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Chapter 1

Chicken Soup, Cough Drops and a Cuddle

––––––––

General Thomas J. Ellis glanced at his watch for the hundredth time. It was coming up on the hour mark, thank God.

He had set up a surveillance spot down the way, inside a phone booth. He waited for Hendricks to finish his assigned task.

This was the last place he had spoken to Grace. It felt nice to be this close to her again in some capacity. Hendricks had tracked it down after that horrific night when the bitch left Ellis' ass high and dry.
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​The General knew it was stupid, but the feelings were there inside him. For the first time since she left, he was semi-happy. He even imagined he could smell her perfume even though it had been a couple days now since her unscheduled departure from his life.

God, how he loved her scent. He would awaken at night to the smell of her, his senses alive with need, only to realize, she was not there in reality.

Some guy had stood outside for a spell, wanting to use the phone but Ellis didn’t want to give up the only relatively warm spot around, so he opened the door with a brusque rejoinder.

“Military business! Find another booth.”

The guy had offered no trouble, moving on down the street. Ellis could be intimidating when he wished.

Maybe Grace waited for him just like she promised, all fresh and scented from a long shower. In some hotel somewhere. Just like before. Maybe she had changed her mind. Maybe she was missing him as much as he was missing her...the bitch.

The man didn't really think of Grace as...that. Not really. Calling her a few well-chosen names helped him get through the moments.

The General hadn’t gone home...not once. He hadn’t spoken to his wife. His schedule was hectic, which helped fill his days but the nights? Was something out of a horror movie of late. He tossed and turned, if he slept at all.

His thoughts turned to Grace and the time he had held her in his arms, slowly dancing to the music on that damned radio.

It had felt like Heaven.

Just to be near the woman. To touch her hair, to kiss her mouth whenever he felt like it.

Ellis noted the people passing the booth, talking, smiling, laughing, oblivious to his presence.

Hurrying home to loved ones, after a long bus trip, maybe. Who the fuck cared.

The holidays meant little to him any longer. He went through the motions, for his kids. He had shown up for a few hours on Christmas day to bring by his presents.

He chose a time when he knew his wife would not be in-house. The kids had questions, but he managed to by-step them.

This year, he had been rather excited to share a portion of the Christmas days with Grace. As much as they would be allowed.

She had mentioned wishing to decorate a damned tree. The thought made him smile. He hadn’t

​done that since he was a kid. Decorate a fucking tree of all things.

He had watched his own kids when they were little, of course, in the early years.

He should never have left Grace that day. He should have stayed. He could have managed the crisis with his dear wife. The bitch! And that descriptive little phrase, he meant with every fiber of his being.

He had not been able to forgive Grace Ellis.

The anger was too intense...the cut too deep. Even though he knew, logically, it was his own actions which caused his wife to act as she had. He simply had no desire to interface with the woman again. Not at this time.

The man thought seriously about contacting his attorney to file divorce proceedings. Major Hendricks, of all people, advised Ellis to wait until the emotional shit passed before making any permanent decisions.

Ellis knew the advice was sound. He would have given the same advice to anyone else who was going through a difficult period of emotional upheaval.

Standing here, in this fucking booth like the fucking moron he was, it had come to him.

Ellis didn’t care where Grace Morgan was. He didn’t care if she walked out on his ass... He would accept her back any damned way he could get her.

A sad statement of fact but that’s how fucking hard he had fallen.

The little shit was in his blood, and he knew, ten minutes after he had left her, he wanted to return to the room. To be with her. He should have followed those instincts, clearly.

Fucking hindsight.

His damned principles melted like snowflakes on the sidewalk even though he had managed to stay pissed at her for an entire day after her little dramatic exit.

His anger could easily be soothed with an hour in her arms...in her favor. The General knew that as well.

Thomas J. Ellis had never been in love. He thought he had, once, a very long time ago but...it hadn’t felt anything like this.

He wanted nothing more in life than to be in Grace’s presence. To tell her how stupid he had been. He never apologized but he needed to straighten out this shit between them, if only for his own sanity.

​Simply to sit across from her, to watch her expressions, to see the pretty face in soft light, that glorious hair all wild and free about her shoulders, gently laying on her breasts.

