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Rover Flight

Author's foreword

Personally, I find it quite remarkable what one may learn from almost a decade and a half of trying. The fable you are about to enjoy (I hope) however remains basically unchanged. That is, except for its divergence from, and yet similarity to, the world around us. Technologies change, people implementing such tech may also change. Witness the opening of the third decade of the twenty-first century and the current hype around space tourism; and, lately, returning to the Moon.

Yet, there appears to be a retreat from science and technology on the part of the majority of society, if one listens to the rants of a few. Still, people, especially the youth will continue to try, and do, and succeed to make the world a better place.

Rover Flight shares that optimism.

In an earlier version of this work, I failed to acknowledge the valuable assistance I received from many individuals and organizations. Part of this story relates the media's (both the traditional and the burgeoning social networking platforms) role in disseminating facts and shaping public opinion. Although it may be considered to be tangential to the direction of this story, it does speak to Peter's desire to, "get the word out." 

Much thanks go to the many hardworking professionals of Victoria's local television broadcaster, CHECK TV, CBC Radio in Victoria and The Victoria Times Colonist for their time and patience with my questions and their advice.

I wish to also acknowledge my former colleagues where I worked providing IT support for the Provincial Government. They gave me valuable insights into the world of social networking, especially as it affects people's views of the world around them. It helped me to understand how people may relate, 'opinion,' as, 'fact.'

Finally, I wish to acknowledge friends and family who have patiently read my earlier drafts, listened to my ranting on about Rover Flight and helped to ground me when I got too far out there.

A writer must be tough enough to accept criticism, whether constructive or otherwise and to learn from it. I hope this version reflects the comments I have received both in Smashwords reviews and verbally. I acknowledge that any errors that may have crept into this work are strictly the author's.

This story is about everyday people dealing with extraordinary circumstances, which is what we all do every day. To the people who learn, cope and succeed my undying thanks. It is also about fun – please enjoy reading as much as I did writing Rover Flight.

* * * *
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An evening with a hobbyist

When one is hanging from the ceiling, more like plastered entirely against it, he tends to think about the foolishness of reading too much. At least that is what our hero thinks; after all, if I had not been reading, I would not have been struck by this dumb idea. If I had not been reading, I would not be trapped up here.

He looks up at the scuffed red head of a ball peen hammer lying on the workbench lined up directly with the bridge of his nose. "When that lets go," he mutters, "I'll be in for it." For the nonce, he forgets that the workbench is in its perfectly normal attitude; at least relative to everything else in the garage.

Immovable, plastered against a garage ceiling will do that to a person.

His left hand angles down toward the workbench. The arm is tethered by an anti-static wrist strap clipped to the metal frame of what looks like a vintage, late last century IBM PC with the cover removed exposing the green circuit boards of its electronic innards. The assembly continues the forty-five degree angle of his arm, floating, cock-eyed about a half-meter off the surface between the tether on his wrist and an electrical cord plugged into the unit's oversized power supply, which is humming cheerfully to itself in the old chassis' right rear corner. The collection, man, wrist strap, electrical assembly and power cord glow slightly brighter than a fluorescent ceiling fixture that is centimeters from his out-stretched right hand.

Incidentally, his right forearm has dented the rail of the overhead garage door. The blow should have broken the ulna.

"OK, let's think about how I got here ..."

... echoes about the otherwise empty, oversize, single car garage.

"... Better still let's think about how to get down."

It was not all that long ago when his world had somewhat the same relationship, floor to ceiling, which is familiar to us all. That is, feet firmly planted on the garage floor at his workbench.

He was making minute adjustments with an anti-static screwdriver to a breadboard circuit behind a small control panel on the right front face of the chassis. He was careful to avoid a cylinder, which is venting vapour, snuggled up along the left side of the unit.

Not that touching it would have made a meaningful difference to his ultimate predicament. The cylinder has a slight sheen of condensation on it that looks like a dusting of fine diamonds reflecting the light of another light tube hung on the workbench's shelf a forearm's length above the assembly. The breadboard rig has leads glued to the side of the cylinder with a silver-coloured paste. He has been dividing his attention between adjusting an image on a computer monitor attached to the chassis and changing the output from the power supply to the internals of the PC. 

If someone had been watching, they would probably think that the entire jury-rigged device is on some sort of electronic life support. A moment ago, the display had been showing a slight spike after he had made a tiny adjustment to the power.

After a sharp intake of breath and a muttered comment, he had turned the screw the other way. The line flattens. Too much! If the hypothetical neighbour had been watching the man's face, his expression would be enough to convince the watcher that there is a person undergoing some esoteric procedure, rather than a jumble of hardware.

Holding his breath, his lips slightly parted, our friend turns the screw the other way while intent on the screen. It is filled with a complicated multi-dimensional waveform that, if Bach had written Fugues using an oscilloscope, the image may have been one of his works. The power supply hums a subtly different pitch. He glances at it but does nothing as it tones an ascending organ note in the lower register. 

The jumble of different colours on the display suddenly coalesces. The waveform becomes a wonderful, harmonious whole. A green indicator light on the PC's little control panel snaps on. The Volume Unit (VU) meter needle next to the light clicks to the far right of the scale into the red.

Startled by a series of staccato cracks, like a string of cherry bombs letting go, he drops the screwdriver. It rattles against the top of the workbench to roll onto the cement below. The beautiful waveform on the monitor flashes once, strobe-like creating an eerie shadow that briefly looms behind our friend. The display dies to black. A sulphurous odour fills the space around the workbench. Despite the stench, which usually means that something electrical has burned out, exactly the opposite happens.

He is hurled away from the workbench, feet first at the ceiling as if casually chucked by an invisible giant. The sudden acceleration seems so powerful and abrupt that if the garage ceiling had not been in the way, it seems entirely possible that he would have been ejected into the sky high over the city. His right arm clangs against the garage door rail as if it were a hammer striking an anvil complete with flying sparks. His legs, arms, torso and the back of his head dint the gyproc leaving a one-armed impression of a spread-eagle person. Our phantom observer would have heard the painful, "oof," of gut-expelled air when he abruptly thumps against the ceiling. 

A nasty bruise is taking shape on his forearm where it caught the rail, although from his posture he cannot see it. It is too soon in the chain of recent events for him to feel it. One could say he has other concerns than a mere bruised arm.

"Well," he mutters, "that should be really good for my back."

Despite his earlier impression, he decides to experiment. He attempts moving his arms and legs. "I wonder if this is how a whole body cast feels."

Almost, he can move his head a little from side to side. He sees the copper tines of the power cord's plug exposed in the wall fixture by the workbench. It had, almost, unplugged itself when he and the unit took flight. He sights down his arm, which is pointing directly at the wall fixture.

"Perhaps I can pull it out the rest of the way."

He attempts to jerk his arm toward the ceiling.

"Hoof!"

The spastic contraction moves his arm, but not enough to pull the plug. It feels like he is pressing his arm against a very firm mat covering case hardened steel.

As he struggles to dislodge the plug, he has inched crab-wise closer to the fluorescent ceiling fixture hung approximately in the center of the garage. The tube pulses with circular rings of light toward his right hand. He hears a low, muffled hum, possibly coming from the fixture. The pulses stutter with continuous flashes accompanied by a rising almost musical tone from the light tube's ballast. The sound warps to an atonal shriek. The shriek becomes an inaudible pain in his inner ear. Until, with a final, retina-stunning flash, the light blacks out.

A semblance of silence envelops the garage, except for the sounds of his panting. "Interesting," he gasps, "now what?"

He adds another datum to his semi-conscious list: his voice sounds muffled, distant; along with the chatty segments of CBC Radio One's, "As It Happens," emanating from the old, paint splattered Sony multi-band radio on a shelf over the workbench. He glares at his electronic companion; I'm pleased that that you're so happy.

Suddenly, he grins. Talking to the radio? Perhaps the knock on his head is more severe than he thinks.

He has been a ceiling fixture for about; he ponders the time, an eternity that in reality is coming up on five minutes or so. He works at taking a deep breath, but the invisible cast encasing his body acts as if he has iron bands tightening around his chest.

"OK, slow and easy. No need to panic. You may be up but you're not out." His grin is wry. Still, his thudding heart sounds overloud in his inner ear. "Besides, this is interesting ..."

