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The “Co-Writer” Reflects

 

With exception of some few unknown secrets hidden inside Elvito Corleone’s own brilliant mind, this entire book is based on fiction and fictional characters only. However, the author’s pooch claims that the reader may come to a different conclusion after a careful study of Michael’s barking shipmate’s heroic actions. Furthermore, Elvito wants to point out the amazingly stunning similarities between the marvelous performances by the pooch featured in the book and the daily inspiring behavior of said author’s own Dog Corleone in his very back yard.
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The Chase

 

 

“Don’t end it with the beginning—get going girl—run!” Michael shouted. It was hard to hear her on the phone. His shipmate barked. Seagulls everywhere. They were holding his boat hostage. Gee Gull. What a noise. “Why are they blaming Alexander Graham Bell for the mess we’re in?” Michael asked.

“What? Bell?”

“He made the phone happen, didn’t he?”

“Oh yeah, the call. Last thing they yelled at me before I steamed out of the house. They claimed we wouldn’t be in this mess if The Operator never had called in the first place.”

“Did you believe that?”

“No. They started it all themselves.” She stopped and rested for a second, breathing heavy. Her hair and her clothes were in a mess. She had run faster than her pursuers, but now the running had finally started to catch up with her. “Michael, no way in the world I can make it up this rock wall. There’s a 30-foot tall cliff in front of me with no options around it. What should I do?”

“You don’t have a choice. Start climbing with your mind and the rest of the body will follow suit.” Michael said, “I’m sending in a bird to stop ’em.”

“I can hear the men—they’re coming closer—oh, no—they’ve got the dogs with them–ooh, I hate those Dobermans. Michael—please—help me out of here!”

“Let’s cut to the chase here, and get with it!”

“OK, funny man. I’m climbing.” She connected her phone to her ear to free her hands and started upward. “I’m afraid of heights—I can’t seem to get a foothold.”

“Look for cracks in the wall and up you go. You don’t have a choice. The Gipper is already set in full motion.”

“The Gipper? What’s that?”

“It’s a very nasty spanking tool for bad boys—don’t have time to get into it right now—are you moving on up?” Michael was getting anxious. Would the chopper make it? He could hear through the phone how she struggled with the climb.

“I’m doing the best…Oh…OK, there…. Found some cracks and got a foothold. Michael, I can see the helicopter now—it’s right above me—Good grief, they’re shooting at it!” She was getting closer to the top of the cliff. Her hand was reaching up and grabbing on to a root sticking out from the rock wall. “Oh, no! They’ve shot the bird! It’s going down.”

“Keep climbing—up you go!” Michael was running out of options, but he didn’t want her to know. Suddenly, he felt completely hopeless. He felt like he was right back at Alfredo’s again. It was exactly 2 years ago today. And now? Was his plan going to fail? Could she make it to the top? Or, was he fixing to lose her as well? Could he get the other bird in on time?

Ra-ta-ta-ta-taaa. A machine gun started spraying bullets across the rock wall right above her head.

“Michael! They’re shooting at me!” She was getting desperate. One of the bullets cut the root she was holding onto—right above her hand. It started stretching—more and more—until it slowly split in two—she’d lost her grip. “M-i-c-h-a-e-l!” Her hand was desperately trying to find something else to hold on to. Then her foot slipped and she lost her balance. She started falling backward.

 

Falling.

 

Falling.

 

Into darkness…


 

 

1 Washington D.C.

 

 

“Listen. Please. Hey—sweet lady up front there—getting nowhere in your Roadster. Yes. I mean you with the red scarf and the bright sweater. Why fluffing your dark hair and testing your ignition key when it’s time to move on!” Michael cried out from behind his steering wheel. Because he was all by himself and the windows were safely shut, nobody could really hear him. The car was allowing his constitutional thoughts to surface.

“It’s time to stand up for the people and march forward. It’s time for change,” he continued. “Let’s bring hope to the traffic flow. Step on the gas pedal and respect the law, ‘Thou Shalt Never Stall Thy Car in D.C. Rush Hour.’ Lady in the Z, can you hear me? Hesitation is not allowed. Join the movement. We, The People, Demand Separation of Stalled and Driving Cars Now. Roll on.”

Should he get out of his car and help the girl? Nei. Didn’t look like she’d appreciate manly influence at this moment of her life. When the scarf driver occasionally turned her head around looking at the cars stuck behind her, her facial expressions beamed self-reliance and power. She was a lady of her own. And right now she owned the street.

“Oh, beautiful one,” he carried on to his windshield, “don’t worry about us not getting anywhere. Like the fact my entire family is sitting there—at Alfredo’s restaurant—only three blocks away—waiting for me. Wondering. Where is he? What is he doing? Why is he not here with us?” Michael tossed his arms up in the air.