To hear her voice even made him content.

The damned stupid outlook she had on life amused him, but it also gave him some kind of perverted hope.

If there were fresh-faced optimists out there still, like Grace, who believed in a better way, a brighter future, that there still was a chance for their Species? Maybe he could learn to temper his world-weary outlook.

Maybe she could alter his jaded weariness with time. Ellis could not recall ever being anything but what he had become. But of late, he was not especially proud of it.

Grace made him take a hard look at himself, at his world. To examine his motives, question his way of seeing things, his life...his very beliefs.

Ellis didn’t know why he felt differently about things when around the woman, he only had to admit, finally...that he did.

He resented the hell out of the fact at first, but not so much any longer.

He slept better, when he could find the time to sleep, of course. He had taken on a shit load of new responsibilities since Grace’s departure, simply so he didn’t have to dwell on her absence.

Which was another thing. He had never minded the restrictions, the intrusions on his time...his life, before.

They irritated the shit out of him when he was with the woman. To the point he had actually cancelled appointments to make the time to be with Grace.

He hadn’t regretted those decisions...not once.

It was an unheard-of thing. The General cancelling a meeting.Ellis smiled sardonically, remembering Hendricks face when first the large man had done so.

The young man had stood, slack-jawed, unable to process the order at first.

Ellis had lifted a brow and the guy snapped into action but, yeah...the kid had been thrown. Not much rattled Major William Hendricks. It amused the General to have produced such a response.

What the hell!

Ellis was entitled to a little down time. He had earned it. He had so much ‘comp’ time accumulated, he could retire now, if he so desired.

​

Ellis had learned the definition of the word: delegate, from Grace Morgan.

It was a wonderful word, which freed up some of his life. Too bad he hadn’t learned it earlier for his wife and kids.

Such a sobering thought brought back the reality of the situation he now faced.

The right thing to do would be, leave this fucking booth...go home to his family but even as the thought came, the depression descended.

The General didn’t want to go home. He was not happy at home. He went through the motions...at home. He lived a fucking lie...at home.

Maybe he should just stop it all. Just walk away from both worlds. Just like Grace had done. The lies would stop and eventually, the pain he caused would subside and his mind would be free and uncluttered.

God, he hated ‘clutter’.

The General truly believed, his conscience, such as it was, would not allow him to continue with one woman having caused another grief. It wasn’t how it worked. Now that his colossal deception had come to light.

There were no grey areas in this dilemma...not for him.

He didn’t like to believe it, but at this stage, he just wasn’t strong enough to give up Grace Morgan.

If push came to shove, he knew who he would choose.

Not a pretty thought but an accurate one. One that turned his stomach. What kind of man had he become? He despised men without the balls to face a hard decision. To make the right choice then move forward.

He wasn’t revising his belief, just having to accept that he had joined their ranks.

It humbled the man...the realization.

Ellis lifted his eyes, having stepped from his place of relative quiet. The sky above was blue, not one cloud could be seen. It was a clear, cloudless day. He wondered what Grace was doing at this exact moment.

The air was crisp and cold, infiltrating his heavy overcoat.

He leveled his gaze, making for the terminal entrance just across the wide avenue. Traffic was

​moving slowly, the congestion of the drivers slowing everything to a crawl.

Several of the cars stopped as he wove his way through the maze of steel carriages.

Not one person honked ...or gestured, for such a trespass.

Maybe they were giving a break because of his chosen profession...maybe they just didn’t want an interface with such a large bear of a man.

He didn’t give it much thought.

Ellis was accustomed to people giving way to him in life. He never questioned the ‘why’ of it all.

He nodded to the man who held the door open for his entrance, then made his way past, into the lobby, then crossed to the elevator.

Once inside, he waited patiently, just one of several passengers. The ticket desk was on the second floor; the Major had informed his Superior Officer.

Ellis briefly wondered about the lives of the other passengers. What event brought each to this exact moment in time.

Were any of these people going to meet their fates, as he, himself?

Did their existence hinge on the reality of someone supplying the answer to a much-anticipated question?

Would the next few moments define the rest of their entire lives?

Deep philosophical shit for someone as shallow as he, the General mused.