In the now darkened garage, he notes the low level, firefly-like flicker that follows the contours of those parts of his body he is able to see. There is a glow around his outstretched arm. Irrelevantly, it reminds him of the glowing wake behind the ship he and Sandy were on during a tropical cruise a few years back.

"Yeah, right. Not exactly what we need to think about right now. OK, one more try."

He wiggles his arm. The plug obstinately refuses to budge. The white light of the tube above the workbench illuminates the adjacent, floating PC throwing a diamond shaped shadow on to the garage floor. He sees that the glow appears to encase the assembly and the cord back to the workbench outlet. Furiously, he shakes his whole body like a dog shedding water.

No joy.

He looks as best he can at the cluttered shadows of the garage below him. "I wonder how I'm going to get out of this."

For some reason the piles of books that are now lurking in every corner catch his attention and he gusts a sigh. He has come full circle to his original insight: "great Pete. You probably wouldn't have gotten yourself into this mess if you had read a little less," he mutters, yet again. "You know, old son, you get these flashes and go running off half-cocked with another hare-brained scheme before you think it fully through."

He smiles ruefully attempting to shake his head.
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Peter Carson Taylor belongs to that strange sub-specie of Homo Sapiens: the garage tinker. Fascinated with anything technological, he does not necessarily understand all things technological; but he does like to tinker.

He is forever fooling around with gadgets; much to Sandy's forbearing amusement. His explorations are fine with her, so long as he confines them to the garage, preferably with the door closed and the fire extinguisher handy. Soon after they had moved into their new home, Sandy had installed a large first aid kit in a cupboard in the laundry room adjacent to the garage. Coming on almost two decades married, she has not had to call an ambulance – yet. Maybe that is the reason that Peter had married a nurse.

She also strictly enjoined him to leave her kitchen alone.

"Women are still living in the previous Century – the 19th, that is," he had grumped when she laid down her edict fairly soon after the wedding. She had known about his penchant for tinkering but decided to marry him anyway.

She countered; "men have inflicted enough God-awful work-saving contraptions on we women to drive anyone back to where she would want, if she could afford them, servants to do the work."

She paused, smiling sweetly at him while she poured his coffee. "Of course, under proper supervision by the lady of the house."

Peter sees her somewhat malicious grin. "Sandy, what a terrible thing to say!"  Peter considers himself to be an enlightened individual.

"Gotcha!" Her grin widens. Peter is still learning, even after all these years, to avoid her traps.

Despite her decree, he persists in cooking up ways to supposedly improve the various gadgets that encumber our lives. Including those in her kitchen.  "You know Sandy, I could write a program for the microwave that would analyze our cooking patterns. You could then insert whatever food, close the door and it would know how to cook it ..." 

He tapered off and attended to his cream 'o wheat when she raised an eyebrow and grinned at him. "Yes. You could. Until I decide to do something different, and the thing explodes." 

"But ..." 

She holds up her hand. "You just leave the microwave alone. Its fine the way it is. Besides, mostly all we ever use it for is to pop popcorn. There is a button for that."

She notes his glum expression. "Yeah, I suppose so."

"You know, love," Sandy had said one morning after she caught him tinkering with a timer for the coffee pot. "You have a tendency to invent solutions to questions that no one has asked." So far, Sandy has managed to fight a holding action; the kitchen and its appliances have remained, basically, intact.

Not that a lack of questions can stop a person from trying to improve the lot of his fellow humans if he is so inclined. Their garage, as one example, looks like it has long run out of room to park the car because of Peter's constant fiddling about. Shelves and cabinets are cluttered with books, manuals, odd bits of electronics, mechanics and other, unidentifiable, pieces of gadgetry that occupy both long walls from floor to ceiling. He has file cabinet folders and, of late, computer caches full of ideas, drawings, plans, and notes for devices that he has envisaged then cast away because the current state of the art is not up to the ideas he gets from his voracious reading.

There are people addicted to the written word. They have a Jones worse than cocaine, harder to kick than smoking and probably more expensive that the worst run of luck in Vegas. Peter's special passion is manuals, which he has collected over the years on every topic from Aardvark Husbandry (Yes, there is such a book.) to Xylophone Maintenance.

Some people collect romance novels, others Matchbox cars. A global industry has sprung up in the middle 90's and onward catering to the passions of aging, baby boom collectors attempting, possibly, to recapture memories of an existence that seems to be more an ad-man's dream than any reality that any of us have actually grown-up in. He has been collecting manuals from used bookshops, other collectors and – Sandy had to get him to agree to severe limits on his purchases, when he discovered the on-line auction houses.

"Mind you," she later admitted to a friend after a particularly disastrous episode. "He's made a pretty good profit selling some of that stuff in the garage. The only problem is, he loves to read almost anything. He soaks it up like a big sponge. No, that's not quite right, more like one of those big computers. Suddenly, it all comes together and makes sense, to him." 

She sighs. "At least ..."

Her friend reaches out and rests her hand on Sandy's. 

Her face breaks into a cross between a grin and a grimace. "... I suppose it is better than him chasing women, or drinking. Remember how my joke backfired on his fortieth?" 

Sheila nods smiling.

Sandy had gotten him rolls of toilet paper, with trivia written on each sheet. The note attached said, "for when you run out of things to read." Peter read and remembered the contents of every sheet.

"Yes," Sheila replies, "you could not shut him up. It almost killed you when he kept spouting every trivial fact on those sheets."

"I know and he still can't remember to hang up the car keys when we get home." She laughs. "We have four or five sets hung about the house and garage so that he can find at least one when we go out. You remember about two years ago, when he finally decided to put keypads on everything: the front door, our garage door, the car? I had to stop him from doing our mailbox!" 

Sheila's eyes widen. "Noo." She is sure Sandy is exaggerating.

"Yes. Then he mixed up the combinations!"

"No."

"I guess that's slightly untrue," Sandy says, attempting to mollify Peter when he wanders into the room just then and shot her a hurt look. "He can remember the key combinations, and passwords and pin numbers and all sorts of codes. He just cannot remember where he left his keys, or his glasses, or his slippers."

She grins at her husband who is shaking the Manhattan he had brought in for her.

"See the abuse I take. And here I am pouring your favourite libation. I think I'm not going to talk to you any more tonight."

Sandy's eyes sparkle, knowing that that would not be true.

Abruptly, he changes the subject. "Anyone interested in seeing how I set up the garage door for voice recognition?" He says, while dropping a maraschino cherry in her proffered glass.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


...

[image: ]




As Sandy had said, Peter seems to pick up odd facts and associations almost as if by osmosis. He once told her that he has a reclusive, slightly deranged elf in the back of his head who does nothing much but match up seemingly unrelated bits of data. Every once in a while, the back room guy decides to share some tidbit with Peter's forebrain. This ability to relate apparently unconnected facts, ideas and processes that no one else has considered became the key to Peter's rather unique profession. His business cards are tastefully embossed with: Consulting Synthesist.

He has developed a very lucrative practice, "unscrewing the inscrutable;" as a friend once commented, throughout the Pacific Northwest, occasionally into California and, a number of times, to Australia.

The couple love to see what is over the next hill. His occupation turns out to allow them to explore the world, on someone else's nickel. Almost all of Peter's work involves reading – everything. His single, largest business expense is buying books and periodicals, which is second only to his on-line research expenses when he discovered the rich fields of knowledge available for cultivating through the Internet.

With the changes of the seasons, the publications mount up throughout the house and in the recycle bins, which tend to be Peter's informal filing system. Disaster either physical or marital, pick your odds, would be impending. Sandy, somewhat reluctantly, eventually decides to take on a leadership role. They had to have a garage sale; one that features selling off some of the bound detritus.

Peter's assigned task: sit in the middle of the garage, which definitely no longer has room for the car and sort the mess. They have developed the sorting into sellers; give-away (mostly to the little free libraries dotted about the neighbourhood); recycle bin and keepers.

The designated sorting day arrives. Peter dramatically accompanies the process with little sighs, remember-when and hangdog looks. Over the years, it seems that the keepers' piles are always somewhat larger than the others.

"Pete," she says late of a fine summer's day.

