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CHAPTER 3

Danny heard his name and the sound cut through his excited thoughts, the closed bedroom door, the blanket he had draped over his head, everything.  His dad was mad, no…. more than mad.  He was furious.

“Danny.  Get in here.”

Danny quickly scooped the items he had been assembling under his pillow, a jumbled collection of resistors, capacitors, computer chips and assorted other electronic components, being careful not to break the wired connections he had just made.  

“Coming, Dad.”    

Danny knew something was going to pop tonight.  As soon as his dad had gotten home his mom had launched on him about the car.  One thing led to another and soon they were both yelling at each other.  It wasn’t like Danny hadn’t heard this before and though it really bothered him, tonight was Christmas Eve and he just had to be ready when Santa came.  He was going to have one chance and one chance only so he had to put the worry about his mom and dad to one side and concentrate on the job at hand.  This was very hard for Danny to do but like his dad always said, “When the going gets tough, the tough get going.”

“DANNY!”

Danny skidded around the corner coming out of his room and hustled down the center hallway.  At the far end of the hallway, towards the rear of the house, a short railing around the top of the stairs framed the short walk from the family room and kitchen into his parents’ room.  Sometimes his dad spread his paperwork out on the kitchen counter and used this space as his office.  Tonight, his dad hadn’t waited for Danny to come to him.  He met him half way.  He had come out into the hallway and was leaning on the railing with both hands as if he were too tired to stand up straight.  His hair was mussed, and his jeans still had paint from the day’s work spattered across both legs.  He wasn’t wearing his glasses and his eyes seemed to have sunk back into his face with deep, dark half circles underneath.  His jaw was working from side to side and he was breathing so hard Danny could hear him from where he stopped ten feet away at the base of the quarter flight of stairs.

“Danny.”  Now his dad’s voice was lower and more measured.  “Have you been in my office?”

Danny’s heart about doubled its pace and he tried as hard as he could to look puzzled.

“Dad, I was looking for you.  It’s Christmas Eve and I’ve just about got everything set up.  You know we always do this together.”

Danny was looking for the key to get around his father’s anger but this time it wasn’t working.

His dad took a deep breath and with some exasperation said,  “Danny, I already told you.  Why don’t you ever listen?  I can’t help you this year.  I just have no energy.  Son, I’ve been trying to finish painting the Sumter place.  Now the lady has changed all the paint colors in the house and is expecting me to repaint before she pays me. Four weeks down the drain!  That means the mortgage payment will be late….again. And the work I was doing on emotional harmonics is….is….”  Danny’s dad shook his head, as much out of the frustration with his work as with trying to explain it to his young son.  “Sometimes it works and sometimes it doesn’t.  Of course it’s hard for any circuit to work when it’s missing one of its primary components.  I can’t find the wave synthesizer.  I was sure it was on my desk.”

Danny swallowed hard and just stood there as his father rambled on, hoping he wouldn’t ask THE question.  But he did.

“Did you take it, Danny?”

There followed an awkward silence.  Then, once again his father asked.  And the question had a much harder edge to it.

“Did you take the plug, Danny?”

Danny knew he only had seconds to come up with a distraction that would turn away his father’s question but he couldn’t think of any.

Just in the nick of time his mother came out of the adjoining room drying her hair.  Whenever his mom was around and Danny was catching it from someone he knew the fur was going to fly.  Now if his mom was giving him the business he was just as certain he was dead meat.  But no one was ever going to give him trouble when his mom was around, not even his dad.

“Jim, what’s going on?”

Danny saw his father’s head drop just a little, like a bull before an impact and turn partway towards his mother.

“You know, Becky, just once I would like to be able to have a conversation with my son without your butting in.”

Ouch!  His mother wasn’t about to let this salvo go unanswered.  She stopped drying her hair.