The lift doors opened, and he squared his broad shoulders, exiting, going to meet his fate.

Grace wiped her brow, pushing the long red curls from her face yet again. The hair net she wore did little to hold the weight of the mass of hair she possessed.

It was the middle of winter, and she was sweating like it was late August in the Mid-West.

She glanced about, disturbed greatly by the continual hacking coughs of her contemporaries seated around her.

For the hundredth time, she cast a troubled eye to Maria Calatoni. Her co-worker’s complexion was sallow, a sick shade of grey but the dull red spots highlighting Maria’s classic cheek bones bespoke of a high fever.

Grace understood the necessity of work...of showing up. Of not daring to miss a payday, for fear

​of dismissal, certainly but more so, of not having enough money to survive from one paycheck to another.

She was one of the fortunate ones. She had money, not a lot but enough. She had not confided the fact to a living soul, of course. These women, for the most part, were immigrants, refugees from Europe.

They had no fail-safe like Grace.

Most had lost their husbands in the War. The oppression and desperation of this place frightened Grace. It brought back so many painful memories.

Grace felt lousy physically as well. Just like anyone who worked in this horrible place. Her throat hurt and she had thrown up this morning. She hadn’t eaten for fear of a recurrence.

Her skin was hot but nowhere near as burning as Maria’s.

Grace had placed her own sweater around the woman’s slender shoulders half an hour back because the little Italian was shivering uncontrollably, Maria's own thin pullover not sufficient enough to ward off the freezing atmosphere of the mammoth warehouse in which they worked.

The factory was heated by a central coal furnace that was not half large enough to supply heat to the entire building.

Grace had found this position quickly. Jobs like these were not hard to come by. No one sane wanted to apply. To work under such shitty conditions for so little pay.

The great influx of people from the War-torn countries filled the district with despairing people. Unscrupulous bastards were out there, always...willing and able to take advantage of the less fortunate.

Grace had to work. She had learned early on; work equals a paycheck. A paycheck lifted her up out of the uncertainty of her former life. A paycheck meant security and even though she had savings set aside for just such an emergency, she never truly felt ‘secure’.

The night she had left Washington D.C. seemed a very long time ago.

There were no flights out because of the snowstorm. She had taken a Greyhound to Chester, Pennsylvania, staying the rest of the night in some ratty hotel room in a rundown section of town near the Delaware River district.

She had registered under Anna Bickerstaff.

The next morning, she was back on the bus headed for Philadelphia Municipal Airport from which she caught a flight to New York City.

​Seeking a position in her former vocation might lead to those seeking her actually finding her present location so Grace sought employment in other fields.

She found this job, an assembly line position in a plant manufacturing nuts and bolts used in various products, such as furniture, machinery, and the automotive industry.

She felt secure enough in this non-descript place, just one of a million faceless workers. She had found a momentary place of rest.

The second week here, she noticed the problem but by then it was too late to correct it.

The immigrants had brought little from their former lands but the one thing that had accompanied them was a terrible strain of influenza.

Half the factory was out with it, and the other half was either in the early stages of development or waiting around to contract the virus.

Grace knew exposure meant certain contagion.

She could not, in all good conscience, willfully up and leave, carrying the horrible infection to another section of the country.

There was an epidemic in progress.

Many feared allowing returning soldiers into their homes, believing they too, carried the dreaded contamination.

It seemed a piss poor ‘welcome back’ to Grace. These men had risked their life and limbs only to be greeted by fear and rejection by the very Nation they had protected...sacrificed so very much for!

It was not fair; it was not decent, but people were terrified. Children especially, seemed susceptible to the disease.

People had good cause to fear, granted, but Grace imagined the soldiers had been afraid to go to War. Still, they had gone.

They had faced their fears and conquered them.

The papers were reporting the deaths on a daily basis. Most likened the epidemic to that of the 1918 Spanish Flu, which killed three to five percent of the world’s population.

There was nothing much to be done. Hospitals had broadcast what to do in case symptoms appeared. Pamphlets were passed out in droves and Grace had stocked up on everything the doctors were advising.

​It was about all one could do.

She had also brought Maria’s family the same provisions. For all the good it had done.

