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        This book is dedicated to my children, Katie, T.J., and Jenna -- my greatest creations -- who always encourage me to follow my destiny.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            I. OVERTIME

          

        

      

    

    
      The crowd was in an uncontrollable frenzy. The TV audience could barely hear the broadcasters over the insanity that echoed through the stadium. The Giants’ first overtime possession of the Super Bowl stalled at their own forty-eight-yard line, and their punting team jogged onto the field.

      The drama had been building ever since halftime, when the Jets’ Doug Maxwell emerged from the tunnel. The best player in the league for the past four seasons – maybe the greatest athlete to ever play professional sports — was knocked senseless from the game early in the first quarter on a dirty hit from the Giants’ Willie Williams, who was immediately ejected from the game for the flagrant foul. Without their two-way superstar who typically dominated both the offensive and defensive sides of the ball, the Jets were listless, and went into halftime trailing twenty-seven to three.

      The medical team carted Maxwell off the field on a stretcher to a chorus of boos and cheers — the boos directed at Williams. They immediately administered the concussion protocol in the locker room. The hit was brutal and inexcusable. Maxwell had plowed up the middle for a tough nine-yard run. It took four Giants’ defenders to drag him to the ground. The whistle blew the play dead, and as Maxwell started to get to his feet, Williams came soaring through the air like a missile, his helmet aimed squarely at Maxwell’s dome. The violent helmet-to-helmet collision sent Maxwell sinking to the turf. Williams, too, was woozy, but was able to stand, and the crowd rained down a massive wave of jeers, tossing cups of beer and spitting at Williams while he was escorted off the field. No one expected Maxwell to return to the game. After the first half dominated by the Giants, no one thought the Jets would have any chance to come back, especially without their injured star.

      During halftime, the announcers speculated about the senseless play.

      Former quarterback-turned-broadcaster Phil Ramsey noted, “I’m going to state the obvious – Willie Williams’ career is over. He is going to get a hefty fine and a lengthy suspension. I’d look for the Giants to cut him from the team before the Lombardi Trophy is awarded after this game.”

      Long-time play-by-play expert Jimmy Seals added, “We’re all in agreement there, Phil. The bigger question is how is Doug Maxwell? The team has been mum on the results of his concussion test and CAT scan. I cannot imagine anyone returning from a hit like that, but then again, this is no ordinary athlete.”

      Maxwell was the last player back onto the field following the halftime festivities. He trotted out slowly, holding his helmet under one arm, his curly brown locks bouncing and his muscles rippling through his uniform and pads. He had a menacing, steely stare that meant bad news for the Giants. His eyes were clear and laser-focused; no foggy gaze at all that one would expect after such a massive blow to the head.

      Every Giants’ player looked up at the huge high-def screen that showed Maxwell returning to the playing field. A defeated look poured over the team. The crowd that was nearly lulled to sleep during the lop-sided first half rose to their feet in unison, cheering frantically for Doug Maxwell. Many Giants’ fans instantly became Jets’ fans at that moment.

      Giants’ coaches tried valiantly to rally the troops. “We’re up twenty-seven to three, fellows! One player cannot possibly lead a team back from that. No way in hell!”

      Jets’ fans – really, every football fan in the nation – knew that if any player could return from a hit like that it was Doug Maxwell.

      The Jets received the second-half kickoff, and after a touchback, started at their own twenty-five. Maxwell was still on the bench for the first two plays, which were incomplete passes.

      “Maybe Maxwell is just a decoy who came out this half for inspiration,” Ramsey commented.

      After a false-start penalty pushed the Jets back to their twenty, Doug Maxwell entered the game.

      “I don’t believe what we’re seeing!” Ramsey said.

      The stadium erupted. The team could not hear Jets’ quarterback Nick Miller’s signals, and Miller took a timeout before the play clock expired.

      “I’ve never heard a crowd this loud, Jimmy!”

      Throughout the timeout, the noise was deafening: “Maxwell! Maxwell! Maxwell! Maxwell!”

      The next play call was brilliant. At third and fifteen, the defense expected a pass, and sent a mad-dog blitz at Miller. Maxwell lunged toward the linebacker, pretending to chip-block. Instead, Maxwell let the defender rush past him, and Maxwell slid out into the flat. Miller tossed a perfectly executed screen pass to Maxwell, who raced through the defense, making a quick cut at midfield and crossing the goal line after a spectacular eighty-yard touchdown.

      After the extra point, the Jets were still down twenty-seven to ten, but momentum had completely shifted in favor of the Jets.

      Maxwell and the Jets dominated the second half. Maxwell, also the team’s middle linebacker, recorded eleven tackles during the half, and forced a fumble. He completely clogged the middle of the field and disrupted the Giants’ offensive game plan.

      Back on offense, the league’s first back to rush for twenty-five-hundred yards in a season was nearly unstoppable. Maxwell scored three touchdowns and ran for a Super Bowl record two-hundred-fifty-six yards.

      As time expired in regulation play, the teams were tied thirty-all, and headed to overtime.

      During the break before overtime, league Commissioner Jon Heller stopped by the broadcast booth for an interview with Phil Ramsey and Jimmy Seals. Commissioner Heller had raised eyebrows when he ordered weekly random drug tests of Doug Maxwell. Heller proclaimed that he had the authority to mandate extensive drug tests beyond what the league’s agreement with the players association allowed, if the commissioner believed a player was violating the substance abuse policy. The move led to a lawsuit from the players association and created a massive rift between Maxwell and Heller.

      “Commissioner Heller, thank you for joining us,” Seals started the interview. “You couldn’t ask for a more exciting Super Bowl.”

      “No, we couldn’t have scripted it better ourselves. Two New York teams playing against each other for the first time in a Super Bowl … The league MVP coming back from injury … and now overtime …”

      Ramsey interjected, “About Maxwell’s injury … What do you expect will happen to Willie Williams?”

      “Well, he was ejected from the game, so that usually results in some sort of fine. I can’t comment beyond that. I’m sure the league will look at the play closely to determine how flagrant the foul was.”

      Seals followed up, “Commissioner, come on, sir. We all saw the hit replayed in slow motion about a dozen times. All due respect, is there really a question about his intent to injure Doug Maxwell?”

      “That’s not for me to say at this time.”

      Doug Maxwell and the rest of the Jets’ players watched the interview from their locker room. All eyes turned to Maxwell after the commissioner’s comments. Maxwell shook his head in disgust.

      

      Doug Maxwell did not usually return punts. That was Othello Brown’s specialty. As the Giants’ punt team trotted onto the field, Maxwell raced to the special teams’ coach, Tim Rooney.

      “Timmy, let me take this one!”

      Rooney glanced over to the speedy return specialist, who just smirked and nodded in approval. Brown was a terrific punt returner, but he was not Doug Maxwell.

      The Giants’ coaches spotted number forty-four, and frantically yelled to their punter, “Out of bounds! Do not kick it to Maxwell!”

      The punter fielded the snap and booted the ball high, angling for the sideline. Maxwell ran to catch the ball and was able to snag it at the ten-yard line, inches from the sideline, without stepping out of bounds. Maxwell spun quickly and reversed his field, outrunning the defenders who had been racing the opposite direction.

      Maxwell’s speed did the rest. Flying past defenders grasping at air, Maxwell flew toward the end zone. The only man in his way was the scrawny one-hundred-seventy-pound punter, Hal Harris. Maxwell made no effort to run around Harris, who had an angle on Doug and threw his body in front of the powerful athlete. Harris was no match for the great Doug Maxwell. Doug never broke stride. He galloped the final twenty yards to the end zone and chucked the football eighty yards into the stands. The stadium rocked in celebration of Maxwell’s miraculous run, and fans and players swarmed the end zone.

      The scoreboard flashed the final score: Jets thirty-six, Giants thirty. The Jets were once again Super Bowl champions.

      “That was no doubt the most exciting football game I have ever witnessed!” Jimmy Seals proclaimed.

      It took several minutes for the stadium to stop shaking. The TV broadcasters, Commissioner Heller, Jets’ coaches and players crowded onto the platform at mid-field for the Lombardi Trophy presentation, as well as the MVP award that would clearly go to the magnificent Doug Maxwell.

      Mumbles and whispers grew louder, and heads turned frantically, looking for Maxwell somewhere in the mass of humans. It became apparent that Maxwell was not on the field. A slew of players, coaches, league officials and broadcast crew members sprinted toward the players’ tunnel and locker room in search of Doug, but he had disappeared.

      Panic spread quickly. The commissioner presented the Lombardi Trophy to Jets’ owner Nelson Bryant for the fourth consecutive year. Bryant plastered a weak smile on his face, masking concern over Doug Maxwell’s whereabouts. When it came time for the MVP announcement, Seals had to ad lib, “Ladies and gentlemen, we are scratching our heads right now. The MVP award goes to the Jets’ Doug Maxwell, but as you can see, Maxwell is not on the dais. We have folks combing the stadium, but there is apparently no sign of Maxwell. So, this incredible game, with some astonishing twists and turns, ends with a mysterious twist – the superstar who has carried the Jets to four straight world championships is … well … he has disappeared for now.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            II. BOB AND DAWN

          

        

      

    

    
      Bob Maxwell pulled his pickup truck into the driveway after putting in a double shift at the local car plant, where he had been working for the past ten years. Tall and lean, with a slight beer belly, Bob took a deep breath, closed the creaking car door and walked slowly through the muddy driveway and into his small two-bedroom house. His wife Dawn was waiting for Bob, making dinner.

      As a high school baseball star, Bob received several college scholarship offers; and he had accepted a full ride to the University of Nebraska. Bob was a power-hitting first baseman who envisioned playing pro ball. After two years in college, Bob’s dream seemed like it might come true. He made first team all-conference as a sophomore, batting .345 and slugging twenty-nine home runs. He also met the girl of his dreams, an English major from Lincoln with beautiful thick blonde hair, stunning curves and the brightest blue eyes he ever saw. Bob even loved Dawn’s over-sized ears, although he learned quickly that teasing Dawn by calling her “Dumbo” meant a week without any affection. He thought Dawn Love was the perfect name for this sweet, smart co-ed, and at the end of his sophomore year Bob asked Dawn to marry him once they graduated college. Dawn said yes.

      

      Neither Bob nor Dawn had a close relationship with their parents. Without the scholarship, Bob most certainly would not have gone to college. Besides his average grades, his folks were inattentive. His philandering, abusive father, a vacuum salesman, often spent weeks away from home. Bob took many unnecessary beatings at the hands of his dad, although the worst punishment was doled out to Bob’s mother. Young Bob spent far too many nights with the pillow over his head, trying to drown out the sounds of beer bottles crashing and flesh smacking flesh – and screams. His mother struggled with a series of addictions to deaden the physical and emotional pain. She started with vodka, then painkillers and finally younger men. When Bob was a high school senior he came home and found his best friend hiding in the linen closet – naked. The incident ended his friendship and destroyed whatever relationship he had with his mother at that point. Bob’s parents rarely went to any of his games, even after he made All-State as a junior and several division 1A colleges started recruiting him. Bob had a brother, Scotty, who was ten years older, joined the Marines immediately after high school and died in battle while stationed in the Middle East. That loss hit Bob and his parents hard. It was a fractured family. Bob knew that the day he moved into his dorm room as a freshman, he would rarely see his parents again. He simply had to rid himself of the negative influence.

      While in college, Bob began to find himself. Tall and sinewy, girls were attracted to Bob’s lean muscles and wavy brown hair. He was never much for conversation, and his knowledge of anything beyond the world of sports was limited, but he was one of the top players on the baseball team and girls were attracted to his swagger. Even after Bob and Dawn became an item, he was not disciplined enough to politely decline the advances of other women.

      Raised by her father, Henry, after her mother, Karen, passed away from cancer when she was seven, Dawn became a loner who dove into her schoolwork and her books. Naturally pretty, with arctic blue eyes like her father’s, Dawn was one of those blessed women who could get away with no makeup and still look beautiful.

      Dawn graduated at the top of her class and earned a scholastic scholarship to Nebraska, despite her father’s objections. He preferred to see his daughter find local work, land a husband and pop out kids. It was not that he objected to Dawn receiving a college education. He just knew how much he would miss his daughter, who took care of most of the housework and cooking. Dawn’s dad never got over the loneliness of losing his wife, and he committed suicide during her freshman year at Nebraska. He was found in the bathtub wearing a gold robe, soaked in blood. Dawn’s grades suffered and she felt responsible for her father’s death. She contemplated dropping out of school, but a caring professor convinced her to focus on her studies and work through the pain of her father’s loss.

      Bob and Dawn met in the spring of Dawn’s freshman year and Bob’s sophomore year. Bob needed a tutor to help with his writing assignments – he could never master “they’re, their and there” and Dawn had signed up as a student tutor to earn a little money and take her mind off her pain.

      

      Bob’s junior season started out great. With several pro scouts in the stands, Bob whacked the first pitch of his first at-bat of the season some four-hundred-twenty feet over the centerfield fence. As the hometown crowd cheered and Bob trotted around the bases, his foot slipped off the third base bag. Stumbling slightly, Bob felt a sharp snap in his right foot. He hobbled to home plate and waved frantically for the team trainer. Bob had torn his Achilles tendon. His season was over. He red-shirted that year, and returned the next season after a lengthy, challenging year in rehab. Bob Maxwell was never the same player. He no longer had the same power to push off his right foot, and he lost several steps in his speed. Bob was self-conscious about his limp, which he would carry the rest of his life. Bob saw limited playing time for most of the season, batting .255 with just four homers. The university pulled his scholarship before his senior year. Unable to afford tuition, Bob dropped out of school, just eighteen credits shy of graduating.

      Bob moped around his dorm room, reading the letter from the university’s athletic director numerous times, hoping the words “rescinding your scholarship” might magically disappear. Dawn tried to comfort him.

      “We’ll get through this, Bob. I know it’s tough, but –”

      “How do you know how tough it is, Dawn? Were big league teams scouting you? Did you have a brother killed in battle? Did you have a mother who’s a –” Bob stopped short of finishing that thought. He knew he had gone too far.

      “You forget about my father’s suicide? My God, they found him in the tub in his robe. You’re not the only one in pain, Robert Maxwell.”

      Dawn was not with Bob because he was a baseball star. She loved the man and was devoted to him. Her support and encouragement helped to pull Bob through the difficult transition from professional baseball prospect to average workingman. They really needed each other. Dawn had no parents, no real support system. She needed someone to help take charge of her life. Bob was not executive management material, but he was hard-working and avoided water cooler gossip and other bad habits that got employees into trouble. The couple moved to Brownville, a small Nebraska community, and Bob landed a job at the car plant. After a year, they saved enough to buy a small ranch on the outskirts of town.

      

      Autumn turned Nebraska into a marvelous splash of red, orange, yellow and brown. The many fruit trees – black walnut, crabapple, pear, hackberry – and the deciduous trees – oak, cottonwood and elm –– changed from their summer green into their fall attire. The hues created a storybook setting around a little lake in one little Nebraska hamlet.

      Bob and Dawn fell in love with the nine-hundred square-foot home that sat on two acres of mostly mud. They especially loved the beautiful lake on the property. The lake was perfect for swimming. There was a little raft in the lake and a small rowboat tied to a rickety dock.

      The realtor, Doris Westerman, saved the showing of the lake front home for her final stop on the tour of available properties within the couple’s price range. She had shown the house probably ten times over the prior year, yet no one seemed interested in the fixer upper. Doris did not anticipate that the lake would have such magical appeal to the Maxwells.

      “It’s certainly quiet out here. No neighbors, at all.” Dawn commented.

      “You said you wanted something peaceful after a long day on the job, right Mr. Maxwell?”

      “Yup!”

      Dawn spotted a house all the way across the lake. “Do people live there?”

      “A lovely Hispanic couple. The Garcias. Been there for years.”

      Bob and Dawn looked at each other, telepathically communicating their desire to live at the house by the lake.

      “Oh, you were going to tell us a special story about this property?” Dawn asked.

      “Right, right! Well, this home is blessed. Legend has it that some sort of lucky spell is bestowed on those who live here.”

      Bob scoffed and rolled his eyes.

      Doris continued, “The last owner loved horses. Supposedly was part-owner of a Thoroughbred that won the Kentucky Derby. And the owners before that won the lottery … so they say.”