“You call this a conversation?  I could hear you yelling all the way in the bathroom.  Jim, you are exhausted.  You’re tired and you’re grouchy.  You can’t possibly be thinking of doing any work in your office, oh, excuse me, OUR kitchen, tonight.  You’re gonna make it look like your office. Stuff strewn all over the floor.  Piled on the counter.  How can you find anything in there anyway?  It looks like the place got hit by lightning or something.  If you need to find something tell me and I’ll find it in the morning.  After all, this is Christmas Eve.”

“I know where everything is in there and I don’t need your help.  And as far as Christmas Eve is concerned - is the bank going to give me a few days grace just because it’s Christmas?  I doubt it.”

Danny’s mom shrugged.  “Have it your way.  Just don’t take out your frustrations on Danny.”

Jim’s eyebrows shot up.  “Oh, sort of like your taking out your frustrations about the car on me!”

That did it!  The nerve of him to accuse her of what she had just accused him!

Danny was of two minds.  First, he realized his father had been distracted from asking him where the module was and that was good.  Now he wouldn’t have to lie, something he really didn’t want to do on Christmas Eve.  But second there was another explosion coming soon and he had work to do.  One of these days he’d work up the nerve to tell both his mom and dad just what he thought of their arguments but for now he had to finish one last experiment.  He took in a deep breath and let it out slowly.  Ever so slightly he slipped one foot behind the other and quietly moved back down the hall as the arguing and yelling escalated.  When he got to his room he flipped the switch next to the back porch door that turned on the outside Christmas lights, quietly closed his bedroom door and blocked out at least some of the noise.  He pulled the dull black plug from his pocket and flung back the covers on his bed.  Danny figured he had a good fifteen minutes minimum before either his mom or his dad came into the room.  He still had several connections to make and as he got to work he practiced his ‘twitches’….heels together, knees in and out, arms pressed to his sides and head flipped slightly backwards.  When the time came he had to have the sequence down flawlessly.  If everything worked out as he planned, it would be a whole lot different around here!

                                        ********************************

Somewhere south of the North Pole but still very much north of most of Canada and The United States the evening shift of the forward watch station was just about to go on duty.  Two men and a young lady in Air Force military uniforms were walking briskly down a dimly lit bunker-like hallway - away from a room that sounded like it contained a party - towards a small control type monitoring room with a large plate glass viewing window.  Two of the figures wore the stripes of non-commissioned military officers and the third the chevron of an electronics technician.

The hollow clicking of their shoes echoed off the steel floor as the senior non-commissioned officer spoke.

“Too bad you’ll miss the party, Murphy.  But you know what they say, ‘the newfer always gets the rump roast’.”

The young woman just nodded.  These two were a really droll pair!  This was the first time she had been in the underground bunker and the sheer massiveness of everything down there was overwhelming.  Even the doors into the rest rooms were oversized!  She was a bit apprehensive about the coming shift, having just been assigned into this unit that morning.  The way her NCOs talked this was perhaps the most important of her duties on this tour.  She didn’t expect to be thrown into the fire this quickly but she was confident she could handle it.  Her training in air traffic control, electronics monitoring and computer language manipulation gave her a good solid foundation, but the first time she faced any task there was always that initial dread of messing up big time - especially when she would be on her own.  There was a time in the not too distant past when nobody in this bunker would have been on his or her own but with the threat of foreign invasion abated for the time being things were much looser.  

The group made a right turn into a medium sized room and Murphy felt her mouth go dry.  The room was about 30 feet deep and 20 feet across.  Down the longer side of the room was a bank of radar screens and glass overlays that could be moved over any of the screens to plot positions or deployments.  Facing this wall was a long desk with teletype machines, computer consoles hooked into the older magnetic tape disks cabinets and assorted manuals.  It looked like something out of the movies.  And it looked like very serious stuff…..slightly outdated, but serious nevertheless.  She would be in charge of all ….. THIS?  She hoped the two non-coms could not hear the thumping in her chest as they approached the main control console.

The second NCO reached under the desk and pulled out an inch thick guidance manual with the title ‘Duties of the Shift Commander.’

