medics some room, and when the unit was
charged, they put the paddles to the man’s chest.

“Clear!” one of them shouted. Suddenly, one
of the man's legs jerked up and without thinking, Daniel reached
forward to hold it down.

The defibrillator discharged the shock into
the man’s chest and his body bucked at the impact. But the current
had traveled through the man's body and shocked Daniel as well, who
was still holding his legs down. He yelped and grabbed his head,
and then dropped onto the ground.

“What was that?” the first medic yelled. “Go
get him!” One stayed with the elderly man and the other hurried
over to Daniel to examine him.

“He’s okay – must have just gotten a jolt
from it or something. Pulse is seventy-three and his breathing is
normal,” he said.

“Whew – I wonder what that was all about,”
the other replied. “Can you wake him up?”

“I’ll try.” He gently shook Daniel and then
lightly slapped his face. “Hey buddy, you okay?”

“What – what happened?” Daniel asked as he
regained consciousness.

“Don’t know – you must have gotten a jolt
from the machine,” the medic said, pointing to the defibrillator.
The older man was sitting up now and the other medic was checking
him over.

“Hey, thanks for helping this guy. What’s
your name?” the other medic asked.

“Daniel – Daniel Marks,” he replied, looking
confused.

“You okay?”

“I don’t know – where am I?” he asked.

“You’re in Cape Canaveral at the beach. Do
you live around here?”

“I don’t know – last I remember, I was in
Ohio. What’s going on?”

“It’ll be alright – we’ll take you to the
hospital and check you out. Don’t worry pal – we’ll figure it out,”
the other medic said.

“Okay,” Daniel said, still bewildered and
looking around. How had he gotten there? He suddenly felt
self-conscious and embarrassed, as he realized he was just wearing
a swimming suit. There was a surfboard nearby, which he figured was
his. But he didn’t remember it at all.

The medics asked him a few more questions
and then they took him and the elderly man to the hospital. They
put Daniel and Frank, the man who’d had the heart attack, in the
same room at the hospital. A few hours later, a middle-aged man
knocked on their room door.

“Hey Daniel, how are you doing?” Bill
asked.

“Okay – who are you?” he asked.

“What you mean? It’s me, Bill – don’t you
recognize me?” he asked incredulously.

“Bill? Bill who? I’m sorry, but I’ve never
seen you before in my life!” Daniel exclaimed.

“What happened? How’d you end up here?”

“I don’t know. The last thing I remember is
coming back home from Ohio State for spring break – then I woke up
this morning on the beach. Who did you say you were again?” he
asked.

“Bill – Bill Caldwell. You go to church with
me – I used to be your manager at NASA. Are you sure you don’t
remember anything?”

Daniel shook his head. “No – the last thing
I remember is coming home and lying in my bed. How’d I end up down
here in Florida?”

“You moved here – about nine months ago, as
a matter of fact,” he said.

“That’s impossible – where are my parents?
They can straighten all this out,” Daniel said, almost becoming
agitated.

“Okay – their number is probably back at
your apartment. Do you remember that?” he asked. Daniel shook his
head. “Do you mind if I take you back home? Maybe being in a
familiar place will help jog your memory.”

Daniel looked around and nodded. He looked
scared and confused, but he knew he’d find no answers being in a
hospital.

“Good. I don’t like hospitals. I’ll have the
nurse bring you your clothes and check you out.”

“Thanks.” Daniel sat back and stared up at
the ceiling. He wanted some answers and maybe home was the best
place to be.

The nurse came back and gave him his
swimming trunks he had come in with and a tee-shirt. He quickly
dressed and stepped outside his room, where Bill was waiting. He
helped him check out of the hospital and then drove him home. They
didn’t say much on the drive back, and he walked Daniel up to his
apartment.

To Daniel’s surprise, the key he’d had in
the pocket of his shorts fit into the lock. Maybe this was his
apartment, after all. He walked in and looked around – he had no
memory of ever being there, but at least it looked like a decent
place to live in.

“Anything coming back?” Bill asked as they
walked into the kitchen.

“No – nothing.” He slowly walked around the
living room, looking at everything. He noticed the framed picture
of Melody on the end-table. “Who’s this?” he asked.

Bill shook his head in disbelief. “Her name
is Melody – you’re engaged to her.”

Daniel turned to him and replied with
incredulity,

“You’re joking, right?” he laughed. “I’m
only nineteen – I can’t be engaged! Besides, I’m dating someone
else – at least, I think I am.”

Bill shook his head. “Well, you’re engaged
to her now. Do you know where your phone list or address book is?”
he asked.

“No, but I’ll look around,” Daniel said.

“I’m going to go home and make some phone
calls. Do you mind if I come back later?”

“Sure – anything that will help make sense
of what’s going on,” Daniel replied.

“I’ll be back – don’t go anywhere,
okay?”

“Okay.” Daniel sat down on the couch and
looked at Melody’s picture again. How could he be engaged to
someone he didn’t even remember?



* * *



Melody rushed up the stairs to Daniel’s
apartment and stopped just before she rang the doorbell. She heard
loud, pounding, angry rock music blaring from the stereo. She’d
never heard him play that music before – most of what he listened
to now was Christian pop music, classical, or light rock. Her heart
sank – perhaps what Bill had told her over the phone was true. She
rang the doorbell and loudly knocked on the door. The pounding
music turned off a moment later.

Daniel opened the door and smiled when he
saw her. She had a flicker of hope when she saw him smile, but his
look of unfamiliarity at her quickly extinguished it.

“Hi – can I help – oh, you must be Melody,
right?” he asked. She nodded and looked at him with concern.

“Please come in,” he said with a touch of
awkwardness.

“How are you feeling?” she asked.

“Okay,” he said as he cleared his throat.
“Bill was nice enough to bring me home from the hospital – I guess
he called you, huh?” he said.

“He told me what happened and I came
straight over from the office. Are you sure you’re alright?”

