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Clorissa
	fidgeted so violently that a young mother moved with her boy to the
	other side of the waiting room. A man stared over the top of his
	magazine. The smug receptionist rang Dr. Langley to let her know
	‘the famous’ Clorissa Holiday had arrived, and appeared
	to be having some kind of anxiety attack.

No
	matter where Clorissa put her legs, they felt huge and cramped. She
	choked her purse. Sweat bled makeup to the corners of her nose. 


“Ms.
	Holiday?” A nurse with clipboard hovered at the entrance to
	the hallway. “We’re ready for you.”  Clorissa
	sucked in air to ward off nausea. She wanted to jump up, but her
	problem kept her glued to the chair.  The room quieted.

A
	young mother tugged her child’s arm.  “Stop staring. Sit
	down,” she whispered.

The
	boy pointed. “The lady she’s not going Mommy. Look.”

The
	nurse loved it. The famous radio personality, the tough talking
	inspiration, looked as scared as a rabbit in a dog pound. “Are
	you okay? Would you like a wheel chair?” she puckered.

Clorissa
	couldn’t help herself. From the safety of home, it seemed so
	silly. She laughed away the idea of being afraid in public. But out
	here, a different person emerged. A selfish dominating crazy woman
	with a single mission to run away or hide. She closed her eyes and
	imagined a bowl of cold plums collecting dew. 


“I
	don’t need a wheelchair,” she struggled. That would look
	even more pathetic. A poor helpless excuse for a person, crumpled in
	a chair. She’d be crying if she weren’t so mad. 


No
	one had a clue what Ms. Holiday would look like. The extreme
	recluse. Even her host radio station hadn’t laid eyes on her.
	She’d run her syndicated talk show out of her home since its
	inception and the nurse saw why. Acute phobia stretched this woman
	to a wiry mess. 


Clorissa
	had hoped to hide behind her unknown face. The nurse’s pudgy
	smirk betrayed the serious lips. They knew who she was. Maybe
	everyone knew.

The
	nurse had imagined a bigger woman, maybe a fiery redhead. Clorissa’s
	short, slight body hunched over a bulging purse. Her straight,
	nearly white blond hair spilled over her shoulders. Her face was
	thin and angular, her nose bony. Blue eyes stood out below blond
	eyebrows. Her body had no fat, and a tight waist the nurse would die
	for. ‘You won’t have that much longer,’ she
	mumbled to herself.

The
	nurse had listened to the Holiday Show just last night, knowing
	today they would meet at the fertility clinic. There was no mention
	of artificial insemination or even that she wanted a child. Why
	would this strong minded woman not want to talk about something so
	important in her life? 


The
	clinic management had held a short staff meeting early that morning,
	reminding them of the code of ethics. They were not to tell anyone
	about Ms. Holiday’s visit and procedure. In fact, Ms. Holiday
	threatened to sue if one word made it to the media. Standing there
	in front of this paranoid woman, the nurse wasn’t sure she
	could keep buttoned up about something so hot.

The
	irony was just as evident to Clorissa. Steps away from completing
	her crusade of having a child, she felt crushed under the weight of
	her own ridiculous anxiety. It wasn’t the hospital setting, or
	the nurse, or anything to do with the artificial insemination
	procedure. It came from deep down - a primitive want. She needed to
	be back at her farm house, in the small center room by the
	fireplace, as if it were the only place with good air. 


The
	toddler in the waiting room became bored watching Clorissa and ran
	up to the fish tank. He yelled something to a fish. As Clorissa
	stared at the jumble of makeup and kleenex in her purse, she
	realized how pitiful she was compared to the child. She couldn’t
	even talk to a fish.

“I’d
	reschedule, Ma’am, but we have initiated the semen preparation
	and can’t turn back without charging you. “

The
	receptionist pushed a wheel chair into the room to get a closer
	look. Clorissa finally stood. “No, no I’m fine. Just
	getting myself together.” She attempted a smile, but it looked
	painted on.

She
	followed the nurse through the halls to an examination room. The
	wheel chair stuck close behind. Clorissa felt like part of a stupid
	parade. 


They’d
	tried to make the examination room homey, with flower print
	curtains, a patchwork bedspread, oak shelves, and some house chairs.
	But the hospital was clearly visible under the thin veil. Like a
	heavily armed GI in pajamas. The nurse’s shoes squeaked on the
	linoleum. Monitoring equipment by the bed had already been turned
	on, beeping and blinking. Hospital smell stuck to everything.

A
	woman greeted her at the door, welcoming her with an outstretched
	arm like this was the kind of place everyone had connected to their
	living rooms. The absurdity brought Clorissa momentary relief.

“I’m
	Doctor Langley. So glad to finally meet you!” she announced
	with a chipper nod. 


The
	staff had been buzzing about the near panic attack in the waiting
	room. Although news enough, this was Clorissa Holiday, the eccentric
	celebrity. The doctor moved smoothly, making comfortable gestures to
	occupy Clorissa’s eyes. “I never thought there’d
	be such an attractive young woman behind that voice on the radio.
	Let’s get going now. We’re all set for you so we can get
	you out of here in a jiffy.”

Clorissa
	closed her eyes to stop the hyperventilating. 


“Most
	of the women in the clinic listen to your show. There’s always
	at least one comment making the rounds at coffee breaks. Which
	reminds me, can I get you something? A glass of water?”

“Yes,”
	she labored. 


Clorissa
	Holiday had a textbook case of agoraphobia. She knew well of the
	myriad of drugs available to cut the edge off her anxiety, but she’d
	just as soon have a lobotomy than artificially alter her state of
	mind with drugs. Except of course with a glass of wine, which she
	enjoyed often. She saw the hypocrisy in this, but few things in her
	life tied neatly together.

A
	raw face-your-truth sentiment boiled out of radios every evening
	during The Holiday Show, a popular syndicated AM Radio talk program.
	Clorissa had no sympathy for the broken hearted callers, whining to
	find easy fixes for their petty problems. Clorissa had to bear the
	weight of a debilitating paranoia of public places, or any place
	away from farm house sanctuary in the high desert hills of Plymouth
	Washington. She hated being a slave to such a condition, but there
	it was, as menacing as it was absurd. 


The
	doctor led her to a chair by a small table. “We made some
	adjustments to our usual procedures for you, Ms. Holiday. Since you
	missed all our preparatory meetings, I do have to go over a few
	things.”

“I
	hope this doesn’t take long. I’m not feeling well.”
	She smeared her eyeliner wiping away a drop of sweat.

“You
	realize that your chances of conceiving are greatly reduced, since
	you have not participated in our monitoring process. We have no idea
	what your cycle is, so we’re shooting in the dark here.”

“I
	know my cycles, Doctor. I’m ripe.”

The
	Doctor followed down a long list on a glossy pamphlet. She described
	the insertion procedures with a sweet little voice like she was
	telling a scared teenager how to put in her first tampon.

“Doctor,
	you don’t need to do this. I’ve done the research. Just
	get on with the procedure.”

“It’s
	our policy, Ms. Holiday, to make sure our patients are completely
	informed. Anyway, it will take another 15 minutes to prepare the
	sperm.”

“Still
	frozen?”

The
	Doctor gave a friendly smile, then returned to her practiced speech.
	On the table in front of them lay the full file. Clorissa recognized
	the top sheet from an Internet questionnaire she had filled out a
	few months earlier. She recalled the evening she spent with a glass
	of wine, paging through the donor profiles. God couldn’t have
	it any easier. Tall? Short? Athletic? Scientist, writer, teacher,
	company executive? To keep them confidential, and probably to
	prevent every woman from picking the same movie star looking man,
	they didn’t show pictures. Clorissa created their faces from
	the hair and eye color, and ethnicity. She dressed them in the
	clothes of their profession, and slapped on expressions to match.
	For a moment, the memories transported her away from the irritating
	conversation.

She
	remembered every word written about the man she picked. 5’11”,
	green eyes, blond hair, regular frame. Health conscious, avid
	runner, bicyclist, and a scientist in telecommunications. She
	realized these were not all genetic traits, but she wanted to pick
	someone that made sense in her heart to give natural selection a
	hand in the evolution cheating exercise. 


She’d
	become somewhat of a communications expert herself after she’d
	had a mini-studio built at her farm. It took an elaborate setup to
	transmit her nightly show from home, and she did a lot of work
	herself to avoid contact with installers. Maybe she’d like a
	telecommunications scientist, a fitting father for her future child.
	She painted a particularly attractive face on this unnamed man with
	whom she was about to become intensely intimate.

A
	nurse arrived with the insertion equipment. When the Doctor turned
	to consult with her, Clorissa quickly paged through the donor file
	on the table. The nurse protested and quickly shut it, “Our
	files are confidential, Ma’am.” She wasn’t looking
	for anything in particular, just curious. In the seconds it was
	opened, she spotted a penciled annotation on a page within,
	“Beatty.” Was it a doctor’s last name? An
	innocuous note? Or could it be the last name of her donor? “Beatty”
	she repeated. It was a sign. Girl or boy, this would be the child’s
	name.
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As
	odd as it seemed, Clorissa felt better with her legs in the
	stirrups. This meant progress. The awkwardness of the doctor and
	nurse taking turns looking up her vagina was nothing compared to the
	churning desire to get out of there. Once the sperm was inserted,
	she’d wait an hour, and go home. 


She
	turned to watch the window where a branch swayed with breezes. The
	Doctor carried the sperm sample in its special container like the
	Holy Grail. Her disciple followed dutifully.

To
	ease Clorissa’s discomfort, the nurse pulled up a chair to the
	head of the bed while the Doctor worked. “I think you said the
	right thing to that suicide girl. A lot of us here did.”

Clorissa
	snapped her head around. “I did?” she growled at the
	nurse. “A teenage girl’s life ended with that call! Or
	were you too busy gawking at the poor girl’s dead body to
	notice.” 


The
	nurse shot a confused look at Dr. Langley for an sign of how to
	handle this. The Doctor cut the air with her hand, warning the nurse
	to keep her cool.

§§§

A
	year ago, a young woman had called Clorissa Holiday’s talk
	show on the brink of taking a handful of pills. After Clorissa gave
	her harsh advice, the girl went through with it. The audio clip had
	been played so many times on the news, millions knew every syllable.
	“I can’t stand it, I just can’t stand it. I’m
	going to do this, I swear,” the whimpering voice pleaded.

“For
	what? What?” Clorissa had just heard a long string of narrow
	minded whining - ‘I hate my looks.’ ‘People think
	I’m fat.’ ‘I want to be more assertive.’
	Clorissa talked tough to the insecure. Listeners found her battle
	cries encouraging, even at the expense of the humiliated callers. 


“Suicide
	is so cowardly, so senseless. It’s the ultimate sign of
	weakness. Everyone has a cross to bear. What makes you think yours
	is heavier than everyone else’s?”

“But
	. . “, she paused to cry, “My boyfriend . . . “

Clorissa
	laid into her without letting her finish. “This is because of
	a boyfriend? Oh please, I don’t even want to know. There are 3
	billion boys out there, and you’re letting one sex hungry jerk
	lead you to contemplating suicide? Can’t you see how foolish
	that is?”

“I
	loved him.”

“You
	loved him? You loved the one guy out there who has done something so
	horrible to you that you’re on the brink? What a wonderful
	guy. What a stupid girl.” And then the line which landed
	Clorissa in criminal court, “Do what you want with your life.”
	That night, the young woman did, and the Holiday Show hit the big
	time.

§§§

Clorissa
	was born in Manhattan as Clorissa Weinhart, the only child of a
	wealthy Chemical company executive and his alcoholic wife. They
	lived in a five story town house on the upper east side on 92nd.

Clorissa’s
	room filled the whole fourth floor of the thin yet extremely elegant
	home. Night after night, she’d hear her intoxicated mother
	scream at her father so loudly, it shook her bedside lamp.
	Eventually, her mother would stumble up the stairs to sleep alone in
	the guest room.

Her
	father left when she was five. Her mother had plenty of money from
	the divorce settlement, which was unfortunate since it gave her
	bottomless resources to live as the moneyed lush. Clorissa often
	found her spilled out on a smooth bedspread, fully dressed in loud
	clothing, head hanging over a pool of vomit. 


One
	night when she was six, her mother forgot her at a Manhattan bar, an
	event Clorissa blamed for beginning her paranoia. 


The
	routine went astray when the babysitter didn’t show that
	evening. Her Mom told her they would go “visiting friends”
	after dinner. “I’ll introduce you to some people who
	have girls your age. It’s a wonderful place, connected to a
	fancy hotel, with a big lobby and lots of places to explore.”

True
	to the words, the smoky lounge connected to what seemed like endless
	corridors and rooms. Clorissa disappeared into the enticing
	labyrinth within minutes. After one drink, her mother didn’t
	miss her. Clorissa stretched out on big chairs in a reading room,
	ate candies from glass dishes, and pushed buttons in the elevator
	lobby – while evading the increasingly agitated staff.

Soon
	she ended up hiding under the plush cashmere and tweed coats hanging
	in the coat room. She remembered standing up inside one, surrounded
	by man smells. The cool silk lining defied the outer heavy wool.
	Like the man embraced her. Safe. Almost loved. 


She
	awoke hours later, curled underneath the hanging material, when a
	coat was removed by a woman in a white dress. She crouched back
	until they were gone, then inched out the door to the lobby. Tones
	were different now, activity had slowed, only a few people remained
	in the hallways. A few lingered by the door, dressed for winter,
	saying their good byes. She sprinted into the lounge to the table
	where her Mom had been, but it was empty. 


Some
	recognized her as the daughter of the drunken woman who’d
	staggered off. The whole room seemed to be after her. Hotel staff
	stood at the doors to block her from leaving. Patrons cooed to her.
	“It’s okay, little girl, we’ll take you home.”
	They acted as if they had a right to reach for her, grab her, take
	her away.

Clorissa
	ran. She weaved between the tables, wiggling away from the clutching
	hands, through the lobby, out the front door, past a shouting
	doorman. The street was wet and framed by dirty brown snow. Her
	quick breaths made little puffs in the cold air. The slush easily
	slurped inside of her shiny black leather shoes and soaked through
	her thin lacy ankle socks. She ran down 5th Avenue, past
	the dark store fronts of Bloomingdale’s, Saks, FAO Schwartz. 


Everyone
	stared. Cars pulled over and people called to her. Some tried to
	intercept her, jumping left and right as she dashed by. She didn’t
	know where to go. She recognized some of the places, but had no idea
	which direction to run. She could picture her brownstone home, but
	none of the buildings were anything like it. 


She
	cried while she ran. She lost her breath as she choked on her tears.
	Alone on a corner, cold, wet, and tired. She shut her eyes, trying
	to make it go away, trying to will herself back home to her room
	where she could close the door and curl into a little ball under her
	covers.

The
	next thing she remembered was the gold and silver badge on a
	policeman’s lapel. She wanted to run, but all her strength had
	drained into the cold streets.

Clorissa
	spent the night on a couch in the police station break room. Her
	mother burst through the doors around noon the next day, still
	dressed in evening clothes. Once sober, she could put on the most
	professional façade. She told the police her little girl had
	run away, passing it off as the trivial passages of a young girl.
	Clorissa showed no marks of abuse, and her expensive clothes
	confirmed her mother’s insistent depiction of a spoiled child.

Time
	after time, these things would happen, and worse. Medical
	emergencies, abusive men, drink-induced auto accidents. But her
	ingenious mother always created a believable culprit other than
	herself.

§§§

Clorissa
	finally found refuge in academia. She attended a girls boarding
	school north of Boston, and eight years at Hampshire College where
	she stayed through a masters. 


The
	study of physics catered to her reclusive style. Most everything she
	needed to know could be found in books. She was not a religious
	person, but the elegance and simplicity of natural forces made her
	feel close to the gods. She found a world where achievement required
	minimal human contact. Hampshire College’s remote setting took
	her far from her city roots.

Her
	mother died of liver failure before Clorissa graduated. She left a
	sizable sum, enough to buy a 50 acre lot and a farm house in the
	southeast corner of Washington State. The other side of the world
	from Manhattan. She was offered a research assistant position at the
	Washington State University in Richland. Her place was northwest of
	Plymouth, ten miles from the Columbia River, and not far from the
	McNary Dam, a major hydroelectric plant feeding power to the Seattle
	area.

She
	quit the job after only six months. She found it harder each day to
	leave her sanctuary, preferring the quiet calm of the high desert
	retreat. She had income from a trust fund that easily covered her
	minimal expenses. She paid a neighboring farmer’s wife to pick
	up groceries and miscellany.

Eventually,
	Clorissa never left the house. She searched for telephone based work
	with marginal luck. Her big break came from an unexpected source.
	The radio.
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Each
	night, with a glass of wine and feet in her favorite ugly slippers,
	she’d listen to talk radio. The banter of callers with their
	trivial problems angered her, but voyeurism into such pointless
	problems gave her a sense of confidence. One night, she couldn’t
	hold back and called the station. 


“What
	pathetic advice you give callers,” she taunted. “Drugs?
	That will make it all better? She can’t handle a few problems
	at home, so she should check into a shrink for some pills?”

“Whoa
	there! Do you have a better suggestion, Miss?”

“Life
	is full of imperfections. Yet what do you tell these poor callers?
	Don’t challenge your anguish, dilute it! You’re
	pitiful.”

“Let
	me know how you really feel!” the commentator chuckled.
	“What’s your name, Miss?” 


She
	hesitated. A crowd of listeners suddenly poured into her living
	room. She considered hanging up. He sensed the strain. “It’s
	Holiday,” she lied, facing her Billy Holiday collection
	stacked on a shelf. “Clorissa Holiday.”

Talk
	show hosts covet controversy. They replayed Clorissa’s
	passionate tirade the next few nights, always ending for a plea for
	her to call back. Callers weighed in on both sides of the debate,
	ardently advocating or criticizing the use of drug therapy. The
	station managers loved it.

Clorissa
	enjoyed being thrust into the public ear while remaining aloof. She
	found herself planning her day around the evening show, surrounding
	herself with snacks and drink to get her through the whole show
	without moving. After a week, she finally called back. They put her
	through immediately.

“Clorissa
	Holiday?”

“Yes.”

“You’ve
	raised quite a stir out there in the Tri-Cities. Our caller line’s
	never been so busy. How did you come to your
	kick-out-the-bum-doctors attitude anyway? You have personal
	experience you’d like to share?”

“That’s
	none of your business.”

“Oh
	really? What business was it of yours to size me up into a pea sized
	box in front of thousands of listeners?”

He’s
	baiting me, she realized. She could hang up, but this was fun. She
	gulped some wine. 


“Perfect
	for your pea brain. You know less about the human condition than I
	know about Hustler magazine. Why don’t you try looking into
	your own life. If you’re human, you’ve had your trials.
	What helped? The times you tried to cover them up failed, right?
	Ultimately, you have to conquer from within, or embrace it.”

The
	host left an uncharacteristic pause. “I thought this was my
	show, Clorissa.”

“How
	many times do I sit here listening to, ‘It’s not your
	fault. Society is unfair. Blame your childhood.’ Please! You
	want to add value out there, tell them like it is - some aspects of
	life are horrendous. We make mistakes. Others hurt us. We have
	fears. We’re human. Happiness doesn’t mean the absence
	of sadness, it arises from comfort in truth.”

The
	producers at KWAT were inundated with callers wanting more of
	Clorissa’s bald view of the world. The quest itself proved
	immensely popular. Clorissa refused to give a number or address, so
	the only way they could communicate with her was over the air. 


They
	began around the clock spots with public pleas. They even enlisted
	local celebrities: “As the Mayor of Kennewick, I’ve been
	asked to formally invite Clorissa Holiday to KWAT. My husband and I
	have heard all her calls, and want more more more!” 


“We
	checkout girls at Walmart have a message for KWAT.” Then in a
	chorus of shrill voices, “We Want A Holiday!” 


“This
	is Bob Barnes, KWAT and Channel 12 Weatherman. Look for heavy rain
	if Clorissa doesn’t join the KWAT team!”

Clorissa
	couldn’t believe it. A few wine induced crank calls and she
	got a job offer. Although it seemed too strange for words - if she
	could do it from home and make some money, all for some common sense
	answers – why not? It would give her time to write journal
	articles for the University Physics Review, and maybe have a child.
	She wouldn’t have thought in a million years that she wanted a
	public job like this, but she couldn’t deny the bubbling
	excitement.

The
	Holiday Show was born. She called the station producers with terms.
	Absolute confidentiality. She’d pay to have an independent
	contractor put in a high quality phone line and install equipment
	per the station’s specifications. They settled on a six month
	contract, four shows a week. They were not to know her address, just
	an account number at the bank for salary.

The
	station didn’t hesitate to broadcast her intense desire for
	secrecy. They played on the public’s lust for exposing that
	which was not to be known. They held ludicrous contests, like “What
	color is Clorissa’s hair?” Everyone had a theory of what
	she looked like, some willing to go public with their guesses.
	Rumors would fly every time people reported “sightings.”
	


The
	show burned a highway through the tangle of radio air. Local
	stations opted out of prime time shows like Bruce Williams and Rush
	Limbaugh to make room. There was talk of national syndication.

Then
	there was the suicide girl.

The
	girl’s mother found her by a suicide note, dead from a
	cocktail of Quaaludes, crystal methaline, and sleeping pills. The
	note thanked Clorissa Holiday for the advice to go through with it.
	The mother’s raging call to the Holiday show the next night
	became more fodder for the media. She sued the radio station,
	holding Clorissa personally liable.

The
	case went to trial, but after review of the full context of the
	discussion, the judge dismissed it, saying Holiday clearly put the
	decision back to the caller. But the case continued in the public
	forum. Prominent psychologists berated Holiday for violating the
	most basic rules of engagement with estranged suicide cases. The
	heart wrenching interview with the mother was picked up by the
	Associated Press, and aired on every major TV and radio station.
	“Whatever the courts say, my daughter would be alive today if
	she hadn’t called Clorissa Holiday’s show.” Even
	many of Clorissa’s followers suspected this was so. The news
	coverage would end with Clorissa’s damning clip, “What a
	stupid girl. Do what you want with your life.”

Clorissa
	nearly quit over it. Her little game turned deadly. If it weren’t
	for the ridiculous claims in the court of public opinion, she would
	have. They made it sound like Clorissa had stalked the girl then
	shot her in the forehead. People had so little personal
	accountability. The world needed Clorissa Holiday. 


The
	same day that KWAT management met to consider canceling Holiday -
	KSRA in Seattle called to buy the show. This put the young girl’s
	untimely end in a different light, and they voted instead to
	syndicate the show themselves. They engaged an advertising firm that
	afternoon to develop a marketing campaign for national markets.
	Seattle was their first buyer.

Some
	residents voiced their horror at their decision, but this only
	fueled excitement. Listeners flocked to their radios like crowds at
	an accident. Clorissa’s salary soared. 


§§§





	“Beatty.
	Beatty,” she chanted to herself, her legs wide apart and feet
	finally warming up the stainless steel stirrups. They inserted the
	speculum. Dr. Langley peered inside with a light, then secreted the
	life giving brew with a special syringe. 


She
	it pulled out and patted Clorissa’s knee. “Just sit back
	for an hour Ms. Holiday, and you’re done with phase one. We
	have ifs upon ifs, so don’t expect success on the first try.”
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I
	am not a lesbian,” Clorissa said with a sigh into her newly
	upgraded microphone. “This is more like a Broadway show than a
	talk program. I give the same performance each night.” The
	news of her single motherhood had quickly leaked into the community.
	An enterprising photographer even caught her walking from the
	hospital. The photograph hit every newsstand and TV in the State.

The
	Holiday Show had become more about her and less about the callers.

“Every
	night I get the same questions. Good thing I don’t get paid by
	how original my show is.  No I’m not a lesbian. You think so
	because I’m a single woman with a fatherless child. You can’t
	handle someone outside the norm, so you have a burning need to find
	a neat little box to put me in and tie a bow. But if were
	a lesbian, I’d be proud of it, despite the likes of you.”
	


The
	caller spoke, but she cut the line and kept talking. “And
	besides, why do so many people care? I don’t have enough time
	or energy to sit around worrying about how other people live –
	I’m too busy with my own life. If I don’t like the
	furniture in my neighbor’s living room, I can’t imagine
	wasting my time making a case about it.”

§§§

Beatty
	was born a normal, healthy, and plump baby, right there in the farm
	house. Two people, Dr. Langley and one nurse attended. Clorissa
	refused to leave the premises, although she spared no expense
	creating a safe setting. Dr. Langley pleaded with her to leave a
	nurse during a recovery period. Clorissa shook her head with eyes
	closed, clutching the red skinned bundle to her breast. As soon as
	all surgical procedures were done, Clorissa’s bony finger
	showed them the door.

She
	took medical leave from work for three months. She learned to do all
	tasks with one arm, saving the other for Beatty. Skin on skin.
	Breath mixing with breath. Beatty’s touch slowly drained the
	hot acid of Clorissa’s anguished life, even from places she’d
	buried deep down. She spent countless hours lying with Beatty in her
	arms, staring into each others eyes from inches away, rivers of love
	flowing between them.

§§§

The
	precious baby made it harder for Clorissa to be her caustic persona
	on the show. With him crawling around on the floor in her broadcast
	booth, she felt a protective dome of radiant joy around her
	cloistered world. Behind her most acidic invective, she was often
	holding back a giggle at the little boy antics going on around her.
	He explored everything with uncanny intensity. Station management
	had less enthusiasm for the constant baby babble behind her words. 


Clorissa
	sensed unique talents in Beatty, but she wasn’t sure if her
	awe with his rapid growth was deserved, or just mother bias. Nor did
	she care - she loved him for whatever he turned out to be. Until the
	day that forever stands out when she realized he was unquestionably
	beyond most. 


Not
	yet four years old, Beatty tugged her blue jeans. “Naddy told
	me that God is in heaven.” Beatty looked up with pouting lips
	and a wrinkled forehead. Naddy was the neighbor woman who looked
	after Beatty during her show.

She
	bent down and whispered into his fluffy baby curls. “Why so
	serious, Beatty?” 


“She
	said heaven was in the stars.”

“A
	lot of people think that.”

“You
	said nothing travels faster than light, and that stars are many
	light years away. That means my prayers may not be answered for
	years, maybe not in my life time!”

The
	words hung there, out of place coming from such little lips. She’d
	told him lots of things about the stars, black holes, space/time,
	quantum physics, but mostly so he would fall asleep with the sound
	of her voice. “Come up here, you little scientist.” She
	placed him on her hip, and pulled his head to her chest. “Don’t
	be afraid of what you think, Beatty. Be proud that you’ve
	found a new question.”

“Okay,”
	he sniffed. “At least I can tell how far away God is.”

“Oh,
	how so?”

“I’ll
	say a prayer, and measure how long it takes to get answered, then
	divide by two.” 


§§§

There
	was something about the washing machine. As soon as he could crawl,
	he seemed fascinated with the laundry room. Whenever Clorissa picked
	up the clothes basket, he’d coo and giggle, and follow along
	behind her. He liked it so much, Clorissa made it part of their
	daily routine. He liked to sit on the floor, leaning against the
	vibrating white wall. Clorissa would sit next to him, book in her
	lap, and read to him. 


He
	seemed the most attentive during the spin cycle. When the wash was
	done, he would become quiet, sometimes losing interest. Clorissa
	thought he just liked machines. With all the engineering blood in
	her family, and the donor’s, it made sense. She introduced him
	to other devices around the house - the toaster, a fan, an electric
	drill. But nothing had the same appeal as the washing machine.

As
	soon as he was able to climb up on the washing machine, he started
	turning it on himself. He’d push over a stool, twist the knob
	to the spin cycle, then sit on top while reading. He’d stay up
	there for hours, running it over and over. Eventually, he’d
	let it stop, and head right to bed for a nap. 


§§§

The
	farm house faced south to capture sunlight, but the north side had
	all the views. She replaced the back wall of the living room and
	kitchen with glass. Picture windows and sliding glass doors looked
	out on scrub brush dotted high desert hills, rising above a meadow
	of wild flowers. 


Out
	on her land, she had a special place where she liked to sit, on top
	of a little knoll with two large oaks guarding a small patch of soft
	grass. She called the trees ‘twisted sisters’. From here
	she could see toward the northern expanse. Not a house in sight,
	just nature’s majesty. 


Beatty
	acted differently up there. He would bounce on her hip along the
	path to this little sanctuary, but his giggles would fade as they
	climbed the crown of the little knoll. Was he mimicking her calm
	contentment? Beatty would fix his eyes on a single flower, or slowly
	handle a piece of dirt. She had to raise her voice to get a
	response. And when he looked at her, he’d stare blankly at
	strange places on her face, like her nose, or teeth. 


He’d
	snap out of it as soon as they returned to the house, and be back to
	chattering like a typical boy, especially in the laundry room. 


§§§

The
	phenomenon turned from charming child’s play to plaguing
	concern. What could have such an affect on young Beatty’s
	mind? A professional should see this. But who? Where? Would someone
	make a house call? Her addiction for privacy weakened under the
	pressure of motherhood. 


Clorissa
	hesitated until Beatty forced the issue. She was doing her evening
	show. The July sun brightened the sky until late, so Naddy set up a
	comfortable chair on the lawn to watch him play. She knitted while
	Beatty kept occupied with a collection of worms and bugs. His wispy
	blond hair whitened even more from the summer sun.

He
	separated his insects into groups based on their similarities. He
	went looking for more specimens and noticed that Naddy had fallen
	asleep. Clorissa disallowed wandering beyond the house, but the
	beckoning of a stand of pines was too much. 


Fading
	red sunlight flickered through leaves like a green kaleidoscope. He
	moved his arms like swimming through the tall weeds. 


Soon
	he wasn’t sure where he was going. Thoughts became heavy and
	dizzy. He felt for his bed, suddenly unsure where he was. “Mom?”
	He looked straight ahead, into a wall of dirt and leaves. His face
	stung. He tried to reach out but found his arms pinned to his side.
	He’d fallen flat on his face but hadn’t felt the thump.
	He tried hopelessly to slither along, until he blacked out. 


Clorissa
	found him after an hour of frenzied searching. Naddy ran behind,
	crying apologies, arms fluttering. Clorissa rushed him back to the
	house and set him in bed. But when she returned with water, he was
	already up and about, interested in a chess game he’d been
	playing earlier.

“What
	the hell? What happened to you?” Clorissa asked.

“What?”
	he asked unaware. 


Clorissa
	ran to him and pulled him off his chair into her arms. “You
	were in a coma!”

“I
	was?” He rubbed his eyes, then noticed the dirt on his hands.
	“Mud? I don’t remember …”

“You
	were in the woods! Lying face down. I thought you were dead.”
	The strong mother façade melted and she cried. Beatty hadn’t
	seen so many tears before. “I’m taking you to a doctor.”

§§§

The
	day had faded. Beatty’s return to normal behavior gave her
	time to think. This wasn’t an emergency room situation. She’d
	find the experts in brain function at Washington State University.
	First thing in the morning. 


She
	didn’t let go of Beatty again all night. She held him next to
	her while she ate. She forced him to tag along wherever she went -
	locking up the house and checking windows, cleaning up, even using
	the bathroom. She clutched him close all night in bed. The next day
	they would both venture out. Beatty’s first exposure to the
	outside world. It felt like hers too.

Clorissa
	used her real name, Weinhart, when she contacted WSU. She still
	carried some weight from her short but impressive tenure in the
	Physics Department. She made contact with the department head in
	Neuro-Physiology, Patrick Wheeler. “I always hoped to meet you
	some day, Ms. Weinhart. You left so suddenly, we’ve all been
	wondering where you went. I still use a few of your research papers
	as premier examples to my graduate classes.”

“I
	prefer being alone to do research,” she said, trying to
	maintain her talk show host anonymity. She explained Beatty’s
	odd condition. He insisted on seeing him. As soon as possible. Any
	irrational fantasy of being able to take care of it on the phone
	dissolved. She stroked Beatty’s head and looked sadly into his
	eyes. “Yes. We’ll leave immediately.”

Beatty
	had never been in the car when it was moving. Naddy would use it on
	occasion, but Beatty was never allowed with her. He would scream
	from the porch, Clorissa holding him back. Naddy wondered how
	Clorissa could be so cruel. “She needs to let you see the
	world,” she would tell him secretly. 


He
	dashed to the car, shrill with excitement that today he would
	finally go. He climbed in and pushed every button on the console.
	He’d done this a thousand times, but never just before a real
	ride. As she pulled out of the driveway, he talked excitedly,
	“Combustion engines cheat physics, don’t you think, Mom?
	Blasts of exploding gasoline tamed to smoothly move a large car.”
	


“Nice
	description. Don’t even think about exploding any of your own
	gasoline, young man.” She looked over to see him slumped in
	his seat. He murmured a few words, then went out cold.

§§§

“Beatty!
	Beatty! What’s wrong!” She reached over, shaking his
	shoulder. “Wake up!”

Beatty
	hung from the shoulder belt like the dead. Spittle oozed from his
	lips. She floored the pedal and fish tailed down the dirt road. 


She
	peeled into the emergency room at the WSU hospital. She had the
	receptionist contact Dr. Patrick Wheeler, and was rushed to a room
	with brain and heart monitoring equipment. She pushed through crowds
	of people like tall grass. The noises of people outside clawed at
	the walls, trying to get in. Her breathing shortened, sweat beaded.
	She clutched Beatty’s limp body for strength.

Dr.
	Wheeler dashed in, flanked by a cadre of doctors. He held out both
	arms to stop the onslaught into the room as he immediately
	recognized Clorissa’s lowered head and panicked eyes. “Ms.
	Weinhart?” he asked softly. 


Clorissa
	nodded without looking up. “Help my son.”

One
	of the doctors rounded his outstretched arm and ran to the boy. He
	shined a penlight into pried open eyelids. “Dr. Wheeler, he’s
	comatose. No motor responses.” Wheeler bent down to connect
	eyes with Clorissa. “Please, let me take him, Ma’am.”
	He pulled the boy away from her fingers. He quickly placed him on
	the examination table and took vitals. 


Patrick
	had been a fixture at the hospital and affiliated university for
	most of his life. His parents met there as interns, and stayed as
	prominent specialists until a few years ago when they moved to
	Arizona. Their promising boy moved up quickly in the ranks. He
	latched onto Neuro-Physiology, a good match for his dual abilities
	in engineering and medicine. 


Patrick
	Wheeler received respect without demanding it.

“Blood
	pressure’s low. Heart beat down, but steady. EEG is showing
	almost no brain activity. It’s not a stroke, oxygen is getting
	to the brain.”

Dr.
	Wheeler kept one eye on Clorissa’s taut face. “He
	blacked out in the car? You said this happened yesterday too?”
	Clorissa searched for air to respond. “You have to talk to me
	Clorissa. Your boy’s life may depend on it.”

Clorissa
	pulled her chin up. “Yesterday.”

Patrick
	could see there was more than concern for her son in her expression.
	“Go on. He recovered? Speak up. Your son obviously can’t
	help here, so I need you with me.” He stood a full head above
	Clorissa, and filled twice her breadth. He might have worked out
	once but had lost some of the toning to a few extra bulges. Only a
	blotchy stubble of blond hairs remained on top of his large head,
	like he cut it himself with cheap shears. A smile rested comfortably
	on his face.

Clorissa
	hardly noticed the man behind the questions. “He was fine back
	in the house.” More hospital staff entered. They pushed in to
	take their positions. Clorissa backed up to prevent any from
	standing behind her.

He
	saw her discomfort and motioned the others to leave. Her darting
	eyes and panting chest cried out for space. “Minimum staff in
	here please. John, Bets, Joseph, go on. I’ve got it.”
	They left quickly. In a soft sincere voice, he continued. “Now,
	Clorissa, start thinking. I want to know everything, what he ate
	yesterday, where you went, what he was exposed to.” He fanned
	Beatty’s hair in search for bumps or cuts. He inspected his
	ears and nose, and checked his gums and mouth tissue. To another, “I
	want a full blood panel and stomach fluid analysis. He may have
	ingested poison. Prep the MRI. Get him right over after fluids.”
	


Patrick
	removed the little boy’s shoes and pants. He palpated his
	neck, armpits, and groin. “He’s stable at least. What’s
	his name?”

“Bay-tee,”
	she said slowly.

“Beatty,”
	the doctor nodded. “Nice name. Can you hear me Beatty?”
	he said while examining his pupils. 


Clorissa
	hated everyone at that moment. But something down deep told her she
	thought Dr. Wheeler would be good. Kind, almost soft, yet
	stabilizing and capable. Beatty was wheeled out the door by a band
	of white coats, leaving Patrick and Clorissa alone. Clorissa
	frowned, then choked out, “Go with him!”

“I
	will in just a minute. They have some setup to do.” He swung
	the door closed and pushed up two chairs. ”Just a few
	questions Ms. Weinhart.”

Her
	squinting eyes aimed at the floor. He would have put  a hand on a
	shoulder but this woman was prickling with negative energy. “May
	I get you anything?”

“This
	isn’t about me.”

“I’m
	just trying to figure out what’s happened here. His vitals are
	strong.  His brain function is diminished. Had he been showing any
	symptoms before he blacked out?”

Clorissa
	subtly clawed at her blue jeans. “No.” 


He
	noticed the spreading red blotches on her neck.  “Have you
	been with him for the last few hours? Could he have come in contact
	with poisons or other chemicals without you knowing?”

“No.”

“Do
	you live near agriculture, or any place they might have sprayed
	pesticides?”

“No.
	Well, yes but not likely.” She moved strands of blond hair
	behind her ear and wiped a tear. “I’d feel better if you
	were with him.”

“We’ll
	have a much better idea when we see the blood panel and scans.
	They’ll beep me if something comes up, don’t worry.”
	He stood and walked to a sink to fill a paper cup with tap water. He
	handed it to her. “You look like you could use this.” 


Her
	throat was so dry, she felt it catching in the back. She downed the
	water in one gulp, then turned pale and grabbed a trash can to
	vomit. Patrick reached to pull the hair from her face, but met an
	outstretched palm. He wetted a paper towel and held it out at a
	comfortable distance. “Hospital water. Half chlorine. Sorry
	about that.”

She
	flopped back, head wavering. “I’m fine.”

“Maybe
	you both got into something. I think we should run some tests on you
	as well.”

“No!”

An
	unusual number of people had collected in the hallway. Some stared
	through the windows into the examination room. One spoke the name
	Clorissa Holiday.

“What
	that’s all about?” Patrick said, looking over his
	shoulder. “You know these people?”

“Great,”
	Clorissa shook her head.

“They
	know you? From where? Not America’s Most Wanted I hope.”
	His corny smile sat there like a clown nose. 


 “My
	radio show.” 


“Really?
	What show?” 


“Holiday
	show. KWAT carries it.”

He
	eyed her. “You’re full of surprises. Can’t say
	I’ve heard of it.”  


“That’s
	good. It’s mindless crap.”

Patrick
	shook his head. “Most people would be thrilled to have a fan
	club.”

She
	whipped around, eyes blazing. “The only reason they want to
	see me is that I don’t let them. I’m the faceless voice
	of evening AM radio, the basket case agoraphobic single mother
	mega-bitch!”

“Your
	color looks better when you’re mad.” Her outburst
	revealed new layers. Anxiety disorders exacerbated by fear for
	safety of young. He needed her engaged in the conversation to help
	diagnose the child, and anger appeared to break through. “Now
	that you mention it, I have read about you. So this is what become
	of the illusive Miss Weinhart. A research physicist by day, talk
	show dragon by night.”

 “Can
	we go? Don’t you have a job in this hospital?” She
	struggled to stand and headed for the door.

“I
	guess you can’t help me then. I understand. I’ll have a
	quiet room set up for you while we take potshots at your son’s
	potentially deadly condition.”

“You
	have no right to humiliate me!” Clorissa howled. Outside, the
	group of young nurses hushed and stared. “I’ve told you
	everything I know.  Beatty is a curious child, yes. But he doesn’t
	get into anything without some kind of purpose. He would have told
	me if he had run into chemicals. He certainly wouldn’t have
	eaten them. I found him unconscious in the woods. Face down, he just
	passed out.”

“Face
	in the dirt?”

Clorissa
	hesitated.  “Well, yes.”

“Did
	he have dirt in his mouth?”

“Yes,
	but that has nothing…” Clorissa’s eyes lowered. 
	“Your saying he might have eaten the dirt before he fell.”

“I’m
	saying I need every piece of information I can get.” He
	frowned at the faces pressing against the glass.  “Let’s
	get out of this fish bowl.  We’ll start walking toward the
	lab.”

Patrick
	banged open the door and addressed the crowd curtly, “I am
	ashamed to see such a breech of patient privacy as this. Get back to
	your posts!” He thrust into the face of the closest nurse.
	“You’ll be hearing from me on this, I know who you are.”

They
	scattered with a murmur of apologies. 


The
	intercom called his name. He answered on the nearest hall phone.
	“Dr. Wheeler here.”

“Patrick,
	get up here right away. It’s the boy. He’s talking up a
	storm inside the MRI!”

“Talking?”

He
	jogged down the hallway, Clorissa followed awkwardly. “Dr.
	Wheeler. Go ahead.” She stopped to catch her breath. “I’m
	a load. Go on.”

“Another
	sign of agoraphobia. Cavernous loss of self confidence.” He
	gripped her upper arm. “I’m not leaving you, so come on.
	We’ll deal with your condition later.”

“I
	have no interest in talking about myself with you.”

“Another
	sign. No interest in a solution.”

“You’re
	annoying me!” she screeched.

“Another
	sign!”

“Ahh!”

They
	entered the elevator. “He’s talking?” she said.
	“Beatty’s recovery yesterday was almost as fast,”
	she panted, wiping more sweat.

“Explain.”

“Almost
	immediate. I brought him into the house, and he perked up like
	nothing happened.”

They
	hustled down the hallway and into the MRI lab. The imaging
	specialist and the assisting doctor stood in dismay. “The kid
	won’t sit still. Listen to him, he’s totally recovered!”
	“Mom! Is my Mom out there?”

“Yes
	baby, I’m here.”

Beatty’s
	bouncy child’s voice didn’t belong inside such a large
	device. “This must be one of those nuclear magnetic resonance
	devices. This is so cool! How did I get here?”

Patrick
	motioned to cut the power and remove him. “Come on out,
	Beatty. Let’s have a little talk.”

The
	table slowly inched out. Beatty’s legs lay still on the table.
	Then his arms appeared, lying still by his side. Finally the boy
	emerged, out cold and unmoving.

“Beatty?”
	Clorissa pushed between two men. “He’s passed out
	again!”

Three
	more lab technicians entered. Two approached the MRI, a third
	lingered in the back of the room.

“Get
	another EEG,” demanded Patrick. A technician slapped one on. 


He
	reported, “Brain activity nearly quiet. Body management only.
	Respiration and heart solid.”

“Put
	him back in.”

The
	lead operator protested. “I’m not sure that’s a
	good idea Patrick. He might be destabilizing – too many shocks
	to the system. I suggest we let him sit for a while.”

“Put
	him back in. This is my patient,” Dr. Wheeler insisted.

The
	table slid back into the massive magnetic tube, and they turned it
	back on.

Immediately,
	Beatty began again. “What’s this? Where am I?”

“Beatty?
	It’s me,” Clorissa said into the tube.

The
	boy looked down through his feet and saw his mother’s face
	framed by the opening of the machine. “Hi Mom! Look at me! Are
	you taking pictures of my brain? This is one of those nuclear
	magnetic resonance machines, isn’t it Mom. This is so cool.”

Patrick
	looked into the tube. “You just said that a minute ago.”

“A
	minute ago? I just woke up. I want to see the pictures.”

“What’s
	the last thing you remember?” he said.

Beatty
	showed no fear, just curiosity. “Breakfast. Captain Crunch,
	one percent fat milk, and a brownie, on the back porch. How much
	power does this thing draw?”

He
	turned to Clorissa. “How long ago did he eat?”

“Just
	before we left home, so about two hours ago.”

“Brownie?”

A
	smile sneaked onto Clorissa’s face. “I had one too.”

“When
	did you leave the house?”

“About
	an hour ago.”

“Ask
	Beatty about something you did after he ate, before you left.”

Clorissa
	spoke into the tube. “Beatty honey, do you remember when we
	talked about your sneakers this morning? About how to dry them?”

“No.
	I was going to ask you about using the microwave though.”  


A
	wave of chuckling spread over the lab.

“You
	did ask me. And I said no.” She returned to Dr. Wheeler. “We
	had a little discussion this morning about not putting clothes in
	kitchen appliances.”

Patrick
	pondered the new information. “Memory loss. He’s
	responding to the MRI, the electromagnetic waves I suspect. He knows
	what MRI is? He speaks well for a seven year old.”

She
	nodded. “Mozart on steroids.”

“Dr.
	Wheeler, should I start the scans, or turn it off?” the
	operator asked.

“We’ll
	start in a moment. Don’t turn it off!” He leaned in to
	talk into the tube. “Beatty. How do you feel?”

“Like
	a hot dog.”

“Dizzy?
	Nauseous? Blurry vision?”

“No.
	Promise. Are you taking pictures yet?”

“I
	need you to lie still on that table. Can you do that? The full cycle
	will take a little bit.”

“As
	long as you show me the pictures. I want to know what I look like
	from the inside.”

Patrick
	straightened, and nodded to the technicians to start the process.
	Beatty’s little boy face with a button nose and baby soft
	cheeks looked out at Patrick. 


“Put
	your head down, Beatty. Be still now,” Patrick said.

“Do
	as the doctor says. I’ll be right here,” Clorissa added.

Beatty
	took a mental picture of the two heads framed by the circle by his
	feet. His Mom and a man, together, almost touching. 


Dr.
	Wheeler turned up the calming classical music. “Chopin! This
	is Raindrops!” Beatty yelled out. The machine hummed as the
	magnetic rings repositioned. The technicians gathered around the
	monitor. 


“Have
	you had his IQ tested Clorissa?”

“No.
	I don’t believe in standard tests.”

“These
	episodes yesterday and today, these are the first times he has had
	any signs of variable brain activity?  Not necessarily a full black
	out.”

She
	sighed, bothered she hadn’t seen the connection before. 
	“Maybe there has.” Clorissa told him how Beatty’s
	energy seems to run down when they visit the twisted sisters.

“Interesting.
	Are there any places he gravitates to? Around the house?”

“He
	seems to have a strong attraction to the washing machine.”

“Washing
	machine. It could be giving off a field. When everything’s
	off, all the lights, all appliances, he’s still okay?”

“Yes,
	just not as intense.”

The
	technicians stirred over by the monitor. “Patrick, I don’t
	know about this read out. It’s nuts. There’s no
	definition at all, like his whole brain is on fire.”

He
	stared at the screen in amazement. “That’s a first. Move
	down three inches,” he told them.

“That’ll
	mess up the cycle.”

“There’s
	nothing to film. It’s garbled anyway. Move it down.”

The
	machine slowly repositioned. “More of the same, Dr. Wheeler.
	Total noise.”

He
	turned to Clorissa. “So when he left the house, he had a
	problem. Both times this week. What about other times he’s
	left?”

Clorissa
	dodged his stare. “I know you’ll think I’m
	abusive.”

He
	leaned up against a shelf and crossed his arms. “What? You’re
	not saying he’s never left the house!” His chuckle
	melted under the heat of her serious expression.

“Not
	until yesterday.”

“He’s
	been in the presence of your immediate house for his entire seven
	years without a break? Except his birth, I assume.”

“He
	was born in the house.”

The
	room silenced. The medical staff turned to their work to hide their
	expressions. He spoke quickly to cover his astonishment. “So,
	every day he’s been in that house. Very interesting. Do you
	have trouble with static electricity, shocks, things burning out?”

“I
	can’t keep a light bulb alive for more than a few weeks. I had
	constant trouble with my computer.”

“What
	kind of trouble?”

“I
	finally got rid of it. The system disk kept crashing. I see where
	you’re going with this. You’re wondering if I have some
	kind of electromagnetic charge in my house. It would erase my disk
	drives. I’ve suspected as much, but never wanted to disturb
	our little world. We’re fine just they way things are.”

“Beatty
	here seems to be lapping up whatever this energy is.”

“Yet
	another irony in my life. I moved there to be far away from outside
	forces.” 


Her
	face showed the edges of the emotional hurricane. Patrick wanted to
	know more about her too. Two people had entered his life in the last
	thirty minutes – either one more interesting than any in his
	career. “I don’t have any idea what is happening here
	Clorissa. The possibilities range from a simple chemical reaction to
	something serious and life threatening. We have lots of research to
	do, some I hope you let me conduct at your home. For now, we need to
	spend more time with him here at the lab. A couple of days …”

“Absolutely
	not. I’m not staying here, and I’m not leaving Beatty.”
	She pointed at the boy. “And if you think you’re keeping
	him in that thing, you’re out of your mind. All I want to know
	right now is if he’s sick, and if he needs attention to make
	him well. Then I’m taking him home.”

“He
	may be sick. He may have some kind of brain condition.”

“Tumor?”

“I’m
	telling you I don’t know. Obviously something is happening
	inside Beatty’s head that has not been seen before. He seems
	to be dependent on the magnetic field.”