Although he did not prefer Pete, when she said it, he knew she has serious thoughts on some issue. She was the first to hang the moniker, "PC," on him shortly after they were married. It was an inside joke about his tendency to rebuild old Personal Computers to perform unconventional tasks.

"Pete," she repeats to break him out of his wool gathering, "Perhaps it's time to consider how we," meaning he, "are going to manage all these books." She would play the health card. "I'm sure that all the dust and the mustiness cannot be good for your allergies."

"I suppose so," he says, knowing what is coming.

"You know I worry about your health. All the traveling is not good for you. The long hours, poor food ..."

"Yeah, I suppose you are right."

Sandy knows, with the surety that comes from her nursing training that it is her responsibility to keep her husband healthy, and to keep a clean house. Well, that is not exactly from her schooling, perhaps her mother has something to do with it. Although she is not fanatic about housekeeping except for the dust. Dust, in this instance, means getting rid of some of the books.

The first act plays out:


Him: "It's like drowning puppies."

Her:  "Oh, come now, let's not be over dramatic."

Him:  "Well, I suppose we could get rid of a few of them. We seem to be getting a little tight for bookshelf space. (Dramatic pause, inrush of breath, compose your face into what is supposed to be a sly look.) You wouldn't consider just one more set of shelves? Perhaps at the end of the hall?"

Her: (Now, don't be fooled for a second by his puppy dog expression. Just look at him, arch an eyebrow and grin.) "I don't think so." 



He has learned long ago that he has already lost the debate when she fought back with smiles and good humour. 

Sigh ... "OK" 

He starts trudging back and forth to the garage, carrying books in one's and two's from the various locations about the house. Sandy is not the least put off by his dramatics. He would gently place each on an empty spot on a shelf, or on the card table set up for the purpose, or atop the freezer, or in a box.

Sandy hears him disconsolately mumbling about each book. Its history, plot, life-changing effect or spout some editorial on what a good volume it was. Ah good book, I hardly ken ye, the tenor of Peter's mood. 

Peter shuffles past with another stack propped under his chin.

Sandy thinks, "I suppose he needs this wake to relieve the guilt, or something."

As if echoing her thought. "I don't think there are many people in this world who really care for books."

"Take care of them?"

"No, appreciate the insight, the wonder and the comfort of the printed word on a bound page."

Sandy just shakes her head, smiles gently and holds open the garage door.

The opening act of, "The Garage Sale," winds down as the day progresses to sunset. The other acts of their playlet generally follow later, usually much later.

They have, like many other successful couples, over the years of their marriage, arrived at a mutually agreed upon and for them, equitable distribution of labour about the home. The garage and grounds are Peter's domain. Once the books are out of the house, they are gone as far as Sandy is concerned. What happens thereafter is Peter's problem. At least that is how it is supposed to work. 

Both have engaging careers. Early on, they realized that the only way, "Team Taylor," would succeed in the domestic arena is if they both carry the home front load. The kitchen is Sandy's domain to which Peter is occasionally invited as an honoured guest, so long as he does not touch anything. Most of the rest of the house is neutral territory. They team up to keep it in shape, each according to their particular skills and obsessions. Thus, Sandy wages her war against dust and Peter does the vacuuming in his own peculiar way. Apparently one can build a workable, most of the time, vacuum out of Lego.

The Garage Sale, act two, came to pass on a day when Peter reached for a particular volume, tool or some other object and ducks an avalanche.

Him: "S a a n n d y... It's time we got our act together. We have to clean up this   garage."

Her: Is it not interesting how cleaning the garage, somehow, always becomes a team       effort? 

Sandy, a picture of forbearance and good humour would respond with; "as long as I don't have to hear a review on every book in the joint."

The Garage Sale, Act III, never did get staged this time around. 

Looking back on that particular day, Sandy feels somewhat saddened. One of the reasons she helped out is that she enjoys the visiting as much as the business. Her philosophy was to price things to move. They certainly did not need the money. The sales happened in their season; Spring, usually on a day that held the promise of a summer to come: a hint of warmth, in the dry, bright air; a light breeze out of the southwest. The day is cool enough for a light jacket or sweater when you set up early, with a cup of hot coffee or cocoa in hand gradually warming to tee-shirt conditions by lunchtime.

The Dealers would pull up early in their clapped out vehicles, casting about through the stuff as if they were dogs looking for a particularly tasty treat. Neighbours then would wander by as if emerging from winter hibernation. Although their city on the southern tip of the Island rarely sees snow, the blustery weather and lowering clouds still force people to cocoon fall and winter.

Garage Sale Day is, to Sandy and Peter, one of coffee and doughnuts, greetings and good fellowship, strangers and friends – all drawn to a morning and afternoon of something resembling a village festival. This is a place and time where people's faces would light up with finding a treasure.

Victoria is a city of readers, despite Peter's forebodings about his charges. Sandy's and Peter's books and miscellaneous sales are always well attended; by the cognoscenti, hoping that he would release a few of his more sought after charges, and by people just looking for bargains – unfortunately that is not to happen this spring.

On this particular day, while he is organizing the books for the sale, Peter happens upon a set of volumes that triggers his back-of-the head Elf to scatter-shot his latest inspiration. It is an idea so profound, so blinding that any thoughts of book avalanches, visiting and garage sales become lost in the shadows of his conscious.

He is thinking this is a concept that has some distinct possibilities. Peter goes into recluse mode. A state of being that often happens to people struck by inspiration. All Sandy could do is sigh, pack up the tables and close the door while watching Peter mutter at his computer. She sees him start fooling with bits and pieces on his workbench.
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The problem with ideas, some would say, is that for the most part they should lie there quietly in the realm of possibility. They should never be allowed out of their cages. Ideas shape the world and us, for good or ill. Sometimes the possibilities lead to predicaments for the people so inspired. Such flashes have been known to pin a person like Peter against a garage ceiling. This on an evening when Sandy is away, and the man of the house is at loose ends.

The evening of Peter's flight is the result of his reading about lasers, harmony and superconductivity; all in a block of time around when he and Sandy had tidied up the garage. He is the kind of person who has any number of volumes going at the same time; all scattered about the house. He had been wandering about, picking up a book, reading a few pages and discarding it for another. Finally, on about the fourth or fifth circuit, a few weeks before his garage adventure he had accosted Sandy.

"You know what a laser is." The 'don't you?' always implied. Of course, he knows that she knows about everything. As far as he's concerned, Sandy is brilliant.

They had finally settled down for breakfast a morning after somewhat reorganizing the garage. Sandy takes refuge in munching her cereal and, bright-eyed, nodding. Her end of the conversation when Peter is pondering something is to provide timely, knowledgeable glances along with positive-sounding noises. She supposes he needs to use her as a sounding board; to prop up his thoughts all neatly packaged so he can step back and analyse his vision. See if it makes sense; at least to himself. It is just that the voiced portions of his thoughts are not always coherent:

"... Kind of force light to go all in one direction ... spreading out all over the place. All those little particles, or is it waves, side-by-side."

"Uh huh," her smile is encouraging as she sips coffee.

"Do all sorts of things with a laser..."

Sandy looks up from her cereal. Peter gazed, eyes unfocused, at a spot over her head. Then he seems to click back in, He grins looking oddly embarrassed.

"I have been reading a book on Spin Theory as it relates to Cosmic Strings"

That veer leaves Sandy with an image of some Galactic-sized kitten playfully chasing down the fabric of the Universe. Wow, she thinks as she nods. She gives him her number three (of five) bright-eyed looks; I really have been around him too long. 

Sandy has learned well before they were married that Peter tends to have any number of threads going at once. She discovered that she has a few of her own, too. But nothing like the way he would pick up a topic hours or days later and expect the target of his remarks to be on the same page.

"Yes, I remember you talking about it."

Not that she particularly did (remember). This gambit usually gets her by a sticky point in the conversation. That part where the listener is supposed to respond intelligently at 06:00 when the coffee has barely kicked in.

Peter nods. Sandy has done her part. He rambles on, "yah, it's about getting sub-atomic particles, to spin all in the same direction. Kind of a step beyond nanotechnology, which is getting atoms to tow the line."

"Atoms? Aren't those the little bits that everything's made of?"

