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The symptoms were not immediately apparent. 

Looking back, he could see them coming. Just a few twinges of nausea, momentary feelings of passing disgust. It was hard to see then that beneath those feelings, disaster loomed. 

Then it all erupted on a fateful October day. 

Dr. Tom Charger was a newly graduated veterinarian working at a busy practice in Gunnison, Colorado. He was standing over an anesthetized sheepadoodle the moment his life turned sideways. It was a messy morning. The rebreathing bag for the anesthesia delivery system started leaking. A good doctor is a good problem solver, but Tom had always had a certain penchant for invention, even beyond the average. Some of his friends called him a “mechanical genius,” and joked he had built a baby rattle from a tongue depressor and a can of peppermints a mere 10 minutes after leaving the womb. It surprised some people to hear a doctor can have skills or interests other than medicine. Tom had several. He loved tinkering with things, reading history books, and studying theology. And fortunately, while he stood gloved and gowned, he was able to talk his technician through a makeshift repair of the anesthesia machine using duct tape and a trash bag. 
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But this was hardly the event that changed everything for Dr. Charger. 

That event, the moment which really starts his story, happened about five minutes into the spay surgery. He made an incision a few centimeters caudal to the umbilicus, incised the linea alba, and pushed down some of the greasy, yellow fat and wriggling loops of intestines just like he had done scads of times before. Blood oozed from tiny capillaries. Disaster loomed. 

“Whew! It’s hot in here. Isn’t it hot in here?” he complained to his tech Clarice. She looked up, and a hint of worry fluttered across her face. 

He fished for the teeny uterus with a spay hook and made to shove back the loop of the intestine that came writhing up from the incision instead (like a wet, fat worm). At that moment, an unfamiliar feeling hit with the force of a visceral sledgehammer. An enormous wave of nausea and discomfort blurred his concentration. He tried not to vomit into his mask as he stared down at the gooey mass of organs in his fingers. He swayed a little, barely hearing his surgery tech’s rambling voice like an echo from another world. 

“Dr. Charger? Dr. Charger? Are you OK?” 

Tom Charger stumbled from the operating room. 

“I...er...I need a minute.” 

The next minute found him collapsed in a daze onto the floor. He had completely passed out. 

Tom spent that afternoon at a human hospital. A slew of tests proved he was in peak physical health. The MD recommended he see a psychiatrist, and this was a bit more fruitful. 

“Oh, yes, Tom,” the shrink addressed the veterinarian (who lay in misery upon a couch in his immaculate office), “I have seen cases of acute disgust-related syndromes develop in patients before. Disgust is a primal disease avoidance emotion, but it can be at the root of multiple pathologies.” Tom did not like the thought of being riddled by “multiple pathologies” any more than he liked the other big, scary list of phobias and compulsive disorders the doc was rattling away. It was, in layman’s terms, an acute case of the heebie-jeebies. After years of work as a technician, more years of school than he cared to admit, and finally working as a vet, Dr. Tom Charger found he could not stand the sight of blood. 

It was definitely a disaster for poor Tom: a complete upheaval of his life plans. Unfortunately for him, there are few jobs more disgusting than being a veterinarian. From poop to vomit, blood to CSF fluid, maggots to ascarids, and sticking one’s hands in every conceivable orifice, veterinary work is really revolting. Most vets get past this by trying not to think much about it. There is absolutely no future for a squeamish vet. 

Tom’s job became unbearable over the next week, and he turned in his notice. Poor Tom Charger found himself out of work, lonely, and bewildered about life. 

Tom tended to be an optimistic guy. He was in his midish 30s, average in height, but lithe and muscular (owing to the fact that he liked to jog every other day and tended to lift fat textbooks and fatter Labradors). He was a nice looking guy (on the whole, and taking one thing with the other), with a square jaw, laughing green eyes, and a generous shock of sandy brown hair. His acquaintances thought of him as carefree and happy. But now he felt choked inside by anxiety and had serious doubts about any kind of future. He tried not to think about his $290,000 of student loan debt. To make things worse, he felt unbearably lonely. After moving to Gunnison to be closer to his parents, they traipsed off on a six-week dream vacation to Europe. He could not go because of his job—which he had now quit. He had few friends in his new town and his siblings lived all over the country. 

Tom Charger felt lower than he’d ever been. 

Unsure how to cope with the realization that he was a complete failure at the career he’d planned and sacrificed years to start, Tom threw his hands up and left it all. November found Dr. Tom Charger in his ancient Nissan Pathfinder. He did not have a plan. He did not even know where he was going other than “eastward” (because that sounded nice). This was, of course, a terrible idea: but the Almighty had His plans to make Tom Charger’s vagrant road trip into something astounding. He may well have had a twinkle in his eye when Tom started up the engine that day. Tom never suspected that a trip would prove to be a metamorphosis.

Who knows, maybe I’ll come across a job I can actually do, Tom thought as he rolled down the driveway. 

However anxious and despairing Tom Charger became, he stubbornly remained an optimist, with an unusually wide-eyed view of the world. And as long as he kept that mindset, however uncertain his destiny, the promise of adventure along the way would be absolutely assured. 
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This was a great idea!” Tom fibbed merrily while he watched the glorious miles of pleasant highway slip by. Cheery Celtic music blared, and the wind whipped gaily through Tom’s sandy hair from an open window. The miles of Kansas wheat fields seemed to beckon him to adventure, and he counted the cows with enthusiasm every time he passed grazing land. 

“This was a dumb idea!” Tom moaned many hours later as he gazed forlornly out the window at the darkening landscape. Endless miles of highway slipped by. A storm was coming. It was too cold to keep the window down, and every time he tried to turn on the vent, his feet got chilled. His outdated phone was locking up and nearly out of batteries (and the charging port in his old SUV had long ago broken), so he turned in desperation to the radio. 