“Read this, Murphy.  Check out the index.  Anything shows up on radar that you can’t identify look it up in the index before running after me.  If you can’t find it in the index run it into the operating network to see if the other stations are picking up anything.”

He motioned to a bank of phones of different colors on the wall behind them.

“These are your communications phones to higher headquarters.  Don’t worry if some of them light up.  The chief is letting some of the off-duty officers use them to patch phone calls to the states.  The important thing is not to leave this desk once you log on.  Everything around here is set to default to automatic in case of emergency and if you get out of the seat you will trigger the default sequence.”

Murphy was trying her best to take it all in and perhaps if she hadn’t been keenly interested in the monitors she would have detected a slight smirk on the face of the junior non-com at his last remark.

“Any problems, Sargent?  You don’t have any problem with hypochondriacs or anything like that, do you?”

Murphy took a deep breath, thought that the NCO was referring to monophobia, the fear of being alone, but decided not to embarrass him.  She looked them both in the eye and responded,  “No, sergeant, I don’t have any trouble with being alone.  I can handle it.”

She had long ago left behind her childhood fears of being alone - particularly on Christmas.

“We’ll see, Murphy.  After all it’s Christmas Eve.  No telling what will show up on the monitor.”  At that the two non-coms exchanged a glance and turned away.  A short way down the hallway and, certain they were far enough away that she couldn’t hear them, the senior NCO said softly, “We’ll just see how Miss STRAC lifer does tonight.”  His companion had brought him her personnel file and when he saw the numerous commendations and high academic rankings he decided she needed to be hazed enough to put her in her place.  Just because she was the daughter of a war hero and number one in her class at tech school didn’t mean she should get any preferential treatment.

Their footsteps followed them down the hall until the steel blast door latched noiselessly shut, then Murphy heard nothing but the hum of the air conditioning and the occasional bleep of the monitors.  Murphy was just as glad to be by herself.  She had had the distinct impression the two non-coms were trying to razz her, dropping her into the control room by herself on her first day on the job, but if they wanted to test her that was fine with her.  She knew what she was doing.  And the first thing she was going to do was place the small double-sided picture frame she carried in her breast pocket onto the console…..on one side a picture of a handsome young man holding a little girl, both of whom were saluting the camera and on the other side a slightly yellowed, older picture of a big man in jungle fatigues, leaning against the nose of a Huey helicopter with a bold red cross painted on the front.  She gave a wistful smile and small salute back to the pictures and then reached for the manual.  This wasn’t where she wanted to be on Christmas Eve but she was sure going to learn something if she had to be here.
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CHAPTER 4

The last thing Santa wanted was an eventful trip, but that’s exactly what this was shaping up as.  His initial excitement after take off had been replaced by a constant litany of glitches, changes in the itinerary because of the weather, more than usual changes in the lists children had compiled and a bigger than usual addendum to the 'D' list of children who had been demoted for serious offenses against their brothers or sisters.  But all in all these were the usual problems.  What was more troubling was the disturbing report that the new equipment was not meshing with the old.  T had developed a killer headache trying to manipulate his section with eye movements and, notwithstanding his insistence that there wasn’t an ailment existing that would not be fixed with the correct choice of candy, he and Smiley were having to manually override almost constantly.  Despite having another crewmember, Monger, to coordinate and lend a hand when necessary, things were not going more smoothly.  If anything they seemed to be going steadily downhill. The weather pattern, dubbed 'La Cucharacha' by T, was the worst they had ever encountered and this alone was pulling their energy reserve dangerously low.  This cranked up the grouch index in Santa’s mood.  He snapped at Sarge on several of the touchdowns in the Far East and as they looped across the ancient Sumerian and Persian capitols he even cracked Hijo on the flank with his whip for not paying attention.  His mood was not improved by Monger sticking his head up ever so often to give him a glowing report on how well everything was doing below.  If everything was great how come he and Sarge had long ago broken out their foul weather gear?  With the windshield at less than 100% they were catching a great deal of weather over top of the sleigh and it was taking both of them most of their effort just to keep the sled on course.  They were even taking turns behind the quartermaster wheel, finding it gave them more visibility in steering the sleigh as well as better control over the reindeer.