"I wonder if you ..."

She raises eyebrows; "me?"

And he grins.

"... can get them (the atoms) to line up nice and tidy like light in a laser, or to spin all in the same direction? Probably quantum issues involved. You know: one can know where something is but not where it's going, or you can know where it is going but not where it is."

He tapers off to somewhere. 

Sandy decides not to query quantum. Besides, she does not have to.

"Wouldn't it be cool to manipulate air, say, so that it would be solid? Maybe pack the air atoms together. Wouldn't that be neat?" Peter actually uses words like "neat" and "cool".

Now, it should be stated, quite clearly that he is not actually ignoring her. It is just that when he is playing with an idea, the idea tends to take over their lives at that moment. Both would look back on this sunny morning and recall how his insight had changed their lives.

But the change would come later. This is now.

"Why would you want to do that?" Sandy says.

"I don't know; would be kind of neat to see if you could do it though."

"What for? Wouldn't it be kind of like you programming the microwave?"

"I wonder? You could use it like a cushion. You know, like an air bag in a car?"

Ever practical, she says, "even if you could get it to work, it would probably cost more than an air bag to put it in a car."

"Yah, you're probably..." He nods, bringing his coffee to his lips. 

Sandy returns to her cereal

Subject closed; almost.

"... But wouldn't it be neat if you could do it?" He does not seem to be able to switch off this particular conversational track. "Or, maybe make it act like an air bag outside the car. If something were to hit it, it would absorb the impact and protect the passengers."

"You and Stephen Spielberg. Or Is it, George Lucas? Doesn't he do that in one of his movies, things bouncing off bubbles around spaceships or something? Come on finish your breakfast. I'm going to be late for work and you have an appointment."

"OK."

He mumbles around his cereal, "you have to figure a way to grab the atoms and keep them in the same place and nice and close together and all spinning in the same direction. It all has to do with spin..."

"...Wonder what that would take?"  As he finishes his bowl, picks it up and wanders into the kitchen to deposit it in the dishwasher.

As he brushes his teeth, he considers; his voice vibrating with the motion of the brush; "brobably more energy than would be bractical"

"Hey watch it! You're splattering the mirror."

"Oh, yeah, sorry." He pulls the oscillating toothbrush out of his mouth and contemplates the vibrating tip as he rinses it. "Vibrations..."

Later in the car. "Can you imagine some poor guy schlepping this great huge backpack around? Or a car the size of a Mac Truck for two people just so's you could have a field generator?"

Finally, as he kisses her goodbye when she dropped him off at his appointment, "you wouldn't have to worry about someone smacking into you. In a collision, the one with the most mass wins. Look at all those people driving around in those SUVs," he mutters as he waits for the elevator, oblivious to the looks from the people around him.

"I'd bet that it has something to do with vibrations... maybe harmonics..."
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" ... yeah, I've harmonized myself right up here," he says. "To recap. I'm pinned against the ceiling of a darkened garage with a dented overhead door rail, a painful bruise on my right arm and no prospects of getting down short of a power outage."

"Well, you certainly figured that out," he berates himself with a sour grin. "Perhaps one more effort?" He is beginning to get really worried. "Maybe I can roll my arm closer to the ceiling."

He discovers that he might as well have been a bug encased in amber. The plug, its power cord, the breadboard rig, the anti-static wrist strap and Peter act as if they are an unbroken unit. Peter looks again at the plug partially inserted in the workbench outlet.

"That's got to be, what? A millimetre? Come on, wiggle out, dammit!"

This is getting embarrassing. What if Sandy finds him like this? Worse still, what if she tries to unplug him? Peter never worries about getting hurt. He is inordinately confident in his ability to get out of any situation, although this one is severely testing that concept. However, he has a deep concern for Sandy's safety. He is under; she would say the incorrect, impression that she is somewhat of a klutz.

He attempts to take a deep breath, which feels like someone is sitting on his chest; no, make that two people on his chest. The field enclosing his body is preventing the air around him from getting through. He struggles to move his arm one more time.

"Damn."

"Wait a second, what's going to happen if I do get unplugged?"

Vividly, he sees himself plunging three meters in the darkened garage to a concrete floor with a workbench cluttered with sharp objects near the descending trajectory of his head.

"Perhaps I had better re-align myself first."

He's just thought of a new approach. "Maybe I can push against the garage door rail." Which encourages another surmise. "Why am I spread eagle? Is there a tension that causes my arms and legs to spread apart?"

He has always been aware from an early age that in moments of stress he becomes hyper-analytical. This appears to be one of those moments. Despite his talent, he has the nagging feeling that he's missed something, an important characteristic of the strange warp of space enclosing his body.

He shakes off the thought and attempts to pull his legs together. "Wow. Now why did that work?" The field snaps with a pop into what feels like a cylindrical shape around his lower body. He mentally shakes a head that he is unable to move physically. This is one more datum to evaluate. If he's around to evaluate it.

"OK, now for the arms. Better do this one at a time."

He works on pulling his right arm next to his body. His struggles to make it happen feel like every push-up he was ever forced to do in gym class. His triceps knot in a painful charley horse.

"I can't do it," he gasps.

He repeats his attempt to shake his head. This time so he can clear the sweat burning his eyes. His shorts and tee shirt are plastered to his body. He realizes that the field about him is doing more that immobilizing him against the ceiling.

Kind of stuffy in here. Obviously, I'm not getting as much air as I should. Great, one more thing to worry about, asphyxiation.

He doesn't have much time left before he's unconscious, or worse.

"Wait a second!"

He sees that his struggles to bring his right arm to his side have achieved what he set out to do anyway. He, the wrist strap, PC and cord have drifted far enough along the garage ceiling, for the plug to pop out of the wall socket. He hears a crack like a cherry bomb going off.

There is a split second when the field collapses around the end of the plug. He sees the glow working its way up the cord past the PC. The anti-static strap unclips from the breadboard chassis, which promptly crashes down onto the workbench, parts flying everywhere.

The cap on the cylinder that runs along the side of the chassis lets go spilling a snow of dry ice, which sublimates into a fog over the workbench partially obscuring its surface. The cylinder rolls across the bench and tumbles on to the floor, trailing vapour landing with a hollow thump. The wrist strap still extends straight out from Peter's wrist.

It is then that his lower body disengages from the ceiling with a sound like terrycloth ripping apart. He pivots until the top of his head momentarily remains the only part of him in contact with the ceiling. It lets loose with a yank on his hair, and he plunges to the floor, feet first.

Peter catches his left arm on the edge of the workbench. The blow should have snapped his forearm. Instead, it crushes the wooden surface of the bench leaving a hollow dint. He knows he's going to have another bruise as he thumps down onto the floor awkwardly landing on his butt. Finally, the glow around him dies out. The line to the wrist strap goes limp.

Saved by hysteresis.

He pulls in a nose-full of cool, garage air, exhaling through his mouth. Shaking his head, he casts his thoughts back to the day this all started, trying to figure out how it all went so wrong.

* * * *
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Of atoms and automobiles

"The idea here is to tune the atoms. Get them vibrating at the same frequency and spinning in the same direction," he says one summer evening after dinner.

"Like when you use the tuning fork on your guitar, and you can hear the string humming with it when it's in tune?"

"Very good. Kind of ... atoms all have a natural frequency. We have to get them all humming along in chorus."

"Who's we," she grinned impishly. "Do you have ..." 

He gives her a look before she can finish the gibe. "... then we could do something with them. I mean that's the way a laser is supposed to work. You want one pure, coherent beam of light at a certain frequency."

She nods. "That's how it does something?"

"Right. Like cut metal or read a videodisk. An early laser experiment by the US Army, as I recall, succeeded in shining a spot of light on the moon. It was during one of the moon landings. Hey, did you know they ..."

"Who's 'they'?

"... can make it so sensitive that it can pick up your voice from our picture window?"

She looks attempting a furtive expression, at their front window, gestures him closer and whispers; "wouldn't Della like that?"

Peter grins. "Yes. I'm sure that our trusty Block Watch Captain would just love to know all the misdemeanours and debauchery going on behind our closed doors. As if she didn't have enough to do in her garden.