“Don’t worry about me not being able to visit with Mary Ann’s parents having flown in from Pittsburgh to celebrate their wedding anniversary and me wanting to be the impressive son-in-law and be there on time. I’m always on time. Did I mention time? Lady, up front there, time is ticking—ticking—TICKING.” He looked at his watch.

“Do we have to turn to Norwegian driving methods here? Like they drive back there in Trondheim, in the Old Country. Where they drive on the sidewalk.” He was scouting for passage opportunities.

“Bet you’re not much concerned about me having zero chance to spend time with my wife’s sister and brother and spouses and all their kids. They flew in from far away to be here with us and I am part of us. Lady, you keep me apart from us. I mean them. But, I understand. You’ve got your ignition key to worry about.”

 

Michael tried to apply some of Preacher Osteen’s approach to gentle himself with. Even better, this could turn out to be the perfect Jiddu Krishnamurti test-of-patience moment. Nei. Enough of that rhetoric. Why not seize the music by its roots. Why not let it all out. Yes. It was time for I. T. Slammer to boom his, “I’ve Got No Patience, Man” through the healing of the speakers. The CD operator felt better. For a moment or two.

 

“Roadster Girl, did I mention that my identical twin brother, Jeff, and my mom and dad are waiting for me too? They are at the Alfredo’s right now. Did I say waiting? You know my mom, Judy? She’s a senator here in The City of The Law. I could call her and let her get the IRS to do you a really bad audit. Did that scare you? Do you have a troubled past? Have you messed with the wrong side of the law? What about your family? Have you been mingling with the wrong crowd?” Michael was getting anxious. He was losing the clock.

“I am not cussing or anything. No. Quit doing that. Mary Ann said I would do much better without those words. And she is right. Of course. She is always right. Yeah. But she is precious though. She is the love of my life. And she gave me two sweet babies. I know, cussing is a bad thing. Hmmm. Yeah.” Michael was thinking that maybe he should try some handy Norwegian words he knew. Nobody’s feelings would be hurt then.

“Hey, red scarf girl, it’s getting colder—you shouldn’t have your top down. It may snow any minute now. Have you called for help? Speaking of help, I am going to need help too. Mary Ann is calling me on the celler. Help! What should I tell her?”

Michael picked up the phone. “Traffic Operations Headquarter at your service,” he answered.

“You silly rascal, where are you?” his wife asked.

“Right around the corner,” Michael replied. “We’re stuck and we’re still and we’re standing, but we should be moving on soon.” He always tried to put on a positive spin when he was reporting on the struggles of the moment. Most appropriate he thought. After all, this city was indeed the vanguard of spin.

“A creative construction crew is blocking the left lane traffic flow. To give us an opportunity to admire their work thoroughly, the other lane is held hostage by a certain beauty and her BMW,” he continued.

“Beauty? Are you sure you are not the one holding the beauty hostage?” Mary Ann asked. She knew how adorable he could be when approaching the tender dame.

“No,” he replied, “I am completely innocent. At this very moment I am only holding onto your Volvo’s wheel. Plus, there is an entire Lexus between the lady in the Z and myself,” Michael continued, “and in the backseat of said Lexus sits a boy smiling at me while holding his Nintendo up high.”

Michael always tried to insert appropriate law lingo when addressing his beautiful attorney wife. She was not the typical approach-the-bench-and-prepare-thyself-to-be-judged kind of lawyer. Corporate contract negotiations were her specialty and she loved to ask questions.

“What is the Z?” Mary Ann asked.

“The Z4, that is,” he replied.

“Oh. Good thing The Colonel is still occupied with his little business meeting. It gives you some extra minutes to get here.”

“Where’s his meeting?” Michael had tried many times, but never really succeeded in getting a clear answer why Mary Ann always preferred to call her dad, “The Colonel.” She loved her dad. She showed him respect. Mr. O’Connell was not a retired military officer or an honorary appointee.

“They’re meeting right here at the restaurant. He’ll be done soon. Any thoughts on when you’ll escape the hostage situation?” She asked.

“There is no sign of engine life upfront. No smoke. No fire. Not even a tiny little spark. Hold it! Hold it! HOLD IT!” Michael shouted. “The Lady with the scarf is getting out of her vehicle,” he reported on. “She is talking mean to her phone. It looks like she’s got the German plant manager on the line. Let me roll down the window and listen in. Yes, I think I can clearly hear her saying: Können Sie hier quickly kommen und dieses fargenden deutschen Vehichlen right away zu gefixen??”

 

“Oh, you’re kidding,” Mary Ann laughed. “She didn’t say that.”

“All right, all right,” Michael carried on.