He nodded and looked down at the ring on her
finger. “He told me that we’re engaged – is that true?”

“Do you remember anything about it?”

“No, I’m sorry – I wish I did,” he said. Her
eyes began to well up with tears, but he gave no indication that he
felt anything. “I’m sorry – can I get you anything to drink?” He
found a box of tissue and handed it to her and then stepped back.
He checked the refrigerator and said, “It looks like I have orange
juice, water, diet soda, and something green and orange that looks
really disgusting,” he said.

She smiled at the last one he mentioned. She
remembered that Daniel had made some carrot and apple juice a few
days before. She had tried some and had told him to keep working on
the recipe. He had laughed and thanked her for being honest.

“I’ll have an ice-water, thanks.”

“Cool,” he said. He quickly looked through
the cupboards and found a glass and poured her some water and
dropped a few ice-cubes in it. “Here you go.”

Daniel glanced nervously at her and then
cleared his throat again. “So, how long have we been engaged?”

She smiled, but still looked sad. “About two
weeks – you proposed on December 11th, two weeks before
Christmas.”

“How did I ask you, by the way?”

“We were about to have dinner with Brad and
Shirley but got there too early. Then you took me for a walk on the
beach where there was an old chest lying in the sand. I went over
to look at it and when I opened the lid, there was a bunch of
tissues inside with a note on top. When I turned around to show it
to you, you were kneeling and holding out this ring. Then you asked
me to marry you and I said ‘yes’.”

“That was pretty good,” he laughed. “Were
you surprised?”

“Yes – you completely swept me off my feet,”
she said with a big grin. Her eyes began to fill with tears as she
remembered it.

He smiled awkwardly and shook his head, and
then leaned back on the table. “I’m really sorry about all this – I
wish I could remember. I don’t mean to hurt your feelings.”

“Maybe something will come back if we keep
talking,” she suggested.

“I don’t really know where to start – can
you tell me about what I’m doing here, you know, like start from
the beginning?”

She nodded. “Okay – you first moved here
back at the end of March from Ohio. You found Bill and told him
where you had come from and –”

“Wait a minute – I’m confused. Why did I
look up Bill in the first place – where did I know him from?”

Melody paused before she replied. There was
no sense in confusing him more than he already was. “I’ll get to
that in a minute. Anyway, you contacted Bill and he got you a job
in his group at NASA. You were there about a month or so and then
you left to work for a contractor that Bill set you up with.”

“What do I do for work?” he asked.

“You’re a computer programmer – kind of
geeky, but that’s okay,” she said with a smile.

He smirked and then smiled back at her. At
least he would like his job, hopefully. “Okay. What happened next –
how did we meet and everything?”

“Well, when you first met Bill, he said that
he’d hire you but on the condition that you had to go to his church
for a few weeks. That’s where we met, and then we ran into each
other on the beach over here and then again at a diner once when I
had some studying to do. We started dating about a month after you
moved here and then you proposed.”

Daniel shook his head. “The last thing I
remember is getting home from college on spring break. Why did I
leave school to move here in the first place?”

“Bill will have to tell you about that –
it’s a long story,” she said. “Anyway, you left school and started
working for him.”

He nodded. “So, I go to church too, huh? I
thought I was done with that when I started college,” he said and
made a face about it.

“Most of your friends are there,” she
mentioned. “You’re a Christian, too, by the way.”

“Really? Man, I must’ve really been
different. What else do I like to do here?”

“You surf a lot and we hang out with some
friends of ours from church, Brad and Shirley. They helped you out
when you proposed.”

“Oh, right – I’ll have to remember them,” he
said with a smile. “Are there any other surprises that I should
know about, you know, like do I have any kids or something?”

She almost laughed and then said, “No, you
don’t have any children, at least not that I know of,” Every once
in a while, he said something that reassured her that the man she
loved was still in there somewhere.

“Whew! That’s a relief – being engaged is
bad enough! Oh, sorry – I wasn’t thinking,” he apologized. He was
about to say something else when his phone rang.

“Hello?” he answered. He glanced over at
Melody. Maybe he could handle being engaged to her – she was
attractive enough. But being engaged was a big deal to him, and he
wasn’t sure he was ready – especially now.

“Hi Daniel – this is Bill. Are you doing
okay?” he asked.

“Yeah, Melody is here – sorry, I still don’t
remember anything.”

“That’s okay. Listen, something came up and
I won’t be able to make it back to your apartment tonight. Can I
catch up with you tomorrow?” Bill asked.

“Sure – I’ll be around.”

“Great. I’ll see you later, then.”

“Cool – later,” Daniel said and then hung up
the phone. He looked over at Melody and said, “Look, I’m starving –
the food at the hospital sucked. Would you like to grab dinner or
something?”

“Sure,” she replied. Sometimes he said
something that the old Daniel never would have, and it would take
her some time to get used to that. It might take her some time to
get used to a lot of things.

He grabbed his keys and wallet and they left
his apartment. She drove him to the diner where they’d had their
first date, hoping that would help him remember something, but it
didn’t. But dinner was pleasant enough, and she told him as much
about his old life as she knew. He didn’t ask about Sarah and she
didn’t mention her either.

After dinner, she drove him back home and he
went immediately back up to his apartment without even looking back
at her, and that made her spirits sink. She missed the man she had
known before and fallen in love with. She drove the short distance
home and fought back the tears. There was a reason all this was
happening, and she had to be strong.

But when she walked into her apartment, she
saw the matching picture with Ruth’s promise on it and couldn’t
hold back her tears any longer. She began weeping and then went to
her bedroom and cried.



* * *



Daniel heard the doorbell ring over the loud
music and hurriedly turned it off. He had to remember to keep it
down a little more – getting evicted would just add to his list of
problems. He quickly walked over to answer the door and opened
it.

“Hi Daniel, can I come in?” Bill asked.

“Sure Bill – how are you today?”