I am playing with the idea that there might be a way to get the atoms in air to laze, if you can get a handle on them. Of course, lasers require a lot of energy relative to their output. I wonder if the reason no one's come up with a way to organize atoms is because of the energy budget?

Believe it or not, they're a lot larger than photons," he said.

Peter figures that he does some of his best thinking in their living room. The largish space is centered on a red brick, double-sided fireplace that makes up the wall dividing it from a dining nook off the kitchen. A large, flower-patterned sofa sits kitty-corner between the sidewall perpendicular to the fireplace and the front wall which features a bay window. It sports three chest style seats, their lids covered with padding and cushions. The opposite wall between the front foyer and the hall to the bedrooms has pair of of barn-style doors. They hide, when open in the space on each side a set of the floor to ceiling bookshelves, a television and stereo system.  When the doors are closed, they become part of the wall and sport prints from local Island artists.

Sandy is rather proud of this innovation. It takes some space out of the closet of the spare bedroom on the other side of the wall, but it hides all the entertainment clutter whenever they want the focus of the room to change. Peter had arranged a removable panel on the back wall of the closet behind the entertainment stack so that he can easily manipulate the various wires that festoon the back of every entertainment system.

Peter's recliner holds station by the sofa between a pair of tall, narrow windows. Comfortable guest chairs that face the bay window are located on either side of the fireplace. A large, oval glass topped coffee table completes the room.

Peter lounges in his chair with the inevitable book tenting open over his stomach. Sandy has curled up in her corner on the couch her feet covered with an old, crocheted wool Afghan. She is surfing the TV, pressing the button on the remote flipping back and forth between the channels.

Sandy can track bits of conversation, glimpses of images, brief snatches of music and then make an instant decision as to whether an item is worth, in her opinion, watching. Peter, generally, hides his occasional irritation at this activity by burying his nose in his book – until this summer evening.

"Hold up!"

She looks away from the TV, startled. The screen skips a couple of frames.

"No. Go back!"

"No, not that one! Go one forward, please. Thanks"

Sandy takes his commands with good grace. She has flipped to the Discovery Channel, which is talking about superconductivity. About how electrons would pair up as they move through a conductor cooled to temperatures just above absolute zero. The commentator is talking about something called phonons and how they pass from one electron to another, which causes the particles to act as if they were going through the conductor in pairs.

Inspired, Peter comments, "twice as much flow for the same amount of wire. Cool."

"I would say way cool;" Sandy says.

He grins back, "If something is chilled to a low enough temperature it may act like a crystal lattice."

She is wondering if he is off on one of his tangents, when he ties it back to their earlier conversation. "It all has to do with vibration. If you get the right pitch, you can shatter glass with your voice."

"Like an opera singer?" 

He nods. "She does not have to have a powerful voice to shatter a glass. Just hit the right note. If you get the right vibration, you could make air act like glass; or something stronger." 

He tunes out the TV. It has moved on to a piece about a comet that a young lady in Australia discovered. He reaches down and pulls the lever by the side of his chair, flopping back to gaze at the ceiling. He is not tuning in to the TV as such, although his eyes wander back to admire the spectacular Hubble images of the inner Solar System's latest visitor.

That does not hold him for long. He is envisaging something else: involving harmony; and spin; and very low temperatures. He sees something that has a crystal lattice that would get atoms to harmonize.

Sandy goes back to channel surfing, looking over at her husband. She gently shakes her head. She says, with a bemused smile; "you have the strangest thoughts. Not bad ones, just sometimes really weird."

She has no idea, nor does Peter, at that time that he would end up plastered against their garage ceiling one evening as a result of these latest musings.
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On that fateful evening, Sandy was attending her Tai-Chi classes at the Commonwealth Rec. Center. They sign up for almost anything that pique their interests. Both believe that just because you have received a diploma, or degree, or doctorate it is no excuse to stop learning.

That's how they had met. The first steps in another series of lifetime lessons that they would enjoy together. On a lesser scale, Sandy tends toward the more physical activities while Peter would go in for pursuits like – ceramics.

Sandy recalls that particular episode during one of her weekly phone calls to her mother. "What a disaster that was. Clay all over the garage for months and results that looked like the kindergarten ashtrays that kids would give their parents. He still has the kiln buried in all that clutter back there. We custom build a home with an oversized double garage and there isn't enough room to park one car let alone two. Good thing we have the kind of climate that's kind to cars."

Peter took all the guitar classes available and, interestingly enough to Sandy, given his sedentary inclinations and gentle manner, Judo. Eventually, he settled on guitar lessons and Judo at a nearby Dojo; excelled and still pursues both. That did not stop him from taking other classes. It just meant that his music and martial arts were always in the evening class mix.

Sandy returns from her session that particular evening to discover him soaking in their jetted tub, suds up to his nose and a damp cloth over his eyes. He has the pump on and the air valve open, which causes the suds to foam near to overflowing the tub's sides. 

He's put too much bubble bath in again.

She sighs, is about to tell him off, when she sees the lurid patch on the arm propped on the tub's edge. Thoughts of too much bubble bath and pump damage are overwhelmed. "Oh, darling! What happened? Are you all right?" She falls to her knees by the side of the tub to run her hands gently over his forearm.

Nothing broken, thank God.

"I'm OK." He pulls the cloth from his eyes and lifts his other arm out of the suds. "I've got one on this side as well." He grins boyishly up at her. "But that doesn't matter.

Sandy, it works! Not quite in the way I expected, but the concept works!"

A contrite look flashes across his features. "Sorry about the garage, I'll clean it up and get someone in to fix the rail in the morning."

She waves off his concerns about the garage, sits back on her heels, peels her tee shirt over her head and lets it drop by her side on the bathroom floor. Then she stands, shucks her bra and slithers out of the rest of her clothes.  "Scrunch back. You know, one day I'm going to come home and find you with more than just bruises."

Peter's eyes widen as he recalls his narrow escape. To just how close he had come to Sandy's idea of more. "I know."

He rather admires her aplomb. She appears able to handle any situation with the steady cool that he continues to find amazing. Guess that's how nurses are trained comes to him yet again for about the hundredth, or thousandth time. 

She, on the other hand, needs the calming rush of the churning water jets to help break the constriction in her throat. She slides into the water between his legs with her back against his chest and lets her head fall back into the crook of his shoulder. A tear trickles unseen down her cheek to the corner of her mouth where she catches the salty taste with the tip of her tongue. She takes a deep breath, trying to calm her heart's rapid thud.

Pete you've got to stop doing things like this.

One of the things about him that sometimes frustrates her is that he can be overprotective. She cannot help thinking that sometimes he acts in such a stereotypical male fashion, always trying to protect her because of her small stature.

In some respects, she is wrong. He thinks she has the heart of a lioness, although long ago he had decided that she is a klutz, especially around machinery.

Sandy is pretty much convinced it is the other way around, the way he would get banged up, or zapped, or cut himself working on his projects. She had competed as a gymnast when she was younger and continued to teach gymnastics at the rec. center.  She could still do walkovers down their hall. Not bad for someone approaching middle age, she feels.

Her voice catches, "what works?"

He feels the tenor of her voice. "Huh? You don't sound too good."

"Water's too hot," she sniffs giving the itch in her nose a good rub. Another tear courses down her face.

Sensing her disquiet, Peter tries to be upbeat. "Sorry about that." He reaches for the taps at the side of the tub and starts to run some cold water.

Sandy waves him off and nods for him to continue.

"I don't know what to call it. My Atomic Harmonizer? Sounds like something from a Tom Swift, Jr. book. My gadget-in-the-garage?" He said with a deep, echoing voice. Eliciting a giggle from Sandy. "Kinda sounds like something out of H.P. Lovecraft. You know." He grins. "Dark and unspeakable things in the garage."

She giggles again, her disposition back to its usual sunny outlook on the world and their lives. She leans forward. "Do my back?"

"My pleasure, madam." He said gently, genteelly.

There is something about the line of a woman's back; or most likely it's the line of this woman's back.