“...My pretty momma likes to ski in the Bahamas, an’ drives in a pickup with some shaggy, shaggy llamas...” blurted out a twangy country ballad.

“Next,” Tom pressed the scan button. 

“...RAR! RAAARRRR! ARRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRG!” someone (possibly possessed by a demon) screamed in evident agony, while a horde of angry drummers beat on things, and electric guitars screeched atonally. 

“I think not,” Tom muttered and pressed the magic button.

“...You really think Bush was telling the truth? You’re an idiot! You’re all alike,” laughed Sally Cramfast, possibly the most obnoxious talk show host to ever inhabit an airwave. Tom could not understand her popularity.
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“That’s the best so far,” Tom sighed, settling for some cheerful Mariachi tunes. As raindrops hit the windshield, he spotted a sign reading 23 miles to Kansas City. A few minutes later, the rain was falling so heavily it was hard to see the road. His stomach growled. Surely there was a place to eat. It seemed like his dad had a favorite food stop near here... Ah, yes! A sale barn eatery with delicious meats at...well, the sale barn. Steak sounded pretty good, and even affordable there if he remembered correctly.  

Soon the Nissan pulled into the dirt lot near a Kansas City sale barn. A complicated web of bullpens and cattle rails surrounded a little steakhouse. Tom had to walk past a truckload of reject cow parts and a pen of flatulent horses. His new queasiness surfaced, but he was too hungry to let that stop him. It was only an hour until closing time when he rushed through the door, but there were still a few other customers. A lanky cowboy (with dusty chaps and a Stetson on a table) sat sipping a cup of coffee. A pair of truck drivers sat at another table, forking away meat and potatoes. A rancher and his wife sat at a table near them. 

“Howdy!” Tom addressed the young lady behind the register at the door. “Can I sit anywhere?” 

“City boy, are you?” she queried with a smile.

“I guess. How did you know?” 

“Not too many people actually say howdy around here. Yep. Sit anywhere you like. I’ll be right with you.” Tom walked by the truckers and sat down a table away from the rancher and his wife. 

“Hi, there!” he greeted the two truck drivers as he passed.

“Howdy!” they chorused. 

Tom grinned as he inched into his seat. This place had an atmosphere. It was the same waterin’ hole he recollected moseyin’ into as a young steer. A twinge of loneliness surfaced unexpectedly with the memory. He looked at the rancher and his wife at the next table and felt jealous. They said little, but you could tell they were enjoying each other’s company. 

“What can I get you to drink, sir?” asked the waitress, suddenly at Tom’s elbow. He almost jumped but recovered enough to ask for a Dr. Popper. “Sure thing. Here’s a menu and some silverware.” 

Yum yum! Tom perused the list of offerings. He finally settled for a flat iron steak with a baked potato and put in his order. 

“Ah! Nectar of the demigods!” he sighed as he gratefully took the proffered drink from the waitress. “This oughtta keep me up for a few more hours of driving.” She blinked at him for a minute. 

“That was weird. Are you a poet?” she asked. 

“No. But I do make some awful clever limericks.” 

“Well, think of one for me while I get your order,” she laughed. Her pretty smile was motivating, and he got right to work. When she returned, Tom was ready to recite his limerick. 

“Once on a trip I did make,

Mine hunger attempted to slake,

I stopped at a barn

In Kansas anon,

And had me a fabulous steak!”

“You were right, that was awful,” she giggled, placing a steaming plate of delicious steak and potatoes in front of him. “But not too bad for a city boy. Careful with the hot sauce. It’s got a real bite.” 

“Thanks,” he said absently as he dripped sauce on the flat iron and chewed some. It was good. “Ouch!” Tom cried. “It bit me!” 

“Told’ja it had a bite,” the waitress smiled.
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Tom fingered his tongue gingerly and felt a small welt. Odd musings started in his head, fueled by his surroundings and his own quirky character. 

“Bitten by a steak...” Biting his tongue was way less interesting, so his mind re-wrote what happened. “Bitten by a radioactive steak... A glowing muscle... There’s a story!” 

Tom stared at his steak a while more before getting enough courage to try another piece. The meat behaved, so he polished it up. Soon he had finished the entire dinner and ambled to the register. He paid his bill, tipped the waitress well, and walked to the car with a full belly, a tingling tongue, and thoughts about radioactive protein molecules surging through his bloodstream. His mind’s eye was glowing a brilliant green. And a creative mind, inside an active body, has always had the power of shaping reality.  

“This could be the first chapter of my superhero backstory!” 

He got in the car and scooted back onto I-40 where the miles of empty highway stretched before him. He tried his luck surfing radio stations again. 

“...And them aliens was ‘bout 10 feet tall. And none of them had noses! I think that was why they wanted mine.” 

“Still at it, huh?” Tom grunted and changed stations.

“You want a fiscal policy with enough sangfroid in it to instigate an economic uprise?” rang out the grating voice of Sally Cramfast. “Just look at Obama’s budget plans. Duh!!!!” 

“Hmm...” thought Tom as he switched the station again. “I honestly have no idea what that woman is saying.” 

He finally settled on a local worship station, and his vehicle meandered its way over countless miles of Midwestern landscape. Well, they were counted miles, since they had mile marker signs. But Tom was barely awake enough to notice. The rainstorm had stopped by the time he finally pulled into a campground in Rocheport. It was the work of a few minutes to find a site and pitch his tent. Tom quickly tucked into his tattered army sleeping bag, putting a frilled Mexican blanket over that—it was a favorite his parents had bought him in Juarez, and he always kept it in the car. Irradiated cattle and mutant steaks that bit people stampeded his dreams that night. 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

3

[image: ]


Tom Charger woke up feeling sore all over, with an annoying blister on his tongue. He stowed his tent, paid his bill from a wad of cash, and hit the road. The fleeting thought struck him that his savings would do nothing but dwindle while he meandered aimlessly over the country. But he dismissed the thought forcefully and distracted himself with the scenery.  