“Good. Did you remember anything yet?”

“Nope – I had dinner with Melody last night
though, and we talked for awhile. So, I guess we’re friends, huh?”
he asked.

“Yeah we are. Look, I talked to your boss at
work and told him what happened, and he’s giving you a few weeks
off to figure out what’s going on and try to get your memory back.
He’s a good guy and you liked working for him before.”

“Cool – thanks. I need to get out of here
later – I’m going stir-crazy in this apartment. I like to surf
right?”

“You do – you go out all the time. Nearly
every chance you get, when you’re not with Melody,” he said.

“Sweet – surfing’s cool. Is that something
for me?” Daniel asked, pointing to the white envelope that Bill was
holding.

“Yes,” he replied, handing him the envelope.
“Go ahead and open it, and then I’ll explain what I think you
should do next.”

“Okay,” Daniel said as he carefully opened
the envelope. He tipped it over and a business card to a bank and a
key dropped out. “What’s this for?” he asked, holding up the
key.

“That’s the key to a safe-deposit box – the
bank’s address is on the card, and the number to the box is on the
back. Be very careful with what’s inside there. Don’t let anyone
else know about it, not even Melody,” Bill warned.

“Alright – who gave you this?”

Bill smiled and replied, “You did. Go to the
bank and get what’s in the box, and everything that’s happening
will start to make sense, okay?”

Daniel nodded, but still looked somewhat
bewildered.

“Just be extremely careful with it. I’d
recommend putting back whatever you take out as soon as you’re
done.” He pulled out a business card and handed it to him. “There’s
my work phone; my home number is on the back – call me whenever you
want to talk or get together or anything.”

Daniel looked at the key and the two cards
and then back up at Bill. “Hey, Bill –” he started to say.

“Yes?”

“Thanks for all your help,” Daniel said, not
really knowing what else to say.

“Anytime, my friend – anytime,” Bill replied
with a wink and a smile.



* * *



On Wednesday afternoon, Daniel went to the
bank designated on the card and brought the card and key with him.
The clerk verified his identity and led him back to the vault and
soon his safe-deposit box was opened. He looked inside and was
surprised to find only notebooks. He felt a twinge of
disappointment and was about to close the box, but he decided to
take them home anyway. He removed all the notebooks and quickly
leafed through them.

As he looked them over, he noticed they were
full of familiar handwriting – his handwriting. But he couldn’t
remember ever writing them at all; with pages upon pages of his own
handwriting, he should have remembered at least some of them. The
dates were very strange also – many of them were from March of that
year all the way until a few weeks ago. It appeared at first glance
that the missing gap in his memory was thoroughly documented in the
notebooks, along with some other strange notes and lists of events
and other items that seemed to be in the future.

His curiosity got the better of him and he
decided to go through the notebooks very thoroughly. After all, he
didn’t have anything better to do for the time being. He put the
notebooks in a small plastic bag and thanked the clerk. He put the
journals onto the passenger seat and drove back to his apartment.
At least he still remembered how to drive, he thought.

After he returned home, he grabbed a diet
soda and then began reading the first journal. He was fascinated –
the voice behind the writing was definitely his own, but much
older, more refined and more mature. The story of what had happened
to him began to unfold, and at first he found it difficult to
believe. How could he – or at least his mind – have come from
nearly twenty years in the future? It sounded like he had achieved
everything he had sought to, but had still been unhappy to some
extent.

At six o’clock, he had nearly finished the
first journal when the doorbell rang. Remembering the warning that
he had found in the first journal, he yelled to give him a minute
and hid the journals in the back of his closet. He rushed out and
looked through the peephole. It was Melody.

“Hi – come in,” he said as he opened the
door.

“Hi – how are you doing today?” Melody
asked. She almost stepped forward to give him a hug, but stopped
when he instinctively stepped back.

“I’m okay – you?” he said, a little
self-consciously. He just didn’t know what to say; in his mind, she
was still more or less a stranger.

“I’m alright. I stopped by to see if you
wanted to get something to eat and then go to church with me – are
you interested?” she asked.

“Well, to be honest, I’m not much of a
churchgoer. It’s nothing personal, I just don’t like it. I’m sorry
if I disappointed you.” He pursed his lips – he felt uncomfortable
and more or less wanted to be left alone to keep reading. “Maybe
some other time though, okay?”

“It’s okay. Actually, I’ve been thinking
about what happened, and I think it’s best that I give this back to
you, at least for awhile until you get your memory back,” she said
and sadly removed the diamond ring from her finger. She held it for
a brief moment, and then handed it to him.

“You don’t have to do that,” he said. He
felt terrible, especially when he saw her eyes begin to fill with
tears.

“Please – I don’t want you to feel like you
have to stay with me when you don’t feel it,” she said. “I’m sorry
– I just can’t believe this is happening – that it’s over.”

“Listen, you don’t have to do this – I just
can’t handle getting married at nineteen or twenty, you know what I
mean? I just need some time to figure out what’s going on.”

“No, please take it – it just isn’t the
same.” She wiped her eyes. “You’re not the same man I fell in love
with.” She was still holding out the ring to him and he reluctantly
took it from her.

“Look – I didn’t ask for any of this to
happen, okay? I’m still trying to figure out how I wound up in
Florida,” he said.

“I know. That’s why we need to take some
time apart,” she replied tearfully. “Daniel, I love you and I’ll be
there for you whenever you need me. I live just down the street off
Adams – you have my number if you ever want to talk.”

“Melody, I –” he stammered, not wanting her
to go but not knowing what to say.

“I have to go now – goodbye, Daniel,” she
said, fighting back more tears.

He nodded awkwardly. “Okay – I’ll see you
around,” he said as she turned and walked out the door.

He felt like a total jerk, like he had
ruined her entire life. He looked down at the beautiful ring in his
hand and sighed. Whatever, he thought. She’d find someone else, and
he would too. She’d get over it, he supposed – she just needed some
time.