“Daddy is doing the all right thing,” said Mary Ann. She smiled and turned to 7-year-old Madison sitting next to her at the table. “He’s being silly.”

“Is he training the reindeer for Santa’s sled?” asked the proud daughter with Christmas in her eyes. She loved it when her daddy quoted his favorite line from the original Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer movie.

“No, I don’t think so,” answered Mary Ann, “but you never know, Christmas is not far away.”

“Tell dad if he sees Santa that I really need a new computer really bad,” Zach added to the conversation. He had leaned close to mom’s phone from the other side. The young man was nine and already feeling the challenge of the PC rattling his bones.

“All right, I heard that,” said Michael, “I’ll text message Santa, but I’m hoping I don’t have to camp out here in this vast asphalt land for another week ’til Christmas Eve.”

“Don’t forget to mention to Mr. Clause that my arms are ready to hold a beautiful doll from Ashton-Drake,” added Madison from the background. She always knew exactly what she wanted.

 

“Your dad wants to know if you’ve got the satellite up and running today,” Mary Ann asked Michael. Daddy John, the professor of all professors, the scientist of all scientists, the inventor of all inventors, loved to visit with Michael about his work. In many ways John was like the challenged dad in the movie, Cats & Dogs. But he was a little bit more on the reservation than off. John was a technical genius. He was very much involved with the different Pentagon bunker projects. It always was fun to talk tech with dad.

“Let me get him on the phone,” said Michael.

“Son, what do we know?” John asked.

“Well, we were successful in restoring all the links between the you-know-what and the you-know-where,” said Michael. They could not really address these projects in detail over cellular air because of the military consequences of such conservations. Somebody unlicensed might be listening. Somebody from the other side. Michael continued, “The good news is, we can now control it all with just one call. Using the right phone, of course.”

“Have you put your hands on such a phone?” John wanted to know.

“Not telling,” his son responded, “but I might be able to show you later on.”

“See you soon, son.” John handed the phone back to Mary Ann.

“Can I talk to my daddy?” Madison asked. Her mom passed the phone on to her.

“Daddy, can you see any reindeer training now?”

“I wish.” Michael looked up to the sky. “Maybe they could come down right at this moment and pull the stalled car out of the street. Then I’d hurry and hurry to the restaurant and kiss you and give you a hug and love on you. Problem is, it’s not snowing and I don’t think Santa’s sled is even close.”

 

“I love you, daddy.” Madison gave the phone back to her mom.

“Should I order anything for you or should I wait?” asked Mary Ann.

“Let us give that some deep thought. Hmmm.” Michael started pulling on his pretend beard. Tracing the jaw line with his pointing finger and thumb, just like his father always did when he was thinking. This was definitely a moment of reflection.

“This is the hour to love and this is the hour to live,” he started poetizing.

She loved it when Michael got potetic as he called it. His operating philosophy, as established by the avant-garde author/philosopher Sk. Ron Ten.

It was all those little philosophizing details about Michael that had made her fall for him in the first place. He was just special and precious and she loved him so. There was something solid about him under all the thrill and joy. He was the rock that made her complete. But he was tender and soft and warm at the very same time. He was her m & m. Her manly man. The ultimate modern manly man who’d take her all the way to the stars. He was her soul traveler companion.

 

“Hey!” Michael suddenly interrupted himself. “Things are happening here.”

Mary Ann could hear excitement in his voice now. “What’s going on?” She wondered.

“I see some people walking toward the parked car next to the BMW. Looks like they will be able to pull out in front of the lady with the scarf. Hurray!”

“Are you moving?” asked Mary Ann.

“No, not right now, but soon.” He responded. “They’re going to. I think. Yes! Hot dog and cold banana ice cream! They did it!”

“Praise the Lord!” shouted Mary Ann. “Are you moving now?”

“Patience, my dear.” He replied. “The Lexus needs to go first and they just started moving. The boy in the back seat is waving triumphantly. Things are going forward. They made it through! Yippee Kia Mega Yo!” He shouted his favorite movie line with that little personal G-rated touch that Mary Ann loved to hear. She used to be very active in her sorority days.

“I better ask the lady in the Z if she’d require some tech support.” Michael was all happy hour and smiles now and pulled the Volvo slowly up next to the Z4.

“Do you need anything?” He asked the frustrated owner.

“No, but thanks for asking,” she answered. “The wrecker is on its way and this will be the end of my German love affair,” she continued with a determined expression on her face.

He saluted her Air Force style and took off into the night.

 

“Honey, I’m on my way and you may order my favorite,” he sang to his beautiful one on the phone. “I will see you soon.”

“Hey, sweetie, that is great news indeed,” said Mary Ann. “By the way, we have some really exciting news from here as well,” she continued. “Can you guess who surprised us by joining in on the celebration here at Alfredo’s?”