The landscape had condensed from agoraphobic wheat fields to claustrophobic woodlands of dense green. Miles of trees zipped by. During the night, Tom had decided on Washington, DC as the destination for his escapist road trip. He had never been there and had heard there were more sights to see per square foot of the city than anywhere else in the nation. A billboard at the turnoff toward Brunswick for “The World’s Largest 20th Century Pecan!” tempted Tom. He was curious what a normal size “20th century pecan” looked like, but was not quite curious enough to drive an hour north of the highway. Instead, he turned on an audiobook of “The Ballad of the White Horse,” a masterful poem by G. K. Chesterton about King Alfred fighting the Danes in the Middle Ages. Tom had already read it three times before, but there was little else to do. 
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While a shiftless Tom cruised the highway, a young Chinese-born tourist wandered the asphalt mazes deep within the teeming metropolis that is Washington, DC. 

Wu Hujing-sheng’s mind felt numb. He stumbled away from the massive blocky edifice which was impressively labeled The Embassy of the Peoples’ Republic of China in the United States of America. He had come there for help after being stranded in this unfamiliar American city.

Before that, Hujing-sheng had been traveling with a group of Chinese tourists on his wealthy uncle’s dime (or more accurately, his wealthy uncle’s Renminbi). Though barely 19 years old, young Hujing-sheng had already lived a colorful life. After being tragically orphaned at seven, Hujing-sheng had miraculously survived for three years in the streets of Chengdu. Then Uncle’s agents found him. He had spent the latter part of his life in the care of Uncle Wu Changbao, a phenomenally wealthy capitalist who had built a fortune manufacturing IC chips. Uncle was a stern man, with definite plans for his fostered nephew. But street life had given Wu Hujing-sheng an independent mind. While maintaining a façade of interest in the profession of business law Uncle had decided he would follow, he secretly enrolled in a history degree with a minor in martial arts. It seems young Hujing-sheng dreamed of being an archeologist adventurer, a profession bearing very little resemblance to a business lawyer... Very little resemblance at all. He suspected Uncle would be irate if he found out. 

Events proved Hujing-sheng correct. As his plane touched down on his very first visit to America, Uncle Changbao learned the money intended for his nephew’s law classes had been paying instead for courses in Dynastic History and Martial Arts for the past year and a half. He promptly refused to send his nephew another Renminbi. He was so incredibly angry, in fact, that he told Hujing-sheng not to come home...ever. He stopped his phone service. And canceled his credit card. And took him out of his will. And gave the stuff in his room away to charity. 
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It had been a bad, bad day for Wu Hujing-sheng.

That’s how he found himself left abruptly penniless, with no support and no family, wandering a foreign city with little more than the clothes he wore and an English phrase book. The tour group’s bill was unpaid, and they told him to leave. He had no money for his hotel. After a night on the street, the thought of the Chinese embassy brought a little hope. But hope withered quickly as he watched the embassy clerk file a form with his request for government help, bury it without ceremony in a drawer crammed with its brother and sister forms, and then tell him to come back in two weeks after it was processed. 

Poor Wu Hujing-sheng did not know what he was going to do. 
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Empty hours of driving fill one’s mind with big thoughts. Tom had just finished listening to a sermon, and he drove along pondering the implications of man’s chief end being God’s glory. He turned on some quiet music. He had always loved a good bit of internal monologue over theological subjects. 

If God is the highest good, he mused internally, then I can seek nothing better. The best cause I can do is to honor Him. How easy it was to be distracted by lesser things! One’s orthodoxy really shapes one’s orthopraxy, Tom thought, in impressively large words. Devotion to God as the Greatest Good affects one’s dealings with others. People are made in the image of God, and not only that, God tells us all over Scripture to honor Him by dealing well with others. The Christian should be the best of neighbors.

These rambling theological musings kept Tom’s mind pleasantly busy all the way to the Indiana borderline. A curious fact about humanity is that nearly every human enjoys the occasional dip into deep abstract thoughts...provided he leaves them squarely in the abstract. Theology and Philosophy get uncomfortable when one steps out of the happy waters of the hypothetical and realizes with a nasty start how these deep thoughts ought to actually change a person, right in the trenches he lives in. King Alfred in “The Ballad of the White Horse” let cakes burn while he thought of high things. He learned his lesson well. 

The rather unsettling thought flashed like white lightning through Tom’s mind that maybe he should be doing something now more God-glorifying and kingdom-building than irresponsibly wandering the countryside because he had nothing better to do. But this inner twinge of conscience was happily hushed by an opportune distraction.

A little Ford Escort sat on the side of the road with its flashers on, smoke curling from the open hood. A slim, blond, rather attractive young lady in her 20s was peering sadly at the smoke with a perplexed expression. A big pickup had stopped behind it. A man walked from the pickup, and Tom was glad she had someone to help. 

He was just passing them when he saw the girl make a dismissive gesture, and the man take her roughly by the shoulders and shake her. 

Um, that doesn’t look right, Tom thought, a mild sensation of panic running over him. But what can I do?

Well, he could not do nothing. He pulled quickly onto the shoulder, a few hundred feet past the little Ford. He got out. 
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Several cars whipped by on the freeway, one close enough to nearly knock him over with the roar of wind it dragged past.
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“Hey! Get away from me!” A high-pitched yell sounded over the noise of the highway. He could see the girl run around the Ford as the man chased her. He had a stagger. Tom ran too, feeling the surreal energy that a sudden burst of adrenaline brings. It was a feeling he would become all too familiar with in the next few months.  

