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Winifred, a small village in the middle of
nowhere that no one knew about until one man's dream came to
town.

Spaceships, astronauts and a big building
program have a way of bringing the unknown to the center of the
world's attention.

Rob Cantrell's dream could be the salvation
of mankind or the destruction of Winifred.





















This is a work of
fiction. All characters or incidents are a figment of the author's
imagination and any resemblance to any incident or any person
living or dead is purely coincidental.







Chapter 1

 


 


Marv Jenkins took another sip of his coffee
as he watched his friend Rob Cantrell flipping through the trashy
grocery store tabloid. His gaze drifted to the counter with the
stools and boot scuffed railing.

The Wild Cow Café and Saloon happened to be
between the breakfast crowd and the mid-morning coffee crowd, if
you could call ten people a crowd. Marv looked at the five other
well-used but clean tables and chairs. No two sets of them were the
same, yet the area still gave off a homey atmosphere.

He asked, "Do you think that counter or one
of the tables were here when Kid Curry came through here?"

The paper in his friend's hand rattled,
"What? Did you say something?"

"Yeah, I asked you if you thought the counter
or one of the tables were here when Kid Curry came through."

"That would make them what, a couple of
hundred years old? I don't think they would last that long."

Marv retorted, "Not two hundred years. Maybe
a hundred and some and yes with care, any of them would last that
long. This furniture will be here long after you and me. Speaking
of you and I, are you staying here or are you moving? I might try
Great Falls or Billings."

Rob dropped the paper on the table and
sighed. "I don't want to leave here. My family has lived here since
the 1800s, but I don't know how I can make a living and I'm much
too young to retire."

Marv snickered, "Yeah and being Mayor of
Winifred, Montana doesn't pay that well."

"What do you mean pay? I have to buy my own
business cards, paper, printer ink and other office supplies. But I
can say, I'm the Mayor of a thriving metropolis. It's gotten me a
few free drinks when I've traveled somewhere."

"Did the idiots realize there are only three
hundred and fifty citizens here?"

"Four hundred if you count the cats and dogs;
and no, they didn't realize or ask. I didn't volunteer either. What
do you think you'll do in the big city? I don't know how many
openings they'll have for an implement salesman in either Great
Falls or Billings."

"If I can sell a half-million dollar combine
to some of these farmers while wheat is under four dollars a
bushel, I can sell about anything."

Rob sighed again, "Yeah, I was hoping that
the oil drilling would move in here and I could get some sort of
job there, but oil prices have dropped and I hear North Dakota is
almost like a ghost town. At least we won't have a bunch of unpaid
for public housing here to deal with."

The door opened and the little bell tinkled
merrily. Ed Weschel walked in the door and waved at the waitress.
He said, "Mary, I'll just have a cup of coffee and one of your
cinnamon rolls. Bring it over to the city hall. If the Mayor and
his crony will let me, I'll sit there."

Mary popped back, "You three won't be
planning any more hijinks will you? It's been almost a year since
your last one. I don't know how the state police or FBI or someone
hasn't arrested you three in the last twenty-five years."

Marv called out, "Hey, he represents that
remark. He's the troublemaker. Throw him out, Mary, for all of our
sakes."

Ed said, "You know you can't prove a thing.
Just because you suspect, doesn't mean a thing."

Mary laughed as he sat down with a grin which
the other two pals returned. After Mary brought his coffee and
cinnamon roll, he asked, "Well, what are you two plotting? Is Mary
right and we need to stir up a little excitement?"

Rob said, "We aren't plotting, just trying to
figure out what we're going to do. We didn't inherit a quazillion
acre ranch, so we have to work for a living."

"Yeah, I'll bet it hit both of you hard with
our two biggest employers shutting down. I can't blame them though.
Our population has been shrinking for the last twenty years.
There's nothing here to keep our kids' interest. They head out for
the bright lights and good times in the cities."

They went on to commiserate all their
troubles for the next twenty minutes. As Marv took his last sip of
coffee, he asked, "Rob, doesn't your official city news source
there give you any hints about how to turn things around?"

Marv and Ed both snickered. Rob bristled,
"I'll have you know they print stuff that none of the main stream
news will even touch."

This elicited a gale of laughter from the
other two. Ed said, "Give us an example."

"See this headline here? Giant asteroid
headed for Earth. All life expected to be wiped out."

Marv said, "All except mosquitos and
cockroaches. Nothing can wipe them out."

This brought another snicker from Ed. He
pointed at the article under the headline. "That says that little
green aliens are piloting the asteroid. How did they find that out
and where did they come from?"

Rob just ignored him and said, "Here it's
talking about lucky numbers for Powerball. It's up to five hundred
and some million. All three of us could live on that."

Marv said, "All we have to do is hit the
jackpot. With our luck, five hundred million others would have the
winning numbers and we'd each get a dollar."

Ed said, "How can you read that? It's so
stupid, it'll most likely rot your eyeballs out of your head."

Marv said, "I've had all the fun I can take.
I have to get back home. Management has some things that need doing
and since I'm off, she insists on me getting them done."

Rob stood as well. "Yeah, I have a honey do
list about a mile long too. I'll see you scoffers and slackers
tomorrow."

The next morning Ed and Marv were already on
their second cup of coffee before Rob slammed into the door. The
bell almost fell off as he opened it so forcefully. He strode to
their table excitedly waving the tabloid.

"I've got the solution to our problems. It's
right here in the headlines."

Marv said, "Ed, you were almost right. That
rag didn't rot his eyeballs, but it did manage to eat most of his
brain."