She glanced to her co-worker once again. She sighed, leaning close that others would not be privy to the ensuing conversation here...
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Ch 2

Changes in Attitude
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Grace had her own problems but the one sitting next to her was hard to ignore.

“Sit back, Maria.” she instructed. “I’ve got this.” Grace could keep the line moving but to tell the truth, she was starting to lag. Her own physical state coming to the fore. “Take it easy.”

“You have done my job and yours, Emily.” Grace had adopted yet another pseudonym for safety’s sake. “I feel so horrible that you must...”

“Hey, I do this shit in my sleep.” Grace didn’t lie, often awakening to find her hands moving in the motions of the jobs she tackled on the line. “It’s not rocket science.” Grace recalled the blackboards filled with equation after equation, at Los Alamos...no, this simple task was not that difficult at all.

The young girl was itching to get to the real issue. “Listen, I don’t want to piss you off, kid,

but...that offer still holds. My brother can send some dough. To get you through. You need to take a few days off.” Grace made it as acceptable as possible.

Maria shook her head. “It is not only the money.” The little Italian lamented sorrowfully. “You know there are a million like me just waiting for this job to open up. I miss work and the Foreman will let me go, Emily.”

The dark brown eyes held her worry and fear.

Grace glanced to the ‘Foreman’.

“Don’t give me that. You’re pretty, Maria. Use it, damn it!” Grace hissed her growing disenchantment. “Mike is crazy about you! The whole factory knows it!”

“He only wants one thing.” Maria repeated what she had heard. “The whole factory knows that, as well.” She cast a glance to the old biddies down the way. The little woman tried to do her job, but her fingers were too cold to respond properly. Which caused the young woman to tear up.

“I cannot...allow this to happen.” Maria swallowed her despair. “I am so sorry, Emi..”

​“If you say that again, I’m going to deck you.” Emily/Grace could see the trouble the other woman was experiencing. “Hey, you got two kids you have to think about.” She tried another route. “You have to do what you have to do to get through this crap and take care of them.”

“Emily!” Maria was shocked, getting the jest of the insinuation. “...W-What are you saying?” the large, lovely eyes were wide with shock. “That I should...”

“Do what you have to do for those kids.” Grace lived in the real world now. “If you don’t get medical treatment, you won’t be around to raise them.” She didn’t like to be so mean, but she had to get through to the woman somehow.

Maria cast a fretful glance around them, seeming to sink into her seat.

“To hell with those old Crones!” Grace snapped her pique. “What does it matter what they think?” She was getting pissed at the situation and the world in general. “With luck they’ll catch this shit and croak!” she threw the old women a frigid stare.

“Emily!” Maria’s tone softened. “Please don’t say things like that. You don’t think like that.” She crossed herself weakly, muttering a prayer.

Of late? Grace did. “...I’m not worried about them.” The issue was dismissed.

She motioned a boy over to change out her bin of finished product. “...Look at you!” she continued her previous train of thought. “You are sick, Maria! You need to see a doctor!”

“Mama...she is taking care of me, mio amico.” Maria explained patiently. “She knows the old ways. She will make me better, you will see.”

Grace didn’t believe ‘the old ways’ were working.

“I know you are worried about me.” The little Italian was most apologetic. “But I cannot afford a..”

“Alright!” Grace snapped...literally. “You listen to me, Maria Calatoni and you hear the damned words!” she banged down the nut and bolt she had been working on. “What will your mom do with those two babies if you aren’t around? Tell me?”

Maria’s big brown eyes welled.

“You want to see them end up in some fucking kid’s home? And what about your mom?” Grace had to make the woman see the reality of the situation. “Where will she go? It will kill her being away from those kids! I’m Irish and I understand all about ‘pride’ but you have to let it go!”

Maria swallowed hard.

“This shit can kill you!” Grace could quote the numbers. “It’s nothing to piss around with! And

​you know that!”

How many of their co-workers had died recently!

Maria sobbed quietly.

Grace craned her neck, then motioned, getting the Foreman’s attention.

Mike Zamenski was a big burly bear of a man who stood six feet two on a bad day with arms the size of tree trucks.

He wore a perpetual scowl and looked like someone you wouldn’t want to piss off. Grace hadn’t paid much attention to the man until this moment.