He smiles thinking back, as he works the sponge down her spine eliciting happy purrs, about the New Years that they decided to go whole hog in the Bengal Lounge at the Empress. He had made a large bonus that fall from a production process he had designed for a small, local manufacturer that looked to save the company hundreds of thousands of dollars annually. Despite the windfall, Peter said that he felt like they would be a pair of Country Mice among the fat cats, but they went ahead anyway. Peter rented a tuxedo and Sandy, for her part, took him to every dress shop in town trying to track down an outfit that she deemed appropriate for the evening.

She had left it too late in the season, as usual. Sandy refused to pay retail for clothing. In fact, she refused to pay retail for most things. She especially would not pay, what she considered an outrageous tariff, for what she called, a one-time dress. Her petite size was also a problem; not for her. For the vendors, whom she let know the inappropriateness of their stocking practices. She was very militant about what she thought of as the woeful lack of marketing know-how on the part of many shops that catered to one particular segment of society.

As she and Peter prowled the shops, she would comment on the designs: for female giraffes with no boobs. As if a normal woman would be caught dead in such creations. Sandy is very definitely a normal woman, is Peter's considered opinion; usually suffixed with whatever normal is, for either sex.

She found the flashy little number she wore that New Years at a second-hand dress shop down in Oak Bay. By the time she was done with it on her sewing machine, the designer original looked like a designer original custom tailored for Sandy Taylor, which it was, of course.

The back scooped in folded cascades down to just below her waist. It was a frock of an electric blue organza that, he thought, set off the spark in her eyes wonderfully. When she got through with it, the dress's skirt flared to just above her knees accentuating the length of her legs. The bodice drew a straight line just below her clavicle.

Sandy has the kind of back, heck, the kind of figure and attitude; that makes her a head-turner. She is so perfectly proportioned and carries herself so well, that she looks taller. Especially, he recalls, in that dress. He loves her in that dress. He loves her without reservation no matter what she is, or is not, wearing. He is perfectly convinced that she could make a potato sack look like something created by Gabrielle Channel. What is even more remarkable is that she seems to be completely unconscious about her effect on the people around her. Which is not entirely true. Sandy thinks of her body like any other well-maintained machine: keep it in tune and it will be OK. She wants to impress only one person – Peter.

"Maybe I should call the system the electric blue shimmer." He grins at the back of her head. She smiles at his reference to her New Year's dress.  "Or, perhaps Sandy's Shimmery System." 

"OK, enough already." She laughs and scoops up a double handful of suds and water, ducks down as she swings her arms over her head: splat! Square in his face.

The rest of the soak disintegrates into a water fight that threatens to flood the bathroom. Sandy is small, strong, and wiry. She loves to roughhouse. Maybe it was growing up the youngest among a bunch of brothers. In any case, she could hold her own. Perhaps Peter took up Judo in self-defence. She would call him her chunky monkey partially due to his love for an ice cream with a similar name; but likely because he was built somewhat like a barrel. Not fat, particularly, just kind of – chunky.

Peter is not active in the conventional sense of the term. He is not a jock, although he would occasionally surprise the unwary with his upper body strength. She had remarked to one of her friends one time that if the wow in Peter's legs were straightened, he would be a six-footer.

"Of course, if he was that tall, I probably would not have gotten together with him."

We actually fit rather well together; comes to her that evening as they doze off in bed, he spooning her.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


...

[image: ]




The next morning, since it is a weekend, Peter will be fooling around with his cappuccino maker producing lattes in the oversize cups that they both favour. Saturday mornings follow an almost invariable routine: Sandy demolishing the newspaper in the living room, Peter brewing up coffee drinks in the kitchen. It is one of the few times that Sandy would allow him in her domain.

In all their time together, Sandy has never seen him read the newspaper, and rarely read news magazines, despite his voracious appetite for the written word. Yet, she is continually astonished by his deep grasp of current affairs. Maybe it has something to do with him having the radio, which is always on, in the garage or in his study (in the garage), tuned to CBC.

One of Sandy's brunches would follow an hour-or-so later. They would cobble up a fair-sized, late morning meal with the understanding that anything during the lunch hour was a fend-for-yourself affair. Peter would then attempt to get ahead of some of the heavy household chores and maintenance.

This morning the routine made it to the garage where Peter is puttering about when Sandy wanders in and picks up where they left off last night before the water fight progressed to other activities.

"So, Sweetie, what works?"

He smiles up at her. "I suppose you could call it a force field generator. At least that's what I think it is. Have to fix this breadboard," he says, pointing to the clutter of electronics parts on the workbench; "before I can get it running again. This time I'll have to figure a way to tune it without going into orbit."

She raises her eyebrows questioningly. 

"It creates a field around an object which appears to attenuate an impact against it."

She gives him one of her bright-eyed looks that mean he has just said something incoherent to normal people. She also notes the way Peter is carrying himself this morning. "Doesn't look like it attenuated it enough."

She had given him something for his sore back, but he is still fragile.

He sees her looking again at the bruises on his arms. "I know. It still needs work. Does something else that I didn't expect, though. Look at the ceiling."

She cocks her chin up to where he is pointing at the bent garage rail and the partial Peter-shaped dint in the ceiling.

"I was here trying to get the field to coalesce around the generator. It tuned in and the next thing I know I was plastered against the ceiling. The field had gone around me as well as the generator. Probably would have still been up there if the power hadn't given out." He thought it wise not to tell her that he had almost given out.

Peter picks through the pieces of the device scattered about the workbench, then bends down to pick up the white, fifty-centimetre long, twelve-centimetre wide tube from the floor.

"How much power do you figure this thing has?" She says, staring at the ceiling, her head cocked charmingly to one side.

"What are you thinking?" He has learned to respect her thoughts. He sometimes remarks to people when they are out together that; she is the brains of the outfit.

"Do you think you could make it go around our car?"

"That's a thought ..."

"Would it be a lot heavier than you? So, you wouldn't go banging against the ceiling?"

"Yeah, and if it did, I would be inside the car. Might dent the roof but I'd be OK. What do you think?" He is still thinking about the air bag effect, not realizing how far his discovery would eventually take them.

Peter glances up to the bent garage door rail. "Should be able to get the door open far enough to get the car in."

"Let's get this place cleaned up," she says.
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Some ideas just work out better than others. Sandy encourages Peter to disguise the controls for the device as if it were the car's stereo. They put the PC chassis in the trunk. She had been thinking about security. Peter has something here. She is determined to protect him along with his idea. Given his ability to make things happen, she knows this is going to go somewhere.

They have already experienced episodes where someone attempted take advantage of his innate generosity of spirit. Like the time when he first started consulting when one of his clients offered to pay him in cases of wine. Sandy had realized early on that Peter does not have a lot of business acumen, but he is smart enough to discuss the matter with her.

Sandy, on the other hand, has lots of business savvy. She had accosted the client smartly dressed in a red power suit that she had picked up at a second-hand shop and tailored for the occasion. She explained that if the Credit Union is willing to accept their mortgage payments in cases of wine, she and Peter would be pleased to use the same tender. Until then, for services rendered, it was cash on the barrelhead.

They did not subscribe to the notion that because where they lived had such a desirable climate, they should be happy with whatever pickings they could get – the famous, "we'll pay you in sunshine," attitude favoured by some West Coast entrepreneurial types. She ruthlessly enforced their remuneration policy. Peter would not take a contract until she had a solid payment schedule worked out to her satisfaction, usually with a non-refundable deposit. Peter's approach to solving a client's problems often involved a lot of behind-the-scenes research. Usually, the results bore out his efforts and she darn well thought he should get paid for them.

They went through some lean times when she encouraged him to turn down contracts that she felt were inappropriate. Inappropriate, defined by her as those people who felt that, if you were living in BC, you should be happy with any wage, or none. Peter worked tirelessly, though, chasing down leads, cold calling and doing presentations. That was the fifty percent of a free-lance consultant's time that is unpaid and must be covered by the billable hours. A fact most businesspeople seem to quietly forget when it comes time to drawing up the contract. Sandy had set out to make sure that their clients would not forget this little fact.

While Peter established himself, she worked evenings at the hospital and pulled down as much overtime as she could manage while still remaining healthy. Sandy has a robust energy that made the extra work seem effortless to lesser mortals. Peter had often wondered at how she had survived those years. When things finally started coming around for him, his first present to her was the custom-built dream house that they had talked about many times while living first in the Okanagan and then in a small apartment in a three-story walk-up in Vic West after they had decided to move to Victoria. The couple had decided to ride the high-tech boom in that city and, by the time it had somewhat abated, he had established a small, international reputation.