“Dr.
	Wheeler,” the MRI operator reported. “I have some good
	pictures here. The cells are clearly responding differently, but I
	can see some definition. It took a little adjusting to the
	frequency, and I dropped the power. Looks like a normal slice of
	brain to me.”

“No
	tumors?” Clorissa pleaded.

Patrick
	reviewed the screen. “So far so good. We need to look over the
	whole thing though.”

“Fine.
	Get your pictures, do your blood work, and we can get out of here.”

“Clorissa,
	this isn’t a one test situation. Something very unusual is
	going on. Look at these settings. No normal human brain would be
	visible with this. Beatty has somehow developed a variation in brain
	function. It may well be a subtle change, one that can be
	accommodated into a normal life. But maybe not. Don’t you want
	to know?”

She
	thought.

Dr.
	Wheeler continued, “You want answers, you need to give us
	time. A boy dependant on electricity – it’s … “
	He shrugged. “It could be a monumental discovery.”

Clorissa
	stood. “Electric-boy or not, I’m his mother.” One
	of the lab assistants ran out of the room, bursting through the
	doors. Patrick turned to the others, “What was that all about?
	Who was that?”  No one answered.

Clorissa
	dropped her arms to her side. “Wonderful! That was probably
	someone from the press! If you put Beatty on Prime Time news, you’re
	going to have hell to pay. I came here for help. I’m scared
	for him, and all you talk about is the value of the discovery.”
	She didn’t wipe the tears streaming down her face. 


“Call
	security,” Patrick ordered. “Find out who that was and
	stop him.” Then softly, “You’ll be home soon. Let
	us go through the full cycle with these new settings, and that’s
	it. Please, Clorissa.”

“How
	long?”

“Forty
	minutes max.” A nurse entered and handed the Doctor a report.
	“Nothing unusual in his blood or stomach. Lots of sugar, but
	nothing unexpected for a seven year old boy.”

Clorissa’s
	broken smile faded quickly. “Forty minutes. Get started.”
	She dragged the hair behind her ears. “I’ll be over
	here.” She pushed her chair to face a corner. 


The
	technicians began the procedure. Patrick yelled into the tube,
	“You’re doing great Beatty. Sit tight!”

“Remember,
	I get to see the pictures!”

“Shhhh!
	No talking.”

Clorissa
	drooped. Patrick’s eyes wandered over to her. Her sinewy hand
	clutched the arm of the chair. Blue jeans, ordinary cotton shirt,
	sandals, no jewelry. Straight hair fell evenly, full to the ends,
	wispy and light. What a story she held.

He
	cracked some ice from a freezer tray, and wrapped it in a paper
	towel. “You ready to try another glass of water?” he
	said softly, handing her the cold package. 


“Better
	not. I’m not feeling well.” She pressed the cold pack on
	her closed eyes. “I’d like to be alone.”

Patrick
	pulled up a chair. He waited silently for her to speak.

“You’d
	tell me if he was dying?” she finally mumbled.

“I’d
	tell you. I just don’t know.”

Clorissa
	lowered the ice from her eyes. “Hold nothing back.”

Patrick
	struggled to fit into the wheeled desk chair. His bulky legs shifted
	clumsily when he moved. The plastic arm rests pushed into his sides.
	


The
	contrast to Clorissa could hardly be greater. It wasn’t clear
	whether his stubbled beard matched his scalp on purpose or due to
	inattention. He looked young for a top doctor.

The
	staff appeared to like him. He lacked that ego-fed toughness of a
	department head. His face broadcast a healthy soul. A good match for
	Beatty, she thought.

Patrick
	took apart a pen and played with the little pieces. “I have a
	good feeling about Beatty. Save your worry for a time when it’s
	necessary. He looks fine under the magnetic field, with no ill
	effects from the blackouts. He needs no drugs. He has no discomfort.
	We’re starting from a safe place.”

“I
	just need to carry him around in a twenty ton MRI.”

Patrick
	grinned warmly. He had so many more questions, but sat quietly to
	give her space. The technicians murmured over the readouts. Horns
	and other car sounds from the road below cooled the awkward silence.
	


Patrick
	twisted into a new position in his small chair. “If this goes
	well, will you just go home and return to your life? It looks like
	Beatty can’t leave the house. What will you do? How long can
	you last like that?”

“We’ll
	adapt. We’ve been fine so far.”

“This
	is different. He won’t stay a child. He’s a smart boy
	with tremendous potential. Don’t you think you should know
	more about his situation? He’ll want answers.”

“You’re
	in over your head, doctor.”

“Maybe
	I am, but you’re at the bottom of the ocean.”

“I
	resent that.” She blushed knowing he was probably right.

“Take
	it as you wish. But I strongly suggest you do more research. MRI’s
	find physiological problems, but only hints at mental ones. We need
	to test his thought process, find out if there has been damage, try
	to gauge the long term effect.”

“Like
	a rat.”

“Work
	with him. He may have the answers himself. But he might not know
	what to look for. I can guide him.”

She
	rubbed her eye sockets. 


He
	continued, “I’ll go one step at a time. Nice and slow.
	First I’d like to test your house for unusual magnetic fields,
	then we go from there. You can end it any time you want.”

“I’m
	not deciding anything until you get the tests back. We might find a
	whole new scenario.”

Someone
	from the administration office came through the door already
	talking. “Dr. Wheeler, we’re getting a call a minute
	about your patient. Have you seen the parking lot? One of the news
	stations is live in the front entrance. Would you please explain
	what’s going on?”

Patrick
	pushed through the swinging doors to look out the hallway window
	into the parking lot. A five member news team was running toward the
	entrance followed by wiggling wires, one carrying a large camera. A
	crowd collected around another group who appeared to be
	broadcasting. He stepped back to the room, face in disarray. “What
	are they saying?”

“Something
	about the talk show personality Clorissa Holiday having an
	‘electric-boy’ with a brain like a computer. It’s
	already gone national.”

He
	looked back at Clorissa, who appeared to be hyperventilating. She
	hissed, “Your hospital is to blame for this. You let people in
	just because they wear a white coat? This is a serious security
	breech which may have put myself and my son in danger.”

“You’re
	Clorissa Holiday?” the frazzled administrator interrupted. 


Dr.
	Wheeler stepped between them. “I’ll take care of this.
	Go on.”

The
	man persisted, “You didn’t tell anyone who you were,
	Mrs. Holiday. If we’d known, we would have made special
	accommodations.”

“I
	used my real name, Clorissa Weinhart. I used to work at the
	university for God’s sake.  Am I supposed to lay out my
	personal life to everyone I meet! I did tell Dr. Langley. I
	obviously misjudged her professionalism, and now we have a crisis.”

“Let’s
	not jump to any conclusions,” the administrator defended.
	“There have been no violations here.”

Patrick
	pushed up to him and towered over the man. “Go away. I have
	this under control.” He shooed the bureaucrat away with a
	patronizing wave. “This is my patient. I’ll get to you
	later.”

The
	incensed administrator snapped back, “Someone better get to
	the front office so we can get a statement. It’s your
	department. If we don’t give them something, it will get worse
	out there and start affecting hospital services!”

“I’ll
	give you a statement right now. Call the police and have them arrest
	anyone interfering with our medical practice.” He jammed a
	pointing finger into the man’s shoulder. “Go. Do your
	job. I’ll do mine.” The man shrugged and left. “Pesky
	administrators. I’m sorry about all of this Clorissa. You can
	sue the hospital all you want later, but for now, let’s deal
	with Beatty.” He turned to the MRI. “We about done over
	there?”

“Just
	saving and printing a few shots.”

Patrick
	bounced to the opening. “Looks like we’re about done
	Beatty! How you feeling in there?”

“Great!
	Let me out, I want to see!”

“Ah,
	well buddy, we have to think about that one.” He pulled a
	color picture off the printer. “Stay in there for now, here.
	Take this.” Beatty was small enough to turn around within the
	tube and take the picture.

A
	short silence ended with, “So this is my brain! When was this
	slice taken?” 


“The
	time’s in the small print on the border,” Patrick said.

“I
	see it. What time is it now, exactly?”

Patrick
	read the time from the main console to the hundreds of a second,
	like he was talking to a colleague. Clorissa liked his unaffected
	style with Beatty. 


“So
	this was taken four minutes, seven point forty three seconds ago,”
	Beatty said. “I know exactly what I was thinking when it was
	taken. I wonder if it would have been different if I had thought of
	something else.”

Patrick
	noted the astute comment but went on with Clorissa. “He’ll
	be out cold again on the way home of course. We’d better be
	safe and keep his blackouts to a minimum.”

“Home.
	Yes, I’m leaving now. You have your tests. I’ll call for
	your analysis tomorrow.” Clorissa’s face shone with a
	greasy film. 


Beatty
	yelled out of his tube. “It’s so small.”

“Let’s
	talk about it at home, okay?” Clorissa said, glad to hear his
	little voice. She wondered if he would remember any of this. 


The
	little boy seemed so relaxed with insight. “It’s like
	suddenly seeing the world from space, after a lifetime on a beach
	studying handfuls of sand.” 


Clorissa
	gathered her things and dropped a used tissue into a trash can.  Dr.
	Wheeler related to the tissue, fearing a similar fate for this
	opportunity of a lifetime. His motives were mostly medical, but he
	felt a bubbling desire to be a part of this unusual boy’s
	life. 


He
	stepped in her path. “Clorissa. I won’t deny my
	fascination with Beatty. And to get all the cards on the table, I’d
	cancel every project I have, reassign all my patients, even stop
	teaching, to work with you two.”

“Is
	Beatty done? I’ll be in contact with you if I decide
	anything.” She edged by him. She threw a sweater into the MRI.
	“Can you put it on in there okay?”

“Yeah.
	Why can’t I just get out? Doesn’t this table slide in
	and out?”

Dr.
	Wheeler intercepted her again. “For starters, how do you plan
	on getting out of here? Do you think you can just get in your car
	and wave goodbye to that throng of reporters? You should take a look
	out the window.” 


The
	tech returned with more blood test results. “Dr. Wheeler, the
	TV in the lounge is all over this. Ms. Holiday, they’re
	talking about your show tomorrow night. Some source says that ABC
	wants to buy rights.” 


Patrick
	quipped, “That ought to cover your hospital bills.”

Her
	nostrils flared as she built up for a booming retort, “I’ve
	HAD IT WITH THIS!” The sound lingered in the now silent room.
	Everyone stood still. Patrick grimaced over his foolish comment.
	With exaggerated slowness, she added, “If Beatty is ready, I
	want to get him HOME! “

Patrick
	took the blood report. “I’d like everyone to leave. I’ll
	take care of Beatty.” He waved away all the staff. 


“Clorissa,
	forgive me, I have a number of ways I deal with stress, and sticking
	my foot in my mouth seems to help. For now, let’s concentrate
	on getting you home without being followed by a parade. I have a
	way. It’s a bit cloak and dagger but it will work. Then I’ll
	be gone.  As for working with Beatty, I hope you reconsider, but not
	now. I know.”

He
	glanced at the floor to give her privacy. If she were home, she’d
	be thinking more clearly. Sounds of shouting and revving engines
	pelted the windows. She wasn’t even sure where she parked. She
	saw herself frantically wheeling Beatty on a gurney up and down the
	rows of cars. A mob of reporters blocking her way. She’d
	probably lose control on national TV.

She
	whispered, “Yes.”

§§§

An
	ambulance sped from the ER staging area, lights and siren’s
	blasting. Patrick and Clorissa sat in the back with Beatty, his Mom
	stroking the unconscious face while Patrick monitored his breathing
	and blood pressure. The crowd of news reporters continued to hover
	at the hospital entrance. 


They
	crossed the Columbia River, eventually stopping in the parking lot
	of the Kennewick High School.

The
	driver stepped to the back. “Here you go. I’ll have your
	car back in this same place in a few hours, Mrs. Weinhart.”

Patrick
	handed him some bills.  “Cab fare. There’s enough for
	dinner for you and your wife too.”

“I’m
	putting this on you, Dr. Wheeler, if I get in trouble. Hope you
	understand.”

“They
	love me in administration. I’ll be fine. Thanks.”
	Patrick took the wheel and headed the ambulance toward Clorissa’s
	farm in Plymouth.
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You’re
	contradicting
	yourself,” the girl complained over the caller line.

“Contradicting?”
	Clorissa was tired of this girl’s inability to see why saying
	no to sex kept her freedom of choice in tact. “Think like the
	adult you pretend to be. You ought to be making real choices, like
	whether to become a doctor or an artist. But instead you’ve
	boiled the world down to a single point – defined by a foolish
	act which you probably won’t enjoy anyway.”

“But
	you tell me to do what I believe in, and I believe in this! Which of
	you do I trust!” the girl shouted.

Beatty
	and Patrick sat on the plastic tarpaulin covering the rug in the
	living room, surrounded by pieces of the washing machine. Clorissa’s
	talk show persona electrified their space as they worked.  Clorissa
	had installed speakers because he was becoming too much of a
	distraction in her studio. A month had passed since the hospital
	visit. Clorissa agreed to Dr. Wheeler’s visits, but only
	allowed them during broadcasts. Patrick shifted his teaching and
	clinic schedule around Beatty.  Every second with this extraordinary
	boy mattered.

Beatty
	had no concept of conventional problem solving.  On his first visit,
	Patrick gave Beatty a brand new toolbox, chock full of the finest
	tools.  Patrick proudly opened the spring loaded metal cover,
	unveiling the neatly arrayed and sparkling silver tools.  Every one
	sat in just the right place. But Beatty focused instead on a wind up
	toy car that Patrick held in his hand.  “What’s that?”
	he pointed.

“Oh,
	this. It’s broken. It was actually mine. My mother kept
	everything. I thought you might see if you can fix it. Do you know
	what all these tools are for, Beatty?”

Beatty
	took the toy and held it like an ancient treasure. He rolled it
	around in his hands, holding it to the light. His intense stare
	absorbed the tiny mechanism. “This is beautiful,” he
	moaned. Patrick leaned back to watch from outside Beatty’s
	intense dome of concentration.  


The
	insight came suddenly. Beatty reached for a pen in Patrick’s
	breast pocket and within seconds used it to pry the hinges off the
	toolbox. He extracted a tiny hinge spring, bent off a length, and
	carefully placed it inside the toy.  He gave the key a wind, and off
	the little car sped across the living room floor. 


“I
	figured you’d find a use for this toolbox,” Patrick
	said, shaking his head.  


Today’s
	chapter in unique thinking brought them to dismantling the washing
	machine in a quest to find the source of the magnetic field. 


ABC
	bought a five show pilot from KWAT. They particularly wanted to
	catch her show right after the hospital events. KWAT fell over
	themselves saying yes, only to find that Clorissa had a condition of
	her own. No talk about Beatty. She promised to hang up on anyone who
	made even the vaguest reference to him, and demanded that the
	screening crew make that clear to callers. 


She
	did agree to give a formal statement at the end of the five shows,
	but without editing or interference. Tonight was the fifth.

Clorissa
	heaved with frustration. “You wouldn’t have called me
	unless you wanted me to talk you out of having sex. As for
	contradictions, my whole life would look like one to you,” she
	said. “I don’t like going into public, yet I talk to
	thousands of people every night. I earn more in one night having
	inane conversations like this than I did in a whole year as a
	physics research assistant where I added real value. I’m a
	mother, yet I want nothing to do with a father. I’m very
	spiritual but I don’t believe in God. I want to be loved, but
	I don’t want anyone to love me. To you, these may seem like
	unreal, impossible pairings. But here I am. One person.” 


Beatty
	winked at Patrick. But the moment ruptured with the girl’s
	response.

“You’re
	weird,” she said and slammed down the phone.

Clorissa
	continued anyway. “There you have it. She reaches into her
	emaciated bag of options, and comes up with ‘weird’. If
	you have no perspective, the pickings get mighty thin. Come on
	girls. Look beyond the reach of your funky nail polish. Sex leads to
	bondage, not freedom. There’s no contradiction in that.”

During
	a station break, she poked her head out into the living room. “My
	washing machine!” she yelled with feigned anger. 


Beatty
	had wiped his face with an oily hand, leaving long black streaks on
	his cheeks and nose. Clorissa found it hard to take his somber
	analysis seriously. 


 “We
	think we’ve discovered why it produces so much magnetism.”
	He pointed with his little hand, dirt packed into the fingernails.
	“These two pieces rubbing together!”

Clorissa
	had set up strict contingencies on Patrick’s visits, designed
	to reduce the time she had to interact with him. Looking at both of
	them, happily sitting in a pool of machine pieces, she felt
	acquiescence flooding in.  “Would one of you boys please
	explain to me how I’m supposed to do the wash?”

Patrick
	held up an odd shaped plastic piece. “I wonder what this piece
	does.”

“You
	really know how to instill confidence.” 


Patrick
	muttered just loud enough for Clorissa to hear, “I have no
	idea how this thing works, do you Beatty?”

Beatty’s
	voice crackled trying to hold back giggles, “Not a clue! Good
	thing you brought that wash board in your truck!” Then he
	buried his face in Patrick’s chest to hide his laughing.

She
	looked out a window to the yard. There in the back of Patrick’s
	pickup was a big box, obviously a new washing machine. She checked
	her watch and skipped back to her booth. As she closed the door,
	“Looks like you don’t trust your mechanical ability any
	more than I do.” She grinned. “Thanks.”

§§§

“Before
	we end for the evening, I know many of you are waiting for some news
	of my son.” The words jerked listeners from their desks, car
	seats, and couches all across the country. Within seconds, news
	rooms from San Diego to Miami had piped in the feed. “At
	first, I was mad at the media for exposing so many personal facts
	about him. You never hesitate to sell news at the expense of privacy
	or truth. But then I realized the folly in wasting my anger on
	something so natural, like swearing at the sky over rain. Privacy is
	not a right. Many think it is, some even try to legislate for it.
	But the reality is that I can only create true privacy myself. I
	can’t expect the selfish world to do things on my behalf. You
	will forever seek out whatever amuses you. You can and will be
	anything you want.” She paused longer than felt comfortable.
	“…But then again, so can I. So can my son. … And
	that’s all I’m going to say about him. Good night.”
	The world’s collective mouth hung open, unsatisfied. But
	hooked on the Holiday Show.

§§§

Patrick
	Wheeler and Beatty’s bond spread beyond scientific discovery,
	beyond teacher-student. Clorissa gave Patrick increasing liberties.
	Not just for companionship - but also to help absorb some of
	Beatty’s voracious appetite for knowledge. She couldn’t
	do it alone. One discovery spawned many more, like a wild fire of
	intellect. 


With
	the slowness of glaciers, Clorissa’s icy anxiety with Patrick
	receded. At first, she let him linger a few minutes on the porch
	before he left. Months later, they’d moved to seats in the
	living room for longer stays. Eventually, a ritual glass of wine
	ended every visit. 


One
	cool fall evening on the back porch, the air thick with the sweet
	dust of harvest, she came close to holding his hand. School girl
	bubbles fluttered in her heart. But as she rose above her odd little
	world to look in, she couldn’t see sharing love with an
	outsider. She pulled her scarf over her herself and let the brief
	fantasy seep out into the night breeze. 
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Ten
	years later.

Beatty
	scribbled words in a worn notebook, then looked back out the window
	of his lab. He could barely see the leafless ‘twisted sister’
	oak trees on a hill against the winter night sky. The trunks split
	into thick branches, then thin ones, then finally twigs, like a
	river delta of wood flowing into the air. “Nature’s
	random wanderings. Chaotic, yet orderly. How can something so casual
	lead to such greatness?” he asked the empty room. 


He
	placed the notebook on the cluttered table and pressed his face to
	the window. He looked toward the slightly brighter sky to the
	northeast. This was the far edge of the light dome surrounding the
	city of Richland, Washington. He wondered how people there passed
	the wee hours of the night.

§§§

The
	unchanging hills, the meadow, the high desert air, and even the farm
	itself, kept a steady backdrop to Beatty’s advances. His
	passions moved across every surface. Desert botany, architecture,
	mechanics. Clorissa had difficulty keeping up with all the writings,
	the inventions, the insightful comments. Just mentioning a problem
	to him like a leaky pipe or a dying plant could ignite weeks of
	penetrating research. Forgetting to sleep. Forgetting to eat.

 He
	grew taller than Clorissa yet stayed thin and gangly like his
	mother. His blond hair clumped in constant disarray, but now above
	soft mature eyes.

Patrick
	and Beatty had found the source of magnetism. By a fluke of civil
	engineering and geology, the flood of amperage rushing from a dam on
	the Columbia River to Seattle curved around a vein of iron by
	Clorissa’s farm. Electromagnetism held Beatty like the palm of
	a god. Embracing, yet confining.

Patrick
	carried a lot of the weight of parenting, and reaped the joy.
	Father, without being husband. Clorissa allowed only fleeting
	glimpses beneath her protective shell. After a few glasses of wine,
	when evening’s magic took hold, he had to ward off his longing
	for her. 


Clorissa
	felt deep within her the desire to open up to him. Invisible forces
	kept her distant. She was locked in a private universe. Just like
	her son.

Patrick
	bought a house within a mile of the farm. He cut back work at the
	hospital to a few lucrative research projects.  Many he worked on
	with Beatty. Every night he’d sit by Clorissa in the darkness
	on the porch, hoping she’d whisper for him to stay. Each night
	she would pat his shoulder and show him the door. 


§§§

Clorissa’s
	show continued successfully. Half the globe knew of her talk show
	pulpit, preaching to young women. Translators sent her words into
	the homes of people of many countries. But growth had peaked, and
	Clorissa toyed with new ideas for the next phase of her life. She
	certainly had the cash.

Magnetism
	surged uninterrupted for Beatty’s entire developmental stages,
	from the day of conception through his seventh year when he first
	ventured out. The McNary dam produced consistent, renewable energy.
	Patrick privately believed the forces had been so strong and
	constant in Beatty’s life that his body had adapted to it. 
	Clorissa forbade Patrick from any experimenting on Beatty’s
	thought process. “Beatty is an individual, not a specimen.”
	


But
	Patrick couldn’t help wondering. Did the electromagnetism
	speed up his brain neurons? Change pathways? Open up new capacity?
	Or was his reliance on electromagnetism just an unfortunate handicap
	brought on by industrial pollution. 


Clorissa
	refused to sue for damages against the Pacific Utility District who
	owned the McNary Dam. On the contrary, she threatened to sue if they
	turned it off. “I want at least one place where he can go and
	be himself. This is his home - if they fix it, we’ll have to
	keep him in some kind of machine!”

As
	a younger boy, his magnetism reliance made him proud. Like a boy
	boasting he could whistle through his teeth, or bend his fingers
	back farther than anyone. As he aged, the bragging fell hollow. He
	had few friends anyway, and Naddy had heard it all and still didn’t
	understand. Now he saw it as it was, a force holding him pinned to
	this one spot. His mother’s reclusiveness only made it worse.
	He stopped talking about it. 


§§§

“Jordan,
	I’m not going to keep pouring money into the Pulsar project.
	You have forty people eating up salaries. It’s been too long,
	the results just aren’t there,” said Walter Baines,
	President of Dynamics, the worlds third largest chip manufacturer. 


Walter’s
	huge desk pushed up to the glass corner of the spacious office. It
	faced east toward San Francisco, so Walter could sit like the
	skipper on the bridge looking out unimpeded to the Bay.

Jordan
	barked, “I knew it. You’ve been wringing your hands over
	Pulsar for months. Don’t you see, it’s our only
	lifeline! The concept is proven, Walter. You’ve heard the
	presentations, it’s coming along!” The invention claimed
	to revolutionize processing speeds by moving from a binary off/on
	basis to a three state off/low/high basis. Walter wouldn’t be
	swayed. 


The
	technology revolution lived and died over computer chip design. 
	Markets demanded monthly breakthroughs. Dynamics had missed a single
	step, and profits cratered. Twenty years of steady growth in
	computer chip design and manufacturing, then this. Walter Baines,
	CEO and owner, employed at least 1,000 people in the Marin County
	area north of San Francisco. Layoffs were the only way to stay
	afloat. 


Baines
	brought a fair management style. His sense for successful ventures
	earned him a good reputation in the market, and from his scientists.
	Except Jordan Mason, who hated him. The head of R&D;, Baines’
	number two man, had had enough. 


Walter
	and Jordan’s relationship had been deteriorating over that
	past few years. They started as young fiery entrepreneurs, attacking
	the fledgling field of chip design like corporate commandos. Jordan
	managed the scientists, Walter the stock holders and analysts. Maybe
	being number two wore Jordan down, maybe the fact that Walter had
	twenty more years to retirement. Canceling of his prized Pulsar
	project put him over the top. 


Walter
	knew what had to do. “Pulsar sounds cumbersome, prone to
	error. I’ve let it go longer than we could afford. Come on,
	don’t fight me on this. You know damn well, look at the tests.
	Right now we need cash to meet current orders. If we fail there, we
	won’t need a lifeline.”

Lifeline.
	How ironic, Jordan thought. Walter looked more like a boat anchor
	sitting at his overpriced desk. He’d come to hate even
	insignificant things about Walter Baines - the pronounced cleft
	chin, the forehead that continued over the top of his head, and
	cheeks puffy from a good 40 pounds of extra weight. 


Jordan
	picked at the upholstery. His full head of jet black hair glistened
	with hair grease. His ruddy complexion and knobby nose chronicled a
	skin problem in his youth. 


Jordan
	put much of his free time to self improvement. Every suit tailor
	made to fit his unusual 6’6” frame. He turned the second
	bedroom in his expensive apartment on the Embarcadero into a premier
	workout room. No one doubted he used it. “Walter, please. You
	of all people know this business is all about quantum leaps. The
	market will pay whoever takes processor speed to the next level.
	Others are forgotten like last year’s fruit cake. Pulsar is
	all we have.” 


“I’m
	sorry Jordan. I really am.” Nothing he could say would make it
	any easier. Time to move on. His hand hovered over the phone to make
	a call, hoping Jordan would get the hint and leave.

“Current
	orders. That’s your strategy? Don’t you know ‘current’
	anything is a joke in this business? It’s all about the future
	Walter.” He jerked out of the chair. “The Pulsar team
	has our best scientists. You want me to fire them all?”

“Reassign
	the good ones. Clean house, Jordan. You can keep a handful of blue
	sky researchers, but that’s all we can afford right now.”

“Blue
	sky. Those were the days.” Disgusted, he left.

§§§

It
	was time to move on. Jordan could retire comfortably the value of
	his Dynamics stock. But with no family and few interests other than
	work, retirement wasn’t in the plans. Jordan wanted to run his
	own shop, start a new business. 


Maybe
	this Pulsar debacle could turn into his launching pad. Walter handed
	him the labor pool with the upcoming layoffs. He even had the
	project well under way, thanks to Dynamics. Walter would sign over
	exclusive rights to it - why not, he didn’t understand the
	value. All Jordan needed was more money.

If
	only Walter would take the company public. His stock would be worth
	many times book value in the open market.

Jordan
	put out feelers in the high end investment community just to see
	who’d be interested in buying him out. Even though Walter had
	final say on a sale. 


By
	the end of the week he had so much interest, he was spending hours
	just getting prospective buyers off the phone. 


Sam
	Kilbert had a different tact that reeled him in. “Mr. Mason?
	I’m Sam Kilbert, executive director of the Fundamentalists.
	We’re an investment club dedicated to undervalued stock. I
	hear you have some stock in Dynamics Corporation you’d be
	willing to sell.”

“Make
	it quick. I’ve got two others on hold.”

“We’re
	a private club. I am looking for an investor to join us with your
	kind of expertise. We look for specialists who can see through to
	underlying values. Fundamental value, if you will.”

“That’s
	a new one. Ask me to join your team. You don’t know a thing
	about me.”

“On
	the contrary. Your accomplishments are an open book. I’ve read
	all your published journals. I’ve collected twenty years of
	news clippings. You’re quite the local hero to the Silicon
	Valley.”

“Whatever.
	What’s your pitch.”

“First,
	know that I am aware you don’t have the ability to sell your
	shares outright. Dynamics is privately held,” Kilbert said
	smoothly.

“Don’t
	try to impress me with easy inference. Yes. You’re right. I am
	just researching interest so I can make a case to our Board,”
	Jordan lied.

“So
	Walter Baines, the owner, is looking to go public?”

“Well,
	no. I’m just…”

“You’re
	trying to get out of Dynamics, but you want more than book value? Is
	that it?” Kilbert persisted.

“Get
	to the point, Mr. Kilborn.” 


“It’s
	Kilbert. Sam Kilbert. I think Dynamics has a lot of potential
	in a public offer myself. You own twenty percent, am I right?”

“So
	you figured out how to get a copy of our private annual report.”
	This guy researched better than most.

“I’m
	willing to pay you two million dollars up front for the right to
	vote your shares, and another two million if Dynamics goes public.
	Then of course, you can sell your shares and get whatever the market
	value is.”

Jordan
	sat up. “Vote my shares?”

“Yes.
	You give me every proxy up front, I tell you how to vote. I may ask
	you to make recommendations as well.” Kilbert sounded young
	yet assertive and bright. 


“You
	think you can convince the Board to sell, just because I suggest
	it?” Jordan hardly cared any more what the Board did. He
	didn’t even go to the last meeting. Giving up nothing for two
	million seemed worth consideration.

“It’s
	of no concern of yours what I think.”

Snippy,
	Jordan thought. “What if they never sell?”

“If
	they don’t sell in one year, I pull out. We rip up the
	contract, you keep the two million.”

Jordan
	asked more questions. Kilbert gave only details on the offer, little
	about himself. It sounded authentic. Two million would give him
	enough to set up the Pulsar company with a core group of scientists.
	“If I want to leave Dynamics?”

“The
	contract’s off if you leave before a year. You pay back the
	two million plus a half a million penalty. You see, Dynamics will
	demand your stock, and I lose control.”

“If
	they do sell, the stock is mine, I take all proceeds.”

“Exactly.
	All I get is voting rights.” Kilbert let it sink in.

Sounded
	simple enough, Jordan thought. “I’m interested. I’d
	want to see the contract first of course.”

“There
	is one more contingency. But I’m not going into that until
	you’re truly interested. If you want to hear more, call me at
	midnight at this number.” He read it off and hung up.

“Contingency?”
	he asked the dial tone. 
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Jordan
	spent the day mapping out a business plan for Pulsar. Two million
	would get him good lab equipment and some low end factory space.
	Salaries might last a few months, but he needed more. Not a bad
	start though. Life was getting so routine at Dynamics that he could
	put most of his effort into the start up while staying on. Baines
	wouldn’t even notice.

He
	struck the last button in the phone number within a second of
	midnight. Kilbert answered immediately. “Mr. Mason?” 


“Yes,
	this is Jordan Mason. I didn’t appreciate the stunt of hanging
	up on me with your contingency.”

“But
	you called back. First let me say that we are an exclusive club. You
	won’t find any public information on us. If you consider this
	offer a little unusual, it is. We have few investors, all with
	sizable portfolios. We pick our investments extremely carefully. We
	know a lot more about Dynamics than you might imagine. Our strategy
	is based on company fundamentals. It’s that simple. If they
	have potential, especially untapped or unrealized potential, we get
	interested. Once we’re in, we do more than wait for their
	stocks to perform. We help them grow. When they do…”

Jordan
	hadn’t even tried to look up the Fundamentalists. Maybe he
	should have, he thought. He interrupted Kilbert, “I’m
	not sure what that means, helping them grow, but whatever. What’s
	the contingency?”

Kilbert’s
	voice hardened. “Don’t annoy me with impatience. As I
	was saying, when they do well, we win, they win.” 


Jordan
	wasn’t impressed with his attempts at intimidation. “Your
	offer has merit but I want the facts. I have others to consider.”

“None
	like this, Mr. Mason. The contingency,” Kilbert said slowly,
	“is that you have to convince Beatty Holiday to join your
	scientific team.”

“That
	electric kid?” Jordan laughed at the anticlimax.

 “He’s
	not electric. He needs a health support system. He’s been out
	of the public eye for ten years or so. But we have some inside
	information. I’ve read papers by him. I believe he is a genius
	of epic proportion.”

“I
	thought he was dead.”

“Not
	at all. He’s eighteen, living in southeast Washington State,
	in the Tri-Cities area. Go out there, throw some money around,
	endear yourself to the community. Others will be trying the same, so
	you’ve got to hit strong and fast. The kid is under tremendous
	security, but you can get to the people around him. You have quite a
	reputation yourself, Jordan Mason. I doubt many could match wits
	with this boy, except maybe you.”

Jordan
	rested his black shoes on the ornate cherry wood desk. “Electric
	boy. I assume you know who his mother is.”

“Clorissa
	Holiday, queen of the airwaves. I have a feeling she’ll be a
	tough sell,” Kilbert said.

“Kind
	of an unusual contingency.” 


“I’d
	put it another way. Beatty Holiday is Dynamic’s ticket. We
	have some intelligence from WSU that he’s doing work with chip
	design. Right up your alley. Like I said from the start, everyone
	wins. Especially you, who takes a two million dollar fee for getting
	him a job. And more if Baines sells within the year and I’m
	positive he will.”

Jordan
	liked it. Maybe there was room for more. He took the offensive.
	“What if I can get you control of over fifty percent of the
	shares?”

After
	a rare pause to think, Kilbert asked, “Are you saying you can
	get the CEO’s sister-in-law, Mondava DeLunes, to go with you?”
	he asked.

“Very
	good Mr. Kilbert, you’ve done your homework. I don’t
	know if I could, she’s a bit eccentric and difficult to
	approach. One thing I am sure, she wouldn’t talk to you
	directly. Only myself or one of the family. Since she’s even
	more fed up with Walter Baines than I am, I’m probably the
	only way to her. If there was something in it for me, a finders fee
	maybe? I might give it a shot.”

“Out
	of curiosity, Mr. Mason, if you thought you had such influence on
	her, why didn’t you convince her to vote with you on a public
	offering?” 


“The
	Board won’t consider selling to the public unless it comes
	from Walter himself, and I guarantee he’s not interested. It’s
	in the by laws. So even with the votes, I couldn’t get it in
	front of them.” Maybe that was more than he should admit.
	Jordan toyed with the phone cord while Kilbert thought it over. 


Finally
	he returned, “Mr. Mason, if you don’t get the Holiday
	boy, nothing happens. If you do, and you secure Mondava’s
	shares, there’s another two million in it for you.”

“Oh
	no. My twenty percent got me two million, her thirty five percent
	gets 3.5 million. Do the math.” Five and a half million total,
	he thought. Plenty for a solid Pulsar startup. If this guy somehow
	pulled off a public offering, he’d make more. Lots more.

Kilbert
	expected this. He waited as if he was thinking it over. “Well,
	I guess I can agree to that. But you realize the contingency holds.”

“Beatty
	Holiday. I know. Okay, send me your contract.”

§§§

Patrick
	arrived an hour before the show. He found Clorissa bundled in
	multiple sweaters on the back porch, staring out toward the hills. 


Her
	show peaked at 425 radio stations around the country and abroad. New
	programs and sensationalized TV talk shows put her growth at flat or
	falling. It was just as well. The crowds of gawking muckrakers had
	found other prey. 


The
	last thing Clorissa needed was money. She poured considerable funds
	into a high tech research lab for Beatty in one of the barn
	buildings, and she employed an expensive security firm - but
	otherwise Beatty and Clorissa lived like their retired farmer
	neighbors.

Patrick
	pulled Clorissa’s sunglasses down her nose and peered into her
	eyes. “I talked to the utility commission today.”

She
	jerked out of her stupor. “I told you to stay away from them!”

“They
	came to me. I’ve become your official spokesman. They have
	something for you, whether you like it or not.”

“Great.
	Their little armies of engineers will be back.” She glanced
	out to the snow dusted hills. “I don’t want anything
	from them.”

“They
	aren’t coming out here. I made sure. They’ve opened a
	bank account in Beatty’s name. An escrow account. They’re
	depositing funds that they’ll use to defend themselves if
	Beatty ever sues. Or, at any time, he can sign this contract where
	he promises never to sue, and he gets the whole balance.”

“He’s
	already got an account. The boy hit puberty with enough money to
	retire.”

“Well,
	here’s another 20 million in mad money in case he gets in
	trouble with a girlfriend.”

Clorissa
	reached for the contract. “20 million? Seems like a lot. Who
	said being a recluse has no future.” She scanned the pages. “I
	guess I can’t blame them. If this started some kind of
	national class action suit, this wouldn’t cover much.”

“You
	going to tell Beatty?”

“We’ll
	see. It says we have to sign by his 18th birthday. That’s in
	two weeks. Too soon. You tell them he has ‘till his 21st
	birthday or forget it. He’s too young to make this kind of
	decision.”

“He
	was more mature at seven than I was at 30. But that’s your
	choice of course. I’ll tell them he needs more time.”

Clorissa
	flopped back in the chair. “He’s smart. But he’s a
	child. Just the way he should be.”

Clorissa
	wanted Beatty to have what she missed. A father for one. Patrick had
	the perfect mix of smarts and an unabashed desire to do crazy
	spontaneous things. Clorissa would find them designing circuitry for
	a robotic device one day, and running after each other with water
	pistols the next. 


More,
	she wanted him to have a childhood. When Beatty cried about
	something - a cut, a bump, a lights out order, she secretly smiled.
	These are what kids are supposed to cry about, not how to clean up
	your mother’s vomit before taking a cab to school, like she
	had done.

When
	Beatty and Patrick worked on a project, often unrelated conversation
	floated above their busy hands. During station breaks, Clorissa
	sometimes listened in on the living room intercom. 


“Did
	you have a girlfriend at my age, Patrick?” Beatty asked.

“Joan
	Anser,” Patrick answered immediately. The sound of clinking
	tools while they both thought about it.

“What
	was it like? What did it feel like inside?”

“Why,
	did you meet someone?”

“No,
	but I’d like to.”

“Inside?
	It felt like…. humm. Something like mixing Christmas Eve and
	the smell of lilacs. Just sitting next to her made me tingle.”

“Why?
	What was it about her?”

“Everything.
	Her face, her body, her laugh. The little creases on the top of her
	knuckles.”

“Did
	you want to marry her?”

“Tsss
	- yeah right. Not a chance. I took her to a dance, and we kind of
	dated for a few weeks, but she lost interest and ended up dumping me
	for a guy I hated.”

“Oh.”
	Beatty wondered how it could go from infatuation to disaster so
	fast. “Did you ever kiss her?”

“Yup.”
	


Beatty
	waited for the details, but Patrick just sat there. “Do you
	love Mom this much?”

Clorissa
	felt guilty eavesdropping. She moved closer to the speaker anyway.

“I’m
	not too good with women,” he said shyly.

Clorissa’s
	heart sank. She’d been so selfish. 


Beatty
	persisted. “But you love her, right?”

“I
	know where you going with this. You think I should ask her to marry
	me. Nice and easy  Tie a tight little bow over this odd
	arrangement.” He’d said enough. This was not a
	conversation to have with Clorissa’s son. 


“What
	do you expect, Patrick! You’ve been here forever. I call you
	‘Patrick’ but you know what you are to me.”

Patrick’s
	eyes saddened. “I can’t give you everything you need.
	I’m sorry. Growing up is full of disappointments.” 


Beatty
	didn’t understand. “What are you talking about! You give
	me what I need, more than I deserve! I’m thinking about you
	and Mom, not me. You’ve been doing this crazy dance with her
	for years.” 


“Dance?
	What dance? You don’t know anything about what goes on between
	your mother and me.” Patrick was actually interested to find
	out what he meant – it takes two to dance after all. But this
	was not an acceptable topic of conversation. “Never mind this.
	Yes, I like your mother. As a friend. That’s all.”

Beatty
	nodded smugly. “Yeah.” They quietly attended to their
	project, until Beatty asked, “Do you love me?”

“Do
	I what?” 


Clorissa
	heard rustling, pounding feet, and then Beatty screaming as he ran
	away. “Come back here!” Patrick shouted. He caught up
	and tickled Beatty until he shrieked like an animal. 


Clorissa
	flicked off the speaker. Embarrassed. But pleased that her
	ridiculous life somehow held together. As for love interest with
	Patrick, she’d chipped away at her own heart trying to open it
	up for so long, it was raw. Nothing would change.  This was the way
	it would be.

Patrick
	and Beatty always had at least one major project underway. One
	reoccurring theme was to come up with the perfect device to let
	Beatty leave the house. The first model was a football helmet wired
	with batteries to send magnetism around his skull. What it had in
	originality, it lost in awkward weight and low fashion. Beatty
	didn’t like the strange looks. It also didn’t cover
	enough of his body, since they discovered that nerve fibers in his
	legs and back also required magnetism to work properly. 


They
	tried a back pack unit with solar panels hooked to bulky headphones.
	It didn’t work. The one that stuck looked like a standard
	issue, teenager’s radio and headset. Lithium batteries on a
	belt generated the body field, while a comfortable headset shined
	energy into his head. Beatty even found room for a real radio, so he
	looked like any other boy at his age bopping along. Or he would have
	had he spent more time away from home.

Clorissa
	supplied the rest of the academic spectrum. But she usually felt
	more like student than teacher. He excelled in every field. His
	poetry reached far beyond their simple life. She wondered how such
	worldly concepts, born on delicate words, could come from a child
	contained to such a small piece of that world. Piano came naturally
	to him, like learning to speak. She often didn’t know whether
	he was reading music or composing. He read the great philosophers,
	always gravitating to their views on the where the body ends and the
	mind begins.

She
	lived in denial that the day would come when she had to set him
	free. 
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Most
	important to Clorissa, Beatty still had a real boy dwelling within
	his extreme brain power. After a show, she treasured a few minutes
	alone with Patrick to hear of the day’s events. 


On
	this night, out on the now dark porch, they talked tenderly. The
	fragile web of cool evening air and crickets entwined with end of
	the day melancholy.

“Beatty’s
	working on a new project,” Patrick started.

“Tell
	me.”

“I
	can’t, he hasn’t let me in either. He wants to surprise
	me in a couple of days. He says it’s really big. His only clue
	was ‘Lucy.’

“Lucy?
	Hummm. Sure it’s not a girl? I happened to hear him asking you
	about girlfriends tonight.”

“I
	forget you can hear us. The goddess of the airwaves, talking and
	listening into living rooms around the globe.”

“I
	couldn’t resist.”

“Nothing
	we say is a secret, so tune in all you want, Clorissa. We hear your
	conversations, it’s only fair.” He quickly reviewed the
	night’s conversation hoping he hadn’t said anything
	embarrassing.

“I
	didn’t know he wanted us to get married.”

“Of
	course he did. A man in the same house as his mother. It’s
	only natural.”

“Natural.
	I wonder what that would be like.”

§§§

Two
	weeks later, Patrick pulled his truck into the driveway. Beatty
	jumped off the porch where he’d been pacing for an hour. “Come
	on in Patrick! I’m ready!”

“I’m
	coming, I’m coming.”

Beatty
	ran in ahead and checked the presentation for the hundredth time.
	He’d painstakingly rearranged the outer lab room for the show.
	He even dragged one of his mother’s best leather overstuffed
	chairs into place in front of his largest computer screen. He set up
	a make shift podium from a metal shelf rack. “Sit down, right
	there. I even have your glass of water ready.” 


Patrick
	took his seat. “I’m going to meet Lucy?”

“Her
	brain anyway.”

“Her
	brain, ey? Continue Herr Frankenstein.”

“Now.”
	He took a deep breath. It took effort not to just spill it out in a
	mess of words. “I have an idea for a computer chip design. It
	may be worthless, but there’s one chance in a million this
	will shatter world technology. Blow it totally away.”

“Well,
	there’s a chance then.”

“Yes.
	What has mankind been striving for? What is the pinnacle of
	technological achievement?” 


Patrick
	shrugged. “Something to do with a mouse trap?”

“I’m
	being serious. The human brain. Computers are nothing more than
	prototypes leading to the ultimate computing machine.”  He
	pointed to his head.

“I’ll
	buy that. Especially yours.”

“Then
	wouldn’t it make sense to look to the brain for insight? But
	we haven’t. We spend billions designing tight, orderly chips
	with complex algorithms embedded in them. Yet we know the brain
	consists almost entirely of simple switches, or synapses, connected
	by organic wires. At the micro level, there’s as much order in
	our brains as in a bowl of overcooked spaghetti. If we are going to
	replicate the brain’s function, we should start with a model
	that looks more like it.”

“Spaghetti
	chip design. I wouldn’t want to work in the repair shop.”

Beatty
	rolled on. “We’ve also overlooked the most important
	element in living brain’s thinking power - it’s so
	essential that I wonder now how we’ve missed it for so long.”
	He paused for emphasis.

“And
	that is?”

“Curiosity.
	It’s not reason, emotion, deduction, or rationalization. It’s
	the element that gives rise to all the rest - a simple curiosity to
	learn.”

“Remember
	what it did to the cat,” Patrick said.

“But
	at least it tried, which is more than a computer would do. The
	moment a baby girl comes into the world, she’s curious. She
	screams as loudly as she can, partly because she’s scared, but
	mostly because she can. She’s trying out her voice.
	It’s a test, an experiment. She’s curious.”

Patrick
	nodded. “Interesting.”

“Look
	at that cup.” He pointed to the clear plastic cup of water on
	the table in front of Patrick, “You know an astonishing amount
	of information about that cup without realizing it. You don’t
	have to pick it up to know how heavy it is, how hard you would have
	to squeeze it before it would break, the sound it would make if you
	broke it, how it would fly through the air if you threw it. I bet
	you could predict the smell of it, even what a piece of plastic
	would taste like if you bit off a chunk. And no one told you one
	piece of that information. You found it out because you are
	curious.”

“Okay.”

“A
	newborn baby knows nothing about the cup. For all she knows, if it
	dropped on the floor, it would moo like a cow then fly out the
	window. It might taste like hotdogs. It might be as heavy as a
	piano. Not a clue. The beauty is that her parents don’t have
	to worry about teaching her either. She’ll learn herself.
	Because she’s curious.”

“One
	of the reasons I never had kids. I didn’t want to pick up
	broken plastic cups.” Patrick smirked. Beatty wasn’t
	amused. “Sorry Beatty, I’ll stop trying to be cute. This
	really is fascinating.”

“Computers
	are polar opposite of humans. They sit there like a rock until you
	tell them something. Worse yet, computers can’t easily relate
	things like humans can.”

“Relate
	things?”

“This
	is my next premise, that next to curiosity, the second most
	important aspect of the human brain is its ability to relate things.
	 Easily finding similarities in patterns is a critical foundation of
	our thinking.”

“Give
	me an example,” Patrick asked.

“Say
	you set out to program a computer robot to make pancakes. Imagine
	the complexity! Cracking the egg, mixing ingredients, laying out the
	batter on a hot pan, flipping. The program code would look like an
	encyclopedia. But! After all that work, all that programming, you’d
	still have to write a separate program for it to make french toast.”

“They’ve
	made good progress in artificial intelligence,” Patrick added.

“Not
	really. Look closely at those models. Their creators talk a big
	game, but they can’t even replicate the logical thinking
	ability of a rodent.”

“That’s
	a bit of an exaggeration.”

“Maybe
	a little, but I’m close to the truth. Computers can process
	calculations at one billion operations a second! Much faster than we
	can. Yet, throw any kind of twist in the problem, and they’ll
	fall way behind a human. Why? Because humans relate things. They
	want to see the similarities in things. They’re curious
	to see the similarities. Computers don’t want anything.
	They just do what they are told.”

Patrick
	kept a healthy skepticism. “Computers are beating the best
	chess players on earth. They’re taking over management of
	complex systems.”

“That’s
	only because they can try millions of options and pick the one that
	has the best outcome. Humans don’t think things through that
	way. Our brains don’t work nearly fast enough. A human sizes
	up a situation and act on instinct.” Patrick opened his mouth,
	but Beatty wouldn’t let him in. “Consider this.  A
	mother is speeding down the highway with her three year old daughter
	in the back seat. She speeds past some road kill - a duck who’s
	flown straight into an oncoming truck.”

“Lovely
	example.”

“The
	duck’s head may be gone, the neck may be twisted into a knot.
	The side of the road is whipping by at over a mile a minute. But
	chances are excellent that the little girl will point out the window
	and say, “Look Mommy, Duck!”

“Might
	be right.”

“But,
	put a computer in that situation? It would never figure it out. If
	the duck was flying overhead, or swimming in a pond, the computer
	might eventually recognize it. But squashed on the road? Not a
	chance. The human has some uncanny pattern recognition ability.”

“Even
	if it had never seen a dead duck before.”

“Exactly.”
	Beatty let Patrick think it over as he poured himself some more
	lemonade.

“I
	suppose you have a point to all this?” Patrick asked.

“My
	point is that if you can replicate with electronic circuitry both
	curiosity and exceptional pattern recognition skills, you can create
	a computer that will, once it learns how, become aware.”

“Aware!
	Aware of itself?”

Beatty’s
	voice cracked with excitement. “An independently thinking
	machine, with a sense of consciousness.”

“That’s
	quite a jump.”

“Not
	really. Just wait, I have a presentation that will show you how.”