“Come back, girlie! You...need...my help!” His words were slow and slurred. He was plainly drunk. 

“Oh, great! Are you about to fight an angry drunk giant, Tom?” Tom muttered under his breath, as he trotted toward the scene. But, to his credit, he kept on trotting. 

The girl and man were back at the smoking hood when Tom reached them. He inserted himself promptly in the space between the young lady and her inebriated assailant, which had the less than heroic-looking result of sending both Tom and the drunk into a heap on the asphalt. The girl stopped, panting. 

“Now, sir,” said Tom, pulling up stiffly and rubbing several abrasions, “it’s hardly proper to go chasing young ladies around their cars...”

The man’s face flushed with anger and surprise. He stood upright, at about 6’5” and must have weighed 300 pounds. Tom looked up, wondering if this was how David felt looking at Goliath. He squinted at the ham-sized fists, balled up and trembling with drunken anger, and suddenly doubted his negotiation skills. He had a mental picture of spending the next weeks in a hospital bed. 

“I...I stopped to see...if she needed...um...helph. And she...she said I was drunk and shouldn’t be driving! I ain’t...um...drunk. Maybe a little buzzed, but...”

“Well, that’s no reason to assault the lady. If you really want to help, go sit in your truck. I’ll look at her engine, and then drive you to town to find some black coffee and an AA meeting... Oh.” 

That last sentence was definitely a failure of Tom’s negotiation skills. 

“Yer-a-know-it-all-$&#-two-shoe-goodie-goodie!” The besotted fellow somehow slurred an entire sentence into one word, then lurched forward with surprising speed. Tom’s vision filled with an enormous fist flying toward his face. 
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“Whups!” Tom yelped and leaped aside to avoid the blow. He felt the wind rush past his ear as an uppercut zipped by, and he ducked quickly to avoid a left hook to his head.

“Haha! So ‘tis a ducking you want then, lad! Stand to, Sotty Sam!” Tom was a bit surprised to hear these words emerge from his mouth. It was plain he had been listening to “The Ballad of the White Horse” way too long. 

He stepped deftly out of reach of the man’s arms and brought up his fists. Self-defense was not entirely unfamiliar territory for Tom. He had taken two semesters of boxing and two of fencing at school and enjoyed them. More recently, he and his older brother had taken a Krav Maga self-defense class, which had honed his reflexes even beyond the quick speed they had developed from years of dodging punches thrown by his rough brothers.

He stepped in, sending a quick left jab up into the giant’s face. Tom winced at the pain which shot through his arm as his knuckles slammed against a bony cheek. The drunk rushed forward with a furious roar. Tom stepped away, sending a sweeping, low round kick into his assailant’s shin. The man collapsed onto the grassy slope beside the highway. 
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Tom shook a throbbing hand, trying to flash a dapper smile at the astonished young lady, who stood frozen. She weakly returned the smile and started toward Tom. But the giant was standing again; this time holding a large, curved knife. Tom motioned the girl to run. He realized the drunk was too close for him to flee without getting a knife in his back, so he stood his ground.
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“Easy now! This is ridiculous! Nobody wants to hurt you.” Tom held out his hands. “Put that knife down and–” The man lunged before the sentence could be finished. The young lady screamed and clasped her hands, just like she would have done if she were in a movie. But Tom did not feel heroic like a movie hero. He felt terrified. He knew enough about anatomy and physiology to know just what that knife could do to his insides. If the tense moment had allowed for more of the theological pondering he had started this day with, Tom might have had the thought that this fight was a test of how far he was willing to go to glorify God in his relation to others. He might have wondered what Jesus would have done in a knife fight. Instead, he just yelped and moved reflexively. 

With a quickness spurred by terror, Tom stepped to the outside of his assailant’s arm as the shiv shimmied an inch past his belly. His mind flooded with everything he had learned about fighting. He threw his arm into the man’s forearm in quick inside defense. The next moment, he slid behind the raging giant (narrowly missing a furious side slash with the knife), spun around, and sent a rough right hook to the man’s side. The drunk doubled up with a grunt of pain, and Tom (wisely choosing to lose no advantage over a man with a knife) kicked hard at the back of the man’s knee. As his assailant buckled and fell, Tom followed with a quick strike with his right knee, catching him in the side of the head with a thunk like the splitting of a watermelon. The drunk hit the soft grass, completely unconscious this time. 
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Tom’s heart raced and his head rang. In his mind, he imagined his next move to be a tall stance, chest thrown forward, thumping it and gleaming manly heroism. What he actually did was limp painfully in a circle, holding his aching knee with a throbbing hand, and whimpering, while he wished he were unconscious too. Real punches hurt...a lot. 

But after a few moments, he could stand up straight again. Tom checked the enemy was breathing and had a pulse, pocketed the knife, and started dragging the big fellow by the shoulders. The girl helped lift him. 

“That was incredible! Are you OK?” she panted as they lugged the hefty man into the cab of his truck. 

“I’m fine...” Tom lied. He took the keys from the truck’s ignition and pocketed them before he closed the door with a slightly quivering hand. He turned to the young lady. She had a pleasant, intelligent face. She wore a long, flowing skirt with all the colors of the rainbow woven into it, and a green blousy sort of thing (Tom never quite understood the names of girls’ clothes). He thought she looked a bit of an artist. 

Tom Charger held out a hand. “I’m Tom Charger.”

“Carly. Carly Herrington. Thanks so much!” She shook his hand, then apologized as Tom winced at the pressure.

“Don’t mention it,” Tom was starting to feel his toes again and felt rather generous. “We should call the police to pick up your intoxicated pal. Looks like you’re having car trouble.” 