      Bob sarcastically asked, “If it’s so lucky, why has the house been on the market for two years?”

      “Most people don’t believe in those sorts of things, and … it needs some work.”

      Dawn could not hide her smile. Bob noticed, “You love it, don’t you, hon?”

      Dawn nodded, enthusiastically. “It already feels like home. And we can build my chicken coop back here. It’s perfect.”

      Bob hung a wooden sign on the dock that read “Lake Maxwell.” The couple imagined entertaining at the edge of the lake, hosting barbeques for friends and family. Fairly handy with a hammer and nails, Bob spent many weekends repairing the dings and chips throughout the house. He painted the exterior a robin’s egg blue; replaced the carpeting; fixed the dangling kitchen cabinets. It may have not been a model home, but it was home for Bob and Dawn.

      Lake Maxwell had a transcendent air to it. Although Bob and Dawn figured the realtor’s good luck stories were either urban legend or stories made up by a zealous saleswoman, they did feel some sort of sensation from the lake. Surrounded by trees that housed numerous communities of birds, Lake Maxwell looked out of place in rural Nebraska; it resembled a New England pond. Dawn, who could barely swim, would wade into the water up to her ankles and stare out over the lake, the calm water sparkling and reflecting the sky. Bob enjoyed sunning himself on the raft, taking in the peaceful flow of the lake’s mild ripples. They both mentioned feeling a certain aura from the lake and had witnessed very brief sparks of light that could have been fireflies, but they never occurred anywhere else but over the lake. On a couple occasions, they saw an odd swell in the middle of the lake, as if a reverse gravitational pull was lifting the water, and then it would subside. Dawn and Bob shrugged off the phenomena as some quirky weather-related happenstance.

      Dawn ran a small home-based business. She raised chickens and produced farm-fresh eggs for local dairy stores. She grew tomatoes, peppers and corn, as well. She needed something of her own and quickly learned how to operate her little business and make enough extra money to pay for birthday and holiday presents, new clothes and other luxuries that Bob refused to fund with his salary. Between the two of them, they were able to make ends meet and were content. Bob tried his best to put his athletic disappointment behind him, although he knew he would always have a little voice in his head asking, “what if?”

      Dawn and Bob did not have a lot of money, but Dawn learned to stretch their dollars. Over time, she turned their house into a charming home. She made it a point to find one item every week to add to the ambiance. Sometimes it was at the local antique shops. Sometimes she found a good deal on eBay. Dawn adorned the home with unique pieces of art, figurines and chicken-themed trinkets, antique lamps and light fixtures – an eclectic mix of home décor items. Dawn and Bob were proud of their cozy home.

      Eighteen months after the couple moved to Brownville, Douglas Gregory Maxwell was born.

      

      Born just six pounds eight ounces, with a mop of curly dark hair from day one, Doug Maxwell was not an easy baby. He was colicky and did not sleep through the night until he was twelve months. He did not start walking until he was almost two. The sleepless nights were tough on the young couple. Bob rarely helped with the baby, always claiming his job left him too drained. He typically came home to an exhausted wife who did not have time to clean or cook. In addition to caring for her baby, Dawn worked the chicken coop and managed her business.

      Bob and Dawn decided one child was enough. They did not want to put themselves through the stress of another difficult infant. The couple began fighting. Bob’s temper got worse and his frustrations began boiling to the surface. The fights usually ended with Dawn sleeping in Doug’s nursery, contorting herself into the ratty old orange chair she used to feed and comfort her baby, and warming herself with one of Doug’s baby blankets.

      As soon as Doug was old enough to run, Bob began working with his son to develop him athletically. He spent hours tossing young Doug pop-ups and grounders in the yard. Every spare moment Bob would throw Doug a Nerf football or a tennis ball. He taught Doug to swim in the lake when he was four. Problem was Doug showed no interest and scarcely any athletic ability. Bob persisted, much to Dawn’s dismay and little Doug’s frustration. The boy wanted to please his exacting father.

      Young Doug showed far more signs of artistic talent than athletic ability. His teachers often praised Doug at parent-teacher conferences where they encouraged Bob and Dawn to help Doug’s artistic flair to flourish. Dawn would grin widely with pride, while Bob sat stoically listening to the “hogwash about artsy stuff.”

      Dawn saw Doug’s gift and offered as much praise as possible. Bob continued to push Doug into athletics.

      When Doug was seven, Dawn tried to help Bob recognize their boy’s talent. After tucking Doug into bed, Dawn brought Bob an ice-cold beer. They curled up together to watch television.

      “Bobby, we need to talk.”

      Bob looked at Dawn, tilted his head as a German shepherd might when trying to decipher his master’s command, but did not respond. He knew Dawn’s use of “Bobby” always meant she was buttering him up for something.

      “It’s about Dougie.”

      “Mmm, hmm.” Bob had a feeling this was coming.

      “He’s – well – you have worked so hard with him in the yard, and … You know he just wants to please you, right?”

      Bob took a long swig of his beer and belched. “This is about the art stuff, isn’t it?”

      “He is very talented, Bob. Do you pay attention to his work?”

      “I see the things you stick on the fridge.”

      “It’s amazing, especially for a seven-year-old. You have to agree.”

      “Where’s that gonna get the kid? Maybe he can graffiti some bridges?”

      “Bob, that is so closed-minded and … it’s not fair. He has a better chance making it in the world as an artist than –”

      “I’m not gonna stop, Dawn! It’s our thing. I know you think I’m trying to live out my sports dream through him. But it’s how I’m bonding with my son!”

      In his bed, Doug covered his ears with his pillow to drown out his parents’ argument. He tried to sleep, but the fight dragged on, until Doug heard the unmistakable sound of the back of Bob’s hand across his wife’s cheek … and then …

      CRASH!

      Bob smashed his beer bottle against the wall, spraying glass and foam everywhere. The beer bottle was not the only thing that took a beating. When he was enraged, Bob could not control his fury. He lashed out at Dawn, bruising her cheek with the backside of his hand. Although Bob would later profusely apologize, swearing such an outburst would never occur again, he failed to adhere to that promise. Some demons were just inbred, passing from Bob’s father to Bob. Dawn worried that such inner rage was passed to her sweet little boy. She hoped the cycle of violence stopped with her husband.

      Dawn leaped off the couch and ran to their bedroom, holding her swollen face.

      “I don’t want to hear another word about this art crap, you understand?!”

      Bob stayed on the couch the rest of the night, as the beer stained the wall. He refilled that beer, and then finished off a twelve-pack before passing out at two in the morning.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            III. AREA 511

          

        

      

    

    
      Everyone has heard of Area 51, the once secret military base outside of Las Vegas, where the CIA conducted alien experiments. Hardly anyone outside of a select few in the CIA knew of Area 511.

      It was the 1950s, and the U.S. was in full panic mode, fearing a nuclear war with the Soviet Union. An entire industry arose – the construction of underground bunkers for Americans concerned about the Cold War scare. Throughout the decade, it was commonplace to see underground installations littering many suburban communities.

      The government developed plans to protect its leaders in the event of an Armageddon-type clash of the superpowers. The military searched the nation for safe, secluded locations to build a subterranean community to house the President and top advisors. They decided to construct three Presidential Emergency Operations Centers (PEOCs). “PEOC 1” was built underneath the White House grounds. It would serve as a secure hiding spot in the event of a stage three threat: terrorist attack. “PEOC 2” was to serve in the event of a higher-level threat: a nuclear assault. That underground hideout was in the vicinity of the Presidential retreat. There was an even more frightening threat, and only the CIA officials with top clearance were aware that peril existed: alien invasion. “PEOC 3” would be used in the event of such a threat. It would be known to the CIA as “Area 511.”

      Rural Nebraska was chosen as the most desirable location for Area 511. A picturesque little lake in the middle of the state would serve as the focal point for the safest of all safe houses. The government bought ten acres surrounding the lake, secured a perimeter around the setting, and began digging deep underneath the lake to construct Area 511.

      The Cold War ended in 1991, with the crumbling of the Berlin Wall and the dismantling of the Soviet Union. The need for three PEOCs now diminished, the government decided to convert Area 511 into a test zone for extraterrestrial life. All the equipment was already present, including radar, sonar, lasers and satellites that could potentially detect alien craft from beyond (or within) the Milky Way. A CIA PhD named Cecil B. Scott Jones was tapped to lead the program, the AATIP – the American Aerospace Threat Identification Program. The AATIP conducted three concurrent tests: 1) the search for existing alien life on Earth; 2) the search for alien life on other planets; 3) a path for traveling through wormholes into other dimensions. Jones had himself experienced a UFO encounter when he was a Navy fighter pilot. His theory was that the UFOs were not necessarily alien beings; they were some form of human life, traveling through various dimensions and arriving at Earth through dimensional portals – wormholes. Due to this theory, Jones focused much of the AATIP’s resources on test number-three – dimensional travel.

      In the 1990s, the President scaled back military spending, shuttering numerous bases throughout the U.S. and the world. The cutbacks also ended funding for fringe military ops such as the AATIP, and the CIA was forced to abandon Area 511, just as Jones began to see some progress on his experiments.

      Reassigned by the CIA to other projects, Jones continued to covertly keep tabs on Area 511. He had unearthed evidence that his experiments had somehow worked, and that a connection had been made to another dimension. But Jones did not have the resources to thoroughly investigate the portal that his work had created.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            IV. EIGHT YEARS OLD

          

        

      

    

    
      Doug stood at home plate, choking up on the child-sized bat. It was still too heavy for him. The “Perfect Car Parts” logo on the back of Doug’s over-sized jersey was half-hidden in his pants. Bob had convinced his manager to sponsor the team. He thought it would at least help him to curry favor with the coach.

      Doug looked uneasy, standing nearly on top of the plate, as his dad had instructed, “To take away the inside pitch.” He did not know what that meant.

      The opposing pitcher, the son of the team’s coach, chomped away on a wad of bubble gum. The pitch sailed over the plate, so high it flew over the catcher’s head and nailed the umpire in the facemask.

      Doug swung and missed by a good three feet. Unfazed by the slow blooper pitch that tapped his facemask, and amused that Doug tried to hit the wildly errant throw, the umpire almost laughed, “Strike one.”

      “What the hell are you swinging at?!” Bob screamed from the bleachers.

      “Bob,” Dawn said, gritting her teeth and elbowing her husband in the ribs.

      The next pitch was a floater right down the middle of the plate. Doug watched the ball land safely in the catcher’s mitt.

      “Strike two!” the umpire declared.

      Bob was beside himself, about to implode. He stood up and cupped his hands on either side of his mouth, “That was your pitch, son! Take a timeout and compose yourself!”

      Doug’s coach yelled toward the stands, “Parents, let’s be positive for our boys out there, okay?”

      Dawn wanted to become invisible.

      “Just get it over the plate, Jimmy!” the opposing coach called out to his son. “He’s not gonna hit it.”

      Bob started toward the coach, but Dawn grabbed his belt loop and pulled him back into his seat. “Relax, honey. They’re little kids out there. It’s not worth it.”

      The next pitch also floated over the middle of the plate. Doug took a mighty swing and made contact. The slow roller dribbled down the first base line. The pitcher raced out to grab it before it went foul. When he picked up the ball, he noticed Doug was running the wrong way, sprinting toward third base. He crossed the base with a huge grin on his face, pleased with his accomplishment. The pitcher began laughing at Doug’s mistake and lobbed an easy toss to the first baseman for the out. Players and parents alike got a good laugh at Doug’s expense. The snickers and taunts echoed in Doug’s head. He was not sure why he had become the target of such amusement.

      “What’s happening?” Doug cried out.

      The taunting grew louder. One boy yelled, “Wrong way, Maxwell!” The nickname stuck for several years.

      Dawn walked onto the field, held her son’s hand and led him to the parking lot. They sat in the pickup truck, Doug sobbing in the back seat, Dawn fuming in the front passenger seat. “It’s okay, honey. We’ll go get you some ice cream. How’s that?’

      Bob followed a minute later, slamming the driver side door and punching the steering wheel, his eyes a satanic red. His temper was ready to detonate, when little Doug, stuttering through his tears, spoke: “I’m really s-s-sorry, Daddy.”

      “Did you learn anything from your practices? I guess not!”

      “Bob! He’s in tears!”

      “I’m throwing out his crayons as soon as we get home.”

      “Over my dead bo—”

      Before Dawn could finish, Bob lashed out and bounced her head backwards into the passenger side window. Little Doug stared in horror from the back seat, tears streaming down his face.

      Bob drove straight home; no ice cream to console the boy. It was a sullen, quiet car ride filled with anger, hatred and sadness.

      Bob resolved to step up Doug’s workouts. He invested thousands of dollars – a good chunk of the couple’s savings – converting much of his land into a training facility for his boy. Despite Dawn’s objections that “maybe Dougie just isn’t interested in sports right now,” Bob was laser-focused on helping his son avoid that kind of esteem-killing embarrassment ever again. Really, Bob wanted to avoid ever feeling so embarrassed for his own child again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            V. THE TRAINING FACILITY

          

        

      

    

    
      Bob wasted no time expanding Doug’s training camp on the Maxwell property.

      Since Bob and Dawn first saw their country home on the outskirts of town, they had envisioned converting the grounds into something unique. They tossed around several ideas. Should they build a gazebo by the lake? Should they install a hot tub? Should they landscape their yard with lush plants and fountains to match the beauty that surrounded Lake Maxwell? Should they install a big outdoor bar? Every year they would come up with more ideas that never happened. Dawn bought some landscape architecture magazines to collect ideas. It excited Dawn to envision her yard evolving into something she could show off to her friends – if she ever had any.

      Dawn did not have a social circle, since she spent most of her time taking care of the home and the chicken coop. Bob was anti-social at work. He was a nose-to-the-grindstone employee. Management loved him, but his co-workers saw him as aloof and cynical. Bob thought most of his associates were lazy slackers, constantly trying to avoid work, spending most of their day on their cell phones, taking smoking breaks and abusing the company sick leave policy. There were very few visitors to the Maxwell estate. The closest neighbor was a mile away, on the other side of the lake, and the Maxwells had never ventured to the Garcia home to introduce themselves.

      After his son’s humiliating Little League game, Bob purchased a rototiller and groomed a big chunk of the property for the football field. He laid down chalk yard lines and even erected a goal post out of PVC piping. Bob went to the local Bass Pro store and picked up netting for the batting cage. He tied the nets tightly together and affixed the ends to trees that stood about one hundred feet apart. Then he hit Dick’s Sporting Goods. Bob became buddies with the Dick’s sales team. He was there regularly buying gear: a pitching machine (the best one available, with speed control up to ninety MPH and a curveball setting), baseballs, bats, gloves, a home plate, footballs, cleats, kicking tees, knee pads, swim fins, swim caps, Speedo suits and several stopwatches.

      Then Bob got to work on the weight room. He bought dumbbells, barbells, a rowing machine, benches, weight belts, an incline sit-up bench, jump ropes and a universal machine.

      The work was wearing on Bob, who still had a visible limp from the injury that ended his baseball career. He muddled through the pain, focused on his mission to create a functional training facility for his son.

      Bob hired a local print shop to produce a ten-foot red, white and blue banner that hung inside the garage, reading, “Maxwell and Son Fitness Farm.”

      Over the span of a few months, Bob spent a small fortune and Dawn was far from happy. The couple had planned to take a family vacation as soon as they could find someone to take care of the chickens. Bob wiped out their savings. “It’s an investment,” he explained to Dawn, who tried to convince herself that her husband’s obsession with their son’s athletic training was somehow a positive father-son experience.

      Bob admired his Fitness Farm and tried very hard to keep it in good condition. Dawn bit her tongue.

      “At least the yard is getting some use, besides that chicken coop,” Bob told his wife. Dawn was really hoping this phase would pass soon.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            VI. TWELVE YEARS OLD

          

        

      

    

    
      Dawn took Doug to his annual physical at Dr. Munzer’s, the Brownville pediatrician. Seymour Munzer may not have been the only family practitioner in town, but it seemed that way. The kind, soft-spoken man had treated two generations of residents from his home office. The Maxwells had been taking Doug to Dr. Munzer since he was a baby. They got to know his staff, as well, which now included the doctor’s eldest daughter, Jenna.