She had given up on the Species three weeks back.

Mike lumbered over, making his way down the assembly line, moving his great bulk with surprising ease between the rows of seated women.

“Mike.” Grace had waited until he was within ear shot. “Maria isn’t feeling well. She needs to go home.” There, it was said.

The man moved closer to the Italian woman; his face etched with concern.

Maria’s eyes filled with fear and uncertainty.

“You ok, Maria?” Mike’s low, rumbling baritone was kept sotto voce as he leaned to make certain no unwanted ears could pick up anything said over the clink and hum of the line. “Do you want to go home?”

Grace threw the old biddies who strained, even now, to catch some interesting phrase or word, a caustic glare. None of the older women had found favor with her.

Grace was in no mood these days to suffer idiots gladly and was not above stating her point of view on occasion...any occasion.

To say she had made some enemies was a gross understatement.

She didn’t give a crap.

“I..” Maria was faltering fast, Grace noted.

“She’s burning up, Mike.” Grace stepped in. “You got to get her to a doctor, okay?” she motioned to her purse, which lay by her feet. “I got money.”

“No, Emil...” Maria’s objections and embarrassment were genuine.

​

“Don’t start.” Grace interrupted snappishly.

“It’s ok, Maria.” Mike intoned gently. “She’s right. No arguments now.” He assisted the woman to rise, his touch gentle and nurturing.

Maria was clearly undecided, her eyes frantically seeking assistance from Grace. She was so weak, however that she literally had to lean on the big man for support, once up and moving.

Mike steered the tiny female gently down the aisle. “Careful now...” he held her small hand in his, his mammoth appendage dwarfing hers. “There’s a clinic on Elm, just down the way. I can drive you myself.”

“Ohh, no, Mr. Mike.” The accent lent charm and eloquence to Maria’s words. “I cannot allow you to...”

“Don’t worry about the cost either.” He smiled down at her. “I will...”

“Oh no you won’t.” Grace had dug into her purse, producing... “there is enough for the doctor and some for food and medicine, Maria.” She nodded to the folded cash. Grace cast Mike a reprimand. “She doesn’t need you doing for her. She’s my friend. You just get her some help, that’s all.”

Mike shrugged, his smile for the other woman alone. “Sure, Maria...whatever you think is best. And don’t worry about your job either. Not as long as I run this place, ok?”

Maria’s eyes filled with tears of gratitude. “...T-Thank you, Mr. Mike.” She smiled happily up at the giant of a man. “I... I will try very hard to be back tomor...”

“No.” he shook his head, his tone a little sterner. “No, you need to get completely well first. I can pick up some groceries and whatever medicine you need too. No need for you to be out in this weather.”

Grace wasn’t buying any of it. Maria was right. All men wanted only one thing from a woman.

Whether Maria wanted to give it up was her business, of course.

The woman was so damned grateful, at this point, it wouldn’t be too hard for Zamenski to convince her to his way of thinking, but Grace couldn’t be worried about that.

Maria needed to see a doctor. Priorities! And what happened afterwards was for afterwards.

“Get that line going!” Mike slowly aided Maria but he was not happy with all the interest they were generating, clearly.

Grace went back to work, just like the others, one worry off her mind at least.

​She stole quick glances at the two until Maria and Mike exited the floor.

The guy was acting all concerned and solicitous but once he got what Maria could give, he would show his true colors, just like all the other assholes of his breed.

No... Grace Morgan wasn’t fooled. Not any longer. She had learned the lesson. She now knew the score. She would be acting accordingly from now on.

It would be a cold day in hell before another man took her for a sap...or a ride.

Cold day in hell. She shivered, feeling the cold down to her bones. She already missed her bulky

sweater. It was cold...and this was hell, so...

Maybe it was an omen.

Grace didn’t know what truly lay in store for her, but she was on her guard now. The next son-of-a-bitch would not find it so easy to wangle his way into her good graces, or anything else she possessed.

She just wanted this day to end and to go home to that lousy excuse for an apartment she had found.

Even the small flat held some attraction after this dive.

Well, it could only go up from here.

General Thomas J. Ellis sat in the dark room, looking out the opened slats of his blinds. His office was quiet and peaceful.