“Elvis?” Michael wondered.

“No, silly one.” She laughed. “Grandma and Grandpa Perkey. They were on their way to Florida to spend Christmas with some friends and decided to do the D.C. detour and join us.”

Michael knew how important this was for her. Mary Ann’s maternal grandparents were the only ones still alive. On his side of the family, great-uncle Hershel had been the one living the longest. However, he passed away just a few weeks ago. Michael and Jeff had spent many a summer on the adventurous farm down in Alabama. Jeff often spoke of the great bachelor uncle as being a major inspiration of genius and inventive cleverness.

 

“We should only have a few red lights left. It’s time to put up the signs and balloons and start dancing the dance. I’m on my way, honey bun.”

“Let us hang up then.” Mary Ann said.

“Love you, baby.” He closed.

“Love you too, sweetie.” She kissed through the phone.

“We love you too!” shouted the whole gang at the table as they rose to the occasion.

He had to chuckle to himself over his family. They were a special bunch and he was so lucky to have them in his life. They had built many memories together through the years. Precious memories. Not that everyone was the easiest to get along with. No, not at all.

There were always challenges to challenge oneself with. For example Mary Ann’s dad, Mr. O’Connell, had always been kind of a mystery to Michael. Maybe that’s why she always called him The Colonel. He never talked much about his business, but he loved to talk football and smoke the cigar. The Pittsburgh Steelers was his team. They were the best and that was it. You’d better agree with him on that or he’d take you down to the field and show you.

Another thing The Colonel loved to talk about all night long was the different types of advanced equipment Michael and Jeff were working on. One thing Mr. O’Connell had a lot of was style and people skills. He could make the world turn on just one phone call. He truly had the gift when it came to getting people to do what he needed done. Michael had learned a lot by just watching his father-in-law talking on the phone. Mr. O’Connell owned the word respect. He loved to “grill” everybody working for him and get them shaking when he uttered these magical words: “What can you do for me today?” Michael was indeed looking forward to seeing the old stooge again.

 

The traffic was flowing really well now and Michael was about to catch up with the Lexus again. It looked like they were heading in the same direction. Maybe the Lexus folks had a family reunion as well.

“No, NOO, NOOO!” He couldn’t believe his own eyes. “What in the world is happening to me today?” Michael was addressing his windshield once again.

Right when he was about to close in on the Lexus, he had to hit the brakes again.

Two contenders of the homeless kind were bringing their carts across the street. The Lexus barely managed to slip by and that was it.

The cart pushers then stopped in the middle of the street and started arguing. They were throwing their “treasures” at each other. A big truck was parked in the other lane, blocking all options.

“Man.” Michael shook his head. “I don’t believe this.”

It reminded him of the opening scenes from the opera “Tor” he once saw in Oslo, Norway. Good thing O’Connell had that meeting going overtime. Here he was, busy going nowhere—again. It was late. It was cold. It was dark.

 

It was the day before the day after.


 

 

2 At Alfredo’s

 

 

“Hallelujah! Praise the Lord! Sweet Jesus! Church bells are ringing!” Michael shouted with a lifted voice. The homeless took off chasing each other down the alley.

“It’s about time! The road is once again mine,” he declared with thrill and victory in his heart. He resumed driving. Life was picking up speed again.

A few bewildered snowflakes had started their dance on his windshield and he turned the radio on to further celebrate the joyful mood. “Spending Christmas with You” by Enn Jay was playing through the speakers. The song filled him with peace and joy in his heart and it immediately took him traveling all the way back to their first Christmas together. Mary Ann was only three months pregnant with Zach, their firstborn, and they had just moved into their first house. Everything was cozy and warm and the world belonged to them. They had decorated their new home together and it was so beautiful.

Earlier that same year, during their summer visit at Disney World, they had picked out their first Christmas tree ornament. Donald and Daisy Duck. Well, Donald was really his hero and Mary Ann went along with it because Michael was so precious when he talked about his super duck. He had sold her on the idea that this Donald figurine was smiling and happy looking just like he was. Who could resent a marvelous argument like that? She loved to be his Daisy and she loved her Donald Duck advocate.

 

Michael’s phone rang. It was Madison.

“I just wanted to tell my daddy I love him,” she said. Her voice was soft.

“You are so sweet and I love you too,” Michael said. “I’ll be there soon and I’ll kiss and hug on you and hold you close.”

“Bye, my daddy,” she said and then hung up the phone. Hmmm. He was reflecting over the call. Madison was such a beautiful soul. A true copy of her mom.

 

Michael was getting closer to Alfredo’s now and had already started scouting for parking space. The snow was getting thicker but was not really winterish yet. It was still fluffy.