      At twelve, Doug was four-eleven and ninety pounds, which put him at the nineteenth percentile for boys his age. Doug showed no signs of the Bob Maxwell training program he had suffered through every evening for four years. His arms and legs were still spindly and lacked muscle tone. He also grew his thick, curly brown hair almost to his shoulders, telling his parents that was the style all the boys were wearing. The long hair and smooth features made Doug look a bit feminine, and sometimes people mistook him for a girl. This embarrassed Doug a great deal; it embarrassed Bob even more. On Doug’s twelfth birthday Bob dragged him to the local barber and said his present was a haircut that made Doug look like a son.

      

      Doug awoke in the middle of the night from his recurring nightmare. For the past couple years, Doug had constantly dreamed that an old wise man with a long white beard had taken him from his home in the middle of the night. The old man held Doug’s hand and they floated above the clouds to a mountaintop that looked down on the world. The wise man spoke calmly, with an assuring, soothing voice: “Doug Maxwell, you are one of a chosen few who bless this world. Look out at this land. You are destined – destined for incredible accomplishments. But as is the case with others who are blessed with such greatness, your stay in this world will be brief.”

      The twelve-year-old woke up with tears running down his cheeks after every one of these dreams. He dared not tell his parents, especially his father, who would think his son was the victim of an over-active imagination.

      The dream felt so real, and it reoccurred several nights per week. It scared the boy. Twelve-year-old children should not worry about death, yet Doug’s nightmares sparked such fear that constantly ate at him.

      

      The school bus dropped Doug off at the stop, about a half-mile walk from his home. He never minded the walk, even in the rain, since this was his time to think. Doug became quite introspective for a pre-teen. On those walks he thought about his future, the destiny that the old man in his dreams kept mentioning, his constantly feuding parents, his volatile, demanding father – and death.

      Once home, the evening routine was always set. Doug would glance at the big wall calendar that his dad created every month, detailing Doug’s workouts. The schedule was strenuous for a twelve-year-old, who would have enjoyed inviting a friend over for a play date – at least once.

      Doug was to complete several drills on his own before Bob came home from work. Once Bob was home, he would take over coaching his boy through the rest of the workout.

      Today’s schedule:

      
        	Three laps around the property

        	50 push-ups

        	100 sit-ups

        	Rowboat around lake 5 times

        	Football pass routes

        	Batting

        	40-yard dash

        	Weights: bench press, curls

        	Timed swim to raft and back

        	Shower

        	Dinner

        	Homework

        	Nine hours of sleep

      

      Doug cheated on the exercises until his dad arrived. He ran around the house instead of the circumference of the property. The push-ups were more like little dips with his butt pointed high in the air. He did about thirty sit-ups instead of one hundred. He took his time with the rowboat, stopping twice for a snack break that his mom brought out to the lake. Dawn snickered watching Doug fake his way through the drills.

      Once Bob came home, it was all business.

      Bob tossed a few beers into a small cooler and limped out to the lake where Doug finished his rowing.

      “I want to see you breathing a lot harder!” Bob called out to Doug, who was tying the boat to the dock.

      Dawn gave Bob the side-eye and slid back into the house to prepare dinner.

      Bob barely noticed Dawn, but managed a half-hearted greeting as she swung open the door, “How was your … day … Dawn?” The door slammed shut and Dawn pretended she did not hear her husband.

      “Hey, Dad,” Doug said, unaware of the cream filling smudged on his face.

      “I see your mother is reinforcing your bad habits,” Bob quipped, pointing to Doug’s face.

      Doug quickly wiped his face and did not reply.

      “Let’s get serious.” Bob led Doug to the miniature football field he had carved into the property. It was about fifty yards by twenty-five yards, with markers every five yards. There was plenty of space for Doug to run a forty-yard dash and pass routes with his dad.

      Bob picked up a football from a trash container that housed balls, pads, cleats and other gear.

      Doug stood wide of his dad, waiting for the signal.

      “Twenty yard down-and-in … Set … hut!”

      Doug sprinted twenty yards and cut sharply toward the middle of the field. Bob let the ball fly when Doug made his break. Just before the ball arrived, Doug lost his footing and tumbled into the ground. The ball sailed over his head.

      “What was that, klutz?” Bob mocked his boy.

      Doug picked himself off the ground and plucked mud off his face. “The ground is so bumpy, Dad. Can’t you smooth it over?”

      “Excuses are for losers! You shoulda put on your cleats. Be prepared for the situation, son.”

      Dawn watched from the kitchen window, stirring the pasta boiling in the pot. The window was open a crack so she could hear how her husband spoke to her son. “Asshole,” she mumbled.

      After a dozen or so pass routes, father and son moved to the batting cage. Bob set the pitching machine to seventy MPH and settled himself behind home plate. Doug twirled his twenty-six-inch aluminum bat and took his stance.

      Whoosh! Thud!

      The first pitch flew out of the pitching machine into the catcher’s mitt. Doug’s feeble swing was so late the ball was in Bob’s glove before the swing started.

      This was the first time Bob set the speed up to seventy. It was difficult for Doug to time the ball.

      Whoosh! Thud!

      Whoosh! Thud!

      It went like that for about ten pitches. Bob shook his head in disgust each time.

      “Wake up, kid, before I set the machine to bean you in the head! The ball comes out once you see the green light.”

      Bob’s anger scared Doug, who stared intently at the pitching machine, trying to anticipate the ball, impress his dad and avoid a seventy MPH baseball to the skull.

      Finally, Doug dribbled a slow roller to the net. After about fifteen pitches, Doug found his rhythm and started making contact. He was not a bad hitter now, but he lacked power. At least he was making contact. Bob imagined his son could be a decent singles hitter by taking advantage of his speed.

      Doug’s palms started to blister after about a hundred swings. “I need batting gloves, Dad.”

      “Calluses are good for you.”

      Doug did not understand this logic. He had heard guitarists developed calluses when they first learned to play but did not see why a baseball player should be so uncomfortable swinging a bat. Bob was trying to toughen up his kid.

      The forty-yard dash was next. Doug changed into his running shoes and headed to the football field. This was his favorite drill. He was quick and this was often the only time during the workout where Bob praised his son, if you call “not horrible” or “eh” praise.

      Bob held the stopwatch at the finish line and yelled back to Doug. “Let’s see if you can break five-point-five today! Set … GO!”

      Doug almost slipped at the start, but recovered well and zoomed past his dad, who clicked off the stopwatch and stared at it for a good ten seconds.

      “Well?” Doug panted, waiting for his time.

      Bob smiled and nodded. “Five-three-seven. Not bad.”

      Weights were next – Doug’s least favorite drill. He still had spindly little boy arms. He strained to push himself through each set and grumbled almost nightly about his sore muscles, to which his father would reply, “It’s good for you.” Dawn frequently complained about Bob’s weight-lifting regimen. She had done some research and believed weightlifting could harm a child whose ligaments had not yet developed enough to handle the stress. Some studies indicated that weightlifting at a young age could potentially harm growth plates and stunt a child’s growth. Bob thought that was “hogwash.” He had invested quite a lot of money in his garage weight room. Bob purchased some four hundred pounds of weights, barbells, dumbbells, a bench, a rowing machine and various other equipment designed to strengthen his son. Weight training was the only activity that Bob shared with Doug, as they grunted through their workouts.

      The final activity was the lake swim. Doug was a decent swimmer, although not very fast. Swimming provided Doug the most all-around element of his workout: it firmed his core, it strengthened his legs, it built endurance. Bob had to push Doug into the lake on many occasions when the weather turned cold and Lake Maxwell was too chilly for any sane person. Even the wet suit did not provide enough warmth for a boy with so little meat on his bones.

      Bob timed Doug’s speed diving from the peer, swimming to the raft and then back to shore. It was about two-hundred yards to the raft and back, and it took about four minutes if he pushed himself. Doug was tired at the end of his long workout and he looked sluggish.

      As Doug limped out of the water, shivering, Bob shook his head, “Five oh three. Seriously?”

      Doug bent over and panted heavily. He did not respond, but the criticism always hurt.

      “Go shower and get ready for dinner.”

      “At least it’s over for the night,” Doug thought to himself, every night following the swim.

      As Doug showered, Dawn set the table and dished up the food. Bob prepared Doug’s Muscle Milk and sprinkled wheat germ on Doug’s plate of spaghetti. Dawn rolled her eyes.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            VII. P.E. CLASS

          

        

      

    

    
      It was bad enough that Doug’s dad expected him to become a star athlete, but as soon as the Brownville Middle School phys-ed teachers got wind of Bob Maxwell’s athletic background, their expectations of Bob’s offspring rose to unrealistic levels. Their disappointment in the skinny pre-teen was nearly as obvious as Bob’s.

      Doug was not the last boy chosen for softball. That honor always went to Doug’s closest school friend, Elmer Harlowe. Of course, Elmer had an excuse. He wore a back brace to correct his scoliosis, which severely limited his mobility.

      Doug huddled next to Elmer while the team captains took turns choosing their favorites. Their baggy gym uniforms told the world that they had yet to develop muscles to fill out their T-shirts and shorts.

      “Why don’t you get a doctor’s note to get you out of P.E.?” Doug asked Elmer, who was busy checking the news headlines on his phone.

      Elmer looked up to his friend, “Doctor says I can play softball. Says ‘just don’t fall.’ I do need to get some exercise for muscles south of my cranium.”

      

      Elmer Harlowe had a big brain. In kindergarten he was so advanced he would read stories to his classmates. As the other children played with blocks and finger paint, Elmer did crossword puzzles. His kindergarten teacher wanted to move Elmer up to first grade – maybe second – but his parents wanted their boy to have a normal childhood with children his own age.

      As soon as his classmates first saw a bottle of Elmer’s Glue, they assigned the smartest boy in class the nickname, “Glue.” Elmer liked the nickname. It connected him somewhat to his classmates. Still, Elmer did not have many friends. A six-year-old doing multiplication and division simply could not relate to other students learning to count to ten.

      Elmer and Doug became friends in first grade during art class. Doug received praise for every art assignment. Doug lost himself in art. He became one with whatever piece he was creating, whether it was a clay sculpture, a collage, watercolors, a pencil drawing or his favorite medium, oil paint. Some of his work was so impressive that it made the home page of the school website. Doug’s art talent took some of the spotlight off Elmer, for which Elmer was grateful. Elmer would stare at Doug’s art project, in awe. He tried to emulate whatever Doug was creating, but he did not have an eye for art like Doug. The art teacher, Miss Ferraro, would often snicker under her breath at the massive disparity between Elmer’s stick figures and Doug’s masterpiece. “The boy can do algebra at seven, but a paint brush in his hand becomes his kryptonite,” Miss Ferraro thought.

      Elmer and Doug rarely spoke during class, but an automatic friendship developed between the two. They sat together at lunch. Elmer even offered to review Doug’s homework. It was not that Doug struggled in school. He always received good grades and never grappled with any subject: a gift he inherited from his mother. But Elmer was so advanced that he could help to enhance Doug’s education. He was a better teacher than the teachers, helping to polish Doug’s essays, and explain math – fractions, statistics, geometry, algebra – in a way that made sense to a child. Doug and Elmer were kindred spirits.

      

      Doug glared at Rick O’Reilly, one of the softball captains, the boy who matured too early. By sixth grade, Rick was shaving every day, stood six feet, weighed one-sixty and was so much faster and stronger than the other boys he often had to pair up with the phys-ed teachers for activities like wrestling and sprints.

      It was one of the last days of mild weather for the season. The temperatures were dipping below fifty, but the phys-ed teacher thought it was warm enough to get the boys outside. The morning frost had melted, forming a slick layer of moisture on the grass. Doug had hoped the coach would change his mind after seeing the wet field and send the boys back inside for a game of crab soccer. No such luck. The teams took the field and the captains assigned positions and the batting order. Doug was up seventh, an upgrade from his usual spot at the bottom of the order. Captain O’Reilly had taken notice of Doug’s speed during the prior week’s track events, where Doug turned in the third-fastest time in the sixty-yard dash.

      The first batter popped out. The second hitter reached base on a throwing error and advanced to second base. The third batter hit a slow roller toward the pitcher and slipped on the wet turf, allowing the pitcher to throw him out at first. The runner advanced to third. Up stepped O’Reilly, who stood smugly with his bat on his shoulder for the first two pitches. The third pitch was inside. O’Reilly caught the ball with his bare hand and tossed it back to the pitcher.

      O’Reilly taunted the opposing pitcher, “Give me something to hit, Goodstein!”

      Goodstein served up the next pitch perfectly down the middle of the plate. O’Reilly swung hard and drove a screaming fly ball in the gap between left and center field. The ball splashed down and skidded through the outfield like a stone skipping over a lake. As the outfielders frantically chased the ball, sloshing through the marshy grass, the runner on third skipped home. Soaring around the bases, O’Reilly’s helmet flew off in the breeze. Glancing toward the outfield, O’Reilly saw the players still chasing the softball, so he coasted around third base and walked the rest of the way for an easy home run. His teammates fist-bumped the middle school superstar.

      The next two batters reached base on singles. With runners at first and second, Doug stepped up to the plate. His palms still stung from the batting cage blisters, so he was not able to get a good grip on the bat. Still, he lined a hard grounder to the shortstop, who missed the tag on the advancing runner and then fired the ball to first. Doug sprinted past the bag (running to the correct base; he never made that mistake again), beating out the throw.

      The phys-ed teacher looked up from his cell phone long enough to witness Doug’s single.

      “Way to hustle, Maxwell!”

      “Thanks, Coach,” Doug mumbled. He wondered why everyone called Norm Kowalski “Coach,” since he was certain the 300-pound man who looked like he subsisted on pizza and beer did not actually coach anything. Elmer clapped his hand into his glove from his position in right field.

      

      At lunch, Doug and Elmer sat together in the back of the multi-purpose room. Elmer tore into his paper bag and munched on his peanut butter and jelly sandwich. Doug ate his yogurt sprinkled with wheat germ, banana and coconut milk. Elmer sneered at Doug’s meal.

      “Dude, you got some wheels,” Elmer said with his mouth full of bread.

      “Don’t be jealous. You’re the smartest kid in sixth grade.”

      “I’m not jealous. Just sayin’. Coach Kowalski doesn’t dole out very many compliments. Oh – and I am the smartest kid in sixth and seventh grades, too.” Elmer was well-aware of his academic gifts.

      “Kowalski just said that ‘cause my dad told him to push me.”

      “Your dad knows Kowalski?”

      “Not really. He came to back-to-school night and hunted down the P.E. teachers. Then he gave them an earful about how they need to help me focus (air quotes on ‘focus’) on my athletics.”

      “Your dad told you that?”

      “No, my mom.”

      “Brutal, dude. Brutal. Hey, you want to come over my house after school? Maybe hit the X-Box?”

      “Can’t. Chores … errands. My mom always needs me to help her with the chicken coop.” Doug lied. He always came up with an excuse. Tyrant Bob would never give Doug an evening off from his drills. Doug was embarrassed to invite anyone to his house, since by now his parents’ fights were pretty much a nightly occurrence.

      “Alright, whatever. Invitation is always there.”

      “I know. Thanks.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            VIII. THE STORM

          

        

      

    

    
      Springtime in Nebraska: woodpeckers hammering their Morse Code into wood; swallows nesting in the trees, diving into the lake to feed their new families. Springtime in Nebraska equaled re-birth, an awakening of all things new and fresh and eager for life.

      On a cool spring day, Doug was finishing his evening workout with the usual swim.

      Bob kept one eye on the stopwatch. The sky was clear. The sun began to set. Swallows circled above Doug, wondering if he was a large fish.

      Bob looked up toward the water, as Doug neared the raft. “Looking good, son,” Bob yelled, not sure if Doug could hear him while he was in the lake.

      An unusual swirling grey cloud appeared over the lake. There was not another cloud in the sky and the weather report called for a crystal-clear night. The swallows felt impending danger and quickly fluttered back to their nests.

      “Huh,” Bob wondered aloud, paying closer attention to the strange cloud that grew into an ominous black spot in the sky.

      Doug made his turn at the raft and started back toward shore. The cloud turned ugly. The outside of the black mass turned bright orange and silver, flashes of light sparking from the middle of the cloud, which by now cast a shadow over the entire lake.