Rob glared at both of them, "No, seriously.
What if this article is true and there is a killer asteroid headed
our way."

Ed said, "The one with the little green
men?"

"Just ignore the little green men for now.
What would happen?"

Marv said, "The government would step in and
move it out of its path."

Rob snorted, "The government we have now
can't even tie their own shoes. They have to hire it done at our
expense. No, there is nothing in place to save anyone. Why don't we
build something?"

Ed reached into his pocket. "Here's
seventy-eight cents to get you started."

He and Marv snickered at his joke. Rob said,
"Just shut up for two minutes, you jokers. I've thought about this
all night and I have a plan. Please, just listen to it before you
start your inane comments."

Ed looked at him, "You're serious."

"As a heart attack."

Marv said, "In that case, this meeting of the
great minds of Winifred, Montana is now officially called to order.
The honorable Mayor Rob Cantrell has the floor."

He and Ed leaned back in their chairs with
very serious looks on their faces. Rob rolled his eyes but started,
"I've thought about the money angle as well. I know that
seventy-eight cents between the three of us is about right, but see
this headline about the Powerball? We could hold a lottery for
seats on our spaceship."

Marv held up his hand. Rob glared, but asked,
"What?"

"What spaceship are we selling seats on? I
know you, you can pull off a good prank, but you don't have what it
takes to steal little old ladies' life savings. So, where do we get
this spaceship?"

"We build it."

Rob beamed as he looked from friend to
friend. Ed said, "Yep, it's eaten all of his brain. I can't see how
he's still breathing and his heart beating. Next, he'll be telling
us about building a Star Trek ship right here in Winifred."

"Just listen, you two idiots. You can't build
a spaceship here on Earth. We'll need a monster of a ship and we
don't have an engine to lift it off. But if we build it in space
and gather materials here in Winifred, that's another story."

Marv frowned as he thought, "Then how are you
going to fly anywhere. If the engines won't lift off of Earth, how
do you fly in space?"

Rob opened the tabloid and pulled out some
sheets of paper. "Here, see this? Scientists are working on a
couple of different engines for outer space. This ion engine is
almost like the ones on the Star Trek ship. Then, this other one
might push our ship even faster."

Doubt clouded Ed's face. "But how are you
going to build it? If these engines won't work to push things off
Earth, what will?"

"Our plain old chemical rockets."

Ed asked, "How many billion dollars will it
take to get enough stuff into space to start a spaceship? What will
you make it out of?"

Rob grinned and waited for both of them to
look at him. "We're going to make it out of a big rock from the
asteroid belt. We'll also get most of our building material from
there. We could —"

Ed said, "Whoa, Captain Kirk. How are you
going to get these ion engines or this magnetic pulse thing?
Remember we only have seventy-eight cents between the three of
us."

Rob pulled out another paper. "I've got that
figured out, too. Remember the headline about the Powerball
jackpot? We sell chances for spots on the spaceship. If they do
half a billion for Powerball, we should do five or six billion on
those chances."

Ed stared at him like he'd grown a second
head. After a few moments, he found his voice, "So let me see if
I've got this straight, you plan on building a spaceship from a
rock out in the asteroid belt. You think you can get engines and a
lot of other science fiction stuff from inventors here on Earth. To
pay for this, you're going to run the world's biggest lottery. Am I
right so far?"

"Yes."

"Is this lottery only going to be for those
in the US of A?"

"No, I thought I'd go worldwide."

Silence reigned until the rattle of dishes
from the kitchen brought everyone back to the reality in the room.
Mary walked over to refill their coffee cups and after one look
said, "Alright, you knuckleheads, what are you planning? I'm going
to call the state police to report you if anything suspicious
happens around here."

Rob said, "This isn't any kind of trick,
Mary. Let me ask you a question. How much would you pay for a
chance at a ticket to fly to another planet on a spaceship?"

"Like that's going to happen. I'd rather
spend my money on a fun weekend in Denver or Spokane."

"No, wait. What if you really could go on a
spaceship? How much would you pay for a chance to win the
lottery?"

The waitress stared at him for a second
waiting for the punchline. She then looked at the two others
sitting at the table. She said, "You're serious, aren't you?"

"Yes."

"I'd give up five or ten dollars, I guess.
How many tickets would be given away and how many people are
entering?"

Rob said, "I think it would be about like the
Powerball jackpot and I don't know how many places would be on the
spaceship."

"Where are you getting the spaceship? When is
this all going to happen?"

Ed snarked, "He's going to build it and he'll
start tomorrow."

Rob said, "Don't listen to him. He's a
skeptic. I'm just thinking about it. I just needed a level-headed
opinion."

She shook her head as the thought of Rob
building a spaceship just didn't seem possible. After she walked
away, Marv asked, "So how are you going to do all of this? And when
do you start?"

Ed said, "He won't. This is all wild bar room
talk. It doesn't show, but he has to be drunk to come up with
this."

Marv said, "Leave him alone, Ed. I think I'd
help if he's really serious. What if there is an asteroid really
headed this way. I'd like a way to save myself and my family. Rob,
if I help, would my family be included?"

Rob frowned, "I hadn't thought of it, but
you'd have to make it families getting the ticket. Who'd want to go
by themselves?"

Marv said, "Ed's wife. Can you imagine
putting up with him 24/7?"

His snicker caught Mary's attention. Her
glare almost clabbered the creamer on the table. Marv said, "I'm
in. What can I do to help?"

The two started discussing some details,
leaving Ed completely out of the conversation. He finally
interrupted, "Hey, remember me? I'm still here."

Rob said, "We don't have time for scoffers.
We have work to do. Bev will only let me work on this for two
months, then I have to find a real job."