“Well, look who is here,” he mumbled to himself spotting the silver Lexus. Obviously, they had chosen the same place for dinner. Or, as Madison would have put it, “they’re going dinnering with us.”

 

“The moment is mine to behold,” cheered Michael. It was a truly joyous momentous triggered by a Mercury from Texas parked right behind the Lexus. Upon a wish come true, it fired up its blinkers and headlights. To celebrate further, it pulled immediately out of the parking lot, and started off down the street into the snowy Christmas.

“Yes, I’m the lucky one tonight. Hurray!” Michael boasted on.

It would not be too far to walk up to the restaurant from here. Just a little more than half a block. Things were looking up again. He had arrived and it was time to party.

 

Time for a quick make-up check. The hair looked extra curly today. Not so blond as it used to be. The red tie put an extra sparkle in his blue eyes. Better straighten it. O’Connell was always particular with the tie. Keep it straight and at the correct length. Not too short. Not too long. Just right. The Colonel might not be too impressed with Michael’s red shirt. Probably wouldn’t like the festive red-on-red Christmas look. But Mary Ann had approved and that was what really counted. And it looked great with his black pants. The black Skechers shone on his feet. He was ready.

 

He reached over to the backseat and picked up the flowers he’d bought earlier to impress Mary Ann’s mom. Ladies get all mushy and cuddly when guys bring a little bouquet or two. The more flowers the more mush. Michael was not really planning on tender points from the anniversary celebrating mom-in-law. No. He was counting on complimentary mush credit from her daughter instead. Love points to be collected later by the fireplace after the kids were all tucked in. This was when he would make his move and claim victory. He, the sole conqueror of her beautiful love. With these inspiring thoughts, Michael then stepped out of the vehicle with a lifted spirit. Put his black suede leather jacket and cap on. Always a cap. After all, he was Norwegian.

Oooops! He nearly forgot about the single roses. One for each of the other ladies in the party. Only a fool would forget about them and Michael was no fool. In fact, he was so clever he had brought one extra rose. Just in case he had miscounted the lady impact. Perfect for Grandma Perky. Cool beans, as great-uncle Hershel would have said.

 

His car door slammed shut. The snow had stopped falling. It suddenly got very quiet and eerie. It was like the clock had stopped. The pendulum was hanging still. The moment was on hold. That is when he first saw the little white dove. It was looking at him from the windowsill on the building next to his car. This was not the typical streets-of-the-city type feral Rock Pigeon. Somehow it looked like it had come from a different universe. Its purity matched the fresh snow and gave the moment a most solemn touch. The beautiful intercessor tilted its head slightly and just looked at him. Not afraid. Not in a hurry. Not restless. Didn’t look worried at all. It was just there. Visiting.

 

For a second or two they communicated without communication. Except for the eye contact. Eye contact? Hold it for just a minute here. Was the dove trying to hypnotize him? Was this another D.C. obstruction? Was the little wing whipper messing with him? It was amazing how many delays he had encountered this evening. Cars stalling, homeless crossing, and now, bird watching. What’s next?

 

Michael found himself standing there staring fascinated at this proud member of the family Columbidae while he was searching his pockets for the keys.

“Uff.” He uttered one of his favorite Norwegian words. He’d studied many advanced expressions while staying at Miss Diddi’s Bed & Breakfast back in the old land. He had traveled a lot back in his youthful past and learned an enormous amount of dynamic language from both the Norskes and the Danskes as well as the Svenskes, not to mention the Finnskes—words to give him comfort and to build him strong in moments of distress. Now, where in the world did he put his car keys again? He laid the bouquet and the roses on the top of the car to get access to all of his pockets.

“De va då asjelikt….” More brave Nordic talk was needed as the search went on. After all, he was indeed the last Viking. His dad’s pipe-smoking great grandfather had entered Ellis Island back in the day when the United States was young and politically untouched.

“Hey, did you steal my key?” Michael asked the little dove. As soon as he had said the words, he realized he’d stepped right into it. How dare he accuse an innocent little white dove like this of stealing? This insult was just too much for the bird to handle. It turned its head away from him with the saddest bow. The visit was over. Without ever looking back at him again, the pigeon stretched its wings and took off into the mist of the city. Not even a goodbye. Michael was left a fallen knight.

 

The snow turned slowly into rain.

 

Michael was guilty as charged. It truly was a Donald Duck moment. He didn’t really mean to stir up emotions there with the visiting dove. It just happened. Maybe one day he could make up for it?

Well. Anyway. It was time for survival of the self-forgiven. How could a little keychain disappear like that when he’d just had it in his hand only a short second ago? Michael was getting later and later by the minute.

Was he getting in trouble with the Mrs.? Was a move to the doghouse next on the list? Was she keeping an eye on him through the windows from way over there at Alfredo’s? Was she getting ready to dial his number?