      Dawn noticed the cloud from the kitchen and walked out the back door. “Bob, what the heck is that?”

      Bob turned to look at his wife and shrugged his shoulders; then he turned back to his son, who was still about sixty yards from shore.

      The cloud started pulsating and descending toward the lake. Dawn screamed to her husband, “Get him out of the lake!”

      “Swim, Dougie! Move it!”

      Doug could feel something eerie happening. He felt it in his core. He felt it in his bones. The water below him turned black. A shot of adrenaline ran through him. He started to pick up his pace, even though he could not hear his parents.

      Dawn moved closer to Bob. They both yelled out, “SWIM FASTER!”

      Doug finally heard his parents and paused in the water to see why they were so frantic.

      “DON’T STOP! SWIM!” they yelled, pointing to the storm cloud.

      Doug looked up and saw the frightening swirl. Panic set in and Doug began slashing about in the lake.

      “Don’t stop! Keep swimming!” Dawn urged her boy.

      Doug was able to recover. He stuck his face in the water and kicked his legs furiously.

      The cloud spun and whirred loudly and spat out bright flashes of light. It had a life of its own. Bob took several steps back toward his wife.

      “Do something!” Dawn said to her husband, in desperation.

      Twenty yards from shore … ten yards from shore – Doug did not make it in time. The cloud exploded with a blast of light and wind, swirling the lake into a whirlpool. A massive lightning strike lifted the water into a tidal wave, carrying Doug with it.

      Bob and Dawn dove for cover, water splashing over the entire property. Bob shielded his wife with his body. The tsunami drenched Bob and Dawn, mud and grass sticking in their hair. Fish were tossed from the lake and flopped in the mud.

      They stood a moment later to assess the damage, wiping grime from their faces. The cloud was gone. The water had receded back into the lake that was smooth as glass. The swallows circumnavigated the lake, taking notice of the flopping food in the Maxwells’ yard. Once again, the sky was a dusky blue, with a beautiful pink and orange sunset glowing in the horizon.

      “Dougie!” Dawn was the first to see her son face-down in the mud, a good fifty feet from the water. The couple raced to their boy.

      

      Doug lay unconscious in the mud, his body briefly unresponsive. His soul, however, traveled to a strange place, the setting of Doug’s recurring nightmare. This time, however, his journey was real. This was no dream. He was only unconscious for a couple minutes, but in this other world, time was insignificant.

      In this dimension, Doug did not need to speak. He knew he could communicate simply with his thoughts. His vision, first covered in pastel-colored clouds, cleared to reveal swirling stars, much brighter and closer than the ones Doug normally saw at night. Floating through these stars were what looked like angels, although he could not see their faces. There were hundreds of these beings, singing lovely music that sounded like wind chimes and harps. Doug could not understand the words, but he felt them. The thoughts all had one theme – love. Despite the boy’s situation – his temporarily lifeless body flopped in mud after The Storm attack – Doug was not scared. In fact, he felt peaceful.

      Doug’s body moved where his mind wanted to travel. He decided to look closer at the stars, so he moved through the stars, effortlessly passing the vivid bursts of light.

      Doug thought of his parents and of their concern for their only child. He asked himself if he would return to them or if this new dimension was now his home. The answer to his question emerged from the deep voice of a being he could barely see beyond the stars. The voice became louder as it moved closer. Doug thought he wanted to be next to this entity, and so he was, suspended amid the stars, looking face-to-face with the Wise Old Man of his dreams. The Wise Old Man continued to speak, although no words came from his mouth. The thoughts simply passed telepathically to Doug. Doug was no longer afraid of the old man. His fear subsided, replaced by a thirst for knowledge, to understand his role in the universe, and Doug knew the Wise Old Man would impart this wisdom.

      “This dimension is only temporary for you, Douglas,” the Wise Old Man conveyed to him. “When you return to the Earthly world, your life will change. You will change. Your greatest wish will come true. You will be granted tremendous gifts and will accomplish incredible feats back in your Earthly dimension. And then you will return to this – your ultimate dimension.”

      “This is my dream once again?” Doug asked the Wise Old Man telepathically.

      “It is no longer a dream,” the bearded man continued. “You have traveled here through what your scientists call a quantum portal that hovers above the lake. Human experiments have mistakenly pried open the portal. They are unaware of its existence. Only those who we visit understand the gateway to this dimension.”

      “Can I tell my parents?” Doug asked.

      “That is not wise. There are dangers in exposing the quantum portal to other Earthly beings.”

      Doug understood, even though he was not sure how. He had never learned of quantum travel, yet the Wise Old Man was able to communicate an understanding to the twelve-year-old boy.

      The Wise Old Man spread a winged arm around Doug’s back and guided him beyond the stars, through more colorful clouds. He communicated to Doug as they journeyed through the dimension.

      “You are one of the chosen few, Douglas. There is a reason why your parents were attracted to the land by the lake. It was so you may meet your destiny.”

      “What is my destiny?”

      “You and a rare few have been chosen by the great power of the universe to lead – to elevate humankind. You will do this through your strengths, which will eventually become clear to you. But, Douglas, those who have been given this gift return to this dimension after their Earthly task is complete. You will not live a long life on Earth. And then you will return here and have an eternity of bliss and love.”

      Doug felt a chill run through his soul, an electrical jolt that jump-started a new vast engine inside him.

      “Who are you? Why are you the one who visits me?”

      “I am an amalgam of spirits from your past, tasked with steering you in the right direction.”

      “My Guardian Angel.”

      “That is not what we call it. I am your Shield, a cluster of spirits that combine to form the being you see before you. We are here to protect you and re-direct you when your life steers off-course from its destiny.”

      Doug stared down from the mountaintop. A new confidence grew inside him, as did an element of fear. “What is my destiny, Shield?”

      “You must find that for yourself. You must learn the correct paths to take. You must earn your place here in the ultimate dimension. And Douglas …”

      “Yes, Shield?”

      “You have been bestowed a gift during this visit to the ultimate dimension. Do not squander this gift. You have yearned for this gift since you were very small.”

      “Is this gift my destiny?”

      “Take the correct paths, Douglas. Take the correct paths. Now, you will return to your original dimension. Your destiny awaits you.”

      

      Bob flipped Doug over to his back and wiped the mud from his face. He was not breathing. He stuck two fingers down Doug’s mouth and cleared out twigs and dirt from his air passage. Then he closed Doug’s nostrils and administered mouth-to-mouth. “Come on, son! COME ON!”

      Doug jolted back to life, spitting out lake water, his eyes blinked wildly.

      “Dougie! My God!” Bob held his son tightly and sobbed.

      Dawn could not watch while her husband brought her son back from the dead. Her back turned to Bob and Doug, she stared into the sky in a trance. She was transfixed on the lake that had created some sort of magical event. Dawn pondered, “What has just happened? Is this property haunted? Should we move? Is my son okay?”

      

      Dawn kept Doug home from school the next day. Bob had carried Doug to bed after The Storm and Doug fell asleep, for the next eighteen hours.

      Doug opened his eyes, inhaled a huge breath and then exhaled. He stretched like a newborn baby, rubbed his face, yawned and scratched his head. Doug could hear his parents talking in the living room.

      “We need to get him to a doctor,” Dawn said.

      “Let’s see how he is when he wakes up.”

      “He’s never slept like this. I heard him go to the bathroom in the middle of the night and then he zonked right out again.”

      “Well … he’s never been tossed out of a lake by a giant bolt of lightning,” Bob replied, almost laughing.

      “Not a laughing matter.”

      “Right, right. Sorry.”

      The couple watched The Weather Channel ever since The Storm for some sort of report on the freak occurrence. Nothing. There was no mention of it on the local news, either. At work that day, Bob subtly asked his friends if they saw the “magnificent sunset.” No one mentioned anything about a storm or a weird black cloud. It was as if The Storm sought out Lake Maxwell and was only experienced by the Maxwell family.

      “Mom?” Doug called out from his bed. His voice felt odd, so he cleared his throat.

      “Dougie!” Dawn raced to her son’s bedside, followed soon after by Bob.

      Doug sat up and Dawn leaned over the edge of the bed. She ran her fingers through her son’s hair.

      “How are you?”

      “I’m … I’m … Good. I feel … great, actually.”

      “Thank God,” Dawn said tearfully, hugging her son tightly.

      “You need anything?” Bob asked, leaning in the doorway, favoring his good leg.

      “I’m starving.”

      Dawn stood and paused to look over her boy. Something seemed different.

      Doug added, “I feel like I could eat a cow.”

      “Alright,” Dawn replied. “Let me see what I can fix you.”

      Dawn pulled at Bob’s elbow as she left Doug’s room, signaling that she wanted him to follow her.

      Standing before the open refrigerator and pulling out leftover steak, stuffing, Jell-O and milk, Dawn whispered to Bob, “Did you notice it?”

      “It?”

      “Doug’s voice. His shoulders. It’s like he just matured, I don’t know, like two years over night.”

      “Nonsense. He just had a really solid rest.”

      “His hair even looks thicker. His eyes look so clear. Go back and see for yourself.”

      “Maybe … he just slept for eighteen hours. Maybe he’s actually grown a little bit.”

      Dawn gave Bob that look when she disagreed with him but did not want to fight. “I dunno …”

      Doug called out from his bedroom, “Hey, Mom?”

      “Yes, dear?”

      “Can I get a cell phone?”

      “No!” Bob answered for his wife.

      Dawn whispered back to Bob, “Why not? All his friends have one.”

      Bob replied to both his son and wife, “You don’t need the distraction!”

      

      Doug sat in his boxer briefs on Dr. Munzer’s exam table. Even the doctor noticed the significant change in Doug from his annual checkup that took place only a couple months prior. Dr. Munzer did a double take when he saw Doug’s growth and weight gain. The little boy with soft features could not be mistaken for a girl, anymore. Wiry hairs stuck out from Doug’s chin, and a little mustache was forming over his lip. Doug’s broad shoulders caught the attention of a couple teenage girls in the waiting room.

      “You say he stuck a screwdriver into a light socket? That’s rather strange behavior for a twelve-year-old,” the doctor asked Bob and Dawn, seeming slightly skeptical.

      Dawn glanced over to Bob, but he offered no response. “He – uh – was helping his dad replace the cover. The screwdriver slipped into the socket.”

      “Okay … well, I’ve checked him over thoroughly. Have to say, he seems fine. BP one-twenty over eighty … heart rate a very strong fifty-six beats per … reflexes are great. We’re running the blood test, but barring anything abnormal, I’d say your son escaped completely unscathed.”

      Bob and Dawn nodded. “Thanks, Doc,” Bob replied. “When d’ya think you’ll have that blood work?”

      “Give us a few days. If you don’t hear back from my nurse, give us a call.”

      Dr. Munzer held out a lollipop in front of Doug’s face and teased him. “You might be getting too big for these, Douglas. I saw on your chart you’ve put on three inches and twenty pounds since your check-up a few months ago. Looks like you’re hitting your growth spurt.”

      Doug snatched the lollipop from Dr. Munzer’s hand. “Never too old for lollipops, Dr. Munzer.”

      Three days later Jenna Munzer called and reported that Doug’s blood work came back perfect and gave him a clean bill of health.

      

      Driving home from the doctor’s office, the Maxwell family sat silently, while Bob flipped around to the three country radio stations. For that brief car ride, Bob and Dawn were somewhat content that whatever happened during The Storm did not harm their child. Dawn contemplated what she might prepare for dinner. Bob hummed along to a Garth Brooks tune.

      Doug stared out the window in the back seat. The pickup pulled up to a red light and Doug focused on a cute redhead walking down the street with her two friends. He had seen the redhead in school, but never had the nerve to talk with her. Doug was a nerd; and the redhead was one of the popular girls. He was not even certain of her name – Maryann … or Mariah.

      Doug’s vision blurred and another face appeared in the window, overshadowing his view of the three young women. It was the Wise Old Man, clear as day, his blue eyes and long white beard exactly as Doug recalled. Chills shot down Doug’s spine, and then all the way down his legs, remembering every detail of his time in the other dimension. Doug turned his head slowly to the left to see if the old man was in the car. He was not there. Doug creaked his head back toward the window. The reflection was still there. The man mouthed some words. Doug squinted, trying to read his lips. The old man spoke again, his voice now slightly audible. The only words Doug could understand were, “Your wish …”

      The traffic light turned green, and Bob punched the gas pedal, eliciting a nasty glare from Dawn. As soon as the vehicle moved, the Wise Old Man’s image disappeared. Doug continued to stare out the window, unable to comprehend what was occurring. He did not dare say anything to his parents, who wanted to believe their son was in perfect health.

      “My wish …” Doug mumbled to himself.

      “What’s that, Doug?” Dawn heard her son say something.

      “Oh, uh, nothing, Mom. Just thinking about my homework.”

      

      Back home and satisfied about Doug’s health, Bob marched Doug straight to the Fitness Farm for his workout. Doug sprinted to a four-point-nine-two forty-yard dash – by far his best time. He also bench-pressed one hundred sixty pounds – fifty pounds more than he had ever lifted.

      That night in bed, Bob could not wait to tell his wife. Dawn stared at the ceiling.

      “Say something.”

      “I don’t know what to make of it. The Storm—"

      “Or … just maybe … the workouts are paying off?”

      Dawn turned her head slightly and gave Bob the side-eye.

      “Come on, Dawn. It’s possible, right? You heard the doctor. He’s perfectly normal. He doesn’t have radioactive blood.”

      “Seems like your spidey-senses are tingling.”

      “I’m excited for my kid. Is that so terrible?”

      A sound coming from Doug’s room distracted the couple, who both sat up and looked toward the hallway. It was the loudest snoring they had ever heard.

      “Maybe that’s Dougie’s superpower.” They both had a good chuckle.

      

      Doug’s recurring nightmare never happened again, but his Shield would continue to guide him throughout his life.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            IX. ONE MONTH LATER

          

        

      

    

    
      Bob always kept a detailed log of Doug’s workout activity. He carefully charted all dates, events and times into an Excel spreadsheet on his laptop. He knew that on Doug’s tenth birthday, his son was able to bench press eighty-four pounds, run the forty in six-point-six seconds and complete the two-hundred-yard swim in six minutes. By his eleventh birthday, Doug improved to ninety-six pounds in the bench press, six-point-one seconds in the forty and four minutes thirty seconds in the swim. The day before The Storm, twelve-year-old Doug Maxwell bench pressed one-hundred-eighteen pounds, ran a five-point-two forty and a four minute eleven second swim. Just thirty days after The Storm, Doug ran a four-point-seven forty, benched one-hundred-ninety pounds and finished his swim in just under three minutes.

      The change was remarkable and noticeable. Doug’s body had already matured a great deal. He had grown three inches (measured on the garage wall), gained fifteen pounds and now had obvious muscle tone. The little boy spaghetti arms were gone. His pants were tight and too short. His toes were popping through the top of his shoes. Hair grew in new places, and he often went to school with little tissue paper blotches on his face that masked shaving cuts.

      Bob was no longer so critical of Doug’s workouts. He did a lot of nodding and head scratching when he saw another best time on the stopwatch.

      Dawn began to enjoy the show. She would pause from preparing the evening dinner and stand on the back porch to watch her son perform.

      Doug enjoyed his performance, as well. Back in school, the metamorphosis was apparent to other students and teachers. Girls’ heads turned as Doug passed. He could hear whispers and knew the classmates were gossiping about Doug. It was not long before Doug was chosen right after Rick O’Reilly for P.E. teams.

      Yet, there was this air of doubt hovering over the Maxwell family. Four weeks had passed, and they had not discussed The Storm’s impact on Doug. Doug had given his word to his Shield that he would not divulge the secret of the other dimension that he visited, and he kept that promise. It pained him to keep such an incredible secret from his parents, especially his mother, who worried so about her boy. Bob, on the other hand, continued to harbor hope that Doug’s athletic gifts were the result of his steadfast training.

      At dinner, Doug finally broached the topic, while he wolfed down a huge bowl of pasta. Doug knew he had to pretend that he was just as much in the dark about The Storm as Bob and Dawn.

      “We ever gonna talk about it?” Doug asked, while bits of spaghetti flew from his mouth.

      Bob and Dawn looked at each other.

