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The ‘Haven Point’ Series: Copyright 2013 Book 1: Lamp Light

Jaimie Carrigan stands on the edge of an ice-covered Adirondack pond, listening for the awful scream that was called into dispatch.  Standing next to her is K9 Moe, a hundred and fifty five pound Rottweiler.

He knows something is wrong.

But they are too new.  Too raw.  Too body-silent, both  of them, to be able to communicate the disquiet each feels down to the bone.

On paper, Officer Carrigan looks like an exemplary rookie.  Technically, she is.  She’s also the target in the small Sub-station full of old-time officers and firemen.  And has been for the past fifteen months.  As the rookie, even after all this time, it’s her duty to cover shifts, deal with a whacked-out, ever-changing schedule that rarely involves daylight hours, and run long patrol routes with only Moe to keep her company in the moonlit hours.

Living with her Aunt Jesse in Haven Point Lodge has its advantages.  A room with a bed that she has to share with the huge canine.  The most important is that, even with the trial-and-error position that might end at any point, she can keep Moe as hers- her partner, her K9, her companion.  The second is being able to pay off the hefty school loans.

When Aunt Jesse’s lover trips in the snow and nearly lands on a gruesome body half-hidden in a thicket, Jaimie’s life is forever changed.  She is partnered with Homicide Detective Drew McLaughlin- a stoic, marble-faced man that hasn’t laughed in years.  He knows nothing about dogs.  Or about being a partner to anyone.
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For Mom.

I miss you and think of you often...
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FROM THE AUTHOR:

Hi.  Katrin Greene, here...

I have lived most of my life as an office manager, accountant, auditor, math-geek, and applications specialist.  Sometimes this has been in someone’s garage.  Sometimes, a cube farm.  That’s my “work life.”

My “home life” has been a chaotic mess for a long time.  I accept it for what it is and the strength it has given me.  I started writing as a way to cope.  Reading and stories and movies became my way of taking a slice of life and eating it, instead of letting it eat me.

I try to live life with as little judgmental attitudes as possible.  Hard to do.  Hard to live up to, while being practical and keeping yourself safe.

Each of my worlds is a different slice.  My heroes are not kings or princesses.  They are people who see life and may or may not fit into it well.  And hopefully with a tongue-in-cheek attitude.

See you around the stacks sometime!
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PROLOGUE
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At the end of the Afghani war, a freak accident changed Earth so completely, so dramatically, suicide became an acceptable way out.

As the newscasters reported, and was taught in school, terrorist cells released both a space-mounted nuclear weapon and several massive Electro-Magnetic Pulses, called E.M.P’s, in succession. 

One would have been devastating enough.  The rocket hit a space station, which exploded.  It was supposed to be targeted at Earth, on the United States, as it was called in the A.D. years. A fail safe had been released by an unnamed person at the last moment and the rocket veered off instead.

When the space station ignited, killing several scientists, the oxygen-enriched explosion set off several courses of destruction, crashing into satellites and nav-equipment that had been launched into space for over fifty years.  Several pieces of the mutilated machinery fell to Earth, slamming without prejudice into mountains, cities, and oceans.

One of the largest pieces hit Chernobyl, a Ukraine city that was the site of a nuclear power plant explosion in 1986, A.D.  Radiation-enriched dust and ash were released in plumes of hot air from the strike.  Another fell on a biochemical weapons manufacturer in China.  The bio-warfare being studied was a violation of several treaties and all knowledge of what was discharged was disavowed.  A third fell on the Shishaldin Volcano, in the Aleutian Islands off the coast of Alaska.  The fourth, and most damning piece, exploded a second biochemical company in the state of Ohio, then United States.  The research at that company was for making vaccines for several threatening viruses.

Each of the four strikes to the Earth’s surface released dangerous chemicals into the air: radiation; partially burned-off diseases; volcanic ash which consisted of heavy metals such as iron and magnesium; and gases from the volcano- carbon dioxide, sulfur dioxide, hydrogen, hydrogen sulfide, carbon monoxide, and hydrogen chloride.

Each four, by themselves, would have caused serious health risks to surrounding areas.  Since all four sites of destruction were struck within a week of each other, the effects were devastating, creating huge clouds of mixing substances in the upper atmosphere.

Mathematicians had, ever since, been trying to calculate the odds of the occurrence.

The EMP’s were just as devastating, crippling both the European Union and the United States.  As the strikes continued over several weeks, ions of electricity charged the deadly viruses in the clouds.

It was almost a year before the effects were fully realized.  The sun didn’t glow orange, as everyone had expected if some kind of Apocalyptic event occurred.  Heavy clouds, rain, and wind course changes were the only warning.