Outside, the sun was bright, the snow having stopped early this morning. It was late afternoon.

He had a busy day but now, as far as he was concerned, it was over.

Hendricks had picked up on the General’s mood of late, giving the guy some breathing room, which is more than anyone else seemed disposed to do.

No calls had disturbed Ellis’ musings. No interruptions. He appreciated Tom Hendricks intelligence and more so, the guy’s discretion.

It had been three weeks now.

It seemed like centuries since Grace had disappeared off the face of the Earth. Hendricks had the full force and resources of the United States Military behind him but still the kid hadn’t been able to track the bitch down.

Ellis didn’t really think of Grace as such. But calling her a few well-chosen names helped him through the bad times.

​

That and a few bottles of hundred-year-old Irish whiskey.

Ellis wasn’t a drinking man normally, preferring to always keep his wits about him.

Shit like that didn’t seem so important any longer.

Grace was surprisingly smart at times. If she didn’t want to be found, she wouldn’t.

She thought he was going to spill the beans about her old man...the stupid little fucker. It was his own fault for ever bringing it up in the first place, but he had to control every little aspect of her life because...that is what he fucking did, apparently.

His need for absolute control had brought him to this fucking point. That and his bitch of a wife.

Never mind that he had lied and cheated and... worse.

And now he was having to live with the reality.

And this fucking shit going around. Half his base was down with it. What if Grace contracted it. What if his meddling in her life caused her to fall ill?

Would she seek help?

Of course, she would. He rested easier. She would just use an assumed name, like she had when she boarded that damned Greyhound. Or the flight to Philadelphia.

She was in New York...had to be, but New York was a pretty big area to search, not that he didn’t have people searching it.

He had racked his brain, trying to trace her movements after she had left the hotel that fateful night.

Passenger lists of any transportation out of the city had produced no ‘Grace Morgan’ but the large man wasn’t stupid either. Having perused Hendricks handiwork did produce a name the General recognized... ‘Anna Bickerstaff.’

The General could appreciate the poetry of the maneuver instantly but then, the name disappeared off any further lists Hendricks could produce.

No name led back to his Grace Morgan.

Hendricks had not once questioned the ‘why’ of any order Ellis had issued concerning the woman. The guy was rapidly earning the General’s eternal gratitude and respect. The Major had guessed the situation, of course.

As for Ellis himself, he had fallen into a deep funk, one in which he could not extract himself.

​

He could perform for a goodly number of hours, but the strain was difficult to uphold and by midafternoon, he was a brazen son-of-a-bitch to any and all.

The Military Guy found it wiser to hole up in his office. He needed solitude and quiet.

He had set up residency here in Los Alamos for the most part, flying to any destination needed but then returning as quickly as the situation allowed.

He found solace of sorts in the tranquil beauty of the lovely countryside. The majestic mountains with their snow- capped peaks. The people here sensed a change in the man, leaving him to his misery, not asking unwanted questions.

He had disliked the Academic Community overall but now, he was learning to appreciate their unique intellectual minds.

Grace loved the mountains here. He felt closer to her...here.

Ellis was a fucking emotional wreck and for once, he accepted what was. He hadn’t tried to alter the state of affairs, just...survive it.

His mood was low, his temper volatile.

He found excuses not to go home. Not that he needed any. Not any longer. The man refused all attempts to communicate from his wife.

The General couldn’t face that as well. Not yet.

If he could just see Grace Morgan. Speak with her. Clear the air...just...hear her voice.

Ellis closed his eyes, accepting the despair.

God, he missed the fucking little idiot! He wanted her home. He would sell his soul to have her here now, beside him.

The man leaned, his elbows braced on the desk under his window, his hands covering his face, as he rested his head within the calloused palms.

“Grace.” He whispered brokenly. “Call me.” He asked a benevolent God to answer the prayer because he knew the little fucker wouldn’t. “Call me, Baby...please. I’m dying here without you!”
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Ch 3

Help is on the Way
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​

Back to fucking square one.

J.D. McGinnis stood, back braced against the brick wall of the small soup kitchen that the government had opened a few months back.

Mostly women and children frequented the establishment these days. War or no War, there would always be the destitute of the world.
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