Ed asked, "You told her about this? And she
went along with it?"

"Well, not exactly. I told her I had an idea
for a business I could run from here in Winifred. That's when she
gave me two months."

Marv said, "If you get things going, you
could pay us a salary."

Ed snorted, "Salary from what? How long do
you think it'll take to set up the lottery thing and get some money
rolling in?"

Rob said, "I don't know. I have to check on
it later today. Marv, could you…"

He gave a list of things for him to check. Ed
asked, "Hey, what do I do?"

Rob and Marv both turned to him as Rob said,
"You don't think it can be done. We're under the gun here and have
to get this started."

"I might not agree with everything, but if
you two are going to be involved, I want in. You know we've always
stuck together ever since grade school."

Marv grinned, "Yeah, just ask Mary." He
turned his head to cough.

Rob gave Ed some tasks and then stood to head
out. Ed said, "I won't be here for a few days. I've got some cows
to move and check on. I also have to move a hay stack to another
field for this winter."

His two friends offered to help, but he told
them to take care of the new business. Marv asked, "What are we
going to call this?"

Ed grinned as he said, "Instead of Dancing
with the Stars, how about Going to the Stars?"

The other two grimaced. Rob said, "Let's
leave the name for another day. We need to see how many answers we
can find to these questions."

Mary's baleful glower followed the three
outside. None of the men made it back to the café for the next
week. Rob came dragging in first, then Marv and finally Ed. Gloom
shone from all three of their faces.

Ed came over to sit down and complained,
"Those jerks over at the county offices should have some of our
pranks pulled on them. They forgot who they work for."

Rob asked, "What did you find out?"

"You can't do a raffle for the big money you
want."

Marv coughed into his hand before he spoke,
"Most of the people with engines don't want to talk to me unless
I've got billions lined up to wave under their noses. The Russian
seemed interested, but he wants a visa to come work on his engine
here in the US."

Ed said, "There is one alternative to the
lottery here. It's legal in Las Vegas. It just takes money to get
it set up. And we're no better off than we were last week."

Rob asked, "Then are you saying we just give
up the idea?"

Marv and Ed answered at the same time,
"NO!"

"Well, what are we going to do? Bev is
serious about me only getting two months. I have to have some way
to bring in some money."

Marv coughed again. Rob asked, "Marv, your
cough doesn't sound any better. It's been over a week."

"Yeah, I know. It must be that flu thing that
just sticks around forever. Karen's friend had it for six
weeks."

Ed scooted back as he said, "You can just
keep it. I have too many things to do around the ranch."

Rob asked, "How are we going to get some
money? Marv and I both need income and prospects look mighty dismal
for this project."

The bell over the door tinkled before either
could answer. A snicker from Mary's direction drew their attention.
She pointed to her eyes then at them. Ed groaned, "Oh, no, the
Gestapo is here."

Three women strode through the door and over
to their table. The middle one said, "What are you over-age
juvenile delinquents doing? And if any one of you says nothing, all
of you are going to regret the day that word was invented."

Three sets of female eyes glowered at
them.

 


 



Chapter 2

 


 


The three men gulped, then Rob answered, "Hi,
sweetie. We're just working on that business project I told you
about."

"No, you didn't tell me anything about it. I
just know you have some scheme to get rich quick. Mary let us know
that you three are plotting something."

Ed said, "Honey, we aren't plotting anything.
It's like Rob said, we're just working on a business project."

Mary came over to ask if the women wanted any
coffee. Bev, Rob's wife, said, "Yes and three of those cinnamon
rolls. If the JDs here get them, so do we."

The three wives inserted themselves between
their husbands. Colleen, Ed's wife said, "Now, tell us in
twenty-five words or less what you three have been so busy working
on. We're all interested in how you're going to be making your
living from now on."

Ed and Marv looked at Rob. Ed said, "You know
the most about it, so go ahead."

The look on Rob's face screamed "chicken",
but he took a breath to begin. Marv started hacking again and his
wife, Karen, reached over to pat his back. After he stopped, Rob
took another breath just before he said, "We're looking at raising
money to build a spaceship. We looked at a lottery but they say we
can't do it for that much money. So we're sitting here trying to
find an alternative. We think Earth should have an escape plan if
an asteroid were headed our way."

Karen asked, "Is there an asteroid headed
this way? Do you really think you could raise enough money to build
a spaceship? Where would you build it? Who gets to go on it?"

Rob went into more detail about their plans
so far and the obstacles they had run into. Mary brought the rolls
and coffee, then just stood there listening to most of his spiel.
When Rob started talking about all the billions of dollars they
would need and raise in the lottery, Mary asked, "How do you pay
the taxes on that? I'll bet the state and feds will take over half
of it."

Rob's face twisted in pain, then transformed
to a look of grim determination. He said, "I don't know how we'll
pay the taxes. We have to have money coming in before we worry
about taxes. I just want to try to get started building that
spaceship. We do have one known asteroid coming our way. Who knows
if there could be more?"

Ed and Marv quickly agreed with him. The four
women were a little more skeptical, but they kept it to themselves.
After a few more minutes of kicking ideas around between the seven
of them, Ed said, "We're running around in circles. We need to do
some more checking then have another meeting. How about we meet
here a week from today? Ten o'clock alright for everyone?"

Colleen said, "Oh, no you don't. You have to
move those cows and get the calves ready to send to market."

Bev said, "Besides, Karen and I have to work.
We can't keep meeting in the mornings. Meet here at six, have a
bite to eat and if Mary needs the table, we can go to our house.
Mary, you're invited to come see what we have going."