Many of Earth’s species changed with the heavy chemical and biological damage.  Several became extinct.  Hundreds of thousands of people became sick and died.  Nearly a third of the Earth’s population. The reduction was slow- over the course of several years through cancer, starvation, and several small wars and territorial disputes that broke out all over the world.

A terrifying time. Many had yet to recover.  The United States and parts of Canada were now the Eastern, Southern, Oyo, Western, and Algonquin States, separated by the Mississippi River, the Rocky Mountains, the Nevada Desert, and parts of the mountains of West Virginia.

The States or Provinces, were mostly left as they had been mapped out.  In the Eastern States, a person had two choices, after three years of war: live in the city-states, huge concrete jungles where the rent was high and a person might be killed simply for having more food, or live outside the walls, were there was very little law and no protection from the weather.

To deal with the masses, the new government of the Eastern States created two militaries out of the old: The Army and The Guard.  One to create order in the over-crowded cities.  One to act as the Home Guard in the wilds, hunting for terrorists and healing the damage from the massive ecological changes.  Struggling, the Eastern States rose slowly, bringing back, almost, civilization to their region.
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CHAPTER 1
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[1]  The Beginning of it All...

Elizabet sat, waiting for the end of the day, to shut the computer down at her station in the finance department of Phyonplex and go home.

She’d already completed most of her work tasks.  And dealt with several emails that came from her overly-enthusiastic aunts.

Family dinners always brought pop-quizzes of “Did you see that statistic?” or “What do you think of...”  There were only so many times she could get away with “Sorry, I didn’t see that,” or “I had several tasks to do at work.”  Because she’d get another copy of whatever junky electronic headline sent to her home email where those “excuses” didn’t have any justification.

The day’s emails comprised of dramatic, rhetoric-driven titles. “Charity Ball for Legalizing Arranged Marriages Act.”  “Property Tax Breaks: Incorporate your Family for Building Ownership.”

Elizabet found them boring.  Rhetoric.  Sometimes, it was a way to pass the time, in the afternoon of the day.  A diversion to read the screaming articles about genetic mutations instead of another ten mind-numbing minutes playing with spreadsheets.

Her aunts seemed to switch interests about every three to four months.  Da would frown at her when she didn’t take an active interest in their lives.

Not that anyone was interested in her job.  No one at dinner wanted to know what she’d done with the latest change in the break-evens of a production line or, like that morning, unraveling a payroll snafu.

The last forty minutes of the work day were always the roughest.

“Strike that,” Elizabet thought, gazing at her plants, then back to the window.  “Any time after 2:15.  I hate being bored!”  And then she immediately squelched the internal whine.  She was grateful for the job she had.  And where it was.  And, in some ways, what she was doing.

But she was tired.  Tired of waiting around.  Tired of waiting for “Life,” as it was put, to begin.  She should, Elizabet told herself, be used to it by now.

The time on the computer screen flicked to 3:42.

“Ugh.”

It was Tuesday.  3:42 pm on Thursday was much easier to deal with than on Tuesday.

Tuesdays meant a slow day at work and she had chores to look forward to when she returned home after running errands.  But Thursdays meant that the week was almost over and she could see her best friend for drinks.

Elizabet Gibson, Accounting Clerk, tried to locate another task to do for the remaining desk time.  The problem was that all she had left were a couple of five minute tasks that she was sick of dealing with (coding invoices for accounts payable) and an hour long task- reprogramming a few spreadsheets, each of which required concentration and no distractions- like leaving for the day.  She was ignoring the second email from her Aunt Mave.  Aunt Mindy had already sent the daily “you need to breed” letter.

The clock flicked to 3:43 pm.

Elizabet could hear her best friend, Ashley, sing-songing in her head, “Stop inviting Murphy to dance, dear.  You don’t want that kind of excitement!”

They had both had a bad run of luck lately.  Nothing too horrible.  Parking tickets and dropped groceries and sick pets and too-interested family members could make any evening go from tolerable to not in a moment.

Ashley had been a part of her life since Elizabet could remember.  Grade school, ballet classes.  All before the Eon changed and the satellites fell.

She’d never understood why the Powers That Be decided to split up the U.S. after the wars ended.  Or why they changed the calendar from A.D.- After Death- to N.M. - Novo Mutanis.  It was year 19 N.M.  Elizabet had just turned thirty two.

She shivered, not wanting to remember those awful first years after the EMP’s took out all the electricity.

The window near her station looked out onto trees and flowers, despite being winter.  Pretty pinks and yellows.  It was a favorite place to set her eyes outside the cubical, when things were slow and the plants at her desk were taken care of.

Life was better, returning to “normal.”  As normal as it could get with acid clouds still springing up out of no-where and killing dozens of people.  Larger cities at least had weather balloons  that could detect the noxious chemicals in the air and trigger the release of soy-chem bombs far enough away to protect everyone.