Finally, after a particularly vicious snow squall, Santa checked the latest flight plan and leaned over and yelled into Sarge’s ear, “Sarge we have a few moments till our next drop, slip below and see if you can straighten things out.  It’s never been THIS rough before.”

Sarge gave Santa the thumbs up, broke free from his wrap-arounds and timed his move into the operations center so as not to be in no-man’s land between flight seat and operations center during a lurch and get bucked clear of the sled.  With the power levels set this low only their operating areas were sure to be protected.

What Sarge saw as he slammed through the opening was as close to pandemonium as he could imagine.  Smiley’s scowl was mirrored in his tee shirt and he had one hand on a joystick control that seemed to have a mind of its own and the other hand was stretched far across two other control stations attempting an adjustment on the vortex flux synthesizer.  Bo had found and opened a gift box containing a soldering iron that he was now using to patch some of the circuitry in the cloaking modulator, the acrid smell of the soldering flux filling the room.  T, so skinny that on his best days if he turned sideways he would disappear, was practically buried in an avalanche of ticker tape whirring from one of the lower machines.  He would scan the length of the tape, reach above his head to what looked like an adding machine, enter some figures and then scan the tape again, but it looked like he was losing ground.  Scotty, well Scotty had reclaimed her jump seat and had never moved as fast as she was moving now.  From machine to machine in circles, first clockwise, then counterclockwise, pausing behind Bo first, then T then back to Bo, then to Smiley.  Red lights were blinking, the low frequency rumble that had begun the flight had gotten lower and slower and the smooth rhythm sounded like a badly tuned car.  In the middle of all this commotion sat Monger, with his pen poised above his clipboard then plunging to scribble a few lines.

Sarge wiped some melting snow from his face with the back of his hand.

“Monger, what is going on?  I thought you said everything was ready.”

Monger looked a bit peeved as if his train of thought had been interrupted.  He looked up from the clipboard and with some irritation said, “It all depends on what you mean by ready.  I’m working on an operations manual.  There is just too much overlap of authority down here.  These guys don’t seem to want to take orders.  Smiley can barely keep up.  Bo can’t maintain these new machines.  T isn’t helping much and Scotty, well Scotty doesn’t know which way to turn.”

Twice while he spoke Scotty had to reach across him to make an adjustment on the primary feed.

“But I think I’ve got things under control.  Besides we can’t fail.  Can we?”

“Monger, you’ve got to set that operations manual aside until after the trip.  We’re just barely keeping up.  We need every crewmember on the machines.  Why were you assigned to us anyway?”

The question seemed to surprise Monger.  “I guess it was because I always had good ideas.  Whenever the execs needed a good idea, I always delivered.”

“Well we need a good idea now, no make that several good ideas.  We have got to halt this energy drain, or find some better distribution system or come up with a new energy source.  Something, before we get back to North America.  And to answer your question, yes, we CAN fail.”

Monger blinked at this information like it was a big surprise.

Sarge hesitated just for a moment.  He was waiting for one of Bo's slogans, 'if you want it badly enough, you'll work for it', or 'only the scared survive' - anything - but Bo was too engrossed with the task before him - so much so that Bo seemed oblivious to his cowlick that was slowly raising itself up.

With that Sarge turned back topside, timing his leap for his seat just before they hit another terrible squall line, this time rain instead of snow since they had made their way south through Europe.  The squall line was so severe that the rookie reindeer seemed to buck from the impact and it was only the steadying influence of the veteran reindeer that pulled them back in line.  At least this part of the flight plan seemed to be paying off.  The fresh energy of the younger reindeer combined with the savvy of the vets was giving them an added boost up front.