Mary had to get up to go wait on some new
customers. The rest of the group sat there for another thirty
minutes discussing why they needed the spaceship and how to get it
built. At last, Coleen stood and told Ed they needed to get back to
the ranch.

Six days went by before Ed called Rob to ask
a favor. He needed some tractor parts, but they were forty miles
away in Lewistown. Leaving Winifred about midmorning on the day of
their next meeting, Rob settled in for a pleasant break from all
the research about the spaceship.

When Bev found out where he was headed, she
gave him a list of things to purchase. Rob spent the first two
hours in town buying groceries, office supplies and a pair of
boots. Three o'clock rolled around before he stepped into the
implement dealer's parts department.

The parts man knew him from the other times
he had picked up parts for Ed. He took Rob's list and soon had the
parts lying on the counter. The man lifted a hydraulic pump and
asked, "Where does this fit on the flying saucer that's being built
in Winifred?"

Rob's head snapped around. His hands clenched
at his side as he said, "What did you just say?"

"I asked where this would fit on the flying
saucer you guys are building. Are you going to give tours of
it?"

Taking a deep breath before he said something
to get him in trouble, he said, "That goes on the z-ray actuator.
You have to move it around if you're shooting at things. That part
over there goes on the fromastat generator."

The partman's mouth dropped open. He
stuttered, "You, you really are building one? Where? Can I see it?
Ahh – what's a fromastat generator?"

Rob glared at him and whispered, "You're a
spy, aren't you? How did you find out about the flying saucer? What
do you want to know about the fromastat generator for? To give the
plans to your evil masters?"

"No, Rob, you've known me for years. I'm just
curious, that's all."

"Sure you are. I've got to go. You know too
much for your own good. I hope you make it…"

Rob grabbed parts and rushed for the door.
The poor man behind the counter looked from the left to the right,
then walked backwards into the parts room. He closed the door
behind him. In the pickup, Rob grinned then his temper kicked in.
He had to find the leak about their plans.

An hour and a half driving behind slower
traffic didn't improve Rob's mood. As he drove by the sign
proclaiming Winifred's south boundary, he glanced at the clock on
the dash. He had barely made it in time for the meeting.

After sliding to a stop in the gravel parking
lot, Rob slammed the pickup door and stomped into the café. The
bell jangled angrily as he stalked in. Ed looked up and spoke
before Rob could say a word, "What kind of parts did you pick up?
They're at least three times what the guy quoted me earlier."

Rob's eyebrows lifted in surprise. He said,
"What's the phone number there? I think I can get them to drop the
price considerably."

Ed gave it to him, so Rob pulled his phone.
The same parts man answered on the third ring. Rob told the man who
he was, then said, "I forgot to get some certificates today. Do you
have the FAA flight certificates for those parts you gave me?"

"Ahh, umm, what parts?"

"I assume you have the certificates because
of the cost. I'll be in tomorrow to pick them up. If you don't,
I'll get them in Great Falls from the FAA. They'll have records of
all the parts they certified."

"I – ahhh – don't have any certificates and I
don't think the FAA will either."

"Then you'd better drop the price or they
will be on your doorstep in a couple of days along with the FBI and
an arrest warrant."

"Umm – ahh – I'm doing it now."

Rob hung up and turned back to the group
staring at him. Mary came over to take his order, but he glared at
each one in the group including her before he asked, "Who leaked
our little secret? Can we expect the Lewistown News tomorrow? Or
will our news flit from gossip to gossip until it turns out little
green men have landed?"

Bev squeaked, "I only told Margery and she
promised not to tell."

Colleen said, "I only told Betty Sue…"

Karen said, "I didn't tell anyone, but my
neighbor Mrs. Walchenz might have overheard me talking on the phone
to Marv."

"Might have? How could she do that? Was she
leaning in your kitchen window?"

"No, umm – she was in my kitchen."

Rob rolled his eyes and turned his gaze to
Mary. She blushed as she said, "I didn't tell anyone. But the cook
did want a few more details that he couldn't hear."

Sitting down with a snort of disgust, Rob
said, "Well, the secret is in Lewistown right now. Of course, the
word is twisted around a little. They have us building a flying
saucer."

Everyone tried to keep a straight face
because they could see his anger, but a smile came to Ed's lips,
then a small gurgling sound. Marv took one look at him and a big
laugh belted out of him. Soon all seven of them around the table
were laughing.

When the laughter died, Rob looked at Ed. The
rancher said, "Don't look at me. I was too busy working on
equipment to tell anyone anything."

Marv spoke up, "Me, too. I checked on the
lottery thing and found out we can do it for sure in Nevada. We
just need a hundred thousand dollars to get started."

Three wives glared at the men before another
word came out. Karen said, "Listen, you knuckleheads, none of you
are taking out loans on houses, vehicles or anything else except
your hunting stuff."

Rob asked, "Then how do we get the money? I
know I'm good looking, but I don't think the banker will loan a
hundred thousand dollars on that alone."

Snorts of derision came from all four women
and the other two men. Karen said, "I have a friend who has a
friend in Kalispell. She told about an author there raising $26,000
with crowd funding. Maybe if you three JDs came up with a good
enough plan, you could come up with your money."

Questions jumped around the table, but Karen
didn't know much more than she had already said. Mary interrupted
long enough to take their orders then she left to give them to the
cook. Another waitress came in to work, so Mary came back to the
table to join the conversation.

The meal arriving at their table stopped
discussion of the spaceship. Fifteen minutes later, Colleen asked,
"Rob, have you figured out what to do about taxes? We don't need a
huge tax increase on top of everything else we owe."