“I’ve
	got all night. But give me the one paragraph summary.”

“Pattern
	recognition is the engine. Curiosity is the fuel. Self awareness is
	the destination.”

“How
	do you build a curious computer?”

“If
	I’m right, it’s so easy, the world will kick itself for
	not thinking of it earlier. All it takes is randomly interconnected
	circuitry, and, well, you’ll just have to sit back and
	listen.”

“Over
	cooked spaghetti?”

“Pretty
	close.”

“You
	planning on building a super human?” Patrick said with his
	eyebrow high.

“Hell
	no. I’d be happy with the brain of an snail, but a snail who
	can reason things out on its own, based on no programming at all. A
	computer that learns by mimicking. If I can do that, then all I need
	to do is increase the size of the brain, and, I suppose, who knows
	what it will become.”
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Let
	me introduce you to the concept of Lucy.”  Beatty dimmed the
	lights. The screen lit up, packed with tiny lines in an strangely
	beautiful lattice. Small speckled dots created a texture.  


Beatty
	had been talking straight for three hours.  Patrick listened
	intently.  They stopped only for snack and liquid refills.  
	Clorissa stopped by after her show to check on them, but Beatty
	patted her away.  “Mom, I’m practicing my speech on
	Patrick. I want it perfect before I run it by the master.”

“I
	know ‘get lost’ when I hear it,” she flipped. 
	“Just don’t blow anything up.”

“I’m
	serious, Mom.”

She
	pecked his cheek.  “I’m too tired anyway. I’ve got
	a date with a quilt and a good book, ” she said, closing the
	door behind her.

Patrick
	brushed off the usual mix of strange emotions that Clorissa conjured
	up every time she popped in like this. He floated among scientific
	observer, teenage friend to Beatty, and wayward visitor.  He
	returned to study the screen and tried to find a symmetry in the
	dots and lines. He only found odd shapes. “Good luck getting
	someone to build it.”

“You’re
	wrong. It’ll be easy. The dots are arranged randomly, but I
	used a standard chip design program. Load it into any good chip
	etching equipment, and voila. Lucy is born. She has 10,000 dots, 100
	by 100, randomly interconnected with wires.”

“Where’d
	you get the name ‘Lucy?’”

“I
	named her after the early human Donald Johansson and Timothy White
	dug up in Africa. Lucy lived four million years ago, debatably one
	of the first truly human-like mammals. If she looked like us, maybe
	she was one of the first to think like us - a fitting name for the
	first computer to do the same. They got the name from the Beatles
	song.” 


“Dare
	I ask how it works?” Patrick asked.

“It’s
	all about pathways. There are trillions upon trillions of ways a
	charge can get through Lucy’s chip. I’ve written it all
	down in here.” He handed over a thick manuscript.

Patrick
	weighed in his hands. “When did you find time to write all
	this?”

“You
	can read it on your own, but here’s the quick summary. Imagine
	a huge Christmas tree with light strands on it. You know at
	Christmas how you get that big bunch of green plastic plug ends over
	near the electric outlet?”

“Yes.
	And never enough places to plug them in.”

“Now
	imagine a billion light strands on a tree the size of, I don’t
	know, a hundred sky scrapers or something. Some of the strands would
	be connected end to end, and some would start at the bottom. Let’s
	say there are only fifty of the green plastic plugs hanging down by
	the trunk, but only three places to plug them in.”

“That’s
	what my father’s tree used to look like. I’m surprised
	we didn’t burn the house down.”

“Right.”
	The word ‘father’ hung in his mind. He wondered if
	having a father would be any different from this. “Excuse me,”
	he said taking a slug of juice. “So you’re standing at
	the base of the huge tree. You pick any three of the fifty plug
	ends, and stick them in the outlet.”

“Yeah,”
	Patrick said, still with him. “Got it. You’d light up
	all the light strands connected to those three plugs. The tree would
	have a few jagged lines of lights, and the rest would be dark.”

“Right,
	you’d get ‘shapes’ like a neon sign on the tree.
	But the key is that you only have to plug three plugs in to get
	hundreds of little lights to turn on. Pick three different plugs,
	and you’d get a different ‘shape.’ See it?”

“Yes.”

“That’s
	it. The brain is like the huge Christmas tree covered with light
	strands, each little light like one synapse. Your memory area is
	down by the trunk where you plug in. A complicated memory, or
	‘shape’, can be recalled just by knowing which three
	plugs to put in. Three points are easy to remember. Something very
	complex being reduced to something very simple.”

“Given
	me a real example,” Patrick asked.

“Have
	you seen the movie, The Wizard of Oz?“

“Sure.
	Many times.”

“Right
	now, you’re recalling the entire movie, right?”

“Yeah,
	I guess. Or I’m remembering it anyway.”

“Exactly
	my point. You didn’t replay the whole thing in your head,
	right? You just know the movie. All you just did is plug in a
	few ends, and the whole two hour movie is now there. In one
	instant.”

“Like
	a huge shape on the Christmas tree. I see. Lucy though, she has only
	10,000 ‘lights’, right? So that must mean she can’t
	store many memories.”

“Wrong,
	Patrick. Her wires are so interconnected, there are something like
	10 to the thousand different ways to connect them up. That’s a
	big number. Then imagine how many more you can have if you have
	trillions of synapses like we do.”

Patrick
	took a break to use the bathroom and think this over. It sounded so
	easy. If Beatty was right, we might be able to make more powerful
	computers without any advances in the mechanics of chips, just in
	their design. What a departure from the trend toward faster,
	cleaner, chips.

A
	nagging sadness hid behind Patrick’s enthusiasm.  With each
	project, Beatty’s contribution had been growing.  Patrick had
	gone from mentor to partner. Then to assistant. This evening, he
	felt like little more than a member of the audience.  Beatty had
	finally broken free, leaving Patrick behind to merely admire. 


He
	plopped back in the chair, containing his melancholy enthusiasm.
	“How does this relate to pattern recognition?”

“That’s
	simple too, Patrick. You look for patterns in what you plugged in,
	not in the whole shape. It may be difficult to see the similarities
	of two huge shapes, but easy if you only have to look at the plug
	ends. If two ‘shapes’ share most of their ‘plugs’
	- then they are similar. So pattern recognition gets reduced by
	hundreds of times.”

“Oh.”
	He was surprised how logically this all fit together.

Beatty
	sipped his lemonade. “I need your help to build it. You have
	friends in the scientific community. Introduce me to someone. I’ll
	pay for the development.”

Patrick
	rubbed his chin. “And what about curiosity?”

“Ahh!
	Another simple revelation. The brain is a bunch of wires with
	charges running through them, right?”

“Kind
	of an understatement, but yeah I suppose.”

“What
	is the one thing that wires and charges want?” Beatty bubbled.

“What
	do they want? Who knows.”

“Come
	on Patrick! Why does any electron move?” 


“It’s
	attracted to an opposite charge,” Patrick said, suddenly
	nervous he wouldn’t get it right.

“Yes!”
	Beatty slapped his knee. “Electricity rushes around to find
	one thing. It’s been in front of our noses the whole time!
	Boys love girls. The earth hugs the sun. The moon pulls the tides.
	It’s all the same. Opposites attract. A charge wants to
	move to the other end of a wire if and only if there is an opposite
	charge waiting there.”

“Electrons
	are curious?”

“In
	a way, yes. They seek out things. They move around randomly until
	something pulls them away. Curiosity is a drive toward something.
	It’s an effort to find the answer which matches a question,
	the idea which brings a solution. If we introduce a charge at one
	end of Lucy’s random collection of wires, and put its opposite
	at the other end, it will find a way through. It will want
	to find a way through.”

“Wow.”

Beatty
	sat down with a rush of relief. Patrick got it. Beatty soaked in the
	lingering astonishment swirling on Patrick’s face. 


Patrick
	looked up, “Awareness is a far cry from an electron rushing
	down a wire.”

“Yes
	it is. Human consciousness is a far cry from a charge rushing down a
	neuron, but somehow it happens. The beauty is that I won’t
	have to worry about that, any more than I would if I were bringing
	up a child. How many parents even know the word ‘neuron?’
	Once I create the right environment, I just step out of the way. If
	I’m right, consciousness will slowly bloom like a colorful
	flower from a tiny seed. 
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Dr.
	Jordan Mason had been contacting Patrick Wheeler almost every day.
	Leaving messages, filling his email, sending brochures. Mason
	represented Dynamics Corp, one of the biggest chip makers in the
	world. Patrick usually blew off solicitors, but today he decided to
	listen. Partly because Dynamics had donated a sizable sum to WSU.
	Mostly because of Lucy.

Beatty
	assumed Patrick had lots of contacts, but he’d stepped out of
	the professional lime light for so long his only exposure came in
	industry journals.  It had been more than a month since Beatty’s
	chip presentation, and so far Patrick hadn’t come up with
	anything. Out of the blue, here was a top developer hyperventilating
	over the phone for some way to work with Beatty.  


Patrick
	interrupted Jordan’s practiced sales pitch. “You can
	save your breath on getting Mr. Holiday to come work for you.  But
	he might be interested in contracting you for services.”

Jordan
	nearly broke his knee sitting up. “Yes!” Any contact was
	worth pursuing. He took a relaxing breath. “Of course Dynamics
	would be interested in helping, assuming we have the expertise he
	needs.  What kind of project?”

“Building
	a prototype of a chip design he has built. He’s used a
	commonly used design program so I’m assuming this will be easy
	for Dynamics.”

Jordan
	squeezed the phone with a rush of excitement. “You are aware
	then, Dr. Wheeler, that we are the premier chip manufacturer in the
	world.  Some have larger market share, but none are more successful
	with new designs, no matter where they come from.  I can fly in
	tonight and discuss it with you and the boy. Where should I meet
	you?”

“The
	‘boy’ is more advanced in scientific thinking and
	professionalism than most career scientists.” Patrick cringed
	at dealing with sales people.

“I’m
	sorry, yes of course I am aware. You should know I am not just some
	recruiter. I am head of research for Dynamics, and founder.”

Patrick
	still held the upper hand in the battle of wits. “Meeting Mr.
	Holiday in person is out of the question. I will be your conduit.
	The family has strict rules on personal interviews.”

“It’s
	impossible for me to work with an idea without meeting ...”

“Not
	negotiable. I can take his plan elsewhere.”

“No
	no, that’s fine. Tonight. I’ll be there at, ahh, let’s
	see, there’s a plane out of San Francisco that will put me
	there at seven tonight.”

“You
	might want to book your flight home an hour after you land. It won’t
	take me long to summarize his plans at the airport. All he wants is
	a single prototype. I’m afraid there won’t be much more
	explanation. I’ll also ask that you sign a confidentiality
	agreement. “

“Of
	course! I ….” 


“Thank
	you Dr. Mason. I’ll see you at the airport.”

The
	line clicked off. Jordan immediately called Walter Baines. “Brace
	yourself Walter. You said I could keep the best of my Pulsar
	scientists. Well, I’ve got a deal for you. How about we get
	rid of all of them and offer a position to Beatty Holiday, boy
	genius?” This would also free up the rest of the Pulsar team
	for his own startup company.

“Beatty
	Holiday.  I haven’t heard that name in awhile. Boy genius.
	Wouldn’t that be something. He’s old enough to work?”

“Oh
	yes. And Dynamics has been commissioned to build his first chip
	prototype.” ‘Chew on that, you slug,’ Jordan
	thought to himself. ‘Can’t pick a good team, ey?’

Walter’s
	long pause reflected his surprise. “You’re serious?”

“As
	hemorrhoids. I’m picking up the plans personally tonight. In
	fact, I have to run.”

Jordan
	did a little dance in front of the receptionist as he headed off to
	the airport.

§§§

“I
	guess God decided it was my daughter’s time,” the
	haggard voice sighed on the caller line. Clorissa avoided questions
	of religion on her show whenever possible. But this poor woman lost
	a ten year old child to leukemia, and she couldn’t just cut to
	another caller. 


Clorissa
	often wondered why people called her at all. Why would you turn to a
	radio personality for help, throwing yourself to the whim of a
	person with a mission to size you up in some sensational way just to
	generate more advertising revenue. Talk shows are in it for one
	purpose - creating an audience, not caller well being. Clorissa
	lacked respect even for her own show – another in her long
	list of ironies. She rationalized the nightly verbal brawling with
	the hopes that some listeners would get over their silly obsessions
	and move on. But this lady. She loses a child, and turns to the
	Holiday Show? This was no place for real problems.

“She
	was a lovely girl, I bet.” Clorissa spoke tenderly.

“Oh
	yes.” The lady stopped to compose herself. 


Her
	producers disliked ‘dead air,’ figuring some listeners
	might change the channel, but Clorissa gave this woman all the time
	she needed. “What did she look like?” she asked.

“Tall
	for her age, brown hair, pretty face, athletic. Everybody liked
	her.”

“I’m
	so sorry. Have you talked to your friends about her passing?”

“Some.
	I don’t feel like going out, and I don’t talk much on
	the phone.”

But
	you called me, someone you don’t even know, Clorissa thought.
	“Stay on after and Jennie can give you a phone number to hook
	up with others who’ve been through this.”

“I
	wish I knew why this happened. Why did God take her soul?”

“Maybe
	you’re giving God too much credit.”

“That’s
	not possible,” the lady snapped.

Clorissa
	could imagine the piles of hate mail she’d get for this one.
	“I’m not sure God makes individual level decisions. I
	like to think of God as more of an energy that encourages productive
	fate, but little more.”

“Productive
	fate? How can you say that? My daughter is dead.” Her voice
	tensed.

“But
	as a whole, the human race is better and stronger. Your daughter has
	played a role in our struggle for improvement.” She heard the
	lady’s quiet sniffling. “Think of looking out on a
	meadow on a clear Fall day. I have one just beyond my back door.
	Purple Prairie Astor and Spiderwort stretches from here to the
	foothills of the Cascades, like a huge undulating patch of velvet, a
	final tribute before the winter snows. No matter how heavy my
	thoughts, they float away when I go there. Billions of years ago,
	this hot ball of dirt had nothing. Those mesmerizing purple flowers
	found a way to grow from the dusty earth. Call it God, call it
	evolution, call it creative survival, but whatever it is, the result
	is undeniably magnificent.”

“Where
	is my daughter in your meadow?” 


“That’s
	my point, her soul is still here. Each flower adds something new,
	however small, but eventually improving the whole. Unfortunately,
	the journey to a better existence means some perish. One flower
	finds fertile earth while another does not, by no fault of her own.
	Those that thrive share their knowledge by multiplying. Those that
	do not, strengthen the whole by offering their life. The meadow
	pulsates with life and beauty, thanks to all those that came before.
	To me, the soul is more about what a person adds to the world. It’s
	not something that goes away when you die.” 


Beatty
	listened from the couch in his lab.  He stared at a schematic
	drawing of Lucy’s chip on the wall and wondered aloud, “Then
	maybe Lucy can have a soul.”

§§§

Within
	a month, Dynamics sent five of Beatty’s chips back to Patrick,
	along with the incessant appeals to meet him. Patrick canceled
	appointments and rushed to the farm. 


Clorissa
	was out weeding a bed of peonies, wearing cut off jeans, a filthy
	t-shirt, Panama hat, and army boots. She looked out of place, so
	brilliant and exposed in the morning sun. “I’ve got
	Lucy, Clorissa!” He waved a bubble pack. 


Clorissa’s
	attempt to wipe dirt from her face only made it worse. She waved him
	to come over and show her the bundle, but Patrick slammed through
	the glass doors to Beatty’s lab. He yelled back, muffled by
	the thick glass, “You look lovely!”

From
	the outside, the barn looked as it had fifty years before. Clorissa
	paid to have Beatty’s dream lab built inside without
	disturbing the exterior. Inside the red clapboard siding and arched
	roof lay a dust free container lab, free of magnetic force fields.
	Beatty designed a shield around the lab, protecting his work from
	the powerful forces emitting from the ground. He had to wear his
	head and belt gear to keep his own brain working when in there. It
	took Patrick a few minutes to wash up and put on one of the lab
	monkey suits.

 Beatty
	had spent the month building a mother board to house the chip.
	Patrick carefully removed one from the foam lined casing with
	tweezers like he was removing the kidney from a small animal. Beatty
	gave the tour. “Put it here, Igor.” He pointed at the
	complex circuit boards, carrying on about their functions. “Memory
	index, you know, the Christmas tree light plugs, are stored here,
	input here, output there…”

“I
	think I’m as excited as you are.” Patrick peered over
	Beatty’s shoulder like a little brother. “How do you
	start it up? The spark of life?”

“I’ll
	just start giving her easy questions, with the answers pre-wired.
	The same way you teach a child. Eventually, I’ll take away the
	answers, and see how she does on her own.”

“What
	kind of questions?”

Beatty
	disappeared into a shell of concentration as he began putting the
	pieces into place on the mother board. He handled the minute
	contacts like a brain surgeon. Patrick waited patiently for an
	answer.

§§§

Mondava
	DeLunes stormed out of Walter Baines’s study. Walter’s
	twenty four year old daughter, Maria, had to lurch to the side so
	Mondava wouldn’t slam into her on the way out of the house.
	Her thick Peruvian accent needed no foul language to be wretched. “I
	ask advice!” she spit. “All I get is lecture like I am
	baybeee!” 


The
	scene had played out before. Lately, more than ever. Maria peeked
	around the ornately carved door into her father’s study, but
	he had a face that said, ‘leave me alone.’

 Maria
	tiptoed up the stairs to her room. Mondava used to use the room next
	to hers, but after she had purchased a palatial home in Santa Rosa a
	few years back, she rarely stayed the night.

Mondava
	was her aunt. Younger sister to her Peruvian mother, Rosa, who died
	in a car accident when Maria was barely two. Maria inherited good
	looks from the DeLunes family. Like Mondava, Maria had black hair,
	dark brown eyes, a straight smooth nose, and strong hands. But
	unlike Mondava’s permanently harsh expression, Maria’s
	demure smile projected warmth and confidence.

Maria
	pulled out her journal notebook, her private sanctuary. At Dynamics,
	where she interned for her father as an apprentice research
	scientist, most work kept her at a computer keyboard. She loved
	getting far away from all the technology, propping herself up in
	bed, and writing. Just holding her favorite heavy fountain pen
	started the slow ebbing of the day’s stress. The thick bond
	pages soaked up just the right amount of ink as it glided
	majestically. 



Mondava
	stormed out of the house tonight. I tried to get her to look at me,
	to show her at least a sign that I cared that she was upset. She had
	been doing better for awhile after she finally agreed to see a
	psychiatrist. I wonder if she’s still going?


Where
	did we go wrong? 


Maria
	looked out over her art cluttered room. A museum to her artistic
	passions. Masterfully balanced mobiles. A closet of hand-made
	high-fashion clothing. Paintings. Tapestry. Architectural models.
	She had the kind of inborn talent that could capture a face on the
	back of a crumpled napkin with just a few strokes. Everyone could
	tell who it was, and what they were thinking. 


She
	reached up and took the weight off a tinkling mobile of colorful
	glazed clay baubles that she’d made at least ten years
	earlier. 


Her
	father didn’t talk about Mondava, except to remind her that
	Mondava owned 35% of Dynamics. At the time of the accident that
	killed her mother, the startup company wasn’t worth much. But
	this was all Walter had to keep Rosa and Mondava’s litigious
	father from suing. Walter lost his wife, and nearly half of his
	company in a merciless instant of fate.

Rosa’s
	father objected to the marriage from the start. He protested letting
	his precious daughter leave the country to live with a slick
	American business man.  But Rosa’s heart would not be ignored.
	A year later, Maria was born. Two years later the father’s
	nightmare became all too real.  His darling little girl was dead in
	a car crash, with the American at the wheel. Walter walked away with
	hardly a scratch. 


Mondava
	came with the settlement - a common Peruvian tradition, a blood
	relative must take care of the baby of a deceased mother. Mondava
	was only fourteen at the time.

Walter
	had no bargaining power. He had a baby girl to care for. The tragic
	loss of Rosa cut like hot razors. He acquiesced at nearly every
	point. Including having Mondava join their little family and giving
	her 35% of his company to a Trust in her name. 


Maria
	picked up a photograph of her mother Rosa. She was holding Walter’s
	hand as they stood by the ocean at Stinson Beach. Rosa tilted her
	head toward him with a wink and a smile. Maria hoped she would look
	upon a person with such love some day.

I
	wish I could show my mother my art. This room. My whole life is
	here. My childhood drawings. Grade school dragon sculptures. My
	teenage straw and glue series. I’d watch her touch the
	dangling clay beads which I can hold as I write these very words.
	This is what you missed, I would tell her. This is who I am.

I’ll
	be done with the coursework part of my PhD at the end of next
	semester. I’m dreading the dissertation. Working for Dad has
	proven my worth. I’m not sure I could be as close to him
	without it. But it’s not my dream. Graphic arts, design work,
	that’s what I want. Mom would understand. Especially if I
	could show her this room. 


Dividends
	from the company’s rocketing success brought Mondava riches
	beyond her imagination. Her Spanish architecture home up north had
	two live in servants, and a permanent grounds keeper in a separate
	building. She showed no interest in the company - just her share of
	its profits.

At
	thirty eight years old, Mondava looked twenty five. Even though she
	had no love interests, tradition forbade her from marrying until
	Maria married. Unless she married Walter, which would never happen.
	Her hatred for these kinds of repressive bonds were diluted by the
	flood of money. Mondava was left with little more in self esteem
	than she could count on the zeros in her bank account.

What
	she didn’t spend on her home, Mondava spent on herself. She
	had the youngest face money could buy. Her reclusive style left
	plenty of time with her trainers and masseuses. 


The
	sleepy town of Santa Rosa hardly noticed her until the day she had a
	nervous breakdown. Police broke up a ‘domestic disturbance’
	after neighbors found a screaming female service employee running
	from the house. The girl suffered a broken nose and wrist after
	Mondava attacked her with a frying pan. The court settlement
	included a few months under observation in a psychiatric ward. For
	the year that followed, she seemed more relaxed. Maria suspected a
	heavy ration of meds helped. But recently her moods had begun
	swinging to the worse.

Maria’s
	room in the Baines’ house looked out on the Bay from its perch
	on the bluffs of Tiburon. Maria rolled over and pressed her face
	against the wide picture window. The last light of dusk gilded the
	wet beach below. She watched Angel Island fade to black. San
	Francisco’s skyline slipped into its sparkly evening attire. 


§§§

Maria
	Baines was forced into Dr. Jordan Mason’s top cadre of
	scientists by her father. Maria hated him. The feeling was mutual.
	He gave her the less glamorous projects against Walter’s
	suggestions. She was technically just an intern, after all. But
	there was more to it that that. Things Maria wouldn’t admit to
	anyone.

Walter
	took a keen interest in getting Beatty Holiday hired. So much, he
	seemed to forget that Jordan was the one who opened the first door. 


Walter
	called a meeting to discuss progress. Jordan arrived to see Maria
	already seated in front of Walter’s desk, an aggravating clue
	that she was about to be spoon fed another advantage from her doting
	father.

He
	practically mauled the chair moving it around to sit. “What?
	You’re taking Holiday from me?”

Maria
	clenched her teeth hoping she wasn’t about to be put on some
	joint effort.


	“Actually,
	yes. I’m giving it to Maria.” 


Jordan
	spit. “You ungrateful ass.”

“I
	don’t appreciate you using language like that in front of
	others! What’s happened to you, Jordan? You haven’t
	liked a single thing out of my mouth for months. Look at this, it’s
	perfect for Maria. Someone needs to spend heads down time studying
	his designs. Let’s face it, she’s closer to that kind of
	book work than any of us.”

“Damn
	it Walter! This isn’t some school project. You need practical
	experience to work with a guy like Beatty Holiday. We’re
	talking about a world class genius.  Give me a break!”

Walter
	persisted.  “Practical experience. Oh really. That’s
	exactly what Beatty doesn’t have. His ideas are as
	fresh and unseen as the inside of a flower. In this case, experience
	might be a hindrance.”

Jordan
	fumed, “I’m building a relationship with him. Maria may
	ruin it, and we lose the whole deal!”

Maria
	knew a lot about the Holiday project. Everyone did who worked within
	ear shot of Jordan. She’d seen the chip plans too. This boy
	wonder could be a fascinating break from the ordinary. But nothing
	was worth working with Jordan.

Walter
	flashed his palm at Jordan. “Maria’s perfect, and that’s
	final. There’s a social dimension as well. Beneath his
	astounding genius, Beatty Holiday is an eighteen year old boy. Maria
	is not that much older, and looks like a teenager.” 


Maria
	scowled. 


Walter
	walked around the desk to stand next to Maria. “Beatty may
	have other issues. Who knows what kind of mental and physical trauma
	he goes through with his handicap. The family has been so tight
	lipped about him, we can’t know for sure, but he’s going
	to need special care. He needs an understanding, nurturing
	companion.”

“Don’t
	stereotype me,” Maria grimaced. “You’re talking
	like you’ve already hired him. We’re not even close.”

“Not
	yet, Maria, but I think we have a great shot at it. As I was saying,
	he needs a unique contact. Companies across the globe will be vying
	for this boy. Jordan here doesn’t look like the kind of fellow
	a young man rushes to sit beside in a hot laboratory, or to talk
	about personal needs.”

“You’re
	using me as sexual bait?” Maria was astonished. From her own
	father.

“I’m
	just saying that you have the perfect profile to attract him here,
	and work with him if he comes. You’re young, you’re a
	student in school. You’re untainted by our tired approach. We
	need a fresh view. And yes, you’re a girl. He’s a boy.”

“And
	I’ll meet, take a tour, and we’ll jump in the shower,”
	she huffed.

Jordan
	enjoyed the skirmish. “Fine Walter. Hand your daughter the
	prizes around here. I’m just a co-founder.”

“Jordan.”

“Forget
	it. I’ll give Maria the schematics to review. I’m
	staying involved though. This isn’t going to be easy,
	girl-bait or not.” Maria shot him an evil stare. “The
	boy’s got a lab set up at home. He has a father/mentor at
	Washington State University playing his front man. All we did is
	make a prototype for him. There’s no way to get to the kid
	directly, either. Locked in a drum.”

“Just
	the reason I want Maria involved. You did well to get to the first
	level, Jordan. Now it’s time to let Maria have a turn.” 


§§§

Three
	days later, Patrick returned to find Beatty in the lab bursting at
	the seams. “Come on! Today I give Lucy her first lesson!”

He
	dragged Patrick into the lab and suited him up. Lucy hardly fit the
	image of the first computer brain. Just a muddle of components
	clamped to a static free table.

“You’ve
	added all the connections I see.” Patrick peered down at the
	knotted wires. “Lucy. Shouldn’t we put a wig on it or
	something?”

Beatty
	didn’t hear. “Okay, for our first lesson, we’ll
	let Lucy cheat. I’m going to give her a problem, and then give
	her the answer.”

“Aren’t
	you worried about the long term affect?”

“It’s
	how we teach our children. We ask them a question, then give them
	the answer. Then we congratulate them for repeating it,”
	Beatty said earnestly. 


“I
	was kidding.” 


“Oh.
	Pay attention. The first question is simple – match the beat.
	I’ll send her a steady pulse and see if she can match it to
	one just like it. It’s a multiple choice question.” He
	showed the readout on the Lucy computer. “See the five
	possibilities? The correct one is ‘C’, and I’ve
	cheated by connecting ‘C’ to a ground.”

“So
	she can find it.”

“Once
	I introduce the question, she wants to find the answer, since
	the flow of electricity will rush to the ground.”

“She’s
	curious.”

“I’m
	hoping. She needs to find that answer.”

The
	second Beatty hit the Return key, Lucy answered on the other monitor
	with ‘C.’ “Yes! Good girl, Lucy! You’re
	right!”

Patrick
	chimed in with a high five. “Of course, she’s only as
	good as the teacher.”

Beatty
	pulled up a long list of numbers on the Lab-Assistant. “These
	are the addresses of all the dots that were visited on the way to
	the answer. And see here, there are two starting dots into the
	memory index. I’m betting she’ll remember this problem!”

“But
	she only knows how to answer that specific question.”

“That’s
	the next test. Now, I’ll give her a new problem, but ground
	two answers, neither one of them exactly right, but one closer than
	the other.” His rubber gloved fingers whirred over the keys,
	throwing out words on the monitor faster than Patrick could read
	them. Then with a dramatic tap, he entered the last key. 


“Yes!
	Look, she picked the closer one! She’s learned, Patrick, she
	used past information to come up with a good guess!”

“But
	you asked her to find a match, wouldn’t she have been better
	to say, ‘sorry, no match?’”

“That’s
	what all other computers would have done. Not a human. Imagine this
	guy walks into a room and says, “Hey, is it three o’clock
	yet?” A computer might say, ‘No, it’s 2:58:51.03.’
	A human would say, ‘Yeah.’”

§§§

A
	week later, Clorissa called into the lab at midnight on the intercom
	to ask Beatty when he was going to bed. “Mom!” he yelled
	to the ceiling microphone, “I’m ready to show you
	something. I’m so excited, you’ve got to see this! Can
	you bring a sandwich? I’m starving. Something with peanut
	butter.” She heard the tapping of keys, and knew he had no
	intention of going to sleep. 


“Are
	you finally going to introduce me to Lucy?”

“Yes,
	Mom, come on! I’ll tell you more when you get here.”

Clorissa
	had had an easy show that night. What she found easy, her station
	found lethargic and troublesome. After slow nights, she’d
	often get calls from the station manager pleading her to pick up the
	pace and throw in a little controversy. Clorissa ignored him and let
	the show lead its own life.

She
	polished off the last sip wine, made a snack for Beatty and headed
	to the lab. Patrick had filled her in on some of the details of
	Lucy, but Beatty had been surprisingly mute. “I’m here.”

“Come
	on in!” 


She
	put on a white body suit, and found her way through the maze of
	equipment. Anything that wasn’t part of the Lucy project had
	been stacked in piles, or stuffed under tables, leaving a clean
	working area. Beatty had built a container for Lucy’s
	motherboard, partly to protect it, and partly to give her some
	physical presence - a light blue, rounded top unit that had once
	been home to frozen yogurt cones. On top of the blue dome, slightly
	tilted, was Clorissa’s Panama hat. 


“Hey,
	I was looking for that!”

“I
	wanted you to be the first to lend Lucy something to wear –
	you are the only other woman around here after all.” Beatty
	lightly hugged her and kissed a cheek. “Lucy’s made a
	breakthrough Mom, and you’ll be the first to see, or rather
	hear.” Beatty prepped her with an abbreviated lecture on the
	concepts, which she picked up rapidly.  “I’m sorry I’ve
	kept this such a secret, but I saved you for a moment when I knew. 
	Well, I know.”  He described his teaching methods. 


“You’re
	teaching her things slowly, giving her some answers, then slowly
	taking away information as you do more teaching. I’m a mother.
	This makes perfect sense.” 


“I
	learned from the best wine chugging, paranoid, over protective
	mother on the planet.” Beatty made a goofy smile. 


She
	knew he wouldn’t kid her unless he loved her. Despite her long
	list of problems. “Thanks. That means a lot, coming from one
	who’s normal in every way,” she winked.

He
	turned serious. “I started by teaching her how to recognize a
	beat. I moved from there to single measures of music. Then whole
	pieces. I played her Bach’s Brandenburg Concerto Number Six
	earlier.”

Beatty
	turned on the CD so the concerto filled the room. Beatty had to
	shout over the blaring violins and cellos. “See, BACH.
	She’s already recognized it, took her only a few notes.”
	His hands rapidly jumped from keyboard to keyboard. “But wait,
	you haven’t seen the best part.” He flicked off the
	music. “I’ve taught her only two pieces from each of the
	following: Bach, Beethoven, Wagner, Mozart, Brahms, Copland, and
	Chopin. Keep in mind, she’s only a 10,000 cell brain right now
	– pretty simple, and a fraction of what I can build with a few
	more chips.” 


He
	positioned another CD. “Now here’s one she’s never
	heard.” He talked to the monitor as he hit play, “Who do
	you think wrote this, Lucy?” Out of the speakers poured Eine
	Kleine Nachtmusik by Mozart, while a digitized version fed into
	Lucy’s brain. On the screen appeared instantly, MOZART.



“See?
	Good girl!” He typed a key on Lucy’s keyboard.

“What
	did you type?”

“I
	grounded that answer, my way of saying she’s right. See over
	here, she just put that piece into her memory.”

“Lots
	of encouragement. Good.”

“Do
	you realize what this means? This chip has absolutely no built in
	algorithms. I’ve never taught her what music is, let alone how
	you differentiate it by composer. Who knows what criteria she used,
	similar range, similar beat, I have no idea. But she did it. It
	would take a computer program the size of the Manhattan phone book
	to figure out what Lucy just did.”

“But
	a little child could do it,” Clorissa smiled, starting to
	understand what he’d been harping about. “Especially
	you. Mozart has a different sound than the others. You could have
	done this at two years old.”

“Yes
	yes yes! She is starting to think like a two year old human, in ways
	a computer a thousand times more powerful would have trouble
	figuring out!”

“How
	do you know she’s a girl?” Clorissa threw out.

Beatty
	paused. “I guess she’s a girl because I perceive her to
	be a girl.”

“So
	‘female’ is only in the eyes of the beholder.”

“You’ve
	been calling your peonies ‘ladies’ as long as I can
	remember. They really seem like a bunch of women to you, right.”

“They
	do. With their colorful hats and delicate perfume.”

“See?”

“Interesting
	hypothesis. I think we create some girl/boy behavior by how we bring
	them up. But you can’t deny tendencies. We are born with
	deeply rooted drives and needs, things we have picked up over our
	evolution that are decidedly sexually based.”

“I’m
	sure we do, but even those drives and needs can be learned. Plus,
	inherent genetic traits aren’t as important to higher beings.
	In lower animals, they’re essential.”

“They’re
	pretty essential in us too.”

“Yeah,
	but for instance, take birds. A momma bird can’t put baby bird
	through nest building class, so evolution left some architectural
	plans around in the DNA. Birds grow up and already know exactly how
	to build a nest. In humans, it’s less important for specific
	plans like that. We don’t need them, and they wouldn’t
	work anyway. Our world changes too fast for DNA to keep up. Humans
	build ‘nests’ based on what we’ve learned, not
	genetics.” 


“You’re
	so smart, yet you have so much to learn.”





[bookmark: _Toc500591615] -
	  N i n e   - 


I
	want one hundred
	more chips.” One month later, and Beatty was already handing
	Patrick a new design drawing, with even more tightly packed lines
	and dots. “This new layout will fit 50 thousand dots per chip.
	We’ll wire the 100 chips together in a matrix – I have
	schematic of how it might look. With these enhancements, Lucy will
	go from ten thousand brain cells to five million!” 


“Are
	you sure you want to jump this fast?” Some of his resistance
	came from losing touch with the project. Patrick couldn’t keep
	up with Beatty’s high pace teaching of Lucy. Between the time
	he’d leave in the evening and arrive the next afternoon,
	Beatty would have made so many advances that he didn’t have
	time to bring Patrick up to date on all of them. 


“Yes
	I’m ready. Lucy’s having trouble with higher math.
	Multiplication of four digit numbers is taking up half her brain.
	She needs a transplant.”

“Don’t
	we all.”

“I’m
	moving her to a three dimensional design as well. One chip alone
	worked fine flat on the table, but when we hook chips together, it’s
	much more efficient to have them suspended in three dimensions. I
	was thinking about packing them in putty - something pliable,
	removable if we need to get back in, and it will add some
	protection.” 


“If
	we drop it, it will bounce all over the lab. There’s a
	picture.” Patrick chuckled. “I have some contacts at the
	university who are good with different glue substances. I’ll
	give them a call.”

“Will
	you contact Dynamics about the next order? Mom will cover the
	expenses this time, they don’t have to do it for free.”

“They
	call me every day, so there’s no problem getting in touch with
	them. But I know what they’re going to say - they’ll do
	it if they can meet you.”

Beatty’s
	hopes were panning out. He’d been cloistered long enough. If
	he couldn’t convince his mother to let him out to the world,
	then maybe he could bring the world into him. “I want to meet
	them. Talk to Mom, will you?”

“You’d
	go?”

“I
	was thinking of bringing them here. But if she said yes, I’d
	go if they were looking for janitors. I’ve visited WSU exactly
	eight times, and gone twice to the Richmond art museum. Ten times
	out. All within fifty miles. That’s it. Even then, she keeps
	me on a one inch leash.”

Patrick
	already regretted taking the conversation this far. “It’s
	even less likely she’d let anyone on the property. She has
	good reasons. She’s your mother.” He shook his head.
	That won’t help, he thought. “…You have to be
	careful about these corporate types Beatty. When you work for them
	they start owning you as well as your work.”

“I
	don’t have a choice. Do you honestly think I can manufacture a
	fifty thousand circuit chip in this barn? I need a partner with the
	capacity to handle some of the development. In a couple of months,
	if this works, I’ll want to try something even more complex. I
	can’t be held back by …. this.” He opened his
	arms and looked around the lab. 


“The
	University has lab space and good scientists. Plus, it’s
	close.”

Beatty
	avoided his gaze. “Yeah, I thought of that. I need industrial
	strength though.  Academia’s always a few clicks behind the
	private sector.”

Patrick
	felt the jab. It hurt more knowing Beatty was right, especially at
	WSU. A new question cleared the tension. “Have you thought
	through what this invention might be used for? Once you open this up
	to corporate America, you might lose it. Who knows what they’ll
	do with it.”

“I
	can’t stop thinking about it. Patrick, I’m so
	excited I could, I don’t know … explode.” He
	stood there looking for a better word.

Patrick
	reluctantly reached into his briefcase, realizing Beatty had a good
	point and he might as well be dealing with all the facts. “I
	have some materials on Dynamics, you might want to leaf through
	them.” He handed Beatty a stack of annual reports and project
	descriptions. “They’re hot for you, no question. Here
	are the two I’ve talked to.” He turned to a page in the
	back of an annual report where they pictured key employees. “This
	guy here, Dr. Jordan Mason runs their research division. He was all
	over me for months. Lately, I’ve been hearing a lot from this
	lady, Maria Baines.”

Beatty
	yanked the books from Patrick’s hands. “Why didn’t
	you show these to me before! Look at this!” His eyes glowed
	with excitement paging through the color glossies. He pulled the
	book close for a better look. “Maria Baines. Pretty young for
	a scientist. Look, the head honcho is Walter Baines. This must be
	the daughter. So Daddy’s girl wants to meet me?”

“She
	does. Very much so.”

He
	tilted the page to see her face from different perspectives. “Meet
	me about what exactly?” He knew why, he just wanted to hear it
	again. He’d hardly said more than three words to a girl. This
	one wanted to meet him in person? She was beautiful. His neck
	tingled.

“The
	chip design. She wants to know if you’d give her a tour of it,
	and what it’s supposed to do. She’s in charge of any
	work they do for you, and said she couldn’t understand the
	design at all. I bet she’ll also offer you a job.”

“A
	job?” Beatty was truly surprised. “You mean I could get
	paid to work on this?” But what if she thought he was just a
	gawky little kid? That’s what he was, after all. Thanks to the
	bell jar his Mother had him in. He was no match for the likes of
	this woman.

Patrick
	shook his head at the naiveté. Clorissa made him promise to
	keep Beatty humble until he was ready. If he only knew. “Oh,
	I’m sure they’d pay you something.”

“I’ll
	talk to this Baines lady at least.” He was proud of his
	reserve. “Don’t you think I should?”

“You’ll
	have to ask your Mom.”

He
	threw down the report with a sigh. “Right. Mrs
	‘You-have-a-whole-life-in-business-why-rush-it.’” 


“She
	has a point. And she’s your mother. At your age, my only
	exposure to corporate giants was when I went shopping for comic
	books.” Patrick felt his frustration. He thought Beatty was
	ready too, but this was forbidden territory.

“I
	don’t believe that. You know this is different. I’m
	enhancing a computer model of the human brain. This isn’t
	child’s work here. All they’re asking is to talk to me.
	What harm is there in that?”

“You’re
	wasting your energy on me. She’s set in her opinions. Her
	motives are all good. I suggest you bring it up with her, and work
	it out.”

He
	picked up the report again. “Look at the setting of this
	place.” He paged through the brochure again. “Northern
	California, near the ocean. San Francisco Bay is right over the edge
	of the grass. Wow, would I love to see this. How old would you say
	Maria is?” He pushed her picture toward him.

“Twenty
	something. I don’t know.” He saw right through Beatty
	and smiled. “Yeah, she’s cute all right.”

“I’m
	old enough to make these decisions for myself. Mom’s just
	going to have to change. That’s it!” Beatty dashed
	through the doors to the outer ‘dirty’ room where he had
	an extension line. He spoke while walking, “She cuts me off
	when we discuss this in person, I’ve got a better idea. She’ll
	have to listen.” 


Patrick
	followed behind, uneasy with being the catalyst for all this. Beatty
	called the 800 number for the Holiday Show. Patrick thought about
	stopping him, but who was he to say - Beatty could do what he
	wanted. “You’re calling the show?”

“Yup.”

He
	touched Beatty’s shoulder. “Stop for a moment and think
	about what you’re doing. I suggest something more intimate.
	Seriously.”

“Sorry.”
	Beatty asked for the head screener. “Hi Jeannie, this is
	Clorissa’s son, Beatty.”

“Beatty
	Holiday! Is it really you?”

“I
	want to talk to her.”

Beatty
	turned toward the wall and dragged Patrick’s hand off his
	shoulder. Patrick looked back through the glass doors toward Lucy’s
	table. This boy was on the brink of something truly spectacular. Be
	careful young man, he thought, and then disappeared out the door to
	take a seat in his truck. He turned on KWAT and waited for the
	fireworks.

Jeannie
	said, “Your Mom doesn’t talk about you on the air, and
	has us screen anyone who asks. But you in person? I can ask her off
	line if you want.”

“No,
	Jeannie, don’t. I want to surprise her. Don’t tell her
	it’s me, just write on the monitor, ‘boy seeking to
	fulfill dreams, needs advice.’”

“I
	could get in trouble. You’ll cover for me later, won’t
	you?”

“Of
	course. She doesn’t have to know we talked. Maybe some day we
	can meet.”

Jeannie
	was doubtful. Clorissa Holiday let her precious son out from under
	her iron grip? “Sure Beatty. Good luck. I’m putting you
	in at the top of her list.”

“Hello,
	this is Clorissa. So you have some dreams, young man?”

“Yes.”
	


She
	knew immediately who it was. She wanted to hang up, but under what
	pretense? As she thought it over, the caller lag time lapsed, and
	the conversation had already started on the national air waves.
	“Dreams, ey?” No one could find out it was her son on
	the line. “Why don’t we keep this on a no name basis –
	okay?”

“That’s
	fine.”

 She
	picked up aggressiveness in his voice. He was angry or upset.
	Something was on his mind. This was no place for an argument. “First
	of all,” she started, “why would you use such an
	impersonal means to deal with something as important as your future
	dreams? Don’t you have people close to you whom you could talk
	to about this more privately?”

Beatty
	fiddled with the phone cord. “Yes, but I already know the
	answer they’d give.”

“And
	you think I’ll be any different?”

“I
	was hoping.”

“What
	kind of dreams?”

“To
	be connected to the world. To meet new people, see new places. To
	share my ideas.”

“You
	sound confident, smart, like a boy who already has connections.”

“I
	do, and I appreciate them. But I’m ready for more.”

Clorissa
	checked her monitor for messages from the station to see if anyone
	knew. So far, nothing. “You’re awfully young to be
	jet-setting around the world. There’s more responsibility
	involved than you think.”

“I’m
	sure there is. But it’s my responsibility.”

“I’d
	wait if I were you, just a little longer. Take some time to build a
	strong foundation. Learn as much as you can while you have the
	luxury of a stable environment. You’ll know when you’re
	ready.”

Clorissa’s
	monitor showed a chat message from the station manager, “This
	doesn’t sound like you! Telling a boy to hold back on his
	dreams? What’s into you?” She slammed the clear key to
	wipe the screen. 


Beatty
	came back, “I agree completely. I came to the same conclusion.
	And I’ve reached that point, I’m ready.”

She
	felt trapped. “I think I’ve said all I can say.”

“No.
	I’m not satisfied. You’re supposed to be the giver of
	such sage advice, the queen of ‘don’t let the world
	dictate your destiny – take your future into your own hands.’
	I called that woman, not a killjoy.”

A
	wave of calls filled the lines. The screeners typed in summaries
	like, “Cut the boy free” and “Where’s
	Clorissa?” The dike between her artificial talk show and her
	real life broke open. More lines filled up, more caustic quips. 


“I
	am not a killjoy! How can you say that? I have spent decades helping
	people like you see through the haze of possibilities to good
	solutions.” Dizziness and nausea struck. She lowered her head
	to her knees, still wearing the headset. After a deep breath, “You
	might not realize how lucky you are to be having a childhood. You
	should treasure it. I myself never had one.” She felt an
	outpouring on herself coming, something she never did on air.

But
	she needed to speak. “I was thrust into a sordid adult world
	before I knew how to tie my shoes. I never felt safe, never played
	with toys, never had my mother comb my hair and talk softly to me. I
	missed the first step, and fell down the whole set of stairs.”

Beatty
	sensed her pain. “I’m sorry for your upbringing. I just
	want to take my next step. Developing contacts, talking to
	others, getting a wider view. I won’t fall, I promise.”

Another
	message from the station manager popped up. “Do you know this
	guy?” That was it, Clorissa barked into the microphone. “No.
	You must wait! That’s final.” Then she jammed down the
	station break button, and flicked on the intercom to the barn to
	talk to Beatty directly.

“Beatty!”
	she shrieked. “You have no right to put me on the spot like
	that, in front of the whole world!”

The
	lab air thickened with the sound of amplified heavy breathing.
	Beatty lowered the phone, confused by opposing forces of defiance
	and shame. It was a cheap shot calling like that. But she asked for
	it - she would have dispensed with him in a flick of her wrist if
	he’d talked to her in person. 


From
	his truck, Patrick heard KWAT scramble to put in an advertisement.
	The tension in Clorissa’s voice sent razors down his spine.
	What have I done, he thought. He rested his head on the wheel and
	debated his next move.

Beatty
	spoke to the microphone in the ceiling, like he was talking to a
	god. “What are you doing to me, Mom? All I want is to talk to
	a scientist at company who made Lucy’s chip. Is that so bad?”

“With
	a childish stunt like that, I’m liable to lock you up and
	throw away the key!” She knew as soon as the words came out
	they were wrong. Before she could pull them back, she heard the
	sounds of Beatty slamming the lab doors behind him.

Patrick
	watched Beatty storm toward the house, then veer toward his truck.
	Beatty yanked the magnetizing headset off his ears, ripped the
	Velcro belt piece off, and chucked it in a tangle into the back of
	the truck. “You said you were going to make some modifications
	to this back at WSU. You might as well take it now. I sure don’t
	need it. Mom’s going to put me in a dungeon.” He didn’t
	give Patrick a chance to answer. He pounded up the front steps, and
	sat with his chin propped on his palms.

Patrick
	half expected Clorissa to come roaring out of the house. He watched
	the front door like a nervous child. When he realized she wasn’t
	coming, he figured his best option was to call it a night. He’d
	attend to damage control the next day. 


The
	sprinkles that had been peppering his windshield turned to heavy
	rain. He turned the truck around in the dirt driveway, and pulled
	away. Halfway down the driveway, he looked back a last time. Beatty
	was a blurry splotch through the sheets of rain, still no signs of
	Clorissa.

He
	stayed tuned in KWAT to hear the aftermath. They were announcing the
	cancellation of the rest of the show, due to illness of Ms. Holiday.
	Wow, he thought. He really did it this time.

Few
	cars or trucks traveled the farm roads north of Plymouth, especially
	this late. Even less in heavy rain. He’d see joy riding
	teenagers on occasion, but rarely a commercial vehicle. He focused
	ahead into the white wall of rain. He kept the rows of wheat a
	constant distance out the right side of the truck to make sure he
	stayed on the road. He heard the blatting of a heavy diesel engine.
	He saw no lights ahead or behind through the storm. He passed an
	apple orchard. 


A
	hay roller tractor came from no where between the rows of twisted
	apple trunks. He tried to swerve, but it came too fast with no
	warning. The hydraulic mechanism in the front of the tractor pierced
	Patrick’s truck, through the gas tank. The truck exploded in a
	fiery black and red rolling ball. Beatty heard the boom from the
	front porch. He squinted into the stormy night and saw the rising
	mushroom cloud. 


“Mom!
	Mom! I think it’s Patrick! Mom!” 


