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The Fault Lies Beneath

 


Have you ever wondered what would happen if
the Mississippi River actually physically divided the United States
of America – in half? What would it be like if Lake Superior began
to spill down the St. Croix Valley in Wisconsin, down through La
Crosse then to Dubuque? And what if it was the result of an
enormous tectonic shift in the New Madrid Fault that no one had
ever predicted? Could Global Warming actually put enough pressure
on the earth’s mantle to force this fault line to fissure, expand
to encompass the entire river valley and extend itself to the
north?

We’ve seen the new
scientific statistics and theories on the rise of the seas along
the coastlines of the United States of up to 20 inches, due to the
melting of the polar ice cap and specifically the ice in Greenland.
Low-lying cities in the North Eastern US, such as New York, Boston,
Washington, DC, etc., have the potential to become flooded –
literally almost wiped off the map due to the advancing rise from
this meltdown. And due to seismic activity in the Canary Islands
off the coast of Spain, areas such as Florida and the Georgia
coastlines could literally be wiped out by a tsunami of cataclysmic
proportion. Seismic activity reports show any area lying below 500
ft. above sea level will be under water – period. And that includes
most of Florida. If that size tsunami happened in the Atlantic
Ocean, almost every continent with shoreline would be compromised
and changed forever. And the loss of life would be devastating. The
loss to our economies would be cataclysmic.

Forecasts show what can
happen when saline content from the oceans is forced into our main
fresh water rivers, streams and lakes. It destroys the Eco balance
of plant and wildlife. Storm activity will pick up with greater
intensity and volume. Temperature swings and arid conditions will
prevail in areas that had never before seen such an immediate
change. Fires could rage out of control. And places, which had
known hotter than average climate, would be plunged into the cold.
We now have empirical scientific proof that Global Warming does
exist. It is an immediate cause for world concern and our actions
must be reversed if we are to save our planet – and ourselves. This
story is total fiction, but could it actually happen?

Our story begins with Sean Delaney, a PhD
candidate in Earth Sciences from a local university in La Crosse,
Wisconsin who was sitting outside in one of the downtown outdoor
cafés enjoying an iced coffee and summer sunshine, when he felt an
earth tremor shake under his wrought iron table. He knew it wasn’t
a passing truck, as they weren’t allowed in that commercial area.
It was a tremor all right and he knew it. But a heavy tremor in La
Crosse? Hardly likely that would happen, but it did.

The tremor was significant enough to break a
few windows and toss flowerpots over on the ground. It sent
customers scurrying out of the restaurants, with people running out
of the local banks and office buildings.

One woman was so shocked she screamed, “Did a
terrorist set off a bomb down here?”

People began to panic and Delaney simply sat
on his chair and finished his coffee. The manager of the café came
running out to tell his customers he was closing, but decided to
ask Sean his thoughts before he made an announcement.

“Sean, you’re a geologist,
right?” he asked. “What was that? Was it an earthquake, was it - a
what? I don’t know what to call it.”

Delaney, a tall, handsome man in his
mid-thirties with intense green eyes and flaming red hair tied back
in a pony tail, looked up from the table and said, “Bob, it was a
quake. No doubt about it, but what I can’t figure out is why it
should be this strong. I have to go up to the Uni to take a look at
the seismic activity reports in the Geology lab, but I suggest you
tape up your windows with duck tape, so they don’t break. I have a
sneaky suspicion we might get more of these and this could only be
a baby shaker.”

Bob’s eyes widened and he stammered, “Ah,
okay Sean, I better get on that right away then. And take
breakables down, put them in a secure place and close the doors,
yes?”

“Yes, that makes sense, Bob,” explained Sean.
“I’d rather you keep everything safe, because we don’t know what
we’re dealing with right now. I’ll come back down or call and see
how you’re doing after I’ve checked the figures.”

“That makes me feel better, Sean,” replied
Bob calmly. “I know we get lots of tiny quakes all the time, but
this one really scares me, because I don’t know what’s next. Thanks
a lot, Sean.”

Sean took a last sip of coffee and jumped on
his bike to pedal back to the Uni. He noticed people still in panic
mode all over Main Street and as he crossed back over to State
Street and into the University, he noticed a little girl standing
along the side of the road – crying. Sean stopped to see if he
could help. He parked the bike and walked over to her.

The little girl was holding
her dolly and stretched her arms out to Sean, who asked, “Why are
you out here by the street little one? Where’s your
Mommy?”

The child clasped Sean’s
hand and tugged him along to the back yard of her home. The mother
was trapped under the child’s swing set. Apparently during the
quake, the metal and plastic swing set had toppled over and crushed
the woman beneath it. Sean quickly checked for a pulse, then
grabbed his cell phone and pushed his emergency speed dial to
summon the paramedics. He explained what had happened, then tried
to get the structure off the poor woman by himself, but couldn't.
The little girl simply sat on a plastic bucket chair and
whimpered.

Within moments, the ambulance, police and
fire engine arrived with the paramedics. They put down their
equipment and everyone put their weight under the swing set to
relieve the pressure on the child’s mother. Sean walked over to the
little girl who was transfixed on the scene. She must have only
been three years old, no more.

“They’ll take good care of your Mommy,
Honey,” said Sean. “Where’s your Daddy?”

The tiny girl cried through her tears, “He’s
a soldier in that hot place. I don’t know where it is. I can show
you in the house. Is my Mommy going to be okay?”

The paramedic heard her question and nodded
the mother would be fine, but taken to the hospital by the
ambulance. Sean explained he would take the little girl inside to
get some information and a policeman came along with them.

“This is my friend David, the policeman,”
explained Sean. “He’s going to take all the information you can
give him, then he will get in touch with your Daddy to get him home
to be with you, is that okay? And maybe we can find someone to stay
with you while your Mommy is in the hospital. What’s your
name?”

“Peanut,” was all she could say. “My Mommy
calls me Peanut.”

“Well then Peanut, let’s see what we can find
here, shall we?” said the police officer. “Sean would you go next
door and see if a neighbor can come over to stay with Peanut until
we can get a family member located?”

Mrs. Brice, the neighbor to the east came
running over when she saw the emergency vehicles. She indicated
Peanut’s name is actually Marissa Gonzales and her dad is a Marine
stationed in Iraq. He’d been deployed for almost eighteen months
and was due home at any time. She knew all the numbers and was able
to give David all the necessary information. She’d stay with
Marissa until her grandmother could come down from the north side
to take care of the wee one.

“Thank you, Mrs. Brice,” said Sean. “I’m Sean
Delaney and I’m a doctoral candidate at the University. Here’s my
card if you need anything, just call me. I need to get to my
laboratory to find out how big the quake was and if it did more
damage than this. Listen, I don’t want to frighten you, but please
take anything breakable off your shelves and protect anything you
don’t want broken, because I think this was only a pre-shock. I
don’t know how much time we have, so please start here and when
Marissa’s grandmother gets here, go to your own home. I’ll check in
later to see how things are going. It looks like Mrs. Gonzales is
going to make it.”

Mrs. Brice hugged Sean and he rode away to
his office. It didn’t take long before his assistant, Annie, came
running up to him with a huge computer run in her hand.

“6.2 shaker, Sean,” screamed
Annie. “6 point damn 2 quake. Just look at the figures here. And
that’s only the pre-quake. We’re in for a big one, I tell ya. This
ain’t over. Not by a long shot.”

Sean grabbed the paperwork, ran over to his
desk and put his glasses on. He studied the graphs and the huge
spikes on the grid. Then he threw the papers down on the table and
stared at Annie.

“Get on the horn to the USGS and NOAA,
Annie,” said Sean. “From what these grids are showing, it looks
like the New Madrid Fault line just split again, but this time, it
split all the way to Lake Superior. It’s torn all the way up the
Mississippi into the St. Croix Valley and beyond. My God in Heaven.
This is going to be the biggest disaster this country has ever
witnessed.”

As Annie began her calls, Sean turned on the
television news and reports were coming in from all areas of the
Midwest and beyond. News was flooding in from Missouri, Tennessee,
Iowa, Minnesota and even New Mexico. The shake had been felt in
over thirty states and in parts of Canada and Mexico. Annie came
back into the room with a sobering look on her face.

“FEMA, USGS and NOAA have
called a meeting of the area geological and climatological
scientists in the Midwest to determine what, if anything can be
done,” explained Annie sternly. “You’ve been authorized to speak
with the press if asked and the meeting will be held at the track
and field stadium at 2:00 PM this afternoon. The President has been
notified and will be on standby to move the government, if, for any
reason, it should be necessary. All government buildings have been
closed and the military has been placed on standby as well. In
fact, the President has issued a bulletin effectively closing down
all state and local business, schools and shopping centers in this
central region until this crisis is over. And get this Sean there
has been an earthquake of 4.0 magnitude in Manchester, England,
close to the same time as our quake. And that is unheard
of.”

The needle on the seismograph began to wobble
then shoot all over the grid. Another quake was happening as Annie
and Sean ran over to look at the results as they came in.

“Oh man, this is bigger than the last one,
Annie,” grimaced Sean. “I need to call a few people. Look, are you
staying here? I need to know, because we are going to be inundated
in about three minutes. That phone is going to be ringing off the
hook and I’ll need help.”

“Don’t worry, Sean,” replied Annie. “I’ve
called in the staff, the professors – everyone and whomever I
missed will be here anyway. My cat is in her carrier in my office
and so is my backpack. I came in here prepared. And yes, the gas
and water are shut off at home.”

“Good, thanks Annie,” wheezed Sean. “I need
to make those calls.”

Sean called down to Bob at the café and told
him to go home. He contacted the hospital to find out about Mrs.
Gonzales, who was in serious, but stable condition. He called his
housekeeper to turn off the utilities and lock up the house, then
bring over his backpack and extra cell phone batteries on her way
home.

“6.8 on the Richter Scale, Sean,” cried
Annie. “I told you we’d have more and stronger ones and here’s the
proof. It'll only go up from here.”

Soon the air raid sirens
were going off. Normally they indicated a severe storm, but this
time they indicated problems from the quakes. A local news
reporter, Emma Washburn, came on television stating that loose
shale and rubble from Grandad’s Bluff rained down on the houses at
the bottom of the bluff, damaging several homes and injuring three
people. Authorities warned people to stay inside, turn off their
gas and water, but keep their electricity on to watch the news
casts. She reported long lines at the gas pumps, hysteria at the
grocery stores and panic in the streets. Within a few moments, the
governor broadcast his message to keep the citizens calm. But that
didn’t work very well.

“Annie, here’s the key to the vending machine
in the hall,” said Sean coyly. “I know I’m not supposed to have
this, but take it and get all the perishable food out of there and
put it in the coolers. Then take the candy bars and high calorie
foods in a basket for the staff to take. It may be all we have to
eat for a while until this shaking is over. Then check the other
floors for what they have, especially water and juice. Get one of
the other assistants to help you.”

Within a few minutes, everyone was at their
desks, preparing for another quake and the onslaught of telephone
calls. True to Annie’s prediction, the first call was from Emma
Washburn from one of the local national news channels in La Crosse.
She wanted to meet with Sean before the big meeting on the
campus.

“Sean can we chat off record
for a few minutes, say at 12:00 before we have to set up?” she
asked. “I’ve been following all the science on Global Warming since
the tsunami in Southeast Asia a few years back and I’ve got to
admit, this is alarming. My uncle owns the pizza joint across the
street and he’s agreed to stay open and make us some pizza if we
can chat there.”

“Sure, this has made me really hungry and all
I have is a candy bar over here, so I say fine, I will see you
there at 12:00, Emma,” replied Sean with a grin. “Just have him
make another ten pizzas to go…I’ll pay!”

Sean put down the phone and walked down the
hall to the cash machine. He got out his card and proceeded to take
out every bit of cash from his checking account and savings. If
this was a disaster, the machines wouldn’t be operating and there
would be no way to pay for anything. He took the wad of money and
met his housekeeper as he was going back to his office.

“Dorothy, thank goodness you got here,” said
Sean. “Do you need gas? Did you draw out your money like I told you
in the instructions? Is the dog at the vet’s?”

“I’ve taken care of everything on the list,
Sean, don’t worry,” explained Dorothy. “Buster is at the clinic,
complete with his toys and bedding. I went to the bank and
fortunately for me, I was first in line to draw out all the money.
You should have seen the people behind me! I have a full tank of
gas and I am going home to load up the car. I stopped at the store
and have five cases of bottled water in the car, plus fresh fruit
for everyone. If one of the boys could come down and unload, I’ll
be on my way.”

“Dorothy, you are a jewel,” laughed Sean
thankfully. “How would I ever get along without you?”

Dorothy laughed and replied, “Hopefully you
won’t have to and this will all be over with soon. I’m driving to
my sister’s house by Holy Hill and will be there until this is
over. Your numbers are in the backpack. You have two pair of shoes,
six pair of socks and undies, all the rest of the usual things and
a box of freezer bags, plus two pair of jeans, two pair of cargo
pants, four shirts, two sweaters and two extra pair of glasses and
sunglasses – and your USGS cap and jacket. There are four, fully
charged batteries and an extra com set. Oh, and the photographs of
your parents and sister are in the bag as well…just in case.”

Sean kissed Dorothy on the
cheek and asked one of the students to unload the car for her. Sean
went to the supply closet and got out four notebooks, three thumb
drives, the digital camera and 4 GIG flash cards, several pens and
the emergency directory of numbers. He took five twenty-dollar
bills from the wad then placed the rest in the bottom of the bag.
Dorothy had also put in his binoculars and extra laptop battery
with its car charger! That bag must have weighed eighty pounds, but
that was okay.

Sean could feel more rumblings underfoot, but
these were simply insignificant shakes. He put the bag safely under
his desk where Annie could watch it and walked over to the Pizza
Shack to see Emma. She was waiting for him in a booth. Emma was
about twenty-eight, petite and had long blond hair, shimmering
violet-blue eyes and the most beautiful smile Sean had ever seen.
He’d always wanted to meet her in person and now was his chance.
She was so much prettier in person than on television.

“Hi Sean, I’m Emma,” she said glibly. “I
ordered pepperoni and mushroom, if that’s okay and some soda. I had
my uncle make up what he had left in back. It might not be ten
pizzas, but he had some salads and other things left. He explained
that probably no one would be around to eat them, so he is donating
them to the university staff during the crisis. Of course, if you
wanted to pay him a little something, that would be alright,
too!”

“How’s $80?” asked Sean. “That’s what I have
in my wallet, so I guess that will have to do. Oh good, here’s the
food. We can chat while we eat.”

He gave the money to her uncle, thanked him
and the uncle and two helpers took everything across the street.
Sean and Emma were left to talk about the quakes.

“So, what’s your take on this Sean?” asked
Emma quite frankly. “Seems to me we are in for more than just these
quakes. I’ve seen some of the USGS data this morning and it’s
overwhelming. I’d like to go into this emergency press conference
with some backup data. Gosh, this is good pizza!”

“You have some good sources, just like I do
Emma and yes this is fantastic pizza,” laughed Sean as his eyes
crinkled. “Listen, after the news conference, if you want to tag
along with us, you’re welcome. I don’t have my orders yet from USGS
or any of the other organizations, but when I do, we have satellite
uplink in the vehicle and room for you and your gear. Actually, I'd
rather have this all documented on film.”

“Fantastic, I was hoping you would ask me,”
laughed Emma. “I have everything ready at home, so if you can swing
by, I can pick everything up. The station gave me $1,000 in cash
for expenses like gas and food, plus I loaded up on water. I just
live down the road near the Village Shopping Center.”

“Okay, that’s fine, but we’d better finish
up,” said Sean with a laugh. “And check your teeth. You don’t want
pepperoni to show up on camera!”

They finished up and went over to the stadium
where her camera crew was setting up. Emma checked her appearance,
plugged in a microphone and tested her equipment. She was ready to
go, along with all the journalists from the major networks, NBC,
CBS, ABC, Fox Network, CNN, Reuters, BBC World News America,
etc.

The governors flew in, members of FEMA, USGS,
NOAA, the American Red Cross, insurance companies, banks, etc.,
plus members of the White House Cabinet and representatives of the
military. The track and field arena was chosen as it was huge and
out in the open if another quake should hit. Right at 2:00 PM, the
press conference began with a statement by the governor of the
State of Wisconsin and another by the governor of Minnesota.

“As you all know, there have
been a series of earthquakes here in the Midwest which is serious
enough to declare us a natural disaster zone,” explained Governor
Miles. “Apparently the epicenter is in the New Madrid Fault Zone
and their quake was 7.2 on the Richter scale. It took an already
tenuous fault line and split it up the Mississippi River and
extended it to the Lake Superior region. Now, we don’t know how
extensive this tear is and we will be sending our geologists to the
area to make that determination. Until then, all I can say is all
businesses in the state are to be closed by 9:00 PM. All flights
are canceled, except military. All schools and public venues are
canceled. People, please stay in your homes and listen to your
television news stations or radio. If you have weather radios,
listen to those. I cannot stress enough that your safety is of
paramount importance and we don’t want any loss of life. So far,
that hasn’t happened here. But unfortunately, it has down south of
here. So please, please, stay in your homes and follow
instructions. Keep your emergency kits available should you have to
leave your residences. Make sure you have all medications with you,
identification, etc. And remember, the police and emergency
responders are your friends and neighbors. They are not here to
harm you, only to help you get to safe ground. Now, if Governor
Stohmer would like to say a few words…Governor.”

“Thank you Governor Miles. The message you
have just been given by your governor goes equally for our State of
Minnesota. Those of you living along the Mississippi and St. Croix
Rivers must heed all warnings to evacuate should the necessity
arise. Plan ahead. Be sure you have enough gasoline in your
vehicles, all medications and food supplies necessary for your
families. Do NOT stampede the gas stations or grocery stores. The
National Guard has been called out in ten states to protect our
citizens and they will not tolerate looting or rioting. And when
you pack your cars, do not over pack. Take only what you will need.
This is summer. If you have camping equipment, pack that. Take
water, first aid supplies and battery-operated radios and portable
televisions if you have them. We'll broadcast in analog and digital
until the crisis is over. Turn off utilities at your homes and
businesses. This is only if there is an evacuation. Otherwise,
simply stay at home with your families. Now, we will turn this
press conference over to the USGS representatives.”

“Thank you Governor,” responded Peter Thorpe,
Midwest Regional Director of the USGS. “We have been given
irrefutable evidence the New Madrid Fault Line has split all the
way up and down the Mississippi and St. Croix Rivers from top to
bottom. I’m not going to sugar coat this. If Global Warming
continues at the pace it’s on, the disaster we will face will make
Hurricane Katrina look like a summer shower. The pressure from the
melting ice is pushing on the shores of our continents. As a
result, it's also pushing against the tectonic plates and creating
the fault lines to shift. We are seeing the beginnings of global
problems and since we aren’t the only ones facing these disasters,
we are working with the governments of all countries whose
shorelines are on a major body of water. By working together, we
can help each other solve these problems. Never in our history as a
nation is the need to co-operate with one another greater. For
those who wish it, our houses of worship will remain open around
the clock, mindful of conditions. If the quakes stop, then we can
cautiously go back to our daily routines and we can reopen the
states for business. The American Red Cross will be set up in major
and regional cities to assist should a disaster hit and as the
Governor said the National Guard is out in force to maintain the
peace and help if needed. Now, if you have questions, please ask in
an orderly fashion and do not shout out over one another.”

All the journalists clamored for their
questions to be answered, but Emma raised her hand and waited to be
called upon. That’s what Mr. Thorpe was looking for. He called on
her first.

“Yes, Miss, whose hand is raised, please ask
your questions,” said Mr. Thorpe. “What can we tell you?”

Emma knew how to ask the right questions and
asked, “Will you have geologists out in the field monitoring all
locations along the fault line? And if so, what will they be
looking for?”

“Yes, this is exactly what we will be doing,”
explained Thorpe. “Our resident geologists who are experts in their
particular areas will monitor the strata and any minute
differentials they see on their equipment, while we will be
monitoring the epicenter of the fault line from a command central
location in St. Louis. The entire Midwest region will be monitored,
including the Gulf Coast and the Lake Superior region. Our northern
offices will be responsible for the area from Lake Superior to
Dubuque - Mid-region will go down to Hannibal and so on. Our
counterparts in Canada will monitor on their end. And of course,
our department heads will be working with this on a global scale.
Does this answer the questions?”

“Thank you Sir,” replied Emma. “That’s what I
needed to know. You have been most gracious.”

Other journalists simply stood in awe, but
their questions had also been answered. This petite young woman
asked the right questions, in the right way and got the right
answers. Astounding! It just goes to show that when you are polite,
you get what you’re after!

Sean came up to Emma and extended his hand to
her saying, “Wow that was fast. I’ve never seen such high-powered
journalists with their mouths shut like that! And it was so simple.
You’re amazing!”

“No, simply polite,” replied Emma. “I know
how to get what I need without a lot of fuss or making a lot of
noise. It’s counterproductive when people keep waving their arms
about, shouting or shoving others. I did my homework and knew how
to address the people. That’s all. That kind of nonsense may work
at the White House Press Briefing Room, but it won’t fly in La
Crosse!”

Sean felt the ground shake and told Emma, “I
think we’d better get a move on and pick up your things at your
place. It’s going to be a very long day and the sooner we begin to
monitor, the better. I’ve been given the area from Superior to
Stillwater and down to La Crosse, with twenty miles on either side
of the River. If this fault spreads to the Twin Cities, this will
be massive.”

“Okay, the camera equipment isn’t huge, so
that will help in loading your vehicle,” explained Emma. “I don’t
need much to take along and I’m ready to go. Is anyone else going
with us?”

“Yes, my assistant Annie and Tony, one of the
grad students,” said Sean. “They are already and waiting for us
down at the end of the stadium. Oh, do you like cats?”

“Fine, I’m ready, but cats?” laughed Emma.
“Guy is taking everything else back to the station and we can
always come back here if we get a break to change out equipment or
add something. I’ll be able to link into your satellite feed and
broadcast from your truck, which is - an old armored personnel
carrier (she was pointing to) if I’m not mistaken. How on earth did
you snag that?”

Sean laughed and replied, “Well, I was able
to contact an old buddy of mine from Desert Storm who had purchased
several of these old units from the Army. I bought this one from
him and modified it for all the gear we carry and for four people.
It’s huge inside and hauls some serious butt! And you’ll meet
Annie’s cat, Skoodle. She knows when the shake will happen before
the equipment does. So you like the truck?”

“I can see that,” laughed
Emma hysterically. “Oh man, this is some kind of monster! Yes, I
like it, but it will do what we need and protect us along the way?
Okay then, drive down Losey Blvd. and turn left on State Road 33.
My house is near the top of the hill after you pass the Quik
Mart.”

“Hi Emma, I’m Annie McGovern, Sean’s
assistant,” giggled Annie as she climbed in. “And this is Tony
Butler one of our grad students. It’s nice to finally meet you,
since we see you on the news every night. We’re probably going to
become really good friends over this assignment.”

They drove out along the highway and noticed
the long lines at the gas pumps. No one was pushing or shoving, but
they were surprised at the sadness on the faces of the people.

“This was never expected here in La Crosse,”
said Tony. “I think some of these folks can identify with the
people of New Orleans and the Gulf Coast. I think they’re kind of
shell-shocked. And we’ve just begun with this. I really hope we can
get some answers without a lot of damage.”

They drove along for another five minutes,
when Emma spotted the house and told them where to turn.

“Here we are Sean, on the left,” said Emma.
“My sister will meet us at the door. She lives here with me and
also works from home so the place will be protected while I’m gone.
Ah, there she is on the porch. Hey Sis.”

Sean drove up the driveway and opened the
back of the truck. The bags and equipment were ready and Emma’s
sister, Jenni, helped Tony load it up. When Tony jumped out of the
truck to help, he couldn’t keep his eyes off Jenni, as she was a
younger version of her sister and just as pretty. Their hands met
as they were placing the medical supplies and it was as if sparks
were flying everywhere. Tony’s stomach was turning flips.

“You okay back there you two?” asked Emma.
“We need to get hauling to Superior. I’ll keep in touch on the cell
for as long as it will work or via e-mail. And I might be able to
slip in a coded message on the news broadcast.”

Jenni embraced her sister through the vehicle
window and wished her well. She waved goodbye and as they drove
away, Tony asked some questions.

“Emma, is Jenni seeing anyone?” he stammered.
“Does she have a boyfriend or someone in her life? What kind of
work does she do and does she like cats? How old is she?”

“Hey slow down Lothario,” laughed Emma.
“Jenni is twenty-four, no one in her life, she’s an author with
five books to her credit and she’s a Eucharistic Minister in our
church. She has two cats and she adores animals. Now there, does
that answer all of your questions?”

Tony clammed up and said nothing for about an
hour, but you could still hear his stomach. Driving was slow going
and it took them over three hours getting to Eau Claire. People
were polite and orderly. This is Wisconsin where people are like
that.

Some of the restaurants were still open, but
with notices saying they were closing at the end of business. The
‘tank’ pulled into a family restaurant, parked in the lot and Sean
locked the truck. The windows were bullet proof and no one could
break into it without setting off the alarms. The team went inside
and found it only half full. The host came up and showed them to a
table.

“Hi folks, I’m Tom and we will be closing in
two hours until we can reopen,” he sad sadly. “I never thought we’d
see this kind of pandemonium up here. Floods we can handle. Forest
fires we can handle, but earthquakes like this? We can’t handle
these quite so much. Order whatever you want. It’s on the house
tonight. I saw you on the television this afternoon, Miss Washburn
and you made all those hype-types look like idiots. It made me feel
good that La Crosse made such a good showing, because that’s what
we do up here in the North Woods.”

“Well Tom, in that case, I’ll have a bacon
cheeseburger, medium; fries and a small salad with ranch dressing,”
replied Emma. “Okay you guys, what are you going to order?”

“I’d like a large Cobb salad, please Tom also
with ranch dressing and some toast,” said Annie. “Oh, and just some
water to drink.”

And you gentlemen, what will you have?” asked
Tom.

“Chicken sandwich, fries and a bowl of
fruit,” said Sean and I think my friend here will have what Emma is
having, right Tony?”

Tony shook his head and Tom took the order
back to the kitchen. There were only a few small shakes, which made
the chandelier swing a bit, but no one noticed. Once they had
consumed their meals, the new friends thanked Tom, said they would
be back through when this was over and had a bit of advice for
him.

Annie said, “Thanks a lot, Tom. Listen, you
might want to load your remaining foodstuffs, water, juice, coffee,
etc., and divide it up among your staff, so they can take it home.
And take all your ice, too. Stores have been going insane with
everyone trying to stock up, so that will help everyone and
besides, it will spoil if the power goes out.”

“Thanks a lot, we all appreciate it,” sighed
Tom. “I’m really hoping this won’t last very long, but you just
never know. Here's a bit of extra food for your journey. God
speed.”

Annie was laughing as she
said, “Look, Tom must have overheard me talking about Skoodle and
even gave me some cans of tuna fish for her! Granted, I brought
enough stuff for six weeks, but this is great. If nothing else, we
can eat it.”

Tony looked over at Annie and replied, “Not
on your life, babe. You won’t see me eating that crap. No way,
Jose.”