Marv said, "We'll form a corporation…"

They went on for another hour deciding what
they would call it and how it would be set up. Finally, Bev said,
"Colleen, do you still need to go to Great Falls? Saturday sounds
like it might be a good day and they have lots of sales according
to the paper."

"Yeah, that sounds good to me."

Karen said, "I have some things I need as
well. We could make a day of it."

Ed said, "We husbands should go just to keep
them from spending too much and getting into trouble."

Colleen asked, "And who will keep you out of
trouble?"

Two days later they left early in the morning
for Great Falls. All of them missed the huge influx of people
driving around Winifred and the surrounding roads. They heard about
it when they came back into the café the next week for their
meeting.

Marv broke the news about setting up the
corporation and getting the crowd funding going. Ed pulled out his
phone to check on the progress. Waving the phone at everyone, he
said, "Look, a whole ten dollars."

Karen said, "You're just getting started. Do
some promotions. Let friends, family and others know about it and
maybe even try to get on one of those blogs."

"Yeah, maybe we can gain another twenty-five
dollars."

Rob growled, "Ed, shut up. We don't need your
negative juvenile remarks right now."

"Sorry, your high and mighty Mr. Mayor. I'll
try to contain my enthusiasm."

Colleen elbowed him hard enough to bring a
grunt. Nothing anyone said lifted the gloom from the table after
that. The group divided up the promotion ideas and went home. Later
that week, Rob called Marv, "Marv, I've got to get a job. This is
taking way too long. There's an opening in Lewistown that I'm going
to check on tomorrow."

"I know. I've got a salesman job from a place
in Billings I'm checking on. I hate it because I'll be on the road
for three or four days of the week, but bills need to be paid and
food doesn't just sprout on the table."

"Maybe something else will come up or
hopefully these promotion ideas will make something work and we can
get back to full time spaceship building."

"Yeah, that would be nice."

Rob asked, "Is there something wrong? You
sound tired and your voice sounds a little gravely."

"It must be this cough. I just can't shake
it. I'm not sleeping good at night and…"

"Maybe the job will help alleviate some of
the worry and let your body heal."

"You're probably right. I'll see you at the
next meeting. Right now, I'm going to bed."

Rob hung up, but he frowned with worry about
his friend's health.

 


***

 


Three weeks later they all agreed to cancel
the crowd funding. The grand total of one hundred twenty-three
dollars and fifty-seven cents didn't encourage any of them to
continue. His friends tried to encourage Rob, but he moved about
his daily life like a robot.

Two weeks after shutting down their money
raising scheme, Bev finally talked Rob into going back to the Wild
Cow. The saloon side had hired a local band to perform and most of
the town would be there.

It took over an hour of dancing before a hint
of a smile came back on Rob's face. Ed and Marv drifted to Rob and
Bev's table, followed by their wives shortly after that. Rob
frowned at some of Ed's jokes, but Bev pulled him to the dance
floor before his scowl returned.

Screams and yells erupted in the middle of
the floor. A resounding smack could be heard all across the room.
Rob and Bev spotted the combatants. Alicia and her boyfriend were
yelling obscenities at each other.

Alicia whirled around and staggered for the
door. She crashed into several people and from their reaction, Rob
could tell that Alicia had too much to drink. After she banged out
the door into the night air, the band restarted their song.

In the middle of the song, the ear-splitting
scream and the sound of breaking glass as the door crashed open
snapped every head in the place toward the commotion. Alicia stood
in the doorway crying, shrieking and pointing back out in the
parking lot.

Tears ran down her face smearing her makeup
and Rob could see the wet spot growing between her legs as her
bladder let loose and her body shook uncontrollably. Her boyfriend
rushed to her side with murder in his eyes. Several of the other
men in the place followed in his footstep.

The boyfriend held her and asked, "What
happened?"

Only a few people standing very near could
hear what she said, but the boyfriend echoed her, "ALIENS? Are you
out of your mind, woman? We don't have any aliens around here to
attack you."

The honking horns and flashing lights in the
parking lot drew everyone outside. Four pickups were frantically
pulsing with their alarms. The four were in a line from the last
pickup to the door. Marv said, "Look, there's – someone – something
on your pickup, Rob."

An eerie figure bobbed in the breeze. The
flash of the alarms illuminated a small green weird shaped body
that might have been an alien from someone's tortured nightmare
riding on a cartoon spaceship. Rob's hands balled in anger. He
turned toward Ed.

Ed quickly held up his hands in surrender.
"Hey, I don't know why that drunk chick tried to get into your
pickup. I just put something there to pick up your spirits."

Rob glared in Marv's direction. He said, "I
had nothing to do with it."

Ed said, "I didn't intend to get anyone else,
but you have to admit it's a pretty effective deterrent to keep
drunks from behind the wheel."

Rob hit him on the point of his chin. Ed flew
backwards to land on his back and slid to a stop in the gravel. He
didn't move as Rob stomped to his pickup. Bev shouted, "Rob, don't
you dare leave without me. I have to go get my purse."

She ran back inside, then back out to jump
into the moving pickup. Rob didn't slow to wait for her to be
seated, but spun out of the parking lot instead. He threw gravel
over the other parked vehicles and bystanders alike.

Four cowboys had to restrain the boyfriend to
keep him from stomping on Ed as he lay unconscious on the
ground.

 


 



Chapter 3

 


 


Two months went by with Rob refusing to take
Ed's calls or even look at his texts. Even Marv didn't get to see
him much. Both were working overtime at their jobs and Rob worked
around the house in his spare time. Not a word about spaceships
came out of his mouth.