Many of Peter's solutions to their issues are unconventional. Businesspeople (especially the men, in Sandy's opinion) were unwilling to adopt his ideas, preferring the supposed safety of known technology and procedures. Sandy had audited courses in contract law at the University of Victoria; they got paid notwithstanding.

Over the years, Sandy and Peter had discovered that women seemed to be more flexible and were able to adopt his suggestions and technology. Most of his current clients were female. She and Peter made a good living from working with them. Sandy had kept up her nursing practice, consulting with various private and government agencies.

His discovery is more of the same; she is fiercely protective and will not let anyone take advantage of him. Peter is brilliant, but in some respects among the sharks of the business world, she thinks he is somewhat naïve. Perhaps she is somewhat naïve as well, in thinking that the only predators belong just in business. It is probably just as well that neither of them would realize, until too late, the lengths some might go to in order to corner a world changing technology.

In any case, that weekend they happily fiddled with Peter's discovery, working on adapting it to their car. They replaced the small control panel on the front of the original chassis with one on the car's dash that looked like a car's stereo equalizer.

"This should let us tune the system somewhat more accurately than using a screwdriver on a resistor," Peter says.

Sandy has an idea. "Can you wire in a dead-man switch so that it could quickly be shut down if there is an emergency?"

"That, my dear, is a very great idea."

She had become a whole-hearted collaborator by Sunday afternoon as they assemble the system. Peter did most of the work rebuilding the device and mounting the main components, although when it came time to put the final touches on the installation, Sandy's stature became an asset. She is the lucky soul who gets to contort under the dash to finish the final bits of wiring while Peter guides her and holds a light on the work.

His experience the other evening had suggested that the field would surround any object attached to the generator. In this case the chassis in the car's trunk. He had run control wires to the car's dash and now they needed to ground the assembly to the body of the car, which should cause the field to encase the car. Or, at least that was how his theory went.

All this from one experience, he thought.

"OK. Now use the 9 mm socket to loosen that bolt near the heater."

He hears some muttering from under the dash, the ratchet turning followed by a muffled thud as the tool hits the carpeting in the foot well.

"Ow! I can't get it to stay on!"

"Do you want me to try?"

"No, just give me a second."

He can hear her panting as she repositioned.

She is on her back, her head jammed between the end of the console dividing the front seats and the firewall with her arm contorted over her head. They had racked the passenger seat as far back as it would go, but Sandy is still awkwardly laying on her back on a rolled up sleeping bag with her legs propped up against the passenger side door in a decidedly unladylike position.

She finally gets the socket over the bolt head and gives it a heave. The bolt breaks free just as the socket wrench again bangs against the carpet.

Overcome with a fit of the giggles, she manages to ask: "Why did I have to loosen this again?"

"So, we can attach a grounding strap to a bare metal surface. We want to make sure everything's well grounded. That should force the field to surround the car.

I hope."

"OK, so now what?" she says, taking a deep breath to get back in control.

"Sand the metal a little bit so it is bare, slide the clip onto the shaft of the bolt, and then tighten the bolt back up. Make sure that the clip is in contact with the bare spot."

"Sure," she drawls, "I'll just do that."

Peter hears more muttering from beneath the dash while Sandy completes her task and, finally, he hears the ratchet of the wrench as she tightens the bolt.

He is leaning against the door frame, holding the work light on the area while he watches her. He attempts to suppress his own fit of giggles.

Sandy, from her unwieldy position on the floor, can feel the car moving. She lowers her chin and sees him struggling not to laugh. "Don't you dare say anything about a wench with a wrench," she says. She fails to suppress her own fits.

Peter can't hold it anymore. He starts to laugh along with her; "huh, huh, huh," he pants trying to contain himself before she throws the socket wrench at him.

She puts one final twist on the bolt. "OK, get me out of here."

"Wait a second," he says. "This is not right, we should ..." He tapers off, mumbling to himself.

"What do you mean?" Feeling a little put out. "I think the blood's beginning to run to my head. Can't we discuss this when I'm upright? Peter!"

"Huh, What? Oh, yeah, sure." He absently guides her out of the foot well until she collapses on the doorsill. He plops down at her feet on the garage floor leaning against the rocker panel shaking his head as if trying to free up the errant thought.

"Look," he says, "we have two reasons for bolting this into our car; to provide enough weight to keep it and us from flying off into wherever. Also, I was thinking of taking a sledgehammer to it to see if the field does what I think it will."

She glances up at the partially straightened garage door rail and then at his discoloured forearm. 

He, looking back at her, catches the direction of her thoughts. "Yeah, you're right, I'm not sure it's a good idea to go banging away on a perfectly good car based on one evening's experience."

"I would think not," she says, fiddling with the hair at the nape of his neck eliciting a smile. "So, what do you want to do?"

"I don't suppose you would consider buying another car. Say a cheap, beater (get it...)." 

She punches him gently on the shoulder, punishment for abuse of language. 

"... And try it out on that?" 

She grins at him then frowns, "I suppose you want me to worm my way back in there so you can pull the gadget?"

"No. We can do without the radio for a while. I can pull the chassis out of the trunk and build new controls. Why don't we get a larger car than this one? Maybe like a camper or a van? That way we could put it in a convenient spot, and I would be able to work on it, on the fly, as it were." 

"I thought we were trying to save money. There goes Puerto Vallarta, I guess."

He shrugs looking a little contrite. They had always wanted to go to Mexico, but with one thing or another, the trip always ends up getting pushed back on their agenda, although Sandy could not complain. They had been to Australia twice, to the Cooke Islands once and down to California many times.

"No. Don't worry.  I suppose we could get the dents fixed if this thing doesn't work." Her eyes get a dreamy look. "Besides, I wouldn't mind a road trip; see what's over that proverbial next hill."

He nods. "Yeah." He often thought that they had a bit of gypsy blood in them. "Besides, a camper van would be a good way to do a tour down the Oregon coast." He looks up at her and smiled.

A little shy smile, she thought.

"I have always wanted to go to Disneyland ..."

Just a big kid. 

He catches her expression and quickly says, "or maybe do a road trip down to Florida instead of Mexico. It would be just as warm. We could have a lot of fun. Maybe even see a launch."

Neither Peter nor Sandy realize how prophetic his mention of Florida would become.

"Come on," she says putting her hand up so he could help her. "Let's get cleaned up and buy ourselves a camper van."

* * * *
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Road trips

"Look, you should be outside, and I should be inside," Peter repeats to his bride. "I really don't want you to be in there if something goes wrong."

Sandy has her chin propped on her crossed forearms resting on the passenger side windowsill of their new that is, 1983, Volkswagen Westphalia. She is thumbing the button of the dead-man switch wired to The Unit on and off while she peers over the tops of her sunglasses at her husband. "You know I'm not strong enough to swing that thing." She jerks her chin at the long-handled sledge leaning up against a driftwood log. "Besides I have this switch and you've tied the van down."

He takes a breath to reply. She straightens and holds up her free hand to forestall him. "Besides, besides the way you have this thing anchored, I'm sure that The Unit is not strong enough to do anything."

Although not pleased with the name, they decided that they would have to live with it. That is until they came up with a better label. Their fridge has about a dozen post-its on the door. None of which would be acceptable to television network censors if they decided to use one of the names to advertise their gadget.

They had, finally, gotten around to testing. That is to figure out what it does and how to control it. So here they are, now that it is Fall, on one of the relatively unoccupied beaches along the Strait of Juan de Fuca. They had decided that it would be an ideal location for some inconspicuous experiments.

After winding their way along Highway 14 toward Port Renfrew, they turned off on one of the logging roads that crisscross the region, worked their way down it toward the water and pulled off at one of the many secluded beaches that dot the coast. The high ground clearance, large diameter tires and rear engine of their vehicle made it a somewhat simple task to navigate the rough logging tracts to a secure test site. Also, Sandy had looked up where the protestors in the Region were currently hanging out. She had determined that they would be safe.