      “What do you want to talk about, son?” Dawn probed.

      “Okay … well, first of all, when can I get some new clothes? I can barely breathe in these Lees and my Keds are trashed.”

      “Mom will take you shopping this weekend,” Bob replied.

      Long pause. Lots of mouth stuffing.

      “Anything else?” Bob finally added.

      Doug finished chewing and swallowed. He took a big gulp of milk and set his glass down. Then he took a deep breath.

      “What happened to me?” Doug knew he had to keep his secret safe. Doug had to act as if his changes were a complete mystery, although he still had some questions himself about the full extent of the changes, how long they would last, and most of all, what was his destiny?

      Bob and Dawn spoke over each other:

      “Nothing,” Bob said.

      “We’re not sure,” Dawn said.

      “Dad … I came back from the dead after some freaky UFO thing attacked me in the lake. Ever since that, I’ve become, I don’t know … super-human. That’s nothing?”

      “You got hit by lightning. It happens all the time. Some people die from it; some are just fine. Doctor says you’re just fine,” Bob tried to rationalize.

      Dawn sat quietly now, staring at Doug.

      “Mom, is that what you think?”

      “Mom agrees with me,” Bob snapped back, not giving his wife the chance to reply.

      “So, then how do you explain the other stuff? I’m the fastest kid in my class now, except maybe for Rick O’Reilly. I can tell my voice is deeper. Look at me!” Doug flexed his biceps.

      “You’re … you’re maturing. It happens to everyone differently. I grew more steadily – was always tall. When I hit my growth spurt, I maybe went from five-eight to six-feet in a year. Your growth spurt … it’s just more … dramatic.”

      Bob scratched his head. He did not have a better explanation, and he knew no one was buying this one.

      “Is it permanent?” Doug asked softly, almost sounding apologetic for the question.

      “Is what permanent?” Dawn replied.

      “Me. What if … whatever happened to me is just … temporary?”

      “That’s ridiculous!” Bob snapped back.

      Truth was Dawn and Bob did not have the answers to these questions. They wondered the same things themselves.

      

      That night, Dawn and Bob finally discussed The Storm. Dawn brought Bob a bowl of cereal and turned up SportsCenter so Doug could not hear their chat from his bedroom.

      “I know what you think, Dawn.”

      “You cannot possibly know what I’m thinking because I don’t know what I’m thinking.”

      “But you’re worried The Storm changed your little boy.”

      “It has.”

      “He was eventually going to grow up, Storm or not. But now that he’s getting strong and athletic, you’re worried he’s not into that art stuff, anymore.”

      “It’s not about that, honey. It really isn’t. I know Dr. Munzer said he’s fine. Yeah, he’s fine. He’s more than fine. I mean, is Doug turning into some sort of …. I don’t know … evolutionary missing link?”

      Bob shoveled a spoon full of cereal into his mouth. “That’s a bit extreme.” Munch, munch, munch. “Alright, it’s possible The Storm did something to him – maybe – but you have to admit, it’s also very likely that his workouts are paying off. Maybe I can get a little credit for this?”

      Dawn did not want to escalate the discussion into an argument. She waited for the right words to come to her. “We don’t really know, do we? Is there anything else we can do to investigate? Shouldn’t we —”

      “I’ve done some research. Googled all sorts of paranormal stuff and weather-related phenomena. There are lots of articles about ghosts appearing during stormy nights. In 1980, a bunch of kids in England got mysteriously sick and no one could explain it.” Dawn sighed listening to Bob’s tangent. Bob got back on track. “One thing I read in many of the websites was that when something is impossible to explain, people like to claim supernatural causes. I honestly think this is about Doug’s body changing into what it was always supposed to become.” Bob was impressed with his intellectual explanation. Dawn not so much.

      “‘A’ for effort, honey. But there’s something wrong with your theory.”

      “Such as?”

      “We saw The Storm. Weirdest thing I’ve ever seen, hands-down. I’m sure it’s the weirdest thing you ever witnessed. Plus, we saw what it did to Doug. It … it blasted him fifty feet out of the lake; and four weeks later the boy has clearly morphed into … into not our boy.”

      “He’s still our boy. Tell me the truth, Dawn. Are you worried he’s maybe not gonna be so much of a momma’s boy, anymore?”

      “That’s not fair.” Dawn kept her composure. She took a deep breath. “Going forward … let’s say this change continues. Doug becomes – I don’t know, and I really don’t want to think about it. Something freaky.”

      “Let’s cross that bridge if we come to it. Right now, it’s all good, right? Dougie’s not a freak. He’s just an athletic boy.”

      “We need a plan if that changes. We need to make sure our son is safe,” Dawn’s voice broke a bit, thinking about possible worst-case scenarios.

      “You mean he must use his power for good and not evil? I’ll start building him a superhero hideout – maybe a cave.”

      Dawn was not amused. A tear rolled down her cheek.

      Bob tried to cheer up his wife. “Look at the TV.” ESPN was showing best plays of the week. “This is what I think is happening to Doug. He’s evolving into one of these men. Maybe some of these athletes were struck by a freak lightning storm, as well.”

      The couple watched a hockey player skate around three defenders, juke out the goalie and poke the puck over the goalie’s shoulder and into the net.

      “Doug’s never been ice skating,” Dawn commented.

      “Sure, but you have to admit, that guy’s got some freakish moves. Maybe The Storm hit his Canadian town fifteen years ago.”

      “You need to talk with Doug. Figure out where this might lead. Make sure he is safe!” Dawn poked her finger into Bob’s chest for emphasis.

      Bob set his cereal bowl on his nightstand, pushing aside coffee mugs and water bottles to make room. “I need to clean up my mess here.”

      “Go talk to your son first.”

      

      After a quick pit stop to the kitchen for a cold brew, Bob knocked on Doug’s bedroom door. There was no answer. He knocked harder.

      “Yes?” Groggy Doug mumbled. Bob opened the door slowly. “Got a minute, son?”

      Doug sat up in bed. Bob entered his room, pulled up a chair and got comfortable. It took him a moment to collect his thoughts.

      “Doug … About our talk at dinner tonight. Your mom and I …” Bob paused. “We’re not totally clear on these changes, you know?”

      “I know, Dad. It just, ya know, scares me a little.” Doug was apprehensive, even though he knew more than he was letting on to his parents. Although the Wise Old Man had foreshadowed this transformation, Doug still wondered how much his body would change and how it would affect his life.

      “I get that. Everyone gets nervous when their body starts changing.”

      Doug plopped his head back down to his pillow.

      “Sit up and listen to me.”

      Doug spoke into his pillow, “Is this a facts of life talk, or are we going to seriously address what’s happening to me?”

      Bob sipped his beer, trying to think of an answer. He knew he could not talk with Doug as if he was a little boy. “Something amazing might be happening to you. It’s okay to worry a bit. You have my word, though, I’m not going to let anything bad happen to you.”

      Doug sat up again. “How can you possibly guarantee that?”

      “You just have to trust me. First, we must keep this among our little family. The second we talk to others; only negative things can take place. There will be skeptics, doubters, people who want to take you down.” Doug was fine with this. He had already assured his Shield he would keep mum on his secret.

      “But you don’t need to hide your whole life … at least I sure hope that’s not necessary. I want you to succeed. I want you to achieve the greatest things. I just don’t want people to be mean to you. I’ve seen it already when you struggled in Little League. It would be a lot worse if they become jealous of you. There’s a very ugly side to some people. I don’t want that to become part of your life.”

      “Alright, I won’t tell anyone about The Storm.”

      “Beyond that … I’ll be honest, kiddo … we’re playing it by ear. We don’t know how much you’re going to change. But, you know, that’s pretty much the way it is for everyone. It’s a crapshoot. I just have a feeling it’s going to turn out really, really great for you. Something – God, aliens, nature, whatever it was – something decided you’re it. I have to believe that. Mom has to believe that. You have to believe that.” Doug was more confident than his father. He had proof from the other dimension.

      “Does Mom really believe that, too?”

      Bob lowered his voice, “You let me worry about your mother. She … ya know, worries a lot about stuff.”

      Doug took a deep breath. He was preparing himself for a frightful but exciting new ride – one that the Wise Old Man had assured would lead to amazing accomplishments.

      Dawn was hovering in the dark hallway outside Doug’s room. When the conversation ended, she tiptoed quickly back to bed. She did not want Bob knowing she was eavesdropping. She did have mixed feelings. Will Bob use his son’s transformation as an excuse for completely taking over Doug’s life? Will Doug abandon everything else in his life that had meaning to him? Will she become inconsequential to her son? Will she become inconsequential to her husband? Had this already taken place? She wondered where it all might lead for her son and her marriage.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            X. “THE EGG PLANT”

          

        

      

    

    
      Dawn tried to hold onto her good looks. Her work in the chicken coop and the garden kept her somewhat toned. Never one for a lot of makeup, Dawn started using more to hide the dark circles under her eyes. Once she noticed a few gray hairs, Dawn started dying her own hair. Bob never noticed that his natural blonde wife was now a different shade that came from a box.

      Dawn retreated to her little home business venture. When Bob and Dawn first built the chicken coop, they figured it was a good hobby and it might generate a little extra money for the family. When Bob turned his attention solely toward Doug’s workouts, Dawn needed something in her life to feel fulfilled. Dawn spent much of her free time in the coop, sometimes just sitting on a stool and talking with the birds.

      Dawn had hoped Bob would be more involved in her business. Getting the project off the ground was a fond memory for Dawn. The couple did plenty of research together and worked like a well-oiled machine building the coop, perches, the run and nest boxes. They allocated three square feet per hen inside the coop, gave each hen a ten-inch perch and a square-foot nest box, and carved out a twenty-square-foot run outside the coop, that was securely fenced-in to protect the chickens from potential predators.

      They found a nice dry spot near the garage that received plenty of sunlight, but also had some shade. The coop housed around fifty chickens, give or take. A healthy chicken will lay around three hundred eggs per year, so the coop produced some fifteen-thousand eggs per year. Dawn found three local dairy merchants who bought her eggs for two dollars per dozen. Subtracting expenses for maintenance and supplies, Dawn earned about three thousand dollars a year – far from a fortune, but it was a start and it kept Dawn active. Dawn and Bob dubbed the coop “The Egg Plant,” which they painted in bright day-glow colors on the front of the coop.

      When he was little, Doug enjoyed helping his mom out in The Egg Plant. He liked to box up the eggs in cartons. He even helped to clean the coop. He would help Dawn name the chickens and thought of them as his pets. Of course, that led to sad times when a chicken would pass away. “Just part of life,” Dawn would explain. Doug would sulk for days, and as a young lad he became obsessed with death and what happened to one’s soul in the afterlife. Even as he grew, Doug was able to accept the passing of the chickens more readily, but he still spent many nights pondering death. It was an obsession that would haunt him the rest of his life and would grow exponentially after The Storm and his visit to the ultimate dimension.

      As Bob began to monopolize all of Doug’s spare time with training, Doug did not have a spare moment for his mom. This troubled Doug. He saw the looks Dawn gave Bob behind his back. He noticed her sadness. Doug did not want his athletics to interfere with the relationship he had with his mother, yet this was inevitable. Doug also did not want to be the cause of problems between his parents. This, too, was inevitable.

      A few weeks after the chat with his dad, Doug finished his evening swim and stood face-to-face with Bob. Doug could tell how much he had already grown; he no longer had to stretch his neck to talk with his dad. Doug toweled off, catching his breath. Bob could see his son had something on his mind.

      “What’s up, son?”

      “Umm … do you, uh, think …?”

      “Spit it out.”

      “I’d like to help Mom with The Egg Plant.”

      “What do you mean? You do help her.”

      “Dad, I haven’t had time to help her in like three years. I come home, do my drills, my homework, eat dinner, sleep, wake up, go to school … Rinse, repeat.”

      “I guess … why? I mean, how much time are we talking about?” While Bob spoke, Doug dried his hair, his newfound muscles rippling. Bob was impressed with the definition and the added bulk. Bob figured everything was happening for a reason and he did not want Doug to lose focus. He also did not want to lose his wife.

      “Just one day. Give me Saturdays, okay?”

      “Like, all day Saturday, or an hour or so?”

      “Dad … a day off. It’s a day for me and Mom. Is that so bad?”

      Bob relented. “We’ll try it and see how it goes. Have you already spoken with your mother about this?”

      “No, not at all.”

      Bob tried to hide his disappointment. “She’ll be happy. Go ahead and talk with her.” Bob guzzled his beer and Doug jogged inside. Bob saw Doug and Dawn through the window and the joy on his wife’s face when Doug shared the news. Bob picked up a rock and chucked it into Lake Maxwell. As soon as he polished off his beer Bob pulled another one out of the cooler, twisted off the cap, snapped the cap toward the water and guzzled that beer as if he was at a fraternity party. He stood there, staring out toward the lake, worried that his son was losing focus.

      Bob did not come inside for dinner. The food sat on the table getting cold, while Dawn and Doug enjoyed their meal. Bob polished off a twelve-pack and then escaped into the garage.

      “Too bad Dad’s out there sulking,” Dawn said. “Pork chops and potato pancakes is his favorite meal.”

      “He’ll get over it, Mom.”

      “Hope so.” Dawn braced for trouble.

      

      Dawn had already started dozing when Bob came to bed.

      “World’s fastest chicken coop assistant!” Bob mumbled, kicking off his shoes and tossing his clothes on the floor.

      Dawn smelled his beer breath the moment he entered the room. She pretended to stay asleep.

      “It’s so nice you two can bond over eggs and feathers. I am happy for you. Truly.”

      “If I keep my eyes closed, maybe he’ll just pass out.”

      “I know you put him up to this … Dawn!” Bob splashed down onto the bed, nearly bouncing Dawn off the other side.

      Dawn could not pretend to sleep anymore. “What the hell, Bob?”

      “Oh, I’m sorry. Did I wake you?”

      “You’re being an ass.”

      “We need to be on the same page, here. That kid is going to do something spech – stecktacu – ah…amazing. And it’s not gonna be doing his little drawings or plucking eggs from hens.” Bob was so drunk he had to grab the headboard to stop the bed from spinning.

      Dawn yanked a pillow and blanket off the bed and went to sleep on the couch. Bob did not notice. He just kept mumbling with his eyes closed, “Chickens! Freaking chickens! Chickens! The world’s fastest chicken egg plucker!”

      “Go pluck yourself, Bob!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            XI. THE LAKE

          

        

      

    

    
      Miraculously, with his head pounding and eyes red and crusty, Bob made it to work the next morning. Bob was a drunk and an abusive husband, but he was a loyal, hard-working man, who learned to push past his regular hangovers, pounding several aspirin and cups of coffee. He rarely missed a day of work.

      Bob even drove Doug to school, which did not happen very often. He was usually out the door at six-thirty, too early to take his son. The ride to school was uncomfortable. Bob continued to stew over the chicken coop, and Doug pretended he did not hear his dad’s drunken tirade, although he smirked to himself thinking about his mother’s wisecrack: “Go pluck yourself! That was a good one,” he thought.

      “See you tonight, son,” Bob said.

      Doug slammed the car door. “Uh huh,” he mumbled.

      Dawn’s agenda for the morning: shower, make the beds, clean the dishes, throw in a load of laundry and tend to The Egg Plant. Dawn packed up ten dozen eggs and dropped them off at the Brown Cow Dairy Barn, where Ben Addams paid her twenty dollars.

      When Dawn got back home, she walked out to the lake. A constant drizzle fell, and the weather was starting to cool. The light rain danced off the lake. The water was still clear, and Dawn could see minnow and perch swimming. At least that is what the realtor said lived in the lake when they first looked at the property. Neither Dawn nor Bob were into fishing; and when Doug first learned to swim, he freaked when the fish touched his legs.

      Dawn’s mind raced: “The Lake. The Storm. The Lake. The Storm. Is there a connection?”

      She reached down and stuck her arms into the lake up to her elbows, trying to feel … something. Maybe there was some remnant of magic still floating in the water.

      The entire circumference of the lake was a hair over one mile. It truly was a lovely spot – so secluded and peaceful. The only neighbor around the lake was clear on the other side – the older couple who rarely ventured outside. Dawn only knew their names – the Garcias. Beyond that, she knew nothing about the couple.