Clorissa
	was still recovering in her sound proof room, mulling over every
	word they both had said, oblivious to the horrible scene. Overcome,
	Beatty sprinted in a frenzied stupor toward the fire. He screamed as
	he ran down the lawn, onto the gravel, and down the street.
	“Patrick! Patrick!” His words became garbled. “Patr!
	Plaaaat!” He tripped over his buckling legs, falling flat onto
	the muddy stones. He crawled frantically, then slowed, beginning to
	wonder where he was going. He smelled wet earth. A deafening calm
	spread over him. He collapsed, arms and legs sprawled out, his
	fingers still clutching the mud in front of him. 
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Beatty
	had caught her off guard, in a public forum. She’d felt the
	creeping anxiety of agoraphobia with thousands of listeners pressed
	up against their radios, reaching their filthy hands into her
	private life. She cracked. Beatty should never have thrown such a
	crucial moment into the boiling muck of night time talk radio. But
	she was the mother, the one who was supposed to stay rational and
	calm, the one to put herself last. She acted poorly. She needed to
	make amends. 


She
	turned everything off in the booth – no lights on the console,
	no humming monitors. She knew the station would call. She unplugged
	the phone. The only sound was the rushing of blood in her head.

She
	called Beatty on the intercom in the barn and living room. No one
	answered. She opened the thick booth door with a ‘frump.’
	Driving rain pelted the windows. She ran to close the open back
	porch door, and threw towels on the floor to stop the growing pool.
	“Beatty? You left the door wide open! You know I can’t
	hear the rain! Beatty?” She yelled up the stairway, then ran
	to the front door. “Patrick?”

Through
	the deluge, the stinging smell of burning rubber prevailed. She
	stood on the porch looking out toward the glowing dome of fire over
	the fields, the blaze unhampered by the rain. She grabbed a hooded
	rain coat and put it on as she ran to her van. She sprayed a
	fountain of mud peeling out of the driveway. 


She
	slammed on the breaks as her headlights illuminated Beatty’s
	splayed out figure in the mud. The van slipped sideways and nearly
	hit him. She scrambled out the door. She dug her fingers under the
	flowing mud to pull him to her chest. “Beatty! Beatty!”
	Wind whipped sharp droplets into her eyes and cheeks. He was too big
	to carry, so she dragged him by the shoulders and pushed him through
	the sliding side door. Then she roared backwards to the yard. He sat
	up as she pulled into the driveway. 


Beatty
	scanned the scene – his mother’s mud caked clothes and
	face, the thundering sky. “What the hell?”

“Oh
	Beatty, I’m so sorry,” Clorissa said as she coaxed him
	up the front stairs.

“About
	what? Why am I so muddy, and where’s Patrick? We were in the
	lab.”

“You
	don’t remember your phone call?”

“To
	whom?” He spotted the fire. “Mom, wait! What’s
	that?”

“Looks
	like some kind of accident. Call the police. Tell them to bring the
	fire department. I’m going out there.”

“Let
	me come, hold on. Where’s my head gear?” He ran upstairs
	and checked his room. “Where is it!” he yelled down. 


She
	yelled to Beatty as she left. “I’m going. Something bad
	happened out there. Call the police. I have the cell phone. We’ll
	talk when I get back. I love you.” Beatty rifled through his
	things, downstairs, all over. No headgear. Even his old football
	helmet was out of batteries. 


He
	sat in the pouring rain on the front step. A prisoner. He looked out
	into the drenched gloom trying to imagine what was happening at the
	fiery scene.

Police
	and fire truck sirens sounded. Flashing lights replaced the dull
	glow from the fire. He called her cell phone, but she didn’t
	answer. He listened to radio broadcasts, hoping for news. He was
	close enough to hear the police bull horns. He could see through his
	invisible wall, but couldn’t pass through. 


He’d
	been riding on such a wave of confidence and excitement with the
	Lucy project. But sitting there, staring at his shackled body,
	unable to help in an emergency, he felt worthless. Human refuse. A
	polluted by-product of the industrial age.

Clorissa’s
	van pulled in. She stepped slowly out into the rain, oblivious of
	the downpour. Rain splattered off her eyebrows and washed the tears
	from her cheeks. He knew by her artificial movements something was
	terribly wrong. “What! Tell me!”

She
	passed him and headed inside. “Come on, let’s clean up
	all this mud.”

He
	followed on her heels. “It’s bad. It’s Patrick,
	isn’t it! Screw the mud! Stop and talk to me!” He
	pivoted her around by the shoulders. The two stood, nose to mud
	covered nose. Clorissa started sobbing.

“Oh
	Beatty.” She hugged him tightly. “Patrick. He was in an
	accident.”

“Is
	he okay?” 


“No.
	He’s gone.” Only the hard facts could make it through
	her tight throat. “A tractor hit his truck.”

Beatty
	held her shoulders, staring hard into her, hoping if he waited,
	she’d take it back. Clorissa’s attempt at a serious
	expression crumpled under her tears. “This is real, Beatty.
	Patrick is dead.”

He
	collapsed into her arms, sobbing. “No! It can’t be! How
	can you be sure!”

“I’m
	sure.” She’d seen them pull the charred body from the
	truck. They made her stay on the scene to identify him. She would
	spend the rest of her life trying to erase the face she was forced
	to study.

Beatty
	slid from her grasp, and dropped to his knees. He wrapped his hands
	around her thighs. She stroked his hair. She had to be strong. “This
	isn’t going to be easy, Beatty. You’ll suffer for a long
	time. That’s the way it works. But you move on, carrying with
	you the things he gave you. Honor him with your strength.”

“I’m
	not strong. I’m a freak. I can’t even carry my own
	weight down the driveway.”

“Go
	on up and take a bath. We’ll talk more. Come on.” She
	pulled at his shoulders.

“I’m
	staying here.” 


She
	lingered for a moment, then pulled away. “I’ll be
	upstairs. Do as you wish. A hot bath might feel good. I’ll
	make a snack after.”

Clorissa
	returned in twenty minutes to find the front door still opened.
	Cool, rain-cleansed air flowed in from the dark night. “Beatty?”
	She tenderly checked each room, looking behind couches, under
	tables. She wasn’t sure where he might be mourning. “Beatty?
	Say something honey. I want to be with you. This hurts me more than
	you know.” 


She
	sped up. She jogged back through every room. Beatty? Don’t do
	this to me, I need to see you!” She ran into the yard carrying
	a flashlight. “Beatty!” she shouted. Nowhere. She
	checked the lab, the other farm buildings, the car. She ran up the
	road. He couldn’t be far without his gear. She ran down the
	pathway that he’d gone on so many years before, and there he
	was, slumped over, head on a mound of wet grass. “No! What are
	you doing?”

She
	dragged him back to the house, watching him slowly stir as they
	approached. On the lawn, she lay down next to him, and hugged him
	tightly. Light mist tickled their cheeks.

“Mom,
	what are you doing? Why are we on the lawn?”

“You
	don’t remember, do you.”

“Remember
	what? What happened? Where’s Patrick?”

Clorissa
	rubbed her face with both hands. “I can’t do this again.
	Beatty, you ran into the woods so you’d forget.”

“What!”

Clorissa
	stroked the back of his head as he rocked him back and forth. “I’ll
	tell you if you promise not to run away again. I can’t keep
	telling you the same horrible news. It’s too much.”

Beatty
	knew something awful had happened. A deep gnawing cut through the
	buried memories. He rested his head on her chest and listened.
	Clorissa told him all the details. The clouds cleared, leaving a
	starry sky. Then they stayed in silence, holding each other on the
	soggy lawn.

§§§

The
	next morning, Clorissa tried to wake Beatty with the smell of a full
	breakfast spread, all his favorites. But he kept pulling the covers
	over his head. She lingered in his doorway, imagining the heaviness
	in his heart. 


It
	was time to tell him the truth. 


She
	went to the basement and retrieved an old wooden suitcase. With her
	free hand, she carried a plate piled with bacon, two blueberry
	muffins, and two glasses of fresh orange juice. She returned and sat
	on the end of the bed. “I’ve got some food here. The
	muffins are still hot. There’s scrambled eggs and toast
	downstairs.”

He
	pulled the covers off his head, but kept his eyes closed. Clorissa
	skidded up to lean against the bed board. She propped the suitcase
	on her lap. Even though he didn’t acknowledge, she knew he was
	listening. “I’m sure you remember what I told you about
	your hospital visit ten years ago, the day we figured out you needed
	magnetism. The day we met Patrick. I was bitchy to him and everyone
	else because I hated being there. But really I liked him right away,
	and ever since. I wish I’d told him more often. I loved him
	too, as much as I’ve loved anyone except for you. In ways that
	moved me deeply. Even sexually.” 


Beatty
	twitched. She was begging to be heard. Clorissa rolled the fresh
	juice on her tongue and made yum sounds. Beatty sat up and reached
	for his glass.

“That
	was a big day for many reasons, more than you know. I haven’t
	been totally open with you, and well, today is as good a day as any.
	It’s time I told you a little about Beatty Holiday.” She
	opened the old chipped and dented suitcase. Stacks of papers,
	newspaper clippings, and photographs filled it to the brim. “Here’s
	a good starting place. Check out the front cover of Newsweek
	magazine, seven years ago.”

Beatty
	took it, astonished. There he was. Right under the Newsweek banner.
	It was a grainy photograph of him wearing a football helmet and a
	back pack, walking up the stairs to WSU with Patrick. The headline
	read, Electric Boy Astonishes World with Genius.
	“That’s me!”

“Yup.
	On the world stage.”

“What
	did I do? I remember that day, Patrick gave me a tour of all the
	labs.” 


“You
	didn’t realize, nor did Patrick, that a reporter followed you
	around. Here’s what really got them buzzing.” She read
	from the article. 



At
	one point in his tour, the eleven year old boy confronted Dr. John
	Mills, physics department head and nationally known pioneer in the
	field of nuclear magnetic resonance mapping. The boy said, hardly
	able to see over the table, ‘Mom tells me I’ve been
	inside one of your machines! Can I ask you a question?” The
	Doctor stooped down in the hallway to hear. “Do you think it
	might be possible to get clearer pictures by varying the field
	potential over a range instead of keeping it constant? It would be
	like taking hundreds of pictures at the same time. You’d have
	to change the programs inside, but don’t you think it might
	work?” In a private interview later, Dr. Mills admitted there
	are experiments going on now to do exactly this. He quipped, ‘good
	thing I’m retiring.’”

“I
	remember that guy! I didn’t know anyone was watching. This is
	amazing.”

“Wait
	till you see this one.” She showed him a newspaper article of
	a bunch of people standing on their front porch interviewing Beatty.
	


“That’s
	taken here at the farm!”

“The
	man standing next to you is some big shot scientist the newspaper
	flew in from California to talk to you. They were asking you all
	sorts of questions. Naddy was here that day, but she had dashed home
	to get something. I was in doing my show and didn’t hear them
	arrive. They came right up on our property, never knocked. You must
	have been outside. You probably loved it. Naddy finally came back
	and nearly broke the booth door to tell me about them.”

“I
	don’t remember that at all!”

“I
	swear, Beatty, I almost killed someone that day. When I came out and
	saw the crowd, the cameras, the microphones, I cracked. I called the
	police, and then shot off two rounds of the shotgun into the air. I
	threatened to sue for trespassing, on and on. I was ugly.”

“I
	was eleven?”

“You
	don’t remember because I erased it. That was the one and only
	time I did it Beatty, I promise. You were screaming your head off,
	mad at me, scared of me, freaked out by the angry mob and police.
	After the dust settled, you were so upset. I decided it was best. I
	carried you into the woods, and kissed you as you slumped into my
	hands.”

“You
	purposely erased my memory? How could you do that?”

“I
	did. I’m sorry.” She glanced at him. “Just like
	you did to yourself yesterday.”

He
	acknowledged the fair trade with a nod.

“After
	that day, I bought as much of the adjoining land I could get, and
	put in a security system. You know our ‘gardener’ Frank?
	He’s a security guard. He’s got equipment down in his
	little hut at the entrance to the property that would impress even
	you. Maybe James Bond too.”

“So
	that’s why it’s so locked up. I’ve tried to break
	in there a few times, you know, bored.”

“I
	know all about it. You set off silent alarms every time.”

“That
	explains why he’s such a lousy gardener. I like Frank. I
	thought he’d get fired if I told you.”

“He
	earns his keep, don’t worry.”

He
	took a bite from a muffin.

“There’s
	a lot more in here. Time, Discover. There’s even an amusing
	short story about you in the New Yorker. You wrote some lecture
	notes for WSU, remember? I had Patrick put them through under a pen
	name, John Weinhart, my father’s name. Patrick told you they
	liked the articles. He didn’t mention they were published and
	read by university faculty all over the world. It just added to your
	growing fame.”

“Me?
	Why did you keep this from me?”

Clorissa
	looked for signs of anger, but either he was taking it all in
	stride, or his emotions were simply filled to capacity. 


“You
	may never agree, but I did it to protect you. The world wanted to
	rob you of your childhood, throw you into the lime light, exploit
	you as a side show for their amusement. You were too young, Beatty.
	These people were after you when you were only seven years old. You
	would have gained nothing, and lost so much. Patrick brought the
	perfect combination of fatherhood and teacher. No one out there
	cared two ions about your personal growth and well being. But
	Patrick…” She stopped to compose herself, but then gave
	in to crying. Beatty squeezed in close and let it run its course. He
	wondered why he didn’t cry with her. 


§§§

Beatty
	looked again at the newspaper photo on the front steps of their farm
	house. His innocent face looked up at the bearded professor who was
	waving an arm in the air, as if to bring the world’s attention
	through himself down to the amazing electric boy. A woman held a
	microphone under Beatty’s chin. Another man dangled a boom
	over his head. He spotted Naddy on the edge of the crowd, running
	in, one hand to her mouth.

Clorissa
	waited patiently while Beatty processed the scene. He finally looked
	up. “I’m sure you did the right thing.”

Clorissa
	responded with a hug. “Thank you.”

They
	held tightly for a long time, until they broke lose to stuff muffins
	in their mouths. Clorissa wiped her crumb covered mouth and
	continued, “Things are going to change now though Beatty. I
	can’t hold you here any more. With Patrick gone, you need more
	than I can give.”

“I
	wish I could ask Patrick for advice.”

“I
	think you did, but you just can’t remember. I found this in
	your lab.” She handed him the folder on Dynamics. “No
	more secrets, Beatty. You called me last night on the radio, during
	the show. Out of the blue. You should listen to the tape. You asked
	about getting contact with outside people. Patrick must have given
	this to you. I can’t help thinking he encouraged you to talk
	to these people.”

“These
	are the ones building my chips. I wanted to give Patrick the plans
	for my new design. Or maybe I did.” He found a letter
	addressed to him, and skimmed it. “They want to meet me. I
	have a way to increase Lucy’s brain five hundred times. Maybe
	I’ll call them about it.”

“I
	won’t tell you what to do, but let me be part of your
	decisions.”

“Of
	course. You’re my Mom.” He curled his arm around her
	waist. “I’ve lost the second most important person in my
	life. I’m not losing the first.”




§§§

“I
	still can’t find my head gear, how will I go to the funeral?”

“Oh.
	It was in Patrick’s truck. It’s ruined. Don’t you
	have your old football helmet?”

“No
	batteries. Besides, if I wear that thing, talk about another media
	spectacle!”

“I’ll
	get batteries. Spectacle is your life, Beatty. You might as well get
	used to it.” 


Clorissa
	took an unscheduled two week vacation from the show. The funeral was
	a zoo, as the insensitive media played it as Beatty’s
	debutante. Clorissa was proud of him. He held his tattered football
	helmet high as he paid respects. Beatty felt his mother trying to
	look small and insignificant. Her rough exterior was striped back,
	exposing a raw, vulnerable core. He stayed glued to her side.
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With
Clorissa listening in on
	speaker phone, Beatty called Dynamics. Once he said his name, the
	receptionist transferred him to a woman who answered so quickly
	Beatty thought she might have hurt herself with the receiver. It was
	Maria.

“This
	is Beatty Holiday?“

“Yes
	Ma’am.”

“If
	you’ll bear with me for one identifying question, could you
	tell me the serial number on the latest chip we sent you?” Her
	voice wavered nervously.

“Yes,
	I thought it was amusing. ‘DCEBV1.0’ Let me guess,
	Dynamics Corporation Electric Boy Version 1.0?”

Maria
	didn’t expect him to translate it. “I’m not sure
	what it stands for,” she lied unconvincingly. “We’ve
	had some prank calls. I had to be sure.”

Clorissa
	chimed in. “This is Beatty’s mother. I thought this
	project was being kept under tight security. Whom are we talking to
	please?”

This
	was the most important phone call in her entire career and she
	already felt like she was going down in flames. She might well be
	talking to the smartest person on earth, teamed up with his
	notoriously intimidating, world famous mother. There couldn’t
	possibly be more pressure. “I’m Maria Baines, project
	leader on your son’s chip design project. I’m incredibly
	honored to have this opportunity to speak with you today.” She
	rolled her eyes to herself – God! What a pathetic comment. Get
	a grip. 


Beatty
	glanced at Clorissa while pointing to himself as if to say, ‘me?’
	He showed his teeth in a wide smile. Here it comes, Clorissa
	thought.

Beatty
	launched in. “Maria Baines?” He leafed through the
	annual report Patrick had given him. His eyebrows raised when he
	found her picture. He held it up for Clorissa. “I’ve got
	another chip design. It’s a step up in complexity, and I want
	a hundred of them. I was wondering if you would be interested in
	building them for me.”

Clorissa
	again, “Of course we need to know your price before we make a
	decision.”

“Beatty,
	may I call you Beatty?” Maria asked timidly.

“Of
	course, Maria.” He winked at Clorissa. She leaned up and
	whispered in his ear, “She’s the owner’s daughter,
	and she’s six years older than you.” Beatty’s
	smile faded.

“Dynamics
	would be glad to build your designs at no cost. We would like to
	talk to you in person about them. We’ll cover all expenses to
	come out and see our facilities in Larkspur California. We think
	you’ll enjoy seeing how we manufacture them.”

Jordan
	Mason slipped quietly into Maria’s office. He held a cell
	phone to his head where he’d heard the whole conversation,
	piped in by special arrangement with the switchboard. He quickly
	scribbled on a piece of paper, make it personal!
	Maria waved him away with a stern look, annoyed he took such
	liberties with her private calls. He shook his head, giving an ‘I’m
	the boss’ nod. 


“I
	will be your personal guide,” she continued. “As head of
	the project, you can work entirely through me if you wish.”
	She sneered at Jordan.

Beatty
	wiped the odd mixture of expressions off his face. He pushed the
	mute button. “Why not, Mom?”

“Be
	careful about jumping at the first person you talk to. You’ve
	got an International audience out there interested in you. You
	should talk to universities, government research groups, other major
	companies.”

“I
	don’t even know what questions to ask, Mom. I need to see some
	people, get some perspective!”

“They’re
	just trying to snare you, Beatty. I’d recommend you keep
	everything at arms length for now. Keep reminding yourself, these
	guys work for you, not the other way around. If you do go out there,
	Larkspur is just across the Golden Gate bridge from Palo Alto –
	go down and meet some people at Stanford.”

He
	switched off mute. “Maria?”

“Yes!”
	She was afraid he hung up. Then more calmly, “yes, I’m
	here.”

“I’m
	not making any commitments. I appreciate you offering to pay, but I
	have a few other places to visit. I’ll call you when I get my
	plans finalized.”

Jordan
	frantically wrote some more. Don’t let him go! Get a date!
	Maria flipped Jordan dagger eyes. “That’s fine Beatty.
	This is your show entirely. I am in complete control of your contact
	with us, and you have my word that we will give you whatever
	latitude you need. I speak for the CEO of Dynamics as well.”

“Walter
	Baines? Is he your Dad?”

“Yes.
	My Dad,” she said embarrassed. “I don’t care if
	you just want to come out here and have a latte.” Jordan tried
	to protest. Maria stood up, shoving her desk chair back. She angrily
	pointed toward the door.

“What’s
	a latte?” Beatty asked.

Beatty’s
	direct honesty was disarming. Jordan’s evil stare ruined her
	concentration. “It’s a coffee drink. It’s all over
	out here. I know I’ve totally botched this conversation….”
	Beatty wrinkled his brow as he stared at her photograph, thinking
	the complete opposite. “But before you go, I just want you to
	know how sincere I am about this. You’ll have people from all
	over calling to convince you to work with them. I can imagine your
	concerns, of privacy, freedom, access to resources, compensation. We
	won’t bind you to any contracts, and you will retain full
	rights to anything you create. You’ll find our arrangement
	very comfortable.”

Beatty
	shrugged toward Clorissa. She turned away, fully aware of where this
	was going. “I’ll meet you!” Beatty blurted. “We’ll
	start there. I have to do a little work first on a new, uh, device
	too, well I’ll explain when I call back to set a time.”

“You
	mean you need a new magnetic field generator to wear?”

Beatty
	sunk. “How did you know?” Great, she knows I’m an
	invalid.

“I
	saw the pictures of you at Dr. Wheeler’s funeral. I’m
	very sorry by the way.  I know you were close to him.”

“Yes.”

Maria
	felt a chill in his voice. Was she getting too personal? “I
	noticed you were wearing your old football helmet.”

He
	cupped the phone. “It’s like she knows me.”

Clorissa
	shook her head. “Get used to it.”

He
	fumbled with the phone. “How do you know so much about me
	Maria?”

Maria
	clenched. Don’t go too deep, she thought. Especially in front
	of Clorissa Holiday. “Well I mean in pictures I have seen of
	you, visiting the University … oh never mind. I’m sorry
	I brought it up.” She blushed.

“I
	don’t mind. I hate that old helmet. Why did you ask about it?”

Maria
	took in a deep breath. “I don’t want to sound
	presumptuous, but, I gave a little thought of a new design for you
	if you’re interested in seeing it.”

“A
	new design? That’s outstanding. Why would that be
	presumptuous?”

“You
	probably have much better ideas.”

Beatty
	couldn’t imagine why this person, nearly a PhD in Electrical
	Engineering, and principal at a top high tech company would treat
	him this way. He pushed mute again. “Is she putting me on?
	You’re the phone caller voice analysis expert.”

“No,
	I’d say she’s serious. Look how young she is. She’s
	probably spent her whole life in school, under the wing of her
	father and his company. I bet you’re her first big project.”

He
	un-clicked the mute. “Maria, I’d love to see it. Go
	ahead and build it.” Clorissa didn’t approve of his
	words. He stumbled, “I’ll pay for…” He
	cupped the phone, “Mom, how about giving me some time here?
	Will you?” 


She
	smiled back, then realized he was serious. “Leave?”

“Well,
	yes.” 


She
	pointed at herself with a smile as a last effort, but Beatty’s
	stone stare held. “Okay. Okay. I’ll be on the porch.”
	She left.

Maria
	asked, “Hello?”

“Yeah,
	sorry, I’m here. I’ll come with the football helmet, so
	if yours doesn’t work, it’ll be your fault that I’ll
	look stupid touring your company.” 


Maria
	sensed the smoother, more comfortable tone. She walked around her
	desk and shut the door. “Beatty Holiday looking stupid. I
	don’t think so.”

Beatty
	glanced again at her photograph. “Please don’t over rate
	me. It makes me nervous. I’m not what you think. I hate to
	admit how little I know about most things. Really.” He looked
	over his shoulder to make sure Clorissa wasn’t listening.

Was
	he serious? Maria pulled a reprint of the famous Newsweek article in
	front of her. She looked at the face of the little boy bringing the
	great scientist to his knees. “Can you give me values for the
	magnetic field?”

 “Sure.”
	He reminded her about the body field, and gave her the
	specifications. “It would be ideal if I could adjust the force
	up and down from that level at will.”

“I
	have an idea for that too.”

“You
	do? You’ve thought a lot about this.”

“I’ll
	surprise you. When can you come?” she asked.

Beatty
	checked again for his mother. “Ahh, soon. I mean, one week.
	How about one week from today?” Why didn’t he say
	tomorrow, he thought.

“One
	week.” She’d have to work around the clock to get his
	new headset done. “Perfect,” she said hiding the deep
	breath. Jordan must have had his ear up against the door. She heard
	him hoot in approval. 


“Does
	the plane land near your company?” he asked innocently.

“Near
	the company?” Obviously never been in San Francisco. “Actually
	no. But I’ll be there when you land so I can bring you here
	myself. Is that okay?”

“Great!
	I mean, sure … that’s fine.”

§§§

Clorissa
	fit no motherhood conventions. Except for the day Beatty left for
	San Francisco. She fussed with Beatty’s suitcase. “You
	don’t have enough underwear. What’s this shirt? You
	can’t wear this.” 


Beatty
	pushed down the top. “Mom.” He kissed her cheek. “I
	learned from the master. I’m not putting on a shred of
	pretense with this visit. If they want me, they get me as I am.”

She
	plopped down on the bed. “I can’t help it.” She
	pulled him down next to him.

“I’ll
	be back in a few days!”

She
	hugged him hard. “This change of heart isn’t easy for
	me. You even look older than you did last week. I’m a realist,
	Beatty. All that attention. Labs that will make the barn look like a
	kid’s chemistry kit. Maria cooing in your ear, back-dropped by
	the San Francisco skyline.”

“Does
	sound pretty nice.”

“You’re
	supposed to disagree!” she said, attacking him with tickling.

Clorissa
	made silly faces while she dug into his ribs to keep her from
	bursting into tears. Beatty had the strangest giggle when you got
	him going. The deep gurgling sounds hung on the walls, poured over
	the worn writing desk, gilding the little boy’s room for the
	last time.

“Stop!”
	he screeched. They rolled over on their backs and caught their
	breath. “If I do move to a new place, will you come with me?”

“No.
	I’m staying here.”

“I’m
	your son, I know about your problem. There are ways to deal with it.
	You could live with me.”

“Oh
	God. Beatty, it’s not because of my ‘problem.’ You
	need space. You don’t want some underwear counting nag around
	you.”

“Don’t
	hurt me by assuming that’s all I think of you.”

“I’m
	sorry. But as much as I hate to admit it, I’m right on this.
	Losing Patrick has changed a lot.”

“What?”

“I
	don’t know how to explain. I hope you just know. I miss him
	for me, but I miss him much more for you, for what he gave that I
	could not.” She warded off tears with a gulp of air. “You’ll
	be making more money than you know what to do with, plenty to fly
	and see me on weekends whenever you want. I’ll be here.”

“I’ll
	listen to your show every night.”

She
	stood to head downstairs. “Get going. We have to leave for the
	airport.” Her voice quivered. Her lip wobbled. She turned
	quickly to hide her face.

§§§

Airport
	management assigned two security guards to walk Beatty to the gate.
	One carried his bag while the other stayed a few steps ahead to cut
	a path through the gathering crowds. 


Clorissa
	watched through the terminal windows from her van still parked at
	the departure area. She couldn’t bare the thought of swimming
	through the throngs of people. Beatty recognized the stress and
	urged her home with feigned urgency to ‘stay ahead of rush
	hour.’ 


She
	remembered only weeks ago when he was playing in the backyard with
	Patrick. Now she watched him through the terminal windows walking
	with a man’s gate past the bustle of commuters. 


From
	her closed car, he moved silently. The mouths around him opened and
	closed. They gestured and waved. Beatty managed them well, catching
	a glance with each, doling out friendly nods like a generous Duke.
	He stooped to shake children’s hands, letting them touch his
	football helmet. She watched the news spread ahead of him as people
	huddled, pointed, then joined the spontaneous reception line. She
	saw fleeting views of his beaming face between the tangle of bodies.

She
	lingered until the last view of the bobbing helmet disappeared down
	the concourse. Just outside the airport on the highway, she had to
	pull over for another bout of sobbing.

§§§

The
	pilot gave Beatty a special tour of the 727’s cockpit. He’d
	read about the extraordinary young man in the tabloids. Beatty’s
	green eyes shined behind the misplaced helmet so intently, the pilot
	was convinced he was absorbing every word of his detailed review of
	all the controls. Actually he was hardly listening. 


He’d
	waited so long to leave his comfortable nest. But this was a rocket
	launch out. He looked past the haze of gauges through the small
	windows. When would he take off? Would Maria really be there? Alone?
	


The
	sunset balanced magically on the horizon as they careened west. His
	helmet bumped awkwardly on the little round window as he tried to
	see. 


After
	an hour of sparse light clusters, the Bay Area emerged, a blanket of
	tiny brilliant points, surrounding the inky blackness of the bay
	itself. The San Francisco peninsula’s tightly packed roads
	contrasted to Marin County’s open grassy hills. And the ocean!
	So much endless expanse of water, still hued in light pink. 


Beatty
	rushed by slow walkers on the jet way. He spotted Maria easily in
	the crowd. Her black hair was pulled back in a long dangling braid.
	Her skin stayed light olive from her forehead to her neck, arms, and
	calves. She wore an informal cotton sundress and leather sandals. 


Of
	course she easily spotted the football helmet. They caught eyes. For
	a moment he wished he could hang back and look at her from a dark
	corner for a moment. Too late. She waved.

He
	rounded the ramp walkway. Dive in, he thought with a deep breath.
	“Hi Ms. Baines!” He shook her hand vigorously. “I’m
	here!”

“Yes
	you are!” Beatty watched her smile stretch pretty lips from
	nice teeth. “Please call me Maria. Have a good flight?”

Beatty
	Holiday in the flesh, she thought. Wisps of blond hair crept out
	from the edges of the battered helmet. His WSU t-shirt and jeans had
	seen many trips through the laundry. Taller, thinner, more mature,
	or was it an innocent confidence? He wasn’t what she expected
	at all, yet he instantly dislodged all the notions to become the
	perfect fit. “Beatty,” She said out loud not really
	meaning to start a sentence. 


“Yes?”
	He looked sweetly at her. “I want to go to the ocean as soon
	as possible.”

“I
	have a number of appointments set up for you this week, so if you
	don’t mind, can we wait a few days?” Business talk felt
	rubbery and synthetic to this brilliant young man wearing such
	strange clothes.

“Soon,
	then,” he said. He watched Maria’s profile as they
	walked. What would she be like? Her South American looks were even
	more striking than in the picture. He’d spent so much time
	studying the single frozen expression, he felt bombarded by the
	thousands of images of live action. He laughed at himself for
	sitting alone in his lab, trying to imagine a single personality -
	snobby intellectual? Sexy provocative? No, she was a whole person.
	Three sentences could show that. How could he have been so foolish.

Among
	the cacophony of emotions, a little anxiety simmered from being so
	far from home. It wasn’t the newness, or even Maria. It was
	Clorissa. She’d always been there to listen to every thought,
	no matter how strange or trivial. Everywhere he looked - all the
	people, smells, air temperature, everything produced a deluge of
	things he wanted to say. It felt strange holding them in. 


Large
	posters on the walls teased him with pictures of fancy restaurants,
	magnificent scenery, exquisite cars. People dressed differently here
	than in the tri-cities - fewer cowboy boots, lots of suits. Out the
	terminal windows he saw dusk settling on dusty hills. Pastel colored
	homes collected at their bases like frilly socks on burly calves. He
	wanted to ask why there were so many San’s and Santa’s
	in the town names.

Crowds
	parted in front of them as they walked down the terminal. Some
	perked up with recognizing cheers, but most just pulled aside to
	wonder about his helmet. 


Maria
	interrupted his thoughts. “I’d planned on taking you to
	your hotel and dinner, and call it an early night so you can rest up
	for tomorrow.”

“Rest
	up?” He looked at her cockeyed. “I’d rather get
	the company tour out of the way now so we can have more time to see
	sights.” He approached another window, now looking east
	towards the bay. “Is that the company?” he said,
	pointing at a shipping terminal.

“No!”
	she laughed, then covered it with a feigned cough. “Larkspur’s
	north of San Francisco. I’ll tell you about it on the way.”

“We’re
	going through San Francisco?” He stopped so suddenly that
	someone ran into him from the crowded hallway. “I purposely
	didn’t look at any maps. Of course I’ve read about the
	city in stories, articles, etc, but not for awhile. I didn’t
	want to biased my impressions. I want this to unfold as it wants
	to.” He talked without a care of the spontaneous crowd who
	circled them to hear what he would say. “If we’re going
	through the city anyway, then I’d like to take a scenic route.
	No plan, just turn down whatever street looks good. When we get to
	Larkspur, I want to tour the company. Tonight. Unplanned. What do
	you think?”

No
	obligation to authority, she thought. Hasn’t been in corporate
	America. She knew Jordan would be furious, but the thought of taking
	Beatty through the labs after hours had appeal. Jordan wouldn’t
	command the lead and push her into the background. “There
	won’t be many people around.”

“Whatever.
	I’d rather keep it low key anyway. I shouldn’t admit
	this, but you won’t have a hard sell with me.” He took a
	deep draw through his nose. “Such a different smell here.”

Beatty
	Holiday, she kept repeating. She found him surprisingly fascinating.
	“Did you check any bags?”

“Just
	this.” He turned around and pointed to his backpack like she
	hadn’t noticed it.

They
	headed toward the short term parking lot. “I’m in
	there.” 


He
	pulled out ahead of her with his chipper walk, then whipped around
	and walked backwards while talking. “You seem more relaxed
	than you were on the phone.”

“You
	get right to the point, don’t you. What can I say, you caught
	me off guard. My boss was listening in, convinced I’d screw it
	up with you.”

“Screw
	what up? Convincing me to come here?”

She
	had a sinking feeling that he’d see right through her if she
	wasn’t completely honest. Might as well begin the relationship
	right. “Yes. You coming here is one of the biggest events our
	company has seen.” 


He
	spun back to forward without losing balance, and kept talking.
	“Because of me? A handicapped teenager with a vivid
	imagination. It feels so odd. Look at me!” He stopped and
	turned around again to face her. She was hustling to keep up, so she
	ran into him, nearly knocking them both over. 


“Oh,
	I’m so sorry, Beatty!” 


“Hey,
	I think you hurt my back pack!” He pretended to be checking it
	for damage, then looked at her. “Do you have a habit of
	blaming yourself for things that other people cause?” He
	thought of Clorissa again, how she loved to jar loose self absorbed
	young girls from their self doubt. For a moment, he gloated in his
	intuition, until Maria’s expression indicated she wasn’t
	sure how to react. A wave of insecurity passed over him. Had he
	offended her? “I hope I don’t make you uncomfortable. I
	haven’t spent a lot of time with people.”

She
	liked him. A boy with raw talent beyond comprehension, yet humble.
	She could sense his unique perspective. She saw a sensitive side,
	not a dysfunctional brilliant type. Five minutes into their first
	meeting, she was more convinced than ever that Beatty was a man with
	a vast future. She chuckled, “No. I think you’re
	adorable.” While Beatty melted, Maria took her turn regretting
	her comment right after it left her lips. She stiffened her stride,
	and continued quickly, “What I was saying is that you’d
	be surprised how Dynamics is reacting. Your chip designs have our
	top designers on edge. They’d love to brush them aside as
	foolish kids play. But they don’t know whether to laugh or run
	and hide. I guess I share some of the same feelings.”

“My
	designs are so incredibly simple. They’re made up of a single
	element repeated many times, randomly. Like a fractal. Like the
	brain. You’re looking too hard.”

Maria
	drove a blue Mercedes Benz SLK convertible with the top down. It was
	a glittering machine that took Beatty’s breath away. “I’d
	like to get a look under the hood of this some time. What a car.”
	


“You
	know cars too?”

“Just
	a little about how they work. I’ve only seen pictures of cars
	this nice.”

She
	wondered what ‘just a little’ meant to a person like
	Beatty Holiday. As they drove north through San Francisco, Maria
	gave a verbal tour of some of the passing scenery. He followed the
	pointed top of the Transamerica building as it peeked through the
	passing side streets. He marveled at the steep roads rolling down
	off Van Ness Avenue toward the city center. He started to stand up
	to get a better look at the gates to Chinatown at Grant Avenue.
	Maria urged him back down with a hand on his thigh. “Sorry,
	can’t do that,” she said. He liked the touch.

He
	made her stop at California Street so he could get out and look into
	the groove in the street which housed the cable car cables. On his
	hands and knees, football helmet pressed against the road, he
	listened to the whirring of cable. A line of traffic slowed. Maria
	should have been embarrassed, sitting in the open air of her
	convertible waiting for him. Something about Beatty’s
	unabashed inquisitiveness was already rubbing off on her. She smiled
	at the annoyed drivers with total comfort.

They
	crossed the Golden Gate Bridge. A tongue of fog reached under the
	bridge from the ocean side. The glimmering hamlet of Sausalito
	twinkled. He spotted the dark figures of Alcatras and Angel Island,
	surrounded by lights on cargo ships and ferries. 


They
	followed pleasant winding roads through Mill Valley and Corte
	Madera. The fast pace brought air whistling into his helmet. Cooler,
	sweeter air. “What a smell’o’thon. You could sell
	bottles of this.”

“There’s
	Eucalyptus in the air. It comes from the blotchy barked trees lining
	the road,” she announced. 


He
	was entranced. The fragrant trees mixed with salty mist. He put his
	head back and watched the overhanging trees rush by the backdrop of
	stars.

Dynamics
	looked like some kind of top secret government facility he’d
	seen in movies. The barb wire fencing and impressive security gate
	sent a strong message. Maria’s car seemed small in the
	inspection bay. The guard noted Beatty’s headgear. “Evening
	Missy. This must be tomorrow’s guest.”

“Yes.
	Decided to stop in early, we’ll be a few hours. Beatty
	Holiday. Meet Edgar Biss. He’s been here since our first day.”
	Edgar’s burly arms leaned on the shelf which hung under the
	booth window. 


“Hi
	Mr. Biss.” Beatty kept his head tilted back on the seat as he
	waved, wanting the movie of overhead stars to keep playing.

“Edgar
	grew up in northern Alaska,” Maria said proudly. “His
	father was one of the early pioneers up there.”

“Lookin’
	for gold, Missy. Nothing more.”

Beatty
	tilted for a closer look. “Alaskan gold? Did he find any?”

“You
	think I’d be workin’ here if he did?” Edgar’s
	resonant laugh rolled from deep down his bulbous chest.

The
	campus sat on Paradise Drive, with views north toward San Quentin
	and east toward the open bay. Poplar trees and manicured flower beds
	lined the access roads. Every building in sight was white, with
	matching clapboard siding. “These first buildings are for
	manufacturing. They run 24 hours so we’ll see some activity.”
	One story windowless buildings ran along both sides. “These
	roads are on a bed of special air cushions. The chip etching process
	is so precise, even the vibration of a passing car can throw them
	off.” 


Beatty
	cocked his head, then bent over the door to watch the road go by.
	“You mean to tell me it’s like a mattress underneath?”

“Kind
	of. I’m not sure what it looks like or how they do it, but you
	can drop couple of tons on it and it won’t ripple a glass of
	water on the sidewalk.”

“Whoa.”

They
	rounded a corner, opening up to the heart of the campus.

“That’s
	Corporate headquarters!” Beatty announced, like she’d
	never been there either. “I recognize it from the pictures.
	This place is spectacular. Looks more like a resort than a
	manufacturing plant.”

“Our
	Executive offices are in this main building, then behind them,
	closer to the bay where the views are even better, our research
	teams work. I’ll show you my office, then we’ll head
	over there. You’re going to love the labs.”

Beatty
	thought of his barn lab. As palatial as this was, he knew nothing
	could unseat the birthplace of Lucy. But he was ready for the
	upgrade.

At
	the front desk of the main building, they passed another layer of
	security. The guard wanted Beatty to take off the helmet so he could
	inspect it, but he had to refuse. Once in the elevator, “Maria.
	You know I can’t take it off, right?” Now his childlike
	smile was gone. She let their gaze lock, suddenly feeling pity for
	the boy trapped in his electronic cage.

She
	winked. “I think it looks good on you. Too bad you might not
	need it if my little gift works.” 


A
	decorative cherry wood hallway stretched before them, adorned with
	bold paintings. “My father’s office is that way, I’m
	down here. Come on, I’m dying to see if this works for you.”
	She took his hand and led him down a dark hallway. She switched on a
	light. “I remember when this first opened, we had people here
	working until all hours. I worry if we’re burning out. We need
	some new blood.” He’d touched her hand at the airport
	when they shook, but this gesture caught him off guard. He felt he
	should pull his hand away. 


Her
	office was modest in size, with a view out past the smaller campus
	buildings to the bay. She left the lights off to see. “The
	buildings at the end, near the water, are for residents. My father
	had a pipe dream of a living/working environment with all the
	amenities. He never imagined such low interest in the housing by
	employees. Who wants to end a hard day and stay at work.”

“Doesn’t
	look bad to me. They must have a nice view.”

“Right
	on top of the bluff. We use them for visiting professors and
	foreigners mostly. I don’t want to get ahead of myself, but
	there’s an extra one with your name on it if you are
	interested in working with us for awhile.”

Beatty
	felt himself caving. “My mother is worried about security.”
	He wondered why that comment came out.

“Nobody
	gets in here unless they belong. You saw how big Edgar is.” 


She
	finally slipped her hand from his grasp. He wanted to look at his
	palm and think about where it had been. 


She
	turned on the lights, exposing her rather disorganized office.
	Papers covered all surfaces, including the two chairs which faced
	her desk. “Excuse the mess. I’d planned on coming in
	early tomorrow before you arrived to clean the place up.”

“I
	like it. You have three computers?” He ran to one on her desk.
	He passed his hands over the keys with a light touch, like they were
	made of silk. He drove the mouse around the mouse pad. The screen
	lit. “Wow, what are all these icons?” He turned back to
	see her in the doorway staring at him. He saw himself hovering over
	her desk like a kid and felt foolish. “Sorry, I was just
	trying to see, ah, what…”

“Touch
	all you want. You’ll have all the computer technology you want
	if you come here.”

“It’s
	not that I haven’t seen a computer before, you know. This is
	just a lot nicer, more, business like.” Change the subject
	quickly, he thought as he straightened up. “Messy? I like it
	this way.  I see more of you.” 


She
	glanced around, wondering what he’d see in her. Then shrugged
	it off.  She retrieved a wrapped package from behind a pile. “Mr.
	Holiday, I have a gift for you. Jordan was going to have it
	presented with a little more formality tomorrow, but what the heck.
	I designed it after all.” She shoved a bunch of papers off one
	of the chairs. “Have a seat, let’s put it on.”

He
	opened it to find a fine hinged wooden box. “Fancy!” He
	tilted back the heavy cover. “Oooh! Looks neat!” Inside
	was a battery pack device no bigger than a pager, one hearing aid
	like unit, and an earring. 


Maria
	bubbled, “No wires at all. You wear the battery on your belt.
	You’ll hardly see the ear piece. The earring’s got a
	magnetized iron backing which directs the field from the ear piece.”

“It’s
	got a little dial on it.”

“As
	you requested, you can adjust the strength of the magnetic field.
	You can change it when the unit is in your ear.”

Beatty
	rolled the pager sized piece around in the air. “You fit a
	power source big enough into this?”

“It’s
	a very powerful battery and costs over a thousand dollars.
	Everything’s rechargeable. They beep if they’re getting
	low. Can we try it out?”

“You
	designed this? See what I mean? You guys have me wrong. Do you think
	I could build something this small and cool?”

“This
	is actually my specialty, product design. I don’t get to do
	enough of it. I loved having a chance to design an actual object you
	can hold in your hands. It’s a rare treat. Dynamics
	specializes in chips that get lost inside mother boards.”

He
	had a silly retort ready but saw sincerity in her soft expression.
	“Thanks for this Maria. I’ll make it up to you some
	how.”

“Don’t
	thank me until we know it works. Let’s put it on!”

“We
	have to be a little careful, you see I pass out without a charge.
	Then I start forgetting things.”

“Does
	it have long term effects?”

“Just
	short term memory as far as I know. Trouble is that I can’t
	put it back on when I’m out, so be ready to catch me.”

“I
	thought of that. We set it to zero, I put it in your ear, then while
	you pull off the helmet, I increase the field.”

“Go
	for it. If I do pass out, just put on the helmet again. Of course,
	if you fry my brain, then you can keep the helmet.”

Maria
	had thought of that too. “You stop that.” She’d
	gone to great lengths to make this a reliable magnetic field. She’d
	read all the articles on Beatty, including some of the many bootleg
	papers from people who worked with Patrick Wheeler who were paid
	sizable sums to spill information. She set the ear piece to zero and
	put it in. She clipped the earring to the other ear. 


He
	liked her touch. “You have big hands,” Beatty said.

“It
	runs on my father’s side, working class Germans. There. Now,
	as I slide off the helmet, turn it up. Ready?”

“Contact.”

She
	slowly pulled it off, watching his face for signs. He closed his
	eyes. She placed the helmet on the desk and waited. Beatty
	shuttered, then his eyes rolled open, shaking back and forth. He
	suddenly lurched with a loud roar. Maria let out a yelp and grabbed
	the helmet. “Beatty! Beatty! It’s not working!”

“Just
	kidding,” he said, calmly as a preacher. “Feels great.”

“You!
	You scared the crap out of me!” She flopped down on a pile of
	papers. 


“Sorry.”
	He felt his ear. “I’m not sure about the earring. You
	have a mirror?”

“You’ll
	be sorry for that stunt,” she said with a grin. She’d
	made contact. The ice had broken. She found a compact case in her
	purse. Beatty tried to see himself in it, then gave up and stood in
	front of the dark window. 


“Sterling
	silver. Kind of dangly for a guy, don’t you think?”

“I
	can tell you haven’t been in California.”


	“True.”

“You
	look fine. I needed to hide the lump of iron. I’ll convert it
	to a pierced earring if you want to go that way too.”

“I’m
	giving you a hard time. This is fine, I’ll take it. I really
	appreciate this. It feels wonderful. I want to pay you for this.”
	He shook her hand, then pulled it away not sure if that was what you
	did in a situation like this.

“It’s
	a pleasure. Accept it as a gift. I’m honored to meet you. It’s
	the least I can do.  The company paid for it, not me.”

Beatty
	didn’t know what to do with all his appreciation. Before it
	became awkward, he blurted, “Let’s continue the tour,
	I’m starving.”

§§§

They
	spun through the executive offices, including Jordan Mason’s
	and Walter Baines’s. Beatty helped himself to the bathroom
	attached to her father’s office. He yelled from behind the
	closed door, “A phone? He’s got a phone in here? Does he
	really use it when he’s going?”

She
	hadn’t even been in there. She pretended not to hear and
	waited in the hallway. The bathroom had a back door into a mini
	health club. He had to try out one of the Nautilus exercise
	machines, and then walked through the men’s locker room. He
	came out down the hall from her. “Do the girls get the same
	stuff? A steam room?”

“There
	you are. No steam. We have a sauna but I don’t think it’s
	ever been turned on.”

“You’re
	crazy. Turn it on. Why not? A sauna between meetings? By the way,
	this may be a big corporate secret among the guys, but did you know
	there are what look like massage tables in there?”

She
	didn’t. “Hummm. That might come in handy next time I
	want a raise.”

Offices
	became smaller and cubicle as they entered the finance and human
	resource areas. “Quite a distance from here to there,”
	Beatty noticed. The small work spaces were cluttered with papers and
	trinkets, many obviously made by children. The pin cushion
	partitions were plastered with cartoons and photographs. “People
	sure go to great lengths to make their space their own. Hard to do
	in these shoe box offices.”

“Don’t
	read too much into it, Beatty. This is the way it works. These are
	nice little offices by some standards. Sometimes I miss the open
	atmosphere.”

“So
	it really is lonely at the top.”

How
	could he be so worldly and insightful, yet so naïve, she
	thought. They left the office buildings and followed a brick path to
	the labs. Maria swiped a card, typed some numbers into a key pad,
	and spoke into a speaker before the door finally unlocked. While the
	white exterior looked similar, he knew by the smell that this housed
	research. The burning of wire insulation, the ozone from electrical
	arcing, even the chlorine from stronger cleaning materials.

They
	were half way down the main hall when Beatty stopped. “You
	know, Maria, I’ve seen enough here for now. Maybe we can
	finish tomorrow. I’d like to see one of the apartments, and
	then go eat.”

“I’m
	surprised, Beatty. I thought you’d like this the most.”

“Oh
	I do. I guess I’m tired and hungry. I want to be at my best to
	see it.” Really, he just wasn’t quite ready to shove
	images of a dream lab in front of his barn. He pictured his own
	cluttered table, the shelves of tools, Lucy there alone, protected.
	He was almost more worried about bringing her here than himself.
	He’d had enough dismantling of icons for one day. The tired
	and hungry was real, which left open a place down deep where
	Clorissa appeared. A wave of miss washed in.

She
	sensed there was more to it, but didn’t press. “That’s
	fine. It is past nine, I understand.”

Nine
	o’clock. The Holiday show would be airing at this very moment.
	He wondered how far away the nearest radio was that held her voice.
	He wanted to get out. He pushed through an emergency exit door. An
	alarm sounded, but Beatty walked calmly into the night air. 


Maria
	pushed some codes on an intercom and apologized to security. Then
	she ran to catch up. “We have an electron microscope, a Cray
	super computer, full network connectivity, micro filtered clean
	rooms, and every measuring device you would possibly need.”

“Maria.
	It’s all very interesting. Frankly though, I’m more
	interested in being surrounded by scientists than equipment. I told
	you my work is basic. More logical than technical. I wouldn’t
	know what to do with an electron microscope, except maybe magnify
	one of my hangnails.”

“I
	just want you to know what we have. State of the art equipment.”

He
	bent his head toward the stars as he walked. “Ahh. Home. I see
	these same stars from my back porch.” He lightly tripped over
	a mound of grass.