One evening when Rob came home Bev met him at
the door. She announced, "We're going out to eat. I've had it being
cooped up in this house."

"But, honey, I'm tired and all I want to do
is pull off my shoes and relax in the recliner."

"You can't. I shampooed the carpet and your
chair. Turn around and head back to the car or I'll call someone to
drag you out of here."

Rob's face looked too tired to glower, but he
gave it a try. Bev ignored him and pushed. He moved out the door
and back to the car. She pushed him to the passenger side, then
went to the driver's side.

Leaning back, Rob closed his eyes as she
drove. A few minutes later she pulled into a parking lot lined with
snow banks. She stopped the car and Rob's eyes opened to see where
they were at. A groan came from his lips when he saw the Wild Cow
café sign.

Bev glared at him, "Don't say a word. We're
going in there to eat. You'll be civil and won't be punching
anyone."

"You think that was my fault? He definitely
provoked me."

"Doesn't matter. Get out. We're going
in."

Rob didn't groan or utter any other sounds as
he stepped out, but his face said he wanted to. Before he made it
to the end of the car, Ed and Marv walked out of the Wild Cow
followed by their wives. Rob ignored them and turned to wait on
Bev.

A snowball blasted him in the back of the
head. Ed said, "Don't you ignore me and turn your back."

Spinning to face Ed, surprise washed across
his face when another snowball hit him in the chest. Giggles from
the two wives made his face grow red as his hands clinched into
fists. He stomped toward Ed.

Another snowball hit him in the side of the
head before he reached halfway to Ed. He twisted to the side and
his pace picked up as he headed for Marv. More giggles came from
the wives section.

Marv started backing away from Rob, but ran
out of room and tripped into the snowbank left from plowing. He
flailed away trying to get to his feet before Rob reached him. Rob
had two steps to go when a heavy body smashed into him from behind.
They both crashed into the wet cold snow next to Marv.

Ed and Marv ganged up on Rob, shoving snow in
his face and down his neck. Karen ran over and kicked Ed in the
rear. She yelled, "You nitwits, get Marv out of there. I just got
him over the cough. Now you're trying to give him pneumonia."

A yelp came out of Ed as he leaped to his
feet. He held out a hand for Marv, then Rob. Karen blasted them
again, "Get Marv inside and get him warmed up before I turn all
three of you to crow bait."

Ed whispered out of the side of his mouth,
"Rob, can you help him in? I have to get something from my
pickup."

Marv shot back in a whisper, "I'm not a
cripple. I can walk in by myself."

The glare of three wives made the men move
faster. Marv and Rob held the door for the three women and soon Ed
followed them in. Taking a seat at their usual table, Ed beckoned
for the waitress to come take their order.

Rob and Bev ordered a meal while the other
four only wanted some coffee. As soon as the waitress left, Ed
said, "Rob, I'm sorry I pulled that prank. Could you forgive me? We
need you to come back. We need your help. Just look at this."

He shoved some papers under Rob's nose. Rob
just stared at him and ignored the papers. Ed shook them and tapped
them with his finger as he said, "See here. I printed this off the
internet. Another asteroid just missed the Earth. Nobody saw it
coming. Just a slight shift of a degree or so and splat. No more
humans or other life."

A glint came in Rob's eye and he started
reading. Ed continued to talk, "I also printed out some stuff about
scientists being worried about something like the Zika virus
sweeping around the world. If it didn't wipe us out, it could put
us back in the dark ages. See it here? We'd lose cars, computers,
cell phones and all the things that make us civilized."

Karen snorted, "Yeah, they all three looked
so civilized out there in the parking lot."

The three women snicker to the glares of the
three men. Rob asked, "What do you expect me to do? I tried and our
fund raising fell flat on its face."

Marv said, "I've got it figured out. Look at
how we set it up. It sounds like a scammer's dream. No one trusted
us – but if we set up another corporation owned by the city of
Winifred, we'd sound a lot more legitimate."

Colleen said, "With you three, nothing is
going to sound legitimate." More snickers drew more glares.

Rob thought for a few seconds before he said,
"That sounds alright, but what happens to the company if I'm not
the mayor? What if the people elect someone else and they decide to
do something completely different with the company?"

Ed excitedly jumped in, "I think I've got
that figured out. I talked a little to my lawyer and he suggested
we get the city company to give our corporation exclusive rights to
sell tickets on the spaceship. We could make it for, oh,
seventy-five years or so."

Rob said, "I'd have to run it by the
community. They might brand the three of us as crackpots."

The women looked at one another, then in
unison said, "You already are. Just go ahead and do it."

The men didn't even bother to glare when the
laughter came. Rob said, "See, we're at a disadvantage already. Why
would anyone want to give us the rights?"

Bev asked, "If – no, when you get this
spaceship going, how much do you think those tickets would be
worth?"

Marv said, "I'll bet I could sell a couple of
hundred of them at a million dollars apiece – if we had a spaceship
sitting out there. Maybe even five million if something spooks a
few of them."

Bev asked, "How much money are you going to
take from the city coffers?"

Ed answered, "None. Remember we're going to
crowd fund to get our start and then do a lottery."

"Then why don't you offer each family ten or
fifteen tickets. Even if none of them plan on flying off on your
spaceship, it'd be hard for them to turn down ten or fifteen
million dollars for their families."

Marv said, "Yeah, I think it would be easier
to get some grants and to get some big corporations to work with us
if they thought they were dealing with the city. It would solve our
tax problem as well."