 

Suddenly, the doors of the restaurant flew doublewide open and a boy came running toward him. He looked kind of familiar. Oh, yeah, it was the kid from the Lexus.

“Hey, what’s up?” Michael asked the young man jogging.

“I forgot my Game Boy in the car,” he responded with anxious breath.

“You’re the guy in front of me at our little hold up back there, aren’t you?”

“Yes Sir.” The boy answered very politely.

“Do your parents know you’re running ’round out here?”

“Yes,” replied the bright one. “My dad is watching.” He pointed toward the restaurant.

“Cool, what’s your name?” Michael asked.

“Ben.” The kid had such a sharp touch to his appearance and personality. He could have been no more than 10 or 11, but he had style and he looked skilled. He must have been raised well. His clothing had European written all over it. Curly, and very expensive looking dark hair. Somehow he acted like a grownup in his demeanor. There was adventure in his moves and his eyes were sparkling with energy. An inventor? A potential traveler through the greatness of the mind?

“The Benjamin Franklin?” tried Michael. He felt much better now since he finally had found his car key. Everything was locked up and he was ready to go inside.

“No!” The kid looked at him with dismay written all over his face.

“It’s Benjamin Highland,” he continued. “Say, what’s your name?” Ben asked, walking closer to the Volvo.

“My name is….” Michael was suddenly interrupted. A big cargo van came swooshing by splashing wet snow all over the place. Then, one more vehicle sped by followed by a third one. The three white cargo transporters lined up facing the restaurant’s big windows, but they stopped all the way on the opposite side of the street. For a little while they were just parked there and nobody came out. It was kind of weird. Nothing was going on. No traffic. No people. Just Michael and Ben watching from a distance. But the vans’ engines were still spewing smoke out the exhaust pipes.

Like on a timed signal, each of the three cargo vans’ side door abruptly flew open and BOOM! BOOM! BOOM! Three rockets were flying toward Alfredo’s. In a split second everything was slow motion and fast forward all at the same time. Michael felt a piercing pain similar to the paralyzing weight of a million ton rock laid down heavy onto his heart. His tearing eyes followed the rockets smashing through the windows of the restaurant. Three rockets. Three windows. Three vans already with their side doors shut again.

“Get down!” He shouted and pulled Ben down with him behind the Volvo. The explosion that followed made his heart stumble and fall….

Then, come to think of it, there should have been a larger impact taking into account the big three-van setup. He caught himself thinking maybe the damage wouldn’t be that bad. Would there a slight chance Mary Ann and his family had survived?

The perpetrators apparently were not going to give him much time to dwell on hope. The obnoxious sound of the three side doors flying full speed open recurred. Another round of rockets flew toward the Alfredo’s. Then, the vans started pulling out.

 

This time nothing happened. Not a sound. No explosion at all. Nothing. Was somebody messing with his mind? Was this a dream? Michael’s heart was beating full speed now. Could he hear Madison crying? Or was it Zach?

His mind got busy playing fast-forwarding frantic images of Madison and Zach reaching for him. It immediately took him right back to when their summer cottage in West Virginia started burning three years ago. The fire alarm had woken the kids up in the middle of the night. Fire in the kitchen and living room was at full blast. The little ones had come screaming into Michael and Mary Ann’s bedroom with hands reaching for comfort. They managed to escape out through the window in the back, and it all went well with a just a few bruises.

 

Michael propelled right back to reality by somebody tugging on his right arm.

“Do you smell gas?” Ben asked.

“Hold da keft, mann!” Michael shouted. The ground shook and a tremendous explosion sent a shower of broken glass and debris thundering all over the street.

“What? What were you saying?” Ben cried.

“Get down!” Michael yelled.

It sounded like the entire restaurant building was being chopped up into tiny little pieces and spewed out all over the neighborhood. The flowers he had put on top of the Volvo flew straight to infinity and beyond.

Together, they quickly fell flat to the ground. Michael peeked out from the side of the back wheel of his car. He observed that many of the pieces falling made obvious dents on the last of the white cargo vans fleeing the scene. He had tried to read the license plates, but they were too far away and it was too dark. He couldn’t even get an idea of what make the vans were. To be quite honest, he couldn’t care less about the vehicles right now.

“What’s going on?” screamed Ben, crawling closer. He was just back to being a kid now with eyes running scared. His breathing was heavy and uncontrolled. He was sobbing and obviously hurting, but it was the inside kind of hurt.

Michael saw that Ben was talking to him, but there was no sound coming at him. It was like he was watching a silent movie. Was he really here? Was this real?

One thing for sure, Ben was real. He reached out and touched his shoulder. Ben kept on staring at him wanting an answer. “Did you say something?” Michael asked.