His life had only just started – how could
he be tied down in a marriage when he was just beginning to live on
his own?



* * *



Nearly two weeks had passed since Daniel
awoke to find himself lying on a beach in Florida. It was Saturday
morning and he had spent a lot of time over the last few days
thinking. He had finished all the journals over a week ago, but had
reread them and studied them over and over. It had been a lot to
absorb the first time through, but he was fascinated by what he had
written. The events of the future often made him gasp when he first
read them, and his former level of knowledge of programming,
computers, and technology amazed him.

When he read about Gregory and the former
project he had been involved with, he began to grow concerned and
understood why he had hid the journals in a safe-deposit box. The
more he thought about it and read his own writings on the subject,
the more he realized why he had written about companies that would
rise to great heights in the coming technology boom. He might need
to build up significant wealth to protect himself and those he
loved, and also to stop any research that would eventually lead to
time-travel. The names of his former co-workers and parts of their
backgrounds had been detailed; as the future drew nearer, he might
need to track them down and convince them to stay away from the
project.

He had also taken some time to consider all
that had happened to him and where his life was heading. According
to his journals, he had gone all the way down the path that he now
found himself back on, and it had only led to unrest and
unfulfillment. He agreed (in some sense) that God had sent him back
in time to stop a tragedy. And from the journals, there would be
more coming in the years ahead – perhaps he could stop those too.
He believed what had happened to him and that it was a reasonable
explanation for why he had huge chunk of his memory missing and how
he had ended up in Florida.

When he began considering what really
mattered in life, he realized that his older self had been correct
in that area too: everything in life was so passing, so pointless
most of the time. It was the relationships and the people in each
person’s circle that mattered the most. He began to feel
increasingly foolish about how he had acted before, especially
toward Melody. He had hurt her badly, and he didn’t have the
slightest clue about how to fix things with her.

He did want to get married some day and what
did it really matter if he was married next year or five or ten
years from now? He agreed about how empty and lonely life could be
at times, and that being in a good marriage would make it all the
more better. It was time for him to grow up and accept the
responsibilities he now found himself with.

Daniel decided that even though he had
filled in his recent past and figured out most of what had happened
to him, he had no idea how to get his life back on track. He needed
more answers and he knew who he needed to speak to. But he had
another errand to run first. He gathered the journals and his
safe-deposit box key, and drove back to the bank and secured them
once again in the vault. He would review them again whenever
necessary, but they would stay secret and secure most of the
time.

After the bank, he drove over to Bill’s
house and rang the doorbell. A middle-aged woman answered. He tried
to remember her name from his journals – Mary.

“Hello, Daniel – please come in,” she said
with a big smile. “I’ll tell Bill you’re here. Would you like
something to drink?”

“Hi Mary. Water will be fine, thank you,” he
said politely, smiling back at her.

Bill came downstairs a few moments later.
“Hi Daniel. What brings you by today?” he asked as they shook
hands.

“I finished reading the journals and I have
some questions.”

He smiled. “I figured you would. What’s on
your mind?”

“First, I’m sorry about what happened a few
weeks ago, if I was rude to you or anything. Thanks for sticking by
me and for all your help. It means a lot to me,” Daniel said.

“Any time, brother – that’s what friends do.
It would be confusing for anyone to wake up not knowing where they
were or even who they were, especially in your case.”

Daniel nodded and thought for a moment. “To
start off, the journals said I became a Christian – is that true? I
mean, even though I don’t remember it at all, am I still saved and
everything? I guess that why I’m asking is because I haven’t liked
church much for the last few years, and it’s strange to see that I
changed in that area, especially after moving here.”

“Well, Daniel – church isn’t just a building
or place – it’s made up of people being reborn and remade. The
church that the Bible describes is a great spiritual temple made up
of people who are being remade in His image into His Body. A church
building is usually just a place where people with shared beliefs
in the Lord Jesus Christ gather on a regular basis. Maybe you were
not really rebelling against God and church as much as a stuffy
practice of it?”

Daniel thought for a moment. “Okay. Now that
I’ve gone through all the journals, what do I do? I mean, do I
start over with my life in Ohio or do I try to get back into my
life here?”

“I don’t know, Daniel. Only you can answer
that. Step out in faith and see where God leads you. Before, you
made a decision to serve Him for the rest of your life, regardless
of your circumstances. In my mind, that decision still stands, just
as it would for an Alzheimer’s victim or someone else with amnesia.
You made a conscious decision for Him and He’ll respect that,
whether you can remember it or not.”

“Okay. What do I do next for work? Am I
still employed for the contractor you helped me with? I mean, what
if I can’t do the work any longer?”

“As far as I know you’re still working for
them, and I can call in some favors if you need me to. As for your
other question, let’s take a test – since programming is more or
less another language with a fair amount of logic, maybe you’ll
remember some of it. What do you say?” he asked.

“That sounds good,” Daniel replied.

Bill began asking him questions, most of
which were along the same lines as when he had interviewed him
before, when he had first arrived in Florida. He did well enough,
but he wasn’t nearly as sharp as he had been before. But he
remembered enough to be able to do his job. He recommended that
Daniel read through his programming books and that he learn all he
could before he went back to work.

The conversation began to wind down and as
Daniel was about to leave, Bill spoke up.

“Hey Daniel, one more thing before you go:
what about Melody?”

Daniel shook his head. “I don’t know yet – I
messed things up pretty badly.”

Bill nodded. “We’ve been praying for you –
for both of you,” he said.

“Thanks, Bill. I really appreciate it,” he
replied solemnly.



* * *



Daniel sat down on his couch and folded his
hands. He wasn’t nearly as confused as before, and talking with
Bill had helped put his mind at ease about being saved and his job.
He still felt a bit self-conscious towards God, but he would do
what Bill had advised anyway. He would step out in faith.