They kicked around ideas for another thirty
minutes before settling on a plan. Colleen said, "You should get in
touch with the Johannsen kid. His mom is always bragging about what
a computer nerd he is. You three are going to need a really great
presentation when you go after the big bucks. You might as well
practice here on the local folks."

Ed took out his phone and called right then.
He set up a time for the three men to meet the boy in two days at
the Wild Cow. After he hung up, they made a list of what to include
in the presentation and what everyone would have to do in the next
two days to be ready for him.

No one complained about time dragging for
them. Everyone had too many things to do. Karen called the morning
of the meet with the boy to tell Ed and Rob that Marv wouldn't be
there. She had to take him to Lewistown to the doctor. His little
bit of horseplay in the snow had made his cough a lot worse.

Rob and Ed each carried in an armload of
papers for the meeting. Josef came in with a computer bag over his
shoulder. His shoulders hunched and his face looked especially wan
with the red spots from the cold on his cheeks. The boy's eyes
shifted from adult to adult.

Setting his bag on the floor, he eased into
the chair. After a few minutes of small talk and an order of soda
and fries, Ed got down to the reason for calling him. He shoved
papers at Josef as he rapidly outlined what they had planned. The
boy kept glancing from the papers to Ed, back to the papers, then
to Rob.

He shuffled through the papers not saying a
word when Ed stopped talking. After a few minutes, he said, "Mr.
Weschel, this will be easy. I'd need some help from a friend of
mine. He's into graphic design and between the two of us, we can
get it done."

"How long and how much?"

"It'll take a couple of weeks. We could only
work on this after school and on weekends. The trouble is that for
the next two weekends, I have something – I mean I want to do
something. I think we could do this for a hundred bucks
apiece."

"I'd do that."

"There's one more thing."

Ed's eyebrows lifted, "What's that?"

"I'd want you to – ahh – talk to this girl
for me and ask her to go to the dance with me next Saturday
night."

Rob and Ed's hands went up at the same time.
Ed said, "Whoa, we can't do that. Asking girls out has to be your
doing. She won't like it if we do it for you. But, Rob and I can
give you some pointers on women. After all, we caught the hottest
foxes in Fergus County."

The look the boy gave them said he didn't
exactly have much confidence in their advice. He scooped up the
papers and jammed them into his computer bag. As he stood, he said,
"I'll have something for you to look at by the end of next week.
Should I email it to you?"

"Yeah, send it to me. I'll email Rob."

Ed gave him his email. As Josef walked out,
Ed and Rob grinned at each other. Rob's ringing phone stopped any
further conversation. Bev told him that Marv had been admitted to
the hospital with pneumonia. They both went to get their wives to
head to Lewistown.

Bev and Colleen had the men take them to the
Jenkins' home. They told them they would stay with the kids while
they checked on Marv and Karen. Ed broke several speed limits as he
rushed to Lewistown.

Once inside the hospital, they rushed to the
waiting room. Karen sat alone in a chair. When she spotted them,
she jumped to her feet to give them a hug. Her tears broke out with
the first squeeze. Rob held her and let her sob while Ed patted her
on the back.

She stopped finally and looked up at the two
men. "Thanks for coming. They've got him in ICU working on him. He
could hardly get his breath."

Ed asked, "Do they know why?"

"The doctor thought it might be pneumonia. I
wish they would come and give me some word."

Rob asked, "Have you had anything to eat? Do
you need some coffee or something?"

"I don't think I could eat anything, but some
coffee sounds fine."

Ed left without a word. Karen said, "I need
to get back to Winifred. I left the kids with a babysitter and I
have to…"

"You just have to stay here and pray for
Marv. Bev and Colleen are taking care of your kids and house."

Ed came back with the coffee and the three
sat down to wait. The hours rolled slowly by with no word. Just
before daybreak, the doctor came into the waiting room to tell them
that Marv needed to be moved to Great Falls for a MRI. Their Xray
had shown some spots that might mean trouble.

He said they had Marv stabilized and on
oxygen. Karen started to shake until Rob and Ed stepped up beside
her. They got her to agree to moving her husband. The doctor
wouldn't speculate on what had caused Marv's problem.

Karen started to fret about clean clothes for
her, taking care of her kids and what she would do about work. Both
men shushed her and decided Ed would drive her to Great Falls. Rob
would work a short day and drive back to Winifred.

They called their wives and Bev agreed to
pack some things for Karen and come with Rob. The next day she
would stay with the kids and Colleen would make the trip to Great
Falls. Karen sobbed softly at hearing her friends' generosity.

Ed followed the ambulance to Great Falls as
Rob went to work. He called Marv's boss to let him know about the
Jenkin's circumstances. Bev called Karen's boss. The day drug by
for all of them as they awaited results from Marv's MRI.

Rob took off at noon and hurried back to
Winifred. After a quick bite to eat, he and Bev jumped into the car
to head to Great Falls. Bev drove and Rob fell asleep before they
left Winifred.

They arrived at the hospital shortly after
Karen received the news about Marv. When they found her and Ed, she
had collapsed into a chair with a tear streaked face. Seeing Bev,
she rushed to hug her. Rob barely heard her as she sobbed and tried
to talk, "Bev, he has lung cancer and pneumonia. What am I going to
do? I can't lose him."

Bev shushed her and softly tried to console
her friend. Rob moved his head toward the door and the two men
moved outside into the hallway. A few steps from the door, Rob
turned toward Ed. He asked, "How bad is he?"

"They're getting a handle on the pneumonia,
but the cancer thing is scaring her to death."

"How did he get it? He never smoked other
than giving it a try in high school. Remember how he threw up the
first time?"