“Annie, how did you name your cat Skoodle?”
asked Emma. “That’s an odd name.”

“The dog is named Skipper Doodle, so we just
shortened it to Skoodle for the cat,” giggled Annie. “I know, it’s
kind of a dumb name, but she knows it and she thinks its special,
which it is.”

The cat let out a little grunt and Sean drove
away from the restaurant. He wasn’t sure about something so he
asked the crew a pressing question.

“Before we leave town, did anyone remember to
pack the toilet paper?” he queried. “That should be a number one
priority with four of us in here!”

Annie slapped her knee and screamed, “You
dummy of course it’s in here. If you think I’d forget that, I’d
japslap your feeble brain all the way to Duluth and it would be
zinging out of your head right now. Of course it’s in here. I
packed two twenty-four packs of triple sized rolls. We’ve even got
a camper-style port-a-potty, so don’t go off your nut about it! And
yes, it's biodegradable, earthman.”

Everyone laughed as Sean negotiated the roads
on the way up toward Duluth, Minnesota. They would take base
readings there and meet with several geologists from Canada to
compare research. Another three hours and they would meet at the
Emergency Disaster office.

“The land is certainly more stark up here,”
said Emma. “It’s really beautiful. The lodge pole pines seem to
have been trimmed up along the road and the medians have been
groomed recently. The State keeps things up here. I’m really proud
to live in Wisconsin.”

But soon they came upon a crash scene with
emergency vehicles parked alongside the road. From what Sean could
tell, there were two pick-up trucks and a semi all mangled
together. As they got closer, they saw why the accident
happened.

Sheriff Ed Little Fox walked back to the
vehicle and Sean rolled down the window so the Sheriff could to
talk with the occupants. He looked worn out. His hat was on crooked
and his uniform was covered with oil and blood.

“We’ve had a bad accident up
ahead folks, so you’ll either have to turn around or go off road to
get around the site,” said Little Fox. “Hey, you’re the folks with
the USGS aren’t you? Maybe you should come with me and see why the
accident happened. The bodies are gone, but the rest is pretty
horrific.”

“May I take my camera, Sheriff, I’m Emma
Washburn from the national affiliate station in La Crosse,” asked
Emma respectfully. “I’d like the folks to know what’s happening up
here, especially your neighbors in this area. I’m sure they are all
pretty scared. May I broadcast and interview you?”

“Sure, come on, just hope you aren’t
squeamish with all the blood and stuff,” grimaced the Sheriff.
“I’ve never seen anything like this up here – never thought I would
either.”

The ground trembled as Emma lighted from the
vehicle with her camera and microphone. She had her battery pack
hooked in and she was ready to broadcast live from the scene, with
Tony handling the camera.

“You’ll see where the earth split open along
the highway and just sucked these vehicles in,” explained the
Sheriff. “There was no time to react, no time to slow down and pull
over. The road just split open and the three vehicles slammed into
each other. All the drivers were dead at the scene.”

Emma began to question the Sheriff on camera
by explaining; “This is Emma Washburn from Channel 2 La Crosse
coming to you live from Northern Wisconsin on Highway 53 near Rice
Lake at the scene of a multiple-fatality accident. We are speaking
with the county sheriff, Sheriff Edward Little Fox. Sir, how many
people were killed and were there any injured? Have the families
been notified yet?”

“We’ve got three dead, the drivers and one
injured, who was a passenger in the truck,” replied the Sheriff
sadly. “The injured man is in the hospital with non-life
threatening injuries. He told us what happened and how fast it did.
These are local folks and we all know each other. I had to make the
calls myself. It was really a horrible thing to have to do.”

“Thank you, Sheriff Little Fox,” said Emma.
“This is Emma Washburn on Highway 53 near Rice Lake, live from the
scene of a three vehicle fatality crash. Please, drivers, get off
the roads. Find the nearest truck stop, lay-by or café and pull
your rigs and vehicles off road. The roadways are splitting due to
the quakes. Residents, leave your homes only in an emergency or
call for assistance. Listen to your local radio station or
television for emergency numbers to call. This is not a drill. This
is a real disaster emergency situation. Again, this is Emma
Washburn coming to you live from Highway 53 just south of Rice
Lake.”

There was a pause and Emma said, ‘cut.’ Tony
stopped the camera and Emma thanked the Sheriff. The scene was
certainly a twisted mess and you could see where the highway had
split lengthwise. It wasn’t the usual way of horizontally, but this
was vertical. It was also an indication the fault was deeper than
anyone imagined.

“Better get back into the truck, Emma,” said
Sean with concern. “We need to hurry to Duluth. With what I’ve just
seen, we have big trouble on our hands. This is not a good
sign.”

“Hey, you can go around on the access road,
Sean,” explained Little Fox. “The road is clear and your vehicle
will make it just fine. Say, that is quite the armored assault
vehicle you got there. Army surplus?”

“Yes, Ed, something like that and modified
for this purpose,” laughed Sean. “Well, gotta go and see what we’re
up against. Thanks for all the information. Hope we’ll see you on
the way back down. Oh, do you have a business card? I’ll keep it
with me so we can contact you with any important information about
the quakes.”

Sheriff Little Fox reached in his wallet and
handed Sean an old battered card, saying, “It’s a bit grubby, but
all the numbers are correct. Good luck everyone.”

As they went off road, Emma remarked, “I know
this will be fairly bumpy and you need to concentrate, but I need
to ask this. Why would that road split so much? Aren’t fissures
small cracks? Certainly they don’t open up a split like this?”

“They’ve never been known to,” explained
Sean. “But you must remember, we are dealing with anomalies we’ve
never seen before, Global Warming increasing at an alarming rate
and the pressure against the crustal plates is far greater than
anyone could predict. There is no way to forecast or even predict
if something like this could happen. There’s no scientific data to
back it up. I’m just not sure what to think anymore.”

Night was beginning to fall and they still
had two counties to go before they arrived in Duluth. At least
there would be a cot to sleep on and a hot shower. An old armored
personnel carrier wasn’t the most comfortable ride in the world and
everyone wanted to stretch their legs. And Sean wanted to get to
know Emma a little better. Smitten? Oh yes, definitely!

 


 



Chapter Two

Two hours later they arrived in Superior.
Emma seemed taken by all the tankers tied up in port. Some of the
ships had seen better days, as their hulls were rusted and damaged
from one too many incursions with debris or a submerged sandbar.
Their behemoth profiles loomed eerily against the sky, as the
street lamps cast their bluish-white light against the sides of the
ships and the starry night skies added to the backdrop.

Sean continued driving until
he crossed the expansive bridge over to Duluth and exited the
highway to find the high school. Several teams were already on site
and Sean’s appointment is within the hour. He’d meet with Mark
Adams, senior co-coordinator for FEMA in the north woods. Within
minutes, Sean’s GPS located his rendezvous, where Mark stood with a
cup of coffee in his hand. The team got out of their cramped
quarters, stretched and looked around. Then Sean saw Mark on his
way over.

“Hey Sean, lad, great to see you tonight,”
yelled Mark. “I wish we could be meeting under better
circumstances, but you know. So, this is your team?”

Sean escorted Emma and Annie
to meet Mark with Annie practically dropping her can of soft drink
on the ground. You see Mark Adams is an especially handsome man.
He’s tall and well-built, a former combat Marine, about forty-two,
with enormous brown eyes and short, sandy-colored hair, which was
graying at the temples. He could be considered a “man’s man” and to
Annie, he’s ALL man! She shyly walked up to meet him as Sean
introduced the team.

“Mark, this is Emma Washburn, a reporter for
one of our local national networks in La Crosse,” said Sean. “She’s
here to do first-hand reporting of the events we are about to
witness, so be prepared to be on camera. Then we have Tony Fischer,
who is one of our graduate earth science students at the University
and then Annie McGovern, my assistant who I can’t live without,
especially now. Team this is Mark Adams.”

Emma reached her hand out to shake his and
exclaimed, “You’ve got your work cut out for you this time. I’ll be
putting you on camera a few times if you don’t mind. It’s nice to
meet you.”

Annie was standing, staring at Mark, then
came over and extended her hand and said, “Hi Mark, I’m Annie. It’s
nice to meet you. I hope we’ll enjoy working on this together.”

You could just sense her stomach churning
inside. She’d never seen such a tall drink of water. And you could
visibly see Mark Adams feeling the spark – his expressions changed
when he looked at Annie.

Annie McGovern is a tiny
lass, about 34, only 4’9” and 95 pounds soaking wet, with
strawberry blonde hair piled up on her head, making it look like a
fuzzy Mohawk. Annie’s just a huge stick of dynamite in a tiny
little package! And right now, she’s about to explode! Sean picked
up on that and decided to segue into another topic.

“Hey guys, let’s get an assignment so we know
where we’re sleeping tonight,” laughed Sean. “I want to get a good
meal then some sleep because tomorrow morning will be early and
we’ll be meeting with our Canadian counterparts, plus setting up
equipment all day.”

Mark came over and took Annie’s hand saying,
“Come on with me Miss Annie. There is a beautiful view of the
harbor from this vantage point. Here, let me show you.”

Tony looked over at Annie and howled, “Would
you look at her? She looks like a five-story brick wall slammed
into her. I’ve never seen her like this. Damn, looks like we might
have to work extra hard, ‘cause I think her concentration is just
GONE.”

Annie and Mark walked to the bluff above the
harbor and looked out over the water. To Annie, her world had just
been shaken harder than the earthquake. She’d never been one to be
frivolous or flighty, but this man sent her over the moon in less
than ten minutes. She’s got to come back down to earth if she wants
to make a contribution to the team.

“Sean, we’re going to have to set the meters
in the morning,” explained Tony. “I think we’d better eat something
then get some shut-eye.”

“Right, come on all of you, let’s eat, chat
with the other teams, then get some sleep,” said Sean. “Emma, you
have a cot next to Annie, so lights out in thirty.”

The night turned out to be quite turbulent
and Annie had difficulty sleeping. Emma wasn’t to keen on it either
but knew if she didn’t rest, she couldn’t perform whatever duties
would be assigned. Morning blew in with strong, dusty winds. The
women got up, found the showers and changed into their gear. Emma
checked the batteries on her camera pack then sat at the mess tent
table for some breakfast.

“Eat hearty, my friends, you’ll need it,”
shouted Mark. “Latest Intel on the quakes is they are getting
stronger all over the Midwest, not just up here. Our Canadian
friends are bringing their research over in thirty minutes and this
seismic activity is being felt all the way up through their
provinces. Saskatchewan has been the most affected so far and
things are escalating.”

You could feel the rumblings under foot as
they all drifted in to eat breakfast. Sean and Emma were looking at
interview locations, while Tony and Annie were talking with several
geologists from Minnesota. Andy Red Hawk and his associate, Stacey
Tollifson checked the status from overnight on their charts and
walked over to Mark and Sean to confer.

“Hey guys, take a peek at
what we’ve got,” said Andy. “Looks like the area from Moose Jaw
down to Superior had only minor quakes of around 2.0, but they are
increasing in frequency. It’s kind of that ‘shake, rattle and roll’
stuff you’d see in a movie. Overhead lights swing, dishes rattle -
you know that kind of movement. But these statistics show the
shakes are only a precursor to several bigger quakes.”

Sean looked over the computer runs of
statistics Andy handed to him and sat at the table, as several of
his counterparts from Montreal and Quebec came over to speak with
the teams.

Mark shouted over his loud speaker, “Gather
around everyone, we’re ready to begin the meeting. This is Pierre
LaShelle, Sam Kinsington and Charmaine DeBattie. Pierre, take it
away.”

“Bonjour, mes amis,” said Pierre. “Thank you all for being here on such an incredibly short
notice. I’ve prepared information packs for all of you with our
latest findings and to be succinct, we are startled by the data.
You will see that Lake Superior has been falling and decreasing in
volume for the past fifteen years, with the shorelines drying up in
some areas. Docks and marinas are gone. There is no water for them.
Of course, shipping and tourism have been hit hard, not only
because of this but also because of the economy on both sides of
the border. So imagine an enormous body of water, even now somewhat
decimated, swelling to five times its size when a monstrous tsunami
hits the eastern seaboard of North America, shoving sea water into
the main rivers feeding the lakes, coupled with these quakes and
what do you have? A recipe for the biggest disaster the known world
has ever seen.”

“Now wait a second Pierre,” said Sean
sternly. “What are you taking about with a tsunami? Why are you
telling us about something we haven’t heard about yet?”

“That my friend is what we have just learned
from our colleagues at NOAA in Boston,” explained Pierre.
“Apparently there is a large island in the Canary Islands near La
Palma, which has had increased volcanic activity in the past two
years on a supposedly dormant volcano. The island is populated
unfortunately and it’s also a tourist spot for European
holiday-makers, plus there have recently been massive fires on its
slopes. The land itself is quite unstable and if there is a
volcanic eruption as this data suggests, the land will come
crashing down into the sea and create a cataclysmic tsunami,
devastating any part of the world with Atlantic Ocean coastlines.
We’re talking Europe, Africa, North America, South America, the UK
– all of it will be affected by a wall of water over three hundred
feet high increasing in speed as it slams into the coastlines.
These things can move at 600 miles per hour!”

“But that’s insane, Pierre,” growled Mark.
“There’s no way that can happen. We would have known about it
before now, wouldn’t we?”

“Data has been pouring in Mark and the
outlook is becoming quite dim,” explained Pierre. “What will also
happen is when combined with all the ice melt from Greenland, the
rising waters will also shove into rivers and streams, raising
water temperatures and saline content, which in turn will pollute
and destroy the Eco system. Add the quakes and voila, you have a
natural disaster that will rip our world, as we know it, apart. You
can say goodbye to much of South Florida. Your major coastline
cities will be mostly under water. Unless you live high enough
above 3-400 feet above sea level along the coasts, you will be
gone. It will go 18-20 miles inland and spread rapidly.”

Emma became confused and asked, “So, if this
does happen, what’s going to happen with Lake Superior? Will it
swell up and force itself down these expanded faults? Will the
shock to the earth’s crustal plates hit so severely that it will
literally split the country in half, wiping out a good chunk of the
middle section of the country?”

Sam Kinsington stood with his hands clasped
behind his back and declared, “Yep, that’s about it. I wish I had
better news folks, but it’s all there in the report. Please study
it. Charmaine has been on the phone with the NOAA offices in
Boston, Washington, D.C. and Miami. They in turn have been
consulting with their counterparts in Europe, Britain and Africa.
People, unless we come up with a solution and do it immediately,
our planet will force itself into an entirely new set of
continents. We aren’t dealing with magma or the earth’s core
erupting, we’re dealing with heat plus water pressure and what it’s
doing to our sea.”

Sean’s phone rang to break up the deafening
silence of the group. St. Louis had begun setting up their
monitoring stations and needs the northern report. Sean explained
what had taken place in the meeting and St. Louis confirmed it.
Sean now knew it was vital the monitoring begin as soon as
possible.

Mark looked over at Sean who nodded to him
then Mark shouted, “Okay people, start setting out your stations.
Good luck everyone.”

Annie was devastated she would have to leave
now and dug into her bag for her business card. She wrote her home
number on the back it, just in case they came out of this alive,
she wasn’t about to give up on a potential relationship with Mark.
She walked up quietly to him and explained her feelings.

“I want to give you my card just in case we
all get out of this in one piece,” said Annie. “I’d like to see you
again and maybe we can have a laugh over saving the world! Do you
like Italian? Maybe we could have dinner or something.”

Mark took the card, gave his to Annie,
grabbing her close and planting a huge kiss on her lips, saying,
“Had to make this fast, because we don’t have much time. This will
have to hold us until the next time. Please stay safe, Annie.”

Annie nearly fell over. She and Mark walked
away from one another and got into their trucks, driving off to set
their stations. Emma smiled and Sean just howled. Tony was bemused
and so was the cat!

“Well, hot damn,” laughed Annie. “I’ve just
been kissed by a seismologist.”

Sean’s team piled into their truck and drove
down the Minnesota side of the territory close to the Iron Range.
They planted a number of meters in secure locations, which would
broadcast the data directly through satellite uplink to St. Louis.
This equipment is sensitive enough to pick up the lightest of
tremors, their frequency, depth and strength, with the battery life
being approximately two years. They stopped in Sandstone, Minnesota
to work with local authorities to monitor the meters, while the
team moved on. Once the monitoring stations were in place down to
within fifteen miles north of Stillwater, the team could relax for
the evening. Sean saw an open field near a stream and decided to
camp out for the evening. Skoodle was anxious to get out of the
truck!

“Okay folks, we can camp here for the night,”
said Sean. “We have running water, a nice, open area to put a fire
and I think we should have a clear night. Forecasts are hot and
humid.”

Emma and Annie got out of the truck and
looked over at the stream. It was a picture postcard rivulet with
water splashing over the small rocks, making foam as the water ran
downward. The late afternoon sun dappled against the sparkling
water and there was just enough foliage to balance out the colors.
Annie dipped the coffeepot in the water and took it back to Tony,
who was building the fire.

“Here, let this water cook for a bit, then we
can make some fresh coffee,” laughed Emma. “We know what bears do
out here, but I keep thinking it’s in the woods, not in the
stream!”

“Oh very funny ha ha,” wheezed Tony. “You
really don’t think there are bears out here, do you?”

Sean had to be tactful with Tony and said
succinctly, “Why yes Tony, there are black bear out here, but with
it being summer, they probably have enough to eat. They aren’t
going after your sorry butt. But that does bring up a point,
people. We need to police our food, wrappers or anything else a
bear might want to scavenge if he or she thinks there is something
in it for them to eat. I suggest we either put every bit of litter
in the garbage bag, put that in the truck or we need to bury it.
Since I really don’t want to do any more digging, I suggest the
garbage bag idea. Agreed?”

Emma was laughing so hard she was almost
coughing, but managed to say, “Good idea Sean. I really wouldn’t
like to have a 400-pound bear trashing the tent tonight, especially
with me inside. You don’t by any chance happen to have a
tranquilizer gun handy, do you?”

“As a matter of fact, Emma, I do,” replied
Sean. “I’ve been up in these woods before during summer and I know
the mentality of these animals, so it might be wise to have it
handy – just in case.”

“Oh that’s just wonderful,” growled Annie.
“We’ve got Grizzly Adams up here.”

Emma walked down closer to the river and sat
down on a flat rock overlooking the water. Sean took the
opportunity to chat. He sat down next to her and gazed into the
flowing stream.

“This is so simple and beautiful,” sighed
Emma. “Why can’t life be this simplistic?”

Sean was being sentimental and replied, “When
I was a kid, I used to come up to this area with my family. We have
a cabin not too far from here and every night we would sit on the
porch and listen to the loons on the lake. If you listen very
carefully, you can hear them, because there is a lake close by.
It’s a soothing sound and one, which brings back so many great
memories from my childhood. That’s the north woods to me. And yes,
those were simpler times with no cell phones, televisions, I-Pods
or Wii. Kids today have no concept of the simple pleasures of life.
If it doesn’t have batteries or a joy stick, it’s an antique!”

“Oh don’t I know it,” said Emma. “But what’s
really annoying me is all the pollution being dumped into these
pristine rivers and streams. We did a piece on this a couple of
years ago and the nasty part is, there are all kinds of new
chemicals being dumped into our waterways and because of that, the
EPA can’t keep up with all of them. There’s no way they can
redesign all the regulations fast enough to keep up. From what we
were able to learn, the waste treatment plants are doing the best
they can, but we’re still ingesting all these new chemicals in our
drinking water. Combine that with all the sea creatures
disappearing or being altered by these pollutants from the chemical
dumping and rain runoff, our entire Eco systems are being
shockingly denigrated. And this is a worldwide problem which we've
done to ourselves!”

“I know we have, Emma,” replied Sean. “If I
wasn’t doing the geology doctorate, I might be on the other end of
the spectrum trying to find out how to clean up these pollutants.
My friends at NOAA on Puget Sound are literally tearing their hair
out because the Sound is dying right in front of their eyes and
they can’t do enough to stop it. People simply won’t stop being so
greedy and materialistic. And they won’t help clean up the mess
they’ve made.”

“Another friend of mine also works for NOAA
on the East Coast and the Chesapeake Bay project,” said Emma. “The
Potomac River is horribly polluted and it’s emptying into the
Chesapeake Bay, destroying their Eco system and the livelihoods of
the fishermen there. They’re having the same problems as what’s
happening on the West Coast. When I look at streams like this, they
are beautiful and they look so clean, but I’d bet money there are
pollutants in here, too.”

They sat by the river for about an hour,
talking and reminiscing about their childhoods, then walked back up
to their respective tents and went to sleep. Skoodle was in her
carrier, but the door was open. Later that night, something alerted
her to a noise in the camp. She crept toward the zippered flap and
peered through the fabric, which let in just enough light and
visibility to see what was out there. As the nighttime creatures
came nearer the tent, Skoodle began to growl. It woke Annie and
Emma, who crawled out of their sleeping bags to take a look.
Something was coming closer to the tent and Annie became scared of
what might be out there.

Skoodle started to make sounds like a
mountain lion and with all her might she began to screech. She
carried on for several minutes then began to sputter and cough, but
it was enough to frighten off whatever had wandered into their
campsite. Within moments, Sean came over and asked if the ladies
were okay.

“You okay in there?” asked Sean. “I could
hear that cat and it frightened the life out of me.”

“Yeah we’re fine, but I think old Skoodle
needs a cough drop!” laughed Annie. “Good girl Skood.”

“What was that, Sean, was it a bear?” asked
Emma. “It didn’t sound like anything rummaging around. Maybe a
raccoon or something like that?”

Sean shined his flashlight on the area where
the animals had been and he saw a small herd of deer on the far
side of the field. He looked back at the tent and explained what
he’d seen.

“It was a bunch of curious
deer is all,” explained Sean. “Nothing of any consequence, so go
back to sleep girls. Tony has slept through this entire night.
He’ll be sorry he missed it!”

Emma checked her sleeping bag for any
hitchhikers that might have entered while she was out of it, then
climbed back in and slept soundly. Annie went back to sleep and
tucked Skoodle inside the sleeping bag with her. Anything else in
there with them would be annihilated immediately upon contact!

The 6:00 AM alarm went off in Sean’s tent and
the team made a sleepy start to the day. Tony looked around at
Sean, who was dead to the world. He thought maybe he had missed
something last night and he was so right!

“Hey, get up everybody,” shouted Tony. “You
can’t sleep all day in there. We’ve got work to do.”

Tony began to re-stoke the
fire and make breakfast of pancakes, eggs and bacon. While things
cooked, he checked the meters being set that day to be sure
everything was stable, ready to go. He was going over the checklist
when Sean came out of the tent, followed by the ladies from
theirs.

“Oh what a night,” cried Annie. “We’re
exhausted from that attack.”

“Attack, what attack?” asked
Tony. “I knew I missed something. Was it a bear, a cougar –
what?”

The rest of the team started laughing and
Annie explained, “It was a curious family of deer checking us out
that’s all. Skoodle scared the crap out of them and they ran away.
Poor thing, she’s just wiped out this morning.”

“Okay, let’s get our act together and pack
things up once we’ve eaten and done our daily ablutions,” groused
Sean. “We have another big day ahead of us and so far I haven’t
felt anything. Anyone else feel any tremors last night?”

“What’s an ablution Emma?” asked Tony.

“It means take a bath you idiot,” yelled
Annie. “It’s S-S-S and do it fast, then pack it up. Got it?”

They got back on the road within an hour when
more data came in over the seismographs in the truck. Annie studied
the details for a few minutes and told Sean to pull over.

“Listen, this isn’t looking good along the
bluffs of the St. Croix,” explained Annie. “For some reason, there
is a cluster of tremors centered in one spot close to Stillwater,
right along the river banks. It doesn’t seem to be in the river,
just on either side. It makes no sense.”

“Okay, we are heading down there anyway, so
let’s just aim straight for that point and see what we are dealing
with,” said Sean. “I’ve never seen readings like this. Call some of
our field people, Annie and see if they can meet us in Stillwater
by the old fire station. We can park there and maybe get some fresh
coffee.”

“On it Chief,” replied Annie. “I want some
answers as well. I’ll get in touch with our team from the Twin
Cities, since they are so close.”

As the team drove along the highway, the
truck began to shake. Sean slowed down to watch the tarmac as the
road began to split, while Emma filmed it from the vehicle window.
There was little to no traffic on the road, so they got out along
the shoulder and watched as split in the right-hand lane kept
getting longer – and longer. Then they dashed back into the truck
and drove off.

“Send that Annie, get it to our group coming
in,” yelled Sean. “Emma, did you photograph that?”

“Yes Sean, I did,” replied Emma. “I
time-dated it and put in a voice print with location. What’s going
on with this, Sean?”

Before Sean could answer, everything stopped.
There were no birds singing, no bugs making noises. It’s as if the
world just quit.

“This is like the time right before a
volcanic eruption,” whispered Tony. “But I don’t hear anything and
there’s nothing on the graph - absolutely nothing building up
either. I just don’t get it.”

Skoodle was having none of it. She was pacing
and twisting around in her carrier. Annie knew the cat’s movements
were linked to an impending event, but with no data, how could that
be happening now? However, Annie knew to trust her cat and if the
behavior was there, then so was something – and it must be
building.

To hours later, the truck pulled into the lot
near the old fire station at the south end of town. Five minutes
later, the members of the USGS and some volunteer “tremor trackers”
arrived. Mark Adams also came along, as he had been with this group
the past couple of days.

“So what have we got now?” Mark asked
disgustedly. “I’m so sick of all these little tricks Mother Earth
is playing on us. Why doesn’t she just get on with it and let us in
on her plan?”

Annie came around the truck with a stack of
reports in her hands and she bumped right into Mark. The papers
flew everywhere and Annie was terribly embarrassed.

“Well, oh damn,” shouted Annie angrily. “Who
the hell are you and why did you make me drop my work? Oh, it’s you
Mark, I’m sorry, I couldn’t see over this stack of papers.”

“Obviously, here, let me help get those for
you,” laughed Mark. “You needed a smaller stack of papers young
lady, but my guess is that’s what you need to show us, am I
correct?”

Annie pushed her glasses back on her nose and
nodded. She pointed to the restaurant across the street where they
could lay out the computer printouts and discuss the problems.

Downtown Stillwater looked like a ghost town.
Very little was open, except for the restaurant. Sean had called
ahead and asked if they could open for a couple of hours. The owner
was a friend of his. Steven Connolley, area director for the USGS
in the upper Midwest region and his staff of five, plus half a
dozen volunteers joined the team and they headed over to the
restaurant. Owner Mollie O’Brien was there to greet them.

Sean extended his hand to
Mollie and said, “Thanks for doing this Mollie. We really
appreciate it. We are honestly stumped and we all need to put our
experience into solving these tremors, not just here but globally.
We’d especially welcome your opinion!”

At sixty-four, Earth Sciences professor
O’Brien, PhD, had retired from one of the eastern universities two
years ago. She’d published several papers on tremors, crustal plate
tectonics and the effects of Global Warming on the earth’s tidal
shifts. She was the perfect addition to the discussion.

Steve Connolley grabbed her hand and asked,
“Mollie, Mollie O’Brien, is that really you? This is your
restaurant? I thought you were still back East somewhere.”