“What in the world is going on,” yelled Ben. “Are the terrorists attacking us?”

“I have no clue,” said Michael, “but whatever it was and for whatever reason, this is not looking good,” he continued with a broken voice. Their bodies were shaking. He put his arm around Ben and pulled him in close.

It was cold. It was dark. It was so quiet. It was entirely hopeless. Nobody could have survived this devastating blast. He sighed long and hard.

 

It was the end and it was the beginning.


 

 

3 Aftermath

 

 

The piercing sound of sirens brought Michael right back to the brutal reality of the moment. Though his heart was drowning in an ocean of pain, he realized he’d better wake up and smell the coffee. It was time to shake this paralyzing hurt off and get with it. Military discipline was needed here and it was needed now. “Seize the pain and throw it out the window,” as great-uncle Hershel would have said. Michael had to be strong for Ben and also for himself. They could not hide behind the Volvo for the rest of their lives.

“OK.” He took a deep manly dimensional breath, looked at Ben and said:

“I think it’s pretty safe to stand up now.”

Blinking lights were coming toward the restaurant from all directions. Fire trucks. Police cars. Ambulances. Task-force units. Obviously, someone had called it in. Could there be survivors? Could there still be hope? Or, was the call coming from one of the neighboring buildings?

People were slowly starting to get out on the street. The buildings on each side of Alfredo’s had received major damage as well. Walls could collapse any minute now. Right across from the restaurant, from where the terrorizing vans had carried out the deed, many windows were blasted asunder. A big piece of glass was still hanging dangling in the wind up there on the third floor.

“Uffda,” said Michael. He pointed out the pendulous danger for Ben. “That thing could come down on somebody’s neck any minute.” He continued.

“Not on my neck,” responded Ben, “I’m staying right here.”

 

The rescue crew was getting busy putting up a yellow “DO NOT CROSS” tape barrier to close off the area. Ben and Michael, with their hearts struggling between hope and despair, watched the crew getting ready to check out the bomb site. It truly was a moment expanding with emotional compression. At least this is how Doctor Papala, Michael’s college professor in psychology, would have put it.

Ben had already seen enough movies to understand what big explosions can do. Michael had experienced it first hand in Afghanistan. He never did the battle scenes himself as a soldier, but he was a very handy man with remote-controlled rockets and explosives and other gadgets. This moment in the snow had brought the Middle East right back to D.C. Were Binny and the Boys behind this?

 

A cab pulled up next to them and a young lady stepped out. It was the girl from the BMW. At first, she was just standing there. Looking reluctantly with eyes not wanting to see what she was seeing.

“What happened…?” She tried anxiously. Her breathing was more and more getting into missing the beat all together. Her hands started to articulate her inner feelings with some spontaneous, rhythmic and uncontrollable kind of nervous gestures. It was obvious she was shaken and stirred and she didn’t look like she really wanted to hear the answer.

“Good grief!” Shouted the taxi driver getting out. “Terrorists?” He wanted to know.

“Have no clue,” responded Michael, “it looked pretty organized. Three big white vans lined up on this side of the street,” he pointed, “and they fired rockets into the restaurant,” he continued.

“Is…? Is that…?? Oh, no… NO, IT CAN’T BE?! Is that pile of rubble all that is left of Alfredo’s???” The lady from the Z4 stuttered with disbelief in her voice. Her breath was getting more desperate.

“Yes, and my mom and dad were in there when it happened,” cried Ben, wiping off the tears flowing down his cheeks. He really had planned to act manly like Michael, but it all fell apart when the girl started losing it.

“My God! Hunter!” Shouted the girl and put her hand to her chest. The color of her face started to fade. The brutal reality of the moment was coming toward her at full speed.

“You knew someone in the restaurant?” Michael asked.

“Yes, my fiancée” she cried out, “Hunter was in town for the evening, and we were going to plan our wedding… Oh, my!” She burst into uncontrollable tears.

“Maybe he was not in there.” Ben tried to be the brave man of hope.

“I wish,” She sobbed while searching her pocket book for a napkin. “But he was already at Alfredo’s when I spoke to him over the phone from the car. He helped me get a wrecker and everything. Oh dear, what is this world coming too! Why did this happen?”

Ben felt she needed strength at this critical time in her life and rose to the occasion. He stepped forward and offered her comfort.

“My name is Ben,” he said, hugging her. They put their arms around each other watching the crew working the scene of the crime.

“I’m Chase,” she replied and kissed Ben on his head. “Thank you, for being my friend and comforter.”

Michael thought it was a good thing for Ben to be busy with her right now, better let them carry on without interrupting.

“Looks like all the drive-by media are stuck on the other side of the fenced-in area,” said the taxi driver.