He slipped off the couch, knelt quietly and
bowed his head, as he had remembered seeing his father do so many
times before. He had no idea where to begin, so he decided to start
off by telling God he was sorry for how he had felt and acted
towards Him and the others in his life, such as his family, his
church, and Melody. He asked God to cut the anger from his heart,
and renewed his promise to follow Him where-ever he was led.

A peace came to him that he couldn’t
remember ever feeling before, but yet was strangely familiar. The
anger and frustration began to leave him and he felt more
reassurance than he had in weeks. He continued praying and asked
God to show him how he could begin making things right and to help
him feel the way he had towards Melody as he had described in his
journals.

Suddenly, a memory flashed into his mind.
Melody was standing before him on a beach and he was kneeling in
front of her holding her hand. He heard himself asking her to marry
him and saw himself slip a ring onto her finger. She said “yes” and
they both began to cry, and then the memory faded. He
remembered.

Daniel began sobbing convulsively against
the couch as the tears began flowing in waves, and for a long time
he just stayed there. After awhile, he was finished and he thanked
His Lord for the memory He had given him.

He knew what he had to do next.



* * *



Daniel walked down Adams Avenue towards the
beach, looking for Melody’s car. The sun was just starting to go
down and the skies were slowly changing colors. Just after
Rosalind, he found her car parked off to the left-hand side, in
front of a one-story duplex. He wandered up the sidewalk and
nervously rang the doorbell. A moment later, he heard a sound at
the door and put on an awkward smile.

Melody opened the door and smiled at him.
“Hi Daniel,” she said. She looked almost surprised to see him, but
was still smiling nevertheless.

“Hey Melody. I was just going down to the
beach and wondered if you would like to go for a walk or
something,” he asked.

“Sure – let me get my jacket,” she said, as
she stepped back inside and then came out a moment later. They
began heading towards the beach.

“I’m not really sure how to begin,” he
started to say after they crossed the street. “I’m really sorry
that I hurt you before. I’ve been thinking about it a lot and
trying to get everything figured out.”

“I’m sorry too – I should have been more
patient,” she said.

“I’ve been reading about what he – or I –
wrote in those journals about you and those other things that
happened. Anyway, can I ask you something?” he said. They stopped
for a moment and he looked at her.

“Anything,” she answered.

“Do you – do you still love me? I mean, even
with all that’s happened?” he asked, watching her reaction
carefully.

“Yes – I still love you. It’s been so hard
the last few weeks without you. I miss you,” she said. She reached
down and gently took his hand. His heart began racing at her touch
and he remembered the memory he’d had earlier.

“I talked to Bill today about what happened
and a lot of other stuff. I’m sorry about what I said about church
– I had no idea what it was all about,” he admitted.

“It’s okay – I understand.” They began
walking towards the beach again.

Soon they reached the walkover and crossed
onto the beach, and then walked down to the water’s edge. He was
almost surprised that they were still holding hands, but it was a
good sign. He turned so he could look at her face to face
again.

“Melody, I read all about how we felt about
each other and how special it was. I was a selfish jerk when I said
that about being engaged. Can you ever forgive me?”

“Yes, I forgive you. Are you still scared of
getting married?” she asked.

“Yeah, but I was a bit scared before anyway,
at least from what I read. Aren’t you?”

“Well, I suppose I am a little, too,” she
admitted. “I guess I was just so caught up with everything that I
hadn’t thought about it much.”

He paused. “I prayed tonight, for the first
time in a long while,” he said. “And when I was praying, I asked
God to help make things right between us.” He began to become
teary-eyed. “Anyway, I remembered proposing to you – it was just
for a moment, but I remembered it. The look on your face when I
asked you to marry me and how you cried when you said ‘yes’.”

Tears came into her eyes now too, and his
voice trembled.

“I don’t know how to say this, and I’ll
understand if you say ‘no’, but could we start over? I know I have
some growing up to do and everything, and I don’t know if it will
be like it was before, but I’d like to try.”

He reached into his pocket and took out the
ring. “But whether you say ‘yes’ or ‘no’, I want you to have this.
I gave it to you because I wanted to spend the rest of my life with
you. And I still do.” He held out the ring.

She wept as she nodded to him and he gently
slipped it back onto her finger. He stepped back and held both her
hands in his.

He looked into her eyes and then said,
“Where you go, I will go, and where you stay, I will stay – your
people will be my people, and your God will by my God.”

He reached forward to her and they held each
other tightly as the waves lapped at their feet.


 Chapter 17 – Back
to the Future



 


 


Seventeen years later…

 


Daniel unslung the backpack from his
shoulder, plopped it into the backseat of his car, and drove off in
a hurry. He’d had a busy day and it wasn’t over yet. Even in the
parking lot, he knew he was driving a little fast, but he didn’t
care – he just wanted to get home. He flipped on the turn-signal
and jerked the wheel to the left, quickly passing the slower car
ahead of him. He floored the accelerator and then took the exit
onto the causeway and sped across.

He pulled into the left-hand lane as the
causeway began to descend, and then he slowed to a stop at the
light. He waited impatiently for it to change, and then turned left
onto A1A and sped up again. He’d be home in fifteen minutes – he
would have just enough time to check his computer. He heard the
familiar chime on his cell-phone and saw that it was his wife. He
smiled and flipped it open.

“Hi Sweetheart,” he answered.

“Hi, Daniel – I just picked Hope up from
soccer practice – we’re running a few minutes late, but we should
still be able to make it there by six-thirty,” she said. He could
hear his six-year old daughter talking in the background.

“Okay – that sounds good, I’ll see you at
home,” he said.

“See you then – I love you.”

“I love you, too,” he replied and flipped
the phone shut. He really should get an earpiece or at least a
headset, but he hated looking and feeling like a cyborg. He also
needed to disconnect every-so-often.

He slowed down since his wife had said she
was running late – he would have enough time for sure now. The warm
winds were blowing in from the coast and he rolled down the windows
to let the fresh air in. He looked out at the tall palm trees as he
drove past.