Mollie laughed heartily and replied, “Hi
Steve, yes, it’s me and yes, I am here in Stillwater. This is my
hometown. Listen if you all need a base of operations down here
feel free to use this place. It’s a fairly sound structure and can
withstand most quakes, since I added steel framing underneath all
this charm. I’ve set you up in the banquet room so you can spread
out all your reports and data. Power is up for the computers,
printers, etc. and I have a generator on standby. But I’d get your
vehicles out from under that hillside. I don’t trust it, just park
in our lot. All you’ll get is wet!

Staff members went out to move the vehicles
and Mollie took Sean aside to ask him a question.

“Is this as bad as I think it is, Sean?” she
asked. “I mean, what’s really going on? I’ve been trying to follow
my own readings and everything is just nuts. I reread some of my
papers and I may have come up with a few ideas, but you take the
lead on this and if you need my theory, please ask. I’ll sit in, if
I may.”

“This is happening globally, Mollie and to be
perfectly honest, we can’t seem to narrow anything down,” explained
Sean. “Yes, please chime in when you see an opening. We need
another brain engaged at this point!”

After the introductions were made and the
coffee passed around, the data was looked at again. Several hours
had gone by and after everyone had eaten lunch, Mollie decided it
was time to test out her theory.

“Listen friends, I’d like to throw something
down on the table,” said Mollie with a smile. “I have no idea if
this will carry any weight, but here it is. This is a global
problem, yes? And what kind of landmass is having the problems?
From what I see here, it’s whatever was impacted by the Ice
Age.”

Everyone began to laugh and Steve said, “No
Mollie that’s nuts. Why would you say that?”

“Sometimes the simplest ideas are the best
fixes Steve,” replied Mollie. “Here’s the theory. During the
centuries, the continents of Europe and North America have had
structural changes from their Ice Ages. Even with the African
continent, all continents were at one time connected into one.
Slowly over those ions of time, they split apart and drifted away
from one another forming what we now have. During the Ice Age here
in North America, the ice pushed its way down from the Polar Ice
Cap and carved the valleys out from the flat land as it receded. It
left us with these magnificent bluffs and rivers, plus it also left
us with caves.”

Tony spoke up and asked, “Caves, what’s so
special about caves? We're talking about tremors here professor,
not caves.”

Mollie laughed and continued (while Annie
punched Tony in the arm), “Caves were carved out by the ice and
when the ice melted, the water sought its level and the excess went
into the rivers, lakes and caves. Stay with me on this. What
happened when the tsunami in Asia hit three years ago? The force
threw the earth off its axis by a fraction and what have we seen?
An enormous shift in weather patterns, changes in the earth’s
crust, Global Warming accelerated with the Greenland ice melt. The
melt has caused waters to rise, with pressure against the
coastlines and the crustal plates, causing what? Tremors –
increased volcanic activity – extreme weather conditions all over
the world. And what will happen if the catastrophic tsunami hits
our coastline? Yes, yes, I knew about that before I left my
teaching post. There’s a window of three hundred years for this to
happen, but my bet is that it will happen in our lifetime. We will
have water in quantities the like of which no one has ever seen
before.”

The room went silent until Emma spoke up and
asked, “If we have all these caves throughout the world, all the
new fissures breaking open and all the water no one ever expected,
how do we get the water to level itself off? Water should seek its
own level.”

“This young lady makes an excellent point,”
said Mollie. “And she’s right on the nose. Think about this people.
These tremors are not a warning. They are trying to get our
attention and showing us how to contain the problem. The earth is
opening itself up, creating all these pockets, for lack of a better
word. Caves filled with water, operate much the same as a tidal
pool. Water ebbs and flows according to the tide. So why can’t we
study the action of some of our caves and see how we could create
these actions on a global scale?”

Mark Adams spoke up and
said, “A few years back, the North of England had a water run-off
problem from the Pennines. It rains a lot up there and all that
run-off had nowhere to go except down in the valleys and into the
towns. They dug an enormous pit in the middle of the Medloch Valley
on an old landfill site and when it rained, the excess washed down
into the pit then disbursed normally into the earth. There are
hundreds of old mine shafts underground there as well. What if all
the water that's rising throughout the world could be channeled
into places like that? All the countries with similar problems
could use the same solution. The fissures opening up globally could
be flooded and the rising water could be diverted into abandoned
mines, tunnels and caverns. If they go deep enough, perhaps the
earth’s core might get cooled down in the process?”

The room went silent again. Mollie got out a
large map and with a pointer, laid out the locations where the
tremors were being felt and the locations of caves, caverns, old
mines or other underground sites. Each country was suffering the
same problems. It was clear there could be a correlation.

“Now, what happens if Lake Superior drives
its way down the St. Croix Valley, then down the Mississippi and
into the Gulf?” Mollie asked. “Splitsville, that’s what. And that
water has to go somewhere. Can we divert it equitably over our
landmasses in a way to normalize the water levels of the oceans
while we work on solving our Global Warming problems? Okay, the
rest of you PhD's, jump in here and use those expensive brains of
yours. Are these events tidally correlated? When are they
happening? I’ll bet you the next round of coffees they are.”

Annie spoke up and stammered, “I’m just an
assistant here, but could we punch holes in the earth’s crust? I
mean, could we make new outlets in the earth for the water to
divert? If we could open up areas, say, in Africa, which have been
slowly eroded and don’t produce the food or water it needs for its
people, could old canals and channels be dug out and water
returned? There are deserts with ocean-going ships sitting in them
for Heaven’s sake. Could this water not only help alleviate the
flooding problem, but also bring vegetation back to the expanding
desert areas of the world? Can we reverse the global pattern
shift?”

“My God in Heaven, Annie, that’s brilliant,”
stammered Mark in absolute awe. “I couldn’t have said it
better.”

Again, for the third time, the room was
silent. Connelley looked at the map. Then he looked at the time
line of the tremors. He looked at the tidal charts and the position
of the earth on its axis. He sat in his chair as if he’d been
smacked with a wet walleyed pike.

“This IS Mother Nature’s plan and it’s been
staring us in the face,” exclaimed Connelley. “Well, what do you
think people?”

“I’m not filming any of this until you make a
room-wide decision,” laughed Emma. “If I’m sticking my neck out
here, I could be committing career suicide if I get the information
wrong. You’d better contact your offices and the global agencies
before I get any of this on tape.”

The room literally exploded with activity. A
group of the volunteers was split off to study one of the local
caves to watch the tidal movement and record the levels. All the
offices were notified and governments were put on alert. Connelley
even went so far as to contact the oil and gas drilling companies,
the enormous earth-moving companies and others in construction.
They would formulate a plan and present it to the world in less
than 24 hours. And Emma would be right there filming and alerting
the world to the solution, rather than the threat.

Mollie pulled Sean aside and asked, “Who is
that young woman and where have you been hiding her all these
years, Sean? Not only is she lovely, she’s smart as a whip. You’d
better latch onto that one and don’t let her out of your sight.
She’s going places, my lad.”

“Emma is one of our local
broadcast journalists in La Crosse,” replied Sean. “She works for
one of the national news affiliates and has been filming the
coverage of these tremors. I’ve only known her a few days, but
she’s shaken my world far greater than these tremors have I’ll tell
you that! She has this uncanny sense of how to solve problems and
such a modest way of talking with people. She gets what she wants
and needs without being overbearing like most journalists are. I’ve
never met anyone like her, Mollie - never.”

Tony came over to Sean and said, “Looks like
we are mobilizing and flying back to St. Louis as soon as we can
get the plane refueled. Annie can’t take Skoodle, so could you
watch out for her until we get back, Mollie? I think this is going
to take us all the way to Washington!”

“What’s a Skoodle?” asked Mollie. “I assume
it’s an animal.”

Sean explained, “Skoodle is Annie’s cat and
that cat predicts when tremors are going to hit. She’s been right
so far and she can even frighten off wild animals. She won’t be a
problem for you, Mollie. She’s a good cat.”

“Fine then, I can take her home with me,”
replied Mollie. “At least I’ll know when the next one gets ready to
hit!”

Emma got off her cell phone and announced,
“Okay, we have the complete co-operation of my network and whatever
we need, we’ve got. We will have global coverage the instant we
need it. And if we have to address Congress, we have that covered
as well.”

“Congress?” asked Annie. “Oh Lordy, I don’t
have the right clothes with me. Oh, not good.”

Emma was laughing as she replied, “Don’t
worry Annie. I think we can fix that problem if we come up against
it. I have connections in Washington.”

Sean kissed Mollie on the cheek and said,
“I’ll let you know what’s been decided and where our next steps
will be. Thanks for everything.”

Mollie stood on the porch of the restaurant
and waved goodbye. She looked down at Skoodle in her carrier and
smiled.

“Come on Skoodle let’s go home,” she said.
“You can meet my dog Algenon. You should get on quite well. He’s
deaf as a post, so he will never hear you coming!”

 


 



Chapter Three

The meeting in St. Louis
brought together all the heads of FEMA, the USGS, NOAA, Homeland
Security and the military. In addition, there were representatives
of the major European Union governments whose borders were on the
Atlantic and Mediterranean Sea. What Sean Delaney’s team of
geologists was about to present sounded, on the surface, quite
ludicrous, but as they went through the proposal, it sounded more
logical than anything else. It was time for the
presentation.

“Gentleman and ladies, my name is Sean
Delaney and I am spokesperson for this team of scientists in the
northern Midwest region,” explained Sean. “Due to the immediacy of
this situation, we have formulated a plan that is, well, unique,
but we think it will work if everyone jumps on board with it. What
we propose to do is reduce the likelihood of catastrophic flooding
in the Atlantic seaboard and on the Mediterranean, by punching
holes in the earth’s crust, thereby reducing the amount of water
being forced upon the crustal plates, which are causing these
quakes.”

One of the British representatives stood up
and bellowed, “That’s completely daft, that is. Who on earth would
believe punching holes would relieve this kind of stress?”

“Actually, it’s an extremely simple solution
to a very complex problem,” replied Sean. “As you know, when the
tsunami hit Southeastern Asia a few years ago, it pushed the earth
off its axis a bit. Now, it didn’t seem like much at the time, but
you’ve already seen the results by increased severe weather
patterns, more volcanic activity, fires, tornadoes and quakes. What
we must do now is to reverse some of that damage and re-channel our
rising water supplies to areas in which they used to reside.”

“So what you’re saying is if
we put holes in our earth, the over flow water will go into the
holes and relieve the stress on the shorelines, is that it?” asked
the Italian representative. “But what about the ‘areas in which
they used to reside’? What’s that mean?”

Mark Adams took the floor and explained, “The
continent of Africa has become increasingly arid. If you look at
surveys and photographs of the continent over a 100-year time
frame, you’ll see there were once lush green areas where deserts
have replaced them. People could be fed, crops planted and flourish
and the people could survive. One of the plans is to dig hundreds
of channels from the coastlines to these regions, using standard
irrigation methods to reclaim the land. It doesn't get much simpler
than that. The rest would be to drill holes into the earth in areas
where the sea is rising, flood unused mine shafts, caverns and
pits, which will allow the water to disburse naturally underground,
thereby reducing the amount of water in the oceans.”

“Oh come on, that’s ridiculous,” snapped the
Spanish ambassador. “That will never work.”

“Do you have a better plan, Mr. Ambassador?”
asked Sean. “If you do, let’s hear it now, so we can get working on
it right away. Well?”

You could have heard a pin drop, but Steven
Connelley spoke up to reiterate, “People, this is a sound theory.
And unfortunately, it’s just that, a theory. But right now, it’s
all we have and it makes sense. We have taken our planet and its
abundance for granted and we must replace what we’ve taken. We have
mined, and dug into the earth, we have stripped our land of
resources, but not reclaimed. The pressure on the earth’s
shorelines is increasing at an alarming rate and we have a
catastrophe about to happen which will be cataclysmic if we don’t
act now. Spain is well aware of the volcanic activity happening now
in the Canary Islands and what will happen if that island segment
falls into the ocean. Check the packets of information we have
given you and you will see, if a tsunami results from that action,
then our continents will be forever changed and the loss of life
will be in the billions – not millions. It will ruin the Eco system
on this planet as we know it, destroy our economies and it will be
our own fault.”

“Is that true, Mr. Ambassador – that you’ve
known about the volcanic activity and have said nothing?” asked
Emma. “If it is, you of all people should know the ramifications of
doing nothing. The statistics show the event might not happen for
300 years, but with the heightened activity throughout the planet,
it could be as imminent as this year. You must all decide on what
action is to be taken and do it within 24 hours. If we can relieve
the pressure on the crustal plates by drilling holes, then it will
be necessary to do it immediately. Each country has the people
power and resources, drilling technology and equipment, plus people
willing to offer their services to save our planet. You’d better
take heed, because this is our only option and from what I see, a
beneficial one at that.”

Pete Thorpe got up and said, “Read your
packets, make your calls. We will reconvene here in the morning at
0800 to discuss the details and put the plans into motion. I cannot
stress the severity of this mission enough, because if we do this
right, we will save billions of people and our planet from imminent
destruction. Good day.”

The head of the Joint Chiefs of Staff came up
to Sean and said, “Excellent presentation Delaney. You can count us
in. This will galvanize every available man, woman and child to get
involved to save the planet. In my opinion, this will work. We
simply need to get these world leaders on board. I for one would
like to see the desert regions in Africa be able to produce food
for their people like it used to. That would be a blessing. Who
thought that one up?”

“My assistant Annie did and she makes so much
sense,” replied Sean. “Would you like to meet her?”

“Oh you bet I would,” replied the General.
“Is that tiny one over there Annie?”

Sean grinned and nodded. He took the
high-ranking officer over to her to introduce him.

“Annie, I would like you to meet Brigadier
General James Colchester, the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of
Staff. Annie McGovern, meet General Colchester.”

Annie was shaking and giggled, “Oh my a real
life General and all that, nice to meet you Sir.”

“Annie, the pleasure is all mine,” he
replied. “I think your idea about Africa is a smart one and the
only one I actually DO like! How did you come up with that?”

“Oh that was so simple,” explained Annie.
“Although I am a geologist by education, I read National Geographic
each month. There have been articles about African nations that
were once fertile and lush with plant life. Now you see fishing
boats landlocked in the desert where there were once rivers and
lakes. The simple mechanics of irrigation can be employed to bring
those areas back to life by using the excess water now being forced
against the coastlines as the ice melts and the seas rise. This
isn't rocket science.”

“Well, I am meeting with the President in
about three hours and I am going to tell him about your theories,
Miss McGovern,” said the General. “I have a feeling he will want to
meet you when this is over with. Have you ever shaken a President’s
hand before, Annie?”

Annie pursed her lips and shook her head in
the negative, then began shaking even more!

“Well then, I need to catch my flight back to
Washington and the meeting with the President,” explained General
Colchester. “I’ll call immediately with his answer, Sean. Good bye
Annie.”

Annie stared blankly at Sean and said, “Did
he just say the President might like to meet me?”

Sean laughed and replied, “Yes he did Annie.
Yes he did!”

Emma walked over with two bottles of cold
water and gave one to Sean. She laughed when she saw Annie, looking
pale and shaken. It was obvious she had met someone famous and Emma
was anxious to know who it was.

“Well now, our little Annie met someone big
in the brass,” laughed Emma. “Who was it?”

“She met the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of
Staff, Brigadier General James Colchester,” smiled Sean. “It blew
her socks off! I don’t think she met anyone famous before and get
this, he is attending a meeting with the President and told her he
would explain who came up with the African idea and that perhaps
the President himself might like to meet her. Now Annie is all
giggly and mushy inside, kind of like when she met Mark. Where is
he by the way?”

Emma explained, “He’s over with the Spanish
ambassador raising his blood pressure. I think Mark is about to
explode like one of the fissures! Oh, he’s really, really angry
with that man for withholding information.”

“I think we need to pull him away and all of
us get some lunch,” said Sean. “It’s going to be another really
long day and these quakes are still running hot. Tomorrow morning
we will know if we go forward. If the EU countries come in with us,
fine, but they know they will be responsible for the consequences
if they don’t act now. So if they don’t, well, they were
warned.”

Emma walked over to Mark and whispered,
“Let’s go handsome, we have work to do.”

Mark huffed away from the Ambassador and took
Emma’s hand as they walked to the cafeteria set up at base camp.
Annie, Tony and Sean, along with Steven Connelley all met up and
sat as one team. Annie, of course, sat next to Mark.

“Did you hear, did you hear, Mark?” grabbed
Annie. “I might get to meet the President. This is so
exciting!”

“Well, you did come up with an exceptional
idea, Annie, I’ll grant you that,” replied Mark. “You might even
get your picture taken with him, too!”

Annie’s eyes widened as she cried, “Emma –
help!”

The team felt relief during their meal, but
that didn’t last long. There was a huge rumbling sound from St.
Louis itself and deep underground the pressure had built up from
steam forcing its way to the surface. Manhole covers were blowing
off, regulators bursting from the pipe fittings on buildings and
the earth shook – this time it pushed the graphs on the
seismometers off the sides of the page.

“7.0,” shouted a technician. “Damn thing hit
7.0 on the scale. Chief, we’re in serious trouble right now if this
keeps up.”

Delaney asked the technician, “Is there any
sign of magma coming up with the steam? Are you seeing anything on
the readings, which would indicate an increase in lava pushing
through? Is there any kind of gas present?”

“No, nothing on the data, Sir,” shouted the
technician. “All we see is steam and these quakes. I don’t
understand these readings.”

“No one understands these readings, son,”
replied Connelley. “Okay, bright sparks, what do we do about this
now? Something’s heating the water below the earth’s surface and
it’s coming up to the top. We need to zero in on the cause and find
a way to cool the water then relieve the pressure on the
plates.”

“What about opening the lock and dam system
along the Mississippi River?” asked Tony. “I mean it could cause
major flooding in the low-lying areas, but what choice to we have?
If we did it slowly in increments of say 6” an hour, people would
have time to prepare and get out of the way. But is this also going
to cause mass hysteria and confusion?"

“I think we’ll need to add this to the
discussion in the morning,” said Steve. “All we can do is throw it
on the table and see what the other scientists think. Good call
Tony.”

But within five minutes,
another shaker hit. This time, walls began to shake. Dishes went
flying out of cupboards and exterior walls began to crumble. The
teams are in such close proximity to the epicenter, any additional
quake activity is felt with much more intensity.

“That’s definitely NOT funny,” shouted Annie.
“Take a look at the news reports coming in you guys. That thing
rattled the airport so badly the aircraft can’t land. The runways
are all torn up.”

“Then we’ll have to do a video conference
with the department leaders tomorrow or it may have to be tonight
the way things seem to be going,” said a very distraught Connelley.
“Better go out to the vehicles and check to see if we got any
damage. I wouldn’t put it past these quakes to set off other faults
in the western locations, such as San Andreas. They’re riding on
the precipice even now. But their quakes are deep – very deep and
unsettling to their teams of geologists. You can’t pinpoint what
they are or if they are going to get worse – or simply go
away.”

“Doesn’t look like these are going away
anytime soon, Annie,” said Mark. “I’m struggling to keep my
composure here, so I need some encouragement. Why don’t you all
come over to my house for supper. We can throw some steaks on the
BBQ and I know I’ve got cold beers in the fridge. Annie, you come
along with me and the rest of you can follow. We can be back here
if we’re needed. Besides, I want to see if there has been any
structural damage done to the house with this last shaker.”

The team drove about fifteen minutes outside
of St. Louis to an older subdivision of quaint, Victorian-style
homes. Owners were outside assessing their damage and greeted Mark
with waves and hellos. He pulled in his driveway and helped Annie
out of the truck.

“Well folks, here it is, my mansion on the
hill,” laughed Mark. “I inherited this house from my grandparents,
who actually built it. Kind of partial to it and I hope nothing
happened to the foundation. It’s made of stone, not block, so I
will have to take a look. Sean, would you walk around with me,
please?”

Sean spotted several cracks behind the porch
and asked, “Mark, you of all people know this house the best. Were
these cracks here when you left to come up North?”

Mark laughed and said, “Yep, ‘fraid so. Try
as I might to caulk them, they always expand and contract with the
weather so I just left them as is for now. But I see something I
don’t like. Look at the back of the house here and tell me what you
think.”

There was a huge sinkhole where the patio and
grill used to be. Mark was extremely unhappy with this discovery
and continued to look around the property for a cause – or more
damage.

“Dammit,” shouted Mark. “Look how far those
gullies go. They stretch over three back yards and down to the
stream. Do you think that idea Mollie had about the tidal shifts
having an affect on water levels could be true? This is a full moon
right now, isn’t it?”

Sean replied, “Yes, I believe it is. And that
could account for so much heightened activity, combining it with
the fault activity. Let’s go down to the stream and take a look at
it.”

As the men approached, they couldn’t see any
water in the stream, only mud. Fish were dead or dying and there
was no sign of where the water went. Sean motioned for the other
team members to look at the stream.

“This means Mollie is correct,” stated
Stephen. “I thought it was a joke, but now I’m seeing it isn’t.
There is a lot more to this than expected. We’d better get the USGS
guys here now. I’ll call and have them come right out. Better
contact Mollie and see what she has to say as well.”

Emma stood with her hand on her hip and
peered into the stream. She shook her head and took out her
hand-held camcorder to record the stream, plus the damage to the
back of Mark’s property.

Emma took Sean aside and said, “I think we
are dealing with a massive sink hole here. Missouri is one of the
states where they are common due to the limestone base with water
running beneath the surface. The water erodes the carbonate and
evaporite rocks, they dissolve and if there is weight on top of the
land, bang, down it goes and opens up a huge hole. I really don't
want to mention this to Mark until we get some kind of
confirmation, but his house may be destined for a huge slide in the
very near future. With all the geological activity, it's a
given.”

“These were my thoughts exactly, Emma, but
you're right, until we know for sure, say nothing,” explained Sean.
“I know how much this place means to him.”

Mark stomped inside and grabbed the phone,
calling his insurance agent, then his parents and finally his boss
at FEMA. If there were going to be more of these huge sinkholes
and/or fissures, FEMA would need housing for the people affected.
He asked to have a representative come out at once while it was
still light. Mark didn't want a repeat of the FEMA aftermath
disaster from Hurricane Katrina, especially because this would be
bigger – much bigger.

“Harold, Mark here,” barked Adams. “We've got
a bigger mess than we thought. My home is now damaged and our area
is in danger of collapsing. I highly recommend you begin mobilizing
temporary housing and do it immediately. These quakes make Katrina
look like a puff of wind.”

The boss replied, “I'll be at the briefing in
the morning, Mark. We've already started to assemble a fleet of
housing – and not just trailers, either. You'll get a full list in
the morning. Right now, what do you need?”

“I need housing for myself and staff, because
we can't stay here,” replied Mark. “My teams are down here from La
Crosse, too and they'll need a place to stay until they can go back
up. The meeting is scheduled for 0800 in the morning, but be
advised, the airport is closed. The only way in will be by
helicopter.”

“Call you back then, Mark,” said the boss.
“Good luck tonight.”

Sean and Annie walked around inside looking
at all the beautiful antiques in Mark’s house. It was as if his
grandparents were still there. Nothing seemed to have been touched
for decades! However, Sean did notice a very large crack in the
stairwell wall. That definitely was not there before and he
motioned for Mark to come over to take a look.

“This is new, isn’t it?” asked Sean. “We’d
better go into the attic and see if it goes all the way up, then
down to the basement. This could split your house in half, Mark.
And that wouldn’t be good.”

Mark was furious and snarled, “Well that's
just crap, isn't it? I can't stand to have this house trashed by
the quakes. We'll see what the insurance man has to say, but let's
see what's in the attic first.”

The men climbed up the magnificent walnut
staircase to the second floor, then up to the third floor. The
ladder to the attic was at the end of the hall and Mark pulled it
down, grabbed the pull cord for the light and stepped onto the
rungs. He opened the attic hatch and peered upstairs. Sean followed
and as the men looked around, Sean spotted the crack close to the
chimney. He motioned for Mark to come over.

“Mark, this looks like what we are
expecting,” explained Sean. “I think once your insurance man looks
at it, you need to call the contractor, because this looks like
some serious damage. He might be a little busy, too, if others are
having the same problem. There are a lot of beautiful old homes up
here. You're fortunate to be in such a lovely area.”

“I used to think so, but after seeing all of
the destruction, I'm not so sure anymore,” sighed Mark. “Okay, I've
seen enough. I think I need to check out some of the rooms then
make the calls to the USGS guys. Oh, and by the way, the boss is
arranging for housing for the team tonight and for the next couple
of days if needed. He'll call me back in a bit.”

“We'd better see if you have all your
electric working in the house, Mark,” said Sean. “If the fridge is
still up and running, we should probably get those steaks out and
put some food in us no matter how we cook them.”

Annie took Mark aside and said, “This is a
fabulous home, Mark. I can see why you love it here. You can feel
the generations of love in this place. Let's hope the contractor
will be able to stabilize it. It would be a shame to lose it.”

“Maybe it's also time for me to move on,
Annie,” replied Mark. “It's not very manly in here, plus I'm never
here much anymore. I might come up north, if there is anything left
at the end of this catastrophe. Know any good log cabins up your
way for sale?”

“In fact I do,” giggled Annie. “There is one
close to Stillwater and it has a view of the St. Croix River. I've
been thinking about buying it because the place is huge and has
about twenty-five acres of land, with a small lake and all the
wildlife you could want. It's secluded, but close to amenities.
Maybe I should have Mollie go over and check on it to be sure the
place is still standing.”

Another quake rumbled through the subdivision
and more homes began to lose bits from their facades. You could see
neighbors loading their vehicles and leaving. Mark got a duffel
bag, stuffed some clothes, photographs and special mementos in it.
He tossed it in the bed of the truck then went back inside to see
what Emma and Sean were cooking up in the kitchen.

Just then the phone rang. It was Mark's boss
Harold with some news.

“Mark, I've just spoken with several of my
counterparts at FEMA and there are trailers set up on the football
field for staff and teams,” explained Harold. “Go over to Harrison
High and I should be over there in a couple of hours. We are also
addressing the problem of evacuation. This time we have buses ready
with drivers to move people and pets. The hotels and motels are
opening their doors all across the country to help in any way they
can, so right now, people are being taken to family in other states
away from the fault. I'll see you over there, son.”

Emma had whipped up a great salad, while Sean
set out the steaks. There was a second grille on the deck (which
was still intact) and Sean fired it up. Mark took a little time to
pack up some heirlooms from his grandparents and carefully placed
them in the bed of his truck, plus he got the rest of his clothing
and shoes, just in case. He wasn't too sure his home would be
standing the next time he saw it.

“Glad you all have taken over, because I'm
way too distracted,” sighed Mark. “Salad looks fantastic, Emma.
Tony, what are you doing over there?”

Tony looked up from his laptop screen and
scowled, “Just looking at the new figures from the reporting
stations. Quakes are steady at around 1.5 to 1.6. But there isn't
anything above that. Those are bad enough as it is. When is the
full moon over with anyway?”

Annie stared at Tony and sniped, “That's a
lot of bull pucky, Tony. Full moon my butt. That's an old wives'
tale.”