“It’s been one of those days,” she sighed. “I’m on my way home, and my phone is out of batteries. Then my car overheated or something. I was just looking at it when that man stopped. He made me nervous, and when I told him to leave, he got violent. I don’t know what I would have done if you hadn’t come along.” 

“Aw, I’m sure someone would have stopped.” Tom was blushing like a little boy. He probably would have shuffled his feet too, if it didn’t make his knees hurt.

“Nobody’s stopped yet.”

Tom looked around. She was right. He had just had a knife fight on the highway, and nobody had stopped. They had dragged an unconscious man to a truck, and nobody had stopped. Violence and debauchery had grown steadily more common these days. Rises in irrational behavior and mental disorders were in the news more and more. Even a youngish bloke like Tom remembered when people would have stopped and helped others on the side of the road. 

“Well, let’s see if we can fix the problem,” he said simply, walking to the hood of the smoking car. The serpentine belt was broken. Steam still billowed from the cylinder block. “This doesn’t look good. Can I give you a ride? I’m not on any kind of schedule. Oh, and you can use my phone.” 

“Thanks...” Carly hesitated just a little, which was quite understandable. The last guy who offered to “help” had proved a disaster. “If I can borrow your phone, I might be able to get a ride from a friend in Clay City.”

Tom nodded and handed her his little black box o’ talking. 
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Carly’s friend in Clay City did not answer the phone. She tried her parents, and they didn’t answer either. After the two young people finished talking to the police and were free to go, Tom gallantly offered to drive her the extra hour to Oolitic—after he finished giggling unmanfully at the city’s unusual name. Carly accepted.

“It is a funny name, I guess,” his new friend admitted. “It means ‘egg stone.’”

“Like to hatch out trolls?” 

“No, you goof!” she laughed. “Oolite is a kind of gritty rock found in limestone. It’s from a Greek word.”

“Greek words, huh?” He had stumbled upon a girl who was both pretty and smart. 

“Yeah. That’s what we do... The county is famous for limestone mining.”  

They talked pleasantly about limestone for a ludicrously long time, while the highway slipped beneath them and they tried to avoid awkward silences.

“Where are you from?” asked Carly, her vast store of limestone-related topics at last completely depleted. 

“Gunnison, Colorado. I’m...er... I was a veterinarian there.” 

“Really? How cool! I’ve always thought that would be a fun job.” 

“It was until I suddenly woke up one day and couldn’t stand the sight of blood.”

“You couldn’t stand the... Oh! That’s not good, is it? How does that happen?” she replied.

“Nope, it’s not good. The vet business is too gross to be squeamish in. I’m not sure how, but it just came on suddenly.” 

“Wow. That’s tough. So, what are you doing here in Indiana?”

“Well, it’s a rambling story,” he sighed. “I’m between careers now, as it were, and my parents are gallivanting across Europe. I got fed up with it all and just decided to take a road trip. I’m hoping to make it to DC and back if I don’t run out of cash too soon.” He faltered, realizing that this explanation made anything impressive he had said before fall flat...on its face...in the mud...waving its arms weakly for help.

“Well, I’m definitely glad you were on a road trip today, Tom. Not many guys would face up to a hulking dude with a knife to protect a stranger. Thanks again!” Carly smiled at him. He tried not to blush as he grunted and muttered and nodded in his manliest manner.

They still had a ways to drive, and conversation became more personal. Tom learned his passenger was a Christian, and a Baptist, but had a grandma who was Presbyterian. 

“She’s Reformed Presbyterian, I think. They sing psalms only, with no instruments. And they baptize babies too. Weird, huh? Do you go to church?”

“I go to a PCA church, another one of those weird Presbyterian ones,” Tom said, with a twinkle in his eye. 

“Oh, sorry,” Carly laughed with a cute giggle. “You can baptize your babies if you want. I don’t mind.” 

“Thanks.” 

“So, you have brothers or sisters?” she asked. 

“Yep, several,” he answered. “But all baptized.” She did not bat an eye, and his heart skipped a beat. Usually when he mentioned he had more than a couple of siblings, people made comments which implied mental pictures of growing up boarding-house style, begging for more gruel, with a mom and dad who parade you around in torn clothes on a secondhand school bus. But Carly just smiled and continued the conversation. 

“That’s great. I’ve got 11. Children are a blessing, aren’t they? Were you possibly homeschooled like I was, Dr. Charger?” 

He glanced over at the merry twinkle in her pretty eyes and thought about asking her to marry him then and there, but decided it might be just a bit too early. He answered in the affirmative and they bonded over homeschool high school speech and debate clubs.

They came to Oolitic at last. A 10 feet tall statue of a bug-eyed, cadaverous looking dude diverted Tom’s attention. It was wearing nothing but shorts and a long cape and stood in a heroic pose, with old-timey gloves carved eternally onto its limestone hands. 

“Who’s that?” he asked. 

“That’s Joe Palooka. He was a comic book hero: a boxer in the 1920s funnies. He was the first character in a comic to join the army, actually. Ham Fisher wrote about Joe fighting Nazis in the 1940s, and he became a national hero for a while.”

“Cool!” 

“I’ll bet he’d have stopped to help a lady in distress beside the road. That’s what heroes do.” She smiled demurely, possibly deploying some form of feminine wiles beyond Tom’s comprehension. “Maybe there’ll be hero statues of you in limestone someday, Tom.” 

“Yeah... Who knows?” Tom’s voice came out with an embarrassing squeak. He stared out the window at the limestone face. There was a guy who looked like he knew his mission in life. Tom lapsed into a thoughtful silence until the sight of the hero’s cape disappeared around a corner. “I think my face in limestone might give too many tourists nightmares,” he quipped at last. 