All the windows of the van are open so that they can talk to each other. Peter has been pacing back-and-forth by the front passenger door during the conversation. He makes another circuit back to the passenger-side of the van, inhales open-mouthed, pauses and is about to suggest that they call the whole thing off.

"Hey, honey bunny. You've done your best. Come on, let's give it a try."

Sandy has every confidence that Peter has done everything possible to make sure that their second experiment with The Unit is safe. That it will succeed.

He sighs; glances at a pair of what he hopes are sturdy trees to which he has chained the front and rear of the Volkswagen by the transport tie-downs welded to the vehicle's chassis. 

"You've even connected The Unit to batteries outside," she says, pointing to Peter's original PC-like open work chassis, which he has bolted to the counter behind the driver's seat. It is connected to a pair of deep cycle marine batteries. "Worst case, I'll come down with a thump. I'm wearing a seat belt. Come on, let's get this over with."

Although confident in Peter, she knows they are exploring the unknown. It's butterfly-in-the-stomach time, she thinks, remembering her feelings the first time she had to assist in a surgery.

"OK. You've the dead-man?"

Peter's voice pitches up and breaks like a pubescent teen on a first date. He swallows and takes another deep breath marvelling at Sandy's cool as she settles back in her seat and casually waves it in the air, her thumb pressing down the button with the little hold down catch flopping against her hand. He cannot see her other hand, knuckles white, gripping the side of the seat.

Decision made his voice settles to a lower pitch. "You may have to fiddle with The Unit. The green light should come on when it's in tune. I'm going to plug it in."

He disappears around the rear of the van to join the quick connect coming from the engine bay to a thick, insulated wire that looks like a battery booster cable winding out of the ground. They had buried the batteries to anchor them so that if the VW takes off, the quick connect should part and, hopefully, The Unit will stop. Based on his garage experience, Peter hopes that the van will settle gently to the ground.

Sandy spots him in the driver's mirror, which had been adjusted so that she can see down both sides of the van. She glances back at the dash. A clutch of wires snakes their way between the front seats from The Unit to a display and control panel attached with Velcro to the dash on the front passenger side. One of two lights, an amber one, is glowing.

"Power's on," Sandy calls out.  "The green light is out, and the VU meter needle is resting against the left-hand stop."

Unseen, Peter nods, about what he had expected. "You will have to use the slider to adjust the tuning."

Sandy leans forward and gently moves the little slider thing sticking out below the lights. She's had to rack the passenger seat all the way forward to reach the controls.

The VU meter's needle next to the light trembles on its rest pin. She feels the pulse in her throat seeming to twitch in harmony with the vibrating pointer. The needle swings to the right near the center of the meter and pauses. Then the green light snaps on and the needle, as in the previous experiment, swings violently into the red and stops with a 'tick' against the right-hand stop pin.

Startled by the tiny sound that, to her, reverberates like a thunderclap, Sandy almost drops the dead-man switch. The van sits on the beach motionless. It seems that The Unit is not powerful enough to lift the 1,600-kilogram weight of the vehicle. She gives Peter a thumbs-up with her other hand, settles back in her seat and tries to calm her breathing.

You'd think with all that Yoga training, you'd be able to make your heart stop beating like a jackhammer.

It is very quiet. She doesn't hear any gull cries although she can hear the rumble and swoosh of the big rollers cascading on the beach. She feels the slight onshore breeze ruffle her hair through the open windows. Tense, Sandy has the nagging feeling that they are missing something. Something Peter had said about the last time the gadget was turned on. She shakes her head putting her feelings down to nerves. She gulps, feeling her inner ear pop and takes a deep breath trying to calm the quiver in her stomach. Peter appears at her side of the van sledge in hand. They had opened the sliding door on the side and braced a wooden framed window in the opening for the experiment.

Sandy had come up with this idea after they bought the van: "Why dent a perfectly good car?"

Chagrined, Peter figured they could have tried the same experiment with their Honda.

"That's OK. We've been wanting something larger anyway," she had said.

They had backed the frame with a heavy; clear plastic taped around the door with enough slack so that the plastic bulged a few centimetres back from the frame. If The Unit failed, Peter hoped that it would catch any broken glass. The plastic ripples and snaps gently in the breeze.

Something, Sandy muses. It is at the edge of her consciousness, but she cannot make it come. Shaking her head, she watches Peter in her rear-view mirror.

Now, he is lined up sort of in a batter's stance, the safety goggles that had been dangling around his neck over his eyes. He leans over and picks up the sledgehammer, which is leaning against his leg. She realizes for the first time, although they had talked about it that it is one of those long-handled heavy affairs. She certainly would not have been able to use it, but he picks it up as if it is a golf putter. He takes a couple of practice swings lining up the head with the window frame just short of the door opening. He catches Sandy's eyes in the rear-view mirror and nods: this is it. When he draws back for the final blow, she hunkers down in the seat and stares at the two indicator lights glowing on the dash. She can hear The Unit humming quietly behind her ...

... and the sound of the waves pounding on the beach below them.

That's it!

"Peter," she calls out. "I don't think that it is ...

Too late: Crash! Glass explodes from the blow. 

"... working."

A somewhat more energetic piece slices through the plastic and thumps off the back of Sandy's seat. 

Peter had braced himself expecting to strike the field. He stumbles loosing his grip when the sledge ploughs through the glass. It continues through the empty frame, bowing out the plastic shroud, which tears partially free from the doorframe, enveloping the hammer. The head bangs against the van's counter, ricochets and drops to the floor. The handle totters briefly then falls with an anticlimactic thump.

Sandy, startled by the crash of the shattering glass, had dropped the dead-man switch. The amber light on the dash blinks out, the green light fades and the VU needle slumps back to its rest position at the left of the meter.

Peter, shaken but otherwise unharmed, wrenches Sandy's door open and starts feeling the back of her head for cuts from the flying glass shards. The sheathing that was supposed to contain the glass is shredded in a couple of spots but mostly it did its job.

Sandy, hampered by Peter's ministrations, is struggling to release the seat belt. "Let me go!" More quietly, "Peter, I'm all right. The glass caught the back of the seat."

His breath gusts when he realizes she has not been injured. Reaction sets in. He takes a couple of shaky steps back and sits, more like falls onto the driftwood log by the camper.

Sandy unbuckles, hops out and drops down beside him.

"I guess, whatever happened in the garage was a fluke," he says. "Almost a month's work. For nothing! Sandy, I'm sorry we've wasted so much time and money."

A self-educated man, he admits to himself that he may not exactly be a rocket scientist. Perhaps this is beyond the abilities of a tinker. Frustration catches in his throat: "I'm positive I had the right frequency and harmonics. The green light came on?"

She wraps her arms around his arm and gives him a squeeze. He feels her head move against his shoulder as she nods.

"You didn't let go of the switch when I swung the hammer?"

"No, if anything I held it tighter. I was kind of nervous in there."

He gives her a squeeze in return. "Yeah, I suppose you would be." Unable to contain his frustration, he bolts up nearly knocking Sandy backward off the log.

"Hey!"

"Maybe the battery came unplugged," he mutters and starts around the van.

Sandy calls out; "hey, chunky-monkey, cool it. Push the dead-man switch and see if the light comes on."

"Right."

Blushing, Peter reaches through the open front passenger door of the van and pushes the button – amber light. He drops the switch on the passenger seat. He glances over at The Unit and notices glass shards all over the circuit board in the open frame.

Still feeling down, he mutters: "I guess we better get this cleaned up." He picks up the switch from where he dropped it on the seat and places it atop the control panel. As he does so, he pushes the button down one more time and sees the amber light come on.

"Well, at least The Unit is still getting power."

He secures the switch to the panel, forgetting to release the button hold-down. Neither notice that the amber light is glowing. As he moves back to the sliding door the VU meter swings to the right and the green light blinks on indicating that the field is fully engaged.
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That afternoon finds Sandy curled up on the bench seat at the back of the bus munching on an egg, lettuce and tomato sandwich watching her husband fuss over the innards of his device. When they left that morning, the day was sunny, windy and a little cool. A typical fall day on the Island. She had decided, whatever happened, to have a picnic. Peter half-heartedly takes a bite from his peanut butter and banana sandwich, one of his favourites, places it on the plate beside him and peers inside The Unit.
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