Ten minutes later, he slowed down and made a
right-hand turn off of A1A into the small private drive. He lived
in a large old house right on the beach. He had done well.

He clicked the garage door open and sped
inside. He grabbed his bag from the backseat and walked quickly
into the house, turning off the alarm and then closing the door
behind him.



* * *



He jogged upstairs to his study and did a
quick check of his desk area. Nothing was out of place. He set his
backpack on one of the nearby chairs and sat down at the desk.

Daniel flipped open the lid to the laptop
and ran his finger over the fingerprint-reader and was quickly
logged in. He clicked an icon and entered his username and
password, and then entered the security-code he had received
earlier that day. He logged in and browsed for the satellite feed.
He found it a moment later and clicked it to open the feed.

A red message popped up on his screen.

“Satellite feed unavailable at this time.
Please try again later,” he read. He muttered under his breath and
tried it two more times, and got the same result. He sighed and
locked his computer. He’d have to try it again later. Since he had
gotten home before his wife and daughter, he had a few minutes to
kill.

He closed his eyes and slumped back in the
chair. What a day. A few moments later, he got up and opened the
window to let in the fresh air from the beach. He glanced around at
the numerous books that filled the bookshelf. Along one of the
walls were pictures of his family and other items of memorabilia.
On the other wall was a framed picture of the Endeavor space
shuttle as it had looked on the launchpad before its maiden launch.
Next to it was a picture of the same shuttle in space and another
as it had safely landed.

Next to that one was an even larger picture
of the Twin Towers, as they had looked at sunset with many of the
office lights on. The picture had been taken a few months before
they had been destroyed by Al Qaeda. He had looked at that picture
nearly every day for over eight years. Next to it and arranged in a
similar fashion as the Endeavor pictures, were the images of the
buildings on fire, the buildings collapsing, and finally the
buildings in complete ruin.

The Endeavor pictures were there to remind
him of his successes, but the ones of the Twin Towers were there to
remind him of his failures. His wife often told him that he had not
been the one who had failed, but the dozens of people who had
refused to listen to him. He usually acknowledged that she was
right, but more often to put an end to the discussion than anything
else. He could have tried harder. He should have tried harder.

There were other pictures next to the World
Trade Center and the Endeavor pictures, but he didn’t look at those
nearly as often. Several of them were of airliners and he sighed as
he remembered. He had one more ‘job’ to do, as he called them. He
had nearly gotten caught last time – the TSA’s security and
monitoring systems were becoming more sophisticated.

How fitting that his last job would be for
her plane – the one from his dreams that had started everything
many years before. The one that she had died on before all his
adventures had begun. But that wasn’t for another six months, so he
still had plenty of time to prepare. This time he would be more
careful.

He got up to look at the pictures of his
family on the other wall, and smiled as he saw those of his
daughter just after she had been born and all of her birthdays and
Christmas’s since. The engagement pictures and wedding pictures
always made him smile, and he tried to always take at least one
glance at them before he left the room.

He looked at his wife in her wedding dress
and felt his throat tighten. No matter how many times he looked at
her, he always felt the same. She was older now – they both were,
but they were still quite young for all they had been through.

Fifteen years, he thought. Had it really
been that long? He remembered everything like it had been
yesterday: their wedding day and honeymoon, their first home
together, and then the birth of their daughter and her first steps.
It had gone by so fast!

He heard a sound downstairs and quickly
looked over to where his handgun was hidden away in the bookshelf.
He had carved out one of the books to hide it and no one – not even
his wife – knew of it. And every day, he prayed he would never have
to take it out.

“Hello?” he heard his wife say from
downstairs.

“Hi Sweetheart – I’m upstairs. I’ll be down
in a minute,” he called down to her. He rechecked his laptop and
then closed the window. He did a quick check of the study to
memorize where everything was and then headed downstairs.

“Daddy, daddy!” his daughter exclaimed as he
trotted down the steps. “We’re going to Abby’s house!”

“I know – Ashlee will be there too,” he
said. “But first things first,” he said as he leaned down to give
her a hug.

“Look what I made in school today!” she said
as she ran back to her tote-bag and pulled out a paper plate with
small brown ears and yarn for whiskers.

“Wow – that looks beautiful – you did a
great job!” he said, patting her on the back and looking it
over.

“Hope, can you go get the card you made last
night? We have to get going soon,” her mother called.

“Okay, Mommy – I’ll be right back,” she
declared as she ran out of the room.

He looked after her and smiled, and then
headed into the kitchen to greet his wife.

“Hi Mel, how was your day?” he said as he
walked in and gave her a kiss.

“Good – yours?”

“Busy. But that’s the way it is during a
sprint,” he answered. “I may need to do a little tonight after we
get back.”

“Okay. Are you ready?” she asked. She went
back to looking through the mail and sorting it out on the
counter.

“Yeah,” he moved behind her and rubbed her
shoulders, and felt her relax. “How did she do in practice
today?”

“Pretty well – her dribbling is getting
better. Your extra time with her the other night helped out.”

“That’s good,” he replied. “Even though I’m
not much of an athlete myself.”

“Here it is, Mommy,” Hope said as she ran in
waving her hand-drawn card. “Can we go now? I want to play with
Abby!” Hope said excitedly.

“Okay – we’re leaving now. Do you have your
doll?” Melody answered.

“Yup – she’s right here,” she said, pointing
to her doll in her tote-bag.

Melody and Hope walked to the door and then
got into the car while he set the alarm and locked up the house. He
checked things over again quickly and then got into the SUV.

The garage door opened and they were soon on
their way over to Merritt Island.



* * *



“She’s here!” someone whispered loudly.
“Everybody – hide!” The twenty people in the room scurried to their
hiding places. Most were kneeling or crouching behind chairs, the
furniture, and even a few of the guests were behind or under the
table. Others were in the kitchen or behind doors.