      “Why doesn’t anyone else live on the lake? Is there some secret the realtor did not disclose? Was there a Friday the 13th massacre here and Jason lives beneath the water? No – don’t do that to yourself. We’ve been here for twelve years without any issues. We’ve rowed around the lake; picnicked on the raft … we even skinny-dipped … way back before things changed.”

      Dawn decided to take the rowboat over to the Garcia home across the lake. As she rowed, she looked deep into the water. She could see clear to the bottom, even at the deepest parts, about thirty feet down. She rowed slowly, looking for clues – and looking for assurance that nothing sinister lived beneath. There were only fish and a couple beer bottles, courtesy of her husband. Dawn made a mental note to mention this to Bob.

      Gliding up to the Garcias’ dock, Dawn tied up her boat and walked toward the home. The house was much larger than the Maxwell’s, but it was in disrepair. The paint had peeled, bugs and dust covered the porch furniture, the shutters were cracked and falling, the roof was missing several tiles. If not for the Bassett Hound that waddled off the porch and announced Dawn’s arrival with his odd vuvuzela-sounding bark, she would have thought the Garcia’s had abandoned the house.

      “Silencio, Bueno!” Jorge Garcia opened the screen door and stood in the doorway, dressed in overalls and work boots. The portly man with weathered, leathery skin looked seventy-ish.

      “Tenemos compañía,” Jorge said.

      “Oh … hola,” Dawn’s Spanish was very basic. “¿Habla inglés?

      “Yes, hhhabla eenglaze,” Jorge jokingly mocked Dawn’s weak Spanish. “Mrs. Maxwell, I presume?” His English was very fluent.

      Dawn was surprised the man knew her name. In the twelve years in Brownville, the couple never bothered to introduce themselves to their closest neighbors.

      “Yes, hello. Please – Dawn,” She walked up to the porch and shook the man’s hand.

      “Jorge Garcia. Pleased to meet you. What brings you to the east end of the lake?”

      “Well, first of all, I figured it was about time. We’ve been here over a decade and … well, we’ve not been very neighborly.”

      “Nonsense. Everyone who lives in these parts is here because they like their privacy. Katherine and me – my wife (Jorge pointed inside) – we’re not exactly social butterflies. Come inside, won’t you?” Jorge held the door for Dawn.

      Dawn hesitated slightly but figured Jorge and his wife were safe. She entered the Garcia home, followed by Bueno and then Jorge.

      Dawn looked around. The interior of the home was in stark contrast to the exterior. It was pristine – like a model home. Beautiful Spanish-American artwork adorned the walls. The furniture looked hand-made but was unique. There was not a speck of dust anywhere.

      “Your home is lovely,” Dawn complimented Jorge.

      “Oh, that’s all Katherine. She’s the decorator. I made the chairs and the coffee table. It was my vocation for forty years. Please, sit. Make yourself comfortable.” Jorge called for his wife, “Oye, esposa, ¿dónde diablos estás?”

      A female voice spoke from the bedroom, “¿Por qué estás invitando a la gente a mi casa? Ni siquiera estoy vestida!”

      Dawn could tell from her tone that the spouse was not overly thrilled with her presence.

      “Uh … Katherine will be right out.”

      “Ofrecer algo para beber!” Katherine called out to her husband.

      “Oh, where are my manners? Can I offer you something to drink, Dawn?”

      “Water would be great. I’m sweating like a pig from the trip across the lake.”

      Jorge went to the kitchen to grab Dawn a cold bottle of water from the fridge. Katherine made her appearance, smoothing her white chiffon dress and patting her hair to make sure everything was in place.

      Katherine Garcia was not what Dawn expected. A tall, striking woman with stunning curves, she looked considerably younger than Jorge, by maybe twenty years. Katherine looked straight out of Stepford. Her hair was candy apple red, which looked surprisingly natural. Dawn could not take her eyes off Katherine, whose beauty made Dawn feel insecure about her own expanding hips, crows’ feet and dowdy attire. Dawn figured maybe Katherine was a second wife or she just took great care of herself.

      “Katherine Garcia,” the woman gave Dawn a friendly peck on the cheek.

      “Dawn Maxwell. So nice to finally meet you.”

      Dawn wondered, “Why would this woman want to live a secluded life?”

      Katherine sat on the couch across from Dawn and crossed her legs. Jorge unscrewed the bottle and handed Dawn her water.

      “Thank you so much,” Dawn said, guzzling half the bottle.

      “I’m sorry the place is such a mess. We never get visitors,” Katherine said.

      “Mess? You’re kidding, right?” Dawn wanted to put her bottle down on the coffee table, but she did not want to make rings on the clear lacquer finish. Jorge noticed, and pulled out a coaster from underneath the porcelain cactus sitting on the table.

      “Oh – that’s so cute,” Dawn admired the home décor item.

      Bueno sniffed Dawn’s leg and then curled up at her feet.

      “Bueno likes you,” Jorge commented. “That means you are a nice person. Bueno knows people.”

      Dawn bent down to pat the dog on the head. Bueno moaned and thanked Dawn with a lick of her foot.

      “So, what brings you to our humble home?” Katherine asked.

      “Well, again, I thought it would be nice to meet you.” Jorge and Katherine nodded in agreement. “I – uh – I also wanted to ask you about the … lake.”

      “‘Lago Claro’,” Jorge said. “Did you see my sign on the dock?”

      “Oh, that’s funny. Our sign says, ‘Lake Maxwell.’”

      “Mmm, well, no one really owns it. Guess we can all call it whatever we want,” Katherine said.

      “That’s not totally true, dear,” Jorge added. “Supposedly the Army owns it … or they did at one time. The government bought up a bunch of this land in the fifties. Legend has it they were going to build the president’s safe house here … you know, in case of a nuclear attack. That’s why there aren’t a bunch of farms here like the rest of the state. In the eighties after the Cold War ended, they sold off most of the land, except for the lake. They were still doing some experiments here at the lake. I remember driving by and seeing all these strange contraptions on the water and men dressed in white suits like they were beekeepers. And then the government cut military spending, and everything just disappeared. The government sold off the land around the lake for peanuts. That’s when we moved here. It was such a good deal.”

      Dawn was riveted. “That’s so interesting. How did you hear that?”

      Katherine chimed in, “Oh, Jorge’s co-workers were a bunch of gossips.”

      “Whatever the deal is, at least it’s a good story. Is that why you were asking about the lake?”

      “Not exactly, but it is a fun story. Actually, I was wondering if … have you experienced any odd weather … over the lake?”

      Jorge and Katherine glanced at each other.

      “Odd weather? Like what?” Katherine asked.

      “I don’t know … strange rain clouds … stuff like that?”

      The couple gave each other another curious glance.

      Jorge shook his head. “Can’t think of anything like that. Today’s rain is the first bad weather we have seen in a few weeks. Weather’s been so nice. Farmers are probably glad for this rain, though.”

      “Why do you ask, dear?” Katherine stared intently at Dawn.

      “My husband said he saw something weird. A cloud … you know, he did have a bit to drink that night. He must’ve just been buzzed is all.”

      Long, uncomfortable pause.

      “So, do you two have children?” Dawn changed the topic.

      Dawn and the Garcia’s discussed children – the Garcias never had any – as well as other small talk: work, family, life in Nebraska, college football (something every Nebraskan was seemingly required to follow religiously). Dawn looked for a break in the conversation to make her exit.

      “It has been so nice to meet you two. I really need to be getting back. My laundry pile awaits.”

      Dawn thanked Jorge and Katherine for the water, stepped over Bueno and made her way to her boat.

      The couple waved to Dawn as she untied the boat from the dock. She waved back and thought to herself, “There’s something odd about them.”

      Dawn took her time rowing back home. A light mist continued, and Dawn pulled her hood over her head. She was still warm from the trip out to the Garcias. Her mind wandered.

      “The Army owns the lake … Did they do tests here? … Did they bury aliens under the lake? … Are Jorge and Katherine really aliens? … No, that’s stupid. My mind is playing tricks on me.”

      

      The next night at dinner Dawn mentioned her trip across the lake.

      “I took the boat out yesterday.”

      “Okay,” Bob said with his mouth stuffed with potatoes.

      “Met our neighbors.”

      Doug chimed in, “We have neighbors across the lake? I thought that place was abandoned.”

      “Mmm, hmm … Jorge and Katherine Garcia. A very nice couple. He’s a retired furniture maker.”

      Bob washed his food down with a swig of beer. “You trying to make new friends or something?”

      “I don’t have any friends,” Dawn snapped at her husband. “But that wasn’t why. I thought maybe they saw The Storm. Maybe they could shed some light— “

      “And?” Bob asked sarcastically.

      Doug listened intently. He was curious if his mother had uncovered any information about The Storm.

      “They say the lake was owned by the government. This whole area was government owned. They were going to build the President’s safe house here.”

      “Interesting … but what does that have to do with The Storm?”

      Dawn shrugged her shoulders. “Nothing, maybe. The Garcias said they didn’t see anything.”

      “You didn’t tell them about The Storm and Dougie, did you?” Bob was concerned his wife had divulged too much.

      “Don’t worry, honey. The secret is safe.”

      Doug entered the discussion. “I want to know more about this secret government lake. What else did they say?”

      Bob glared at his wife, wondering what kind of unnecessary paranoia she might have caused. Dawn noticed his icy stare.

      “Just a bunch of silly gossip. Jorge and Katherine have lived there for nearly thirty years and nothing odd has ever happened to them.”

      “How do you know that?” Doug asked.

      After a moment of uncomfortable silence and food chewing, Dawn added, “Oh – and Bob – you need to fish your beer bottles out of the lake. It’s disgusting!”

      

      That Saturday Doug and Dawn were busy in The Egg Plant. Bob was drinking beers and browsing the Internet for new training ideas. He knew he had to elevate Doug’s workouts to a higher level, since Doug was already breezing through his drills with little effort.

      Bob kept an eye out on The Egg Plant. He could hear Dawn and Doug start to clean the coop, which usually took a couple hours. He glanced over to the lake, shut down his laptop and quietly made his way to the rowboat.

      Dawn and Doug filled up the last of their garbage bags cleaning the coop.

      “Be right back. Need more bags,” Dawn said to her son.

      As she walked toward the garage, Dawn did a double take. She turned back toward the lake and stared for a moment, thinking, “What’s different?”

      “Damn it, Bob!” Dawn yelled toward the lake. She raced inside the house. “Bob, are you here?” There was no answer. Dawn was sure her husband had taken the boat across the lake to confront Jorge and Katherine.

      Doug walked inside and saw his mother rummaging through the junk drawer.

      “The bags are in the garage, Mom.”

      “Here it is,” Dawn said, pulling out the binoculars she and Bob used when they attended the Nebraska-Oklahoma football game thirteen years ago.

      Standing at the edge of the water, Dawn focused the binoculars. Doug stood behind her.

      “Dougie, please go get the bags from the garage.”

      “What are you doing, Mom?”

      Dawn spotted her husband and Jorge on the boat dock. She could see Bob pointing his finger at Jorge. Jorge put his arms up in the air as if to say, “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Dawn could not read lips, but it was clear Bob was not happy with Jorge. She could see Bueno, who did not appear happy with Bob’s visit. The dog was barking at Bob – a sign that Bueno was not enamored with him.

      “Mom? Is Dad down there?”

      “Please, Doug, the bags.” Dawn kept her focus on the east end of the lake.

      Doug stood for a moment, watching his mother glare through the binoculars, mumbling things she really did not want Doug to hear. Then he went to the garage and finished working in The Egg Plant.

      Dawn finally put down the binoculars when she saw Bob get back into the boat and push off toward home.

      That evening, as Doug was taking his shower and Dawn was cleaning the dinner dishes, she asked Bob, “So – what did he say?”

      “What did who say?”

      “Jorge.”

      “Jorge? Your new friend?”

      Dawn shut off the water, turned to her husband and stared at him, hands on her hips.

      “I’m not an idiot, Bob. I know you went over there today.”

      “So – I took the boat out. I got a little exercise.” Bob was not confessing anything to Dawn.

      “I watched you. You were yelling at Jorge over something.”

      Bob tried to think of some way out of his fib, but he knew Dawn had caught him. “Alright … I figured I’d introduce myself, too. When I asked him about the lake, he got defensive. He said he didn’t know why we were grilling him about the lake.”

      “I saw you yelling at him. Jorge didn’t look angry – you did.”

      “Look, I don’t know. He’s kind of a weird dude. He kept looking at his house. His wife was peeking out the window at us, but she didn’t come outside. Honestly, it felt like he was hiding something. I can’t explain it. And that dog and his annoying bark.”

      “Bueno. He’s a good dog. He knows people.”

      “Gave me a headache.”

      “Hmm … and what else did you talk about?”

      “Yeah … and … well, I guess we’re not gonna be on their Christmas card list. I, uh, kinda called him an f-ing weirdo. He told me to get off his property.”

      “Great. It’s no wonder we have no friends.”
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      Bob stood, arms folded, staring at his new purchase. It was twenty-degrees outside, but he was still sweating from hauling the elliptical machine from his pickup truck into the garage. His leg was throbbing. He knew he should have waited and asked Doug to help, but he wanted to have the new equipment set up for Doug when he arrived home from school.

      Winter in Brownville meant Doug could not swim in frozen Lake Maxwell. Bob bought Doug a wet suit when he was ten, so he could continue swimming nearly until the ice started forming. From December through March, Bob replaced swimming with distance running on Doug’s workout agenda. Bob worried that too much running might lead to shin splints and other leg and foot injuries, so when Doug was thirteen, he invested in the elliptical. He figured the new equipment would provide the same low-impact cardio workout as swimming.

      “What’cha got there, Dad?” Doug asked, now sounding like a man – his voice deeper than his father’s. When Doug arrived home from school, he was ready to begin his workout. He no longer had to be coaxed into his regimen. Dawn did not have to bribe him with snacks. Doug grabbed two bananas from the kitchen and headed straight to the garage to check out the evening’s activities. “I saw ‘road work’ crossed off on the calendar and replaced with ‘elliptical.’ Looks fancy.”

      Now thirteen, Doug no longer bore any resemblance to “Wrong Way” Maxwell. He had grown eight inches and put on fifty pounds of muscle in a year. Classmates muttered behind his back about his metamorphosis. He kept quiet, as his father had advised, and did not respond to immature comments and glares. He did enjoy some of the stares he received from female classmates, especially that adorable redhead. Now filled with a self-confidence he never thought possible, Doug wanted to show off his skills. He found the accolades addicting. Doug’s mother tried to keep Doug grounded and focused on being a well-rounded person. Bob’s idea of “well-rounded,” however, meant that Doug would excel in numerous sports. He ridiculed Doug anytime he mentioned art. Bob was not even concerned with Doug’s grades, assuming teachers would reward the gifted athlete with stellar grades that he did not earn. Bob had received some of that treatment back in high school, getting As in classes he did not even attend, simply because he was the best baseball player in the school.

      Without any order from Bob, Doug lay down on the universal bench and started lifting. It was no longer a struggle for Bob to prod Doug into focusing on his regimen. The teen got down to business and plowed through the drills. The weight was set at two-hundred pounds – just a warmup. He slung the weights up with ease and after fifteen reps, he got up, stretched out on the floor mat, re-set the bench press weight to three-hundred pounds and sat back down.

      “How was school?” Bob asked, as Doug grunted and lifted.

      “Fine,” he replied, without pausing.

      “You’ve been on three-hundred for a couple weeks. When you gonna go to three-twenty-five?”

      Doug finished his set of ten reps, took a deep breath and sat up, “The universal set only goes to three-hundred, Dad.”

      Bob was already setting up the free weights, sliding the fifty-pounders into each end of the bar. “Come here and give me a hand, show-off. I’ll do the universal; you stick with the real bench press.”

      As Doug helped Bob affix the weights onto the bar, he finally asked the question that was festering for some time, “Dad – what’s the goal here?”

      “Goal?”

      “Yeah. All this training. All this work. I’m not on any teams. Rick O’Reilly plays on a touring baseball team that travels all over Nebraska. A bunch of other guys in school play on club teams, too – soccer, football, baseball. Supposedly, they get scouts at their tournaments.”

      “You sound like your mother.”

      “It’s a legit question, Dad.”