“No Annie, actually, it isn't,” explained
Emma. “Mollie's theory on tidal flow has a basis on the moon's
gravitational pull and it's affect on tidal pools, i.e. the caves.
I think you'll see the shakes die down now.”

Annie stood in the kitchen and stared at
Emma, saying, “Oh you think so, do you? Guess we'll see in the next
few days then.”

“Okay grumblers, let's eat,” shouted Tony.
“Steaks are done and I'm starving.”

Sean passed around some cold beers and the
team settled in for a decent meal. Mark seemed to be far away, lost
in thought. Annie picked up on it and snuggled up next to him,
while she ate her supper.

“Something is taking you far from us,”
whispered Annie. “Anything we can do to help?”

“I was just thinking about the house and all
the memories, Annie, that's all,” explained Mark. “I'm watching all
the neighbors pulling out, looking around at my own home with all
the damage which has started to happen and it makes me so sad. I
honestly don't know if the structure is going to be standing when
this is over. All those dreams of my grandparents will be gone and
it's breaking my heart.”

Annie knew she should be reassuring and said,
“Those dreams aren't gone, Mark. They're right inside here – in
your heart. They're still going strong. The house is beautiful,
there's no doubt about that, but it's a thing, not a person or a
memory. You can't take the house with you, but you can take the
love that is in the house and keep it forever. Pack up as much as
you can take for a new home when you start over, but remember,
you've always got the memories safely tucked away in your heart. No
one can take those from you, not even these pesky earthquakes!”

“I know you're right Annie,” sighed Mark.
“It's just that I've never been out of this comfort zone before,
except when I was in the military. I've always been so goal
oriented and on the go, that this has been my safe haven. And I've
never really been in love before. Guess I have a lot of new
experiences coming my way then, besides this mess we find ourselves
in. Would you help me pack up some other things before we leave
tonight?”

Annie picked up Mark's hand and said, “No
worries. We can take a little time and see what's important then we
can pack it in the truck. We can all help. At least those things
will be safe should the house come tumbling down. Not to change the
subject, but this steak is fantastic and the salad is just great.
Hey Emma, you're a good cook!”

Emma smiled and replied, “Thanks Annie. I
love to cook and between the five of us, I think we could open a
restaurant! Maybe we could talk Mollie into a partnership?”

The team broke into laughter when the phone
ringing interrupted their happiness. It was Mark's boss again with
more news. He put his phone on speaker.

“Guys, we've had a call from the White
House,” explained Harold. “They are taking these theories seriously
and are making contingency plans to move the government should a
tsunami hit the East Coast. They comprehend the disruption it will
cause and are taking precautions to minimize the interruption of
government services in the event this happens. They should have
been doing this all along, but no one ever brought it up. The
president has decided this is in the same category as war, so it
looks like we will be given the green light on our plan. And you
can tell Annie, President Miller thinks she's brilliant and wants
to meet her when this is over.”

Annie sat staring at the phone as Sean spoke
up by asking, “Harold, this is Sean. So what are we looking at
here? Will we be able to get the Corps of Engineers and contractors
to begin boring holes, plus open up the roller dams along the
Mississippi? We need to get the residents up to higher ground if we
do that, so when will we know?”

“Since we can't get all the participants back
to St. Louis because of the airport runway issue, we are going to
have the video conference at 0800 as planned in the morning at the
emergency headquarters,” explained Harold. “Whoever is on board
will begin their work and we will be able to get ours started. And
yes, the Corps of Engineers has decided it's possible to open the
roller dams slowly to let the water level into the low-lying areas.
Emma, I need you to prepare a broadcast to the nation on what's
going to be happening, but I can fill you in on that in the morning
and Mark, what's the status of your house over there?”

“Not good Harold,” sighed Mark. “There is
serious structural damage forming and I'm afraid it's going to
collapse if we have a significant quake. I've started taking some
of my things out of the house, but the truck isn't big enough for
the furnishings.”

Harold's voice became brighter as he said,
“Not to worry, Mark. I know how much you love your grandparent's
things, so I'm sending over two trucks to load up tonight before
you come over here. They should be there in a few minutes and they
will begin loading up your furniture. Sorry about the house, but
that I can't deal with.”

“Harold, you have no idea how relieved this
makes me feel, just no idea,” replied Mark. Thank you. Thank you so
much.”

Five minutes later the trucks arrived and
some of Mark's Marine friends were there helping load up. They knew
what was important – and what wasn't. One of them asked where these
items should be delivered and Mark's response was 'North, to
Stillwater.'

By ten o'clock, Mark's things were packed and
he closed up the house for the final time. There was no way to tell
if it would be there when he returned.

Harold met everyone at the high school
football field and showed them to their quarters. Once they found a
place to settle, Sean called Mollie to fill her in on decisions and
also to ask about the property Annie is interested in buying.
Mollie indicated she'd call the Realtor in the morning to see if it
is still available, price, etc. Emma contacted her station to
explain what she is about to do and to arrange for the nationals to
get on board for the broadcast. Tony considered calling Jenni, but
decided to wait for another day. It was time for sleep and be
prepared for tomorrow.

 


 



Chapter Four

Tony woke at 5:00 AM and felt he should look
at the shadow maps from the past few days. He quickly showered,
changed and got some coffee before looking at the maps. Something
caught his eye and he changed tactics for a minute. He didn't like
what he saw and approached Sean with his suspicions.

“Hey Sean, something's bothering me and I
think we've overlooked it,” explained Tony. “I've been looking at
some new figures and you know what? We seem to have forgotten about
Yellowstone. I'm going to check the newest USGS figures to see if
there is anything rumbling over there. If there is, we have more
than just the fault to deal with.”

Sean scowled at Tony and grumbled, “Oh good
God I hope not. I sincerely hope not. You're right, I'd completely
forgotten about and if that erupted, hell, we'd all be dead. You
don't suppose that has anything to do with this do you?”

Sean waved at Pete Thorpe, who came over
quickly with a very concerned look on his face. Maybe he knew
something the others didn't.

“Listen, I need to talk to all of you,” said
Thorpe excitedly. “We may have a new threat, which could actually
be the reason for all of these quakes. Get your team together ASAP
at the VIP tent. We need to talk before the briefing.”

“You mean the Yellowstone
Caldera, Pete?” asked Sean. “Tony here just pointed out we'd
completely forgotten about it. Could be a very distinct possibility
for the causality.”

Pete Thorpe looked at Sean and exclaimed,
“You are faster than greased lightning. You know that, don't you?
How on earth did Tony figure that out?”

“He got up earlier than anyone else and
checked the shadow maps, the new figures and the data from the
sensors we'd placed,” replied Sean. “I think we need to take a
serious look at the thermal data coming out of the park. It might
be why we haven't detected any lava or rising heat signatures from
our fissures – and why they have been so severe. Let me get
something to eat and some of that wonderful coffee of yours and
I'll assemble the team.”

Emma and Annie had been up since 0600 and
were ready for the meeting, reviewing the new data and talking with
Tony about his idea. Everyone looked concerned as Sean and Mark
approached the table.

“Guys, I assume Tony has told you about his
theory on Yellowstone and its potential for eruption,” said Sean.
“I've just spoken with Pete and his people have just had the same
idea. He's checking on data from the National Park Service and the
USGS seismologists over there to see if anything's brewing. If not,
we might be okay, but like we've already seen, nothing is as it
seems.”

Sean's cell phone rang. It was Mollie with an
update. Seems she had the same idea as the rest of the crew, but
she wanted to confirm it.

“Sean, did you think about Yellowstone?” she
asked quietly. “I don't know why it slipped my mind, but it did.
Oh, I hacked into your satellite feed in your truck. Hope you don't
mind.”

“That's fine, Mollie and yes we just
remembered it,” replied Sean. “Well, actually it was Tony, then
Pete. We have a meeting in a couple of minutes to see what data
they have from the National Park Service. It could be what's
responsible for our fault problems over here, but we'll just have
to wait and see what they bring to the table. By the way, have you
called the real estate agent yet?”

Mollie laughed and replied, “Yes, she's
working out of her home now, like everyone else is. The property is
for sale and the price was dropped dramatically because of the
quakes. Everything is in working order, no damage. The owner
actually came down $30,000 on the price and if Annie wants it, it's
hers for a song. But get back to me after the meeting this morning.
Oh, I am tapping into that as well, so I can see what you all are
discussing!”

Sean laughed hysterically
and said, “You'll never give it up, will you Mollie? I'm so glad
you won't! Oh, by the way, it looks like we will have the go ahead
to open up the lock system along the river, but I don't know which
dam will be at at the header. I'm thinking Dubuque, but we should
know this morning. Oh, gotta run - meeting.”

“Bye Sean, I'll check in with you later,”
said Mollie. “I'll call Celia about the property and tell her we
might have a buyer. She will absolutely drop her false teeth in her
coffee cup!”

Pete Thorpe spread out the new data on
several conference tables. He didn't have much time because the
teleconference was about to take place in less than fifteen
minutes. The data confirmed their suspicions. Yellowstone volcano
was becoming more active.

Pete raised his hand and shouted over the
din, “People, we are on a time crunch here. We need to get this in.
Now as you know, Yellowstone National Park sits on top of a
volcano, the largest in the United States. Old Faithful is its
pressure release valve for lack of a better term and it's worked
well for ions. It spews out water and steam on a regular basis or
at least it has been. However, new data shows the thermal pools
around the Park are bubbling more than usual with a raised
temperature level and they've made Old Faithful a little more
erratic. So there is definitely something happening out there.
We're going to monitor it very closely. No time for questions,
because we're on in three minutes. Emma, are you ready?”

“Cameras are up and the uplink is connected,”
explained Emma. “After the meeting, once the decisions are made,
I'll go live to the world with the results. Stand by because you
will be with me on this, along with Harold, Mark and Sean. I'll
keep the details to a minimum and try to keep people from panic.
We're all going to need strength when this goes out. I suggest we
all pray in silence before we go live.”

Tony counted down to the live teleconference
with all the department heads, military, ambassadors, FEMA, USGS,
Corps of Engineers, American Red Cross and NOAA. With everyone on
board, Thorpe laid out the latest data and decisions. Once they had
conferred, all nations were ready to begin work except for France.
They didn't feel the need for such inane measures!

Mark snarled, “Fine, we'll go without them
then. Who needs those people anyway?”

Pete signaled to Emma who began her live
report.

She began by saying; “This is Emma Washburn
broadcasting to the Nation and the World live from the
Environmental Disaster Summit in St. Louis, Missouri. The decision
has been made to deal with the earthquakes and rising waters of the
Atlantic Ocean as a World Unit. As we all know, our globe has been
experiencing heightened weather patterns of drought, torrential
rains, tornadoes, earthquakes, tsunamis and rising water
temperatures in the past few years. What your leaders will be
asking you to do is to help as much as you can by following their
instructions closely. Each country will be asking for sacrifice and
cooperation. The water levels must be relieved globally and each
country involved has a workable plan to do just that. Together we
can create a solution rather than a problem. But everyone will be
asked to make a commitment. Broadcasts in each country affected
will begin on television, radio and Internet. This is not a hoax –
it's real. I will turn the broadcast over to Peter Thorpe,
Midwestern Director of the United States Geological Survey. Mr.
Thorpe.”

“Thank you Miss Washburn,” began Thorpe. “In
the Midwestern United States, we have been experiencing a rapid
succession of earthquakes, some severe, some light. The New Madrid
Fault line has had a significant earthquake, which has split the
fault line from north to south. We will be opening the roller dams
along the Mississippi River from Dubuque, Iowa on down at small
intervals to flood low-lying areas down to the Gulf. I know how
many of our citizens have lost so much due to flooding in the past
few years and asking you to sacrifice your homes again is a
horrible thing to ask of you. Unfortunately, it is necessary to
help alleviate the pressure on the fault line and ultimately on the
tectonic plates. More information will be available on the Internet
and also subsequent broadcasts from our member agencies.
Instructions are being sent to all local disaster agencies in your
areas and provisions are being made to help you all to safety,
including pets, whatever livestock we can move, etc. This will not
be anything like the disaster of Hurricane Katrina. Transportation,
housing and food have been arranged for ahead of time. If we don't
take action now, unfortunately we will not have to worry about
having a united continent. We will have two. Please keep your
radios and televisions on. As Miss Washburn said, this is not a
drill. This is the most serious potential disaster we have ever
faced as a country, but together we can conquer it. May God Bless
America. Thank you.”

The seismometers began cranking out new
quakes. St. Louis is being hit by a 6.5 quake. The needles on the
graphs are going nuts. Mark ran over to Annie to hold onto her.
They both fell over as the ground shook apart beneath them. Sean
and Emma clasped hands and sat on a bench as the quake shook
everything in sight. Tony sat in fascination watching the machines
going wild. Within three minutes, it was finished. Mark helped
Annie off the ground as they dusted themselves off. Sean and Emma
simply stared at each other and Tony? Well, he was still fixated on
the machines.

Mark's cell phone rang with bad news. His
insurance agent was on site when the quake hit. Mark's house had
imploded. All that was left was the rooster on top of the cupola.
He retrieved it after the dust had settled.

“Mark this is really bad news,” explained the
agent. “The six houses on your side of the block all went down
together. I know how much this place meant to you, I'm so sorry.
The only good thing is that you are fully insured. Your
grandparents had the foresight to include Acts of God in their
policy, probably thinking tornadoes and you have simply kept
everything up to date. Sorry my friend, but that's what
happened.”

“Bob was anyone hurt on the block?” asked
Mark. “If there is anything I can do to help, please tell me.”

“It's only minor bumps and bruises, Mark,”
replied his agent. “People had been taking their things out of the
houses all day yesterday and last night like you did. Fortunately
no one was in the homes at the time of the quake. What happens
now?”

“I suppose bulldoze it over is all we can do,
then clear the site and plant some trees to prevent erosion,”
explained Mark. “I'm going to move up to Minnesota anyway to be
closer to my new friends. We'll be leaving in a few hours, as we
have our assignments up North.”

“I'll bring over the rooster before you
leave,” replied the insurance man. “You should at least have him.
Darn fine piece of sculpture.”

Mark chuckled and replied, “Yeah, well, my
attempt at metal work from high school. It should look good on the
cabin. I'll call when we're all set up and you can insure the new
place.”

Mark closed the phone and walked back to
Annie, who was chatting with several of the FEMA workers.
Transportation was being arranged back to Wisconsin, while Emma was
working with the network on an update broadcast. Once she could get
back to La Crosse, she had an assignment to interview State and
local leaders for their disaster preparations. Then she'd go live
again on the national broadcast with those updates. Sean and Tony
were packing up their gear in the loaner USGS van and when Sean saw
Mark, he waved him over.

“Hey Mark, was that your insurance agent on
the phone?” asked Sean. “Is the house okay?”

“No, it isn't, it imploded when the quake
hit,” explained Mark. “He's coming over with what's left and that
isn't much I'm afraid. We lucked out in getting most everything out
of the house yesterday. I'm going to buy the property in Minnesota
if it's available. Did you speak with Mollie about it?”

Sean grinned and said, “You bet I did and
it's gone down $30,000 in the last couple of days. I told Mollie to
call the Realtor and put a hold on the property, so all you have to
do is make contact and decide what you want to put on it. I can't
believe making a real estate purchase during a national disaster!
But there you go. Wise decision I think.”

“I may make another wise decision in a few
days, Sean,” laughed Mark. “I've only known Annie for a few days
but every time I look at her, I can't imagine my life without her.
She's making me a little nuts here. Do you think she'd get married,
I mean, to me that is?”

“Guess the only way to know for certain is to
ask her,” smiled Sean. “I personally think it would be a great
match, because I know she's crazy about you and somehow I don't
think this will wear off once the quakes are settled. You actually
make a fantastic team together. Think you should explore the idea
and see how it goes. First things first though - get through the
disaster then ask. Annie has a job to do and if she's too
distracted, she won't be able to do it. Right?”

“Oh right um, can you give me Mollie's
number, I want to put in a bid,” said Mark. “The house was fully
insured, so there will be more than enough for the property without
a mortgage, thank goodness. Listen at this rate buying it sight
unseen isn't a big deal. If Mollie says the property is a good one
and Annie loves it, then I want it.”

Sean flipped Mark Mollie's business card and
walked off wearing a huge smile. Now all Mark had to do was call
and make arrangements to buy his new home.

Emma looked back at Mark and asked Sean, “So
what's Mark so happy about anyway? Didn't his house just implode? I
think I'd be in tears right about now. Oh, we're packed and ready
to get out of here. Annie and Tony are picking up the final
briefing materials and our marching orders. I want to get home
before anything else hits. We've also got some weather moving in
and I don't want to be caught in it. Looks kind of heavy.”

Mark looked over at Sean and gave him the
thumbs up sign and a grin. The insurance agent met Mark to deliver
the rooster, which Mark placed in the back of his truck under the
tarp and the men shook hands.

“Come on team, let's get out of here,” yelled
Sean. “Time to get a move on before this storm hits. I don't like
those skies.”

Tony took the wheel of the
USGS van, while Mark and Annie followed in his truck. Everyone had
extra gasoline in case they weren't able to get any on the roads
back to La Crosse. It would take ten hours to get home and Sean was
anxious to beat the impending storm brewing just west of
Hannibal.

Colliding warm and cold fronts were
converging to the west of the Mississippi, sparking lightning
storms and heavy rains. The potential for tornadoes was high and
Tony radioed back to the truck he would try to find a place to park
out of harm's way. They found a county park on the Illinois side of
the river where there were several stone shelters. Others had
sought out a refuge to ride out the storm as well. Tony parked the
van close to the second shelter, with Mark following. Once he had
turned off the engine, Mark checked the tie-downs on his tarp to
make them secure. He placed several logs over the top as well and
double strapped things down. He and Annie went into the shelter
with the rest of the team.

Tony had brought in his laptop to track the
storm and could see rotation in the clouds just fifteen miles west
of their location. Within a few minutes, they could see a funnel
cloud forming over the flats between the hills. It was white with a
tinge of gray and it was spinning furiously toward them. Several of
the little children in the shelter could see it and were crying.
But their parents consoled them, fascinated by what they were
seeing. Tony's laptop tracked the velocity of the winds and they
clocked in at over a hundred miles an hour. This is an F-2 or has
the potential to become an F-3 storm. Soon the winds were silent.
The tornado was about to cross the river and go right over
them.

The stone shelter began to creak. The truck,
van and cars began to wobble as the winds slammed into them. The
enormous oak trees in the park began to bend and crack as the
funnel cloud touched down within a quarter of a mile of their
location. The noise was like a speeding freight train and the smell
was horrible – like a hog lot in the middle of summer. The little
shelter shook for a few minutes, the windows blew out and then
silence again. It's the eye of the tornado. Annie held tight to
Mark, as did Emma to Sean. Poor Tony was left to his own devices,
which in this case, was his computer! One of the parents looked out
to see blue sky above them. It was beautiful, but Mark called over
to remind him that was only half of the tornado. The worst might be
on its way in seconds – and it was.

Debris was flying everywhere. A piece of
framing wood slammed into the shelter impaling itself into the
stone wall, with a large splinter hitting Annie in the back of her
leg. The roof of the shelter began to peel off and people huddled
inside the massive fireplace for safety. The children cried even
harder. A porcelain toilet went sailing past. Fortunately no one
was sitting on it! Bits of houses and farm buildings, even a
sailboat from the river were hurling past the little shelter. Seven
minutes later, the storm was over. The people cautiously came out
from the shelter to look at the damage. It was overwhelming.

The van and truck had been pushed together.
Two cars were on top of one another and a huge tree lay across
them. Picnic tables were tossed around like a child's toys and
debris from the other side of the river lay all over the park. A
child's doll lay face up in the mud, with half of the face
gone.

Mark shouted, “Is everyone alright? Is anyone
hurt?”

There were no answers. Soon all the people
came out of the shelters to see what was left – or wasn't. The
toilet had landed in a tree, along with one of the picnic
tables.

“Are the vehicles drivable, Mark?” asked
Sean. “Can we get back on the road?”

Mark surveyed the damage, then nodded and
walked out to the highway to see if it was clear and it was, sort
of. The team separated the vehicles and drove away, leaving behind
confused and dazed people. But since no one was injured, Mark felt
justified in leaving. However, they would soon find out that wasn't
the case.

They drove along the highway
again but this time slowly. There was massive destruction
everywhere. Data came in on Tony's laptop. It had been an F-2 and
had torn a half-mile swath of devastation and was continuing on to
Springfield...and gaining strength. There were branches covering
the road, so Sean and Tony took turns getting out removing them.
Highway patrols and National Guard were also out helping to clean
up the mess. They waived the USGS team through and after driving
for over three hours through the debris, Mark and Sean decided
enough was enough for tonight and pulled into a closed truck stop
parking lot.

The night was clear and the stars beaming
like millions of tiny candles. Crickets were chirping, the smell of
corn growing in the fields and ground birds tweeting gave the team
a sense of normalcy. There were several units of National Guard
troops camped close to them and one of their members came over to
chat. Mark and Sean were pleased to see them.

“Hi guys, it's good to see you all here
tonight,” said the Sergeant. “Were you in the tornado? Your
vehicles look kinda banged up.”

“Yes, we were right in the middle of it,”
said Mark. “I've never been in one and I don't think I ever want to
be near another tornado. At least none of us was hurt.”

Emma came running up and
said, “Well, one of us was, I'm afraid. You'd better come and take
a look at Annie. It looks like she took some timber in her thigh.
She must have bumped into it without realizing it and she's
bleeding pretty badly. Are there any medics in your Unit,
Sergeant?”

“Yes, Ma'am we have
several,” responded the Sergeant. “Medic - I need a medic over here
now.”

Three men came running over to help. Annie
had passed out on the ground. Her skin was pale and she was losing
a lot of blood. Mark was stunned. He hadn't seen any wounds or
bleeding, but thought Annie had been very quiet since they'd left
the campground. The medics set up a triage unit right there in the
parking lot. The night had gone cold, so they placed thermal
blankets under Annie and set up lights to see her condition. It
didn't take long to see there was a chunk of wood splintered into
the back of her thigh. It stuck out about three inches. She must
have been sitting on it the entire time and said nothing. By now,
Mark was frantic. He paced around the parking lot as the medics
treated Annie.

“Does anyone know her blood type?” asked one
of the medics. “We need to get some blood into her now.”

“Yes, she's AB positive,” replied Sean. “If
you need more, take mine, as we have the same type.”

“It won't be necessary, Sir,” explained the
medic. “We have plenty here. We were on our way to Springfield from
Rock Island. Guess the tornado decided to trash another few towns
along the way. I love living in the Midwest, but I sure don't like
tornadoes.”

Another medic treating Annie said, “We have
to get this wood out of her leg, but we can't do it here. I've
called for a medical evac helicopter, but it can't get in here
until first light. We'll keep her hydrated and sedated until we can
get her to a hospital. Where were you all going, anyway?”

“We're the USGS and FEMA teams from up North
in La Crosse,” explained Sean. “We're on our way to coordinate the
disaster teams up there.”

“Okay then, I'll call back for a long range
helicopter to take her to one of your hospitals up there,”
explained the medic. “They can stop over at Ft. McCoy and pick up
some of the other members of our unit who were on training. It all
works.”

Mark was beginning to beat himself up over
not seeing Annie's wound. Emma walked over and calmly began talking
to him. She held onto his arm and took him aside.

“You didn't see it because Annie knew you
needed to concentrate on driving,” Emma explained quietly. “Don't
go to that place, Mark. This isn't your fault. Annie will be fine
and thank goodness these National Guard medics are here. She's
getting great care. Go with her in the helicopter and Sean can
drive your truck to La Crosse. Now go over there and spend some
time while Annie is still conscious. The medication will take
effect rapidly and she will sleep all the way to Wisconsin. Go
on.”

Mark wiped the tears from his eyes and knelt
down next to Annie, picking up her hand. You could almost hear his
heart breaking. Before they knew it, daybreak was upon them and
they could hear the chopper in the air. Soon it landed on the
backside of the lot and Annie was loaded in. Mark jumped on and
waved goodbye to his comrades. After a round of thank yous,
everyone went their separate way. It took another six hours to get
home.

Sean and Emma went first to his house to
check on it. Everything was status quo. He turned on the utilities,
including the air conditioning then left with Emma for her home.
Tony went over to the university to check in then went home to
shower and put on fresh clothes.

Sean left Emma at her house, while he went
back to his. He checked his phone messages, took a shower and did
some laundry. He called the hospital to check on Annie and Mrs.
Gonzales. Annie was in surgery and Mark was a mess. Once Sean had
cleaned up, he walked over to the university to look over the
latest data.

The quakes had lessened, but they had been
destructive. Many homes under the bluffs had been damaged. There
had been several deaths and quite a few injuries. The downtown was
a shambles of shattered plate glass windows and broken pipes. The
only storefront still in good order was the coffee shop. Bob had
taken Sean's advice and taped everything up with duck tape!

No one was left at the university when Sean
walked into his office. The graphs had been left on, continually
cranking out data. Tony had scribbled some notes for Sean and as he
read them, Sean put his feet up on the desk. As Sean read the
seismic wave forms on the paper, he noticed the reduction in
formation. Emma was right. There is a connection to tidal patterns,
just like Mollie predicted. Sean checked the calendar for the full
moon cycle. It ended less than eight hours ago. Two hours later,
the phone ringing interrupted his thought process. Sean reached for
the phone. It was Mark at the hospital.

“Sean, Annie is out of surgery,” explained
Mark. “The surgeon said she is lucky the medics were on the scene,
because this was a very bad injury. They got the wood out of her
thigh and have given her a massive dose of antibiotics to prevent
infection, because no one knows where that wood had been. She
should be awake in a little while. I know she'd want you, Emma and
Tony here when she wakes up. Can you come over?”

“Sure Mark, I'll call them and we can come
down,” sighed Sean. “Oh, and by the way, you can stay at my house
while you're here. My housekeeper had the foresight to make up the
guest rooms and have food in here we can cook on the BBQ, plus the
meat is over at the next- door neighbor's house. We're good to go
for eats. Be down shortly.”

Tony and Emma had already checked in with
Mark and walked into Sean's office ready to see Annie. Everyone was
attuned to each other now!

“Let's roll on this one, Sean,” said Tony. “I
know Mark needs a break. Goodness knows I'm terribly worried about
Annie. That's some fright she gave us last night.”

Sean began to laugh and replied, “I have to
check for new gray hair. Either I'm getting too old for this kind
of adventure or earthquakes make me go nuts. I haven't figured out
which yet!”

“Once Mark has had a break and we can arrange
to get Annie home, we need to hustle to Stillwater and pick up the
truck, then check in with the other teams,” said Emma. “Jenni said
she would look after Annie until this is over. At least I know
Annie will be safe and secure while she recuperates.”

Sean nodded and everyone piled into his 4x4
to drive over to the hospital. On the way over, Sean noticed some
of the shops had re-opened. The mayor had asked some of the grocery
stores and gas stations to open if they had product delivery and
stock to serve their customers. At least a few services were
available. But all other retail trade and the entertainment
businesses were closed.