Maria
	instinctively grabbed for his hand to stop him from falling. “Watch
	yourself! If I injury you on your first day, my father will kill
	me.” 


He
	gripped back. “You like holding my hand.”

She
	pulled away. “Oh, I’m sorry, I was just …”

“Don’t
	be sorry, please. I’m new at this meeting people thing. If you
	told me people were supposed to bump heads when they greeted, I’d
	be bumping everyone.”

“I
	just don’t want you to get the wrong impression,” she
	said clumsily. 


He
	glanced at her silhouette. A twinge passed through his body thinking
	that she’d even have the wrong impression in mind. He inhaled
	the damp air. “All this equipment Maria,” he said
	looking back at the stars. “All for what, to make today’s
	chips go a little faster? You’re working too hard. You’re
	trying to find what a tomato is by studying tiny chopped up pieces
	under a microscope. You need to take a trip to a field of luscious
	tomato vines, let a heavy ripe warm tomato fall into your hand, hold
	it, lightly squeeze it, smell it, and then take a big messy bite.
	That’s what a tomato is.” He kept walking toward the
	Bay. “Which one of these condos did you put aside in case I
	wanted it?”

“One
	near the end, with a great view. Come on.”

Beatty
	took off his sneakers, tied the shoelaces together, and threw them
	over his shoulders. He stuffed his socks in his bag and stepped off
	the cement walkway. “Cool wet grass. I bet you get a lot of
	dew by the ocean.” 


Maria
	took off her shoes too. “I actually come here a lot and walk
	barefoot on this grass, especially around the other side on the
	bluff. I’m surprised to be sharing it with you so quickly.”
	She wondered how that sounded too. She should stop being so
	analytical of what she was saying. “So you think you’ve
	found the tomato, Beatty?” she asked.

“I
	may have found at least one. It’s right here, hanging full and
	ripe.” He pushed his finger into her temple.

Now
	she was confused again. Was this a sign of affection, or ridicule?
	He stood there in the dim light, pushing strands of hair up against
	her cheek. She sighed at her own insecurity. She was about to speak
	when he pulled away and walked ahead.

She
	kept one step back so he had a better panorama of the approaching
	bay. She followed his gaze, up to the sky, back to his feet, along
	the buildings. Did he think differently? See images no one else
	would understand? Or was he just a regular young man?

She
	wanted him to stay. Very much. 


She
	stepped up to his side. “We can go in if you want.”

“I’d
	like that. Why don’t I just stay here for the night? My
	stuff’s in your car.”

“Funny
	you should ask. My father practically demanded that you stay here,
	but I didn’t want you to feel obligated.”

“I’ve
	been nervous about the hotel anyway. Especially the tipping part.”

“I
	remember feeling that way the first time I went to a hotel too.”
	She pushed the door open, exposing a clean shot across the living
	room to the picture windows facing the bay. 


“Unless
	you had me booked at Versailles, this would be just fine.” She
	led the way through the small kitchen, two bedrooms, and master
	sized bathroom. 


She
	opened a utility closet. “It even has a washer and dryer.”

Beatty
	patted the washing machine. “I love these things.”

“You
	do? Washing clothes?”

“Never
	mind.” He crossed the room and slid open the glass doors. He
	took a seat on the open air wooden deck. 


Maria
	appeared with two cold mango juices. “The kitchen is stocked.
	There’s a frozen pizza. You want to stay here and just eat
	that?”

“Beds
	are made, food in the fridge - you knew I would stay here. It’s
	an honor to be known by you.” He nodded toward her then stared
	out at the dazzling evening. “Pizza’s perfect. I’ll
	make it - I’m a genius at frozen pizza.” 


“I
	insist. You’ve had a long day.”

“I
	insist more. Sit.”

“Okay.
	If you say so.” She sat next to him and handed over a dew
	covered glass. “There’s music too, and speakers out
	here.”

“I
	don’t need music, just listen to that. Eastern Washington
	sounds totally different.”

“I
	hope you consider staying. The invitation is open. You just give us
	the word.”

They
	sat in silence, except for the clinking of ice in their glasses.
	Beatty felt the toll of the day’s excitement catching up with
	him. “Thank you for this, Maria. I feel more relaxed than I
	expected. When I say, ‘I don’t get out much,’ it’s
	not a joke. What’s the fruit in this drink?”

She
	took a moment to breathe and let her guard fade away. She agreed,
	this was better than she hoped. “Mango.” She faced him.
	“Hey, I’ve been dying to ask. I sent you a description
	of the Pulsar project. Did you read it?”

“Sure.
	Sounds great, probably won’t work.” Then he stopped to
	look at her. “It wasn’t your idea was it?”

“No.
	But it’s something we’ve been working on a long time.”

“Let
	me guess. You can’t get a reliable test to run. You get
	different results each time. It breaks down a lot.”

“Why
	do you say that?” 


“You’re
	trying to make a circuit understand more than just On and Off. Too
	much overhead, too error prone, and the chips will probably burn out
	quickly.”

“Fascinating.”
	Maria was secretly pleased. Jordan’s prima donna project. “You
	came up with all that how?”

“Patrick
	and I actually thought about this idea before, but ruled it out. Am
	I right? About the problems?”

“Yes.
	Exactly right. I’m very impressed.”

“Thanks.
	I wish Patrick could hear that, coming from the heir apparent to a
	major technology firm. But don’t overrate me, Maria. I’m
	just making it up as I go along. It’s a hunch.”

“Dad
	loves hunches.”

§§§

The
	next few weeks flew by. Fall yielded to shorter days. Turtlenecks
	and sweaters filled the streets. Beatty traversed the northern half
	of California four times before he finally flew into San Francisco
	as a permanent resident. Clorissa kept diligent with contract
	reviews, acceptable conditions, security, and of course, lots of
	advice. The trips helped Beatty and Clorissa evolve to a new world
	of intermittency. With each visit, the pain of leaving lessened. The
	joy of reunion grew. Instead of feeling loss, he found new and
	different love for his special mother. 


He
	moved into Apartment 2 on the campus of Dynamics. He found the
	climate and floral changes as interesting as the executive two
	bedroom suite. While he should have been asleep to get ready for his
	debut the next morning, he found himself still outside on the bluff
	after midnight. The magnificent views toward the north Bay
	interested him only briefly - he spent more time on his hands and
	knees, combing through the strange new wide leaf grass with his
	fingers. He smelled along the menagerie of flowers. He rubbed the
	smooth bark of a eucalyptus tree. Back home in Plymouth,
	temperatures were moderate by day, but were dropping below 30 at
	night. Here he could lay back shirtless on the grass, savoring late
	night’s balmy winds that felt stolen from mother nature’s
	private collection.

§§§

He’d
	officially lived in California for less than a day, and already his
	life had been torn open for public viewing. Dynamics pushed Public
	Relations out of every media pore. The next morning, Beatty left the
	apartment to find his way to Maria’s office, only to find
	Walter Baines and Jordan Mason waiting on the sidewalk with a cast
	of staff and reporters. They swarmed him in a handshake-fest, under
	the orchestrated stare of camera lenses. 



Microphones
	jammed in his face every time he opened his mouth. He wished for
	quiet time with Maria.

Mom
	was right to put the cloth on his birdcage for so long, he thought.

§§§

Jordan
	rushed into Walter’s office without an appointment. “What’s
	this I hear about the Holiday kid not working on any Dynamics
	projects!”

Walter
	stared at a news website. “Look, here’s a picture of us
	on the front page of El Tiempo, a South American newspaper. We’re
	getting press all over the earth, Jordan. You watch our sales go up
	after this publicity.”

“That’s
	my point, Walter. We have the publicity. Everyone is watching. And
	you know what they’re expecting? Great inventions, new ideas.
	We have the famous Electric Boy! Meanwhile, you’ve sequestered
	him. I don’t get it!”

“Calm
	down, Jordan. We’re doing just fine. He’ll be using our
	facilities for his little brain project. Let him be.”

“But
	you signed an agreement giving him rights to the design. It’s
	not even officially our project.”

“Those
	were his terms to work here. He offered to help with other projects.
	Let’s let him settle in first. The boy’s going to start
	a full program at Stanford in January. The best thing we can do is
	give him lots of space. If he comes up with a tremendous idea, we’ll
	benefit. He’s not the selfish type. Have you talked to him?”

“He’s
	just a kid. How much are we paying for the right to give him free
	reign of the place with no return?”

“Hardly
	anything. I’ve never had an applicant negotiate his salary
	down. He doesn’t want to owe us anything.
	His lab is simple, he only needed a few items. Stanford also offered
	a scholarship, but Mrs. Holiday paid full tuition, and donated to
	their endowment fund.”

“You
	let his mother do all the negotiating, didn’t you,”
	Jordan ridiculed. 


Walter
	looked up from the screen. “What’s your point? He’s
	here. We’ve got the biggest PR bonanza imaginable going on.
	He’s costing us virtually nothing. Don’t get in the
	way!”

“Does
	he work for me or Maria?”

Walter
	paused to think. “I hadn’t decided. I know you’d
	see him as part of your research department. But since he’s
	not officially working, then he doesn’t report to anyone.
	Anyway, he’s still Maria’s project.” He returned
	to his screen. “I’m sorry, but you’re out of the
	loop.”

“This
	is crazy. How long did you give him this sweet deal?”

Walter
	clicked through more web pages without looking up. “I’ll
	give him a few months, or more if he needs it. Don’t be late
	to the party tonight in his honor.”
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Beatty’s
	best clothes
	wouldn’t pass for casual day in most businesses. He wore clean
	corduroys, collared short sleeve shirt, and not terribly dirty
	running shoes. Maria tipped him that a jazz band was being brought
	in, along with a generous spread of appetizers and drinks. All for
	him. He felt over rated.

Evening
	party time arrived. He walked along the flower lined sidewalks to
	the domed reception hall at the center of the campus. He passed a
	veritable show room of dream cars. Except for a few obsessed
	collectors, people where he came from drove utility vehicles. But
	here were rows of exotic autos, from antique Jaguars to
	Lamborghini’s, all recently washed and glimmering in the
	street lights. He circled the lot to make sure he spotted Maria’s
	blue Mercedes, then headed in.

Walter
	Baines had someone stationed at the entrance to watch for Beatty.
	After a spontaneous cheer, a crowd squeezed out the doors to greet
	him. Hands extended, smiles brimming. Walter cleared a path. “Here
	he is! Come in Beatty!” The din of voices distorted under the
	dome. Walter pushed him through to a raised platform. The crowd
	hushed. “Ladies and gentlemen, let me introduce Beatty
	Holiday, our newest employee!” A formerly dressed woman who’d
	been lingering next to Walter stepped in front to shake hands.
	“Welcome Mr. Holiday, I’ve been anxious to meet you.”

Walter
	proudly introduced her. “Beatty, as you probably know, this is
	Senator Janet Fishburn.”

Beatty
	nodded appreciatively between glances to the crowd, looking for
	Maria. “Hello Mrs. Fishburn. I’ve read some of your
	speeches.”

She
	laughed, then answered so others could hear, “Is that right,
	Beatty? You’ll have to tell me your opinion. Privately of
	course!” The crowd chortled with social giggles. Cameras
	snapped.

Maria
	hung outside the tight circle. Beatty spotted her face in the crowd.
	For the moment as their eyes connected, it felt like she was the
	only other person in the room. She nodded kindly, then made her way
	through to her father. 


Walter
	perked up with another chance to introduce someone to his
	prestigious guest. “Senator, this is my daughter Maria. She’s
	going to help Beatty get acclimated here at Dynamics.”

“Glad
	to meet you. How do you plan on keeping up with such a brain child?”
	the Senator asked.

Maria
	hated small talk anyway. This was worse. Media pressed up to hear.
	Beatty cut in. “Maria’s my mentor. She’ll show me
	how a professional does research.” 


Maria
	half winked so only he could see. Walter stepped forward. “Beatty,
	why don’t you tell the Senator about your work. Can you give
	us a little preview?” He tapped the Senator’s shoulder
	like an old friend. “He’s got us all on pins and needles
	with his designs. They’re totally new.”

Clorissa’s
	stern face came to him. There’s no benefit, and so much to
	lose. Especially around the press. And never talk to politicians.
	“You’re too kind to me Dr. Baines. It’s just a
	science project to study the way random circuits operate. I wouldn’t
	expect any major breaks with this. I’m just happy to have a
	place to work with so many smart people around. I’ll be asking
	more questions than anything.”

Walter
	wanted something more substantial, but he spun it artfully. “That’s
	exactly what most research scientists don’t do. You’re
	already way ahead of the game, Beatty.” Walter led the Senator
	to the bar to talk of other business. Employees and visitors
	crunched in to hear more from the wonder boy. Some were awed to see
	such a publicly known face in person. Others were frustrated that
	this side show kid could get such attention without a shred of
	evidence that he could add value. Maria whispered, “Would you
	like a drink?”

He
	turned so his lips nearly touched her ear. “Only if it’s
	somewhere other than right here.” 


“Come
	on.” She lead him by the elbow away from the crowd toward a
	waiter with a tray of champagne. “Excuse me folks.” She
	took two glasses. “You like champagne?”

“You
	realize I’m four years under age. I mean three. I just had a
	birthday.”

“So
	you’re eighteen. That used to be the drinking age, so we
	reminisce.”

“I’m
	buddies with Senator Fishburn now, I’ll put in a few words
	about getting it changed back.” He held the glass up to watch
	the bubbles in the stem. A herd of people packed around him. He
	pressed his eye up against the glass and turned it slowly, looking
	out at the bubbling kaleidoscope of faces. Maria marveled at his
	comfortable innocence. 


Jordan
	Mason stepped in front of the crowd. He squeezed Beatty’s
	shoulder hard like an old high school coach. “Well young man,
	I see Maria here is taking good care of you. Don’t let her
	taint you with all her crazy college ideas.”

“What’s
	that supposed to mean?” She said with a fake smile.

He
	looked right at her but spoke like she wasn’t there. “Oh
	you know, Maria came right out of Stanford undergrad full of grand
	ideas. Her first week she tried to convince us to get into
	calculators.”

“You’re
	taking that out of context, Jordan.”

Beatty
	made a mental note to ask Maria later what he meant. “Dr.
	Mason, I plan to tie a calculator to Lucy.”

The
	crowd leaned in. Maria grinned. Jordan looked puzzled. “Who’s
	Lucy? Your toy brain?”

Beatty
	wished he’d thought of a different way to rescue Maria, but
	here he was. “Right. The electric boy’s toy. I promised
	Dr. Baines a full report and demonstration when I’m ready. In
	a few months. You’ll see.”

“I
	didn’t know you named it. How quaint. I’m surprised you
	picked a woman’s brain.”

“Beatty,”
	Maria tugged at him. “There’s the Vice President of
	manufacturing, Marshall Wagner. You should meet him and his staff.
	You’ll get along great with him.”

Beatty
	shrugged to Jordan and the others and followed obediently. 


§§§

Maria
	would have left the party after a their brief social walk through,
	but she promised her father she would keep Beatty there until most
	people had left. Beatty remained fascinated in his full glass of
	champagne as Maria took him from one cliquey group to another. He
	did well as the genius, offering interesting comments and clever
	witticisms. “You’re doing great tonight,” she said
	in a quiet moment. “Let’s get some air. I haven’t
	shown you the rooftop patio yet.”

“Let’s
	go.” 


Maria’s
	step flowed more comfortably after two glasses. Her eyes twinkled
	with reflections of the Japanese lanterns swaying above the milling
	crowd. Beatty felt heart strings tugging. He knew she would never be
	interested in him romantically. She was more than five years older,
	and so womanly. Beatty’d met a few freshman girls at WSU who
	worked in Patrick’s lab, but Clorissa conspired to keep him
	away from social contact. Maria aroused something deep, a classic
	crush. All this attention. And she would be his partner in
	developing Lucy.

Maria
	caught Walter’s stern expression across the room as she pushed
	through the stairway doors. “Busted. Oh well, he’ll
	live. I’m your escort, and …”

“And
	your client needed some air. Makes diplomatic sense to me, Miss
	Baines. Shall we?” He stuck out his arm for her to hook up. 


“Of
	course – wait! Hold on a second.” She left him there
	while she dashed back into the room, then returned with a new bottle
	of champagne. “We’ve got to toast in your 18th
	birthday with panache.” They marched up the two flights of
	stairs, both holding their drinks.

Soft
	breezes from the north brought sweet hay smell from Marin county
	hills. Ship lights rolled along the bay. “That’s your
	place right there,” she said pointing to the bluffs, to start
	some conversation.

“I
	can’t believe I live here. You’ve all been so good to
	me. I know I’ve been protective of my project, but I really do
	have every intention of giving back to this company.”

“You
	owe us nothing – you’re not even on salary. You’re
	just a visitor. Or, well I hope you stay, but don’t worry
	about anything like that. Are you going to drink that champagne? I
	want to pop this cork.”

“I’ve
	been waiting for the right moment. It isn’t every day you take
	your first sip of alcohol.”

“First
	sip? You’ve never?”

“My
	Mom drinks white wine, and I just never had an interest.” The
	truth was he wasn’t interested in the long hypocritical
	lecture he’d get on the ills of alcohol. 


She
	took his glass and poured it out. “Let’s do this
	properly then. Here, take the bottle.” She talked him through
	the twisting off of the wire mesh. She showed him how to push up the
	cork with his thumbs. “Aim out there – let her rip.”

“Forty
	five degrees will send it the farthest.”

She
	laughed. “You are a geek aren’t you.”

He
	threw her a puzzled look, just as the cork popped. It whizzed by her
	hair. 


“Hey!
	Watch out!”

“I’m
	sorry. I’m sorry. I’m so stupid.”

“Beatty!
	I’m kidding, not bad for a beginner. Look at your feet.”
	She laughed again.

The
	foam streamed out of the bottle onto his legs and shoes. “Great.
	Now I’ll smell like a bar.” 


She
	took the bottle and filled up their glasses. “Bottom’s
	up.” She sipped first, then shot back the whole glass. Beatty
	tried the same, spilling half of it on his face so it dribbled down
	his neck. 


“I’m
	hopeless. Tastes okay. Kind of bitter. Too much carbonation.”

She
	pulled a napkin from her pocket and wiped his cheeks and neck. She
	saw tender affection in his eyes. She filled the glasses back up
	then leaned on the rail to watch the bay. “We’re going
	to be working closely Beatty. I like you a lot, and I think we’ll
	make a good team. If you’ll have me.”

“Oh,
	I’ll have you. I mean I’d like to work with you.”
	He gulped down the glass full, feeling embarrassed.

“Just
	so you know, I have a steady boyfriend,” she lied. “We’ve
	been seeing each other for a long time, and we may even get
	married.” Maria’s Latin good looks attracted many
	suitors, but she had lived a life dominated by only one man - her
	father. She couldn’t let Beatty get the wrong impression. 


“I’ll
	have some more of that. It kind of grows on you,” Beatty said,
	a little fire in his eyes.

“That’s
	it after this one.” She poured. “This was supposed to be
	just a taste.  So when are you going to tell me about Lucy?”

“Ahh
	Lucy. My toy.”

“Jordan
	is an ass. Just ignore him. I think you’ve got him running a
	little scared.”

“There
	you go again. What is it about me? How in the world could the head
	of research for such a big company be afraid of a kid like me?”

“In
	many ways. You represent the new breed, he the old. You’re all
	potential, he’s not. For one, you hammered the last nail into
	his Pulsar project.”

Beatty
	held the glass above his mouth until the last drop dripped from the
	rim. Then he held it out for more. “You told your Dad what I
	said?” 


“Yeah.
	I hope you don’t mind.”

“I
	said something and it caused a project to be canceled? Man.”
	He turned and faced the empty night. “Lucy, what do you think
	about this?”

“Lucy?
	It’s Maria, remember?” She started to laugh until she
	noticed he continued staring as if someone was there. “Beatty?”

He
	spoke with total clarity. His eyes darted back and forth under half
	closed lids. “Next I’ll teach you how to talk. Word by
	word. I’ll read you William Carlos Williams like my mother did
	to me. Soon you’ll see with your own eyes. So much to see
	Lucy. I envy you. Oh how I’d love to watch the starry night
	again for the first time.”

Maria
	held his arm, now not sure what he might do. “Let’s get
	you home, Beatty.”

“Maria?”
	He looked right at her. “Maria!” He cocked his head,
	wavering between his stupor and reality. “You’re here? I
	was in my lab. Where is this? The roof?”

“You
	must be drunk or something Beatty. You’re not making any
	sense.”

He
	looked her up and down, then held both her shoulders. Maria pulled
	back a step. “I know!” he said. “This is a dream!
	I’m in a dream!”

“No
	you’re not, Beatty. Listen to me. The alcohol must be
	affecting you.” His brain is different! What was she thinking!
	“I’m such an idiot! I shouldn’t be giving you new
	substances like this!”

“Look
	at you. Your dress is the same color as your car. This can’t
	be real, it’s too perfect. Ha! It’s a lucid dream. Dream
	dream dream! I love it when I know! I can do anything!” He
	leaned far out over the rail and looked down. 


“No!”
	She grabbed the back pocket of his pants and pulled him back so they
	both fell on the wooden deck. “Stop it, you’re scaring
	me!”

“Hey,
	that hurt. Pain in a dream. My hip. I wonder if I just fell out of
	bed. It’s like I’m awake. I hope I remember this. I
	can’t wait to tell Maria.” He jumped up and ran toward
	the door. 


“Oh
	no you don’t Beatty.” While she held his shirt tails,
	she pulled off the belt which gathered her dress at her waist, and
	tied it on one of his belt loops like a leash. “There. I’m
	not letting go. Now settle down. Stay with me here. If you fall down
	the stairs, we might both get killed.” 


Beatty
	was stronger. She was terrified about what he might do, lost in some
	deranged dream state. He suddenly stopped, his eyes vibrating again.
	“Mom, what happened to your face? You’re so old. Get up,
	Mom, don’t sit there like that! Get up! I wanted to come home
	but I couldn’t. I’m so sorry.” Tears ran down his
	cheeks. He slumped down in the doorway.

Maria
	held him hopelessly. She needed to get him to his room and lock the
	door. She thought of 911, but what would they do? She held his head
	in her lap, looking for life in his now closed eyes. Maybe the
	Beatty project was more than she bargained for. He’s
	different, almost a new organism. She was no doctor. He stirred
	again and looked at her, in the present. “Maria? Why are we on
	the floor?” 


Her
	face hovered inches from his. “Beatty.” She stroked his
	hair. “You’re having some kind of reaction to the
	alcohol.” He put his arms around her neck and pulled her to
	his lips. He kissed, but she hardly noticed, fully engaged on how to
	get out of this. She resisted his second attempt, “No Beatty.
	You can’t do that. Are you listening? You have to come with
	me, nice and slow, back to your apartment. Can you manage that?”

He
	stared up at her like he was seeing an angel. “Maria. You’re
	so beautiful. I see through you to the other side of the universe.”

“Snap
	out of it and get up. I have to get you home and fill you with
	liquids. We’re going to flush the champagne out of your
	system.”

Beatty’s
	head rocked back, eyes closed. “Let’s go,” he said
	barely coherent. “Get the truck.” Suddenly he lurched
	up, tossing Maria back against the stairway railing. “Hurry!”
	he shouted as he sprint down the stairs, the belt flapping behind
	him like a tail.

By
	the time Maria stood, her arm aching from the slam against the
	wrought iron, Beatty was already one floor down. 


“Stop!
	Beatty! Wait!” She missed her jeans as she spun around the
	landings in her skirt. Beatty skipped five steps per stride, and
	bashed back through the doorway into the party. The murmurs hushed
	with the loud banging of the door. Beatty stood, legs apart with a
	crazed expression. Maria nearly tripped on the threshold behind him,
	then recovered with as much dignity as the outrageous scene could
	allow. 


She
	tried to look casual grabbing Beatty’s arm. She scanned the
	room, thankful Senator Fishburn had left, but found her father’s
	eyes cutting like laser beams from a gathering by the bar. Jordan
	savored his smug expression like a fine wine. She did a little wave,
	and then announced to a few people standing close by, “Beatty
	has to head back. He’s got a big day tomorrow. Goodnight now.”
	She did a teeny shrug, then pushed Beatty back toward the door.
	“Beatty,” she whispered. “If you really want to
	make me happy, just come along. Follow with me nice and slow.”
	She waved again to the party, and kept pushing.

Beatty
	spotted the appetizer table. He veered toward it, fixated on the
	geometrically arranged oriental delicacies. Maria put all her
	strength into keeping him headed toward the door, forcing Beatty’s
	feet to slip out awkwardly with each step. “No you don’t,
	you’re coming with me.” She saw a young co-worker and
	put on a clumsy smile. “JoAnn, will you get me a handful of
	the hors d'oeuvres, right now? Hurry?”

The
	woman hesitated, trying to figure out the odd scene, but Maria’s
	cold stare set her in motion. She caught up with them as they hit
	the parking lot. “Maria, here. They’re potstickers.”
	She held out a ball of stained napkin. Maria motioned toward her
	purse, both hands tied up keeping tabs on Beatty. The woman opened
	the latch and stuffed them in.

“Thanks
	JoAnn. That’s all.” Her look lingered long enough for
	the woman to know she wasn’t welcome. 


Beatty’s
	head swam in a current of memories. He saw a fleeting image of
	Patrick shouting like a cartoon super hero, wearing his magnetized
	football helmet running around the farm house with a bare chest and
	a towel tied like a cape. He saw the washing machine engine,
	spinning an imaginary load in his living room while he held his
	hands out like he was getting heat from a roaring fire. Maria came
	in and out of view, a blue streak cutting through the blur. He felt
	a slam of pressure on his face, and opened his eyes to see Maria’s
	worried eyes looking through blades of grass. Her voice faded in and
	out. 


He
	dreamed of Lucy. She stood before him, a mechanical figure with a
	radio as a mouth and Clorissa’s voice booming through the
	speaker. She wore Maria’s blue dress, which she suddenly
	grabbed with her mechanical hands and tore it away from her chest,
	uncovering a star filled sky.

§§§

Maria
	called her roommate from Beatty’s phone to tell her not to
	worry. “No, that’s not at all what it is,” she
	insisted. “I’ll see you tomorrow. If Dad calls, tell him
	I’m asleep. Don’t let him know…”

“Don’t
	worry girl. Under control. You got protection?” the roommate
	said with some spunk.

“I
	swear it’s not what you think.”

“Yeah.
	Tomorrow.”

Maria
	hung up and looked into the living room. Beatty lay sprawled on the
	couch, her sleeping electric boy. She’d managed to get most of
	a quart of water into his system, the rest on his front. Then he
	passed out, finally calm. “What are you?” she asked the
	quiet room. 


She
	found some cereal and milk and settled into a comfortable chair.
	Beatty’s pulse and breathing was normal, and his temperature
	fine, so she didn’t fear the worst. Between each bite, she
	stared at her enigma. The apartment had two bedrooms, but it was
	clear Beatty had been camping out in the living room. 


He’d
	brought little more than the essentials. A photograph sat
	prominently on a side table. She picked it up and studied the faces.
	A laughing woman hung on the shoulder of a man while a young Beatty
	sat on the ground beneath them holding a tiny home made box at the
	end of a cable. His expression implied he was the one pushing the
	shutter on the camera, proudly like he was showing off his greatest
	invention.

Beatty’s
	football helmet device hung on a lone nail in the center of the
	widest wall. A tribute.

She
	stayed by him for as long as she could keep her eyes open. When the
	nodding wouldn’t cease, she moved to one of the bedrooms. She
	put on some of Beatty’s clean cotton sweat pants and shirt,
	and nestled into a bed. She left the light on in the living room,
	and her door open so she could see his head pressed into a pillow. 


§§§

Beatty
	often slept on the couch, so it wasn’t a great surprise to
	find himself waking up on it, still dressed. The pounding headache
	was a surprise. He stripped down and threw his clothes in a corner
	of the room which doubled as a laundry basket. While he poured
	himself some orange juice, he tried to dig out of his cloudy memory
	how he got home. He remembered the Senator, the many handshakes,
	Maria at his side. He opened the bathroom door. Maria’s little
	shriek took so much rearranging of thought that he didn’t
	react right away. The door swung wide open, leaving his naked body
	framed in the doorway. Maria sat on the toilet with his WSU
	sweatpants gathered at her ankles.

“Oh.
	Excuse me.” He closed the door and stood there a moment,
	processing. Nakedness had been such the norm at the Holiday house,
	but it took on a new strange feeling with Maria. And what was she
	doing here? He pulled on some jeans and started talking to the
	closed door.

“Maria?
	Fancy meeting you here.”

He
	heard a flush and water running. “I’ll be right out. If
	you don’t know what’s going on, hold tight.”

“In
	other words, keep my pants on?”

“Oh
	thank God. It sounds like you’re okay.”

They
	arranged the reclining chairs on the redwood deck with coffee and
	orange juice. The early morning sun heated up Beatty’s bare
	chest. Maria curled up with her feet under her. “Aren’t
	you cold?”

“Back
	home we’d never be outside this early like this. Way too cold.
	I’m savoring it.” He looked over the top of his juice.
	“Hey, sorry if I embarrassed you. I had no idea you’d be
	in there.”

“I
	should have locked the door. No, I’m sorry I did that to you.”

“Let’s
	just say I won’t be needing any coffee this morning.”

Maria
	cocked her head, “You drink coffee?”

“Actually,
	I’ve never tried it.”

She
	thrust out her palm. “Let’s leave it that way. No more
	experiments.” She detailed the evening’s events, leaving
	out only his amorous kiss. “I’m not sure how to approach
	this Beatty, but I think we need some help with you. I’m
	assigned to work with you, and I couldn’t be happier. But what
	if something happens? Who knows how your brain works. Anything could
	throw it off into some kind of dangerous reaction. This is too much
	responsibility for me.”

He
	looked into his juice. “Your golden goose, alas, has a quirk.
	God help you if you got blamed or sued if something happened. And
	worse yet if it stopped laying eggs.”

The
	comment cut deep. It hurt more because he was right. “Don’t
	say that. I just want some back up. Maybe we can team up with some
	doctors at Stanford. I need someone to call, at least. I bet you
	don’t know your limits any more than I do,” she said
	boldly, hoping he wouldn’t take offense. “What if you’re
	surrounded by things that can kill you? Maybe walking by a building
	generator can stop your heart, or the caffeine in chocolate is
	toxic.” She wished she’d spent more time working out how
	to say this.

He
	toyed with the glass, drawing lines in the condensation. She let her
	words sit. He reached into his ear and fiddled with the ear piece.

“What
	are you doing with that?” she asked.

“Turning
	it up. I want to make this as clear as possible to you.” He
	pivoted around to face her. “The answer is no.” The
	boyish, admiring twinkle was gone. “If you want to be my lab
	partner, you have to appreciate the power of fate.” She hadn’t
	seen this expression before. “People learn by being curious
	amidst total uncertainty. This is how I will approach Lucy. And this
	is how you need to approach me.”

“Uncertainty
	is risky. I’m responsible for what happens.”

“But
	it’s a necessary risk to lead us as quickly as possible
	through the mind boggling obstacles. If you set out thinking you can
	anticipate all the outcomes, you’ll fail. You learn much
	faster adapting to new information, instead of wasting time trying
	to figure out what new information might be.”

“Now
	we know you can’t drink liquor,” she said timidly.

“Exactly.
	A random lesson, and we adapted. Think of all the things we learned
	that would never have happened if we’d planned it. You
	could’ve set up a controlled lab environment, feeding me
	little sips of alcohol. You could have watched my subtle changes,
	and maybe after weeks, created a hypothesis on how I might react
	with a sudden overdose.”

“Overdose.
	Good word.”

“We
	jumped right in. Within a few exhilarating moments, we saw the whole
	thing. Now, you and I are sitting on my deck discussing it. We’re
	enjoying a morning sun while we dig deep into the philosophies that
	will drive our research together, finding our styles, seeing how we
	think under pressure. We’ve learned more about each other in a
	few hours than we could have in months. Not to mention, you’ve
	seen me naked. I’ve seen you taking a pee.”

She
	recalled the sensuous kiss. ‘You wouldn’t have kissed
	me,’ she thought. “So what did seeing me pee teach you?”
	She was trying to cut her own discomfort by being funny, but the
	words didn’t fit.

“Maria.”
	He scratched his belly as he talked, with the confidence of a
	brother she’d know for a lifetime. He was different in the
	morning. Less intense. She liked knowing this side of him. Beatty
	continued, “Our best work will come when we are here and now,
	letting things happen as they may. There’s no room for
	introspection or inhibition. The last thing I want is some scientist
	looking over our shoulders, taking notes, oh God! What we did last
	night and this morning put us way ahead.”

He
	stared at her, indifferent to the silence.

She
	stared back. For a moment she wanted to look away, or break the
	spell with words. But a comfort grew. She nodded slowly. “You’re
	right. Damn it, you’re exactly right. I want to be your lab
	partner more than anything. If this is what it takes, we throw
	caution to the wind.”

“Good.”
	He winked.

Maria
	dropped her head. “See? You thought I was going to be the
	great wise one. Your mentor. Ha. I told you. You’ve hardly
	just arrived and you’re already the one lecturing me.”

He
	just smiled.

She
	continued, “Your Mom would be proud. I’m sure she felt
	guilty bringing you up under a rock like she did, even though she
	knew she had to. I bet she worried you wouldn’t come out
	worldly. Well, you did.”

“You
	sound like you know her,” Beatty nodded.

“Don’t
	forget I’m a girl in my twenties. I grew up with the Holiday
	show. She’s been giving me advice since I was ten. I keep
	expecting you to launch into some fire and brimstone and roll over
	my opinion like a diesel train. That’s what I mean, you’re
	different from what I expected.”

“Clorissa’s
	like coconut. Hard and rough on the outside, sweet and smooth on the
	inside.”

“I
	like a boy who loves his mother.” 


“You’re
	not at all what I expected either, Maria.”

She
	wanted desperately to know what he meant, but she’d done so
	well it was time to end. He closed his eyes. Hair tickled his
	forehead with the light breeze. “I could use a little more
	sleep to burn off this headache.”

“There
	are some appetizers from the party in the fridge. As for the
	headache, you can rest assured that this time you’re having a
	very normal reaction. Good thing it’s Sunday. I’ll see
	you tomorrow.”
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Walter
Baines used his CEO
	status to launch a public relations firestorm. Every new situation
	where Beatty was involved turned into a major event. Beatty told
	Maria to use her boy-wonder liaison capacity to get Walter to back
	off. If he really wanted him to blend in and become part of the
	company, he had to start treating Beatty like any other employee. 


They
	made a deal - if Beatty agreed to a public demonstration date for
	Lucy, he’d stop the hovering. Walter wanted something in one
	month, Beatty not till January. Beatty still held all the cards –
	first week in January it was.

Dynamic’s
	research building lacked the architectural splendor of the executive
	buildings. But once through the ordinary front entrance, no one
	would question the mission to make this a premier facility. The
	first floor housed an electron microscope, a computer mainframe
	which filled half the floor, a machine tool room for high precision
	silicon milling and cutting. The remaining three floors, except for
	a cafeteria and exercise room, had door after door to private labs. 


Dynamics
	harnessed the power of entrepreneurial spirit by giving top
	researches a wide berth. Their salary depended partly on how quickly
	they were able to bring money making improvements to market.
	Scientists could join forces as they wished, but at the risk of
	sharing the pie. Competition was fierce, friendly sharing of ideas
	restricted, but the process worked. Dynamics doubled speed and
	performance of their product every year, 30% faster than the
	industry average. Until recently with the unfortunate Pulsar
	failure.

The
	atmosphere promoted reclusive behavior, something that came
	naturally to the brilliant, often young and socially untrained types
	who came to Dynamics. Lab doors were never open more than the second
	it took to slip through. People in the hallways rarely caught eyes. 


Beatty
	cut through all that. His amiable style was as disarming as it was
	incongruous. He casually dropped into all the labs on his end of the
	third floor on the first morning. He showed sincere fascination in
	any project someone was willing to describe. He waved and yelled to
	people across the huddling whisperers in the cafeteria. 


Even
	during idle conversations, he had an uncanny ability to offer new
	ways to look at problems. Sometimes with childish naiveté,
	but often triggering startling revelation. Without realizing he
	caused it, within weeks his end of the third floor took on a more
	cooperative nature.

Assembling
	Lucy’s new beefed up 5 million cell brain took a full week,
	giving Beatty ample time to bring Maria up to speed on his theory of
	brain function. “Think of this as the rearing of a child. If
	we give Lucy the capacity to think, by creating a randomly
	organized array of cells and a way to store memory starting points,
	Lucy will do the rest.”

“So
	you don’t program it. How novel.” Maria hung on every
	word.

“You
	teach just the basics. I’m hoping she’ll be like babies.
	Parents show them a stuffed animal and say ‘teddy bear’
	like they’ve passed on a major life lesson. Meanwhile the
	children are putting themselves through their own courses in motor
	and mental study that puts a Yale PhD to shame. Parents provide a
	tiny fraction of their training. Day and night, they explore their
	world, accumulating tiny but essential pieces of information, much
	of it without formal prompting. That’s our challenge with
	Lucy. If we can just give her the capacity and a few lessons, then
	put her in a situation where she is motivated to learn by herself,
	there’s no end to what she can do.”

Maria
	couldn’t help wondering if this were an adolescent pipe dream
	or a breakthrough. Either way, it blew the doors off every other
	project she’d been on. “You said she was recognizing
	classical music with only ten thousand cells. How far do you think
	she’ll get with five million?”

“Basic
	language skills, rudimentary visual recognition? I have no idea. She
	still has about one thousandth of one percent of a human brain in
	number of cells. I’m going to try to teach her to use a
	computer.”

“Use
	a computer –that’s ironic.”

“Why
	not? We use dictionaries, databases, calculators. Just because we
	don’t know right off the top of our head how to spell
	‘chrysanthemum’ doesn’t mean we can’t look
	it up. In fact, spelling is a good example because word processors
	make it irrelevant. We focus on word choice, then our computer
	assistant does the rest. I want to increase Lucy’s capacity by
	giving her access to all the information she wants. Imagine if I
	could hook her up to the Cray supercomputer on the first floor?”

“So
	when you told Jordan you were going to give Lucy a calculator, you
	meant so she could run it like a human might.”

“Sure.
	If I don’t, then she’ll only be as good in math problems
	as she can do in her head.”

Lucy’s
	brain had 100 chips, each with 50,000 ‘brain cells.’
	Each chip bristled with tiny connectors, to which they soldered
	extremely thin green and red wires. They looked like some kind of
	strange sea anemone with the feathery wires all leading to a central
	chip. They spent most of the week assembling the separate pieces.
	The work was so close up and detailed that by the end of the day
	they hardly spoke from fatigue, disappearing their separate ways.
	But the last day their excitement revived, seeing the table full of
	completed chips. 





§§§

Jordan
	Mason waited by the phone at 2am as planned. He picked it up before
	the first ring ended. “Hello?”

Sam
	Kilbert’s voice seemed too soft, too high. “I am
	disappointed you don’t have more control over your staff. You
	are the head of Research, are you not?”

Jordan
	strangled a pen. “I’ve told you, Baines decided to take
	the lead on the Holiday boy. He does own the company remember. He’s
	got his daughter following the boy around like a dog sitter. He just
	floats around ‘helping people’ as he wishes.”

Jordan
	Mason didn’t know how lucky he was, in one respect. Kilbert
	had planned on exposing the failed Pulsar project to the media as a
	way to create stress and thus bargaining power with the Dynamics
	Board. With the Holiday boy not working out as he’d hoped, he
	chose instead to implement his backup plan. He and Jordan had worked
	it out before Beatty even started at Dynamics.

Kilbert
	called from his cell phone, leaning on a rail in McCall park
	overlooking the Willamette River. The distant ghostly image of Mt.
	Hood rose above the dark city. “I’m counting on you to
	make this work. Don’t let it blow up in your face. It will be
	on your face, not mine.”

“I
	have it under control.” Jordan had agreed to this crazy backup
	idea, but now it looked risky. And deceptive. He calmed his own
	skepticism by focusing on the money and his new business venture.

§§§

Beatty
	brought in a poster of a beach on Point Reyes, the breathtaking
	national seashore north of the city. He taped it to the wall above
	their work table. When Maria arrived with a pot of hot water for her
	herbal tea, Beatty was pointing at the barren stretch of dunes.
	Before she could say hello, he announced, “You’re taking
	me there.” 


“I
	am, huh?” Maria’s morning beautification rituals became
	increasingly shorter. At first she felt obliged to be a professional
	guide for the distinguished guest - hair straightening iron, makeup,
	earrings, the works. Today she brushed through her long black hair
	with a couple of strokes and that was it. Worn jeans and a
	comfortable cotton shirt was all she needed under the lab coat. Her
	smooth Peruvian complexion needed no help. Just a breath of
	eyeliner.

“You’re
	the good doctor assigned to cater to my every ill. I’ve been
	dying to visit the beach since I got here.”

“Are
	you manipulating me?”

“Absolutely.”

“You
	picked a great place, Point Reyes. It’s my favorite.”
	She studied his face. “You look tired, you could use a break
	anyway.” Maria had nudged Beatty a number of times over the
	last few days to snap him out of a nod off. “Are you sleeping
	through the night?”

“Why?”

“Have
	you seen your eyes lately?”

“They’re
	red, I know. I’ve been having the strangest sleeps - no dreams
	at all. I must drop off like a rock. I keep finding myself dressed
	on the couch.”

They
	stood on opposite sides of the work table. Beatty picked some
	soothing jazz to coat the room. “We’ll start by sticking
	the chips to the outside of the goo ball. Just let all the wires
	hang out.” 


Janos
	Payne, or ‘Yon-os’ as he said it, made the goo ball. He
	had the lab next door. Janos found a special putty mixture that
	didn’t harden but maintained its shape. Janos had been with
	Dynamics for five years, making him an old timer among the rapidly
	churning staff. He moved from Boston after a stellar career in
	research at MIT. His squat frame stood only five foot five. His
	barrel chest implied lack of fitness, but he held the top slot on
	the company’s hard core racquetball roster. His office walls
	were papered with posters of the mountains he claimed to have
	climbed. Once you knew him, you didn’t doubt it. Rainier,
	Whitney, even McKinley, and others. He had his sights on
	Switzerland. 


Part
	of his barrel chest was a byproduct of his miserable eating habits.
	Beatty wondered how long he could keep up opposing hobbies of junk
	food and mountain climbing.

Janos
	was a tinkerer. He liked MIT, but when he hit forty, he decided to
	take a spin on the west coast. Dynamics was glad to have him. He
	applied his doctorate in Electrical Engineering on the standard
	Dynamics project assignments, but always kept a few alternatives
	underway on his own. 


Beatty
	walked unannounced into Janos’s lab one day, violating all the
	unwritten rules. Beatty’s “Hey, want to see some cool
	mold I got growing in a week old glass of orange juice?”
	opening comment vaporized all the political barriers.

Janos’s
	non Dynamics projects needed to stay under wraps. There were times
	when he ached for a second opinion. The two worked out a little
	pact, each promising secrecy on the other’s work. Janos earned
	instant respect by making the putty that served as the core of
	Lucy’s brain. In return, Janos brought Beatty in on his
	Nanotechnology research – the study of building tiny objects
	atom by atom. Beatty wondered if some day this could be applied to
	building brain circuits for Lucy.

“Medusa
	has risen,” Maria said, admiring the basketball sized putty
	ball with thousands of red and green wires coiling out like tiny
	snakes. 


“Looks
	heavenly. Little hair styling, she’ll be good to go. Let’s
	start connecting.”

Maria
	noticed a little tag Beatty had tied to one of the chips. “Pleasure
	and pain? What’s that mean?” Maria asked, but she
	couldn’t get the words into his flow.

“Every
	green wire must be joined with a red wire. Input to output. Now
	clear your mind. Try to get every bit of order out of your head. I
	want you to pick a green wire, then randomly find it’s pair in
	red, then connect. Don’t try to think about where you’ve
	found wires in the past, just pick and connect. We’ll keep
	going until every one is attached.”

“This
	is it? You’re not following a plan at all,” Maria
	sighed, still unsure how this could possibly work.

“Just
	like the brain. Randomness within an orderly shell.”

They
	comfortably talked while reaching between each others arms to get at
	the wires. Neither gave it a thought that sweat dampened their arm
	pits. Their hands rose from the tangle of wires both holding the
	same red wire. Getting rummy from all the close in work, Beatty
	growled while pointing a soldering gun, “That’s mine.
	Back off girl or I’ll fill you full of solder.”

“But
	I really wanted this one,” she grinned sadly.

“Really?”
	He lost is silly grimace. “Sure, sorry, take it.” He let
	go.

She
	shook her head. “All men are alike, a pretty smile and you
	cave.”

“You
	shit.”

“What’s
	next for Lucy?” she smiled.

“If
	things go well, I’m hooking up a robot arm. Janos said he
	knows where to borrow one.”

“Where
	do you start teaching it to run something like that?”

“I
	remember my mother trying to teach me to raise one eyebrow. She
	tried to explain it in words - it went no where. But I went back and
	looked in a mirror for about an hour. I have no idea what I did, but
	suddenly it move up. Just by watching. That’s how we teach
	Lucy.”

“A
	mirror?”

“More
	like a feedback loop. I’ll send back to her brain where the
	arm is at all times. Ever read about people who’ve lowered
	their blood pressure by just looking at a constant readout of it? No
	one really understands how it works, not even the patient. But it
	works. Lucy will be a little clumsy at first, but if we keep showing
	her what she’s doing, she’ll get it. I think.”

Their
	arms ached from holding them in the air to connect the hair-thin
	wires. “You watch too much television,” she said,
	actually very excited.

“I’ve
	never watched television. None in the house. Mom also limited my
	radio, Internet, newspaper, just about every external source.”

She
	stopped. “Your kidding! How is that possible?”

“I
	thought she was a monster about it, now I realize it was so I
	wouldn’t find out I was a celebrity.”

Maria
	shook out her arms to get blood circulating. “You had no idea
	you were famous?”

“Not
	a clue.”

“Really.”
	She hovered on a long glance. He’d matured in these few weeks.
	He bridged their age gap. His boyishly smooth skin appeared more
	handsome. His untamed hair conveyed the casualness of brilliance
	instead of teenage social naiveté. Or was her perception just
	changing? “How odd. I read about you ten years ago at least.
	So I knew about you before you did.”

“My
	Mom finally showed me some of the articles. I still can’t
	believe it.”

No
	wonder you’re so humble, she thought. “Your mother is a
	saint.”

“That’s
	going a bit far. You’ve listened to her show.”

“I
	always wondered why she never talked about you on the radio. This
	was part of her plan to keep you in the dark. Amazing. So you
	thought everyone was this smart.”

He
	too let his arms fall for a rest. “There you go again. Why are
	you so sure I’m some kind of genius? If this experiment turns
	out to be a big nothing, will you be disappointed?”

She
	tried not to show her real affection to Beatty. But they’d
	been pressed up so close together under the heat of development, her
	defenses were dangerously low. She knew it made no sense. His
	earring dangled in the florescent lighting. She remembered drawing
	its shape. From her hands to his face. She felt joined in an
	emotional embrace. Her busy hands slowed.

“Beatty?”

“Maria?”

The
	moment hung like an empty ballroom. “I need a break.”
	She pulled away and headed for the door. “You want something
	to drink?”

“Yeah.
	Bring some champagne.”

“Not!”
	she yelled as the door shut.

§§§

Maria
	arrived an hour late the next morning. Beatty looked like he’d
	not slept in days. The darkish rings under his eyes added twenty
	years. “You look awful. Were you here all night?”

“No,
	I went home right after you, and I’ve only been here a few
	hours. I had another one of those black hole sleeps, don’t
	even remember going to bed.”

She
	stepped close to him. “What’s the longest you’ve
	been away from home?”

“I’m
	in it. Before this, less than a day, not even a night away.”

“I’m
	worried it’s having some kind of long term effect. We’re
	going to a doctor.” She felt his forehead and behind his neck.
	“You’re soaking wet!” 


“Patrick
	and I tested the hell out of me. There’s no problem. I’ve
	been monitoring the field. Don’t worry about it. The trip to
	the beach will clear it up. Check out what I’ve done already
	today.” 


Lucy
	looked like some kind of tortoise. Beatty had fashioned a hard
	styrofoam dome over the fragile brain area. Wires lead out of
	various holes to different equipment. It sat on a metal gurney.
	“This computer has a graphic program on it so she can send
	images. This box here is a CD - I put a kid’s picture
	encyclopedia disk on it. Watch how she’s already learned.”

He
	typed HOUSE on the keyboard. A line drawing of a house
	appeared on Lucy’s side. “This is no big deal, she just
	connected the word I typed to the same word in the encyclopedia.”

Maria
	studied the screen, confused. “This house picture is part of
	the encyclopedia program?”

“That’s
	where she got it. Now, if I type …”

“Stop!
	What do you mean, ‘she got it?’” Maria said
	amazed.