He was sort of hoping she would say something along the lines of, “I think you have a nice face,” or at least, “Probably it wouldn’t frighten too many people,” but instead she just said, “Oh, here’s our turn.”  

Too soon they came bumping down a dirt road, through a splendid forest, to stately Herrington Manor. It was a house big enough to accommodate many children and sprawled out on some acreage. Tom heard the bleating of goats and the low of a cow as they pulled into the driveway. Four large, boisterous dogs came bounding toward them. 

“Down! Down, Hercules!” said Carly. Tom looked directly into the friendly brown eyes of a very large canid who stood on his hind legs with his forepaws on his shoulders. “Sorry. They get a little excited about visitors,” she apologized. 

“Carly! You’re back! I just now found your voicemail!” A skinny woman was followed down the walkway by a heavyset man, both somewhere in their late 50s, Tom guessed. They were introduced as Carly’s parents. It struck him how nonchalant Mr. Herrington was, almost as much as he noticed Mrs. Herrington’s nervous energy. She ran to Carly and hugged her tight, while Mr. Herrington sauntered behind. 

Then the house leaked children. They poured out from every visible opening of the domicile and made a noisy procession, calling out to their sister excitedly. Before Tom could unload Carly’s bags, he found himself surrounded by a curious crowd. 

[image: image]

Nearly a dozen hands stretched out to him in greeting, and Tom tried his best to shake each only once. 

Carly’s father greeted him with a smile. “Austin Herrington,” he barked, parting the group of children and extending a chubby hand. “So, you defended my daughter from a dangerous drunk. Thanks!” With that, he turned toward the house. Tom followed and was followed in turn by the rest of the crowd. 

“He’s a man of few words,” Carly whispered with a smile. 

The hospitable Herringtons insisted Tom stay for dinner, then insisted he stay the night.

It was a pleasant evening that reminded him he needed to be around fellow human beings periodically. The next morning, they invited him to Bedford for the Limestone Heritage Festival parade. 

“It’s Limestone Month!” Faith interjected. “There’s music and pies. Doug, my dinosaur, likes the pies.” 

“You guys really are into limestone out here,” Tom chuckled as he absently patted the plastic head of Doug thrust toward him.

“This is Limestone County,” Gary shrugged. 

“Oolitic limestone built the Pentagon,” Mack added. 

“And the Empire State Building!” Emily chimed in.

They sounded eerily like a travel brochure. Tom was on the verge of declining the invitation to the parade when he remembered he truly had nothing better to do. And Carly gave him a sweet smile, making him want to spend a little more time with her.

It was a unique drive as Tom bounced on the bench seat of a 15 passenger van all the way to Bedford. He made up a limerick the kids could add to their travel brochure routine on the way. 

“To a county I’m longing to go,

Where limestone’s more common than snow.

It builds lots of homes,

For generals and gnomes,

And a large boxer hero named Joe.”

It surprised Tom how much he enjoyed the odd little festival. He tried not to laugh at the mayor’s somber speech about limestone being the bedrock of Bedford’s community. There was an art show where Carly won a ribbon. There was a contest for the best lip-synching to country music, which they somehow convinced Tom to take part in (but that Mrs. Herrington won). 

“She wins most years,” Mr. Herrington proudly whispered to Tom. “Practices a couple times a week.” 

The food was excellent, too. There were about nine dozen varieties of pie, Tom guessed. The Herringtons seemed to be related to half the people. 

“Heard you was a vegetarian,” said Carly’s Uncle Hank. 

“No, not a vegetarian,” Carly laughed. “A veterinarian, Hank. Veterinarian!” 

“Oh! I was wonderin’ why you ate the BBQ. Say, my dog’s been losin’ some hair on his face. Any idea what’s ailin’ him?” 

Tom started to say that it might be mange, but was introduced to Cousin Fred first. 

“It is an honor to meet you, sir. I heard you were a veteran. What war did you fight in?” he asked. Tom wondered where everyone was hearing these things and gently corrected Cousin Fred. 

“Someone told me you beat up a pair of 300 pound truck drivers packing guns. I put it down to you being a veteran. That’s not exactly something you expect veterinarians to do.”

“Well, that’s not really what–” began Tom, but Carly and Mrs. Herrington interrupted to introduce Grandma Herrington.

“I heard you were a Venetian?” she said. “How do you fancy the states?” 

“Not a Venetian, Grandma, a veterinarian,” Carly yelled. Grandma was hard of hearing.

“Oh! Well, you veterinarians know about medicine. Say! My arthritis has been acting up something awful these days. Should I still be taking that glucosamine my doctor gave me, or somethin’ stronger?” 

Tom wisely advised her to ask her doctor. 

“Well, I daresay your joints are just fine, young man. Heard you whopped a whole gang of ruffians with chainsaws out on the highway to rescue my granddaughter! How’d you do that?” 

Tom wondered where the chainsaws came from. But he had to agree with the sentiment. He was no professional fighter. He had never even been in a bar fight. But he had worked on developing fast reflexes. For the past few years, he had jogged several times a week and then spent 20 minutes lifting weights and doing some special exercises with a rubber bouncing ball he designed to boost his reflexes to help him avoid getting bit by a cat or kicked by a cow. He also was a confirmed dork and enjoyed imitating Kenneth Robeson’s 1930s superhero Doc Savage, who did his own set of special finger exercises. Even so, he had never been in an actual fight before yesterday.  

Grandma Herrington’s shrill voice interrupted this reverie. “Oh! I’ve gotta ask Lettie about her recipe for pumpkin pie. It was nice to meet you, doc.” She stopped and looked him up and down before she left, then turned to Carly and spoke in what was probably intended to be a whisper (but which everyone heard loud and clear). “He’s a good looker! Don’t let this one get away from you.” 