Emma saw a parking spot close to the front
door of the hospital and Sean pulled in. Mark could see his crew
from Annie's window and walked to the lobby to greet his team.

“Guys it's good to see you
this afternoon,” sighed Mark. “Annie is just coming to but she
shouldn't be in any pain, but kinda sleepy. I can't thank you
enough for all your help.”

“We're a team Mark and we're friends – that's
what we do,” replied Emma. “We'll go up and see Annie, stay a bit
then you and Sean go back to his place and get some rest,
okay?”

Mark was certainly well worn out. He looked
terrible. You could see he'd been crying and hadn't eaten, because
his stomach was growling. Sean picked up on that and asked Tony to
take Mark back to the house, get him something to eat and a shower
then come back for Emma and himself in a few hours. A day of rest
and they could get back to location.

Sean walked over to Annie's bedside and
whispered, “Hey Sunshine. I'm glad to see you doing better. I know
you're groggy but you can hear me. We're going to give Mark a rest
because he's been with you for two days and he looks like hell –
smells like it, too. Emma will stay with you and I'll be right
back, okay?”

“Okay boss whatever you say,” replied Annie
through a haze. “I put the reports on your desk before I left this
morning. See ya later.”

With that, Annie fell back to sleep. A nurse
came in to check on Annie and saw she was sleeping. She tapped Mark
on the shoulder and asked him to come out into the hall with
her.

The nurse asked, “Are any of you relatives?
We will be releasing Annie in a day or so, but we need to know who
will care for her. We also understand the crisis we are facing.
Should she go to a nursing home to recuperate?”

Sean spoke up and said, “I have made
arrangements for her round-the-clock care and I hold her power of
attorney for medical decisions. If you have any questions, you can
ask.”

“And you are?” asked the nurse.

“Oh, sorry, Sean Delaney from the
university,” chuckled Sean. “I'm Annie's boss and friend. We are
all a team of geologists tracking the quakes. Mark here is a
seismologist, but he still counts. I'll stop down at your
administrative offices with the details.”

“Thank you, Mr. Delaney,” replied the nurse.
“She will be fine in a day or two then she can go home.”

Tony slipped a pink rose in Annie's hand and
left with Mark to get some rest. A shower, sleep and some food
would revive Mark. Sean also left to take care of business and all
would meet up later for supper. He'd taken his bike off his 4x4 and
locked it at a stanchion by the hospital lobby door.

Emma stayed behind to watch over Annie, so
she made calls to her station, ordered new video equipment, plus
got additional funds to continue her story. The station was
overwhelmed by her footage and interviews, so they decided to give
her a promotion. But Emma told them to wait until the assignment
was finished then they could discuss it. Time was too precious and
vital to the solution.

The ground began to shake again. The tear in
the riverbed was beginning to widen from less than an inch to half
a foot. The station called Emma, who went outside to take the
call.

Her boss, station manager Craig Horton was on
the other end and asked, “How long before you will be back on task?
We just got word the rift in the fault line has expanded. Can you
get here to broadcast?”

“Yes, I can, but I'll need
to have someone from the station pick me up,” replied Emma. “Sean
and Tony will be back in a bit to relieve me, but I can leave now.
I can put a note at the nurses’ station. Just get me a cameraman
and a location, plus the details and I'll take it from
there.”

“Done,” replied Horton. “I'll have Guy drive
over in five minutes. You can shoot at Riverside Park near the
eagle statue. That's a great place for a shoot. Check in with me
when you're finished.”

Emma quickly scribbled a note and handed it
to the nurse on duty, then went back to see if Annie was still
asleep. She was. It was time to update the public on the impending
disaster facing the country.

Sean had made his way back to the university
to check the new data and he wasn't pleased. The split in the fault
line was starting faster than anticipated and he contacted the
other teams, then the Corps of Engineers. Everything had been
prepared but not yet set in motion. However, within an hour, the
roller dams would slowly be opening along the Mississippi and
flooding would begin below Dubuque. Sean clicked the phone closed
and seemed lost in thought when the office phone rang and rattled
him.

“Hello, who's this?” he asked gruffly.

“President Miller,” was the reply.

“Oh sorry to be so gruff, Sir,” explained
Sean. “We're all a bit on edge right now. The new data is alarming.
What can I do for you, Sir?”

“I wanted to check on your assistant Annie,”
said the President. “I understand she was in a tornado and struck
by flying debris, then had surgery. What is her condition?”

Sean became more upbeat and explained, “Annie
was impaled by a slab of wood during the tornado which ran right
into us. Fortunately everyone else came out with only a few cuts
and scrapes, but Annie didn't even know of her injury – or didn't
let anyone know. She's a team player and didn't want anyone to feel
sorry she'd been injured. But she came through surgery just fine
and will recuperate at home with Emma's sister taking care of
her.”

“I want to send Annie some flowers and maybe
a card or something,” replied the President. “Her ideas on flooding
the low-lying desert and boring holes in the earth are sensational
and already I am hearing reports from the countries implementing
her theory. I think it's going to work. But the new split is
extremely disconcerting. What are your thoughts? I want them from
you, not another pencil pusher who thinks he has all the answers
and actually has no clue. Are we doomed?”

Sean had to think for a moment before he
answered and said, “Not doomed, Mr. President. But right now we
just aren't certain how this will play out as far as the
continental shift is concerned. The Corp of Engineers is starting
to open their roller dams at Dubuque, slowly at first and all haste
has been made to get people, possessions and livestock up to higher
ground. We must relieve the pressure on the fault. That's the
immediate main concern so we can stop these quakes and the rift.
It's up to a foot wide in spots now and growing.”

“Let's just go with cautiously optimistic
then shall we?” asked President Miller. “I'm giving you my secure
line to the Oval Office, so you can contact me directly.
Understand, son, I want this to be the first call you make with
developments, so I can jump on whatever needs immediate
attention.”

“Yes, Sir, I understand and will do,” replied
Sean. “And Annie will be staying at her home, with Emma's sister
taking care of her. Knowing Annie, she will be up and around in a
few days and even if she's on crutches, she will be directing the
team. She's really remarkable. And by the way, she likes roses,
milk chocolate butter cremes and Teddy Bears. Good-bye Mr.
President.”

Sean chuckled to himself as he went back to
work. Indeed, the new statistics were alarming, but the problem
persisted. How could the Corps of Engineers fix the problem with
water? Did Annie's theories “hold water?” Dredges had been placed
along the shorelines of the river on both sides, drilling holes as
far as they could go. Explosives were being placed in the holes and
detonated. Now the roller dams were being opened. But would these
measures be enough to halt the fissures? And what would be the
result if the unthinkable happened and Yellowstone erupted? Sean
took off his glasses, walked over to the window and stared into the
glowing red sunset.

 


 



Chapter Five

Soon Tony drove in to pick Sean up. Sean put
his bike on the 4x4 and they let Mark sleep for a while. The radio
was on in the vehicle and Sean turned it up to hear Emma on the
news broadcast. Her voice was steady without panic or fear in it.
She calmly gave people the news and told everyone to stay in their
homes and not over react. Measures were being taken to alleviate
the problem.

Tony turned to Sean and explained, “I really
like this lady, ya know. She's as smart as Annie, maybe even
smarter if that's possible. And I think she's sweet on you, Sean. I
really think she is. Better hold onto her. You've never looked
happier, either.”

“I think we all may come out of this with a
partner, Tony,” laughed Sean. “Me with Emma, Mark with Annie and
you with Jenni. And don't tell me you didn't feel that blaze
between you when we left on this assignment. I know you did – and
so did she. She'll be over at the house tonight for supper and you
can get to know her better. I'd say that's game, set and match, my
boy.”

They arrived at the hospital by 6:30 PM. Emma
had returned and Annie was awake and chatting with Jenni, who'd
come down to say hello. Annie perked up when she saw them come in
the room.

“Hey Tony, thanks for the rose, you little
toad,” she laughed. “You don't have the money to spend on a rose
for me. But I love it. Thanks.”

“Well, I didn't actually 'buy' a rose, I took
it from the lawn at the hospital!” winced Tony. “I hope no one
notices.”

“Bad toad, bad,” howled Annie.

“Okay, okay you two knock it off,” growled
Sean. “I want to see how my girl is doing. Feeling more like
yourself I see. I can spring you from here tomorrow evening if the
doctor says you can go home. What do you say about that?”

“I say fine,” replied Annie. “Jenni and I
were just talking about it and she can stay in my spare bedroom. My
apartment isn't too big, but it's big enough for us. Say, where's
Mark? I thought he'd be with you guys.”

“He's at my place, totally zoned to the max,”
explained Sean. “He has been up straight for the past 48 hours
watching over you and pacing up and down the corridors here. He
hadn't slept or eaten until he knew you were out of the woods. He's
crazy in love with you, you know.”

“Oh my, I knew he liked me, but loves me?”
asked Annie. “How wild is that?”

“If you can stand being away from him for the
evening, we are going to have supper at my place, then a good
night's sleep and head out in the morning for Stillwater,” replied
Sean. “Mark has to be with us, but we will all come in first thing
and say goodbye. When it's time, Jenni will take you home to your
apartment and get you settled in.”

“I know this emergency comes first,” sighed
Annie. “I'll be glad when I can be in my own bed, in my own place.
I miss Skoodle, but Mollie must be taking good care of her. You can
bring her back down with you when you come. Skoodle that is, not
Mollie, unless you want to.”

Emma said, “At least you are feeling better,
Annie. No permanent damage is there?”

“No, just a scar – a whopper, but it's better
than the alternative,” giggled Annie. “I don't mind a scar. It's a
war wound – a battle trophy. I'll never see it unless I look at my
backside in a mirror. Who cares?”

“Okay, we're on our way Annie,” said Tony.
“Time to get out some food and grill on Sean's new BBQ. And Emma's
uncle is sending you some of your favorite pizza, plus enough for
the nursing staff. I'd say that's cause for celebration right
there.”

“I'll say it is, thanks Emma,” said Annie
happily. “I'll see you all tomorrow on your way out of town.”

The friends left Annie chatting with a nurse.
They arrived at Sean's home to find Mark was up, showered, shaved
and ready for food.

“Hi guys,” said Mark gleefully. “I'm sure
you've just seen Annie. How's my lady?”

“Absolutely tip top,” replied Tony. “And she
wants to come home and recuperate. Hospitals are simply not her
“thing”, so they will let her out tomorrow. She's not angry, not
upset, except she can't finish out the crisis management, unless
it's from home, which she will probably do anyway. My guess is
she'll go into the office to monitor everything.”

“Well I for one am starving,
so let's get the food together,” laughed Mark. “Tomorrow is a big
day. And I must say welcome to Jenni here. Are you enjoying this
group of wild and crazy people?”

“Yes, I am, but I'm used to eclectic folk,”
giggled Jenni. “My sister is a news anchor, so I get in on all the
latest “celebrities” she interviews. Rather fun actually. I use
them as characters in my books.”

“Oh that's right, you write
mysteries, if I'm not mistaken,” said Mark. “Emma told me a little
about your books. That’s quite the accomplishment. All I ever get
to write is reports!”

Jenni smiled and replied, “Every career has
its ups and downs. Mine has to do all the advertising and promotion
myself. On demand publishing, e-books and self-publishing have
replaced most typical book publishers and it's up to the author to
do the marketing of their books. I've been fortunate to have the
means to advertise, but for other authors, it's a real struggle
just to get the books noticed. But it's a business, just like
anything else, I suppose.”

“And I suppose we get these steaks out and
the BBQ going,” laughed Sean. “We have baked potatoes, salad
fixings, beans, all kinds of food. Where did some of this come from
anyway?”

“Your housekeeper must have set it up,
because here's a note,” explained Mark. “I found it when I woke
up.”

The note read:
Neighbors will bring food, coffee, milk, etc.,
when they see you drive in. Don't want you to starve halfway
through the project. Dorothy

“You must have slept right through them
coming over, Mark,” laughed Sean. “I have to hand it to Dorothy.
She knows me inside and out. I have no clue what I'd do without
her.”

Tony looked in the fridge and shouted, “Hey,
there's even beer in here. Well allrighty then.”

By the time the meal had been prepared,
cooked and eaten, the group sat around the fire pit in the back
yard, discussing the events of this “project.” Emma was quiet. You
could tell there was something on her mind. Jenni came over to ask
what's up.

“Hey Sis, what gives?” she asked. “You are
too quiet. Something you want to share with us or is it just
remembering?”

Emma looked at her friends and said, “What if
we fail? Suppose this isn't the solution and it just makes matters
worse? The burden of this will stay with me for the rest of my
life.”

“I wouldn't worry about that, Emma,” smiled
Sean. “I had a call from the President this afternoon. He called to
ask about the new developments and to tell us Annie's theories,
Mollie's, Tony's and yours are all working in the allied countries.
It's only baby steps, mind you, but they can already see a
difference in the water levels. Every country is scrambling to
implement their resources to get the job done and so far – so far,
there is significant progress.”

“Why did the President call you and not NOAA
or another agency?” asked Mark. “Wouldn't they have more
information than we do right now?”

“He wanted it straight from someone right in
the heart of it,” explained Sean. “All the committees, all the
chiefs and so-called 'leaders' are sitting on their butts in cushy
chairs watching the network news for their information. He wants
on-site information, which is why we need to get an early start in
the morning and he also called to see how Annie is doing. It's a
good thing he's that interested because he can make informed
decisions without waiting for a committee to advise him.”

“Cool, that works,” said Tony. “I'll take
Jenni home and I'll see you at 5:00 AM at the office, right?”

“Right, meet us at 5:00, but here for
breakfast” said Sean. “See you in the AM.”

Emma told Sean, “If you don't mind, I'll stay
on the couch here tonight. I think Tony may be staying with Jenni.
Good time for them to get to know each other. You don't mind, do
you?”

“No that's fine, because it will make things
easier anyway,” replied Sean. “Mark will be unconscious in a few
minutes, so we can sit up and talk if you want. It's still fairly
early.”

“Great,” said Emma. “I have all my laundry
done, another wallet full of money and new equipment from the
station, so I'm ready to go. I like the house, by the way. It suits
you.”

Sean's eyes twinkled as he explained, “My
parents bought this place in the 1960's when they came over from
Ireland. Dad was a structural engineer who worked for the railway
here in La Crosse. My Mother was a Pediatrician at one of our
hospitals. I grew up first generation American right in this house.
I've always loved it and have modified it over the years to suit
me. My sister has the cabin up north and she loves the place, too.
It worked out beautifully.”

“It has serenity and a sense of hominess
about it, rather than it just being a house,” mused Emma. “It's not
like Mark's house, which was Victorian. This is kind of a Cape Cod
style – cozy. It's one of those places you can shut out the world
and feel safe. I can see why you want to hang onto it. But doesn't
it get a little lonely around here?”

“I have a dog and Dorothy is here a lot, but
it isn't the same as being married or anything like that,”
explained Sean wistfully. “I never had time for a relationship,
with work, the military, school, more work. Everyone always said to
settle down, raise a family like your folks did, retire and travel.
I'm in my mid-thirties now, but it simply hasn't been on my mind –
until now.”

Emma decided not to be coy but wanted an
answer and asked, “So what changed your mind about settling down?
Why now, I mean, nothing has really changed in your life except for
the earthquake business. You're almost at full PhD level, you have
a job and things are going great. Seems you've made a quick
decision.”

“Not that quick, but maybe I should say
things suddenly seemed more clear to me lately, that's all,”
replied Sean quietly. “Watching Mark and Annie, especially with the
accident, it made me think there is so much more I'm missing. My
life simply isn't balanced like it should be.”

“I must admit mine isn't much better, Sean,”
explained Emma. “I've been at the station five years now, with two
at another station. All I seem to do is work. Jenni and I have some
fun time doing sister-type things, but I just haven't had the time
for a relationship. I understand what you are feeling right now.
Maybe we can both change our direction a little. What do you
think?”

Sean placed his arm around Emma and brushed
the wisps of hair from the side of her face. He gently stroked the
side of her cheek and bent down to kiss her lightly on the lips.
Just as their lips met, a tremor hit and pulled them apart. The
house began to shake and some of the pictures came off the
walls.

“Well dammit, that's not very good timing,”
growled Sean. “Not funny Mother Nature.”

Emma laughed and laughed, “Come on big boy
let's try that again.”

With that said, Emma grabbed Sean and planted
a big kiss right on the mouth and the two locked up for about two
minutes. When they pulled apart, both stared at each other in
amazement.

“Oh boy, I didn't see that one coming,”
gasped Sean.

“The earthquake or the kiss?” laughed Emma.
“Which was better?”

“Oh the kiss, definitely the kiss,” replied
Sean with a smile. “I think we've found our answers.”

Mark bolted down the stairs and yelled,
“Another quake. Guys, there was another quake, which, ah, maybe you
didn't feel. Maybe I'd better go back up to my room...see ya.”

Emma remarked, “It's okay Mark. You can stay.
Sean and I were just agreeing about something. We may be in for a
bumpy night.”

“Ah, okay guys, I'm gone,
back to bed, I’ll see you in the morning, um...” mumbled Mark.
“Guess I'll see ya.”

“Nite Mark,” said Sean. “Would you like a
glass of wine, Emma?”

“Sure, that would be nice,” she replied with
a yawn. “Then I need to get some sleep. Morning is going to be here
way too soon.”

They walked over to the overstuffed sofa in
the living room and sat close together. The wine made them relax
and as the evening advanced, they became closer – and closer.
Finally, when the wine was consumed, they fell asleep in one
another's arms. They were startled awake by the alarm, which had
been set for 3:30 AM.

“Holy Toledo that's loud,” groused Emma. “Who
in their right mind would be getting up at this awful hour? Oh, I
guess we are, huh? Oh silly me.”

“Morning soft girl,” yawned Sean. “Did you
sleep at all last night?”

“I did with you holding me all night, yes, I
did,” replied Emma. “I like that idea – you holding me as we fall
asleep. I could get used to that.”

Sean smiled and said, “Me, too. Hey, flip you
for the shower.”

“Naah, you go ahead and I'll make breakfast,”
Emma said with a grin. “Mark will be down and hungry, so you go do
your thing, I'll cook then I can shower. Mark can do the
dishes!”

“Fine, done deal,” laughed Sean as he walked
into the master bedroom bath.

Emma went about locating ingredients for
breakfast, as Mark came down the stairs, bed head and all. He
looked terrible.

“Oh coffee, great,” said
Mark. “And you are making pancakes, Emma? Super. Hey, sorry about
last night. I didn't know – I didn't...”

“Stop right there, Mark, nothing was going
on,” replied Emma sharply. “You didn't interrupt a thing, so that's
the end of it. What you thought you saw you didn't. Besides, we had
already finished our kiss.”

“So, you two an item now or what?” he asked
strangely. “Does that make Annie and me, Tony and Jenni and the two
of you?”

“Could be, Mark, could be,” Emma said. “It
may be a little early to tell, but there is definitely a
connection. I knew the minute I laid eyes on him. But I don't know
if it was the same for Sean. Time will tell.”

Sean came out of the bedroom clean-shaven and
smelling like soap. Emma smiled as Sean gave her a peck on the
cheek. He slapped Mark on the back and smiled. Something had really
changed to improve Sean's mood. Mark knew what it was and she was
standing right in front of them.

“Okay, fellas, you go ahead and eat, but save
some for me,” she laughed. “I'll just be a few minutes.”

Emma grabbed her bag and
true to her word, it only took ten minutes. Her hair had been
washed. She’d put on her face and clean clothes all in that short
time. The men were stunned.

“Do you always work that fast in the
morning?” asked Mark.

“No, only when I'm so hungry I could tear a
bear apart in two minutes,” laughed Emma. “Besides, we're on a time
line and Tony should be here in a few minutes. He'll want something
to eat as well.”

Mark finished eating and went upstairs to
shower. Emma sipped her coffee and looked at Sean, who was admiring
the view – of her.

“You look so pretty in the morning, Emma,” he
whispered. “May I have a kiss to greet the day?”

Emma snuggled up close and kissed him
lightly, but he recoiled and complained, “Oh hey, that's sticky –
nice but sticky.”

“I'm eating pancakes silly and I have syrup
on my mouth,” she giggled. “Well, you asked and I delivered.”

They laughed as Tony came in
the front door with a smile on his face as well. It must have been
a good evening for everyone, except for Mark.

“Hi guys, oh pancakes and bacon, my fav,”
said Tony. “And you saved me some, oh thanks a lot. Emma, you can
cook for me any time. Does your sister cook this well?”

“Good morning Tony and yes she does,” sighed
Emma. “I see you had a nice evening. Get to know Jenni a little
better, did you?”

Tony was eating so fast he couldn't talk,
just nod. Soon it was time to tidy up and leave for Stillwater,
with a short stop at the hospital. Mark was anxious to see
Annie.

Sean locked up the house,
checked the van and loaded up supplies. They left for the hospital
right at 6:00 and Mark followed in his truck. When the team got out
of the van, they started walking in the hospital, but Mark was
rummaging around in the back of his truck.

“What's he doing back there?” asked Tony. “If
he keeps doing that, we'll be late.”

Mark found what he was searching for and
dashed in with the rest of the group. They found Annie awake and
watching television news.

“Nice quake last night
y'all,” laughed Annie. “Corps of Engineers has opened the dams but
they went a little more north and opened the one south of town at
Genoa, too. Guess they didn't want to take any chances. So, off to
Stillwater, then?”

“Morning Annie,” said Emma. “Ready to go up
and check on the other teams. You look much better today.”

“I feel great and had some sleep, which I see
none of you did,” howled Annie. “Oh well, no rest for the wicked,
as my Grammy used to say.”

“Hey gang, could I have a minute with Annie
alone before we leave, I need to ask her something,” inquired Mark.
“I'll be right down.”

Everyone said goodbye and Mark stayed behind
to ask the question. He pulled the chair up next to Annie's bedside
and picked up her hand, then looked straight into her eyes.

“I'm afraid I'm not very good at this sort of
thing, Annie, but here goes,” Mark stammered. “Two weeks ago, I was
a happy man with a beautiful home and lots of friends. I thought
life was just fine – then I met you. You knocked me over so fast I
didn't know what hit me. And when you got injured, I thought I
might lose you and it almost killed me. But while I'm gone with the
team, I want to give you something and ask you to consider what it
means. You can give me your answer then – when we get back here. I
bought the house in Minnesota, too. So here, take this, it was my
grandmother's and I think she'd love you to have it. You're a lot
alike. So think this over and let me know. I love you Annie.”

Mark kissed her on the forehead and left to
meet up with the rest of the team. From the hallway, he couldn't
hear the answer was “yes” until a nurse at the desk stopped
him.

“She said yes, or didn't you hear that?” said
the nurse. “You'd better go back in there.”

Mark ran back to the room and stared at Annie
with a huge grin on his face.

“Yes?” he asked.

“Yes,” replied Annie. “Now go, get out of
here. This is so beautiful I want to admire it until you get back.
So if you hurry and get out of here, you'll be home sooner. And by
the way, I love you, too!”

Mark ran over and gave her a big kiss, then
ran out of the room again, singing as he sped down the hall. The
nurses laughed as they walked into Annie's room to see what all the
kafuffle was about! Annie proudly showed off the oval emerald ring
with diamonds and pearls surrounding it. It really made everyone's
day on the ward!

When Mark exited the hospital, he was as
giddy as a child at Christmas. Tony stopped him before Mark could
get into his truck.

“Hey, what's got you so excited and happy?”
asked Tony. “What did you do, propose to Annie?”

“Yep, I certainly did and she said yes,”
laughed Mark. “I am one happy man.”

“Then I'll buy you a beer when we get to
Stillwater,” yelled Tony. “How about that!”

But when Mark got into his truck, he noticed
the enormous blood stain on the passenger side of the seat. He
broke down in tears knowing the reason it was there. He hadn't
started up his truck and Tony came back, knocked on the window and
motioned for Mark to get moving.

“Hey Mark, we need to go now,” shouted
Tony.

Mark nodded and put a blanket over the stain,
then turned on the engine. They drove up to Stillwater and were
there in a few hours. Mollie was waiting with coffee and cinnamon
rolls. She waved from the restaurant porch as they drove in.

“Morning Team One,” she laughed. “Nice bright
morning for a change. Looks like autumn is upon us. Who's up for
coffee?”

Sean jumped out of the van
and dashed up to Mollie saying, “We are and you know it. How are
things up here, Mollie, any news?”

“I'm set up as usual, Sean and you need to
look at things from overnight,” replied Mollie. “I don't know if
this is good news or just the calm before the storm. That little
quake we had was 4.5 on the scale – much lower than the last bunch
and so far, there are no new fissures opening up anywhere. The
roller dams are only a quarter open, but from what the Corps of
Engineers has said in the media, the bore holes are working and it
seems we are relieving some of the pressure. We might have stopped
the widening rift.”

“Good,” said Sean. “Let's go over the data
then I think perhaps Mark should see the property, if that's okay
with you?”

Mollie replied with a big smile, “I made the
appointment for 11:00 this morning with the real estate agent. I
think she spent the night cleaning and getting all the dust off the
crevices! The owner is anxious to sell and since it's been on the
market for a while, she will deal. I'm sorry Mark lost his home in
St. Louis. Funny, he looks somewhat overjoyed, not bummed like I
thought he would.”

“He proposed to Annie this morning and she
accepted,” laughed Sean. “So you can imagine how happy he is right
now. And the cabin will be the frosting on the cake, so to speak.
Better go back and see what the data shows.”

Tony was pouring over the seismic
information, while Mark and Emma looked at the computer printouts.
Two of the other teams showed up with their data from the
monitoring stations and things looked encouraging. But looks can be
deceiving.

Suddenly another tremor could be felt, but
this one was different. It was rolling. Then another small one
came, then two more. They were only small shakes, but they got the
teams' attention.

“What the?” said Tony. “I've never felt
something like that before. That thing rolled!”

Mark checked the data coming in and
exclaimed, “Whatever we're doing, things have changed. These were
low-level quakes and not deep – not deep at all. It's as if the
strata is shaking itself off, like shrugging its shoulders. Wow,
that's weird.”

“Any information on the rift?” asked Sean.
“Is it continuing to widen?”

Emma came over with a computer run and said,
“We have regression. The rift is closing. Not much, but its
closing. I wouldn't call the President over this little bit of news
just yet, but this looks good.”

One of the other team members commented,
“We've been monitoring the stations you all placed and for the past
few days, we've noticed significant reduction in the level of
quakes. I just spoke with the Corps and they are halting the roller
dams at 35% open. They might not have to open them to 50% if things
are working at 35% and may even be able to pull back a little. This
is a positive sign, but like you said, better keep a close
watch.”

 


 



Chapter Six

Celia Marsden, real estate agent and friend
of Mollie's honked the horn of her car and Mark went out to meet
her.

“I'll be back in an hour or so, but call if
something happens, okay?” asked Mark. “I can't wait to see this
place. Annie will be thrilled.”

Ms. Marsden introduced herself then drove for
about twenty minutes to the property. Huge lodge pole pines formed
a canopy along the driveway to the house and as they drove in, a
magnificent log home presented itself. True to Annie's description,
the place was huge and hauntingly rustic.

“Wow, this place certainly doesn't
disappoint, does it?” asked Mark. “How big is this house
anyway?”