The doorknob of the front door jiggled and
Brad opened the door for his oldest daughter and his wife.

“Surprise!” everyone shouted as they jumped
out from their places.

Ashlee jumped back and almost collided into
her mother. Her face reddened and a big smile crossed her face.

“You guys – you got me this time! That was
great!” she exclaimed. All the guests began milling around her,
giving her hugs and asking how her trip was.

“Can I go play with Abby now?” Hope asked
her father impatiently.

“Sure – be careful around Rusty, okay?”
Daniel said. She ran off to find Abby, the Hudson’s youngest
daughter. They were only a few months apart in age and had been
best friends since they had been toddlers.

Rusty, the Hudson’s golden retriever, whined
and scratched insistently at the door and David, one of their boys,
let him in from the backyard. He excitedly ran into the house and
darted straight over to Ashlee, who reached down and patted him on
the head while she continued talking with the guests. She had just
returned from her first mission’s trip in Peru and had been gone
the last three months.

Melody was one of the first to welcome
Ashlee home and smiled back at Daniel as he walked over. He didn’t
like big crowds and had waited for the group around Ashlee to
diminish before he approached. Ashlee was now a beautiful young
woman of nineteen and already a strong, fairly mature Christian.
Along with Brad, he sometimes worried that her fire would diminish
over time or her morals would be compromised, especially if she
went off to college too soon or became overly-involved with a young
man.

“Hi Ashlee – did you have a good trip?” he
asked as he gave her a friendly hug.

“It was great – I learned a lot,” she said.
“I wanted to thank you and Melody again for sponsoring my trip – I
couldn’t have done it without your help.”

“You’re welcome – it’s good to have you
back,” he said with a smile, and then reached down and rubbed
behind Rusty’s ears. He was sitting faithfully next to her now,
having gotten most of the excitement out of his system. Ashlee had
gotten him when she was ten and had done a great job in training
him.

“Hey Daniel – can you give me a hand?” Brad
asked.

“Sure,” he answered and then excused himself
from the small group. Shirley and Melody were still nearby, but
were talking with other friends and family now. “How’s it going?”
he asked as he followed him out to the kitchen.

“Pretty good – the traffic was crazy on the
way back. Can you grab the drinks and stuff? I’ll bring the cake
out.” He looked around for his sons, David and Jonathan, to make
sure they were staying out of trouble. David was talking with his
grandfather and Jonathan was looking bored and mischievous. He
needed something to do, Daniel thought.

“Jonathan – can you come here please?” he
called out. The young boy got up and quickly walked over to
him.

“Hey buddy, can you start putting ice in all
the glasses? Your dad and I are on cake duty tonight. Later we can
go out back and shoot some hoops,” he said.

“Okay,” the boy replied with a hopeful
smile, and went over to the freezer and took out the ice cube
container.

Daniel glanced over to him to make sure he
was doing okay. He would be nine this year, just six months younger
than Jacob, their first child would have been. Melody had a
miscarriage during her fourth month and it had taken her a long
time to recover. And even though he had died, they had still
decided to name him and give him a proper burial. That time had
been very difficult for all of them; even now, nearly every time he
saw Jonathan, he thought of Jacob.

Jonathan came back and began filling the
glasses with ice, and then carefully poured the lemonade and water.
Brad finished cutting the cake and then put it on small plastic
dessert plates.

Daniel heard the laughter of two little
girls and looked up to see Hope and Abby surrounding David on
either side and tugging at him to play “prince and princess” with
them. He complied but said he could only play one time with them.
They immediately agreed and rushed away to get their royal
garments. Daniel laughed to himself; Hope often mentioned dreamily
about how he was her prince and that they would be married someday.
David was good with kids – he always had been.

Brad announced that the refreshments were
ready and gathered everyone around to give thanks for the safe
return of their daughter and for their gathering. Soon the group
began moving towards the dining room and Jonathan was first in line
to get his piece of cake until his father reminded him that guests
came first. He reluctantly obeyed and then slipped in behind his
grandparents.

The party began winding down about an hour
later, and then Daniel took Jonathan and David outside to shoot
some baskets out back. Both boys would be tall like their father,
while it looked like Abby would be on the shorter side like her
mother. After four or five games of ‘horse’, Brad came out and
played with them too, and stayed until the guests began
leaving.

At ten o’clock, the party was over and
Daniel and Melody began helping Brad and Shirley clean up. Abby and
Hope were sitting on the couch watching a princess movie on the
television; both were wearing plastic shoes and shiny crowns. David
and Jonathan came in from basketball to help, and then went back
outside to play some more before bedtime.

Daniel and Melody stayed and visited with
Brad, Shirley, and Ashlee until the movie was finished, and then
they said goodbye and went home.



* * *



It was nearly eleven o’clock before they
returned home, and Hope was fast asleep in her booster-seat as they
pulled into the garage. Melody took Hope’s doll and bag inside,
while Daniel carefully picked her up out of her seat. He groaned a
little when he carried her upstairs – she was getting bigger every
day.

He laid her down gently in her bed, removed
her shoes and her crown, and then tucked her in. He kissed her
forehead and soon Melody came in and said goodnight to her too.

Daniel and Melody left her room and began to
get ready for bed.

“I’m beat,” she said as he brushed his
teeth. He nodded. “Do you still need to do some work tonight?”

He rinsed and then replied, “Nah, it can
wait. I’ll do a quick email check and that will be good
enough.”

“Okay, I’ll see you in a few minutes,” she
said as she gave him a quick kiss and then got into bed. She turned
on the lamp on her side and began reading a book from her
nightstand.

Daniel walked into his study and sat down at
the laptop and flipped it open. He logged in and tried the
satellite feed again. There was no error message this time and he
glanced over at the door to make sure he was alone. He entered in
the GPS coordinates and waited for the satellite feed to be updated
and displayed. A minute later, the feed was finished updating and
he looked over the area.