      “When you get to high school – next year. Don’t be impatient.”

      “Dad … I’m not sure I want to play football in high school. I like baseball just fine. I think I’ll be a good outfielder. But football …”

      Bob sat on the bench and swigged a beer. “Believe me, the coaches will want you on the football team.”

      “Probably … but, Dad, I might be … I don’t know, too good.”

      “That’s nonsense, son. No doubt about it. With you as their running back, no one will stop you. Football is physical. People get hurt. Better you than the other guy, right?” Bob gulped down half his beer and belched.

      Doug looked forlorn. He shook his head and looked away from Bob.

      “What? What is it?”

      “I hurt someone, Dad. Pretty badly. I didn’t mean it. We were playing flag football in P.E. It was about to rain. Storm clouds were rolling in. For some reason the storm made me feel – I don’t know – rage was building inside of me. This kid – nice guy, Freddy Johnson – is trying to catch me. I’m running down the sideline and he’s taking an angle to cut me off. I see him out of the corner of my eye, so I dart to my right to cut behind him. Except Freddy stops in his tracks for some stupid reason – and I feel this anger ready to burst from inside me. I plow over Freddy. I mean I PLOW over him. He was out cold. We thought he was dead. Broke his collar bone … had a concussion … missed like two weeks of school.”

      Bob shrugged his shoulders, “It’s football. Like I said, it’s a contact sport.”

      “It was just flag football.”

      “You’ll play football in high school. You’ll be fine.”

      “You know, Dad, Triple S is coming soon.”

      “Oh, right. Should be fun. Mom and I will come … is that what you’re asking?”

      “Not really, but that’s good. No … I’m just not sure … You know, everyone will be there. News reporters, high school coaches, the whole town. How do I say this? I dunno … should I show off in front of everyone?”

      Bob pondered for a moment. He had tried very hard to keep Doug under-wraps, not certain if others could accept his boy’s athletic gifts. He did not enroll Doug in organized sports for fear parents would scoff, or worse, complain about unfair competition and performance-enhancing medication. It was silly to think that of teenagers, but Doug was very advanced athletically, so Bob knew that type of criticism was inevitable.

      “Just … be a good teammate. Do your part to help,” Bob said tentatively.

      Doug smiled. That is exactly what he wanted to hear. Doug wanted Triple S to serve as his coming out party, showing off his ever-blossoming athletic abilities to the entire community.

      

      Brownville Middle School had a tradition. Every year in March, the school hosted the annual Triple S athletic competition, which stood for strength, spirit and skill. Every male student, grades six through eight, was required to participate. It was a small school, with about one-hundred-fifty boys.

      (In recent years, a few protesters showed up the day of the event with picket signs to complain that Triple S only included boys. To appease the protesters, the school surveyed the female students about creating a Triple S competition for their gender. Overwhelmingly, by a four-to-one margin, the girls rejected the idea. It turned out that most of the young women enjoyed the boys’ event, but most were not interested enough to wage their own athletic battle.)

      There were three teams, each with a captain elected by the students. There were ten events. The better athletes competed in the higher skill events: running and swimming relay races, basketball, dodge ball and the obstacle course. The weaker athletes were assigned to events like crab soccer (crawling on your butt and trying to kick an oversized rubber ball into the opponent’s goal). There was even a chess competition for the boys who were not able to participate in the physical activities. Elmer had won the chess tournament as a sixth grader and was favored to win it again. No one student could participate in more than three events. Teams received ten points for first place, seven for second and three for third. Triple S took place on a Saturday, beginning at noon, and concluding around six with the medal ceremony.

      Triple S was a big deal for Brownville. Local media covered the competition. A website and social media helped to promote the event. Many of the high school sports coaches attended, scoping out their future players. Underground betting spread throughout the community, laying odds on which squad had the best chance for victory.

      The competition for team captains was fierce, as well. Several of the top athletes tossed their hat into the race. They had their own campaign teams who made posters, walked the school hallways blaring slogans on bullhorns, made T-shirts and buttons. One candidate even ran ads on a local radio station. It was a given that the captains were eighth graders, since they were more popular and could make a more informed choice when drafting their team members. The day before the big election, candidates gave a presentation to the student body. Voting Day was nearly a school holiday. No actual schoolwork took place. Everyone was either voting or talking about the potential results.

      “You should run,” Elmer whispered to Doug, eating their lunch in their corner of the multi-purpose room.

      “No one would vote for me.”

      “O’Reilly is running.”

      “Of course, he is. He ran last year and almost made it. Everyone knows Rick. He’s way more popular than me.”

      Elmer leaned into his friend, “You’d kick his ass.” Doug rolled his eyes. “Besides, if you make captain, I might not be the last one chosen.”

      “True. I’d pick you first. You’re the secret weapon in chess – ten points, guaranteed.”

      “See – no one else understands the system like you.” Elmer beamed at his friend.

      That afternoon, Doug quietly walked into the school admin office and asked for the Triple S captain candidate form. He did not really believe he had a chance of winning one of the three captain spots. In fact, he never mentioned it to his parents. He did have an ace up his sleeve. Doug hired Elmer as his campaign manager. Elmer devised a brilliant strategy of filming Doug’s athleticism during P.E. class. Over the next few weeks, Elmer stood on the sidelines with his smart phone pointed at Doug, capturing his friend running circles around other boys during every activity. Then Elmer posted the videos on YouTube and sent a link to every student’s cell phone. The videos went viral in the Brownville area.

      Throughout the month leading up to Triple S, lunch became campaign brainstorming sessions and where Elmer worked up Doug’s speech.

      Doug stuffed a tie into his backpack and carried his blazer to the school bus. He did not want his parents to make a big deal of his speech. They had learned through the grapevine that their son was a candidate for Triple S captain. Bob tried to coach Doug on how to run the campaign, but Doug would not accept his father’s advice. Dawn finally convinced her husband to back off and let Doug do this by himself. They were both very proud.

      Doug was mortified, waiting for his turn to present to the student body. He had practiced the speech for days, and was up all night, delivering the presentation in front of his bedroom mirror. Doug was the final boy to speak. His heart was pounding as Principal Harding announced his name.

      “Imagine they’re all naked,” Elmer whispered into Doug’s ear. Doug adjusted his wrinkled tie and his dad’s navy-blue hand-me-down sport coat. His thick, curly locks were gelled back. He had shaved and splashed on some Aqua Velva.

      “Hello – my name is Doug Maxwell, and I am running for Triple S captain. First off, I want to thank Elmer Harlowe, my campaign manager, who would only write this speech for me if I mentioned him first.” A spattering of chuckles from the audience. “So, thank you, Elmer. Elmer was also responsible for blowing up your phones over the past few weeks with those silly videos of me playing flag football … running the mile … throwing the shot-put and discus … playing basketball … oh, and scratching my butt as I waited for the bus … I really appreciate that one, Elmer.” More chuckles. “Why should you vote for a seventh grader like me as Triple S captain? Like everyone else who has spoken before me, I possess the necessary strength, spirit and skill. There’s one more important quality I bring to the table: leadership. I lead by example, quietly and patiently. I see the best in my classmates, and I encourage them every day. I am not a bombastic cheerleader who needs the spotlight. Someone recently told me that I am a force of nature, and those of you who have taken the time to notice recently might have been a little bit impressed with my athletic abilities. I do hear your remarks … side conversations … the gasps … and even the applause. I’m pretty humble, so this is difficult for me to admit, but I have to assume you are at least a little bit impressed with my athletic skills, strength and speed.” Doug paused. The student body was transfixed, on the edge of their seats. “Let me lead by example as one of this year’s Triple S captains. Let me take that team to victory. Thank you.”

      Doug Maxwell became the first seventh grader elected Triple S captain. The two other captains were eighth graders Dre’Nell Johnson, the six-foot-five basketball star, and “Tank” Toomer, a two-hundred-pound monster with a black belt in Tae Kwon Do. Rick O’Reilly was furious he failed in his bid for captain and made it his mission to crush Doug’s team.

      

      Doug arrived early for Triple S, as did the other captains and the P.E. teachers. Bob and Dawn dropped off Doug, then parked the pickup and sat it the truck eating their egg salad lunch, waiting for other parents and students. As soon as the ActionNews truck pulled up with their team of reporters and camera men, Bob and Dawn walked through the turnstile, took a copy of the program book, studied the agenda and figured out where to go throughout the day for the best vantage point of their son. Some events were in the gym; some at the track; some at the pool. The chess tournament, comprised of six physically challenged boys, two on each team, took place in Principal Harding’s office. Bob and Dawn did not attend Triple S the prior year. Doug was not quite a superstar yet, and Bob had no desire to watch Doug compete in crab soccer.

      Doug captained the White Team; Tank Toomer had the Blue Team; and Dre-Nell Johnson led the Red Team. Draft day was controversial from the start: Doug chose Elmer Harlowe as his first pick. There were plenty of snickers, but Doug had his strategy. He had secretly surveyed numerous eighth graders, trying to find the hidden gems. Everyone knew the top athletes in the school. Doug wanted to find out the boys who never received much fanfare. He looked for the boy who was too quiet to raise his arm and yell to the quarterback when he was wide open on a pass route. He wanted to find students who could not hit a baseball but could throw one three-hundred feet. He sought out those who were clumsy running on land but could swim like a dolphin. He looked for boys who wore thick, nerdy eyeglasses, but could run like the wind. Doug filled his roster with these hidden gems and was quietly confident in this team’s chances. The local bookies were not so confident, giving White the lowest odds of winning.

      The order of the ten events: (in Principal Harding’s office) chess, (at the track) mile run, four-by-one-hundred relay, baseball throw, (at the pool) four-by-one-hundred swim relay, water polo, (in the gym) basketball free throws, crab soccer, dodge ball, (gym/track) obstacle course.

      Each participant, except for the chess participants, had to take part in a minimum of two events. No one could participate in more than three. Doug penciled his name into the swimming and running relays, and the obstacle course. He was the anchor on all three events, figuring he could make up any time deficit. Doug had carefully studied the rosters of all the teams. He confidently allotted White forty points for his three events and for Elmer in the chess tournament. The Red Team was stacked with baseball players and sprinters, and the Blue Team was stacked with basketball players and many of the tough boys. Doug tried to determine the best path to victory. Elmer created an algorithm and spreadsheet, scientifically mapping out a victory of White … or so they hoped.

      Coach Kowalski took the microphone to commence the festivities. A sky writer buzzed high overhead, spelling out “Triple S” against the clear blue sky.

      “Welcome everyone to Brownville Middle School’s twenty-third annual Triple S competition!”

      Applause, applause …

      “I am Coach Norm Kowalski, and I have the pleasure of working with the boys throughout their middle school years on their athletics. At Brownville Middle School, our philosophy is to mold boys into well-rounded young men. This event would not be possible without the extraordinary effort of many people. The boys P.E. coaches – Coach Don Noodilz and I … the ladies P.E. coaches – Coach Sarah Scott and Coach La’Nell Johnson, whose boy Dre’Nell is captain of the Red Team …”

      Spattering of applause …

      “I have to thank the PTA volunteers, who spend many hours of their time helping with Triple S, hosting the website and social media, assisting with each event … and, of course, working the snack bar! Don’t forget to get a hamburger, chili dog and plenty of refreshments and goodies at the snack bar located in the lobby outside the gym.

      “Lay off those chili dogs, Kowalski!” yelled a wise guy from the bleachers, which elicited some snickers. Kowalski scanned the stands in search of the troublemaker.

      Getting back on script, Kowalski continued, “Uhhh … So, thanks to the AV Club, we have large screen TV monitors located throughout the campus. They will display up-to-the-minute standings throughout the day. You may see news cameras and reporters floating around. Don’t be surprised if someone sticks a microphone in your face and you get asked for a comment or two. You might be on the news tonight. Please refer to the program book for the schedule of events. I want to make you aware of the chess tournament, taking place in Principal Harding’s office. We have six very brainy young men participating in that exciting event. The first athletic event is the mile run. There are seven boys from each team. We will score the top three finishers from each team and add up their places to determine the first, second and third place team. In all events, first place receives ten points, second place seven and third place three points. The next event is the four-by-one-hundred relay, and then we move to the pool events.

      “Are we ready to get the party started?!”

      Hoots! Hollers! Cheers!

      “Alright … Let’s have the young men line up for the mile run.”

      Twenty-one nervous boys ran out to the starting line, bounding up-and-down like pogo sticks to get the blood flowing, all dressed in their red, white or blue attire. Each team created their own unique look on the shirts. Blue painted each team member’s name on the back; Red ironed a menacing demon onto the shirts; and White stenciled a simple “EFFORT” on their back and “TEAMWORK” on the front.

      Coach Kowalski held the starting pistol in the air. “Take your marks …”

      Crack!

      Wild cheers erupted from the crowd: “GO RED!” “GO BLUE!” “GO WHITE!”

      The milers clustered together, nearly tripping over each other for position. About fifty yards into the race, they strung out in a line. Three Red Team members, led by Rick O’Reilly, moved out to the front of the pack. All White Team runners paced themselves near the back.

      After two laps, O’Reilly moved out to a twenty-yard lead. The Red Team had five runners in the top ten. All seven White Team members had moved up to the middle of the pack.

      Three laps down, and the bell rang as O’Reilly moved into the final lap, now twenty-five yards in the lead. His teammates had slowed and were losing steam. Two Blue Team runners moved into second and third position, with three-hundred yards remaining.

      White Team made its move. Five of the seven White Team runners began their kick, and with two-hundred yards left, they were plucking off the runners one by one. O’Reilly tired. He heard the crowd urging on the White Team. O’Reilly glanced over his shoulder and saw five runners just ten yards behind him.

      One-hundred yards to go, and O’Reilly strained to hold the lead. He stumbled at the finish line and dove for the tape … taking third place. White Team took first, second, fourth, fifth and eighth place, easily earning ten points for first place in the event. Rick O’Reilly vomited on the grass infield and shoved his teammates away from him who were simply trying to console him and help him to his feet.

      The TV monitors revealed the results of event number-one:

      Mile Results

      Standings (after one event):

      White:10

      Red:7

      Blue:3

      In the principal’s office, Elmer dismantled his first opponent in three moves, and moved on to round two of the chess tournament. His proud parents stood against the wall in the office, holding a sign that read, “Go Elmer/Go White!”

      Coach Kowalski announced the results of the mile and called the four-by-one-hundred participants to the track.

      The four runners on each team took their places. Doug Maxwell stood in the anchor position, along with the top sprinters of the other teams. His heart was nearly beating through his chest. Doug glanced around the huge crowd and spotted his parents. Bob, dragging his bum leg, was pushing his way toward the finish line to get the best view of his son. Dawn apologized for her husband to the people Bob left in his wake.

      “Take your mark …”

      Crack!

      A red, white and blue blur zoomed down the track, the crowd screaming for their favorites.

      The first hand-offs were clean, and by the third leg of the relay Blue was pulling ahead, followed by Red. White had trouble with the second baton hand-off and trailed badly.

      Doug anxiously awaited the baton. Red had caught up to Blue during the third leg, and it looked like they would fight it out for first and second place. By the time Doug received the final hand-off, he had to make up a good ten yards on the field. Doug turned his back, held out his left hand and started running. As soon as the baton slapped into his palm, Doug exploded. His legs were churning so rapidly he barely felt the track underneath his feet. The crowd gasped in unison, watching Doug Maxwell gain on the Red and Blue team like they were standing still.

      Ten yards to go, and Doug was pulling even with his opponents. Doug Maxwell soared across the finish line and could not stop his momentum until he hit the fence at the end of the track. Mobbed by a slew of White teammates, Doug leaned against the fence to catch his breath. The awe-struck crowd cheered wildly.

      The monitors revealed the thrilling results:

      4X100 Relay:

      White: 45.54 (11.33, 13.10, 11.19, 9.92)

      Red: 45.68 (11.01, 11.48, 12.22, 10.97)

      Blue: 46.07 (11.18, 11.59, 11.99, 11.31)

      White: 10 points

      Red: 7 points

      Blue: 3 points

      Standings:

      White:20 points

      Red: 14 points

      Blue: 6 points

      A murmur spread over the crowd. Comments such as “Who is that kid?”, “Look at his time!”, “Holy shit!” and plenty of astonished head shaking filtered through the attendees. The high school track coaches scouting the event furiously wrote a note into their smart phones: “Douglas Maxwell!”