“Square footage is right
around 4750 ft. with a finished lower level and a total of seven
bedrooms, four and a half baths, two decks, a hot tub, pool,
built-in barbecue, a two car garage, workroom and several out
buildings, including a two bedroom, fully furnished guest cottage,”
replied Ms. Marsden. “The house was built in 1925 by a Minneapolis
businessman as a family vacation retreat. The present owner is in a
nursing home and will not be back, hence the excellent price and
willingness to deal. Shall we go in?”

“I'll say, let's see what's inside,” laughed
Mark. “There will be enough room for all the team members when they
need a place to stay. This is simply an amazing place.”

Celia opened the huge wooden doors into the
massive great room. The ceiling soared over eighteen feet in height
and was made from hand-spliced logs. Some of the walls were smooth
but most were log facings. There was no sign of chinking or
insulation either. The enormous fireplace was covered in river rock
and boulders, plus the hearth was made from cut stone.

In the corner of the room was a kitchen
island, with the huge kitchen behind it. All the appliances were
less than a year old, including restaurant-style cook top,
convection oven and fridge. The pantry off to the side held two
dishwashers, an enormous freezer and brand-new laundry duo. A small
room off the pantry held a shower room, with a mudroom from that
one. Mark simply shook his head in disbelief.

“So why is this property for sale again, Ms.
Marsden?” inquired Mark. “All this new equipment and such a
beautiful house, I don't understand.”

“The owner is the great-granddaughter of the
original owner,” explained Celia. “She's only 35 and was a
professional chef in the Cities. But she had a massive stroke and
will never be able to come home again. The fees at the nursing home
are draining her financially and she absolutely must sell her home.
She had hoped to come back and have care here, but it wasn't to be.
Shall we see the rest of the house?”

There were three bedrooms on either wing of
the house, with a bath between them. But the Master bedroom was at
the end of the house, overlooking the deck and the St. Croix River
Valley below. That deck led down to the hot tub and private sauna.
Downstairs in the lower level, there were three additional rooms,
which could be set up as offices or bedrooms, plus a full bathroom
and indoor sauna. There was a game room, fireplace, full kitchen,
bar, additional laundry room and generator. The outside fireplace
on the lower deck was surrounded by an outdoor kitchen and patio
furniture, with a patio leading off the deck to the pool area. The
enormity of the place simply blew Mark away!

“Let's go back upstairs and sign the
paperwork, shall we?” asked Celia. “Since they accepted your offer
already, all we have to do is get ready for closing. I've spoken
with your insurance man in St. Louis and all the monies for this
transaction, including taxes, fees, etc., have been transferred up
here and all we need is a closing date. We can actually do that
tomorrow, if you'd like. But I've also been advised your furniture
is here and ready when you are.”

Mark stared at the agent almost in disbelief,
but managed to say, “The sooner we can make this legal, the better.
Actually, we need a place for our teams to stay tonight. Is there
any way we can get this accomplished today and get the furniture
moved in?”

Celia grinned and replied, “Thought you might
ask that, so I made arrangements with the lawyer handling the
transaction and he agreed you can move in now. All I have to do is
call the moving company and get the trucks over here. Your buddies
are down at Mollie's finishing breakfast and with everyone up here,
you have an armada waiting to help. Is that fast enough for
you?”

Mark plunked himself down in the barrel chair
in the great room and wheezed a sigh of relief. Then sadness came
over him at the thought Annie wouldn't be there to share in this
glorious discovery.

“Are you thinking about Annie, Mark?” she
asked quietly. “Don't you worry. Your friends have arranged for a
video link to her apartment, so she can watch and chat with you
from any of the video screens in the house. It's almost as if she's
here with you. I'll get on the horn now. Just be a minute.”

Mark walked over to the French doors leading
to the deck and walked out to look at the view. The leaves were
beginning to turn to gold and copper and he could see the St. Croix
River from the railing. A deer ran across the pathway, looked up at
Mark then dashed off. The birds were singing again, which he hadn't
heard for a while. This is Mark and Annie's new slice of
Heaven.

Celia walked back to Mark and said, “Okay, we
have a go ahead and good things will begin happening in less than
ten minutes. Tony said he'd bring the laptop to monitor things from
here and Sean is bringing up your truck. Steven Connelley is
bringing up the tank, as he calls it and Emma and Mollie are
bringing up lunch. And if I'm not mistaken, I think the Marines
have landed!”

People poured in from everywhere. Neighbors
came in. His friends – people he didn't even know. It looked like a
home renovation television show! And the house was so well built no
one noticed the slight tremors going on – except for Tony, that is.
But even those readings pleased him!

Mark was so stunned, he couldn't speak, so
Sean spoke for him and said, “Jenni got Annie out of the hospital
early and I've just patched her through on the main flat screen
over the fireplace. She should be on – hey Annie, are you and Jenni
there?”

The screen came on and you could see Annie
and Jenni at the apartment, both of them almost covered in roses
and teddy bears. Indeed, the President HAD sent something to thank
Annie for her contribution and to help her get well faster.

“Hi guys, I can see you up there,” giggled
Annie, holding up her new ring to the camera. “Hi Mark. Look, it
fits! Look what the President sent me, too. Is that wild or
what?”

Mark looked at the television screen with
tears in his eyes as he said, “Hi Sunshine. How's my girl? Hey, I
think those teddy bears can have their own room here. Have you seen
the size of this house? And look at all these people. I can't
believe it, Annie, I just can't believe it.”

“I know, it's amazing,” giggled Annie again.
“Sure beats the size of this dinky apartment, huh? Oh, is Tony
there, 'cause I want a word.”

Tony walked sheepishly over to the screen and
said, “Hey horse face. Whatta you want?”

“Jenni and I left the hospital and ran into
their head gardener as we left, that's what,” sniped Annie. “He
told us they don't grow roses in their gardens because someone
could pick one, get pricked by a thorn, get an infection and sue
the hospital, which means, you dork, you bought my rose. This rose
has no thorns on it. I told you not to do that because you don't
have any money.”

Tony simply stuck his tongue out at Annie and
walked back to the kitchen and put on a pot of coffee. The kitchen
was full of fresh, canned and frozen food. Mollie and Celia had
taken care of that right before the teams arrived. They had some
pull with the local grocer, who had re-opened for his customers.
And they bought some essentials, like pots and pans, utensils,
plates, a couple of coffee makers and a dozen or so coffee mugs.
Call it a 'welcome for buying this extraordinarily expensive house
for a song' gift!

Rugs went down, furniture was placed and beds
set up. Someone even went out and cleaned the pool, then opened up
the guesthouse and began to clean. Utilities had been turned on,
including the radiant floor heat, if needed and the boiler fired
up. Several of the rooms were empty, but local merchants had heard
about Annie and what she'd done, so they stepped up and finished
off the rest of the house. It looked as if the place had been
featured in a magazine.

“Actually, it has been in several home
magazines, newspapers and an architect's magazine,” said Mollie.
“Sean's sister is an editor for one of them and her magazine
featured an enormous spread on the house a few years ago. You may
have a few folks driving by just to see the place, Mark, so be
ready for guests! Annie, how are you doing down there? Skoodle is
really hoping to see you. Would you like to say hello to her? Just
a second, I'll go out to the van and get her.”

“Wow, all this and Skoodle, too,” laughed
Annie. “What did I do to deserve this?”

Mollie brought Skoodle into the main great
room and placed her carrier on a huge ottoman, opening the door, so
Skoodle could scoot. When she heard Annie's voice, Skoodle
cautiously peered out and looked at the television set. She began
to meow and almost chirped a greeting. Annie laughed then
cried.

“Look Skoodle, there's your Momma,” said
Mollie. “She's back in La Crosse, but she will be here soon, I
promise. See, there she is.”

“Hi Skood, hi Sweetie are you okay?” asked
Annie. “Mommy is okay and I'll see you soon, but stay with Mollie
until you can come home, okay? Play with Uncle Mark and all your
new friends. I love you, baby.”

Skoodle seemed confused, but
decided this was an okay place and came out to look around. Mollie
kept an eye on her as the cat surveyed her new home and Annie
watched from her perch above the mantle. Annie was so happy just to
see all the activity, but she could tell she was getting
tired.

“Mark, I think I need to take a rest, can you
watch her for me until later?” asked Annie. “I'll come back on
around five, if that's okay. This place is remarkable. I think it
will work just great. Gosh, it's beautiful.”

“Take a nap, Honey and I'll see you later
this afternoon,” replied Mark. “We still have a lot to do here and
get things placed. I love you Annie.”

“I love you too, Mark,” said Annie. “Jenni
says goodbye.”

Mark turned off the television set and smiled
at Skoodle, who by now was all over the house, exploring and poking
her nose into everything. His friends knew where the furniture went
and some of the new pieces were left to Emma and Mollie to set up.
Celia was making her calls and everything was set. Then Tony spoke
up.

“Hey guys, I think we may be needed here,” he
explained. “Steve, you and Sean, Mark and I are supposed to be in
on a conference call in an hour. I'll route it in here, because we
can use the big screen television in the living room. Apparently
there has been a change or an event. I couldn't tell what has
happened. But it's big.”

“Okay Tony then we need to set up a table
here for all of us to sit at for the conference,” said Mark. “How
about the dining table? That would work, so let's just move it a
bit.”

“Wow, this works great for conference calls,
doesn't it?” asked Emma. “This could literally be a command center.
Mark, this is an awesome house and it has some amazing qualities.
You really lucked out.”

“Annie is the one who found it – and I found
Annie,” replied Mark. “It's almost too simple. Oh hey, they're
early. Wonder what gives?”

“Good, you are all there,” said Peter Thorpe.
“Everyone, there have been some extraordinary breakthroughs.
Remember when Princess Diana died and it was if the world stood
still listening in horror to what had happened? Emma's broadcast,
her film of these events and reactions from the world governments
made the world take notice. It's as if the entire world galvanized
and mobilized to implement measures to stop their contributions to
Global Warming. Major corporations are coming together to see how
their manufacturing processes can be changed to reduce or eliminate
pollutants. We are getting messages from around the globe asking
what other countries can do and there is a summit planned for the
Twin Cities in two weeks. Many of the leaders of the world want to
see what happened in northern Wisconsin, then down to St. Louis and
what happened when the roller dams were opened. Finally, finally we
may be able to make some headway on a global scale and work
together to solve the problems of our planet. It will take many,
many years and we may not be able to totally reverse what has been
done, but by eliminating the way in which we are destroying our
planet, it may give us a fighting chance by doing it together as
one world. I have to say Teams, well done. Well done indeed.”

“Did anyone think to add Champagne to the
fridge?” asked Mark. “I think we have something to celebrate!”

“Hey not so fast,” said Tony. “Chief, what
about Yellowstone? Where do we stand on their geothermal activity?
And what's happened with the quakes? I know we're still having
them, but they are much lighter. Surely we aren't out of the woods
yet are we?”

“We've sent additional teams
out to the park and they'll monitor the caldera,” he explained.
“But right now, I want your teams to continue monitoring the
stations and physical conditions along the upper portion of the
rift,” explained Thorpe. “The Lake Superior problem is still
something which needs attention and could become a hazard if we get
that tsunami from the Canary Islands. That potential disaster is
still there. Mark, I know this is a lot to ask of you, since you
haven't even slept in your new home yet, but can you put up the
teams there until we can establish a new office in Stillwater? It
will be a much more important location from where you are than in
La Crosse.”

“Uh, sure, I guess,” replied Mark. “We have
furniture and food, so yes, I can do that. I have a guest house, so
one of the teams can be in there, while another team can use the
bedrooms and even the basement if we need it.”

“Thanks Buddy, you're a Pal,” said Pete.
“I'll be in touch first thing in the morning.”

Emma's cell phone rang, so she answered
quickly saying, “Yes, yes, I understand. Of course. Uh huh. Why?
Okay, count on it.”

“Well what was that all about?” asked Sean.
“That was almost a cryptic response.”

“That was the station,” answered Emma. “I'm
lead cover for the Global Warming Conference in the Cities. They
want full coverage, interviews, etc., and are working with the
affiliate up there. I guess I have free rein to do whatever I want
and it looks like the teams will be called in to speak. You should
be getting notification in a day or two. This will look good on the
old resume!”

“My, my, that's news okay,” laughed Sean.
“Will you need to go back down to La Crosse for anything?”

“No, they are sending Guy up here with the
steady-cam, with some of my clothes and personal things, so we're
good to go,” replied Emma. “Jenni will be coming along, too. She
wants to spend some time with Tony and the rest of us. She's dying
to see the house!”

“There will be no shortage
of places to stay here, that's for sure,” laughed Sean. “A full
house!”

“But if Jenni is up here, who will be staying
with Annie?” asked Sean. “Is there something you aren't telling
me?”

“Could be, maybe not,” said Emma coyly. “Not
sayin' another thing for a while. But I do need to scope these
rooms out though. I want my pick of the good bedrooms with a view!
The guys can bunk in downstairs!”

“So that means I get a bedroom overlooking
the lake then?” asked Sean. “I can handle that.”

The afternoon went by so fast, by the time
5:00 came, Mark was exhausted. Still, he wanted to say hello to
Annie again. The screen came on and there she was – the love of his
life.

“Hi Sweetie, did you get some rest?” asked
Mark.

Annie beamed and said, “I did, a little,
because there is still some pain, but it's getting better. I'm just
worn out from the loss of blood and the surgery. I might be able to
start rehab next week and Jenni said she'd help. How's the house
coming along?”

“It's fantastic, Annie,” exclaimed Mark.
“There were bunches of people here to place the furniture and there
will be some surprises for you when you get here. Just wait until
you see all the animals and birds here. It's as if the place has
been yours all along. It's wonderful.”

“The President sent along a big box of
steaks, too, so we're eating very well tonight,” giggled Annie. “I
can't believe how many gifts are coming in. There's no more room
here!”

“Gifts?” asked Mark. “What kind of
things?”

“I got a painting from a Saudi fella who has
lots of money, a couple of fruit baskets and airline tickets from a
bunch of folks,” laughed Annie. “And that really nice general I met
sent me a huge bottle of my favorite perfume. That stuff's really
expensive. I wonder who told him about that?”

“Wasn't me, because I don't know what it is!”
said Mark. “Nice gifts, Annie.”

“I'm getting tired again, Mark,” sighed
Annie. “I don't want to leave, but I need to rest. Have to build my
strength back up. We can chat tomorrow, I hope.”

“Okay, Annie, I love you, sleep well,” sighed
Mark.

Annie blew a kiss and waved. It made Mark sad
again.

Mollie found linens in the drawer and decided
to set the dining room table for supper. She and Emma were making
the meal, while Sean and Tony settled the teams into their rooms
below. Steve fired up the grill on the patio and put on the steaks
and chops. Then Steve's phone rang. At first he was scowling, then
smiling, then scowling again.

“What gives with you?” asked Sean. “You don't
look very happy.”

“That was Pete Thorpe with
some news,” explained Steve. “It looks like I will be taking over
his job. He's being bumped up to Washington. My wife is from the
St. Louis area, so she's going to be thrilled. But that means I’ll
have to deal with my mother-in-law all the time now. I am NOT
looking forward to that.”

“Okay, so that leaves your position open up
here,” quizzed Sean. “Who is being slotted in here to replace
you?”

Steve Connelley looked Sean squarely in the
eyes and before he could say the word 'you', Sean's phone rang.
Then Tony's cell phone rang.

Sean answered, “Hey Peter. Yes, what? Huh?
Okay, I suppose so, sure. Um, well okay. Fine. That's super.
Excellent choice. When? Right. Thanks Pete.”

Sean snapped his phone closed, as Tony
finished his conversation. They stared at each other.

“Would someone say something, please?” asked
Mark. “This suspense is killing me.”

“Steven here is being promoted to Peter
Thorpe's job in St. Louis,” Sean explained. “Pete is being promoted
to Washington, D.C. I am being promoted to Steve's job up here in
charge of the new Stillwater office and my buddy Tony has been
asked to take my job at the university. I'm dumbfounded!”

Mark's phone rang as well
and his conversation went something like this: “Okay, hey Corwyn.
Yes, yes, no kidding? Say what? Oh right, no need to ask, that's a
yes. How much? Dang. Yeah, yeah. January 1st.”

Mark gazed at his friends and looked at them
as if someone had smacked him with a 2x4, but managed to stammer,
“NOAA has just offered me a job as a consultant and Liaison Officer
for the Upper Midwestern Region at twice the salary I have with
FEMA. If I read this right, I will be your counterpart up here
Sean. You and I will be heading the follow-up teams.”

“So you accepted then?” asked Sean.

“Oh hell yeah, I did,” laughed Mark. “I can't
wait to tell Annie.”

Mollie joined the group and said, “Looks like
I'm back in the game, too friends. I've just been offered a
consultancy position with USGS, so Sean if you'll have me we're
going to be working together again. Apparently my theories held
water too – so to speak – with the powers that be and this old gal
is still valuable to them. That would make two professors on the
same team.”

“I shall always defer to you, Madame
Professor,” laughed Sean. “But what about your restaurant? Who will
run that?”

“I will because we will need
somewhere to eat where I know the food will be good,” smiled
Mollie. “I mean after all, mine is only a part-time job and the new
office will be right across the street at the old fire station. I
CAN do both you know – multitask.”

“Hot diggity damn,” yelled Mark. “We're
staying together!”

“Oh, but where does Annie fit in?” asked
Sean. “She's been with me for years and I can't get along without
her.”

“She's going to be with me for years, Sean
and I think there is someone who will be for you, too, if I'm not
mistaken,” whispered Mark. “Hold onto Emma. You won't be
sorry.”

“The food,” yelled Steve. “Oh no, we forgot
the meat on the grill downstairs. It's going to be charcoal by
now.”

Mollie laughed out loud and said, “No, it's
in the warming drawer. I took it off when all the phones started
ringing. I had a feeling you all would be in for some surprises.
Let's eat.”

“Looks like the next two weeks will be super
busy for all of us,” said Emma. “Best make the most of the next
couple of quiet days. Maybe we could go fishing. Or maybe I could
meet your sister. She lives near here, doesn't she?”

“Yes, and that's a good idea,” replied Sean.
“I haven't seen Gemma in a while and her kids must have grown like
weeds. She has three boys, age 5, 7 and 11. Gavin, who is the
youngest, looks like me with red hair. Declan is seven and the
daredevil of the group and Orland is the studious one. We have a
great time together.”

The next two weeks were spent relaxing with
everyone enjoying the time off. Annie was getting stronger. Emma
decided how to approach the conference interviews and get in some
fishing. The earth was silent, but Tony continued to monitor. And
soon it was time to head over to the Cities to attend the Global
Warming Conference.

Emma broadcast her interviews for an entire
week. There were presidents, prime ministers, sheiks, heads of
state, princes and chancellors. Even President Miller was there.
Sean gave a magnificent presentation – worthy of his Doctorate –
and Mollie was given special recognition for her contributions. But
the biggest winner was someone who was absent.

President Miller stood on the dais and waited
for someone to come up to the platform. The surprise guest of honor
was none other than Annie. She hobbled up on her crutches to the
applause of everyone in attendance. Annie looked radiant and beamed
her famous smile. Mark was so shocked he sat staring at her with
his mouth open.

“Shut your mouth Mark,” said Tony. “You look
like a carp.”

The President spoke to the conference about
Annie's courage and insight into the plight of the world,
explaining how a simple solution could make an enormous difference
toward saving our planet. He presented her with a beautiful plaque
and the Medal of Freedom, the Nation's highest civilian honor.
There was a huge shout of applause in the room as she stepped up to
the microphone to accept her honors.

“The world owes me nothing,” she began. “I
just had an idea which would work. This is a team effort and my
team shares equally in this honor. And you, as leaders of your
countries, are leading your teams to conquer the worldwide problems
of Global Warming, so perhaps I should share this with all of you?
This conference has been held to solidify our efforts in conquering
our global problems and giving our children their rightful
inheritance of a cleaner planet – one which will sustain them and
their children's' children. Please do not applaud me. It is I who
should applaud you.”

Annie clapped and the room was silent, until
it erupted again. She stood for a moment, then had her photograph
taken with the President. A handsome Marine helped her down from
the platform and walked her over to Mark, who literally trembled at
the sight of his fiancée. The crowd continued to clap!

Later, at the reception for the dignitaries,
Annie had her photograph taken with each head of state. All invited
her to visit their countries. And someone actually took a team
photo and one of Mark and Annie together – and it was precious. The
love was really evident.

“I'm so stunned, Annie,” gasped Mark. “I
practically fell over when you walked out on that stage. How did
you get up here?”

“Jenni and I came up via limousine, no less,”
she laughed. “Never been in one of those. The President sent it. It
rode like a baby buggy!”

“So are you going back home to La Crosse
now?” asked Mark sadly.

“I am home, Mark,” replied Annie. “My things
are at the house.”

Mark kissed Annie passionately and the crowd
cheered! They suddenly realized where they were and both blushed.
The teams left to go back home.

Two months went by. Sean finished his PhD and
graduated with high honors from the University. Tony took over for
Sean in the Geology Department and moved into Sean's house. Sean
spent Thanksgiving with his family and Mark, Annie and Mollie,
while looking for a new home near Stillwater. Emma was on
assignment in Washington as a follow-up to the disaster story. When
she returned, she had news of her own.

Emma came into the restaurant and sat down at
her usual table. She'd called Sean to meet her, so she could tell
him first. Mollie kept her ears open! Sean came in and was happy to
see her.

“I've missed you,” he said. “How was
Washington with all those snooty executives?”

“I really don't like that place at all, but I
do have some news,” she explained. “The national affiliate was so
pleased with the work I had done they offered me a position as an
anchor with the Washington newsroom. That's huge. But I turned them
down. I explained there was still work to be done on the current
situation and that was my story. So then they offered me a nightly
news anchor at their station in Minneapolis, with special
assignment reporting. I accepted that immediately. I'll start at
the beginning of the new year.”

“Emma that's wonderful,” said Sean with a
tinge of sadness in his voice. “That means you will be living in
the Cities then, right?”

“I can live wherever I want in the “greater
metropolitan area”, which means I can live close enough to the
station to commute if I want,” she explained. “I can be in the
Cities or just outside.”

“Does Stillwater count?” asked Sean. “I mean,
here? What if you could live halfway between the two?”

“Sure that'd work, but I haven't started
looking yet,” Emma replied. “Have you seen something I might like?
I can certainly afford a house now. The bonus the network gave me
is a huge down payment for a house.”

“Oh go ahead and tell her for heaven's sake,
Sean,” howled Mollie. “Or better yet, show her.”

“Come with me, Miss Emma Washburn,” said Sean
as he tugged on her hand. “You might be surprised at what I
found.”

They got into Sean's 4x4 and drove over to
Highway 36 and on west - to Lake Elmo. They drove out around the
north side of the lake and to a property with a new log cabin
overlooking the shore. The home had an enormous wrap-around deck
with views of the beach and lake. There was a dock and small boat –
and a hot tub at the end of the dock! Sean drove his truck up the
gravel driveway, stopped at the front door and helped Emma out.

“This is kind of the middle, I think,”
explained Sean. “So, what do you think?”

“I think this team is becoming obsessed with
log cabins, is what I think,” laughed Emma. “So you like this
house? Thinking of buying it?”

“I should like it, I own it,” roared Sean. “I
had to find a place to live and although it isn't on the river,
this lake is just fantastic – sunsets are amazing. The house isn't
as big as Mark and Annie's, but it's cozier and it's totally
environmentally friendly. Come on inside and tell me what you
think.”

Sean opened the front door to the house and
brought Emma into the living room. It wasn't quite as large, but
there was a big stone fireplace, sets of windows and doors which
led to the deck, kitchen and dining room, four bedrooms, two and a
half baths and a walk-out basement, with a set-up like Mark's.
There were 2.87 acres in total and a two-car garage separate from
the house, with an apartment over it. It had one difficulty though
– no furniture.

“It's a lovely house, Sean but don't you need
a place to sit down in here?” giggled Emma. “I mean, there is no
furniture in the house, not even a picture on the wall. I like the
kitchen though. Lots of counter space and good appliances.”

“Maybe we should go into the Cities and see
if we can shop for furniture before you start your new job,” sighed
Sean. “I mean, I love this place and the décor needs another
opinion. Mine isn't very good on decorating, I'm afraid.”

Emma walked back into the living room and
looked at the fireplace. She walked over to the mantle where she
saw a small white box sitting there looking lonesome. Emma pointed
to it and Sean knew he had to summon up the courage to propose,
because now's the time and here's the place.

“Oh that,” wheezed Sean. “It's a white
box.”

“Yes I see that but what's it doing there by
itself when there is nothing else in here?” asked Emma.

Sean snatched the white box off the mantle,
got down on one knee and said, “I was waiting to do this at
Christmas, but your curiosity won't let me wait, so Emma Washburn,
would you be my wife, to share in all the ups and downs, natural
disasters and bacon cheeseburgers? Will you marry me?”

“Here, get up off the floor,” laughed Emma.
“Yes, Sean, I'll marry you, but only after we get some
furniture!”

Sean jumped up and hugged Emma, then kissed
her passionately. He opened the box and slipped the engagement ring
on her finger. Then he hugged her again.

The postal carrier came to the front door and
rang the bell. There was an important envelope she wanted to hand
deliver. Sean raced over to the door and opened it.

“Mr. Delaney, this looks important and since
I saw your car out front, I knew you'd be home,” she explained. “Oh
hello, I've seen you on the television. You're Miss Washburn aren't
you?”

“Why yes I am,” replied Emma. It's nice you
remembered. But it's soon to be Mrs. Delaney, miss, miss...?”

“Oh Carrie, Carrie the
Carrier,” she laughed. “Congratulations and welcome to the village.
I live around the corner and if I may be so bold, Mr. Delaney, when
are you getting some furniture for this place?”

Sean laughed loudly and
replied, “Right now Carrie, we are going into the Cities to find
some furniture to fill the place up.”

Carrie giggled, gave them the mail and went
back to her truck. The big envelope was special all right. It was
Mark and Annie's wedding invitation. Inside was the photograph
taken at the conference and the date for the wedding was Christmas
Eve at 7:30 PM at the cabin.

“Oh now that's nice, how lovely,” said Emma.
“This is just right for them - a Christmas wedding. We should get a
frame for the photo while we're out, too. And maybe go to the home
store and get a few patio chairs and tables so we have a place to
sit. Do you even have dishes?”

“Okay, okay, I get the drift,” groused Sean.
“I should have ordered the furniture before I brought you out here.
Sorry. But this way we can pick things out together – something we
both like. Yes? And what about the wedding for us? When and what
kind?”

Emma had to think for a few minutes, but
finally said, “Given the high profile all this disaster business
has caused, maybe just get married by the justice of the peace.
Then we can have our marriage blessed in the Church later. But I
don't want anyone there other than just us and our witnesses. What
about timing? I don't want to infringe on Mark and Annie's
wedding.”

“My parish priest retired up here and I bet
if we talk with him now, we could have him do the ceremony for us,”
explained Sean. “I know we are supposed to have the six month
pre-Cana instruction, but he knows me well enough to know this
isn't a whim. We can have him do this then we can meet with him on
a regular basis afterward. It's worth asking anyway.”

