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One

The time:  anytime

The place:  Los angeles,  California

- the asteroid -

Astrophysicist Doctor Dan Wilson,  (42);  Harvard graduate,  a background in engineering,  expert in the science and physical properties  and phenomena of the movement of the planets,  stars,  and heavenly bodies,  entered in his notes after the fact:

An meteor is a bit of space junk

originating from the innermost 

and outermost regions of space. 

It is not a meteorite  until it enters 

the Earth's atmosphere and strikes

the ground.  An asteroid  is a 

conglomoration of rock circling

between the orbits of Mars and Jupiter. 

Their whereabouts were usually 

predictable,  until suddenly,  it 

wasn't. . . 

He knew that there were hundreds of them.  From the Earth,  he thought they looked pretty much the same;  size,  shape,  speed or orbit around the sun.  He had no idea he would be chasing down a large one that was headed for Earth -  and it would make a difference as to the fate of the world.
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Two

- two days earlier -

He took his lunch break sharply at 12:00 o'clock noon each day.  But on those days,  he was not Dan Wilson,  a man worried about space - and the movement of the planets - looking at robotic images move around on other worlds,  but Dan Wilson,  maintenance engineer.  

***
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DAN WILSON HAD FOUND a job doing maintenance work in an office building along L.A.'s Wilshire Boulevard section.  He had no intention of staying past one week on the job.  Yet,  at the end of one  month he still had nowhere elso to go.  He decided to stay on the job,  and be the best handy man he could be.  He thought it was not such a bad job to have.  'The hours were good,'  he thought.  '8:00 a.m. till 5:00 p.m.'  The office workers in the Wilshire Boulevard high rise were 'pleasant'  to him.  The building had it's own cafeteria and he thought his meals were reasonably priced.  And with that he was able to secure a small apartment just steps from his job,  but on a back different street.  

He thought:  'what did he need the Jupiter Lab for?'  his  former employer.

He thought:  'They would only chastise him for his past mistakes!'

In his own mind,  and at the present,  he thought:  'this was all he wanted:  this was all he needed,  to be a recluse;  no wife;  no children;  no desire to see anything or anyone;  only the desire to do his work and to be left alone.'
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Three

- Enter Doctor Will and Doctor Joe -

Doctor Dan Wilson was Black.  He would often joke,  'he always was and he always will be.'

He stood about six feet and as of late had grown a beard that reached down to his shoulders.  He thought no one would recognize him,  no matter where he went:  not even his friends.  True to form at 12:00 noon Dan Wilson entered the cafeteria.  On this occasion he had a mop in one hand and a bucket of water in the other.  He sat them both aside and entered into the serving area of the cafeteria.  The only thing he could think of all morning was the nice ham and cheese sandwich he was about to have.

***
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AS HE ATE HIS LUNCH in the cafeteria two men in dark suits and ties  approached him:  one was black;  the other,  white.  They stared down at him eating at the table.

"Doctor Dan Wilson,  I presume,"  said the Black Man.

"The Doctor Dan Wilson,"  said the other man.

The men sat on each side of him,  so closely that it made Dan uncomfortable.

Dan resumed his meal.

"What's all this?  I don't know what you're talking about,"  he said.

The Black man felt his beard.

"Dan,  what's this all about?" he asked.

"Yeah.  Where have you been hiding,  Doctor?"  the other man asked.  "Looks like you need a shave."

Dan took another bite from  his sandwich.

The man took a look around the cafeteria.  "What are you doing here?"

Dan looked away.

"That's funny:  I was about to ask you the same thing," he said.

He took another bite from his sandwich.  

He looked at the two men.  "So,  it's my friend Will Glenn and you brought along Doctor Joe Jefferies."

Dan looked away.  "You found me.  What do you want?"

Dan was still chewing.

"Dan,  I'm  glad you didn't fall off a cliff or something and we didn't find you at the bottom of a reef.  But what's going on?"  asked Joe.

"I work here.  I've been around,"  he answered.  "I'm  the maintenance man."

"And I'm  sure you're a very good one.  But what gives?  You don't like us or something?"  asked Will.

Dan looked at the two men.

"Will,  what are you two fellows doing here?"

"We came to get you,  to ask you back to the Jupiter Lab.  We miss you:  might even need  you,"  Will said.

"Why,  so I can continue to be the product of abusive public language:  bad press that blamed me?  Haven't I apologized enough for that accident:  almost  destroying the entire second floor room just two doors down from the main Jupiter Lab building:  sending six innocent people to the hospital - because I misspelled a formula on paper?"  Dan asked.

"We didn't come here to discuss that,"  Joe said,  sternly.  "Those peoiple in that accident didn't blame you -  you know that.  And everyone involved are asking about you now."

Dan continued to eat his meal.

"So what did you come to discuss?  And how did you find me anyway?"

"With the help of the FBI we traced you here,  my friend,"  Will answered.  "They're amazing.  They found you rather quickly:  within a day.  But once they pinpointed you we didn't want them moving in here like gangbusters,  disrupting things;  making a scene.  After all,  this is a place of business.  We wanted to come in and talk to you alone."

"Why?  About what?"

"We told you.  We need you back at the plant -  the Jupiter Lab.  It seems empty without you,  Sir,"  Joe answered.

Dan seemed skeptical.

". . . Empty.  How so?  That's a lot of hocus pocus and you know it,"  Dan said.