Carly blushed, and Tom could not suppress a laugh. “I like your grandma! She’s a wise woman.” Carly hit him in the shoulder.

But even the best of limestone-themed picnics must come to an end, and the Herringtons eventually packed up and drove home. 

The next morning, Tom Charger reluctantly said his goodbyes. 

“Thanks again for all your help,” Carly told him as he carried his bag out to the car, followed by various young Herringtons. “And have fun on your trip to DC.” 

“Thanks! I’ll do my best. Then it’s back to find a job.” 

“You know what I think, Dr. Charger,” Carly smiled. “I don’t think finding a job is going to be a problem for you. I have a feeling you will do great things for people wherever you are. And there’s always a need for someone like that.” 

Tom looked at her quizzically, but no more words seemed forthcoming. “Hey, can I get your number?” he blushed slightly, hoping in an odd contradiction of emotions that it was both obvious and not obvious how much he liked her. “I’ll keep you updated,” he offered.

Carly promptly took his phone and typed her number in with a smile. “You’d better!”

Who would have thought I’d have made such good friends in Oolite, Indiana? Tom speculated as he drove off. He stared hard at the road ahead. She thinks I’m going to do great things, huh? I suppose I shouldn’t let her down. 

––––––––
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I left my honey on the train to Yakutsk, she was headin’ up north to buy a big musk ox...” 

Tom flipped the station and took a sip of the Super Big Guzzle from his last gas stop and sighed. Highway driving had lost its thrill by this time. He felt bored. 

“Fred’s Health Spa will get you fit in no time!” the next station blared out. “Do you have trouble fitting through doors? Do you look like a beach ball from the side? Do you ever roll out of bed in the mornings and just keep rolling and rolling across the room? You need Fred’s help...”

Tom switched to a newscast. It was at least informative. 

“...The White House is gearing up for President Boehner’s Thanksgiving address to the nation, which will be held at the National Cathedral in Washington this year. The president says the cathedral seems an especially appropriate location, given the historic religious nature of the Thanksgiving holiday. This has elicited outrage by some, citing separation of church and state. Senator Dominoni from New York has had a lot to say...” 

“I’ll just bet he has,” muttered Tom. Senator Dominoni was a flagrant liberal, and one of the most outspoken critics of the new conservative-leaning president.

“‘I find the president’s blatant religious overtones to be outrageous, particularly in light of this administration’s push to continue the ongoing War on Terror started long ago. It sounds just a little too much like the battle rally of some Dark Age crusader, not an informed 21st century statesman.’ That was Senator Dominoni on the Senate floor Tuesday. The terrorist threat level has been raised to Orange this month. The Department of Homeland Security has advised continued vigilance throughout the holiday season...”

“That’s enough news for now,” Tom sighed. “Seems like nothing much changes.” 

“And the president’s decision to pull US troops from the %&$@ Middle East and re-deploy doesn’t look like an administration devoted to protecting $%&# democracy to me! I’ll tell you what I think...” The obnoxious voice of Sally Cramfast blared over the next station. Tom dourly thought a horde of rabid orangutans with axes would not stop her from saying what she thought. “This is all a &%$##@ excuse to send our boys and girls to the jungles of Korea. That’s right. This new ‘response’ to North Korea’s ‘terrorist harboring’ activities is just another example of %&#$ Republican war-mongering! Sure, they bombed our embassy in Kazakhstan, jailed a few of our reporters, and blew up a battleship... But the #@!!!@ last president didn’t feel the %&&!! need to blast them out of %!@# existence for that, did he? No! And I don’t &%^!!!...” 

“Oh, brother...” Tom switched the station again. 

“Them aliens done more than steal away my nose for the month. They took my cats and they pulverized ‘em with their ray guns!” A familiar nasal voice broke into the Nissan and made Tom chortle. “Yessir. I got this trailer I keep a few cats in that I done rescued, see. And one morning when I went over there, the whole bunch of them was croaked...dead croaked.”  

It seemed ungenerous to laugh at this poor noseless person’s grammar, and especially callous in the face of a real feline catastrophe. But Tom could not help it. “Dead croaked, huh? Hmm... Sounds a bit more like a disease outbreak...”

A man walking along the road arrested Tom’s attention. He looked around 40 years old, with a sleeveless shirt showcasing an almost obscene amount of muscle. Exotic tattoos were etched from his fingers all the way to the top of his white bald head. He seemed the kind of guy tough enough to rule the inside of even the hardest prison. Tom chided himself not to judge on first impressions. 

On a second, more careful glance... Nope. He still looked the kind of guy tough enough to rule the inside of even the hardest prison. He was carrying a gas can in one hand, and Tom recalled seeing a little Jetta on the shoulder a few miles back. It had sported a white Texas license plate, next to a bumper sticker with the ominous word “Jihad!” scrawled in big red letters. Tom nearly left the man. But then his pesky conscience whispered to him it was not right to help only the non-scary-looking people stranded on the highway. He pulled aside. 

“Want a lift?” Tom leaned out the window and yelled at the man. The fellow smiled broadly and trotted up to the car. Tom cleared out the passenger seat for his new acquaintance. He had somehow failed to notice the rectangular, black-rimmed glasses the man wore. They gave an odd, almost academic contrast to his muscular physique and rough tattoos.  

“Thanks!” the stranger said in a deep, gritty voice with a very distinct Brooklyn accent. “Ran out of gas a few miles back. It’s a long way to a station.” 

“I thought that might be why you carried that gas can.” His passenger didn’t laugh. “Name’s Tom, Tom Charger,” introduced Tom, Tom Charger, reaching over to shake the man’s hand. 