“She
	found the word in the encyclopedia, and pulled up the drawing. I did
	this with about twenty words until she got it. Dog, Cat, you know,
	easy stuff.”

“Beatty!
	Why aren’t you falling over with excitement? I mean, this is
	monumental, right? A computer ‘getting’ something
	without being programmed?”

“Not
	really,” he said, emotionless. “Any computer program
	‘gets’ things from files.”

“They
	follow explicit instructions provided by a programmer. They can’t
	help ‘getting’ what they’re told.” Maria
	tried to find the source of his lackluster reaction in his tired
	face. “You’re scaring me.”

“You’re
	silly. I’m excited, really. If you’d let me continue,
	I’ll show something worth jumping about.”

He
	typed BIG HOUSE. Lucy brought up a stately mansion drawing.
	“Again, nothing earth shattering there, I gave her this answer
	earlier. But check this out.” He typed BIG BOAT. “I’ve
	taught her ‘boat’ with a little dory sailboat, but not
	‘big boat.’” Beatty pointed at the CD player.
	“She’s accessing the drive. She’s looking.”
	Shortly, a picture of an expensive cruising yacht appeared. “Yes!
	See, she found that herself! She knows the word ‘big!’”
	He held his hand up for a high five.

Still
	something lacked in Beatty’s demeanor. “That is
	amazing.” She faced him warmly. “I’m proud of you.
	You’re already shown that this wasn’t a boy’s
	dream toy. You are everything the world imagined, Beatty.” 


His
	empty eyes blinked slowly. “This is nothing.”

“Looks
	like I’ve got to pay up. Point Reyes beach it is. After we see
	a doctor. Today.”

“You
	know how I feel about that.”

“And
	you know how I feel. Don’t mess with me.” 


“I
	suppose.” A wave of unsteadiness forced him to grip Lucy’s
	table.

Maria
	gasped. “See? We’re leaving right now.”

“Just
	let me set Lucy up to do a little thinking while we’re away.
	I’ll have her loop through the whole encyclopedia.”

§§§

“You’re
	sleep deprived,” the Doctor announced, putting down her
	stethoscope. Janos Payne from the next lab had a close friend doctor
	whom he convinced to make a rare house visit. “You say you’ve
	been eating reasonably well, you have no intestinal problems, no
	fever. Your heartbeat is somewhat irregular, but fatigue can do
	that. Get some sleep and we’ll see what symptoms are left.
	Your defenses may be down, I’d take care of this as soon as
	possible.”

“I
	do feel a bit worn down.”

Maria
	had all she needed. “That settles it. You’re taking a
	nap today. Now. I can’t stand to see you like this. It’s
	making me tired just looking at you.”

“Point
	Reyes?”

“Not
	a chance. You go on to your apartment, I’ll be there right
	after I pick something up at my office.”

Beatty
	lumbered off, surrendering easily.

Maria
	stayed behind until Beatty was out of sight. “Thanks for
	coming in like this, Doctor. Taking Beatty off the grounds can
	become a media circus.”

“You’re
	welcome. I’m glad to meet him. You look a little tired
	yourself, by the way.”

“Do
	you think it could be related to his unusual brain function?”

“I’m
	afraid I don’t know. No one will. That’s why I didn’t
	prescribe any drugs. Our only hope is that he responds to common
	Grandmotherly remedies. Rest. Liquids. If he starts to feel sick,
	give him soup. It’s all I can do.”

§§§

Back
	at his apartment, Maria fussed around like a worried mother. She
	remade his bed with clean sheets, turned it down, and puffed up his
	pillow. “Get your clothes off and get in. What do you want,
	water? Milk?”

“Research
	scientist and mother hen. Did you take a class?”

“I’m
	worried about you! Do as I say. You need some liquids, ice water
	okay?”

“Be
	fine.” Beatty collapsed onto the soft sheets wearing just some
	clean boxers. A breeze flapped a curtained window, wafting in
	sunlight from the bright morning. By the time Maria returned with a
	glass, Beatty was sound asleep. She put his legs under the sheets.

She
	stayed for awhile to make sure he stayed put, and tidied up the
	apartment a bit. She left a note and headed off to work.

§§§

Jordan
	stopped by Maria’s office. “So Miss Baines, where’s
	my first week status report on the Holiday boy?”

“I’d
	appreciate a knock, I was on the phone.” She plopped down the
	receiver.

“I
	checked his lab. It looks like a kid all right. What’s with
	all the putty ball?”

“You
	went in his lab without him in there?”

“I
	have certain privileges in that building. You know it.”

“I’m
	not making any reports. Besides, it sounds like you know about as
	much as I do.” She attended to some papers on her desk.

“Don’t
	be coy Maria. Even your father requested you let us know how things
	are going.”

“There’re
	going fine. Beatty made a deal to show you the whole thing in
	January. You’ll have to wait for anything more.”

“Going
	fine, then why is he home sick?”

She
	put down the papers abruptly. “Jordan, Beatty Holiday is not
	even an employee of this company. He reports to no one. He
	appreciates that we have offered to let him work here, and promises
	to make it up to us. My father found that acceptable. Let him be.”

“Just
	tell me why he is sick.”

“He
	needed some rest, that’s all. This is his first job, he hasn’t
	learned to meter himself yet.”

“Tired.”

“Yes.
	So am I. I’ve said enough. Leave me alone.”

She
	returned the phone to her ear and dialed.

§§§

She
	dropped by Beatty’s with a pizza around six, a good ten hours
	later. She found him on the deck, half asleep in a lounge chair.
	“How’s Rip Van Winkle? Need another hundred years or are
	you okay with all day?”

“I
	feel great. Haven’t slept that well in ages. So many dreams.”

His
	eyes had lost that panic look, and his cheeks were back to rosy.

“I
	can’t stay long. I’m meeting my father for dinner. Oh,
	Jordan was snooping around in your lab today. You better start
	locking things in your special closet.”

“Snooping?
	Maybe he was looking for me.”

“Think
	what you want. I’d be careful.”

“Careful?
	He’s your boss, right?”

“Yeah,”
	she said embarrassed.

“Not
	a lot of trust going on here. You’re feeding my media created
	view of corporate America.”

“Believe
	me, he’s not to be trusted. I like most people. He’s a
	rare exception. My father doesn’t see it. He thinks Jordan’s
	just the hard core guy needed to keep things under control. I say
	he’s a load.”

“Walter
	Baines a soft core? Jordan a tough guy? I really am naive. Next
	you’ll tell me Janos Payne’s a Nazi.”

“He’s
	the sweetest guy we have. And a true genius. Ask him some time about
	Nanotechnology - manufacturing circuits at the molecular level.”

“Oh,
	I have. I’ve been scheming with him already – how about
	a brain full of molecule sized neurons. Hell, we could build one
	with a million, or even a billion times more cells than a human with
	charges that moved at the speed of light.”

“I’d
	be afraid it would work. Then what.”

“We’ll
	tackle that if it happens.”

She
	shoved the other lawn chair next to his and sat. “Inventions
	unbounded by conscience. Remember Iccarus.”

“He
	and his father discovered flight. Even if it’s myth, it’s
	an honorable contribution.”

“What
	he discovered was that his wings melted when he flew too high. Then
	he fell out of the sky to his death. Seriously, I hope you’ve
	considered how to manage Lucy if she’s half of what I expect
	she’ll be.”

“I’m
	doing this for myself, not the world. I have no intention of letting
	this beyond my lab. Besides, I’m focused on whether it will
	work at all. Right now, my biggest concern is that I left her there
	studying that encyclopedia all day.”

“How
	about your presentation in January? The whole earth will be
	listening.”

“My
	announcement. Relax Maria. It will be on chaos theory, the order
	which rises above the randomness of brain function. Even if Lucy is
	wildly successful, my legacy to the world will only be some simple
	new discoveries about randomness. I have a pact with Clorissa - any
	applications of Lucy will remain my own.”

She
	paused to think. “Might not be that easy, Jordan is already
	probing. You’re getting close to Janos. And then there’s
	me.”

“Before
	you assume Lucy’s beyond pulling pictures out of a CD player,
	I’d hold your concern.”

“The
	distance from a cold dark circuit board to what I saw this morning
	is longer than from here to an aware computer. You know it.”

“No
	I don’t,” he said, eyes piercing. 


“You’re
	a trusting, loving soul, Beatty. I know this world of high tech
	discovery. People are about as respecting of each other as animals
	at an African water hole in a drought.”

“Speaking
	of which, move out of my way so I can reach the pizza.” He
	kiddingly shoved her aside. He folded a wedge and took a big bite.

She
	was still worried. “Stay here until tomorrow. Please? Pizza,
	hot bath, and go to bed. If you check on Lucy, I know, you’ll
	never leave. It will throw off your schedule again, and you’ll
	be all screwed up tomorrow.”

Her
	sad heart bubbled up through her eyes. 


“I’ll
	stay. And I’ll be careful. I’m listening, really, I just
	think once again you’re over selling me.”

“I
	doubt it.” She tenderly touched the back of his neck. “Rest.
	Lots of rest. I’ll see you in the morning. I’m having
	dinner with Dad.” She grabbed a slice of pizza and stuffed in
	almost the whole thing into her mouth. “Thust one,” she
	muffled.

“Point
	Reyes next week? I’m on a roll with Lucy, I might want to wait
	to the weekend.”

She
	nodded, trying to swallow. A dollop of tomato sauce stuck to the
	side of her mouth. “Ahh, wha da hell, thwo pieces.” She
	winked and took another slice as she headed out.
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Maria
	sprinted down the hallway and nearly ran into Beatty who met her in
	the doorway clutching a wad of printouts. “Dreams!” he
	shouted. “I forgot about dreams!”

Maria
	shouted, out of breath. “Beatty, why did you call me last
	night!” Her expression confused him.

He
	insisted, “Did you hear me? Lucy needs to dream. She had a
	kind of a break down reading the encyclopedia all night. I figured
	out a way ....”

“Beatty.
	Listen to me! I didn’t check my voice mail until this morning
	before I came over. You called about eleven last night. You sounded
	crazed. Like I was in trouble or something. What were you talking
	about!”

“I
	didn’t call you. I was out like a light all night. I came in
	here about six this morning, and that’s it. I didn’t
	dream at all, which is what made me think of it, about Lucy.”

“Beatty,
	you don’t remember? This is nuts!” She rushed to a phone
	and dialed some numbers. “Here. Take it, listen to your
	message.”

It
	was his voice, shrill and scared. ‘Maria! Maria! Where are
	you! Pick up! Maria, I thought you were at your father’s! He’s
	not listed. And I don’t know where you live! How could this
	happen to you!’ He lowered the phone, surprised. “That
	was my voice. I don’t know, Maria, I swear. I must have been
	asleep.” He dangled the phone out like a dead animal.

Maria
	sat down in a rolling chair, her forehead all wrinkled up. “But
	you were afraid for me. You were looking for me. You sounded so
	awake. It said you looked for my father’s number. It’s
	true, he’s not listed. Did you know that?”

“No.
	I might have guessed it, or I did it in some kind of sleep walking
	episode.”

“I
	want to see your apartment.” She jumped up and headed for the
	door.

“Maria!
	I was asleep. It’s nothing, I want to tell you about Lucy!”

“Not
	yet. This freaked me out. You were scared to the core. I don’t
	think a dream could be that coherent and believable. You would have
	woken yourself up yelling that loudly.”

Beatty
	tagged along as she pushed through the emergency doors and headed
	across the grass to his apartment. The alarm sounded behind them.
	Maria managed a little smile as she said, “I learned that one
	from you.”

In
	the apartment, she dashed to the living room phone. “The white
	pages are out. Look, they’re opened to the B’s. Do you
	remember doing that?”

Beatty
	didn’t know he had a telephone directory. “No.”

While
	she combed the apartment for other clues, she rattled on. “So
	you called me. Deliberately. You thought something had happened to
	me.”

“Maria,
	it’s not a big deal. A nightmare, that’s all. I’ve
	heard of much worse. People driving someplace, talking to people,
	going to stores. It happens. I’m as surprised as you are. But
	it doesn’t mean anything.”

“I
	suppose.” She fell back in a chair. “It’s just so
	strange to get a message like that. You don’t remember any
	dreams or waking up at all?”

“No.
	I’m the electric brain boy, remember, who knows what kind of
	nightmares I might get. Let’s go. I’ll buy you breakfast
	at the cafeteria.”

“Did
	your mother ever say you did weird things at night?” she said,
	still panting.

“Never.
	Then again, she didn’t tell me a lot of things.”

She
	stared out the window to the bay to compose herself. “So odd.
	You are certainly a handful.”

“Sounds
	like I care a lot about you though, even when I’m sound
	asleep.”

“Yeah.
	There’s that. I guess I should say thanks.” She turned
	quickly to face him and caught her sleeve in the edge of the spindly
	table where he had a computer. The heavy monitor started to topple
	over. Beatty lunged to grab it. A keyboard cable wrapped around a
	table leg tightened and yanked the keyboard noisily on the floor.
	Beatty tried desperately to stop both fragile items from smashing on
	the floor.

Suddenly
	he froze, shivered, and collapsed. The monitor plowed down on top of
	him and hit his chest. He didn’t respond, he just lay there
	asleep.

“Beatty!”
	She dived down to him, throwing off the computer. She clutched his
	cheeks. She checked his ear piece. It was in and on the right
	setting. “Wake up!”

He
	stirred. “What happened?”

“Oh
	shit Beatty.” She dropped down on him and cradled him. “What’s
	happening to you.”

They
	talked right there on the floor for almost an hour. Once again, his
	fragile short term memory had been jostled. He lost at least twenty
	minutes before he passed out.

Maria
	finally tried to rationalize the event. “Like the Doctor said,
	your defenses are thin. Now it looks like sudden surprises will
	throw you over. This has never happened?”

“Not
	that I remember. I guess that’s not saying much. More sleep,
	I’ll just have to go to bed earlier.”

“You
	fainted,” she summarized. “It happens to a lot of
	people,” she reasoned. “Combined with tired and hungry.
	I’m trying to convince myself this isn’t too unusual.”

“See?
	Normal behavior. Now let’s eat.” He stood up and rubbed
	his chest. “Yikes. Sore. I’ll fix the computer later.”

§§§

A
	big breakfast helped clean the slate. They piled on scrambled eggs,
	bacon, sausage, toast. Beatty heaped a pile of cottage cheese on top
	of his already mountainous eggs, then squiggled on a line of catsup.
	Maria scrunched her nose at the conglomeration. “I’m not
	sure I want to watch you eat that.”

They
	sat at a window seat with a view of the tip of Mount Tamalpais,
	Marin’s majestic sentinel. 


“Okay
	Beatty, what did you want to tell me about Lucy.”

“Dreams.
	I got in this morning and found her frozen up. She’d looped
	through the entire children’s encyclopedia, something like
	15,000 picture entries. Her brain had plenty of space left, but her
	memory starting point area, you know where I keep the addresses of
	the handful of cells she uses to kick off a memory – that had
	maxed out. I checked the addresses and they were all very different
	– she was finding completely new places to put every picture
	in memory.”

“Sounds
	logical. I’d lock up too if I studied 15,000 pictures in one
	sitting.”

“The
	problem is I hadn’t given her any way to relate the
	pictures. She did with some, because I showed her. ‘Boat’
	and ‘Big Boat’ were in similar places. ‘House’
	and ‘Mansion’ too. But she had ‘Horse’ no
	where near ‘Cow’. As far as Lucy is concerned, horses
	might be as much like fire trucks as they are like apple trees.”

“Interesting.
	So what are you going to do.”

“Throw
	out any memory locations that aren’t like any other ones.”

“Just
	delete them?”

“Yup.
	She’ll forget them. But I’ll keep any that are similar,
	say 3 of the 5 starting cells are the same. And the more that are
	similar, the higher I’ll keep them in her stack of memories.”

“What’s
	this have to do with dreaming?”

“I
	think this is what happens in our dreams. We clean up stuff we don’t
	need. Or stuff that doesn’t relate to anything else.”

“Then
	how do you learn anything new?”

“Good
	point. I say we can’t learn anything new in isolation. Here’s
	an example. Let’s say you hear someone use the word Callisto.
	That’s it. You don’t hear the sentence it came in so you
	have no idea what it is. If you go to sleep that night and don’t
	give it another thought, chances are you’ll forget you heard
	it. You may have stored it for awhile, but your dreams purge it. Now
	… say you heard Callisto, but this time you also heard it was
	Jupiter’s outermost moon, that it has more craters in it than
	any object in our solar system, that it’s the size of Mercury,
	and that is has a surface of dirty ice. Now you have more
	information, more things to relate Callisto. If you already know
	other planetary facts, you are even more likely to remember it. Why?
	Because dreaming, or whatever it is, will not throw it away.”

“Is
	that true? About Callisto?”

“Yeah,
	but it’s just an illustration. It’s funny that so many
	people talk of trying to find ways to remember more. Who ever
	thought that forgetting things may actually be good! In fact, if we
	didn’t, we’d tap out like poor Lucy here, and become
	dribbling idiots. I bet this is why it’s so hard to learn new
	things at the end of a hard day. We need to clean out some space
	first to make room.”

“How
	long will she dream?”

“It
	takes only a second.”

“Oooh.
	I’d need more sleep than that. I suppose you could run it once
	a minute and really be awake.”

“Actually
	no. Once a day is just about right. We learn things in the morning
	that relate to things in the afternoon, whether we’re in class
	or we’re an animal in the woods trying to find food. If we
	purged every hour or so, we’d forget both.”

Beatty
	mopped his plate clean with the last piece of toast, then downed a
	tall glass of milk. Maria loved how comfortable he was. “How
	did you say all that and still eat twice as fast as I did.”
	She stuffed in a whole piece of bacon. It was so big, the end of it
	stuck out of her mouth for the first few chews. She’d never do
	this in front of other friends. Even her father.

They
	bussed their trays and headed back to the lab. Beatty had a half day
	planned so he could fit in a nap. He mapped out every experiment in
	a log book, covering the next week. Maria saw an intense side of
	Beatty, a thoroughly engrossed scientist, progressing toward his
	goal of making Lucy think like a human being. She stayed with him,
	and let him talk through his sessions, but became increasingly
	outside his work. She’d disappear to do other things for hours
	at a time, and wondered if Beatty even noticed. 


§§§

The
	week flew. Maria spent three days with her father in Los Angeles for
	a meeting with bond financiers, and attended to some other projects.
	She checked in on Beatty whenever she could, but usually found him
	tongue tied, unable to break out of his concentration on a session
	with Lucy. 


She
	stopped by Friday afternoon to see if he had dinner plans, but the
	lab was empty. She let herself in with the only other key. The
	shelves on the back wall of the lab looked more like a General Store
	– fruit, tools, canned foods, toys, pictures, utensils,
	plates, kleenex, pillows, towels, and boxes brimming with more. A
	tiny camera sat propped on a tripod. As she walked by it, HELLO
	appeared on one of the monitors. 


A
	wave of odd tingling spread over her. She studied the word, then
	looked into the camera eye. “Can you see me?” The word
	stood unchanged. “Hello to you too, Lucy.” 


She
	typed, ‘HEY THERE HOW ARE YOU,’ on the keyboard.
	Lucy typed back, “HELLO HEY THERE HOW ARE YOU.”

“Hummm.”
	She moved the camera to face her. She smiled, then made a goofy
	face. Lucy didn’t respond. Then she hit a function key marked
	‘Snap Photo.’ Immediately, a picture of Maria’s
	face appeared on the screen. Letters appeared below it, WHAT IS
	IT?” 


“A
	stressed out scientist thankful it’s Friday,” she
	giggled to the empty room. She typed ‘MARIA.’

Lucy
	asked, “WHAT IS MARIA?” Then it showed a series
	of options, cataloged by things like Animals, Places, Things. Maria
	drilled down, clicking through the options, choosing ‘human’,
	‘female’, ‘happy’, ‘age 24’,
	‘friendly’, ‘smart.’ Lucy wrote, “YOU
	ARE AN OLDER FEMALE BEATTY.” Then Lucy created a new
	picture, with Beatty and Maria together, both smiling, cheek to
	cheek.

Beatty
	spoke behind her, “See, she’s got us pegged.”

Maria
	shrieked, “God! You scared me! Where were you?”

“I’d
	dozed off in the safe,” the name he used for the night lockup
	closet.

Maria
	held his shoulders. “Beatty, you look sick again! You haven’t
	slept, have you.”

“I’ve
	tried. I haven’t pulled an all nighter yet – I’ve
	been going home right on time. Promise. You get any sleep walk
	telephone messages?”

“Damn
	it Beatty!”

“I’ve
	made some good progress with Lucy. I taught her how to use a
	graphics program. She’s amazing. Watch this.” Maria let
	him continue, reluctantly. “Think of something. A scene, a
	place, whatever. Then type it in.”

“Anything?”

“She
	doesn’t know too many verbs yet, but she knows lots of nouns,
	adjectives, and prepositions.” Beatty moved with labored
	steps.

She
	leaned over the keyboard and typed, Beatty on a horse with wings
	in Paris.

In
	seconds, there he was, flying through the air in front of the Eiffel
	Tower. “It may not look like much, but there’s a lot
	here. Notice how I am in proper proportion to the horse, and to the
	cars in the street. She didn’t just stick pictures together,
	she manipulated them. I’ve only given her pictures of my head,
	but she gave me legs and arms. She put the wings on the horse in the
	right place. Believe me, I’ve never shown her a flying horse,
	she must have modeled it after a bird. Look down here, there’s
	a shadow from the horse from the sun. This is a sophisticated
	picture, which she’s created in her mind.”

“Mind?”

“Absolutely.
	She thought of this. On her own. I bet if you typed the same thing
	tomorrow, she’d give a different view.”

“She
	remembers all these pictures?”

“Kind
	of, she saves things on the computer down here. But not the whole
	picture, just key parts as far as I can tell. Now ask her a
	question.”

“I
	typed ‘Hey there how are you’ and I think she thought it
	was my name.”

“You
	probably didn’t use a question mark.”

“Oh.
	Maybe not. This is astounding, Beatty. I can’t believe how far
	you’ve come. Okay, a question. Ahhh. I know, ‘Why is
	Beatty so tired?’”

‘Beatty
	needs sleep,’ Lucy responded.

Maria
	typed, ‘Beatty did sleep.’

‘Beatty
	IS TIRED FROM workING,’ Lucy typed.

Beatty
	interrupted, “No, I really didn’t. I’ve been at
	retirement pace, busy but relaxed.”

Maria
	typed, ‘Beatty did not work hard.’

‘Beatty
	is sick,’ Lucy tried.

“See
	how she’s going through possibilities? Say no. I have no
	fever, no loss of appetite. I feel okay, just sleepy.”

‘Beatty
	is not sick,’ Maria entered. “How did she learn all
	these possibilities?”

“The
	strange thing is I am not sure. She puts things together. I showed
	her a sick person in a hospital bed. I’ve shown her people
	collapsed from working hard. She just infers the rest.”

Lucy
	typed, ‘Beatty needs excess sleep or doesn’t sleep or
	I don’t know.’

Beatty
	made a loud clap. “Look! Can you imagine a computer doing
	that? Giving choices? Including the possibility that she doesn’t
	know!”

“She
	said ‘I.’ Does she know who she is?”

“Ask
	her.”

“Wait,
	what about what she said? Is it possible you really don’t
	sleep? That crazy phone call? I bet she’s right. Maybe you
	stay up in some kind of sleep walking mode all night.”

“I
	agree with Lucy, I don’t know either.”

“I’m
	going to find out. Beatty, I’m moving in with you for awhile.
	If you don’t mind. I’ll take the other bedroom.”
	She looked up at his baggy eyes. She was all set to put on a
	serious, professional expression, but the fatigue so deeply set in
	his face welled her eyes. She stood and hugged him. “I’m
	worried about you.”

“What’s
	your boyfriend going to think about you moving in with me?”

“I
	don’t have a boyfriend, Beatty. I just said that. I didn’t
	want you to get the wrong impression.” She squeezed him hard
	around the neck. 


“You
	don’t?” Beatty slowly surrounded her with his arms. It
	suddenly felt different. 


“I’m
	not moving in with you as a girlfriend.”

He
	was scared too. He hated the constant tiredness and the cement head
	that greeted him each morning. Maybe he was dying. He traced the
	bones on her back, passing over the relief of her bra with the ease
	of a lover. He thought of home, the old washing machine, Clorissa.
	He imagined being alone with Maria. So many changes, so fast. He
	grasped at the fog in his mind for words, but found nothing that
	seemed right. 


Maria
	pulled away. “I have one more trip. Dad has me along on these
	annual credit rating pilgrimages, and I can’t get out of it.
	Get to sleep - all day, okay?” Beatty kept his hands on her
	shoulders, staring blankly. “I’m bringing some things
	over tomorrow.” Her eyes turned to warm. “Don’t
	get any crazy ideas.” She kissed his cheek, somewhere between
	girlfriend and mother. “I’ll call you tonight. Leave the
	phone by your bed. I might even wake you up, I want to make sure
	you’re okay. You stay in your apartment, okay?”

“Yes.”
	The word squeezed out from the under the weight of so many thoughts.

“Are
	you okay? Do you want me to walk you to your apartment?” she
	asked.

He
	still held her shoulders. “Thank you Maria. I’m very
	tired, you’re right. I just need some sleep.”

“You
	can get there on your own?”

“Yes.”

“Go
	on then.”

He
	patted her neck as he pulled away. His fingers tingled with the
	touch of the soft skin under her ear. His fragile tiredness didn’t
	know how to sort out his emotions. 


“Sleep.”
	Maria checked her watch and hurried out. 


§§§

Maria
	squeezed uncomfortably into the table of cigar smoking business
	associates. The only thing worse was being stuck in LA traffic half
	the day. First the congested airport, then downtown for the
	auditors, Century City for capital funding consultants, Westwood for
	dinner. How could one city be so spread out? She appreciated their
	Marin County offices even more. 


Walter
	loved the schmoozing at the end of a hard day of presentations. He
	kicked his head back with hearty laughter on every quip. He kept the
	waitress on constant vigil, insisting she not let a glass get below
	half. 


At
	11:30pm, she’d had enough. “That’s it for me
	folks. I’m beat.” Half the table jumped up in protest,
	as if she were an integral part of the discussion, even though she’d
	hardly peeped. 


Her
	hotel room door had barely shut as she pulled down her pantyhose.
	She threw off her blouse and skirt haphazardly. Something about
	hotel rooms brought out her sloppiest. A quick pee, then right to
	the phone. She propped up against the stiff pillows and waited for
	Beatty to answer.

It
	rang forever. She imagined him slowly waking up, disoriented. “Come
	on, answer the phone.” A movie of images rushed by –
	Beatty dead on the floor, Beatty in a coma, Beatty reaching
	desperately for the receiver but unable to reach. “God damn
	you, Beatty! If you went to work….”

She
	called his lab extension. No answer there either. She called Edgar
	at the security desk.

“Edgar,
	have you seen Beatty tonight?”

“Oh
	yeah. Ahh, well, I am not sure. No, definitively not.”

Maria
	was about to hang up. She hesitated. “Edgar? Have you seen him
	tonight?”

“No
	Ma’am. Absolutely not, Ma’am.”

She’d
	known Edgar since she was a little girl. He always called her Missy.
	Obnoxious from anyone else, she expected it, even liked it from
	Edgar. “Ma’am? Since when am I a Ma’am?” He
	was hiding something.

Edgar
	became confused and tried to hang up. “I gotta go. Car comin’
	up.”

“Edgar,
	why are you keeping something from me about Beatty? Do you realize
	he has been very sick? I’m nervous about him anyway, and now
	you’re acting strange. Come on. Tell me what’s going
	on?”

She
	heard heavy breathing over the long distance hiss, and then finally,
	“You can’t tell. Please.”

“What?
	Tell what?”

“That
	I said somethin’ .”

“What
	do you know about Beatty! I’m getting angry now!”

“I
	seen him at 10:15. Running to the labs. Like he always does. He
	looked upset tonight. That’s all I know.”

“All
	you know? What do you mean ‘like he always does?’”

“I
	seen him a lot of nights ‘bout this time. Please don’t
	ask no more. It’s not a big deal, he’s working on some
	special project that he wants to keep quiet from everyone. It’s
	not a bad thing Missy. Just working on a special project he wants to
	keep quiet. You know.”

“You
	saw him on the security screens?”

“Yeah,
	I seen him go past the gate at lab security. I delete the log
	entry.” His breathing increased. “I’m gonna get in
	trouble for this, right Missy? I got a young family.” He
	stopped to catch his breath. “It was just a little thing, let
	him go in, erase the entry, no log. No big deal, it’s not like
	he’s doing anything bad. He has clearance for this building
	anyway, he can go as he wants. Right.”

“You
	erased it? What do you mean, he looked upset?”

“Running
	hard, like he was uptight. He’s usually calm, like he’s
	going to work, just late at night.”

“Beatty
	asked you to do this?”

“No,
	but … It’s nothing, I swear, just some kind of project
	they’re working on in there. Him and some other scientists.
	It’s supposed to be really good, really important. But I need
	to keep it quiet so people don’t steal the ideas, you know. It
	could change the world, this project. I’ve said enough. I
	swore I wouldn’t say.”

Whatever
	Beatty was up to, Edgar was an innocent accomplice. But Beatty? Up
	to a secret project without telling her? 


§§§

Maria
	pulled through the Dynamics gates just before six am. She’d
	left a note for Walter at the front desk of the hotel and dashed to
	the red eye flight. Beatty’s front door was locked, but as
	expected, he’d left the porch door unlocked. Beatty looked
	like he’d been dropped out of a window onto the couch. An arm
	and a leg drooped over the edge. His face lay sunken into the couch
	pillow, his mouth gaping. He was fully clothed in jeans and a
	wrinkled shirt. 


She
	hated to wake him, but she had to know. “Beatty! Wake up.
	Beatty!” 


He
	didn’t recognize her through his pasty eyes. “What?”
	Then he sank back, asleep.

“It’s
	me, Maria.” She wet a washcloth with cold water and brought a
	glass of orange juice. “Sit up for a minute, then you can go
	back to sleep.” She hooked her arms under his shoulders and
	sat him back. She wiped the crust from his eyes. 


He
	focused on the glass of orange juice. “Maria? What time is
	it?”

“Time
	for you to tell me about your meeting last night. And the other
	nights! You’ve had me scared out of my mind over you, and you
	never mentioned that you’ve been going out?”

“What
	meeting?” He had to concentrate to line up the glass with his
	mouth without pouring it all over himself. The sweet fruit juice
	doused his parched throat. “Ahhh. Thanks.”

“Edgar
	saw you. God you look terrible. I don’t know whether to help
	you or hurt you!” Her knees pressed hard into his thighs as
	she jammed in next to him on the couch.

Beatty
	took a deep breath. “I talked to Edgar? What did I say?”

“You
	were going to some meeting. You looked upset. You don’t
	remember?”

“I
	came back here around ten yesterday morning, slept till six, ate a
	disgusting frozen dinner, did some notes, then went to bed. I swear,
	I don’t remember a thing about it. Wait, in fact I can tell
	what time I went to bed by the time stamp on my notes.” He
	looked like and old man getting out of the couch. He plopped down in
	front of the PC and typed.

Maria
	stood behind him. “Edgar’s whole life is watching people
	and clocks. He doesn’t make mistakes. He saw you.”

“Interesting.”
	Beatty said, reading from the screen. “Says I saved at ten. I
	could have sworn I was in bed by then.” More rapid key
	strokes. “Whoa. Maria.”

She
	joined him. “What?”

“These
	paragraphs here. I don’t remember writing them.”

“More
	sleepwalking?”

 “I
	don’t know. I don’t know.” He downed another gulp
	of juice. “I have that cold clay feeling in my head again. I
	hate it. I want to go to the beach. Today.” He closed his eyes
	and rubbed his temples.

Maria
	played with her lips as she watched him. She let out all her air.
	“There’s something I want to tell you today too.”

Beatty
	walked back toward the couch. “What? Something bad?”

He
	looked like he was going to cry. “You poor thing. We’ll
	go to the beach. I’ll tell you there.” The early dawn
	light painted such an even glow on the lower sky, she could tell the
	day would be clear. “You should sleep a few hours first.”

“No.
	I can’t sleep here anyway.” He took off his crumpled
	blue jeans and shirt as if he were alone, and dumped them on the
	floor. He walked naked to a messy pile of folded clean clothes. “I
	hope this doesn’t offend you. I want to go now.”

Maria
	hardly noticed. “Meet me at my car in ten minutes. I want to
	check on this supposed meeting last night.” She scanned the
	disheveled room. “I move in permanently right when we get
	back. No question now. I have to keep an eye on you.”

§§§

No
	one was around her office this early to ask about meetings. She
	looked out a window toward the parking lot to see if Beatty was by
	her car. No. She checked his lab. She let herself in with her key.
	Lucy’s screen was lit up, and the hard drive on the attached
	computer was blinking. She walked in front of the video camera, and
	saw her own figure on Lucy’s screen.

“Maria”
	appeared on the monitor.

She
	pulled up a chair and typed, “Yes. I’m Maria. How did
	you know?”

The
	picture from the day before appeared next to one just taken. “Maria.
	24 year old happy friendly smart girl.” 


How
	strange to be under the watchful eye of a computer. “Is
	Beatty tired?,” Maria typed.

A
	picture of Beatty’s head grafted onto a drawing of a man in
	bed appeared. “Beatty is sleeping.”

“Beatty
	is not sleeping enough.” Maria typed back.

“Beatty
	went to sleep at 1:56am last night.”

Maria
	straightened in her chair. He was with Lucy! No wonder she wasn’t
	locked up in the safe. “What was Beatty doing here?”
	she typed.

“He
	asked questions about desalination.”

“What
	the hell?” she said out loud. “What about
	desalination?” she typed.

“Removal
	of salt from sea water.” A web page appeared on her screen
	from the California Coastal Commission, with introductions on the
	concepts, and detailed descriptions of reverse osmosis and
	distillation procedures.

“Why
	desalination?”

“Beatty
	asked a lot of questions.”

Beatty
	appeared behind her. “So, you’ve discovered that Lucy
	can find things on the web. Pretty neat, ey?”

Maria
	flipped around. “What were you doing here last night? Lucy
	says you were asking about desalination.”

“No
	I wasn’t. Whoa. You smell of cigars.” He sniffed her
	hair.

“Ask
	her yourself.”

Beatty
	leaned over the keys and paged back through the conversation they’d
	just had. “No kidding?” He typed, “Was Beatty
	here last night?”

A
	blurry picture appeared, clearly Beatty’s face above a red
	shirt. Maria pointed, “That’s the shirt you had when I
	found you this morning.”

“Notice
	how there is no background behind me. This is a Lucy memory, she
	only remembers my face and shirt.”

She
	slapped her hands to her sides. “I don’t care about
	that! I’m asking you a question! Do you remember coming here
	and asking Lucy about desalination?”

“No.”
	He paged back farther, and found his dialog with her from the night
	before. He’d spent a good thirty minutes, digging into
	information from around the world on the topic. “Desalination?
	This is so strange. Why would I care about that?”

Maria
	dropped her head. “This is freaking me out. I told you I
	couldn’t handle your medical situation. I have no idea what’s
	going on. For all I know you’re schizophrenic. Or worse yet,
	you’re in some kind of death throw.”

Beatty
	pulled up a few more pages that he must have read the night before.
	“Look at this. Did you know San Diego was looking to build a
	desalination plant? Read this.”

Maria
	wiped her eyes, and moved in close. The article was six months old,
	about how the drought in Southern California was finally making the
	economics for a new plant. 


“Now,
	look at this one from yesterday morning’s San Diego Times.”
	The headline read, “DESALINATION PLANT IMMINANT” The
	article skimmed over the technical details, but implied that some
	striking new advancements had led to a breakthrough. The winner, a
	San Rafael construction company, HydroCad, was located right in
	Marin County. 


Beatty
	sat back and stared ahead in a trance.

Maria
	shook his shoulders, “What! For God’s sake, Beatty!”

“I
	have an idea what’s going on.” He refocused on the
	article. “This discovery only happened a week ago. They had
	been a dark horse. Look.” He read, “‘HydroCad was
	not even on the Commission’s short list, due to mediocre
	testing results from their much touted new technologies. Hard work
	finally paid off just days ago as their development team broke
	through and shocked the world.’”

“What
	are you saying, you were part of their team?”

“I
	should have thought of this before. That name HydroCad. I know it.
	It feels like a deep memory without pictures.” He wandered off
	into a trance again.

“How
	can that be?” she whined. Then she realized it wasn’t so
	outrageous. “If they knew how to make you forget.”

“Exactly.
	People all over the world know I forget things when I lose my
	charge. HydroCad’s in San Rafael. That’s what, about
	five miles from here?”

“God.
	It is possible,” Maria nodded, holding her forehead. 


“Maybe
	someone’s using me then turning off my magnetism. Someone who
	knows a lot about how I work. My mother did this to me once. She
	pulled me out of range of the force for just enough time for me to
	forget something that happened to me. What am I saying, I did it to
	myself once.” 


Maria
	couldn’t believe his calm. “Do you know what this means?
	Fraud? Investigations? People will go to jail for this Beatty, and
	you’re in the middle of it!”

Beatty
	rolled over the possibilities. “They’re convincing me to
	come to them, having me do research, then pulling out my ear piece.
	If I tell them I won’t come, they make up some horrible thing
	about you. Something to get me over there. That explains my panicked
	phone calls.”

“This
	is terrible! Who’s behind this?” Maria’s brain
	spun. Her sleepless night added to the twisted mess of thoughts.

“That’s
	why Edgar saw me going to a meeting upset.”

“If
	you’re staying on the grounds, then that would mean Dynamics
	is involved. That can’t be! I have to talk to Edgar right now
	and see if you’re leaving through the gates at night.”
	Maria looked around for a coat even though she didn’t bring
	one.

“Just
	wait.” He grabbed her arm. “I’m tired too. Let’s
	think this through – it’s still just a wild assed guess.
	It’s a bit presumptuous to think I could help with a science I
	don’t even know – hell I had to read about it on the
	Internet.”

“It’s
	not presumptuous. I have no doubt you could do it. That’s not
	the issue. If someone really is doing this, you’re in danger.
	Especially if they find out you’re on to them.”

“I
	wonder what I came up with which was so interesting.” He
	turned to the keyboard and looked for other clues. “Maybe I
	kept notes.”

“See
	if Lucy remembers if anyone was with you. I bet it was that slime
	ball Jordan. I knew eventually we’d find him tied up in
	something like this.”

As
	Beatty typed, he said “Hey, did you notice she’s not
	using all caps any more? I figured out why – it’s
	because I stopped using all caps!”

“How
	can you think about that right now?” she snapped.

‘Was
	Beatty alone last night?’ Beatty typed. 


‘Yes.’

‘Did
	Beatty mention any other people?’

‘Maria.’

“Anyone
	else!” Maria said exasperated.

‘Anyone
	else?’ Beatty typed.

“No,”
	Lucy responded.

“The
	plot thickens. We’ll talk about it on the way to Point Reyes.”

§§§

They
	took the longer dramatic Route 1 to Point Reyes. Beatty had her pull
	over twice so he could stand at the rail above the boiling breakers.
	The muffled thunder played a deeply satisfying tune. 


The
	near-island that makes the Point Reyes National Seashore hangs by a
	thread from the California coast, cracked from the continental plate
	by the San Andreas fault. A few cooperative farms nestle among the
	sandy hills of the 5,000 acre triangle of land. The thin roads offer
	only a few small parking lots, insuring a minimum of visitors. The
	mile or longer pathways to the beaches weed out the beer toting
	crowds. Today’s cool Fall winds and cloud dotted sky warded
	off the rest. They parked at Abbott’s Lagoon, the only car in
	the lot.

Beyond
	the single sign at the weathered gate, a thick sand path cut through
	the beach grass. Beatty whipped off his shoes and ran ahead while
	Maria locked up the car. “Slow down, you!” She trotted
	behind him, a woolen blanket rolled under one arm. The sun found a
	hole through the clouds. She kicked her head back to let it warm her
	skin as she walked. 


Beatty
	dashed from place to place, revering the flowers, digging his toes
	into powdery mounds of sand, oohing and ahhing at every turn in the
	path. He studied the little tomatoes of the rose hip bush. He buried
	his nose into a wall of honey suckle vines that engulfed a rock. “I
	hear the ocean! Let’s go!” He ran off, Maria in pursuit.
	A flock of gulls and terns raised off the lagoon like a wind blown
	blanket.

Beatty
	ran to the line of sand dunes that separated the lagoon from the
	open ocean. He yelled back from the top. “It’s
	unbelievable!”

She
	joined him at the peak, out of breath, and plopped down on the sand
	next to him. Maria had been around the ocean all her life. It took
	on new excitement seeing it through the eyes of Beatty’s very
	first view. They dangled their feet over the steep dune and leaned
	back on their hands. “I’ve sat in this very place many
	times wondering if I’d ever bring someone.”

“You’ve
	only been here alone?”

“Well,
	with family when I was younger, but never with a boyfriend.
	Welcome.”

He
	tried to stop a silly grin. “Is that what I am?” The
	clouds collected in parallel lines, like the skeleton of a huge fish
	stretched across the sky. He felt heart beat in his neck. There were
	so many things he could say. Most risked spoiling the magic of the
	moment. “I could stay here forever,” Beatty finally said
	with airy breath.

Maria
	pushed her shoulder against his. “So why were you talking to
	Lucy about me?”

“Secret
	stuff.”

“Get
	out.”

“I
	don’t remember, remember?”

She
	nuzzled in close. The saturated ocean air cut through her sweater.
	“What would you say?”

He
	was sure he’d never felt anything like this moment. “I’d
	describe your personality. I want Lucy to have as many perspectives
	as possible. That’s what I do with her now, I just tell her
	things. Besides, I like talking about you. She’s becoming my
	best friend. We talk. ”

“Would
	you tell her I can be bitchy some times?”

“You?”

“I
	haven’t introduced you to that side of me yet.”

“You’d
	be cute as a bitch.”

“Oh
	yeah?” She grabbed him by the ribs and tickled mercilessly.
	Beatty’s cackling giggle shattered the ocean air. A rush of
	love poured into her. She nuzzled her face under his chin.

He
	found the fin of a large animal, maybe a whale, among the peaks of
	the waves off the beach. He wanted to point it out, but didn’t
	want her to pull away her head. Strands of hair brushed his face
	with the breeze. He smelled soap. From her skin.

Maria
	finally pulled up. “Come on lazy bones. Let’s walk.”

Beatty
	looked back over his shoulder. “I don’t even see the
	car. This place is amazing. We’re the only ones out here. It
	smells so good.”

“Winter
	scares people away. Doesn’t make sense to me, this is my
	favorite time.” She pulled him up. She held his hand tight.
	“You’re staying right with me. No running off like a
	crazy man.”

Beatty
	studied the odd things left stranded by ebbing tide. “How long
	would it take to make a spare ear piece?” he asked while
	hovering over a decaying fish. 


“I
	already have one. It’s one prototype before yours. I didn’t
	know how to make the controller which gives you the field strength
	dial. Mine’s just a steady charge. Jordan did the moderator
	part, but instead of taking the original, he just wanted the plans.
	He built the one you have from ground up - some kind of ego thing I
	guess.”

Beatty
	picked out a twisted piece of dried seaweed to twirl between his
	fingers. “Let’s say it’s true that someone’s
	using me to help them with a project, then yanking my ear piece so I
	forget. It’s the only logical explanation. By the way, I’m
	getting messages from way inside my brain that this is absolutely
	right. So let’s trick them. I’ll wear two ear pieces –
	hide one.”

“They’ll
	see it.”

“They
	won’t be looking for it. My hair’s pretty long, I’ll
	keep it covered.”

The
	waves sloshed up over their feet. Maria jumped over an approaching
	wave of foam. “I’m wondering if we should get some help.
	Call the police, get a lawyer or something.”

“We
	don’t know a thing - it’s just a hunch. What would we
	say? ‘Hello police? I need help. I’m always really
	tired, and think it’s because people are sneaking me out of my
	room at night and using me to discover new frontiers in
	desalination, only I can’t remember any of it.’”

“Point
	taken.” She picked up a squiggling shrimp like bug stranded by
	a receding wave. “Sand shrimp. They bite if they get stuck in
	your bathing suit.”

“Lucky
	shrimp,” he snickered.

“At
	least your maleness is operating right on cue,” she smiled.

“Anyway,
	they’re not hurting me. The only other thing I thought of is
	wearing a recording device, but I’d probably lose it when they
	unplugged me. Or they’d find it.”

“Yeah,
	you would. You’re a mess when you’re in one of your
	funks.”

“We
	have to do it again.” He stopped and faced her. “You’ve
	got to unplug me and study how I act.”

She
	mulled over the idea. “How many of these black outs can you
	take?”

“As
	long as I get sleep, I’m fine.”

“You’re
	becoming more faint prone. It’s probably a side effect, you
	shouldn’t push it.”

“I’ll
	sleep all tomorrow morning. It’s either now or the next time
	they trap me. So either way…”

“I
	suppose.”

“I
	want you to try to move me, drag me, slap me, see what I do and then
	teach me when I’m awake. If this works, I have to put on a
	convincing show.”

“Here?
	Shouldn’t we do this back at your apartment?”

“No,
	this is perfect. No one for miles. I know you’ll take care of
	me. Come on, up on that hard sand.” He walked to a big log and
	sat. He patted the spot next to him. “Here.”

“Move
	down to the sand. You’ll fall off that. You sure you want to
	do this?”

“Absolutely.”

They
	talked through the various tests. Maria had strict orders. She’d
	have to imitate all actions.

“Make
	a note of the time too - what I do in the first few seconds, what
	happens in five minutes. You better leave me out for twenty minutes
	or so. If my guess is right, they have to bring me back to my
	apartment, and that’s about what it would take.” He
	leaned back against the log. He watched a seagull carry a clam high
	into the air, then drop it on a rock. He swooped down to eat the
	meat from the broken shell. “Smart bird. Strange feeling
	knowing I won’t remember it.”

“You
	won’t remember any of this?” She looked at him with a
	smirk. 


“Nope.
	I’ll lose a couple of hours maybe. You’ll have to tell
	me I’m your boyfriend again. I was looking forward to
	remembering that moment for the rest of my life.”

She
	touched his face amorously, then combed his hair through her
	fingers. Her face closed in toward his. “So you won’t
	remember this.” 


“Hey…”
	She caressed his cheeks with her lips. She slowly reached a hand to
	the back of his neck, and pulled him to her. Beatty’s gaze
	caressed her olive skin, her eyebrows, the corners of her beautiful
	eyes. The breath through his nose wavered the fine hair of her
	temples. Her tongue touched his mouth, carefully probing. Beatty had
	heard of this, but all his preconceived notions were carried away by
	the angels. He returned her lead, and welcomed her in. He held her
	face, passing his fingertips delicately along her pronounced cheek
	bone as they kissed. His face and hands pulsating from his pounding
	heart. 


The
	moment fluttered over the tops of the beach grass, dived under the
	frothy waves, soared through the crisp air.


Beatty’s
	hands dragged along her face as she pulled away, leaving them
	grasping at empty air. Maria casually wiped a drop of saliva from
	the corner of his mouth. “You kiss like an old pro. Little
	sandy though.”

“That
	was all amateur, I promise you. You’re just a good teacher.”

“Well,
	might as well get on with this test.”

“You
	bad girl. You just took advantage of me.”

“Beatty.”
	She snuggled up and looked him in the eye close up. “I can’t
	say our relationship makes a lot of sense. For lots of reasons.”
	She passed a finger along his lips. “But I’m beginning
	to get very used to you. I’m just worried you’ll wake up
	some day and wonder what you’re doing with me.”

“I’m
	just a kid.”

“You’re
	the most mature, generous, professional man I know. If that’s
	being a kid, then I hope you never grow up.”

“Are
	you testing this on me so you’ll know whether to say it again
	to me later?”

“Maybe.
	I might even show you.” She reached to his ear and held the
	piece. She kissed him lightly. “Nighty night,” then she
	pulled it out.

Beatty
	slumped back into her arms. His eyes shuttered, then calmed. Maria
	held him close to her chest, like a mother cradling a child. She
	cried softly with pity and love as she rocked him.
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Beatty
opened his eyes to a
	bright sun haloed around Maria’s untamed hair. It took him a
	second to see he was on a beach. “Where are we? What
	happened?” Maria had propped him up on the log, his legs
	stretched out into the sand.

“We’re
	at Point Reyes.”

“Was
	I asleep? Whoa. This is beautiful.” His gaze became instantly
	lost in the churning waves.

“Do
	you remember we were going to do some tests?”

“Huh?
	Tests?”

She
	replayed their day so far, including his idea.

“Interesting
	plan. I like it. So what did I do?”

“I
	wasted a lot of time ravaging you, but did manage a few tests.”

Beatty
	looked puzzled. “You what?”

Maria
	hid a flush of embarrassment by standing up. “I’m
	kidding. Okay, here’s the deal. Your body still worked, but it
	wasn’t getting enough instructions. You weren’t limp,
	you were just very stiff. You resisted some movements, like when I
	pushed to bend your legs.” She pointed at the sand. “I
	did my best to carry you. Look, here are your steps.” 