He clicked another link on the page and a
time-lapsed video for the last week began streaming to his laptop.
A snapshot was taken of the area every fifteen minutes or so, and
then all the snapshots were combined into a video stream. He
maximized the window and carefully watched the video. He watched it
and thought he saw a wisp of smoke once, but it could have been
anything, from a dust devil to a small windstorm. He didn’t see any
cars or any other sign of people in the area, and that was what he
was most concerned about.

He closed the satellite feed and sighed –
nothing had changed. He had been checking the feed every week or so
for the last five years. He wasn’t quite sure what he would do if
he ever saw construction begin at the old SPARC site. He would
almost be surprised if it ever did, as a matter of fact. He had
been quietly undermining Gregory Turansky and his research for
years, offering the top engineers and scientists who had previously
worked on the project research grants and positions at other
companies. He did not want the SPARC project restarted and would do
what he needed to ensure that it never was. He did a quick status
check on Gregory and found he was still in Socorro.

Daniel owned his own software company and
had also started several charities, foundations, and scholarships.
He had made millions of dollars from his investments in real estate
and the stock market during the technology boom of the 1990s and
early Twenty-First Century. He had at least a dozen off-shore
corporations and tax shelters, and quietly used them to maneuver
the scientists, engineers, and investors of the original SPARC
project and prevent them from starting the project and others like
it. Time-travel was too dangerous, in his opinion, and even though
it had more or less worked out to his overall benefit, he still
didn’t want to take any chances.

He logged off the laptop and closed the
display. He plodded back into their bedroom and found Melody asleep
with her book on her lap. He smiled – she had indeed been tired –
and then quietly put her book back on her nightstand, turned off
the light, and pulled the covers up over her and tucked her in.

Daniel was tired too, but didn’t feel like
going to bed just quite yet. He wandered out to the balcony just
outside their bedroom and closed the doors behind him. He glanced
down at the surf and the waves below, and breathed deeply of the
salt-air. The breeze was still warm and moist and he looked up at
the stars far above him. He considered getting out his telescope
for a moment, but decided to save it for a night that was a little
clearer.

He thought about the satellite feed and
tried as hard as he could to remember the SPARC project and some of
the people he had known there, but nothing came into his mind.
Sometimes he had brief flashes of that other time and that other
life, but they were increasingly fewer after so many years. He also
sometimes had flashes of other times with Melody that he couldn’t
quite remember, but he usually chalked them up to remembering
dreams or jumbling other memories together. In a year or two, his
old life wouldn’t matter at all, not that it really did anymore
anyway, he supposed.

Daniel took one last look at the stars, and
then out at the waves again. He went back inside and checked the
alarm system, and then turned off all the lights.

He crawled into bed and lay down close to
his wife, who was still sleeping. Melody stirred a little and he
gently slipped his arm over her waist and closed his eyes. He had
much to be thankful for, and he always tried to remember to give
thanks for another day with those he loved.

He said a short prayer for his wife and
daughter and for a handful of others in his life. And then he
peacefully drifted off to sleep.



* * *



A tall, thin man in a dark suit stopped his
sedan in front of the small desolate mountain and slowly stepped
out. He looked around and checked his watch, and then calmly,
quietly waited. He adjusted his sunglasses and continued to wait.
They would be here soon.

The wind suddenly picked up and began
blowing bits of sand and dust all around him. He heard a faint
sound in the distance and turned to see a tiny cloud of dust rising
from the desert floor on the eastern horizon. He smiled and
adjusted his suit jacket.

A few minutes later, a caravan of cars and
SUVs pulled up and nearly two dozen people stepped out. One was
carrying a decorative, silver-plated shovel with him, and walked up
to the man in the dark suit and shook his hand.

He still held the shovel and gave a short
commencement address to the crowd of investors and lawyers gathered
before him. He turned and introduced the man in the dark suit who
had arrived before everyone else, and then handed him the
shovel.

He thanked them for their attendance and
gave a short speech describing his vision and plans for the site
they were consecrating. And then he placed the blade of the shovel
firmly into the ground and gave it a strong push with his foot. He
scooped out a shovelful of dirt from the parched ground and turned
it over to dump it out. Everyone in the crowd clapped loudly and
congratulated one another.

Five minutes later, the groundbreaking
ceremony was over and everyone climbed back into their vehicles and
sped off, leaving the man in the dark suit by himself once again.
Soon the dust from their cars had blown away and faded into the
distance.

Gregory Turansky looked at the shovelful of
overturned dirt and smiled.

The game had begun.

 



 From the Author



 


 


The first draft of this book was much
different and was written during my first year of college in 1992,
in the fall after I left Cape Canaveral. Some of the main
characters and scenes are the same, but everything else has been
completely rewritten.

The first draft was written before the
widespread advent of cell-phones, laptops, and even the Internet.
It was quite interesting to review the original draft when these
items had not yet become commonplace. I’m still waiting for the
flying cars to be invented, but that’s another story.

During my brief residence at Cape Canaveral,
I became a Christian, mainly due to some personal extenuating
circumstances and the wonderful people of Orsino Baptist Church,
about which the main church in the book is patterned after. Every
Christian has a church, a home, or another place they were re-born
in, and that church was my “new birth” place.

The proper spelling of the space shuttle is
“Endeavour” (after the British spelling of the word), but is used
in the book and in the title as a play on words. Incidentally, NASA
also made the same mistake when they misspelled its name on the
launchpad in 2007.

Discovery was actually the first shuttle to
be launched into space after the Challenger disaster in January
1992, and Endeavour was the second. For dramatic purposes, the
Discovery launch was left out of the story to make the Endeavour
launch the next one after the Challenger tragedy.

According to NASA, the space shuttle
Endeavour will be decommissioned in 2010 (along with all the other
space shuttles) and may fly the very last shuttle mission, until
the new generation of orbiters is established.
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