The fellow’s grip was like a vice. Tom noticed an ornately cross-hatched crescent moon, with a star nestled in its concave side, tattooed prominently on the fellow’s forearm. It was just between the tattoo of a robed executioner wielding a scythe, and the combat knife dripping blood, and another couple of prison markings Tom wished he didn’t recognize from tv shows.

“Tiny. Tiny Abdul,” he growled. Tom was feeling less and less at ease. 

“So... Where were you heading before you ran out of gas?” Tom asked as he pulled back onto the road. 

Tiny stared at him in alarming silence. Tom gulped, thinking how much he missed his last passenger. 

“To DC,” Tiny barked a brief reply at last. “You?”

“I’m heading there too! It’s a small world. You have family there?”

“Yeah sure. Grandmother.” 

“I don’t,” explained Tom. “I’m going to see the sights.” There were more minutes of tense silence. Tom tried to resuscitate the dying conversation, though in retrospect he could never say why. “And where are you from?” 

“I’m between places.” 

Tiny Abdul stared out the window in stubborn silence. But just when Tom had resigned himself to a drive without conversation, his passenger abruptly turned and spoke. “I saw your bumper sticker. You religious?” 

“You mean that quote from Chesterton: ‘Break the conventions, keep the commandments’? Yes. I’m a Christian. I noticed your bumper sticker. Are you Muslim?”

“I am,” Tiny Abdul replied. “My parents were Christian, but it wasn’t for me.” 

“How so?” Tom did not feel studied enough for a conversation like this. But he had learned long ago you have to take opportunities when they are ready for you, not when you are ready for them.

“Well... One thing that bothered me is all the corruption of their Scriptures. It’s not like the Q’ran, which was written down by one man. How can you really trust a book written by many different men, going through so many changes? And you Christians don’t even read it in the language it was written!” Evidently Mr. Tiny Abdul was not one for small talk but was ready to dive headlong into the depth of theology with a complete stranger. The smug look he bore now suggested
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Official Interview Transcription November 13, 20
Translated From Mandarin by Employee #322

Wu Hujing sheng

Secretary Yueng

Wu Hujing sheng
Secretary Yueng,

Wu Hujing-sheng

Secretary Yueng:
Wu Hujing sheng
Secretary Yueng
Wu Hujing-sheng:
Secretary Yueng:

Wu Huiing sheng

Secretary Yueng:

The tour bus let with my bags. My wallet with
my passport and all my ID's were in them
Iknow it sounds shady. But untl Uncle changes.
his mind, al | have is what | cary.

Which s..lets see...this card your uncle
wrote 10 you, a camera, a canceled credit
ard, this cloth bookmark, and this comic book?

Yes. Captain Flag. A classic hero.
You ke superhero stories, do you?

Doesn't everybody? This one is very American.
‘Seemed like good research for tourists ke me.

Hmmm. Fied escarch might give you abeter dea
And thats not a bookmark. by the way, s a talisman.
Acharm? Ave you Taoist? Buddhist?

Tacist Marginal 50 Ifs justfor good hck

Wel, Hujing-sheng, lets hope its a good charm. | can't
approve any substantial assistance today, other than some.
food stamps. But | willpass on your story to my superior. If

You would fill out this form 20658 for the food stamps, then

1l out this form 57834 to apply for temporary housing.. Oh,
and lets not forget form 6794C, "Application for Travel
Assistance * Be sure o fil ll 10 pages of that one. We will
contact you in about 2 weeks when the paperwork is processed.

2 weeks71717 What should | do i the meantime?

I'm sure | don't know. See some sites. Relax. If you need i,
the office down the hall can get you references for private aid
organizations you could apply to while you await the Embassy's
response. Good day.
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Embassy of the People’s Republic of China

3505 Itermational PINW * Washington, DC 20008 * (202) 4952266

To: Director Bai
From: Secretary Yueng
Dato: November 12, 20
Subject: Displaced Chinese national

1 am wiiting to make you aware of a request filed by an individual
that presented himself to our embassy yesterday, claiming to be a
displaced Chinese cilizen

Wu Hujing-Sheng applied to the embassy for assistance, stating that he was
stranded in Washington, dus 10 a disagresment with his uncle (who provided
the finances for his travel). He claims he lost his luggage, and could not produce
documents 10 subtantiate this story, howver. He did present this business card
from Wu Changbao, CEO of Changbao industries, with a handwritten quotation
from Confucius (*He that would perfect his work must first sharpen his t0ols").

The case has been forwarded to you as acting Director, along with a transcript
of the interview with Mr. Wu (translated by our office). Please direct the embassy
dhor actions 1o be taken in this matter, at your soonest convenience.






d2d_images/image083.png
Dr Charger's Solution

Rebreathing

(o patch over i\ ey inside

rebreathing bag
and a urap over
neck of outer beg

2 Gallon erash bay
from the bethroom

THE BROKEN ANESTHESIA MACHINE





d2d_images/image062.png
saoept PP





d2d_images/image084.png





d2d_images/image021.png





d2d_images/image087.png





d2d_images/image044.png
@ dOr, /





d2d_images/image066.png
['CLEARLY, T WAS UNABLE TO CONTINUE LIKE THE, SO | SOUGHT HELP” ===

DL AL ey STIVE
o S AATE 1S omiEres
U7 10 GEF (D ACRO Wi THER
100 SRODTND 4 NEw )

BEAR Scarl THERE
J e peney seros,

HO-FOMN HALE-CAFF
HALE SHEET Ef7RA-SH0T)
CARKEL MACH ATO

AND THAT'S HOW
IT ALL STARTED!






d2d_images/image005.png





d2d_images/image006.png
NN





d2d_images/image108.png
%

A Specific manife,
for

Station of some
Ve-compuisive






d2d_images/scene_break.png