Beatty
	stood and studied the shuffling marks. “I was picking my feet
	up, but they weren’t going in the right direction.”

“Yes.
	You held on to my shoulders too, which helped.”

“Basic
	clutching instincts I guess. Of course, I had my belt field on. I
	wonder if they turn both off.”

“Not
	if they’re walking you around. You left your apartment by
	yourself, but they needed to get you home in that state. I doubt
	they carried you back on a stretcher. They probably want it to look
	like you’re drunk or half asleep. I say they only turn off the
	ear.”

“What
	else? Did I talk?”

“You
	mumbled. Like this.” She let her head drop limp and pushed her
	tongue out through a gaping mouth. “Dee dee deed deed dooo
	deeed dooo dooo deee. Like that. You drooled a little too.”

“Lovely.
	I’m so glad you were here to see it.”

“You
	grabbed me once. Right on my butt. It actually hurt.”

“I
	did?”

“Yeah,
	you kind of tripped, and you grabbed me to stay up I guess. Your
	grip was totally normal.”

He
	glanced at her butt. “Not much to grab.”

“I
	wish.”

“Did
	you slap me?”

“Of
	course not. Kinda liked it.” She smiled.


	“Anything
	else?”

“Pretty
	much just a slobby drunk, with your head completely unable to stay
	up.”

“Makes
	sense. My neck muscles were probably out too.”

“There
	was one other thing.” She looked down at her foot as it pushed
	over a shell.

“Yeah?”

“Well,”

“What?”

“You
	had an erection.”

“Tsss!
	No way…. I did?”

“Yeah.”

“Oh
	great. Just great.” He whipped around and looked down at his
	pants. “I can’t believe it. How embarrassing.” His
	face had turned bright red. “And how am I suppose to fake
	that?”

“It
	might not be part of the reaction.”

He
	cocked his head. “You touched me there?”

“Heavens
	no! Beatty, please.”

“You
	did say something about ravaging. What then?”

She
	walked to a massive stump that lay on its side, leaving its flat cut
	face forward like the back of a chair in the sand. She sat down.
	“Here. Sit.”

He
	squeezed in.

“You
	see Beatty, I’ve kissed you twice now, and you don’t
	remember either one.”

“You
	took advantage of me?”

“Actually,
	the first time you kissed me. When you had that reaction from
	Champagne. At the time, I was too worried about what was happening
	to notice. I’m embarrassed to say how many times I’ve
	thought of it since.”

“Damn.
	And I missed it. The second time?”

“About
	twenty minutes ago. Just before I pulled the plug.”

“So
	that’s why .... How humiliating! I didn’t have the sense
	to hide it. I didn’t do anything really bad, did I? God I
	didn’t take it out…”

“No.
	No. I just noticed the bulge. It’s nothing, really. You said
	it yourself. It was a random event, one that would have been strange
	had we set it up in advance, but one that binds us together in it’s
	spontaneity.”

“I
	suppose. Must have been a hell of a kiss.”

“You
	tell me.” She pulled him toward her, and embraced in a tender
	kiss. As their faces pushed together, swirling in sensuality, Maria
	experienced Beatty’s first kiss for the third time.

§§§

They
	stayed on the beach until the dusk stole the view of the sand at
	their feet. The churning tubes of foam riding the waves to the beach
	glowed with phosphorus. A dull light from a half moon behind the
	overcast sky helped them navigate along the path. The top layer of
	sand now felt cold and wet, and stuck in clumps to their bare feet. 


“We
	should go back,” Maria said sadly, pulling her arms from his
	waist.

“What
	was the ‘something’ you wanted to tell me? I do remember
	you saying that.”

She
	pressed her mouth against his for a final deep kiss. “I’ve
	been saying it all afternoon.”

Maria
	kept the top down for the ride home. Beatty hardly spoke, content
	with the cool wind rushing over him.

§§§

That
	afternoon, Maria moved in. She’d rather no one knew, but she
	would admit it if Walter questioned it. She had to be secretive so
	the people who were using Beatty wouldn’t hesitate to do it
	again. A roommate could mess things up. Maria kept her other place,
	her roommate covering. Maria assisted in Beatty’s lab until
	noon each day, then attended to other business for the afternoons.
	In the evening, she and Beatty would have a visible good bye in
	front of others in the Research building. She’d drive out,
	take care of chores, then drive back in after dark. 


Each
	night their dinner conversations lightly danced above the constant
	fear that this would be the night something would happen. They’d
	catch themselves watching the phone instead of the TV. When it did
	ring, Maria instinctively darted out the porch door and listened in
	on the wireless phone. Hours would pass before they’d fully
	recovered from false alarms.

The
	plan was that Maria would stay a safe distance away until he was
	returned. She’d hide in the back seat of her car, which she
	parked each night pointed for a view of Beatty’s front door.

Life
	became rather comfortable for two weeks. Beatty was sleeping fine at
	night, and continuing intensive enhancements to Lucy’s
	learning by day. Maria gave him space, keeping her separate bed and
	privacy around the apartment. 


Each
	night Beatty would give his Lucy update. She watched him with
	outward fascination, while inside her infatuation grew. How could
	she conceive of such a combination of brilliance and simplicity,
	mastery yet humbleness. She had to fight back a smile as he waved
	his hands, drawing figures on his air-board. His youth had no
	bearing. Beatty was ageless. Not boyish, not overly mature, but
	something perfectly balanced. She didn’t resist her free fall
	into love.

§§§

The
	bond between Janos Payne and Beatty increased by the day as well. In
	public, Janos hid his fascination and awe with Lucy, but bubbled
	like a fountain when locked behind the secure doors of Beatty’s
	mini lab. 


“No
	one can know,” he said with his slight Bostonian accent. “I’ve
	been at this game a long time. I know a quantum leap when I see it.
	They’ll take it from you, use it before it’s ready.
	They’ll have to kill me to get me to talk.”

But
	Janos had other reasons. Nanotechnology was the darling of physics
	department cocktail hours across academia, but no one had come up
	with a viable use. Nanotechnology lived where physics and chemistry
	meet - the concept of building working physical mechanisms by using
	the natural tendency of certain molecules to combine in specific
	ways. But these micro level apparatus could not easily be controlled
	at the macro level. Who could use a randomly arranged glob of tiny
	shapes? 


Lucy
	could. Beatty’s theoretical design couldn’t possibly
	have begged more for Nanotechnology, and Janos wanted to be the one
	who allowed Beatty to realize his dream. 


They
	poured over different structures of carbon based molecules, looking
	for one that might grow like a Lucy brain cell - many lines coming
	in, many lines going out, centered around a larger center. While
	Beatty went home at night to enjoy blissful candlelight dinners with
	Maria, Janos worked late into the night.

Beatty
	walked down the hall one morning, waving to his now familiar
	scientist friends. He listened intently to their stories as they
	pointed proudly to their work tables. His casual comments sent them
	scrambling to take notes, or deep into thought. The boy mentor. 


Before
	he could put the key in the lock, Janos came bounding out of his lab
	carrying a large model of a complex molecule, looking more like a
	child’s toy. “Beatty, this is it! Look at it!”

“Did
	you stay here all night?”

He
	opened his red eyes wide. “Yup! Stamina from the Gods.”

He
	pointed to Janos’s shirt. “Let’s see, stamina from
	caffeine, pizza, what’s this, mustard?”

Janos
	pushed him through the door. “Shush. Look at this.” He
	sat him in a chair and hung the plastic multi colored structure in
	front of him. “Look like a brain cell? These are the nuclei,
	these the dendrites. Electrons will flow into the center, and once
	they get to a certain charge, they’ll continue down the path
	to the next one. I can set them to fire at different potentials too,
	just like neurons.” 


Beatty
	tried to take it in, somewhat weak on the workings of
	Nanotechnology. “I see the similarity. You think it will
	work?”

“Yes
	I think. I can fit billions of these suckers into a teardrop.
	They’ll automatically connect to each other too - they’ll
	be unstable without hooking up with others, so they’ll want
	to connect. The dendrite structures will lengthen until they find a
	mate. It’s perfect.”

“Like
	a brain,” Beatty offered.

“Right.
	It’s entropy – they’ll keep searching until they
	find connections. You’ll have pure randomness.”

Skepticism
	and enthusiasm spun like dancing fairies in his head. “It’s
	great. You’re amazing.”

He
	balanced a styrofoam cup on his head and winked like show girl. “Did
	you expect anything less from the wizard?”

“Yeah,
	maybe a new recipe for cheese wiz dip. So how do you grow one of
	these?”

“If
	I do it right with the correct combinations of chemicals, you just
	mix up the brew in a container with the shape you want, and wait.
	You’ll have to set up your inputs and outputs before it starts
	to grow, but if you leave some wires in the brew, I’m pretty
	sure they can trigger a charge. The rest is your problem. So, do you
	like it?” His eyes pleaded like a loyal dog.

“One
	way to find out. Let’s do it.”

Janos
	danced around the table. “I want to start today. This morning.
	Go get your stuff.”

“No
	way. I’m not working with a walking zombie. I’ve got to
	think this through anyway. Tomorrow we’ll talk.” Beatty
	put his arms around Janos’s round body. “Thanks man.
	Here I thought you just had an inflated self image.“

Janos
	patted Beatty’s back. “Don’t tell the other boys,
	but that’s one of the nicest hugs I’ve ever had.”

§§§

While
	Janos fussed with the new brain growing apparatus, Beatty and Maria
	continued with Lucy at a breakneck pace. Beatty closed the log book
	on a long day of work. Maria had left. He sat quietly with Lucy. 


After
	so many tests, questions, lessons – it made Beatty tired just
	thinking about what Lucy must be going through. He wondered what she
	would find relaxing at the end of a busy day. Pictures? She still
	loved her children’s encyclopedia. He found a big picture book
	of animals lounging on the plains of the African Serengeti. He
	propped it in front of her camera. “What do you see?”
	he typed.

Within
	seconds, she responded. 


Pride
	of lions, Panthera Leo, under a Acacia tree. Herd of Grant’s
	Gazelles, African Savanna hare’s in the foreground, Lepus
	Whytei. Themeda Triand grass. Mountains in the background.




“Huh.
	Is that what they are,” he mumbled. 


What
	do you feel? he typed.

‘I
	don’t know.’

‘Is
	it pretty?’

‘Yes.’

‘Is
	it happy?’

‘Yes
	and no. The gazelles are scared. The hares are nervous. They are not
	happy. The tree is happy.’

Beatty
	savored the thought of happy trees. He pulled the Styrofoam cap off
	her brain. He admired the tangle of wires, rising in and out of the
	surface of pink putty.

He
	typed, “’Lucy is beautiful.’

‘Like
	Maria?’

‘Yes.’

‘Show
	me a picture of Lucy.’ 


Beatty
	stared at the words. He scanned the lab scene. Lucy’s table
	hadn’t been kept the cleanest. Janos’s abandoned half
	eaten candy bars had left brown smears. Pens and papers lay strewn
	about. Dirty smudges marred her brain’s casing. He wadded up
	some loose papers. He wiped down the table. “Human services
	might arrest me for how I keep you in such a dump.”

‘Take
	a picture of Lucy,’ she typed. The screen split. A picture
	of Maria appeared on the left, with MARIA typed underneath.
	On the right, and equal space stood blank above LUCY.

Maria
	had left a copy of ELLE magazine. He walked around the back of
	Lucy’s camera, wondering if he was about to do something
	terrible, knowing he couldn’t help himself. He leafed through
	the pages of gorgeous models. He found a perfect young girl. Her
	early teenaged face filled the page, eyes so blue they dominated the
	colorful background of Indian prints. Beatty propped the picture up
	on an easel, then blocked Lucy’s lens with his hand as he
	pointed the camera. He removed his hand, letting the photo fill her
	screen. ‘LUCY’, he typed.

The
	camera lingered, even though she could move it left and right. 


‘LUCY?’
	she typed. She didn’t believe him? Exposed to the most basic
	lessons of recognition, she displayed complex thoughts. A sensitive
	thought, all on her own. ‘Is this really me?’ she was
	asking. He knew it made no sense, but he stroked the top of the
	monitor as he typed, ‘Yes, this is LUCY.’

§§§

A
	few evenings later, the call came. They’d just started dinner
	preparations when the ringing phone sent them scurrying. Maria
	darted into the shadows with the wireless. 


“Yes,
	this is Beatty.”

“My
	name is Rawley Floyd, President of HydroCad. I hope you don’t
	mind me calling your home at night like this.”

Be
	natural, be as you would be, Beatty thought. He nodded toward the
	dark glass knowing Maria could see.

“Yes
	I do mind, actually. I don’t take solicitations, so whatever
	you’re selling, I’m not interested. How did you get my
	number?” 


The
	man responded quickly to stop Beatty from hanging up. “Walter
	Baines specifically asked me to call you. If you like, I can try to
	get a hold of him. It’s just that this is a critical night for
	us, and well, I think you’d be interested in what I have to
	say.”

“You’ve
	talked to Walter?”

“Yes.
	We were looking for some help in desalination technology, and
	Walter’s offered Dynamics engineers. But we’re not ready
	to build anything yet, we’re just in the conceptual stages.”

“Walter
	never talked to me about working with any company.”

“He
	told me he’d call you when we were ready, and okay, I haven’t
	talked to him lately, but we need some help right now. We pay well.”

“Why
	don’t you stop by tomorrow. I’ll talk to Walter.”

“Hear
	me out, Mr. Holiday.” The man’s story was smooth as
	silk. Well practiced, Beatty thought. He wondered how many times
	he’d heard it all before. The man talked in flowery terms of
	the ocean pounding on the shores of California, tempting the arid
	desserts with water, needed yet unusable. He talked of a thirty
	percent yield of fresh water from the sea, not quite enough to pay
	for the complex process to get it. To add even a few percent would
	bring economic possibilities unimaginable to our country, our world.

“I’ve
	heard of your company – you just won the San Diego bid to
	build a plant. A nice recovery from that unfortunate problem the
	press covered about one of your department heads. What did they say?
	Selling ideas to the Saudi’s?”

“That’s
	behind us. Let’s focus on the future.”

“Why
	do you need me?”

“That’s
	just it. We’ve made some advances, but not enough. We stuck
	our neck out, took a risk. There are jobs at stake, failure of a
	state sponsored project, and a lot of food that won’t be grown
	if we can’t pull this off.” Beatty tried to speak but he
	barreled on. “You offer a unique set of skills – your
	reputation for quick analysis, out of the box creativity, is just
	what we need. We think the answer is right in front of us, we just
	can’t see it.”

“I
	don’t know about this.”

“We’re
	set up right on Dynamics grounds. That must give you some comfort
	that we’re legitimate.”

“Who
	let you set up here?”

“Jordan
	Mason.”

Maria
	nodded to herself.

“Jordan
	Mason? I’m surprised he didn’t mention it to me.”

“We
	will pay you ten thousand dollars for three hours of your time.”

“Ten
	thousand dollars for three hours!” He smiled broadly, eyebrows
	arched, toward the shadows. “Almost a buck a second? I’d
	say you’re overrating me.”

Maria
	was less amazed by the amount than by how fast he figured the rate.

“That’s
	the offer. All you have to do is come to the labs, room 212. We’re
	set up. You need to come as soon as possible. Right now in fact.”

“Can’t
	this wait? Three hours, it’ll be past midnight, I’ll be
	exhausted.”

“It
	has to be tonight.” Beatty sensed a new level of persistence
	in the man’s voice. He probably had all the escalation lines
	in case Beatty hesitated. That’s why the frantic call to Maria
	that night – he hadn’t slept for days and must have
	refused to cooperate. So they told him Maria was in danger. He
	imagined room 212 – it must already be full of the
	corroborating scientists, absorbed in their ritual pacing, waiting
	to get over the first hurdle of the evening. If he dug in his heels,
	they’d probably come and carry him over by force.

He
	saw no reason to keep up the charade, so he bit. “Okay I
	guess. I have to eat first. Then I’ll come.”

“I
	can’t stress enough how important it is that you get here
	soon. We have a team waiting. Due to the sensitivity of this
	project, we would ask that you not call anyone. In fact, this would
	violate our confidentiality agreement, and could lead to legal
	action.”

“Getting
	a little touchy, aren’t we?”

“This
	is a serious matter, Mr. Holiday. Do not take this lightly.”

Beatty
	stared at the phone as he put it down. He talked to the dark
	doorway. “They’re not fooling around. Maria, you better
	get going. They may be watching the place now to see if I’m
	coming. Go way around along the bluff. Don’t show yourself.”

Maria’s
	voice floated through the screen. “Be careful Beatty. Don’t
	be a hero, just play along.”

Beatty
	inserted the extra ear piece. He turned his regular one way down so
	he wouldn’t overload. “I’m ready. I’ll be
	fine. Be careful coming back after they drop me off – they
	might leave someone here to put the ear piece back in. Go, please.
	I’ll see you at dawn.”

§§§

Beatty
	moved at a normal pace. He made a sandwich and downed a pint of
	orange juice. He felt eyes looking out at him from every dark bush
	along the path to the labs. He arrived at the glass entrance to find
	the lobby dark. A large figure opened the door to greet him, then
	locked the door behind him. “Sorry about the lights, we’re
	trying to keep this on the quiet side.”

“Kind
	of strange if you ask me,” Beatty said, seriously. His escort
	didn’t look like a scientist. 


They
	brought him into a windowless classroom. Five men slid off different
	desks and seats to stand and shake his hand. One introduced himself
	as Rawley Floyd. “I’m so glad you decided to come,
	Beatty. May I call you that?”

Except
	for the bulky escort and slick President, the other men looked
	friendly enough. They dressed like many of his co-workers –
	frazzled hair, scuffed shoes, and a greasy sheen on their faces.
	They studied the floor to avoid eye contact. Reluctant
	collaborators, Beatty concluded. 


“Beatty’s
	fine.” 


Rawley
	handed him a contract and some typed notes organized neatly in a
	binder. “That top one has to be signed before we begin.”
	It was one short paragraph about how he willingly agreed to do this,
	and that he would received $10,000. Masterfully short. “I’m
	not signing any contracts,” he said.

Rawley
	sucked in his chest. Beatty had the feeling he’d made this
	speech many times before. “Why do you need a lawyer, it’s
	only two sentences?”

He
	hadn’t asked for a lawyer. Maybe he did last time. How had he
	not seen through this? Or maybe he had, and their last defense was
	to wrestle him down and pull out the ear piece. That was it. “Sorry,
	that’s my decision. No contract.”

“But
	you are willing to help us, on your own accord?” he asked.
	Sweat beaded on the sides of his nose. 


“Yes.”

“And
	you will accept ten thousand dollars for tonight’s work?”

The
	other men in the room stopped their pacing to stare at him. “Sure.
	Why not?”

“Then
	that settles it. Let’s get going. Kendrick here will give you
	a quick overview, and then I’d like you to read over these
	notes.” He wondered if anyone recorded his verbal acceptance.
	He watched their hands - anyone putting away a device? Any hidden
	cameras in the room? They must have done something.

Mr.
	Floyd continued. “Please keep your studying to twenty minutes
	– you’re costing us a fortune and we can’t waste
	time.” Kendrick took a position at the front of the room and
	started in without hesitation. He too had done this before.

“HydroCad
	has recently developed a new ‘smart’ pre-filter membrane
	for their reverse osmosis system of pulling salt and other minerals
	from seawater. Water is filtered and then pumped at high pressure
	through porous micro-filters.” Beatty marveled at the
	simplicity of the latest enhancements – a magnetic field
	surrounding a pre-filter which enticed away enough electrons from
	sodium molecules to make it more apt to stick to the final membrane.
	He noticed subtle word choices in the notes that convinced him he’d
	written them. So this was his idea, he thought. Not bad.

“A
	problem remains,” Kendrick continued. “The membrane was
	so effective, it became clogged quickly, causing the device to
	trigger pressure breakers.” So this is how it has gone, he
	thought. Each night he caught up with the prior night, and then they
	got two or so good hours out of him before they knocked him out.
	What a bunch of scum bags.

“Let
	me guess, the California Commission that accepted the HydroCad bid
	doesn’t know the thing clogs up.” They all looked
	nervously around. 


Floyd
	bumbled a response, “They are fully aware of our research
	techniques and have considered them. Now please, your opinion?”

“My,
	you are impatient. Just hold on, let me read the notes. You have any
	orange juice?”

Floyd
	stared down the escort man, who grunted and left the room.

Beatty
	saw the next improvement quickly. They needed an automated wash of
	the membrane, while it was subjected to an opposite charge. The
	clinging particles would easily wash away, repelled by the reversed
	charge. He’d give them the idea, and let the engineers at
	HydroCad figure out the mechanism.

He
	could explain it in minutes, but wanted to drag it out so he didn’t
	give them any more than he had to. He waited for the juice and
	sipped it slowly while admiring his own notes. Floyd was going out
	of his mind. 


Finally
	Beatty started his drawn out lecture on the electromagnetic forces
	at work, while slowly unveiled the final plan, piece by piece. They
	listened like young men watching a stripper. All except Floyd, who
	spent the evening wandering around the room, frequently looking out
	the door to the dark hallway, and studying his watch. 


Beatty
	gave little attention to his own speaking. He thought about whether
	they saw the extra ear piece. He tried to figure out when they would
	turn him off. 


At
	midnight, Kendrick felt they’d had enough. He handed Beatty a
	pad and told him to document the final process on paper. Floyd made
	a secretive call on his cell phone, then announced, “We should
	be done here about 12:30 – sound good to everyone?”

No
	one protested. Beatty wrote in the book. Kendrick stuck around to
	receive the notes. The other scientists left. Watch checking
	intensified. With a few minutes to one, Floyd took the pad from
	Beatty. “I’m sure this is enough. You have been so
	helpful to us tonight. You’ll have the funds in your employee
	account by the end of the week.”

Floyd
	and the escort approached. Beatty braced. He stood to shake their
	hands. Floyd excused Kendrick and rushed him out the door. The
	escort stepped behind Beatty. They were inches from him, Floyd face
	on, the big guy so close Beatty could feel breath on the back of his
	neck. Floyd just stood there staring at his watch, his eyes
	following the turn of the second hand. 


Beatty
	felt a strange tingling in his head. He’d had similar
	sensations when his battery getting low. Floyd looked up slowly from
	his watch, his face now puzzled. He looked over Beatty’s
	shoulder to catch eyes with the man behind him. No one spoke. 


Of
	course! Beatty realized. It must be remote controlled! Someone had
	turned off his ear piece by radio. He took a last look into Floyd’s
	worried face to be sure, then feigned collapse. His knees buckled,
	his eyes rolled up, and his head flopped over to one side. The man
	behind him put his arms under Beatty’s armpits with practiced
	motions. 


“Finally,”
	the big guy said. “I thought this was all timed. It’s
	usually on the button.”

Floyd
	wiped the sweat from his forehead. “Jordan’s computer
	clock must have lost a few seconds. Let’s go. This might be
	the last one of these. I hope so. This stuff gives me ulcers.”
	Floyd held the door as the man easily carried Beatty’s thin
	body. Floyd rushed ahead to the doors to scope out the courtyard.
	“The security guard comes back through in thirty minutes, so
	get done quickly. I want this over with. I’ll go to Hell for
	this.”

“Since
	this might be the last one, mind if I ask how you got your
	scientists to buy into this? The starting from scratch each night?
	They don’t know what’s going on, do they?” The big
	man propped Beatty up under one massive arm and walked down the
	stone pathway. “I’m on the Fundamentalist’s
	permanent staff, believe me I’ll keep it quiet.”

“Fundamentalists.
	I hope I never hear that name again. I’m signing the
	confidentiality for life contract and getting out of this. I can’t
	take it.”

“You’ll
	cry all the way to the bank. Your company will quadruple earnings in
	a year, maybe more. We win, you win.”

“Except
	for the poor shareholders who bought in when the stock dropped like
	a stone last week. What about them?”

“That’s
	when we bought stock. Part of the deal. You don’t like the
	arrangements?” the big man said.

“I’m
	fine with the results, but it doesn’t mean I have to like it.”
	Floyd picked at his mouth nervously.

“So
	tell me, about the scientists. This kid may come in handy again some
	time.”

Floyd
	glanced with disdain at this man, carrying the limp body of a duped
	young genius. “Let the boy be.”

“Tell
	me.”

He
	didn’t want to seem uncooperative, not with these thugs. Who
	knows what they might do. “I told them half truths, and paid
	them well to keep quiet.”

Beatty
	kept up his ruse, occasionally grunting, waving his hands, even
	slapping the man’s face in his fake stupor. When they left the
	front door of the building, the escort stood Beatty up as best has
	he could, and reached an arm around his waist. He pulled Beatty’s
	arm over his shoulder so he’d stay upright.

“Risky.
	They may talk.”

“Look,
	we got you your stock value increase. I’ll take care of my
	people.”

“You
	better.”

§§§

Maria
	woke up slumped over in her tight car. Her neck ached. Almost one.
	Damn. She’d planned on staying awake to catch a glimpse of the
	perpetrators as they carried Beatty back. Maybe he’d come back
	already. He might be in there now! She had to know.

Her
	make shift plan was to do a quick fly by the apartment and see if he
	was in there. It would take a second, and she’d be gone.
	Besides, she wanted to get some more comfortable clothes. She hadn’t
	had a chance to get out of her business skirt and blouse. She longed
	for soft cotton, especially since she was jammed into her car like
	this.

She
	turned off the dome light switch so it wouldn’t come on when
	she opened the door. As slowly as possible she pulled the lever,
	making only a soft dull click. Onto the pavement she rolled, then
	closed the door without latching it. She shimmied to the bushes,
	then crawled along the bluff. 


She
	was able to make it all the way to the glass porch doors without
	stepping out of shadow. The lights were on inside, just as they had
	left them. She studied the room, waiting for movement or a sign.
	Nothing. She moved to the outside wall next to the door, and peered
	around the corner. She listened for any sounds. Still nothing.

The
	glass door rolled smoothly aside. She edged in, her getaway path
	always clear in her mind. No one on the couch. No sounds. It was
	safe.

She
	tiptoed into her bedroom and grabbed some clothes. She’d
	planned on changing in the car, but it would only take a second. She
	quickly undressed, eyes and ears on high alert.

They
	came in through the porch. She heard the sliding door bump as he
	threw it open to its max. The bulky man dropped Beatty on the couch
	like a duffel bag. “Good thing you never lock your place,
	kid.”

Maria
	dived under the bed, the only place she could think of in the panic.
	Hearing the man’s voice, such a hard low voice, sent her heart
	into overdrive. Her pants were barely on. She clutched a balled up
	turtle neck shirt so hard her fingernails hurt.

The
	man opened the refrigerator and helped himself to generous gulps of
	juice right from the bottle. Maria heard the glugging and the
	‘ahhh.’ She imagined the scene with disgust. She hadn’t
	made her bed that morning, so no bedspread hung down to offer any
	cover. She felt critically exposed wearing just a bra. The fear of
	being found by this intruder was bad enough, but somehow being half
	dressed blinded her with fear – she had to put on the shirt.
	The bedsprings gave her only a few inches of maneuvering room. 


She
	tried to keep an eye out into the room while quietly contorting her
	arms to pull the shirt over her head. Her elbows caught in the
	wooden slats, her head bumped. With the shirt over her eyes before
	she could pull it down, her head filled with fantasies that he was
	there, bending down, staring in at her, gripping a horrible weapon.
	She wiggled frantically, until finally her head burst through the
	neck.

She
	panted through wide open lips to be quiet. She scooted to the
	darkest place under the bed, and surveyed the room. She could see
	only his hands at Beatty’s computer, typing. Then she heard a
	strange sound, it was Beatty, he was mumbling. “Deeedeee doooo
	deee.” 


Her
	emotions were so high strung, she almost laughed. He was faking it
	just like she said. It wasn’t exactly the same, something she
	hoped the man wouldn’t notice. She sighed relief, knowing
	Beatty was there, alive, thinking and not out cold. Pangs of fear
	and love mixed a strange brew.

The
	man stood. She heard papers rustling on Beatty’s desk in the
	living room. More footsteps. “Let’s see kid, what you’ve
	been up to.” Then his voice filled Maria’s bedroom. His
	feet appeared at the bottom of the doorway. “What have we
	here? A roommate?” His feet stepped within inches of her face.
	He stood at her bureau. She heard drawers opening. “A girl.
	Panties. Contraceptives.” Fortunately she’d left her
	purse in the car. Why hadn’t they thought to make this less
	obvious, she scolded herself. He checked her closet, pushing aside
	the clothes, rifling through shoes on the floor.

She
	heard a light knocking on the front door, multiple knocks like a
	code. The man quickly left. Someone had come to check on him. She
	made out the word ‘roommate’ among the muffled tones. He
	had to be sure she wasn’t here now, she thought. She’d
	left her business clothes right on the bed like she’d been
	interrupted. Was he leaving? More footsteps, now two men, returning
	to the apartment!

“Check
	the kid’s bedroom, the kitchen. Check everything. I’ll
	finish in here.”

In
	a reflex surge, she dived from under the bed into the closet. He
	hadn’t closed the door. Actually seeing the back of one of the
	men as she rushed by made it horribly real. She pressed up behind
	some dresses, hoping he’d checked off the closet in his
	search. She quieted the rocking hangers. 


She
	couldn’t help seeing him through the loose fabric. She watched
	his bulky head scan the room like a beast looking for prey. She
	watched his thick legs bend as he crouched to look under the bed.
	Her chest wanted to rise and fall to feed her racing heart. She
	controlled it as best she could, wavering on the edge of a desperate
	need for air.

The
	other man called from Beatty’s room. “Hey, you gotta see
	this.”

“What?”
	he said as he left the room. Maria gulped air.

“Look
	what I found in the trash - an article about desalination. I thought
	you said he doesn’t remember anything.”

A
	crumple of paper, then silence as the man must have read it. “Damn
	it. Shit, we were so close. We have to call right away. The roommate
	might know too.”

The
	two men combed the apartment, under couches, book shelves, even the
	bathroom. For Beatty, the acting game had turned deadly. If they
	suspected he knew, what would they do? Kill him? At least Maria was
	safe, he wrongly assumed. For a smart guy, I sure fouled this up, he
	thought. See world? Some genius I am.

After
	a tortuous hour, they decided to leave. They made a last stop at the
	food supply, slurping and munching with abandon. They used the
	bathroom and didn’t wash. Then left.

Maria
	and Beatty both kept up their guard for many minutes. They followed
	the car sounds from rev-up to driving away, and still waited until
	the silence began to stick. Maria watched Beatty tip toe to the
	window to look out on the parking lot, then back to scan the deck
	porch. 


Maria
	knew he’d be mad that she was there. He had every right. She
	shuttered to think what would have happened if they’d found
	her hiding.

“Beatty?”
	she said timidly, as she pushed aside the clothes. 


Beatty
	would have heard a crumb hit carpet. He ran to her and wrapped his
	arms around her. “Maria! What are you doing here!”

“I
	know I know. I’m so stupid. I just ran in to see … oh
	never mind.” She dropped her head into his chest. “What
	do we do?”

“We’re
	getting the hell out of this apartment, that’s for damn sure.
	We’ll get a lawyer first thing in the morning. Let’s
	pack up right now.” He pulled her head up. “Come on.”

“But
	won’t they come back to put the ear piece back in?”

“They
	never took it out, see?” He turned his head to the side to
	show her. “They turn it off remotely. Your friend Jordan must
	have done a little more than put in a controller.”

Maria
	gasped. “No!”

“Yes.
	He’ll just turn it on some time, probably when those thugs
	call to say they’re done. Which remind me.” He pulled
	out the original one. I don’t want to see this thing again.”
	He lofted it into a trash can. “I can’t believe this
	Maria. I’m not very pleased with your father’s company.”

“Hey
	wait a minute, don’t bring him into this.” She dropped
	her hands. 


“Security
	breeches, extortion, fraud. Dynamics has a nice list going. I should
	have listened to my mother.”

Maria
	glared. “You have no right to assume Dynamics or my father had
	anything to do with this.”

“What
	about Jordan? He’s second in command!”

“Well
	yes, but …”

“We
	may have brushed with death tonight for all I know. This is no
	longer an amateur detective process.”

“You
	could have called the police weeks ago! You came up with the big
	plan to infiltrate this thing, not me. Damn you Beatty! I’m
	scared too!” Tears filled her eyes.

Beatty
	stormed into his bedroom, and dragged a cardboard box into the main
	room. He gathered up armfuls of items and threw them haphazardly in.
	He packed his helmet under a wad of laundry, and piled on books and
	papers. “I’m not touching the stuff in the bathroom or
	kitchen. I could puke.”

As
	he walked by the bedroom with another load, he noticed Maria hadn’t
	moved. She looked overloaded, wedged between too many opposing
	thoughts. 


He
	studied her wrinkled forehead and worried eyes. “Oh Maria. I’m
	stressed too.” He dropped the load on the floor, and stepped
	over it to embrace her. Maria broke into sobbing. He held her,
	stroking her hair. “I’m sorry. You have to understand
	that you’re the only person I trust. And maybe Janos. But not
	Jordan, and not even your father.”

“I
	do understand,” she said, choking on tears.

“Then
	you agree we need to get out of here for now. I need time to think.
	I’m taking Dynamics to court as soon as possible, while the
	facts are still warm. When the news about HydroCad comes out, we’re
	going to be into a shit storm of biblical proportion. They’re
	negotiating a State funded mega-deal – this will raise the ire
	of the entire State congress, maybe even the Federal government.
	You’ve got to decide where you want to be when it hits.”

“With
	you.”

“You’ll
	face the consequences? The family business and all? Possible
	alienation of your father?”

“I
	will. But…” she sniffed, “My father’s
	innocent.”

He
	kissed a tear from her cheek. “Some project I turned out to
	be.”

“Did
	they hurt you?”

“No.
	I’m fine. We need to protect ourselves from here out though.”

Maria
	clutched his waist, her thoughts knotted.

Beatty
	asked, “Did you have any ID in there they could have seen?”

“I
	don’t think so. My purse was in the car.”

“That’s
	something. Can I fit in with you and your roommate for a few days?”

“Of
	course. I can even ask her to move to a friend’s, she’ll
	understand.”

“Pack
	your stuff.”

Maria
	smiled through her swollen eyes. “You heard what they found in
	my room?”

“Contraceptives.”

“I
	hope you understand ….”

He
	laughed through his nose. “That’s so far from my mind
	right now I can’t even comprehend it. I wouldn’t have
	known what they were anyway.”

She
	shook her head. Why did she even bring it up.




§§§

By
	5:00am, the apartment was empty. Beatty took a last look out the
	glass doors to the Bay, reddened by dawn. The perfect job in the
	perfect spot, a love life sprouting – all of it dashed.
	Somewhere under the mantle of disappointment, a flash of intrigue
	twinkled. The Fundamentalists. These guys had to be into more than
	desalination. A new challenge, a different kind of problem to figure
	out. If he played it right, he could take them down . 


Once
	the roommate had left for work, they made the motions to snooze for
	a few hours. Beatty took the couch. He could hear Maria shuffling
	the sheets in her bedroom, as unable to sleep as he was. He rolled
	in and out of bad dreams and fussed with the lumpy seat pillows.

The
	phone call was a welcome excuse to end the attempt. Beatty heard
	Maria’s side of the conversation.

“Dad!
	How are you?”

Beatty
	could tell she wasn’t prepared to talk to him yet. They had
	lots of planning to do – where to get a lawyer, when to bring
	in Walter, how to play their delicate game. Walter jumped into the
	picture too early.

“He’s
	…. I don’t know where he is. Maybe he’s out
	walking.” Maria didn’t lie well, especially to her
	father. “Dad, I really can’t talk now, I have …
	he is? Gone?” She stretched the cord so she could stand in the
	doorway and look nervously at Beatty. “Well, he’s
	actually here Dad.”

Beatty
	sat up sharply, cutting his hand through the air, mouthing ‘NO!.’
	Then he shook his head, knowing it was too late.

“He’s
	staying here for awhile. Look Dad, you have to keep this quiet,
	okay? I’m asking you, I’m begging you to not tell a
	soul…. Good. Promise? … Yes, I do like him.” A
	small smile formed, but quickly melted like snow on a griddle. “…
	He can’t come to the phone right now … Today? I’ll
	tell him … Sure … two pm. I’ll tell him.
	Remember what I said, Dad. Tell people he’s moved to his own
	apartment and wants to keep it private, which is true.… I
	love you too.” She was about to hang up, when she heard his
	voice through the receiver, and put it back to her ear. “Janos?
	I’ll pass it on. Thanks. Bye Dad.”

“Why
	did you tell him I was here! Are you crazy? The only thing keeping
	you out of trouble is that your ID wasn’t in the apartment! If
	they trace back that we’re together, you’re in as deep
	as I am!”

“It’s
	my father, Beatty. I trust him. He was looking for you and saw you’d
	checked out of the apartment. If I didn’t say where you were,
	he’d have every cop in Marin County looking for you.”

Beatty
	dropped his head to his hands. “He’s the President of
	Dynamics Maria. Dynamics sponsored what happened last night –
	hell they even gave them a room.”

“Dad
	might not have known!” she stammered. “Jordan has the
	clearance to pull this off. Don’t tell me to suspect my
	father. I won’t.” She turned back to her room and closed
	the door. 


“What
	did he say about Janos?”

Maria
	wasn’t ready to have a real conversation. She wanted to
	support her father, but couldn’t find the right words. Her
	muffled voice reluctantly spoke, “Janos called him in a panic,
	needs to talk to you, he also knows you left campus. A lot of people
	are wondering where you are.”

“I’m
	sure your father will tell everyone where I am.”

“No
	he won’t!” She slammed her bedroom door full open. “Damn
	you Beatty! My father said he promises. His word is good!” She
	turned back into her room and kept talking. “You have to be at
	the front entrance at 2pm. Some big deal, Dad said it was bigger
	than anything you can imagine.”

Beatty
	whispered to himself, ‘yeah – an execution.’ “I
	need a lawyer.”

Maria
	appeared in a robe and an armful of clothes, and headed into the
	bathroom. “Don’t talk. I have to wake up. We’ll go
	over everything at breakfast.” She left the door open a crack
	and turned on the shower. “Make some coffee. It’s all
	right there near the pot.”

He
	shuffled into the kitchenette, still within earshot of the bathroom.
	He shouted over the shower. “I’m calling Janos. I’m
	thinking about moving Lucy into his lab. Maria, you realize I can’t
	stay at Dynamics. There’s no way I can press charges against
	the company and work there at the same time.”

Her
	voice distorted through the shower steam, “Where will you go?”

“Home.
	I have a lab there.” She didn’t respond. He wondered if
	she’d heard.

She
	removed her robe, and stepped into the shower. Beatty couldn’t
	help seeing her full figure as it passed by the opened door. He’d
	never seen a naked woman in person other than his mother. The scene
	lasted less than a second, but Beatty snapped a picture in his mind,
	and studied it as he poured grounds into the coffee funnel. His
	thoughts were so dominated by the murky events of the night that he
	appreciated the distraction. 


Now
	the coffee pot gurgled and puffed. He wiped the spilled grounds from
	the formica. The shower stopped. He stared down, seemingly worried
	about scrubbing a stain from the counter, while tuned into every
	sound in the bathroom – even the patting sounds of dry towel
	on her body. He casually looked up to see another fleeting glance of
	naked skin. 


He
	knew it made no sense. His career was at risk, maybe his life. He
	felt alone at the base of a mountain of decisions, all difficult,
	all new. Yet right now, all he could think about was piecing
	together a movie in his mind of exactly what Maria was doing in the
	bathroom. Clorissa would be horrified. Or maybe she’d expect
	it. He let the thoughts roll in over his muddled emotions. How did
	Maria get the water from between her legs? Did she have to ball up
	her towel to get the droplets between her breasts? 


The
	door opened. She’d wrapped a towel around herself tightly,
	tucking a corner under her arm. Her legs were red and damp from the
	hot water. A smaller towel twisted on her head like a turban. She
	put her arms around his neck. “I understand you want to go.
	I’m sorry I got bitchy. My father is everything to me. I trust
	him. I want you to.”

Beatty
	sighed. Her silly getup was disarming. “I’ll try. He has
	to prove it to me.”

“I
	guess. You don’t know him as well as I do.” She squeezed
	him tighter. “I can’t let you just leave from my life.
	Court case or not.”

“I
	can’t live here.”

“I’m
	not talking about where we live. Whether I like it or not, I’ve
	fallen in love with you. There it is.” She held her grip. Her
	hot moist cheeks pressed against his. Soap smell billowed from the
	warm skin.

“I
	don’t deserve someone like you Maria.”

She
	pulled back. “Oh for God’s sake, Beatty. Will you get
	off that? Look at Lucy. Even the desalination thing. You’re so
	focused on how they manipulated you, you’ve forgotten that in
	a few evenings, you’ve found improvements in a process that
	may bring fresh water to billions of people around the world. Do you
	have any idea what that means? Deserve me? Don’t humiliate me
	with understatement.”

“I’m
	sorry.”

She
	rubbed her eyebrows to hide her face while she thought of a
	response. “I’m acting this way because I can’t
	bear to lose you! You can’t leave Dynamics. You’ll get
	so tied up in suing us you’ll get farther and farther away. I
	want to be with you. I have to be. I want to be there next to you,
	help you be your best, take care of you – oh God I sound so
	stupid. I love you Beatty. I love you.” She buried her head in
	his shoulder. “I can’t lose you. Don’t go.”

“I’m
	still so angry about last night. I want to say the right things back
	to you – they’re in here some place. But I’m so
	screwed up right now, the only thing that comes to mind is your
	naked body. Looks like the only place I have any room left to think
	is my penis.”

Maria
	laughed through her tears. “See? Listen to you. There’s
	hardly a man on earth who’d be so honest. If I were to do the
	same, I’d admit I wanted you to see me in the bathroom. Yes, I
	know you saw. It’s a survival mechanism. I don’t want
	you to leave. Like a bird fluffing its colorful plumes to a
	prospective mate.”

“You’ve
	got nice plumes.”

She
	managed a little laugh. “I hope there’s more I can offer
	than that – believe me there are better naked bodies all over
	California.”

Beatty
	was done trying to speak. The din of emotions couldn’t find
	solid ground in his frayed, sleepless mind. She was showing strain
	too, wondering how to end this. He placed a simple kiss on her
	cheek. “We’ve said enough for one night. Maybe I should
	try to catch a few hours. I think I’m finally ready.”

“You’re
	right.” She reached around his waist. Her body towel
	dislodged, and crumpled around her on the floor. 


The
	Fall morning swelled through the open window - breezes shaking
	leaves, birds in their morning songs, sweet smells of cut grass.
	They held a light embrace. Then retired to their separate beds for a
	needed nap. Beatty dreamed of sex.
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Janos
jumped at the phone.
	“Yeah?”

“It’s
	Beatty. You called Walter to find me?”

“Beatty!
	You’ve got to come here. It’s the brain. It’s
	done.”

“Done?”

“It
	wasn’t going anywhere at all, I thought it wasn’t going
	to work. Then suddenly it gelled. Like water hitting the freezing
	point – one crystal sets off the whole thing. I looked this
	morning when I got in, nothing. I get a cup of coffee, and come back
	to this. You gotta see it.”

He
	wanted to see Janos anyway. Maria motioned to him, ready to drive to
	work. “If you want to go in, I’m leaving. I have to get
	to the office. Especially today. I want to see what I can find
	anyone who knows about last night.”

“Janos
	– I’ll be there in about twenty. Don’t spill
	anything on it.”

They
	roared down the road toward Larkspur. Maria shouted over the
	whistling wind, “What’s Janos want?”

“He
	might have a new nanotech brain for Lucy. I’d be more excited,
	but I’m not sure what I’m going to do with it yet.”

“What
	about the one she has now? If you wipe it out, that’s like
	killing her.”

Beatty
	looked over at the fiery snarl of hair whipping around her head.
	“You’re right. I can’t do that. I’ll leave
	Lucy here, and take the new one home.”

She
	slowed down. “Not this again, I thought you were going to
	stay.”

“Call
	it a commute. I need to set up the new research at home, in a place
	I trust. You have to understand. Who’s to say you won’t
	come with me?”

She
	felt less raw after some sleep. “Really?”

“Give
	me a little room right now, for a while. Let me sort this out. You
	can start by helping me name the new brain. Did I tell you she’ll
	have the equivalent of about a quadrillion Lucy brains? She has the
	potential to have more brain power than a human, by so much I can’t
	even comprehend it. Maybe more than all humans combined. That is if
	it works.”

“Sounds
	sad to me,” Maria said.

“Sad?”

“A
	brain pushing through the edges of a new science, but when it gets
	there, it will be the only one. Alone, master of a universe with
	only one entity in it.”

“We’ll
	be there too.”

“I’m
	not so sure. You have no idea how far it might be from us. You might
	not be capable of judging its success.”

“This
	is why I need you Maria. I’m way out beyond science now. I
	need more heart, less analytics.”

“Heart
	with no brain, is that how you see me?”

“Ooops.
	I blew that,” he laughed.

“How
	about Cleopatra?” she said. “Ruler of the Egyptians. One
	of the first women at a head of state. She led valiantly against
	mighty military forces, yet she died of a broken heart.”

He
	let it sink in. “I like it. Lucy was the first recorded woman,
	Cleopatra one of the first recorded brilliant women. How about Cleo
	for short?”

“Maybe
	Mark Anthony called her that.” 


“In
	bed.”

“You
	sure converted quickly from unique young scientist to typical male.”

“Oh
	excuse me, Miss - ‘Oh my, I somehow seemed to have dropped my
	towel’ woman.”
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Janos
	jerked Beatty through the lab door and locked it behind him. “Come
	on. If late nights and moonlighting don’t kill me, I might see
	this thing work.” They peered into the spherical vat. “I
	pumped in about six volts, and heated it to ninety five degrees to
	keep things moving. Nothing happened for days, then this morning it
	just solidified.” 


Beatty
	touched the spongy gray surface. “It’s softer in some
	places.”

“The
	hard places follow some kind of pattern. I’m sure it’s a
	fractal projection of the base molecule.”

“How
	many cells do you figure?”

Janos
	proudly laid an elbow on the edge of the sphere. “Around ten
	to the twenty six.”

“What!
	That’s even more than I thought. Lucy’s big sister
	Cleo’s going to be top in her class.”

“’Cleo,’
	ey? You and your names.”

“Janos,
	some day this brain may look you in the eyes so deeply, it will read
	your DNA. How do you want to answer? ‘Gee
	Nanotechnology-Brain, you’re sure amazing.’”

“So
	smart she needs a name. I suppose. I’m just giving you shit.”
	They looked down at the gray glob. “I hope you know what the
	hell you’re doing, keemo-sabe.” 


“What
	do you mean me?” Beatty poured a cup of over heated coffee
	from a grimy pot and handed it to Janos. “Have a seat, I’ve
	got some problems.” 


“Not
	Maria I hope.” 


“Oh
	no. It’s about the Fundamentalists. You know what I mean.”
	Beatty hated baiting Janos, but he had to know if he was involved
	with Jordan’s plans.

“Fundamentalists?
	A religious group? You?”

“You
	don’t know anything about a group by that name that’s
	been doing some work with Dynamics?”

“No.
	Why?”

“Maybe
	that wasn’t the name. I’m sorry, I thought I heard
	something, never mind.”

“Beatty,
	don’t mess with me. What are you talking about?”

Beatty
	couldn’t let anyone else in at this point. He trusted Janos
	all along, but he had to be sure. “Forget that. My problem is
	that I might start working from home for awhile.”

“Here
	home, or home home?”

“Home
	home.”

“Shit,
	no! You’re the best thing that’s happened around here.
	Don’t go!”

“I
	want you to take Lucy. Hide her.”

“What’s
	going on? You in trouble with the company?”

“I
	have to be a bit secretive Janos. I have a lot of figuring out to
	do. You’ll probably know soon enough anyway.” 


“Great.
	Just great.” He bent backwards and dug a pint of whiskey out
	from a cabinet. “Hell, I’ve been up all night anyway, so
	consider it a night cap. I’d offer you a sip, but I know how
	you take your liquor.” He downed a couple of big chugs. “Ahh.
	If I’m going to be a dupe in your plans, I might as well act
	like one.”

“Thanks
	Janos. I owe you.”

“Hide
	Lucy. Where?”

“Look
	at this mess. You could leave her in plain daylight and blood hounds
	wouldn’t find it.”

“Can
	I play with it?”

“Yes.
	I want you to. See if you can connect her to an email account so I
	can send her messages from home. Or if that doesn’t work, you
	might have to re-enter them. Would you do that?”

“Yeah.
	What for?”

“I
	want to stay in touch.”

“Cute.
	Talk to your child. Sure. Maybe she’ll learn how to write back
	right on line. I wouldn’t put it past her.”

“I’m
	hoping.”

 “What
	are you on to Beatty? Come on!”

“Not
	yet. It’s not a big deal. One more thing.”

“You
	want my life savings, my car, and a night with my girl friend. It’s
	all yours.”