The white dwarf hamster was nibbling on a piece of his pine bedding oblivious to the huge face peering into his cage.  Perhaps the little animal had become accustomed to a boy’s face inspecting, studying him.  Even under the covers, late at night.


Danny made one last adjustment to the frequency regulator and checked the screen on the gaming gear that was wired into a small red laser beam pen aimed across the cage.  Very slowly he rotated the beam until it stopped about mid section of the hamster.  Next he tucked the pressure switch up under his armpit and held it in place.  Carefully, so as not to spook the hamster, he slipped an old chop stick stuck into a small piece of cheese into the hamster’s viewing range.  Then he flexed his arm to his side.  The hamster stopped in mid munch, looked up at the cheese.  Danny checked the monitor.  Yes, a small blip and, better yet, it was in a pattern.  Now for the big test.  Slowly he withdrew the straw and reached towards his feet, feeling with his hand until it came into contact with warm, soft fur.  He cupped his hand around a black and white cat keeping it close to his body and brought it up alongside his legs that were curled under him.

“Sorry, Abbott, but I’ve got to do this.”, he said softly.

With that he brought the waking cat directly in line of sight of the hamster.  The cat yawned, and as cats do, bared his little cat teeth at the same time the hamster looked up.  The cat blinked but the hamster popped straight up in the air and into the running wheel frantically running nowhere to escape.  Danny checked the monitor and there it was … an even bigger spike in the graph, once again with a pattern.  Danny let his breath out in a YESSSS.  His dad was right!

And his mom was looking at him from under a corner of the blanket with one of her ‘mom’ looks of stern disapproval.

“Danny, how could you scare the wits out of that poor animal?  Shame on you.”

“Mom, mom.  Dad was right!  There are patterns…everywhere - even in emotions.”

Becky realized immediately that once again she had caught Danny in one of his projects.  Since his earliest days Danny had shown an amazing capacity for throwing himself into a subject and devouring everything about it.  From horses, to dinosaurs, to action figures, and lately to anything that had to do with electronics.  Once he got interested in something he would live and breathe it.  In that respect he took after his father.  Jim could do anything with a circuit board and every year around Christmas Jim and Danny would plot and construct elaborate traps to try and ensnare Santa and then wait up until Danny couldn’t keep his eyes open.  On Christmas morning Jim would enthrall Danny with tales of how close he had come to catching Santa and would tell the tale with such excitement that Becky couldn’t help but be drawn into the telling.  You would almost think Jim had actually done it! 

But Jim and Becky weren't kids anymore and it seemed as if they just couldn't get their legs under them.  Their paychecks took them from week to week, they hated to look in their mailbox because all it contained was bills, and, lately, the arguments seemed much more frequent than the laughter.  Becky could feel some of the residual anger at her husband seeping back in and she physically fought back the feeling.  She had already cried every tear she had.  She had begged him to pay more attention to business instead of his electronic gadgets.  But in many ways Jim was just like a boy with a boy’s ignorance of consequences - a trait that she found endearing as a newlywed but which had frayed badly from the constant friction of daily life.  Danny, on the other hand, had never given her a bit of trouble.  Except for the time when he had slipped the bubble wrap under the tires of Mrs. Gumbo’s car and almost given her a heart attack when she backed over it, or the time he had tried to give He Man an extra charge of energy in his fight with Skeletor by sticking the action figure’s hands into an electrical outlet, or………..

Becky forced herself back into the here and now.

“By the way, Danny, you did a marvelous job cleaning up your room.”

Becky said this as her experienced eye glanced around the room.  Every time she came into Danny’s room she had to fight the urge to clean things and straighten up.  But she could tell Danny had made an effort.  She only saw one pair of his underwear under the bed.  And he had made a stab at cleaning the cat litter box.

“I guess Santa will know you’ve been good!  Didn’t I say you would have much more room on your shelves if only they were cleaned up?  And the toys that are left are lined up so neatly they look like they’re ready to march off somewhere.”