"The doc didn't know. Could have been second
hand smoke. You know how he complained about a couple of places he
worked. How he got it is really unimportant right now."

"What do they think? Can he be cured?"

Ed sighed, "That's the killer right now. They
need some time to study the MRI and run a few more tests. The doc
said they might be able to operate and take out the cancerous part
of the lung, but they have to have Marv somewhat healthy."

"What can we do now?"

"Wait with them."

They walked back into the room and sat down.
Later that night they took Karen to a motel and put her to bed. Bev
stayed with her and the two men returned to Winifred. After
explaining to Colleen and the kids, the men went home to go to bed.
Neither had slept much in the last two days.

Two days went by before they could get in to
see Marv. The two men walked into the room to see Marv hooked up to
tubes, wires and oxygen. Karen sat in the corner, her face haggard
with large dark circles under her eyes.

Marv saw them come in and moved his hand a
little to greet them. Karen tensed and sat forward in her chair.
Rob spoke softly, "Hey buddy, how you doing?"

The answer came in a whisper causing both men
to move forward. They talked a few minutes then Rob and Ed said
they needed to leave. Marv motioned them closer as he said, "Are we
making a spaceship yet?"

His question took both men by surprise. Rob
glanced at Karen before he answered, "No, we have hired the
Johannsen kid and his friend to make us a presentation. It'll be
ready sometime this week or the first part of next week."

"Get going on it. I want a ride on it."

Ed said, "Then you hurry up and get out of
that bed. We aren't going to do your work too. I still remember two
years ago when you faked that sprained ankle. Me and Rob had to
drag out not only your deer, but your sorry butt as well."

Marv started to laugh, then groaned. "Stop
making me laugh. It hurts too much."

Rob said, "Then hurry up and get out of here.
You have work to do and you'll have to have a death certificate to
convince us there's something wrong. Even with that, we expect a
certain amount of work before you get to ride in our
spaceship."

Grins on the faces of the three men caused
Karen to say, "You three are completely crazy, but I love every one
of you."

Rob made a mock face of horror. "Don't let
Bev or Colleen hear that or we'll be in the doghouse. We'll see you
two tomorrow."

As they walked down the hallway, Rob stopped,
"Oh, shoot. I wanted to ask Karen how she's doing for money."

"She's doing fine."

"How do you know?"

"I slipped two one-hundred dollar bills in
her purse while she fussed with Marv's pillows."

The two just smiled at each other and walked
out the door into the fresh winter air.

 


***

 


A few days later Josef called Ed to set up a
meeting. He invited Josef over to Rob's house. Ed called Rob as
soon as he hung up. Excitement crackled over the phones as the two
friends discussed the presentation.

That evening, Josef and another teenage boy
sat on Rob's couch. They had a projector and both had a laptop
computer. The boys started setting up their equipment after very
few words of pleasantry. Rob lowered the lights in the living room
and the presentation began.

Rob and Ed moved to the edge of their seats
and almost fell off of them at the first blast of sound and sight
of the huge rock hurtling at Earth. Red, orange and yellow flames
erupted around the rock as it hit the atmosphere. The path of
destruction fell toward the ground.

As the rock hit the Earth, dirt, debris and
smoke exploded upward into the air. A gigantic cloud swooped upward
until that part of the Earth lay under a roiling black mass. The
scene shifted to ground level.

A spreading shock wave spread across the face
of the ground knocking over trees, buildings and other structures.
People and vehicles were rolled along on the surface like marbles
across the playground.

Fires broke out as the day darkened under the
growing cloud. The view shifted back farther to show almost half of
the United States being destroyed. A flicker of movement showed a
clock ticking down the time.

The focus of the view shifted around the
globe. Lights went out as the roiling cloud from the asteroid
spread out. Soon other lights flicker and it became apparent that
these lights were fires that soon spread out of control.

As the time ticked on, the camera pointed at
more and more people worldwide dying. When the time reached zero,
the recording instrument showed a few pitiful stragglers shuffling
across barren plains wearing rags and bits of fur.

Rob became aware that music had been playing
in the background. It changed and the scene switched to another
huge rock hanging in space over a clean Earth. Small spaceships
zipped around it.

A voice came on to explain that this could be
the salvation of the Earth: a colony ship being built and loaded to
go settle another planet before Earth expired. The presentation
ended. Rob and Ed flopped back into their chairs.

Josef and his friend sat looking expectantly
at the two men.

 


 



Chapter 4

 


 


Rob let out his breath, then said, "Wow! Just
wow. That certainly gets the point across. I thought I'd have a
heart attack when I saw those cars rolling and buildings falling.
Where did you get stuff like that?"

Josef said, "Oh, I had some of my online
friends help. They used their computers to generate different parts
of the movie."

Rob asked, "Do you think it's a little too
graphic? We just want some interest, not to scare our audience to
death."

Ed said, "NO, leave it just as it is. We want
a real reaction from anyone we show this to. Great job, you
guys."

Josef said, "We also have a presentation of
one with a disease wiping out the Earth, and one with lots of
earthquakes."

The four discussed the asteroid presentation
and the others the boys had come up with. Rob and Ed decided they
needed to stick with the asteroid. As Ed and Rob talked about
making the presentation to the town, Ned, Josef's friend, kept
staring at them.

Finally, he asked, "Are you really going to
build a spaceship? Right here in Winifred?"

Rob said, "No, not here in Winifred. We'll do
it out there." He waved his hand toward the ceiling of the house.
"We might build components here if things work out. We need to have
a launch site and…"

Ed laughed, "You're progressing mighty fast
there. First we have to raise some money."

Josef asked, "How will you do that?"
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