Emma nodded and said, “Let's get into town
and get that furniture, then we can call your priest tonight. Say,
this is a beautiful engagement ring. How did you know the Emerald
Cut is my favorite? Oh wait, let me guess? Jenni?”

“Jenni,” laughed Sean. “Come on, get in the
truck!”

A week and miles of paperwork later, Emma and
Sean were married in a tiny chapel at St. Mary's Point. Witnesses
were Jenni, Tony and Mollie. After the service, they went out for a
meal with Father Andrew. All were sworn to secrecy until Mark and
Annie had the chance to tie the knot. No one wanted to spoil their
moment.

“Does this give you any ideas, Tony?” asked
Father Andrew.

“It does and all of them scary,” growled
Tony. “Sorry Father, but I need to grow up a bit more before I
subject anyone to me on a regular basis. I like Jenni a lot, but
it's too soon to think about marriage for me.”

Emma and Sean would wait for a honeymoon
until after the big Christmas wedding. They had the time between
Christmas and New Years, which was just enough time for a
honeymoon. The new cabin became a home and the Delaneys enjoyed
putting it all together. Very few people knew Sean and Emma had
been married – and that's the way they wanted it.

 


 



Chapter Seven

Christmas week was a whirl of activity in
Stillwater. Life had almost gone back to normal. The shops were
decorated in Victorian style, with singers walking up and down the
street singing carols, vendors selling roasted chestnuts and stores
providing hot chocolate and hot cider. Stillwater has always been a
festive town during this time of year, bringing in tourists for the
unusual gifts sold in the shops. It IS the rare book capital of the
country, with many of the shops carrying rare and out-of-print
books for sale. Annie and Mollie had been working with the caterers
and Mark had engaged a local Lutheran minister to do the service. A
local jeweler had made the wedding rings and Mark had a new navy
blue suit made. The wedding wouldn't be terribly formal, but Sunday
best.

Two days before the wedding, snow began to
fall. It put a light dusting on the pine trees surrounding the
cabin. Mollie and Celia put thousands of white twinkle lights on
the balcony and in the trees close to the deck. They decorated the
Christmas tree next to the fireplace in shades of purple, gold and
turquoise, with hand-made German ornaments. Lights glistened on the
tree and when only the tree was on and candles glowed, everything
looked magical.

Tents had been erected at the front door to
keep the snow off the guests and a parking attendant had been hired
to help with the vehicles. A string quartet was placed near the
doors to the deck to provide the music and the buffet tables were
set up in the dining area and in the basement. People could mill
around and enjoy the entire home.

The day of the wedding, Annie and Mark spent
most of it apart. Jenni and Mollie were bridesmaids, while Mark had
chosen Tony and Steven as groomsmen, with Sean being best man. Emma
was maid of honor. For once, Mark wasn't nervous nor was Annie.
Soon it was time for the guests to be arriving.

The quartet began to play at
6:00 PM. Reverend Stinson was having coffee in the kitchen,
surveying all the guests as they came in. And there were a few
dignitaries who had been invited because they had asked to be
invited. And they brought gifts – lots of them! Soon, all eighty
guests were seated and the quartet began to play the wedding music.
Mark and Sean stood by the fireplace as the embers glowed. (Mollie
had covered up the television screen with a painting, garland and
candles!) The bride’s maids came through from the bedrooms toward
the center aisle when all of a sudden the front door burst open and
the President walked in.

“Well, someone has to give the bride away!”
he grinned. “Now where is that beautiful bride?”

Annie walked in without her
crutches and President Miller offered her his arm. Annie was
radiant in an ivory Victorian lace gown with long sleeves and a
matching cap, complete with lace train flowing behind it. She
carried simple white roses and stephanotis and wore long ivory
gloves. She simply glowed. Mark was rocking back and forth in his
squeaky new shoes. NOW he was nervous!

The snow continued to fall gently onto the
house. The music was then toned down and the President and Annie
approached Reverend Stinson and Mark. The vows began.

“Dearly beloved, we are gathered here this
evening in the sight of God and this company to share in the
blessing of Mark and Annie's wedding,” said the minister. “I guess
I don't have to ask who gives this woman to this man, do I?”

“No you probably don't, but do it anyway,
because I want to answer,” laughed the President.

“Okay then, who gives this woman to be
married to this man?” asked the Reverend.

“I and the American people do, that's who,”
said President Miller loudly. “I'd say that's enough, don't
you?”

All the guests laughed as
the President gave Annie's hand to Mark then stepped back. No one
had expected this - certainly not Mark or Annie.

An astonished Annie thanked the President and
put her hand in Mark's. The vows continued.

“Mark, do you take this woman, Annie Clarisse
McGovern, to be your lawfully wedded wife, to have and to hold, in
sickness and in health, in good weather and in natural disasters,
and in want or plenty for the rest of your lives?” asked the
Reverend.

“You bet I do,” said Mark loudly. “Oh, I
mean, I do!”

“Annie, do you take this man, Mark
Chesterfield Adams to be your lawfully wedded husband, to have and
to hold, in sickness and in health, in want or in plenty and all
that natural disaster stuff, till death do you part?”

This tiny little voice came from Annie
saying, “I do.”

“What was that, I couldn't hear you,” said
Reverend Stinson.

“I DO,” boomed Annie's voice.

The entire assembly of guests roared with
laughter. Annie looked around and realized how loud she answered
and giggled, holding her hand to her face.

The minister continued, “Is there any reason
why these two shouldn't be joined in marriage, speak now or forever
keep silent.”

There was only silence except for Skoodle
sneezing. That didn't count.

“Then by the power vested in me by God and
the State of Minnesota, I happily announce you are husband and
wife. You may kiss your bride, Mark.”

The room cheered as Mark and
Annie shared their first kiss as a married couple. But once the
kiss had finished, everyone heard marching footsteps coming up from
the basement and cadence along with it. Six Marines in full dress
blues and covers marched to the center aisle and walked down toward
the newly married couple. Mark's friend, Captain Adam Sheeley, told
the Marines to present arms and six gleaming steel swords were
raised to form an arched canopy for Mark and Annie to walk under.
As they walked to the back of the room, Captain Sheeley smacked
Annie lightly on the bottom with the sword – a Marine tradition,
accepting the bride into the Corps of brothers (and sisters). Then
the Marines turned, lowered swords, saluted the President and
marched back downstairs to a cheering group of guests and a
flabbergasted Annie and Mark.

“Oh my heavens,” shouted Annie over the din.
“Can you believe what just happened? Not the marriage but the
President and the Marines? Look at all these guests. It just blows
me away.”

Mark was excited and said, “I know, I'm just
as surprised. Who would have thought the President would come all
the way here just to give you away? That's some impression you made
on him let me tell you. He's a widower and I am so glad I snagged
you away before he did! You look absolutely like a princess, Honey.
You take my breath away.”

Mark kissed Annie again then
greeted their guests. The buffet and music went on until around
10:00 PM, when the guests said goodnight. The house was filled with
out of town guests, but Annie and Mark's bedroom was off by itself
and they wouldn't notice anyone cleaning up after the reception or
still milling around. They went to their master suite and closed
the door. Mark took off his jacket and tie, put a fire in the
fireplace and turned the lights down low. He opened the drapes to
look out at the snow falling on the deck and with the lights
twinkling. He also opened a bottle of wine from the little fridge
in the bathroom and poured two glasses. Annie sat down in the
overstuffed chair by the fireplace, kicked off her shoes and
watched the snow. She accepted the glass of wine, sipped it and
felt relief everything was over.

“It was wonderful, wasn't it, Mark?” asked
Annie. “And we all got it on film so we can watch it over and
over.”

Mark walked over and sat down beside her
saying, “I've never been to a wedding like this and I hope I never
will attend another one like it, because this was so special.
Nothing can touch it. Now Mrs. Adams, shall we make this official
and turn out the lights?”

“I thought you'd never ask, Mr. Adams,”
giggled Annie. “Say goodnight Gracie.”

“Goodnight Gracie,” laughed Mark as he turned
out the lights.

The snow continued to frost the trees and the
ground began to grumble. No one noticed. No one was paying
attention to the seismographs tonight. It was winter. Nothing could
happen now...or so they thought.
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Chapter
One

Sister Agnes
Mary fidgeted as she paced the floor of the garden shed. Betrayal
wasn't something she was comfortable with, especially from someone
who was supposed to be a leader. It was time to confront her
superior.

I can't believe she's done this to us. It's unprecedented
and there's no reason for it. I'm going in there now and confront
her. I have to – for the good of the order, our history and my
sanity.

Agnes plucked
up her courage, walked in the open door and asked, “Mother Abbess,
why did we move to this new location? Who has paid for this
monstrosity and what has happened to our old convent?”

The Superior of
the Order, Abbess Clare Montfort, replaced the telephone on its
cradle and replied, “What on earth are you blithering on about
child?”

“I'm concerned
we have come here under false pretences,” explained Sister Agnes.
“There was nothing wrong with the old convent. It has served us
well for over a thousand years since it was established. We
modernized, upgraded and renovated, but still we moved to this
'hotel” of steel and glass. Why?”

“Our benefactor
was most gracious to relocate us to this new building, which better
suits our needs,” she replied. “There is no need for concern here,
my dear.”

“That's not good enough, Mother Clare,” groused Sister Agnes.
“There is something wrong here. Unfortunately I doubt this was the
correct decision and there is an underlying reason for the move.
You owe it to the rest of the Order to explain. You certainly
didn't do it well enough when we had to move.”

“There is absolutely no reason to be concerned, Sister Agnes
Mary,” said an exasperated superior. “It was simply a matter of
economics – and that's all. The hotel was vacant and excellent for
our use. Now run along to your assignment for the day. I know the
sisters can't wait for their next calligraphy lesson. Goodbye
dear.”

Agnes wasn't
buying it. This scenario didn't add up. If there was nothing wrong
with the old convent complex, why did they move here? Sister Agnes
Mary decided to find out.

Mother Abbess
picked up the telephone receiver on her Mahogany desk and made
another phone call.

“Harold, we may
have a problem,” she said angrily. “One of the sisters is making
enquiries and she's extremely good at finding out answers. We need
to put a stop to this and do it now. If I transfer her, it will
look suspicious then the other sisters will take over. I'll need
some help with this one.”

“What would you
have me do, take her out and dispose of the body?” asked the man on
the other end of the telephone. “That wouldn't look very good in
the newspapers and you'd lose everything, probably go to jail. Give
me some time and I'll get back to you. No one must know what we've
done.”

Mother Clare
slammed the phone down and huffed over to her coffee pot. She
poured herself another cup and put a shot of bourbon in it. Now she
was angry – and scared. But then she had an idea. Maybe she could
turn this around and blame Sister Agnes Mary for the subterfuge?
She ran back to the telephone to call Harold.

“Harold, I have
an answer,” she sniped. “The sister who is making the enquiries is
a calligrapher. That means, she can write in many different styles
and make her handwriting look like someone else's. Let's steer the
investigation toward her. We'll make her our scapegoat!”

The man on the
phone laughed and said, “Oh that's choice, Clare. I agree. Let's do
that. Figure out a way to implicate her as a document forger and
contact the police. We have all the documents we changed in the
records office, plus the false bills of sale for the property, so
have her make up something that matches then hand everything to the
police. It's brilliant. We'll never get caught.”

“I'll begin
now, Harold,” replied Mother Clare. “It shouldn't be too difficult.
As soon as things are in motion, I'll call you.”

Mother Clare
thought she was right on top of the situation, but she wasn't.
Several of the younger sisters had been passing by and overheard
the conversation. Sister Rita and Sister Marian were scuttling off
to class when they heard Mother Abbess's loud voice. They stopped
to listen.

“Bugger, what's she on about?” asked Sister Rita. “Trying
to frame Sister Agnes for something she didn't have anything to do
with – but Mother Abbess did? It’s time for us to put on our
detective caps and find out what's going on. We'd better tell Agnes
about this. Oh, oh, here comes Mother from her office –
hide.”

The sisters hid
behind a wall, as Mother Abbess left her office. The sisters waited
until Mother Clare was out of sight and headed off to the class,
which Sister Agnes was teaching. After class, they approached
Sister Agnes with what they'd overheard.

“Listen Aggie,
we heard something pretty awful on our way here,” grimaced Sister
Marian. “It looks like Mother Abbess is going to frame you for
something because you are poking around. It has to do with some
forged papers and your calligraphy. She's going to make it look
like you are a forger.”

“Forgery, are you sure?” asked Agnes. “How can that be and
what can that be, unless it has something to do with why we had to
move here. Listen, Rita, call your cousin on the police force and
see what he recommends. Until we know who and what we are up
against keep this amongst the three of us – no one else, except
your cousin. My guess it has everything to do with leaving the
convent and ending up here. There must be something in the building
or on the grounds which will give us a clue.”

The bell for
Vespers rang and they had to split up, but one thing Agnes knew in
her heart there was something very lucrative at their old property
and a big reason someone would forge documents to get it.

After the evening meal, Sister Rita went back to her cell,
supposedly to read. She did, however, have an unauthorized pre-paid
cell phone, which she used to call her cousin. Rita explained what
they thought was going on and asked if he could come out to talk
with them. He'd be there in the morning.

Mother Clare
felt safe that no one else knew what she and Harold had done. They
had covered their tracks, whitewashed of all the evidence of their
crime, paid off the solicitor and clerk in the records office. What
they didn't count on was a group of very angry religious sisters
who were forced out of their home for no reason. Now the sisters
needed a reason to go back to their beloved convent and Marian came
up with one. She tapped Sister Agnes on the shoulder and took her
aside to give her the theory.

“Remember, our
vegetable gardens at the old convent are in full production and we
need all those veggies for our food larder,” she explained. “Sister
Clara needs them for her relish and Sister Benedict needs the
tomatoes, garlic and onions for her sauce. We can ask permission to
go over there in the morning with our baskets and pick what we can.
If a group of us goes over, we can bring back more produce. Mother
Abbess would have no problem with that. She can even go with us.
That would certainly avoid any suspicion that any of us knows
something.”

Agnes nodded,
put her hands in her sleeves, smiled and walked back to her
quarters. Tomorrow morning, Sister Rita would ask to take the
sisters over to harvest and ask Mother to come along. That is after
she had spoken with her cousin Reg.

The following
morning, it was Sister Marian who invited Mother Abbess to come
with them to collect vegetables. Mother Clare was surprised the
sisters would ask her, as she hadn't been well received by the
Community when she replaced Sister Ingrid upon her death. Perhaps
it was an olive branch being offered? Mother Abbess accepted with
delight. But it was really a ruse to keep her out of the new
convent so Sister Rita could talk with her cousin alone.

As they walked
along the pathway to the garden, Mother asked, “Where is Sister
Rita this morning? I thought she was excited about the
vegetables?”

Lying was not
her speciality, but Sister Marian replied, “She will be around in
about half an hour, Mother. There were pots in the kiln just about
ready to take out and they needed attending to. Once she finishes,
she will be right over.”

Mother Abbess
bought it and continued to walk with the sisters, who were by now
singing in French. The convent Mother had previously been in charge
of was in Dover, very close to France and many of the sisters,
being French, often sang to her. It was somewhat of an homage to
Mother Clare.

But although
Mother Abbess enjoyed the music, she was blank when it came to the
words. Sister Agnes picked up on it and decided to do a little
probing.

“Is this a song
your sisters sang in Dover, Mother?” she quizzed. “It's beautiful,
n'est pas?”

“Ness what,
dear?” enquired the Mother Abbess. “I don't recognize it, although
it is lovely. Ah, here we are at the garden gate, so to speak.”

Agnes looked
over at Marian and nodded. Something didn't click with the French
ditty, which made it even more immediate they find out why.

Back at the
“hotel”, Sister Rita and her cousin DS Reg Davis talked about her
suspicions. She asked him if he knew of any reason the old convent
should be sold. He knew of no reason, but he'd check into it.

“Look, Reg
there is something really wrong here and we need to get to the
bottom of it,” groused Rita. “Mother Abbess and this person named
Harold want to frame Sister Agnes for something, but we don't know
what it would be – something to do with forgery. Can you do a
background check on Mother Clare and see why she left the convent
over in Kent at Dover? See if there is a police record or some
irregularity there. For some reason, I don't think this woman is an
Abbess at all – not even a religious. If I'm right perhaps we could
bring one of the sisters who knows this Mother Clare over to visit
and she would be the person to identify her as genuine – or not.
What do you think? Oh, and please check into the death of Mother
Ingrid. I have a feeling this isn't a natural death. She was only
52 and very healthy.”

“I think your
grey cells have been working overtime, Cousin, but I'll do some
digging,” replied Reg. “You'd best be going before she gets
suspicious. I'll be in contact on Sunday and come over with some
sweets or something for you and the sisters. Then we can walk in
the garden and I'll give you any information I have.”

Reg hugged Rita
and left. Rita picked up her basket and jumped on her bicycle. She
left a light on in the pottery room to make it look good. She was
at the old convent within ten minutes.

“Ah there you
are, Sister Rita,” laughed Mother. “Get the pots out and in good
shape?”

Sister was out
of breath and wheezed, “Yes Mother Abbess, I did my best, but I
hurried too fast. Must catch my breath. How is our harvest?”

“See for
yourself,” replied Mother Clare. “It's bountiful this summer. Thank
goodness you brought your grocery bicycle, because we can put more
in the baskets. It's a brilliant harvest.”

Rita caught
sight of Agnes and Marian, waved and said, “Oh look at these
magnificent tomatoes, Mother. We'll be able to can some of these
for winter, along with so many other vegetables. I'm so glad I
didn't miss the harvest!”

Sister Rita
began to dig into the harvesting and started to sing as she worked.
The others chimed in. What a wonderful late summer afternoon to
work. Several hours later, most of the vegetables and herbs were
gathered, with some left to finish ripening. Those would be picked
the following week. They walked back to the convent loaded down
with goodies.

Along the way,
the sisters noticed some workers coming in from the back of the old
convent. The men seemed to be covered in ash or a white powdery
substance. But there was no fire smell or smoke. It seemed odd they
would be covered with chalk, either. Mother Abbess walked away
without acknowledging them, although one of the workers looked as
if he was about to wave – but hesitated. Sisters Agnes and Marian
noticed.

The kitchen was
a buzz that evening with preparation, planning and canning some of
the vegetables, blanching and cutting – you name it, they were
working on it. Mother Abbess supervised, but left early to do some
paperwork in her office. It gave Rita a chance to tell her friends
what happened.

“Reg is going
to check out the sale of convent property and who bought it,”
explained Sister Rita. “I also asked him to find out why Mother
Ingrid died. I suspect foul play and I also asked him to contact
the convent in Dover to find someone who knows Mother Clare. That
way, a positive identification can be made. I don't think she is a
religious sister at all, but posing as one. Reg will be here Sunday
with some answers. Oh dear, time for final prayers and bed.
Tomorrow ladies.”

Sister Marian
decided to keep a journal of the findings and wrote down about the
French song and the workers covered in the white powdery substance.
She would have answers soon, but for now, it was time for rest.

As Mother
Abbess strolled the halls for her final check, she noticed the
light still on in the ceramics studio and turned it off. She shook
her head, knowing Sister Rita had been in a hurry. Good ruse.

After chapel,
the sisters continued cooking and canning. It was an all-day
marathon in the kitchen for most of the small Community of twenty
novices and professed sisters. Sister Sophia was cooking up pasta
sauce with the fresh herbs. Sister Bernadette was making a
vegetable medley to freeze in quart containers. Sister Felicity
worked with the herbs and Sister Regina began baking bread. The
restaurant-style equipment made these tasks easy, plus the walk-in
freezer was enormous and perfect for all this food. After all, this
had been a hotel with a restaurant, which is why Sister Agnes
called it that - a defunct hotel and restaurant. But with the
location and the quality surrounding them, it must simply have been
bad management – however Reg found out differently.

Sunday came
around and Reg came out as planned with candied fruit and flowers
for the Community. He greeted Mother Abbess and asked if he could
steal his cousin away for a family chat, as he had new pictures of
all the babies to show off. Reg and Rita walked to a bench
overlooking the Cornwall seacoast and sat as other sisters walked
by.

“Here it is in a nutshell, Rita,” explained Reg. “I took
the documents from the records office to have them authenticated
and the signatures were forged. Mother Clare's signatures don't
match others on file. Obviously, the convent has never been sold
and the Community is living here rent-free. It's owned by Harold
Rogers, a businessman from Bournemouth. He's lost a lot of money
recently and has connections with some South American cartel,
possibly dealing drugs. Plus, he built the hotel and restaurant on
convent property without ownership, which is why I suspect Mother
Ingrid was murdered. She must have found out what they'd done. I
did a survey on the convent property and there is a huge amount of
salt at the back of the property, which is being mined right now.
And there has been an assay done – they are converting the minerals
in the salt into pure Lithium. They've carved out solar brine
evaporation tanks on the flats. It's a gold mine for the high tech
industry. You can even see it from satellite photos. This amount is
being made into pellets then sold for the manufacture of cell phone
batteries. It's not the biggest reserve in the world but it's
enough to steal and kill for.”

“I thought
Lithium is a trace mineral found in the human body,” said Rita. “I
bet that's why those workers were covered in a white powder the
other day. We saw them on the way back from the garden. Anything
else while we look at these photos?”

“Yes, plenty
and it may help in making an identification,” replied Reg. “I
contacted the Dover Police and they are going out to the convent to
speak with the Mother General of the Order. She knows Mother Clare
very well and is supplying us with a photograph of Mother Clare.
The police will be faxing that to me in the morning. And she has
authorized an autopsy on Mother Ingrid. You'd best get back to the
house. I'll be in touch. Keep your phone on vibrate. I'll call
tomorrow night around 11:00 PM.”

Reg and Rita
hugged and laughed about the kiddos as he left. Mother came by and
asked about the photos.

“Lots of new
babies in your family then, Sister?” enquired Mother Clare. “Time
seems to march along and leave us in the dust I feel. I hope you
had a good visit with your cousin.”

“Yes, thank you
Mother,” said Sister Rita. “We were always very close as children
and I love to see all the new pictures. Although I am taking my
final vows next year, I still want to be close to my family and it
helps to have him nearby with all the news. See you at supper,
Mother.”

They parted as
Mother went to her office to call Harold. Only while she was
outside with the rest of the Community, Reg had managed to give a
listening device to Sister Marian to put under Mother Clare's desk.
She accomplished the task just before Mother entered the office.
Clare sat down, put her feet on the desk and reached for a very
large bottle of whisky from the credenza next to her desk. She
dialled the phone for her partner in crime.

“Harold, it's
Sylvia,” she said as she poured her drink. “I don't think we have a
problem now with that nosey Sister Agnes, but I still want to keep
the forgery claims on the back burner if we need them. The
documents on file in the records office are 100% forged and all the
signatures belong to you and me. We can use those if we need them.
How is the work coming on the Lithium mining?”

“It's going
fine so far, but I don't know how much more we can pull out and
refine,” explained Harold. “It's not as much as we had hoped for.
Still, it's making us filthy rich. And I can get myself out of the
country in a few weeks. I bought a cottage on the Dalmatian Coast
and I'll retire there. No one will come looking for me there,
especially the Colombians.”

“I for one
can't wait to get out of these scratchy robes and back into my
heels,” griped Mother Clare. “This religious stuff is boring as
hell and being polite to these do-gooders is taxing. Think I'll go
to the Côte D'Azur and find myself a nice little villa with a
handsome cabana boy all my own. I can go skinny dipping in my pool
or the ocean whenever I like. Then I can go shagging any time I
don't want to swim. Seems the perfect fit for me. By the way, what
did your men do with the real Mother Clare?”

“She's being hidden away in Scotland in one of those nasty
old castles with dungeons,” laughed Harold. “One of my men has a
friend who owns this old dank ruin of a castle, but the cells are
still intact, so she's locked up almost to John O’Groats. One of
the guys takes her food and water twice a day, but it's going to
get cold soon. She might freeze to death!”

“We'll be long
gone by then, so maybe someone will find her and let her out,”
sniped Sylvia, alias Mother Abbess. “I'm going to finish my drink
and go to bed. That scrawny mattress is horrid. Sunny beach, here I
come.”

Reg had been
sitting on a bench outside the Abbess' office recording every word
on both sides of the conversation. He quietly left his position,
returned to the police station in town and wrote up his report. He
put the tape in for transcription and locked up his office, but he
made a copy of the tape – just to be on the safe side. Never can be
too careful. He dropped the second tape in his pocket and went
home. It was 9:30 PM by the time he'd finished.

The next
morning, the photograph of Mother Clare came through from the
Mother General. Reg wasn't surprised. This photo didn't match the
woman at the convent – not at all. The real Mother Clare was in her
60's, short and blue eyed. The woman at the convent was tall, in
her 40's and had grey-green eyes. Reg got on the phone to thank
Mother General Hildegard, when he made a suggestion.

“Mother
Hildegard, perhaps you might want to make an unannounced inspection
of the new facility,” said Reg with authority. “I took a cell phone
photograph of the woman claiming to be Mother Clare and am running
it through channels now. I do know that the real Mother Clare is
being held somewhere in the north of Scotland and we are trying to
locate her now. And the old convent property has never been sold.
All documents to that effect were falsified.”

“It's no wonder
I never received receipt of the sale, Detective Sergeant,” replied
Mother Hildegard. “Mother Clare and I are the dearest of friends,
family actually and this is horrible treatment of her. Is there any
news on Mother Ingrid? I'm almost afraid to say she was murdered,
but it's looking more and more like that is a possibility.”

Reg tried to be tactful as he explained, “We also did a
survey of the convent property and these people have been mining
Lithium-loaded salt from the back fifty acres of the old convent's
lands and making enormous profits. The profits should be the
Community's, not theirs. Plus, the hotel and grounds are on convent
property – all done illegally. When I know more, we will decide on
how to proceed. Until then, I will look forward to meeting you in
person in say, the next day or two?”

“Tomorrow at
1:00 PM will be excellent,” replied the Mother General. “I want
this settled now.”

Reg hung up the
phone and went down to get the transcription of the tape. He asked
the secretary for the notes and she stared at him blankly. No tape
had been delivered to her office. Now Reg had another problem to
deal with, but he didn't have to look far. PC Bates didn't turn in
for work. He simply vanished, so they put out a warrant for his
arrest. The police caught Bates as he was trying to leave on a
little boat from the Quay in the harbour, suitcases in hand, which
contained – you guessed it – the original tape in its envelope.

Stupid sod,
doesn't he know we'd catch on? Well, more fish to put in the
barrel. I'm going to enjoy this.

The next morning, DS Davis had more information on his desk
about the identity of the impostor at the convent. Her name is Sylvia
Chesterton, also a/k/a Sylvia Weston, a/k/a Blanche Preston. She
had a rap sheet longer than Nelson's good arm. She liked playing a
character, because there were photos of her as a nun, a nurse, a
ballet dancer and a doctor. And there was a message from the
coroner. The exhumed body of Mother Ingrid had been autopsied and
indeed, she had been immobilized with curare and stabbed, so she
could bleed out. The knife wound had been made by a large blade,
possibly a chef's knife. But the wound had been disguised – by
sewing it up and placing a flesh-coloured patch over it. Mother
Ingrid was alive during all of this but totally unable to
communicate. Her death must have been horrendous. And no one would
suspect, since an autopsy was not authorized.