Danny smiled a little boy smile.  He loved it when his mom praised him.  

Becky let out a little sigh and softly ran her hand down the side of Danny’s face.  In the soft lamplight he looked like one of Santa’s little helpers.  Such a grown-up boy, her little baby was growing up so fast!  If only……..this time the bad memories couldn’t be held back and as they flooded into her consciousness her jaw set and she swallowed hard.  If only she could get over these waves of dread that washed over her no matter how hard she tried to hold them back!

Danny knew this look.  He had seen it ever since his Mom came back from the hospital two months ago.  He figured she went to have the baby sister they had been talking about for months, but instead she went to the hospital in an ambulance one night and several days later came back a lot smaller but without a baby.  Dad had said something about missing the baby carriage and then forbidden him to bring up the subject again.  His mother stayed in her room a lot crying and since then everything had changed.  His mom took a part time job and was gone when he got home from school, but worse yet his Dad was working seven days a week and hadn’t been able to work with him on their Santa trap.  His dad kept telling him he just didn’t have the energy or he had too much work to do.  He’d get to it when he could.  But at least Danny had saved most of the gear from last Christmas and had read the books Santa had brought him last year so he had plenty to work on.  

Suddenly, Danny had an idea!

“Mom, why don’t you stay up with me?  You can help with the operation of all my toys and we can both catch Santa!”

As she looked at her son she could see Jim asking her that same question when they had first gotten married.  That was when she had first heard the legend that said if you caught Santa you could get whatever you wanted for Christmas.  She thought he was kidding then and figured he was just a little quirky that way and flatly declined the opportunity to miss a night’s sleep.  Now she figured she was too old and tired.  But her son’s enthusiasm and energy had always been a source of happiness to her, and she basked in Danny’s intensity. 

“Thanks, Danny, but it’s been a long time since I’ve waited up for Santa.  I think this is a job for the young man in the house.  But I’ll tell you what I will do.  You say your prayers and you set up your….traps….while I get Santa’s snack ready.”

Danny leapt at this suggestion!  He had figured he would have to argue long and hard to stay up late.  This was great!  He folded his hands and bowed his head.  His mother did the same.

“Now I lay me down to sleep, I pray the Lord my soul to keep.  Let angels guard me through the night, while I sleep in Thy heavenly light.  And please, God, let me catch Santa tonight.”

A rolling rumble of distant thunder swept across the house.  As his mom echoed his ‘Amen’ she cocked her head to one side.

“Was that thunder?  On Christmas Eve?”  

Danny shrugged.  He had to set things up.  Santa could fly in anything!

Danny was just about finished setting up when his mom came into the living room with the milk and cookies.  She glanced around the room and Danny held his breath.  Danny had marveled at the way his mother was able to notice the smallest item out of place in this, her favorite room.  When she didn’t notice anything unusual he relaxed.  Good!  

“Sorry I took so long, honey, but I tried to catch the weather forecast on TV.  Of course when I don’t give a hoot every channel has the weather.  Now, when I want to check it, nada!  The only things on are reports how nobody cares about Christmas anymore, stuff like that.”

She set the snacks down on the coffee table and from the way Danny had snuck a peek at the plate she was glad she had added a few more cookies to the stack.  She started to sit down.  

“Mom, not there!  That’s MY seat.  Why don’t you sit there?”

Danny motioned to the love seat across from the wing-backed chair she had been heading for and gave a slight sigh of relief.  If she had sat there it would not have been good!  Becky noticed the small gold wire heading up and over the headrest in the wing chair as Danny carefully lowered himself in it.


She settled in just as Danny said, “Smile!”  She smiled, Danny pushed against the headrest and from the bottom of the Christmas tree a flash popped.  

Becky was impressed and smiled.  “Pretty neat, Danny.”

Danny basked in her smile.  That was a bonus.  The important thing was the small indicator light behind and to the left of his mom had started blinking.