He looked at the men to the left and to the right.  "What's going on there anyway?"

Will leaned back in the folding metal chair.

"We've known each other for years,  Dan.  We were chums at Harvard college.  We know each other's short comings and virtues.  You're good at what we need you for now,"  he said.

"And what is that?"  Dan asked.

***
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"IT HASN'T HIT THE MAINSTREAM yet but all indications shows and there seems to be a large rock,  or boulder headed for the Earth.  We didn't want to cause a panic so this information is only being exchanged in whispers between the scientific community:  universities and such,  and our own governmental space agency,  who are just now using an orbiting satellite to monitor it.  Only the Jupiter Lab and very few others know of it,"  Joe said.

"A large rock?  So what's the problem?  Just handle it,"  Dan said.

"We need you to give us some insight  on the movement of this thing,  this rock;  on where it is headed;  if our concerns about it has some merit;  and  if it is headed for the Earth?  Also,  if and when we should release our findings about the whole thing to the public?  Sure would be nice if you were in our corner as we go through these phases,  Dan?"  Joe asked.

Dan sighed.  He was still eating.

"You can handle it.  I'm done with everything around there,"  he said.

"I guess you're blaming yourself for that accident a year and a half ago?  But you can't go on blaming yourself forever!  It's over.  Over!  You are blaming you.  But you are the only one blaming you!  No one else is!"  Joe exclaimed.

"I'm the only one that counts in this situation.  Like I said,  I'm only glad that those six people that were injured came out okay.  That's all that matters to me.  I'm done with everything there," Dan said,  finishing up his sandwich.

Will leaned in closer to him.

"But even so,  isn't this a chance to redeem yourself:  to make amends for what happened?"  he asked Dan.

Dan looked at his two friends both a former colleague of his  who flanked him.

"There is no redemption.  I'm moving on.  People trusted me -  both outsiders and people like you:  people who knew me.  I crowded them into a room.  I gave them a formula -  a fuel that would make that little solar system spin.  Kids were there -  many others,  whom I considered an associate.  The thing blew up in their faces and we're still settling law suits from families about what happened.  No,  it's best I bowed out.  It could happen again,"  Dan said.

"You know Dan,  this can be catogorized as a national emergency:     maybe a world wide one.  With your expertise and you're turning your back it could be considered a 'crime against humanity.'  We can force you to return to the Jupiter Lab and offer what assistance and experience you can.  Do you want it that way?"  Doctor Joe Jefferies asked him.

Dan looked away and back to his eating.

"You do what you can and I'll do what I can,"  Dan answered.  "Stay away."

He looked at the two men seated next to him. 

He stood up.  "Now,  it's good to see you two boys:  Doctor Will Glenn.  Doctor Joe Jefferies.  But if you both will excuse me."

Dan started off.

***
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HE GRABBED THE MOP he had brought in that was leaning up against a table.  He dipped it into the pale of water and began mopping the floor.  

The two men looked at each other with disappointed eyes.

"It's good to see you again,  Dan,"  Will said,  standing and heading for the exit.  

Joe Jefferies stood up.

"Of couse,"  he said,  walking behind Will.

In short order the two men were gone.
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Four

He had been seated near the table from where Dan and the men had sat.  He wasn't close enough to be noticed but close enough to hear everything that was said.

He was a fellow worker named Jerome who was also black and spoke with thick doses of street language.

"Dan,"  he said,  as Dan mopped the floor.

Dan stopped.

Jerome signaled him over wth his hands.  "Come over here,  man."

Dan came to his table.

Jerome looked up at him.  "What's the matter with you,  man?"  

"What do you mean?"  

"I couldn't help but overhear,"  Jerome said.

Dan sat at the table near him.

"What did you overhear?" he asked.

"Everything,"  Jerome said.  "Didn't you say you were some kind of a scientist?"

"I used to be.  I told you that.  But don't go around broadcasting it.  I'm done with that,"  Dan said.  "I'm an astrophysicist."

"A what kind of phy-si-cist?  See?  I can't even say it,"  Jerome said.

"Astrophysicist.  I used to work at the Jupiter Lab studying the movements of satellites;  our probes that are sent to other planets;  and the movements of the planets themselves and other things that are celestrial. . .  moving around out there,"  Dan said.

Jerome looked away.

"I  been thinking,  dude:  I saw those two men come in and talk to you.  I heard the conversation."

"Did you?"  Dan asked.

"Yeah,  and what they said made a lot of sense."

He looked closer at Dan.  "How long you say you went to school,  junior?"

"Twelve years?"

". . . And when it comes to putting them  years on the line you gonna turn your back on it?"  Jerome asked.

"What do you mean?"

"I mean what they said is more important than whatever that little thing that is bothering you.  They said we was in the way of some big rock headed towards us and maybe you got the noodles to stop it!  Then I can't see what's stopping you?!"  Jerome asked,  with a bit of curiosity in his voice.

"Nothing is stopping me."

Dan looked away.  "Maybe I can't stop it.  Why should I take responsibility for it?  I didn't start it.  I'm  tired of taking responsibility:  responsibility;  it's over rated."

"Why shouldn't you?  You just should,  that's all!  If I had  the credibility you got,  I would,  despite all the things that's pulling you down.  If you can help -  help!  Those men looked a bit desparate,"  Jerome said,  going back to eating his meal.
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