      The Blue Team made up some ground in the baseball throw event, earning 10 points for first place. After the third event, the standings flashed on the screen: White 23, Red 21, Blue 16.

      The Triple S competition moved over to the indoor pool on the other side of the gym. There was a twenty-minute break while fans and volunteers made their way over to the pool. The crowd swarmed the snack bar during the break in the action.

      Doug gathered his team for the swimming relay and determined the order of the swimmers. Once again, Doug would anchor the White Team. The boys stripped down to their swimsuits and jumped into the water for a few minutes to get their bodies used to the temperature. When Doug climbed back out of the pool, dripping wet, muscles rippling and adorned in his Speedo Jammer racing suit, there was an audible gasp from many female attendees.

      Maxwell stood on the starting block, shaking out his arms and legs. He did not look like a thirteen-year-old boy. He looked like a man. His physique seemed carved in stone. Not yet full-grown, Doug now stood five-eight and weighed one-sixty. His body would stretch and fill out significantly more over the next few years, but his build was already impressive, especially compared with the other middle school boys, many of whom were gangly and awkward.

      Then there was Rick O’Reilly, who stood on the starting block next to Doug, anchoring the Red Team.

      “You’re going down, Maxwell,” O’Reilly grunted, without looking at his foe.

      Doug glanced quickly at O’Reilly, and then he took a deep breath and screamed to his teammate, who was turning for his final lap, “Kick, Simmons, kick!”

      The Red Team held a solid lead. O’Reilly readied himself as his teammate approached the wall. “Have fun eating my dust, Maxwell,” he snipped, just before launching himself into the pool.

      “Come on, Simmons!” Doug screamed.

      Simmons touched the wall eleven seconds after the Red Team, and inches ahead of the Blue Team. Once again, Doug Maxwell had to make up a big deficit if White was going to grab the ten points. This time, he had to catch the boy who grew too early – the boy who was quickly becoming his archenemy – Rick O’Reilly.

      O’Reilly’s swim stroke was beautiful and powerful. He was as fluid in the pool as he was on land. Doug Maxwell was even better.

      An eleven-second head start is massive in a one-hundred-yard swim race. It is nearly an entire twenty-five-yard lap. At the first turn, O’Reilly was still eight seconds ahead of Maxwell, but Doug was moving fast, slicing through the water like a barracuda. At the second turn, Doug closed to within five seconds. The announcer was frantic:

      “White’s anchor leg swimmer, Doug Maxwell, is closing in on Red’s Rick O’Reilly. With two laps to go, it’s Red, White and then Blue … but White is charging!

      “Turning for the final lap, and Red’s lead over White is now just one second! Maxwell’s final turn is strong, and he’s just half a body length behind O’Reilly! Ten yards to go! At the wall … it’s Doug Maxwell, barely out-touching Rick O’Reilly for first place!”

      The crowd erupted: “White! White! White! White!”

      Doug held out his hand to congratulate Rick on a good race. O’Reilly turned his back on Doug, slapped the water and climbed out of the pool.

      Swim Relay:

      White: 4:52.1 (1:20, 1.22, 1.19, :53)

      Red: 4:52.3 (1.16, 1.18, 1.17, 1.05)

      Blue: 5:18.3 (1.21, 1.22, 1.18, 1.17)

      White: 10 points

      Red: 7 points

      Blue: 3 points

      Standings:

      White:33 points

      Red: 28 points

      Blue: 19 points

      The high school swim coaches took note and gossiped to each other: “Who IS this kid?”

      Bob and Dawn beamed with pride. Bob had a look in his eyes that said, “I deserve some credit for this.” Dawn had a look in her eyes that said, “That’s my son!” Dawn could read her husband well, and she could tell what he was thinking.

      “Let’s get a hot dog, babe,” Bob said, with a boastful tone. “The kid’s not up again until the obstacle course.”

      As the couple maneuvered through the crowd to the snack bar, they spotted several reporters chatting with Coach Noodilz. The P.E. coach looked around, found Bob and Dawn amid the masses, and pointed them out to the reporters.

      “Crap, we’ve been identified,” Bob said to Dawn, grabbing her by the elbow and whisking her quickly to the food stand. The news crews pursued, lugging big cameras and equipment.

      “Mr. and Mrs. Maxwell!” yelled the pretty, female reporter, Sue Ohuna from ActionNews. The young go-getter stood in front of Bob and Dawn in the food line, her cameraman and other news teams surrounding them.

      Sue stuck a microphone into Bob’s face. “Are we on?” she asked her cameraman, a scruffy, overweight Hispanic man, with blue jeans two sizes too tight and a three-week growth of stubble.

      “Rolling!” the cameraman replied.

      “We’re trying to just enjoy the games,” Bob quickly commented, before Sue Ohuna could ask her first question. The line was growing behind the Maxwells, and Dawn waved people around them to be polite.

      Sue had that aggressive reporter personality and was intent on getting a comment. “Mr. Maxwell, we are all watching in awe at your son’s performance here today. He has pretty much come out of nowhere.”

      “He’s done very well, thank you,” Bob said, in an understated tone. He did not want any reporters probing about the source of Doug’s incredible skills.

      “He’s done more than well, Mr. Maxwell. Had you any idea he might come here and set record times like we’ve seen today?”

      “Uh … no. Not really.”

      “Is Doug playing on any teams?”

      “He played some Little League when he was eight. He struggled a bit.”

      “And that’s it? No other organized athletics? Where did this speed and athleticism come from?”

      “Well … I played some ball at Neb – “

      Dawn interjected. “We’re just really proud of Douglas. Go White Team!”

      “Okay … thank you for your time, Mr. and Mrs. Maxwell.” Sue Ohuna waved to her cameraman to follow her to the gym for the remaining activities. Several other reporters tried to get comments from Bob and Dawn, but they politely ignored them, saying they were hungry and would like some privacy.

      Sue Ohuna was initially annoyed that she drew the Triple S assignment. The event was a fluff piece that traditionally ran as the final segment on the eleven-p.m. newscast. It was also a long day on a Saturday, when she could have been doing better things. Now Sue could not ignore her reporter instincts. “There’s a bigger story here,” she told herself.

      Next up was water polo. Each team played two games. First team to five goals won the game. The team with the most goals earned the ten points. Water polo – not dodge ball – was typically the most violent event during Triple S. Held in the shallow end of the pool so the participants could stand instead of tread water, there was plenty of scratching, clawing, shoving – and even some crotch grabbing – taking place under the water. School nurses were at poolside to care for the scrapes, bumps and other assorted injuries and bruised egos. The Red Team took first in water polo, followed by White and then Blue.

      After five completed events, it was becoming a two-way contest between White and Red: White 40, Red 38, Blue 22.

      Triple S moved to the gym for the basketball free throws, crab soccer, dodge ball and the thrilling finale, the obstacle course.

      The Blue Team cleaned up in basketball. The squads lined up their ten participants, who each took ten shots. Blue walked away with seventy-two baskets; Red had sixty-six and White made fifty-eight.

      The team scores after basketball: Red 45, White 43, Blue 32.

      Crab soccer was a fun event, where many of the lower-tier athletes could participate. There were ten players per team. The game was akin to soccer, except crawling on your butt. Players had to kick the giant rubber ball into a big net, guarded by a goalie, the only player allowed to use his hands. The ball often bounded into the stands, so guests could interact a bit, throwing the ball back into play toward their favorite team. Team scoring was just like water polo; five goals won, and the team with the most goals after their two games earned ten points.

      Doug had drafted several taller and wider students for this sport, thinking their long legs could outreach their opponents for the giant rubber ball. His strategy worked well. The White Team crawled away with first place in crab soccer.

      The team scores after crab soccer: White 53, Red 48, Blue 39.

      The volunteers were setting up the court for dodge ball, while Rick O’Reilly slipped away from his team, seeking out Doug. While Doug and his team discussed dodge ball strategy, O’Reilly whispered into Doug’s ear, spitting his words as he seethed: “I wish we were both in dodge ball. I’d smash your face with that ball.”

      As O’Reilly pulled away from Doug’s ear, his face had morphed into that of the Wise Old Man. Shocked, Doug let out a small gasp. His face turned pale.

      “What’s wrong, Wrong Way? You look scared,” O’Reilly taunted.

      Doug was dazed. “What’s my destiny?” he asked, confused by O’Reilly’s transformation to Doug’s Shield.

      “What the hell?” O’Reilly snapped, still sounding and looking like the Old Man.

      Doug regained his composure. “Good luck, Rick.”

      “Whatever,” O’Reilly shoved Doug and briskly walked away. Doug Maxwell wanted to crush his opponent. That was not good news for Rick O’Reilly.

      Dre-Nell Johnson witnessed O’Reilly’s ugly antics. He grabbed O’Reilly and pulled him into the locker room.

      Johnson got in Rick’s face, “What’re you doing, O’Reilly?”

      “What? Just some head games, is all.”

      “Bullshit! I don’t expect this from you. You look like a childish bully out there, and everyone can see it.”

      O’Reilly stood, quietly fuming.

      “Remember the speeches, O’Reilly?” Dre-Nell recalled Doug Maxwell’s speech that helped get him elected as White Team captain.

      “What about them?”

      “Leadership, O’Reilly. Leadership. Start showing some.”

      The dodge ball games got underway, with balls flailing through the air. Anyone hitting an opponent with a headshot exited the game, keeping bloody noses to a minimum. Stacked with players who could both throw like Nolan Ryan and catch like Jerry Rice, the Red Team easily came away with the ten points for first place. White took second and Blue third.

      The team scores after eight completed events: White 60, Red 58, Blue 42. Only the obstacle course remained. Blue had no chance of winning the competition but could play spoiler to White or Red with a strong showing.

      Just prior to the start of the obstacle course, shocking news filtered down from the principal’s office. In the chess final, Elmer Harlowe battled in the Triple S version of the famous “Fischer-Spassky” duel, versus the Red Team’s John “Tiny” Wong (his nickname was a joke on the Asian boy’s three-hundred-pound sumo-like girth). Tiny was captain of the school’s “Math-letes” team, and runner up to Elmer the prior year.

      Coach Kowalski grabbed the microphone as the volunteers set up for the obstacle course. “Folks, as you can see, we have quite a close battle for first place, with White holding a tiny two-point advantage. As I speak, the chess tournament is winding down, and the final match is a tense nail-biter between the White and Red teams. Obviously, the results will have a huge impact on the standings. So … We are going to hang out for a few moments before we start the obstacle course until the chess tournament concludes …”

      A near-stampede ensued toward Principal Harding’s office. The room was jammed, and a crush of humanity strained to get a glimpse of the two final combatants.

      Elmer may have entered the tournament overconfident. He eased to victory the prior year and did not practice much leading up to Triple S. Tiny, on the other hand, was laser focused. He was on YouTube nearly every night studying chess videos and training his brain.

      Elmer stared at the board. The crowd’s murmur became deafening. “Can we get some quiet?!” Elmer yelled.

      A “shhhhhhh!” spread through the crowd, and then complete silence.

      Elmer’s sweat beads dripped onto the board. He wiped his forehead with the end of his shirt and adjusted his back brace for a little more comfort. The heat from the crowded room soared from the mass of bodies and tension.

      The players had five minutes for each move. Elmer’s time was nearly done. He touched his knight, and with a deep sigh, moved it to D1. Elmer slowly picked his fingers off the piece and hit his timer.

      Tiny Wong sat up, cracked his knuckles and smiled, exposing a mouthful of tin.

      “Check … mate,” Tiny whispered, sliding rook to E1.

      The crowd erupted! The chess king was dethroned.

      Elmer sat, motionless, staring at the board. “The Brisbane Bombshell – Karpov versus Gasparov.”

      “Nineteen-eighty-five,” Tiny replied.

      Elmer held out his hand to Tiny and nodded. “You got me.”

      Tiny shook Elmer’s hand and smiled.

      The team scores after nine completed events: Red 68, White 67, Blue 45.

      Only the serious athletes competed in the obstacle course. The course started with the thirty-foot rope climb … scale the ten-foot wall … throw three footballs through a tire … leap over an eight-foot sand pit … do twenty push-ups … race outside to the track, run one lap … race inside to the finish line. Over the years, many a participant killed his team’s chances by missing the football target for fifteen or twenty attempts, or struggling with the pushups, or completely running out of gas around the track.

      There were ten boys per team, lined up facing the ropes. At the end of the lines, Rick O’Reilly stood next to Doug Maxwell.

      Rick sneered at Doug, “I want to bash you in the face right now.”

      Tank Toomer, the Blue Team captain, who was anchor for his squad, overheard O’Reilly, “What the hell, Rick?”

      O’Reilly snapped his head toward Toomer, “It doesn’t concern you, Tank.”

      “We’re cool, Tank,” Doug said quietly, but his eyes were glowing red. There was a fire coursing through Maxwell’s veins.

      “Yeah, you cool, Doug. You’re ice cold.” Tank could see Doug was ready to explode. “O’Reilly – you’re one serious fool, igniting this dude’s temper.”

      Coach Kowalski blew his whistle to alert the teams, and he held his starting pistol in the air. “Teams ready! Seeeeettttt!”

      Crack!

      All three squads were virtually dead even as Tank, Rick and Doug held out their palm for the final hand-off.

      Doug blasted up and down the rope in less than five seconds … he nearly hurdled the ten-foot wall … he tossed three straight footballs through the tires … he effortlessly skipped over the sand pit … he contemplated showing off with one-arm pushups, but opted for twenty quick standard pushups. Doug was out to the track before Rick and Tank had even started their pushups.

      Almost all the spectators went wild, holding out their phones to film and take photos of Doug soaring through the challenging course – except for Bob and Dawn. Doug’s parents sat quietly, chills running through them, goose bumps covering their arms. Tears rolled down Dawn’s cheeks. Bob could only stare in awe. Bob reached down and tenderly held his wife’s hand, quietly celebrating their connection that gave life to Douglas Maxwell.

      A throng ran outside the gym to watch Doug sprint around the track.

      Overhead, a dark thundercloud loomed. Doug began to feel its presence midway around the track. He tried to fight the anger that was building inside.

      The crowd that had run outside to follow Doug blocked the path for O’Reilly and Toomer, who tried to weave through them.

      “Everyone, please step back!” Coach Kowalski announced.

      The storm cloud crackled with a flash of lightning, followed a second later by rolling thunder. The Storm had not only mutated Doug into a physical wonder, but it also enflamed a demon – the one that Dawn had feared might pass from abusive father to his son.

      Doug felt the darkness build. He fought the feeling as he neared the finish line. The adoring fans held out their hands to the middle school phenom, trying to get a high five or pat Doug on the back as he passed. Doug swatted the hands away and ignored the adulation.

      Tank was still half-way around the track when Doug broke the tape. O’Reilly quit before he even reached the track, covered his face to mask his tears and walked home in shame.

      The storm moved through quickly, taking with it the rage that briefly inhabited Doug.

      Doug Maxwell was an instant Brownville, Nebraska legend, and he was still just in seventh grade.

      Final team scores: White 77, Red 71, Blue 55.

      

      Bob and Dawn took Doug to the local diner to celebrate. Doug wolfed down two bacon burgers, orders of onion rings and fries and two chocolate shakes.

      On the car ride back home, Doug stared out his backseat window. Bob caught a glimpse of his son in the rearview mirror. It looked as if Doug was communicating with someone invisible to Bob and Dawn. He was.

      Doug’s head leaned in toward the window so he could make out the comments from the Wise Old Man. Bob frequently checked his mirror, wondering what was going through Doug’s head.

      “Your skills are already impressive, Douglas,” the Wise Old Man counseled. “And you are making enemies … You must keep your inner demons at bay … You will continue to face challenges … You will be presented with several tests over time. In order to attain greatness, you must pass these tests.”

      Bob noticed Doug nodding to the car window. “You got voices in your head or something, Doug?”

      Bob startled Doug, who whipped his head forward. “What, Dad?”

      “It’s like you’re talking with someone back there.”

      “Oh … ha! Just replaying Triple S in my mind.”

      Bob nodded, “You did alright.” Dawn patted Bob’s leg in agreement.
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