“Good for us,” added Michael. “They have a lot of people standing over there ready to help them with their stories. Hopefully, they’ll leave us alone.”

He was getting ready to introduce himself to Chase, when an official approached them.

“I’m Special Investigator John Clapton, from the D.C. Task Force,” he started.

“Have you found any survivors?” interrupted Chase.

“Sorry, it’s not looking good so far,” he replied.

“Could I ask you all a few questions?” He asked, looking down on his notes.

“You go ahead,” responded Michael.

“Were any of you here during the actual attack?”

“Sure was,” answered Michael, “and thanks to the nice lady here and her defunct BMW, I am still hanging on to life….” He took a deep breath and looked over to Chase. Their teary eyes met for a brief second.

“Please continue,” said Mr. Clapton.

Michael gave him a quick rundown from the Roadster all the way to the yellow tape.

“And you have no idea what make those vans were?” asked the Investigator.

“It was impossible to see it in the dark of the night,” said Michael. “They were big. I’m pretty sure they were American made,” he added.

“I understand,” said Mr. Clapton. He went through a few more routine questions with the others and then he concluded:

“We would like to get your names and numbers and maybe get back to you if we have more questions later.”

“No problem,” said Chase.

“Now, let me ask the young man here, do you have any relatives that we can contact?” The Investigator turned to the Nintendo player from the Lexus.

“My aunt Libby,” answered Ben, “she lives here in D.C.”

“Good,” Mr. Clapton responded, “We’ll get you set up with….”

 

BOOOOM!!!! Out of nowhere, a gargantuan explosion literally lifted the remaining pieces of Alfredo’s up and projected dangerous debris in all directions. It felt like the earth was ripped apart beneath them. Everything shook. The air pressure alone brutally pushed Chase and Ben toward Michael and they all fell down to the ground. The taxi driver and Mr. Clapton followed suit. Armageddon came so fast that the rescue crew working in front of and inside the restaurant did not have a chance. The blaze had hit the press and onlookers from the other side of the barrier as well. They were much closer to Alfredo’s than Michael’s group.

This was unbelievable. The chain of detonations was worse than in any movie. Even if there had been a minuscular chance of somebody surviving the first blasts, there was no way anybody could live through this last one.

The famous Italian diner had been reduced to nothing.

 

Slowly, Ben and Chase got up on their feet. They started brushing off dust and rubbish from their hair and clothes. Once again, they had lucked out, but it sure was a tough day’s luck. Michael was already busy checking on the taxi driver and Mr. Clapton. The Investigator was walking around talking with his headquarter on the phone. He was bleeding from a cut above his left eye, but was otherwise OK.

The driver was laying face down next to the cab.

“Are you all right?” asked Michael kneeling down and gently touching the man’s shoulder.

“Mmmm-mm-uuuuh… what? Who? Me?” mumbled the cab driver.

“Yes,” said Michael. “Are you hurt? Can you move?”

“Ouuuch,” responded the taxi chauffeur reluctantly, “do I really have too?”

“Yes,” interjected Mr. Clapton, “unless you are really hurt bad, you must try the best you can to get up right away. We need to get you all out of here. There could be more explosions. This here is one dangerous place to be right now.”

“Aaaaah,” the cabbie was hurting. He slowly got to his feet.

“Doesn’t look like you are bleeding or anything,” said Michael helping brush off some debris from the driver’s back.

“I guess I’ll make it.” The man started to remove rubble from his cab. He continued, “Hopefully, I can get the vehicle out of here. She’s still running.” He tried to smile in all the misery.

Inspector Clapton turned toward Chase and asked, “It is going to be a real mess here for a while, could you by any chance drop Ben off at our downtown police station? I assume you are leaving with the taxi.”

“Yes, of course, we can do that,” answered Chase. She hugged Ben.

Mr. Clapton turned toward the taxi driver and asked, “You know where the station is, right?”

“Sure,” said the cabbie. “No problem.”

“Ben, you are a brave young man.” Michael gave him a little hug as they got into the taxi. It was a challenge for the cab driver to turn his vehicle back and forth to get going, but with a few bumps, he made it.

Chase and Ben turned and waved toward Michael and the Investigator as they slowly pulled out of the area and off into the city.

“Well,” said Michael. He started cleaning off the Volvo. “Looks like we have some few dents here, but hopefully the Swedish horses are still up to it.”

“Yeah,” added Mr. Clapton, “You’d better get your engine going. I’ll give you a buzz later with an update.”

 

“Thank you for taking care of Ben,” said Michael. He was getting into the car.

“He’ll be fine,” responded the Investigator and started walking over to the area where the press had been located. More ambulances had arrived.

 

It was going to be a long night.




End of sample
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