“I
	want to take Cleo with me.” 


Janos
	heaved a sigh. “….Why not. Sure. Without you around
	anyway, it will just sit here. This container closes up tight. I put
	all the input/output plugs you wanted on the outside. Is that ALL?”
	He poorly hid his disappointment.

“I
	need a lawyer too. Today. Before two this afternoon.”

“Jesus
	Beatty! What happened! Now you’ve got me scared.”

“It’s
	killing me too, Janos. I’m just not ready to talk yet.”

“What’s
	Maria think of all this?”

“She’s
	not involved,” he lied.

“Be
	careful young man. I have infinite faith in your science. But even
	smart guys like you make bad decisions. I’m here to help,
	whenever you’re ready. Total confidentiality.”

“Thanks
	Janos. I may take you up on that, just not right now.”

“I
	know a lawyer. In Mill Valley. He’s a good racquetball player.
	Bobby Kath. But honestly, I have no idea if he’s much of a
	lawyer. He makes a good living if that means anything.”

“I’m
	just looking for information. If I needed top lawyers, I’d go
	to my Mom.”

Janos
	studied Beatty’s face for clues. “You’re in deep
	shit, aren’t you.”

“If
	I’m lucky, it’s just a cow pie.”
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Beatty
	met Bobby Kath at the front gate. His tight afro was untouched by
	the windy ride in his red convertible Buick. “Hop in. You like
	Sushi?”

“Never
	had it.”

The
	day guard shouted to Beatty from the booth. “You better be
	back at one thirty – boss’s orders. Something really
	big. Didn’t even want you leaving premises. Don’t get me
	in trouble now!”

“I’ll
	be back,” he yelled over the hefty engine. Bobby bragged the
	whole way to the restaurant about his great accomplishments. 


The
	place was packed. No need to worry about a private conversation -
	they could hardly hear themselves. Bobby Kath walked with the loose
	strides of an athlete. After some discussion on terms, Beatty
	explained everything. It took most of the lunch to get through it.
	“Dynamics is at least an accessory. And HydroCad. What are
	they into here, extortion? Kidnapping? Fraud?”

Bobby’s
	cockiness faded. “Some story. You’re sure you weren’t
	in some kind of dream? Your magnetic thing and all, does it ever
	give you hallucinations?”

“No!”

“Well
	Beatty, where do I begin? You don’t have a case. You don’t
	have ka-ka.”

“What
	are you talking about! I have a great case!”

“Any
	good prosecutor will make you out as some freak. You have absolutely
	no evidence. And they have what, eight witnesses and maybe a
	recording that you were there on your own accord?”

“But
	they are all accessories to the crime.”

“Beatty,
	that presumes guilt, you ought to know our legal system doesn’t
	work that way. Even if they didn’t record anything, it will be
	their word against yours. You’re outnumbered. Did you ever
	resist?”

“Well,
	no. But they knocked me out, deliberately.”

“But
	they didn’t knock you out. You pretended they knocked you
	out.” Bobby Kath sat back, distancing himself.

“I
	was there. So was the President of HydroCad, Rawley Floyd. Subpoena
	him. And the guy Kendrick. I can recite their latest research
	verbatim. How would I know that?”

“You’d
	know that because you were there. They’ll probably admit it.
	Subpoena based on what? You came up, did your work, and were on your
	way. Nothing criminal in that.”

“I
	can’t believe you’re not jumping at this.”

Kath
	started playing with his wallet and fondling the check. “I’ll
	get this. Janos said you were smart. You think you can bring charges
	like this against a major company without hard evidence?”

“This
	is crazy! You don’t believe me.”

“They
	kidnapped you, forced you to admit you were willing to participate,
	then milked you for the secrets of desalination – all with the
	intention of turning off your magnetic charge off so you’d
	forget? Say that over a few times in your head, and then imagine a
	million dollar a week legal team up for cross examination.”

“Okay
	then. Come with me. The President of Dynamics wants me there today
	at two. Some meeting. He’s never done this. I’m nervous,
	okay? He won’t pull anything if I have a lawyer by my side.”

Bobby
	Kath pretended to study his notes. This was the famous genius
	electro boy? He met with the kid, partly as a favor to Janos, partly
	to get a look at him. He was expecting an easy discrimination case
	or something. Big bad industry not attending to a poor handicapped
	child’s special needs. But this? Janos would pay. “I’ll
	come along. Sure. Maybe I’ll stop in and say hi to my good
	friend Janos.” 


“What’s
	your hourly rate. I’ll cover lunch and the meeting.”

“Oh
	no, this is on me.” The lawyer stood and headed toward the
	cash register. He changed the subject. “Janos is good on the
	court, but did you know he counts cards? He’s got some scheme
	that would bust him in any casino. I guess he thinks his poker
	friends are too stupid to notice.”

This
	wasn’t at all what Beatty had imagined. Where was the sharp
	corporate lawyer, diving into detailed strategic planning? Beatty
	watched Bobby crumple the notes he’d taken into a pocket.
	Obviously earmarked for the trash.
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The
	guard didn’t raise the gate when the convertible pulled up.
	Walter’s secretary ran around to Beatty’s side. Her face
	gleamed in the bright afternoon, oily from nervously waiting his
	arrival. She opened the door and ushered him out. “Oh Beatty.
	Thank God. Don’t you have anything else to wear?”

“Good
	afternoon Margaret! What’s all the fuss?”

“Fuss?
	You’re only meeting the Governor and half the State Congress
	in twenty minutes. That shirt has to go.” He stepped out of
	the car, while she sized up his whole outfit. “Pants too.”

Bobby
	shrugged at the guard, distancing himself from the awkward scene.
	The guard leaned through the window and said quietly, “He’s
	good in the lab, not much in the real world, ey?”

“I’ll
	say.”

“By
	the way, Sir,” the guard continued. “I can’t let
	you in today. I got orders, no non-essential visitors. We got a big
	shindig …”

“No
	problem, I wasn’t planning to stay anyway.” He threw it
	in reverse and back out. He showed his big teeth as he waived and
	drove off.

Beatty
	limply waved back. He’d never felt so foolish and angry. He
	snapped at Margaret, “I don’t have any other clothes!
	These will have to do. Why is the Governor coming?”

“You
	don’t know?”

“Not
	a clue.”

Her
	whole being was devoted to Walter Baines. If he didn’t tell
	the boy, she sure wasn’t going to say anything. “Some
	meeting. I could be wrong about who’s coming. Just get moving.
	We have to be in front of the main building in a few minutes.”
	She turned to the guard. “Call Jordan. I’m sure one of
	his scientists is about Beatty’s size. See if anyone has some
	decent clothes.”

“I’m
	not changing anything! Don’t call anyone. This is ridiculous.
	Where’s Maria?” Beatty barked.

“She’ll
	be there.” Margaret glanced at her watch. “Oh Lord. No
	time. Fine. Go as you are. Come now.” She pulled him like a
	belligerent grade schooler. “The limo should be arriving any
	minute.” 


 Walter,
	Jordan, and Maria were huddled in front of the main building.
	Walter’s smile looked painful it was so broad. All three wore
	their best dark suits. Walter started talking to him well before he
	was close enough to hear. “Beatty, oh good! This is coming
	together just fine.” He faced the crowd behind him, “Anyone
	have a comb for Beatty?”

Beatty
	kept his eyes on Maria as she approached, searching for answers. She
	shook her head. Jordan stood expressionless in an attempt to appear
	bored or distant. 


Beads
	of sweat dripped down the shiny dome of Walter’s head.
	“Beatty, I’m sure you’re wondering what this is
	all about. Bear with me while I have a little fun. Everyone will be
	surprised.” A black stretch limo pulled around the circle. A
	cap clad driver hustled around to open the doors. They let Maria
	enter first. Beatty cut in so he could sit next to her. Walter and
	Jordan took the facing seats. The seating bay was large enough so he
	could whisper to Maria privately.

“I
	don’t know anything, Beatty,” she said.

“Margaret
	said the Governor’s going to be there? It’s some
	publicity opportunity, I’m sure. I hope it’s not another
	debutante event for me.” He looked out the window as they
	exited the gate with a last hope that Bobby Kath was waiting. No
	such luck. “What did you find out about last night? Anyone see
	anything?”

She
	spoke softly into her hand. “Nothing in the logs. No one
	checked in at the gate. Edgar seemed nervous.”

“He
	has to know. He’s hiding something again. Some great loyal
	friend he turned out to be.”

“Stop.
	He’s just not smart enough to know better.”

“Have
	you said anything to your father?”

“No.
	But I want to. We need his help. I trust him.” Her eyes were
	not to be disagreed with.

“Tonight
	then. Maybe you can invite me to dinner. The lawyer isn’t
	working out. I feel like such a kid.”

Walter
	broke in. “So Beatty, how’s Lucy?”

“I’ve
	had a few setbacks, but there seems to be some promising
	possibilities.”

“Like
	what? Can you tell us or are you still holding out?”

Beatty
	saw no way to have a long term career at Dynamics, so he needed to
	downplay Lucy’s accomplishments. “Well, Lucy’s
	quite the arithmetic student. She makes mistakes, but she’s
	adding five digit numbers now.” 


Jordan
	nodded smugly.

“Is
	that right Beatty. Very interesting indeed,” Walter
	patronized.

Beatty
	caught the entrance sign as they drove between well kept beds of
	blooming flowers. He tapped Maria, his mouth stuck open. “HydroCad
	– Source of the Endless Spring.” At the gate, a
	burly suited man with an ear piece spoke to the driver, then scanned
	the riders before letting them pass. At the center of the elaborate
	circle, a magnificent fountain bloomed with sprays of water,
	catching the morning sun in concentric rainbows. Limousines filled
	the parking lot, each attended by alert drivers busily doting on
	their shiny vehicles. A news truck had pulled up on the curb and
	raised its broadcasting tower. A stream of wires led to the swarming
	news team. 


A
	greeter knocked on the tinted window. Walter stuck his beaming face
	into the flurry of onlookers. “He’s here!” an
	onlooker shouted.

Messengers
	disappeared into the crowd. People adjusted to let a contingent of
	official looking business types make their way to the limo. The
	greeter opened the doors. Walter jumped out first, hand extended.
	Beatty looked out to the bright sidewalk to see Rawley Floyd at the
	front, his pudgy hand squeezing Walter’s. 


Beatty
	emerged. A wave of shouts and applause spread spontaneously.
	Rawley’s face creaked with strain. “Nice to see you
	again, Mr. Holiday! We hope today can begin to thank you for what
	you’ve done for our company, and our State.” He turned
	away quickly to acknowledge others. 


A
	tight group of men bulged through the crowd, lead by the Governor of
	California. He shook Beatty’s hand, then casually wrapped an
	arm around his shoulder. “I flew up as soon as I found out
	about what you’ve done for us, young man. You should be very
	proud.”

A
	makeshift podium sat strategically beneath the HydroCad logo on the
	front of the main building. A lead cameraman drew circles in the air
	to signal that people needed to take their places.

The
	event was obviously to recognize Beatty Holiday for his brilliant
	insights on behalf of HydroCad. The real brilliance was theirs. The
	perfect crime. 


They
	blocked Maria from the final ascent to the microphone - only Floyd,
	the Governor, and Walter, with Beatty in tow. He looked back as he
	stepped up the stairs, keeping eye contact with Maria. Walter
	whispered, “Some surprise, ey Beatty? I hope you’re
	proud of yourself. I know all about your moonlighting. I heard a
	recording of your phone conversation. You did well to want to bring
	me in, you did the right thing. But ten thousand dollars? Hell, I
	would have jumped too.”

He’d
	been so proud of his convincing exchange with Floyd on the phone,
	tactfully letting them lure him into the trap. Now it worked against
	him. The papers the Fundamentalists found in his apartment must have
	set off the contingency plan. Act now to stop a suit. It was sheer
	brilliance. 


What
	should he do now? If he accused them of using him and then knocking
	him out, then how would he know they were doing it? People would
	laugh him off as the freak kid, like Kath did. If he accepted the
	public award, the Fundamentalists would know he knew what they were
	doing. This could be dangerous. If he played dumb, and stood there
	like he’d never heard of HydroCad, they’d take him away
	in a straight jacket. 


The
	cameras rolled. Floyd flailed around at the podium, flaunting his
	company’s achievements like a mating gorilla. Beatty moved out
	a step so he could look back at him. ‘I know what you’re
	doing,’ he said with his eyes. Floyd sputtered and lost his
	place. Then the Governor took his turn. For ten minutes, he showered
	the airwaves with re-election rhetoric, stooping down only
	occasionally for a crumb of recognition for HydroCad and Beatty. 


Beatty
	found Maria’s worried face in the crowd. They studied each
	other, wondering what the other was thinking, both realizing the
	grim lack of choices. Walter nudged him toward the podium. The
	Governor gripped Beatty in a strong handshake while holding out a
	framed certificate, and froze a smile for the clicking cameras. From
	beneath the din of applause came a chorus of “SPEECH!”
	The Governor backed up and pointing at the microphone. 


The
	crowd hushed. Beatty took one last look toward Maria for assurance.
	She nodded sweetly, encouraging him to do whatever he felt was
	right. He stepped up. The red light on the TV camera blinked. Every
	eye on the sea of heads watched. He wondered if Clorissa was
	listening. He heard her voice, ‘Don’t try to change the
	world - follow your heart and the world will change with you.’

He
	adjusted the flexible neck. He found Jordan’s haughty face.
	“Thank you Governor for this recognition. Thank you Mr. Floyd
	for giving me this opportunity to help you. You can be sure, I
	couldn’t have done it without you.” He winked at him.
	“Thank you especially for asking me to have the honor of
	announcing your charitable gift.” He pulled a worn scrap of
	paper out of his pocket. It was an innocuous note Janos had left it
	on his door a week ago, complete with donut stains. Murmurs spread
	like a gust of wind. He pretended to read, “I am proud to
	announce that Rawley Floyd has generously agreed to use HydroCad
	reserves and future profits to fund the newly formed HydroCad
	Seashore Foundation, created for the renewal and preservation of the
	beautiful California seashore.” He looked out and clapped into
	the microphone, setting off a firestorm of applause. Maria clamped a
	hand on her mouth to hold her gasp and ducked down out of sight.
	Beatty quieted the crowd, and continued, “Within five years,
	Mr. Floyd guarantees to have built an endowment of at least one
	hundred million dollars, enough to provide a sizable perpetual
	dividend to our beloved national treasure.” More explosive
	applause.

Beatty
	was about to leave it at that, but Rawley Floyd’s pale face
	looked at him with such angry determination, that Beatty took the
	microphone again. “I end with a direct quote from this
	magnificent benefactor, Mr. Rawley Floyd.” He looked again at
	the scrappy note. “What better way to return the gift that
	our precious mother ocean grants us in fresh water, than to preserve
	her shores.” The crowd went wild. Whistling, hooting,
	cheering. News reporters jammed cellphones to their ears. Beatty
	loved it. Floyd was devastated. Beatty started a chant - “Rawley
	Floyd! Rawley Floyd! Rawley Floyd!” The crowd picked it up,
	arms raised, screaming. Beatty flamboyantly bowed toward him, as if
	to present him to the royal court. 


But
	just in case Rawley tried to get in a last word, Beatty ended it
	with, “Thus ends our ceremony today! Thank you, and good
	afternoon!”

Mayhem
	broke as people disbursed. The Governor jumped up, obviously hoping
	for another chance at the podium, but it was too late.

§§§

Maria
	huddled next to Beatty as he fussed with the wires under Lucy’s
	table to get her ready to move her to Janos’s lab. Maria
	blurted, “I peed my pants at your speech.”

Beatty
	was going to pretend he didn’t know why, but he grinned
	instead. “I was damn good, wasn’t I.”

“It
	took me awhile just to get my head up, I was afraid everyone would
	see I was in hysterics. But I did get a view of Jordan’s
	face.”

“Was
	he having a cow?”

“Cow,
	moose, nuclear missile. So damn funny.” She moved close and
	held his cheek. “Should we be worried? You pissed off some
	mighty big people.”

“I
	saw it in Floyd’s face that night they worked me. He wasn’t
	in it all the way. I bet he’s glad he has a way to redeem
	himself. You watch, he’ll go through with the Foundation.”

“I’m
	not talking about Floyd.”

“I
	know. I know. Let’s be cool for now. I have to get ready to
	head home.”

She
	sighed. “Why are you so intent on leaving?”

“It’s
	not just this! It’s Thanksgiving. I want to see my Mom. I have
	some planning to do.”

She
	wandered over to another part of the lab. “I know. I just have
	a bad feeling I’ll never see you again.”

“We’ll
	talk on line. Mom has wide band coming into the farm. I can even set
	up a video line.”

“Not
	the point.”

“Besides,
	I can’t tell Mom about HydroCad over the phone. No way. And I
	hate her not knowing.”

Maria
	stretched tape over the top of a box of books. “You’re
	not leaving much behind.”

“I’m
	not severing completely from Dynamics. You convinced me. I’ll
	remind Walter I’m only a computer connection away.”

“He
	won’t like it. Dad wants you around.”

“’Cause
	it’s good for publicity.”

Her
	voice tightened. “That was a dirty hit. He has a heart too,
	you know! He knows his daughter’s found something special in
	you!”

“He
	does?”

“Don’t
	be so surprised! Look at you, you’re intent on telling
	Clorissa every little god damn thing. This is my Dad! It’s
	just us you know! Father, daughter. Don’t think you’re
	special because you think you’re the only one who has some
	unique deal going on with your Mother!” She felt guilty for
	raising her voice. 


Beatty
	hadn’t made Maria this mad before. “I guess. I didn’t
	mean…”

“Sorry,
	I’m a little up tight.”

Beatty
	pat the styrofoam crown on Lucy. “If it makes you feel any
	better, I’m going to miss Lucy more than ever, but not as much
	as you.”

“Yeah.
	That’s great. I wonder how she feels you’re taking Cleo
	home.”

He
	hadn’t thought of that. “You’re jealous?”

Janos
	burst through the door steadying a heavy wooden crate in his bulky
	arms. “Here it is! The stork has arrived.” He carefully
	placed it on the table, then rubbed the wooden slats. “Take
	care my child. I’ll see you soon.” He looked up and saw
	Beatty and Maria’s faces looking away. “Ooops. Marital
	spat in progress. Ahh, maybe I should …”

Maria
	jumped in. “No, it’s okay Mr. Stork. Beatty’s
	getting a lesson in girl politics.”

Janos
	studied Beatty’s confused expression. “I never thought
	I’d see the day Beatty Holiday looks totally lost. Hey, I’ve
	been there. Don’t try to apply logic to women.” Janos
	handed Beatty a notebook. “Here’s everything I could
	think to write down.” He put a hand on Beatty’s
	shoulder. “I saw you on TV last night. You’re a God.”
	


If
	you only knew, Beatty thought. “And here’s yours.”
	He pushed Lucy’s wheeled table toward him. “Plug her in
	soon, her battery won’t last. If that goes, she loses
	everything.” He touched the dome top to say goodbye. “Don’t
	forget to give her an email account.”

“I
	did, it’s in the notebook.”

Beatty
	collected some things in his arms. “I better go. The airport’s
	going to freak when they inspect Cleo’s box.”

§§§

Little
	was said on route to the airport. They traced backwards along the
	path they’d taken their first day together. Maria watched the
	scenery roll up behind them like a colorful carpet being stowed
	away. A sign for Point Reyes sank her heart. Beatty seemed already
	gone.

“Don’t
	come in. I can handle this,” he said at the departure ramp.
	Two skycaps unloaded the trunk. A young couple recognized him, and
	edged closer to get a look. Beatty lowered the brim on his Oakland
	A’s cap in a futile gesture. “I owe you a better
	goodbye,” Beatty said as he hugged her. 


Maria
	choked back the tears. “Not goodbye,” she said softly.
	She didn’t look back.

§§§

He
	longed to see Clorissa but dreaded revealing the truth behind
	HydroCad. The taxi driver unloaded all his boxes in the Kennewick
	High School parking lot, Clorissa’s favorite rendezvous spot.
	He felt an eerie distance from the once familiar scenes. He looked
	through the wire fence toward the dry hills beyond his farm. How
	could they look so unchanged?

He
	knew the sound of Clorissa’s van blocks before it came into
	view. He toyed with different ways to start the discussion, then
	laughed knowing she’d see through him and he’d blurt it
	all out. 


She
	shoved the door so hard it bounced back and hit her shoulder.
	“Beatty Beatty Beatty! Oh how I’ve missed you! Let me
	look at you!” She gripped his shoulders, and lapped up the
	view of her beautiful child. She stopped on his face. “What’s
	wrong?”

“Two
	seconds. I haven’t even spoken.” He squeezed her so hard
	her feet left the ground. “I’ve got a few things. Your
	little boy’s been growing up in overdrive.”

“I’ll
	say. I look away for a few minutes, and you’re on the radio
	with the Governor getting the State’s top achievement award.
	How’d you manage that in two months?”

“Officially,
	I did it in one night.”

It
	took a lot for Beatty to amaze her. “Really?”

“Well,
	I cheated. Or they did. I gotta start from the beginning. Let’s
	get home so I can finally take this damn ear piece out. I can’t
	wait!”

Clorissa
	couldn’t drive and talk. So he hung his head into the balmy
	wind on the way home. When the road turned to dirt, he tasted
	familiar air. His brain tingled as sleeping memories awakened. He
	felt the growing magnetism, bathing his skin. Hairs rose on his arms
	and in his nose. “Ahhh. The mother lode.” He tore off
	his belt pack, and popped the two ear pieces into his breast pocket.
	“You don’t know how good that feels.”

“I
	can’t imagine. Or maybe I can, I had to wear this damn bra to
	come pick you up.”

He
	kissed her cheek, then jumped out of the car to run through the
	yard. “Just leave all my stuff, I’ll get it later. It’s
	so great!” He raised his arms and whooped.

Glimpses
	of Beatty’s flapping hair dashed back and forth under the
	kitchen window. Nothing could be more satisfying. She set up a tray
	of cookies and fresh lemonade on the back porch. Beatty finally
	joined her and downed a glass between panting.

“So,”
	she said, squiggling in next to him. “Is there a girl?”

He
	stuffed in a cookie, then drained a glass. “Damn you’re
	good. That and a lot more.”

For
	hours they talked. Afternoon faded to dusk, then to evening. Except
	for bathroom breaks and refills, they talked straight though.
	Clorissa mostly asked questions, with an annoying lack of commitment
	to an opinion. He could see a run through the gamut of emotions -
	some hot, some sad, and a good laugh at his HydroCad speech. She
	asked more questions about Maria than he expected, and kept
	interrupting when he launched into details on Cleo. She’d get
	to that later.

Finally
	she took a long contemplative sip of wine. Beatty studied the
	changing hues on the hills and grass. He’d seen the
	magnificent parade of light a thousand times, but never did it tug
	so deeply in his soul. 


“This
	is a lot easier on the show when it’s just a voice on the
	other end of the line,” she finally said. “Words in,
	words out. Done. But when it’s my own child, I have to live
	with the consequences.”

“And?”

“I
	should say I’m flattered you care. Look at you. You’re
	all bundled up wondering what I am going to say. Do you have it all
	figured out, and you’re just wondering how to move me to your
	view, or do you really want to know?”

“Of
	course I want to know! I might disagree. I don’t just take off
	for a few weeks and decide I don’t need you any more. I
	respect your opinion, maybe I even need it to keep my head
	straight.”

Big
	sigh. “I’d love to tell you to just walk away. Something
	like this was bound to happen. You’re a public fascination.
	Millions will admire you. Many will try to use you. You’ll see
	this played out over and over. So just walk away. Maybe next time
	you’ll have learned. You gotta be a little more skeptical of
	people. This doesn’t even touch the fact that you’re
	dealing with professionals. People who won’t take kindly to
	some kid throwing around accusations, even if they’re true.
	Your best protection is that the whole world watches everything you
	do, making it harder for these guys to get away with hurting you.
	Safety in numbers.”

“That’s
	what I figured you’d say, but that’s not your final
	word?”

“No.
	Because I think you’re falling in love with Maria.”

“Excuse
	me, but what does she have to do with it?” He put his hand on
	her knee.

“If
	I tell you to cut her out of your life, I’m afraid you’ll
	do something foolish. You’d have to walk away from her too.”

“Hummm.”
	He leaned back in the chair. “I’m a little disappointed
	that you think this all hinges on Maria.”

“Even
	if you don’t think it does, love does some strange things.”

“Mom!
	Being humiliated, betrayed, physically harmed, doesn’t mean
	anything? These people won’t stop at me. In two months,
	they’ve managed to risk the future of two companies. They’re
	coming out looking like good investors with nothing on them.”

“Welcome
	to the world. You know how I feel about revenge. You can eat up a
	whole life with bitterness for being wronged, and miss out on what
	makes life so great. Learning, discovery. Revenge is an insidious
	consumer of soul.”

“This
	isn’t revenge for me, this is stopping others from being
	harmed.”

“Yeah.
	I know. But you could spend a lifetime fixing things. The world is
	like this farmhouse. Everywhere you look, something needs a touch up
	of paint, a beam sags, the floor creeks. I could spend every moment
	upgrading, renovating, cleaning. I’d never be done, or even if
	I got close, what would I have? A new house? It wouldn’t be
	the farmhouse any more. What would I have gained? What things would
	I have missed out on while I remodeled?”

Beatty
	nodded. “I see what you’re saying. But what about me?
	The great wonder child. You, and the rest of mankind, are waiting
	for me to add some tremendous value. It turns out that my greatest
	work, a revolutionary way to build computers, might go hidden from
	public view. At least in my life time. The better the results, the
	more I want to keep it quiet. As far as the world is concerned, I
	will have accomplished nothing.”

“Don’t
	be so vein, Beatty. It’s ridiculous to think you won’t
	add value. Look at your ocean-to-drinking water project. That took
	you a few three hour meetings. Your computer brain will be one of
	many discoveries. Under the right circumstances, that too might see
	the light of day.”

“Einstein
	went to the grave regretting that his discoveries led to the death
	of millions.”

“Beatty
	please. Tell me you are fascinated with the hunt to truth, the
	thrill of nabbing some criminals. Fine. But don’t sit here and
	look at your mother and tell me you won’t add value. It’s
	so asinine it’s embarrassing.” They stared at each other
	in silence. He felt the warmth of her face through the darkness. The
	cricket choruses swelled. Cooler air wafted in. 


 “Do
	you suspect Maria’s father?”

“No.
	She trusts him.”

“That’s
	all you need?” 


“She’s
	known him her whole life. So yes. That’s all I need. It’s
	like me trusting you.”

Clorissa
	pushed a stray strand of hair from his face. “So are you
	waiting for my approval to bring the Fundamentalists to justice?”

 “Of
	course. Well, maybe not approval, but understanding and support.”

“You
	think it’s the right thing to do.”

“I
	may be the only one who can stop them.”

“Come
	on. FBI? SEC? You don’t …”

“I
	just plan on exposing them. The government can take it from there.”

She
	could see the little boy Beatty behind his deeply sincere
	expression. She wanted to kiss his scrunched up face. “I just
	can’t sit here and say go. I need more information. I want to
	meet Maria,” she said.

“You
	keep coming back to her.”

“It’s
	true. I think she’s a key, to you, to the case, to who’s
	responsible. I’ll know a lot by meeting her.”

“What,
	bring her here?”

“Absolutely.”

“No
	kidding! I’d love to. I didn’t think… Well, it’s
	not like I’ve brought a lot of friends home.”

“A
	lot of things are changing. Even me. She’s important to you.”

“I
	didn’t try, Mom. But I fell in love with her. Or at least I’m
	getting as fast as falling out of an airplane.”

“Have
	you had sex with her?”

“No!”

“Good.
	Promise me you’ll keep it that way, at least until this all
	blows over. You don’t need another complication. Believe me,
	it will cloud your vision. Promise?” She pulled her hair back
	so he had to look at her whole face.

“Yes.
	I promise.” He sucked at an ice cube in the empty glass, then
	raised an eyebrow, “I’ve sure thought about it though.”

Grunting,
	she stood to leave. “That settles it, that’s my next
	step. Bring her here. I’ve got to get ready for the show.”
	She patted his head. “Dinner after?”

“It’s
	not like I have other plans. Mind if I listen in tonight?”

“I’ll
	leave the living room speaker on.”

“No,
	I mean I want to be in the booth. Like old times.”

“You
	haven’t done that for years. Sure.” Her cheeks flushed.
	“I’d like that.”

§§§

Maria
	did nothing productive all day and night. When Beatty finally called
	after midnight, she didn’t admit that she’d been waiting
	by the phone like a love sick little girl. Which she was.

“Do
	I mind? Coming to see you at your place? No I don’t mind, you
	silly! I’d love to!”

He
	leaned back on his familiar bed, phone caught between his shoulder
	and ear. As Maria talked, he scanned the room’s contents -
	dusty books by great physicists, a messy desk, a dented trash can.
	It felt strange to have Maria’s voice in his ear while he
	looked out at his old life. He imagined her sitting on the couch by
	the phone in her usual late night baggy shirt. “My mother
	doesn’t exactly do a lot of entertaining, if you know what I
	mean.”

“She’ll
	be fine,” she said, avoiding her own trepidation. She might as
	well be spending the weekend alone with the Queen of England. Scared
	to death would be an understatement.

“There’s
	a flight that gets in late Friday afternoon. In three days. Take a
	cab to the Kennewick High. We’ll both meet you in the parking
	lot.” 


“I’ll
	be there.” Now that she’d be with him soon enough, there
	was no reason to talk on the phone. Phones could be so awkward
	without all the visual clues of talking in person. She wanted to
	focus on getting ready, mentally and physically. But for some reason
	she blurted out something stupid anyway. “So this means you
	are not going to disappear from my life!”

“Depends
	on whether Mom throws you out.” He was trying to be funny, but
	it sounded better before he said it.

Dumb
	comment, horrible answer, she thought. “Great. Okay then. I
	better start thinking about what to wear.” More childish
	comments. I gotta end this, she thought.

“Just
	come as you are. You’ll do great.”

I’ll
	do great. It really is an interview. “Okay. See you both
	there. Gotta go. I love you.”

“You’re
	probably wondering why the high school.” That was the last
	thing on her mind. “Mom won’t drive to the airport. Nor
	would you want a ride back from there with her.”

“Why
	don’t you drive then? I’ll meet her at your house. Might
	be nice to catch up for a few minutes on the way home, you know?”

“Because
	I don’t have a license.” He suddenly felt like a little
	boy. “Maybe I can get one.”

“I
	don’t care, really. Bye Beatty. It’s late.” She
	smooched and hung up.

§§§

Beatty
	nestled into a wooden chair in the corner of Clorissa’s booth.
	He dipped quietly into a bag of peanuts. “I won’t say a
	word,” he whispered.

Clorissa
	dawned her headset. She pushed buttons on the complex console. “Good
	evening. Welcome to the Holiday show.” 


He
	watched her do her magic, sizing up each caller with profound
	insight. 


A
	girl called in, angry and revengeful toward a cheating boyfriend.
	Clorissa looked right at Beatty as she answered. “Sure you can
	fight him. Embarrass him. Hurt him. But when you look back, what
	will you have? Revenge awards a hollow trophy.”

“It’s
	all I think about,” she whined.

“Imagine
	if you can, the old and gray woman you will some day become. Imagine
	you’re unable to find a comfortable position even in a soft
	chair. You see wrinkled hands clutching a blanket to your chest and
	you hardly believe they’re yours. Will you be sad? Not if you
	have a productive, happy life to look back on. Do you think you’ll
	find a slice of that happiness knowing how you got your boyfriend
	back seventy years before? Really let him have it?”

“No,”
	a little squeaky voice replied.

“No.
	You’ll be thinking of your children, your works, your moments
	of glory and appreciation. You’ll remember the people that
	added to your life, and those you nurtured. There’s no way a
	pimply cheater from your teenage days would even enter the scene.
	Forget about him. He wasn’t worth the time you’ve
	already spent.” 


She
	winked, then ended with, “To quote last line of Desiderata,
	‘With all its sham, drudgery, and broken dreams, it is still a
	beautiful world.’”
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The
meeting of the
	Fundamentalists will now begin.” The dull, single color room
	seemed no match for the dollars being so casually discussed. Besides
	Sam Kilbert and his assistant, the room was empty of people. Sam
	talked toward the starfish shaped speaker phone in the center of the
	worn table. Participants never signed in. They knew the time and the
	heavily guarded conference call number. Only pre-registered numbers
	could get through. 


Rarely
	did the speaker phone talk. The prestigious group called anonymously
	from their dark corners, known only to Kilbert and his aid. 


Sam
	continued. “Our A portfolio has returned 36% in the last six
	months. We’re well on our way to a great year.” He went
	on to explain the generous dividend, and other details of the fund’s
	performance. “We’ve bought into an interesting new
	enterprise in the San Jose valley. They were a darling of the small
	caps two years ago. They’ve been ‘days away’ from
	a breakthrough ever since, with their novel idea of using DNA
	altered E. Coli bacteria to consume waste at an astounding rate. But
	they never worked out all the bugs, so to speak.” 


A
	few chuckles scratched through the speaker phone. “We’ve
	found a guy in France that might have the answer. We can get him
	cheap. We dug up an old tariff violation from a few years ago - too
	bad how it slipped out to the press. Their stock plummeted, just
	before we bought in.” More chuckles.

Sam
	wrapped up some other business, then ended with HydroCad. “Many
	of you saw Beatty Holiday’s widely televised speech. We’re
	watching this closely, but we have nothing to fear. He was
	legitimately hired, he helped them grow. End of story.”

Kilbert
	and the assistant watched the silent speaker phone. Jordan Mason
	listened intently as their newest investor. He artificially lowered
	his voice. “How will you proceed with the Holiday boy?”

“The
	choice is his.” Sam smoothly motioned to his assistant while
	continuing to talk. “As has been our emergency policy since
	inception, I will dissolve the partnership if we are at risk.
	Everyone will be bought out at a fair price. After that, you’re
	on your own.” He pointed at the speakerphone. The aid made a
	whispering call on a cell phone. “As you all know, our
	dealings are illegal only in a strict interpretation. Any good
	lawyer will weather acquisitions.”

“What
	about the boy himself?” Jordan persisted. The aid nodded with
	a thumb up.

“Like
	I said. The choice is his. It depends on whether he takes his story
	public. Of course, he’d probably get laughed off the planet.”

After
	the call ended, Sam Kilbert reviewed his notes. The aid waited
	patiently, having learned not to interrupt. “Who was it?”
	Sam finally asked.

“That
	was Jordan Mason. VP, head of research for Dynamics, Sir.”

“I
	thought so. He’s botched everything. Good thing I have new
	plans for Dynamics. Have the transcripts of all his calls on my desk
	tomorrow morning.”

“We
	only have calls Mr. Mason made from his office. Dynamics internal
	phone system was surprisingly easy to tap. But we couldn’t get
	his home line.” 


“Ironic.
	Safer at home than from a high tech mecca. Put a trace on the kid
	too.”

§§§

The
	next night, Beatty listened in to the first half of the Holiday
	Show. Then he donned his earpieces and went to the barn to prepare
	Cleo’s lab for her first days of training. 


He
	marveled at his barn lab. Even compared to Dynamics. Hints of the
	original musty barn remained. Solder smoke residue, mildew,
	neglected crumbs, a hit of sweet hay. His nose drank the air, his
	eyes caressed the familiar scene.

He
	thought of Janos as he pried off the nailed lid. For such a slob, he
	took extreme care with the packaging. Janos had grown Cleo’s
	brain in a stainless steel sphere, once used to contain the heat
	from extremely high voltage fusion experiments. A two inch round
	window pressed up against the gray putty-like brain. Thick bolts
	held the container’s two hemispheres together. 


The
	little notebook held comments and diagrams. Beatty pictured his
	scrubby faced friend as he read the scribbled notes. On the pleasure
	center wire tag, Janos had drawn a stick figure of a laughing man. 


With
	Lucy he could tell exactly which cells were being used at any
	moment. Not Cleo, far too complex. But this didn’t matter. We
	can teach a child to understand physics, to read poetry, to love, to
	commune with nature, to run a race, without having a clue what goes
	on within the child’s skull. The brain responds to new
	demands, occupying new areas, without any external prompting. Cleo
	would do the same he hoped.

He
	stood back to stare at the stainless steel ball, prickling with
	bolts and wires. It sat among pieces from many earlier experiments,
	like the staging room for a museum. He blew a cloud of dust from
	Lucy’s original mother board. He hung it on the wall above
	Cleo. Respect and honor your ancestors, he told the ball. He handled
	other creations, in various stages of completeness, recalling
	moments when they were in Patrick’s hands. 


“You’re
	up?” Clorissa asked from the doorway, holding a glass of
	orange juice. “Fresh squeezed.”

“Thanks.
	Just reminiscing.”

She
	walked over to the ball. “Looks like a land mine.”

“I
	have no idea what’s in there.”

“It’s
	been a long day. Tomorrow morning, tell me all about her.” She
	wrapped her arms around him. “Maria’s still coming,
	right?”

“Friday
	night. Which reminds me. Maybe I can pick her up myself. Would you
	trust me with the van? Your proud son shakes the foundations of
	world technology, but needs to ask for rides to the grocery store.”

“I
	suppose you should get your own car.”

“Maybe.
	Cleo here might be an expensive date, I have to save my money. If
	you want to help, I could use a little grant to buy some toys for
	her - better music, some speakers, video equipment, and I’d
	like to spruce up this room. This will be her nursery. I don’t
	want her to open her eyes into this mess.” He breathed on the
	tiny glass window and wiped it clean.

“That
	assumes she wakes up.”

“Lucy
	did.”

“My
	son, the mad scientist. We’ll swing by city hall and get you a
	license tomorrow. Then we’ll talk remodeling. Come’on.
	Bed.”

“It
	feels good being told what to do.”

§§§

The
	Washington State University Physics department welcomed Beatty like
	a returning war hero. He felt guilty that his real purpose was to
	collect some equipment for Cleo’s lab, so he spent a morning
	touring labs and giving impromptu lectures to faculty and students.
	Although he skirted the specifics of his computer brain research, he
	intrigued his audiences with talk how randomness in circuit layout
	may actually improve processing capacity. 


He
	passed under a plaque dedicating a new wing to Patrick Wheeler. He
	stopped to rub the brass letters of his name.

Many
	asked about his astounding progress in desalination, a topic he
	found amateurish next to Cleo. “Is it true you made the
	breakthrough in only one evening?” they begged. 


“I’d
	been thinking about it on and off for weeks.”

Clorissa
	winked at him from a quiet corner of the room. She was pleased not
	to be the center of attention - among the academics, her talk show
	celebrity status was a trifle compared to Beatty. She stayed a safe
	distance behind, stepping up only to join price discussions for the
	lab equipment Beatty assembled on his tour. What he couldn’t
	buy used from labs, the eager head of the Physics department ordered
	overnight delivery from his vast vendor contacts. Clorissa Holiday
	had been a major benefactor to the school over the years, she could
	buy whatever she wanted at book value. And to be connected to
	original research by Beatty Holiday pleased the University to no
	end.

Beatty
	skimmed the Driver’s Ed book while in line at the DMV, then
	aced the written test. The driving test wasn’t so smooth, but
	he passed. Feeling smug with his new drivers permit, he changed his
	mind and bought himself a weathered Land Rover. The next day he
	refined his driving skills shuttling equipment back from the
	University, with Clorissa clinging to the seat next to him.

Cleo’s
	steel skull sat in the lap of high technology. Beatty had every
	conceivable device hooked up to her - a top of the line scanner,
	large screen high resolution monitor, microphone, speakers, quad
	processor computer, 100 CD juke box, camcorder mounted on a device
	able to move in every direction, and a color printer. He mounted two
	knobs on a wooden plate where he’d teach her pleasure and
	pain.

Finally
	he connected an EKG monitor, and channeled output to the screen. 


Nothing
	moved. 


He
	looked into the dark lens of the camera. No life. 


Clorissa
	appeared with a plate of warm brownies. Beatty just grunted. She
	waved the plate under his nose, then took a sticky one for herself.
	“These are good,” she said cooed. “No life yet?”

“Life.
	I only wish.” He took a brownie. “When is something
	alive? Versus just ‘on?’”

“I
	suppose you just know when something is alive. I’m not sure
	you can define it.” She looked for a place to rest the uneaten
	part of the brownie, then decided to take it all in a single bite. 


Beatty
	wondered how she stayed so thin. “Or when does something have
	a soul? Do you have to have a soul to be alive? Or alive to have a
	soul? Trees don’t have souls, do they?”

“Some
	things are better left suspended in their magic. When you’re
	eating a fabulous meal at a great restaurant, don’t ask for a
	tour of the kitchen.” 


“I
	disagree. The secrets of the magical curry sauce might turn out to
	be pretty simple. You could make it at home.”

Clorissa
	searched the ceiling for answers. “Alright. Life. You’re
	getting at whether Cleo could become alive. I think technically you
	have to respire and reproduce, and be able to independently adapt to
	your environment.”

Beatty
	chose his brownie carefully, looking for the biggest. “Is
	there a technical definition of a soul?”

“Pick
	your spirituality, and decide for yourself. Like I said, you’ll
	just know.”

§§§

Beatty
	set right to work to give Cleo her first lesson. He skipped the
	simple mathematics problems he used on Lucy and went right to the
	animal encyclopedia. He set up pairs of photos, adult and child
	animals, and tried to teach Cleo to match them by like
	characteristics. He spoke into the microphone, saying animal names
	as he changed the photographs. Music blared as he worked.

Clorissa
	visited the lab that evening after her show. She hung by the door to
	gloat at her son. That is until she saw what he was doing. Beatty
	looked up from the frustrating work. “Nothing Mom. I’ve
	been trying for six hours straight, she hasn’t made a single
	connection.”

Clorissa
	turned off the music and shushed him with a finger to her lips. She
	pointed at the microphone. “On?”

“Yeah,
	why?” Beatty whispered. 


She
	wiggled a finger for him to follow. She tiptoed toward the door, her
	confused son obediently following. 


Once
	out on the dark lawn, “Mom, I’ve got work to do. I want
	to impress Maria, and she’ll be here tomorrow.”

“Come,”
	she said firmly. Through the front door, up the stairs, then to the
	little string hanging from the ceiling. A cloud of dust billowed
	down on them as she lowered the stairs. “Up here.” He
	reluctantly followed her into the hole. A bare bulb lit the messy
	scene. She broke the tape on cardboard boxes to rifle their
	contents. Then finally, “Yes. Here it is. Sit.”

He
	pulled an old suitcase between his legs. “What?”

“Just
	wait.” She fished a baby’s musical mobile from the box -
	a carousel of pretty baby horses circling toy clouds and stars. She
	wound it up and Twinkle Twinkle Little Star played as the horses
	followed each other around the clouds. 


“I
	think ... “ Beatty studied the horses, their over sized heads
	and eyes, their short chubby legs, the bright colors. “I
	remember that.”

“You
	loved it. I hung it right over your head so you could grab the
	horses as they went by.”

“Are
	you saying Cleo might benefit from this?”

“No,
	I’m just reminding you of where you started. You’d stare
	at these horses, going around and around, for hours. When it
	stopped, you’d cry until I wound it again.”

“Cleo
	has so many more brain cells than Lucy, I just thought …”

“Humans
	have more brain cells than horses, yet a little fawn can stand up
	and walk around an hour after birth. A two month old baby human
	doesn’t even know it has feet. Yes, even you. In nature, the
	smarter you are, the longer it takes to get started. You were
	showing Cleo an encyclopedia with pounding Reggae in the
	background!”

“I
	guess it’s a little fast.”

“I
	have no idea what will work with her, if anything. But my mother
	instincts are telling me you have to go slowly. I’ve made my
	point, let’s go back.”

Beatty
	followed her back down, horse mobile under one arm.

Once
	in the lab, he gave Clorissa the detailed tour. She asked the most
	about the pleasure center button. “I think this is a key,
	Beatty. I’d push this all the time in the beginning. When you
	sit here, when you talk to her, when you’re standing in view
	of the camera. Push it.”

“But
	I want to reward her for making connections, for recognizing
	patterns. If I start hitting it like crazy, what will she learn?”

“My
	poor misguided scientist. If this were a child, you’d be dead
	wrong, and I have no other logical point of reference. Mother’s
	coo ‘good baby’ at a child just for sitting there. You
	need to associate her surroundings with happiness, calm,
	reassurance, safety.”

“You
	think she’s scared?”

“Don’t
	micro manage this, Beatty,” she said, seeing through his deep
	thoughts. “Cleo’s going from nothing to something. If
	she finds a happy place, she’ll learn a most essential lesson,
	that happiness can arise from nothing.“

He
	smiled admiringly toward this special woman. “Thanks. I have
	to think more motherly.”

“Whisper
	to her. Let the sound of your voice trickle gently into the
	microphone. Give her only the simplest problems. Push that pleasure
	center at every opportunity. No more complex picture comparisons.”
	The ‘pain’ button sat next to the pleasure one. She
	grabbed it and twisted off the knob and threw it in a trash can.
	“We’ll have none of this either.”

§§§

Beatty
	worked past midnight with no results. A rock would have responded
	the same. He tried to sleep, but tossed and turned with Maria’s
	face spinning through disjointed dreams. 


Before
	dawn, he returned to the lab. He flicked on the overhead lights and
	slapped a horse on the mobile he’d hung from a ceiling hook.
	Cleo’s steel brain sat cold next to the dark screen. He leafed
	through the rumpled pages of his Lucy notebook for a clue. What had
	he missed, what could he try. 


He
	turned toward the sound of a small motor whirring. The monitor
	flickered. A line jagged across the screen. Beatty ran to the
	keyboard. Commands flew from his fingers. “Are you awake my
	lady?” The EKG picked up activity. Barely measurable charges
	coursed through her brain – but at least something. 


The
	whirring came from the camera mounted on top of the moveable arm. It
	swayed back and forth, ever so slightly. He leaned up close. The
	motor’s rhythmic hum kept perfect time, sweeping the camera
	left and right in a tiny arc. He followed its line of sight across
	the room to the swaying horse mobile.

“It’s
	the horses! You’re watching the horses!” He checked his
	watch and scribbled a note in the log, then sprinted from of the
	room – slapping the mobile on the way past. He started yelling
	before he hit the porch stairs. “Mom! Get up!” He found
	her standing in her bedroom doorway wearing a tee shirt and
	underpants, squinting from the hall light. “What? I work
	nights, remember?”

“It’s
	Cleo! Come see!”

She
	groggily pulled over a long sweater and followed. She found Beatty
	leaning around the corner to quietly spy into the lab. He waved her
	close. “Look closely at the camera. It’s moving, see
	it?”

“Yes.
	She’s doing that herself?”

“It’s
	not me. She’s watching the horses.” He pointed to the
	carousel rocking like a pendulum. “She must be trying to keep
	them steady in her view. Cleo’s done it on her own.”

“Just
	like you did.”

“I
	know. You were right. Would you call that an independent adaptation
	to her environment? Her environment swung, so she adapted and swung
	with it.”

Clorissa
	moved the blond hair from Beatty’s eyes and kissed his cheek.
	“You want me to tell you she’s alive?”

“I
	guess.”

“Well
	then. Yes she is. Cleo is born.”

§§§

A
	stream of people squeezed up the jet way toward the packed line of
	friends and relatives leaning over the rail. Some pulled their bags,
	some had them slung over a shoulder. Many seemed awkward under the
	watching eyes of waiting friends and relatives. As they came down
	the long hall, they were on stage, wondering if their smile looked
	sincere, suddenly conscious of their clothes, their actions. 


Not
	Maria. She wore her favorite jeans, knee holes and all. She carried
	a single soft bag. She reached through the forest of legs as she
	rounded the top of the ramp and squeezed his ankle.

Beatty
	wore a Mariner’s baseball cap low on his head to keep the
	autograph hunters at bay. Maria tipped back the hat to give him a
	loud kiss.

 “I
	thought I was going to meet you at the high school?”

“That
	was if Mom drove. I came myself.”

She
	pecked his cheek again. “So you’re driving now. You’ve
	probably never been parking with a girl. I might have to teach you
	some important driving lessons.”

He
	found it strangely exciting when she spoke of them as a pair. He
	poked the small bag. “This is all you brought?”

“I’m
	embarrassed how long I labored over what to wear. Our awkward phone
	call didn’t help. Sorry, I was just nervous.”

“Me
	too.”

“I
	have blisters from pulling on different outfits. It’s meeting
	your mother. I’ve grown up listening to her deal with people,
	in just a few words. I know she’ll see right through any
	pretenses. I got all tangled up thinking about what first impression
	I’d make.”

“Beat
	up jeans won out I see.”

“I
	heard a little of her show last night. That caustic edge of hers was
	missing. She seemed so forgiving, so easily able to see the flicker
	of light in the caller’s darkness. I felt your presence there
	with her, like you were standing in the doorway, smiling at her
	while she talked.”

“You’re
	perceptive.” Beatty liked that she could see through
	Clorissa’s hard radio exterior. Not many could. A good sign.

“After
	that, I closed the closet door, and decided to come as I am.”
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