Reg took all
the files and placed them in his briefcase, then went home and
locked everything, including the tapes, in the safe. He alone had
the combination and the location of the safe. It was the basement
of his daughter's dollhouse!

Then it was time for Mother General Hildegard to stop for
an inspection. And she was ready. She got out of her car with
another sister accompanying her. She spotted Reg and several
officers standing around the corner of the main entrance and nodded
to them. She walked to Mother Abbess' office and there was no one
there. However, within a few moments, Mother Clare came around the
corner and Mother Hildegard confronted the impostor.

“Ah, Mother
Clare I believe,” said Mother General sternly. “I've come for my
annual inspection. I hope I'm not inconveniencing you?”

“Well no, you
aren't but I am surprised,” replied Mother Clare. “Why didn't you
tell me you were coming?”

“These
inspections are random and always unannounced, but then, you should
know this,” explained Mother General, as she became ready to
confront the woman. “I don't know who you are, but you are NOT my
friend and fellow sister, Clare. I should know because she is my
older sister – the sister.”

With that,
Mother General hauled off and slugged Sylvia in the face. That was
Reg's cue to rush in with his officers and take this woman away. A
very stunned Sylvia yelled and screamed obscenities at everyone,
kicking and biting if she could reach someone's hand. Reg walked up
to greet his new friend, but she was shaking the slugging off her
hand.

“DS Davis, I
presume?” asked Mother Hildegard. “Sorry, but the punch I gave that
woman hurts. How do fighters do that? Anyway, thank you. I should
let you do your job and now I have one of my own to do. I am
calling an assembly to explain what's just happened. Then we need
to move back to our home and out of this monstrosity. Thank you,
thank you for all you have done.”

“It wasn't all
my doing, Mother,” replied Reg. “Three of your novices are
responsible for detecting the problem and trying to fix it. You
need to speak with them first. They're outside. Shall I bring them
in?”

“Yes, by all
means, bring them in here,” Mother said. “Ah, Sister Rita, Sister
Agnes and Sister Marian, I believe. Well done my daughters, well
done. You've just saved our Community from living in this horrible
place and so much more. Thank the heavens you are all safe now,
too.”

Reg added, “Before I leave, I wanted you to know we
confiscated all the money the thieves collected from the mining
operation on your land and as far as I can see, this all belongs to
you. It totals up to ₤73,000,000 so far - and counting. I'd say that's cause for
celebration.”

Mother General sat down in the chair with a startling thud
and said, “The celebration will commence when I see my sister come
through that door and take her rightful place in the Community
here, Mr. Davis. Believe me, nothing will make my heart more glad
than to see her.”

“Well, I think
I can arrange that for you,” he laughed. “Look who I have
here.”

Within a
moment, Mother Clare – the real one, came in the office door, a bit
worse for wear, but in fairly good shape. She raced over to her
sister and they embraced in tears.

“I never
thought I would see you again, Bitsy,” declared Mother General.
“Thank God for His mercy.”

“Thank that
nice DS Davis over there, sister dear,” laughed Mother Clare. “He's
the one who found me and brought me here by helicopter, no less.
Now I believe I have a Community to attend to and I do hope it
isn't in this building, is it?”

Mother General
continued hugging her sister and said, “I'm calling an assembly
right now so you can meet your new Community. I am so thrilled,
I'll tell you about all the details later, but for now, these three
novices are the ones you should thank. I feel they will be very
helpful in their new profession as sisters of this Order.”

“Come here
daughters,” smiled Mother Clare with open arms. “I am delighted to
meet you and thank you from the bottom of my heart. God has sent
you to us for many reasons and this one is especially gratifying.
Your love for one another and your Community does you a great
service. You are my angels.”

Reg hugged his cousin, kissed her on the cheek and left
with the rest of his staff. What a fantastic two weeks. Now he was
going fishing on his holidays with a promotion when he returned.
Then he and his constables helped the sisters move back to the
convent, while Mother Clare got to know her new sisters. And a new
funeral Mass was held for Mother Ingrid, who was buried where she
belonged, next to her beloved convent chapel.

Sylvia never
got her villa in France with the cabana boy and Harold spent the
rest of his life in a prison cell made for one in an undisclosed
location. And the sisters got a holiday cottage in Croatia, plus
the hotel, which had been built on convent grounds. In this case,
crime DOES pay – the victims.
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Chapter
One

Cyril
Wallingford has a secret and he isn't telling a soul. There is a
strange property located along a country lane – three wattle and
daub buildings with a small stone and timber frame cottage. No one
else is seen coming or going, except Mr. Wallingford and his horse.
But who is he? And what's he hiding?

The old folklore tells of this man, a bachelor in his
forty-forth year. Tall, slender with pale grey eyes and a slightly
receding hairline, he wears pince-nez glasses and rather shabby
attire. His waistcoat is missing buttons, and his breeches are worn
at the knee. He functions as the school master for the simple rural
school, but little else is known about him other than he owns this
property. But on a schoolmaster's income, that seems highly
unlikely.

Some say his
parents left him the property. Others intimated he’d gambled and
did well on the horses. But to look at his home, it gives pause to
other ideas.

The year is
1843 when the Peak District is resplendent with verdant hills and
sloping dales you often see pictured on post cards. Typically there
are but a few small stone cottages and merchants buildings
scattered along unpaved roads.

Cyril's day
begins at 4:30 AM, rising to feed his chickens and animals. His old
horse, Neville, has served him well for many years and each morning
Cyril comes out to comb and feed him, then get him ready for the
morning ride into the community primary school.

The autumn
chill seeps through his bones and Cyril ties his scarf around his
neck once more, as it has come unravelled again from his bending
down in the barn. 1843 was not a fashionable year in Derbyshire for
a poor schoolmaster. I doubt if any year would be for Mr.
Wallingford.

With chores
completed, he walked back from the barn with one log for his fire.
He quickly made a small breakfast of boiled eggs, toast and tea,
reflected on the crisp morning then gathered his books and a lunch
bag. He turned around and smothered the fire with ash, walking out
his door at precisely 6:30 AM. Mr. Wallingford was nothing, if not
a creature of habit. He mounted his horse and rode into work.
Lessons begin at 7:00 AM sharp. Anyone coming in late to class
would be punished, by sitting them in the corner facing the wall
for an hour.

Jamie Bledsoe,
a young lad of fourteen and a part-time student, was faithful in
his attendance. He took his classes from 7:00 AM until Noon then
went out to work on the family farm, and sometimes in the lead mine
at the back of the property. Many locals did both – farming and
mining. The two seem to go hand in hand.

Young master
Bledsoe is a handsome lad, strong and very bright. He wants to be
an architect when he matures and is eager to attend university. His
family benefactor, Sir Henry Giles, has offered him a position at
his firm in Shrewsbury during future studies – the boy is that
intelligent.

Jamie excels in
Latin, Mathematics and Literature. His favourite topic of
discussion is the Architecture of Ancient Rome and Greece. That
bodes well for Master Jamie.

However,
resentment seethes beneath the placid demeanour of Cyril
Wallingford. The jealousy of his student has been building for over
a year. The more Jamie excelled, the greater Cyril churned inside
ashamed he hadn't gone further in life and now found himself stuck
in the mundane position of schoolmaster with no real future for
advancement.

This particular
morning, Jamie had prepared his recitation assigned by Mr.
Wallingford. It was letter perfect and Jamie came to class dressed
in a new shirt and braces. He was scrubbed and recently had his
hair cut. The topic was, “The Study of Agronomy in Derbyshire.”
Jamie's presentation could only last ten minutes and he had the
entire school enraptured in his words. However, no one noticed a
bored Mr. Wallingford sitting at his desk, tapping a pencil on a
book and staring out the back window, paying absolutely no
attention. Ten minutes later, Jamie's assignment was complete and
the class clapped. Wallingford heard nothing of it, until the
clapping brought Cyril to attention and he thanked Jamie for such a
stirring recitation.

Classmate
Abigail Mendenhall has been smitten with Jamie since she first
arrived in the village, two years ago. Such a pretty little thing,
cascading blond hair tied up in ribbons, with blue eyes, she always
dressed in pink or blue – or sometimes both. However, today, she
was dressed in pale yellow silk plaid. Her parents own the local
mercantile and she always has the best of everything. She is the
first one to congratulate Jamie this morning.

“You know this
is simply a wonderful talk, Jamie,” gushed Abigail, as she tapped
him on the arm. “How on earth could you come up with so much
information on this topic so soon? I know nothing about Agronomy,
but I'd like to hear more about it some day, if you might like to
enlighten me, that is.”

Abigail made
Jamie squirm. He liked girls, but certainly wasn't ready for “the”
girl in his life – definitely not yet. He smiled politely and
nodded to her, then walked away. Poor Abigail felt slighted from
this gentle rebuke, but she remained undeterred. She'd catch up
with him later.

The school took
a fifteen-minute break for the morning students to have their
lunches and it gave Mr. Wallingford time to cool off. How could a
middle-aged man like Cyril be jealous over a teenage student? But
he was. You see Cyril had always wanted to be a barrister or a
professor at Oxford, but something in his younger life kept him
from his goals. Had he been responsible for taking care of his
elderly parents or an ill sibling? Why did he seem to live in such
abject poverty, while having such a stellar education? He isn't a
homely man, but rather plain and unassuming. To anyone's knowledge
he never married nor did he have children of his own. However,
underneath it all, there is something you can't quite put your
finger on. He's hiding a secret from his past, which has turned him
into a recluse. And the pressure on the man is building – almost to
the boiling point.

2:30 PM came
and classes were complete for the day. The children filed out from
the back of the building, while Cyril gathered up his books and
cleaned the slate board at the front of the room at his desk. One
of the children had left a small bouquet of autumn flowers on the
corner of his desk. Wallingford had been so self-absorbed, he never
noticed the child putting them there. Now he felt bad for not
seeing them. What on earth was consuming this man?

The following
day starts the weekend and the Harvest Festival is set to begin.
Townsfolk have worked for weeks preparing the venue and the tiny
hamlet is resplendent with shocks of corn, barrels of crisp apples
and sheaves of wheat. The ladies have made apple pies and pumpkin
tarts, while the children have strung paper garlands throughout the
village. The sun shining and the festive atmosphere should set a
lively tone for everyone and it did, except for Cyril Wallingford.
He's at home, sitting in his dark, musty cottage – alone with his
thoughts.

While the village makes merry, Cyril takes a small wooden
box containing letters and old documents from his desk. He picks
through several items to find what he wants then opens the faded
yellow parchment. As he begins to read the contents, a tear
glistens in his eye then he places the letter carefully on the
table and weeps. 12 October is the anniversary of her death – the death of the
woman Cyril Wallingford loved and lost. The letter also brought
back a memory he had buried – the day thirteen years earlier when
he met a young man who would change his life.

When Cyril was
in his early twenties, he fell in love with the daughter of a
solicitor, whose successful practice was in London. Merilee Henson
at seventeen was beautiful, witty and clever – everything
Wallingford could hope for in a wife. Her grace and warmth could
win over even the dourest soul and he courted her for several
years. But after his university studies were complete, Merilee
decided to move on with her life, as Cyril had made no advances
toward marriage. Stunned with this supposed rejection, Cyril
retreated to Derbyshire, where he remained for most of his now
adult life.

But the story
does not end there. During this period, Merilee married James
Robert Stephens and raised several children. Her husband died of
consumption when her youngest child was but six months old.
Fortunately money was never a problem, as her husband's family had
substantial means, as did hers and Merilee lived in London with her
offspring for the next fifteen years. But she often thought about
Cyril and what had become of him.

Merilee
purchased some land in Derbyshire for an investment as a working
sheep farm. Her younger brother Adam took her out to see it during
the summer of 1830 and unbeknownst to him, she spotted Cyril out
riding on a hot afternoon. He seemed much the same from the
distance she was from him, but somehow sad, too. Time had not been
good to Wallingford and Merilee's curiosity got the better of her,
so she decided to rectify it.

She asked her father to determine what Cyril's position
was, what his life was like now and if he had married. Of course,
she found out the meager existence he had carved out for himself -
almost living like a hermit in a tiny room over a village tavern.
His books were his friends and anyone from his youth had long since
abandoned hope of Cyril ever coming out of his doldrums. Merilee
sent Adam to make the first contact, under the guise of seeking
information on where to build a new school. Cyril hadn't a clue as
to who this young man was. Adam went directly to the original
schoolhouse, which was letting out for the day.

“Good afternoon
Sir, I am Adam Daily and am interested in speaking with the
schoolmaster – are you he?” enquired Adam. “I am commissioned to
build a new primary school for the children of this area and am
seeking advice on what is needed.”

Stunned,
Wallingford replied, “I am Cyril Wallingford, School Master for
this village and rural area. We have at present twenty-nine
students of varying age and level of education. Our needs are
simple and we teach six subjects, English, Latin, Mathematics,
Reading, Literature and writing. We have need of new books,
individual slates and chalk, perhaps paper and pencils for the
students as well. A larger one-room school will do adequately, with
an outdoor privy. Perhaps a bell would be nice to ring the children
into the school. The children who attend are keen on their
education and excited about learning. Most go on to
university.”

“Excellent, Mr.
Wallingford,” replied Adam. “I will take this up with the school
board and have the plans drawn immediately. Oh, and what is your
current remuneration, Mr. Wallingford? You will receive a rise in
pay with a bigger school.”

“Ah, my salary
is £5 per month, Sir,” replied Cyril. “It is adequate enough for my
needs. I prefer the money be spent on the children's
education.”

Adam thanked
Cyril and as the men shook hands, Cyril looked at the young man as
if he knew Adam (which he did). Perhaps Adam resembled his sister
and the past memory of the woman he loved triggered a fond thought.
Adam rode away and took the information to his sibling.

Several weeks later, the new school was being built and the
farm buildings were being erected on the property had Merilee
purchased. The small stone cottage looked lovely with fruit trees
planted around the back, along with a little flower garden out
front. She so loved her visits to this charming cottage and over
the years delighted in the respite it gave from the city. But
eventually during the time she puttered around her new farm,
Merilee became ill. The same illness, which took her husband's
life, would soon take hers.

Merilee Henson
Stephens had never forgotten her first love and realizing she would
never be able to enjoy her farm, she deeded the property to Cyril.
As her health declined, she wrote a touching letter to him.

“My dearest
Cyril. I find myself searching through the memories of my youth –
fond thoughts of my friends and the people whom I have loved. One
thing, which I wish had been resolved, was our relationship. I
could not understand why you never proposed marriage to me and it
saddened me greatly. But I wanted a family and children of my own,
which obviously wasn't your intent. I married a wonderful man and
had three children.

I admit, Adam
explained your circumstances to me and it saddened me further.
Therefore I have willed you a property of one hundred twenty acres
outside the village where you live, with £175 per annum for its
maintenance and for your comfort. It consists of a small cottage,
barn and several out buildings. It will enable you to raise
animals, have a decent sized garden and hopefully a better life.
There are also mineral rights to the segment of mines at the back
of the property with the prospect of enlarging the smaller
mine.

My health is
fading and when you receive this, I will have passed on to my
Heavenly home. My biggest regret is not seeing you once again to
say goodbye. I pray you will find happiness in this new home and
think fondly of me once in a while. You are my dear, dear friend
and my first love. Be well, my dearest Cyril.”

After the death
of his sister in October of 1838, Adam Daily Henson came back to
the village and sought out Mr. Wallingford. He arrived at the
school and alighted from his horse with a leather case in his hand.
School was ending for the day and as Cyril was packing up his
satchel, Adam went inside the school. He was pleased to see what a
marvellous school building it was.

“I see you are
enjoying your new school, Mr. Wallingford,” said Adam. “It serves
the students and you well.”

Wallingford was
thrilled to see Adam again to thank him for the new school saying,
“What a delight to see you again, Mr. Daily. Yes, this is a fine
example of what a school should be and we are thankful. I had not
the chance to thank you properly. What is the purpose of your visit
to our fine hamlet?”

Adam's
countenance changed and he said sadly, “I think we should sit down
quietly over a pint and talk about this, Mr. Wallingford. I have
some unpleasant news I must convey.”

“Unpleasant?”
asked Cyril. “Then we should have a table at the pub across the
road to speak.”

The men walked
over to the Red Lion public house and found a secluded table at the
back. Adam ordered two pints and placed the leather pouch on the
table.

“I must explain why I am here, Mr. Wallingford,” said Adam.
“Although I have introduced myself to you in the past, you did not
know my background. I am the younger brother of Merilee Henson, a
woman of your past acquaintance. Daily is my middle name and we
knew each other when I was a child. I bring news of her death from
Consumption three weeks ago. She asked me to bring you her final
letter in person, along with a deed and other papers. She held you
in high esteem and never lost sight of the love in her heart for
you.”

Wallingford
replied as he stared at Mr. Henson, “Merilee deceased? No, this
cannot be. She was so young and vibrant. I cannot take this
in.”

Adam opened the
pouch, gave the letter to Cyril, along with the deed and papers for
his signature. Once Cyril had read the contents, he sipped his pint
and wept.

“And the
school, was that her doing as well?” asked Wallingford. “I imagine
it was her generosity for the children and possibly pity for
me.”

Adam sat
quietly for a moment then explained why Merilee had donated the
money for a new school.

“My sister always loved children and knew education was the
cornerstone of our society,” said Adam. “And she knew of its
importance to you, which is why she endowed the new school. If you
would be so kind as to read the deed and sign the transference
papers, then I can take you to the property. And be assured, she
did this out of the love you once shared, certainly not
pity.”

Cyril signed
the papers and the men walked back to the school. They rode to the
farmstead and entered the lovely gate, which was covered in
flowers. Merilee's touch was everywhere and Cyril noticed. The men
walked inside the cottage and it made Cyril smile. The sitting room
was resplendent with a stone fireplace, beautiful vistas of the
property and had comfortable furnishings. His kitchen was
efficient, but not large. There were two bedrooms, complete with
furniture. Nothing had been left wanting. There was a full box of
candles and simple vases for the flowers from the garden.

They exited the
cottage and walked into the barn. There were stalls for the horse
and other animals. There were bales of hay stacked in one corner
and a row of tack at the back of the barn. No detail had been left
out. They walked back to the front garden where the men parted. But
Adam had something else to say.

“I know my
sister wanted this for you, Mr. Wallingford,” sighed Adam. “She had
an enormous heart and compassion for everyone whom she loved. I
pray you will enjoy this farmstead and here is the first instalment
of the maintenance funding. It will come yearly to help you take
care of the property and purchase anything you might need for
yourself.”

Adam mounted
his horse as Cyril thanked him. He looked at his new home, got on
his own horse and rode back to the pub to gather his
belongings.

The new home
began as a delightful respite from daily teaching, but it soon
became a dingy hovel. Cyril's sadness over Merilee's death
overwhelmed every aspect of his life and the gift Merilee had hoped
would become a happy home, degraded into a derelict farm. But
sadly, it seemed as if nothing could break the cycle of
depression.

However, one morning, eight years later in April 1846, a
new face appeared in the village. A stunning woman in her late
forties arrived with a large wagon of household goods. She alighted
from her horse with the assistance of a handsome young man in his
early twenties. A large new home had been built in the village and
this is its owner. However, no one seems to know who she is or
where she came from, but she certainly is the curiosity of the
village.

Several people
walking along the street came up to introduce themselves and were
taken with the woman's gentle demeanour, her warmth and genuine
openness. One of the ladies approached and held out her hand to
greet the newest resident.

“Hello, my name
is Mrs. Elizabeth Bennett,” said the neighbour. “You must be the
owner of this elegant new home.”

“Delighted to
meet you Mrs. Bennett,” said the woman, extending her hand as well.
“My name is Mrs. Anna Simms and this is my son, Cooper. I am a
milliner and will be opening a shop here in Bradley Wells, plus
part of my shop will be a tearoom. I am so pleased to be in your
community. My son is here helping me move in and if there is
someone who might help Cooper unload I would be most grateful.”

“Certainly,
Alexander, run off and fetch your friends to assist Mrs. Simms and
her son,” said Mrs. Bennett. “We will have your furniture placed in
no time.”

Now the village
of Bradley Wells was curious about their new neighbour and more
people gathered along the street. The mayor, doctor, mercantile
owners and others literally swarmed the new people. Once the
introductions were finished, Mrs. Simms and her son went inside to
assist placing the furniture. Soon two additional shipments of
goods arrived to fill the new shop down the street.

Mrs. Simms, a
widow, has brought a new sense of style and gentility to Bradley
Wells. There is something hauntingly familiar about her, but this
is her first visit to the village. There is only one person in
Bradley Wells who actually knows who she is – Cyril Wallingford and
he's in for a shock. He hasn't seen Anna for twenty-five years.

Soon Adam
Henson came into the village for a visit and stopped by the new
house. He walked up to the door and knocked. Mrs. Simms answered
the door and was pleasantly surprised.

“Brother, what
a surprise to see you,” she said gleefully. “I didn't expect you
for several more weeks. Please, come in and help me make some tea.
Cooper is at the new store seeing to the placement of our
furnishings. He will be excited to see you.”

Adam came inside the vestibule to look around the newly
completed house. The home is very large. The stone, black and white
timber frame house contains a reception room, sitting room, dining
room, kitchen, keeping room, bath and six bedrooms. There is an
indoor privy – highly unusual in this day and age. And, this is
Adam's design. This is his first home design, rather than a
business. From what the neighbours have said, this is a
masterpiece!

“Have you seen
Cyril yet, Sister?” asked Adam. “He might have gone directly back
to his home after school. I feel he is in for quite a surprise when
he sees you.”

“Yes, my
presence here will be a shock for certain, but it's time for him to
rejoin the living world and I will honour our sister's wishes to
see if I can do that,” explained Anna. “I feel this village holds
much promise for the business as well and I hope to employ several
people once everything is ready to open. I understand there are
some talented women who sew the latest in fashions from Parisian
patterns and perhaps we might combine our designs for the village
clientèle.”

Soon Cooper
returned and greeted his uncle. It had been a very long day and the
family had been invited to the vicarage for supper. The vicar and
his wife were delighted to have a new family in town and in their
congregation. Apparently, Cyril Wallingford still didn't know
someone new had arrived – or who they were.

The next morning, Adam made the round of shops to procure
provisions for the household, while Anna set things up in the
tearoom with Cooper. The tearoom will serve soups and sandwiches
for luncheon from 11:00 AM to 2:00 PM, and a High Tea with pastries
served at 4:00 PM. It would also sell a variety of tea, coffee and
fresh baked goods. Adam's wife, Beatrice, will be managing the
tearoom and his children, if interested, would act as servers. It
is to be a family enterprise – one of many.

The children in
Cyril's classroom were a buzz with the news of a new family in
town, but Cyril had seen many new families before. He wasn't
interested in gossip, only that any school age children must be
enrolled in school. After classes, he walked in to have a pint at
his local and was surprised to see Adam at a table in the front by
a window. Wallingford approached and greeted Adam like a son.

“My dear man,
how are you?” asked Cyril. “Are you here to see me or simply
passing through?”

“Mr.
Wallingford, how good to see you,” replied Adam, shaking Cyril's
hand. “Honestly, I am here to see you, yes, but also to inform you
my family and I are moving to Bradley Wells to begin new business
ventures. My sister has built a fine new house and we all will be
living there until my own home can be built. This includes her son
Cooper, who is my business partner, along with my wife and
children.”

“Business
ventures?” asked Wallingford. “What type of business?”

“I will be
opening an architectural and engineering firm here, along with
Cooper, who is, at present, a junior partner,” explained Adam. “My
sister will own a millinery and tearoom, which my wife will manage.
We hope to employ several of the local community. Then another
family member will be arriving shortly to open a stationary store
with writing papers and inks, pencils and school supplies for the
children. Her husband is a cobbler and will have his shop next to
hers. He will also mend tack and other leather goods. Bradley Wells
will be expanding with new residents and new businesses, but we
were very careful not to infringe on the other businesses in
town.”

“Oh my, that is
wonderful news, Adam,” sighed Cyril. “Which sister do you refer
to?”

“She is a woman
of your acquaintance,” replied Adam. “She is Anna, our older sister
and now a widow. I believe it has been over twenty years since you
have seen one another.”

“Oh yes, yes,
she had just been married only a few years when I saw her last,”
said Cyril fondly. “I always enjoyed her spirited company and our
discussions on nature. Is she in the village now?”

“She is and we
would like to ask you to take lunch with us on Sunday of this week,
if it is not inconvenient,” replied Adam. “If you are available, we
will serve at 1:00 PM. Our home is at the end of the lane – the new
home. My wife and family have not yet arrived, but there are the
three of us at present and it would be an honour to have you as our
first dinner guest.”

“The honour is mine, Sir,” gasped Cyril. “I never expected
such an invitation or so many new people in Bradley Wells. Tell me,
why did you choose this village?”

“My
brother-in-law lived in the next town over and found Bradley Wells
charming as he grew up,” said Adam. “He played on the land where
your farm is and he loved the pastoral area. He felt it would be a
fitting place to raise our children and retire to. And, with it
being in the centre of the county, a perfect place for commerce. It
is a pity he did not live to see us all move here. He died
accidentally three summers ago.”

“Then I shall
be anticipating the afternoon with great relish,” grinned Cyril.
“And with that, may I buy you a pint, Sir?”

Adam nodded and
the men spent the next hour discussing the village, how the new
school operated and how Cyril liked living on the homestead. Only
Cyril didn't explain how he'd let the place go. All the discussion
about the village, Anna and expanding with all the new business
must have triggered a new emotion in Cyril and he was about to act
on it.

The next
morning, Cyril went into the tailors and purchased two new pair of
breeches and several pair of stockings. He also bought three new
shirts, ordered a waistcoat and bought one, which hung in the store
window. He selected a new hat, two cravats and a new pair of boots.
He'd really never spent any of the money he earned except for food,
let alone the maintenance money for the farm. But the thought of
seeing his old friend again made him giddy.

That afternoon,
Cyril threw open the windows of his home, took a broom to the
floors and shined every surface he could find. He pulled years of
weeds from the garden and raked the stalls. Neville couldn't
understand why his master was so energetic! Cyril trimmed his hair
and shaved off his beard. By the end of the evening, both he and
his home had a new lease on life. Merilee's plan was working.

The next morning – Sunday morning, Cyril went to 8:00 AM
church services. It's the first time in yonks he'd been there and
everyone noticed how happy he looked. Soon the Simms family took a
pew and Anna looked over to Cyril and smiled. After church, they
were re-introduced and Cyril felt like twenty-five
again.

“Cyril
Wallingford, after all these years,” exclaimed Anna, patting
Cyril's hand. “My stars, you are so much the same as when we were
younger. I am pleased you will take luncheon with us this
afternoon. I look forward to it and to new discussions, the way we
used to do.”

Cyril was
awestruck. It was the same sparkling green eyes he remembered, the
same smile and warm manner of her gaze. It was as if twenty years
had melted away and they were young again.
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