Lots of new technology had erupted during and after the wars.  For some reason, at least where she lived in the Eastern States, soy and some other grain type plants evolved and became resistant to the destruction of the acid clouds.  Plastics were almost exclusively made from soy processing.  Windows were actually plas-glass, a combination of soy plastic and glass.  She had heard, over the years, that other regions of the world had developed other plants and plastic-type materials to do the same.

Other companies were discovering  environmental solutions, such as water reclamation or soil reconditioning, to be extremely profitable.  Populations had flocked to the cities.  Scientists and doctors were in high demand and received lofty compensation.

“But,” she thought, “all those businesses need accountants.”  

Anything to sooth her irritation.

She was beginning to feel trapped in her job and her life.  She wanted another job.  In another company.  Where her boss might not keep sitting on her and keeping her around for who knew what reason.  Almost everything she did at Phyonplex was make-work.  It would take at least another year before she was considered established enough to go looking for a more fulfilling position.

3:46 pm.

She returned to looking out the window to the beautiful plants blooming in the parking garage.

Elizabet was not good at science of any kind.  Her father had encouraged her into accounting instead, taking the advice of a friend and, for once, ignoring the pressure from the rest of the family.

From her memories, life didn’t seem all that much different.  Cars, computers, the Eastranet.  Cell phones and most radios were defunct because of the acidic clouds that burned through most metal, but that was all she could think of, technology wise.  True, car fuel was now soy-diesel with extra additives to clean the atmosphere.  If she remembered right, technology was headed in that direction anyway.

Maybe she could get in with a diesel company.  Or a water reclamator plant.

With a gasp, Elizabet realized that nearly twelve minutes had passed, in her day-dreaming, trying to imagine what life would be like in another position. 

The end of the day was so close and all that remained was her nightly ritual of filing and cleaning up her desk.  What was worse- the boredom of the afternoon had completely blanked her mind that it was Christmas Eve!  She had to put the speed on to get out to her car, get through traffic, drop off produce to the soup kitchen, and get over to the family domicile- her aunt’s house where Da, Aunt Mave, and Uncle Dirk lived.

[2] 12/26  Thursday Night...

Ashley greeted her from the bar.  The entire laminate interior of Cosgrove’s was covered in twinkling, gaudy tinsel, celebrating the holidays.  She raised a glass of neon green liquid and smiled widely, patting the empty seat.

Elizabet rushed forward, brushing off snow and wet from the outside, ignoring Ashley’s gentle shudder of revulsion.  “Thanks!  I thought I’d never get out of there.”

“Work trouble?” Ashley inquired.

“Yes...”

“And no,” her friend finished for her.  “Boss giving you issues again?”

“No, Wyatt’s been mostly gone or in meetings.  Things are off because of the holiday yesterday.  I just...”  Elizabet bit her lip.  She stayed quiet after the bartender came over and inquired what she would have.

“She wants a Green Martin, like mine, only with more salt,” Ashley answered for her.  When the bartender turned away, she asked, “What’s up, babe?”

“I’m bored, Ashley.  Out of my mind.”

“I thought you loved your job at Phyonplex.”

“I do.  Sort of.  But there isn’t enough there for me.  Wyatt’s really good at what he does, when he’s in the office.  I like steady work. I had very little to do today, other than push reports around my desk.”

“Then find a new job, hon.  Accountants are in high demand right now.”

She couldn’t explain the itch that had gotten under her skin lately.  So instead, Elizabet snorted.  “I know.  I know.  I was thinking about that earlier this week.  There are jobs with smaller companies out there.  Then I went to dinner with the family.  All I could think was- ‘And watch Da have a heart attack?’  You know how happy he was for me to find a job that had a plas-screen over the parking lot.”

It was, indeed, a beautiful campus, she thought.  Plas-glass surrounded almost the entire property, including the parking areas.  The owners had paid a huge amount of money to some architect to design a greenhouse, with trees, plants, and flowers.  All designed to keep out the acid clouds and turn the car emissions into nutrients for the foliage.  Even in dead of winter, like now, flowers bloomed all over.  Phyonplex used the parking lot in its brochures, showing off the versatility and reduction of greenhouse gases by product use.  Which was, of course, a tax write off for any corporation.

The weird thing was, and she had to deal with the paranoia every single day, like earlier in the afternoon with the email from her aunt entitled: “New studies show that the food you eat is laced with chemicals designed to shorten your life!,” acid clouds just didn’t boil up the way they used to in the beginning.

Enough foliage and worms and fresh-water clams had evolved to help protect the planet from the noxious gas.  Farmers had been back out in the fields for well over ten years.  Mining had returned to normal.  All that was needed was special gear, like a rain coat or a body umbrella.  Tents and camping had resumed in special locations.  Everything had some sort of soy component or spray or coating.  Winter gear always had soy built right in.

But that didn’t stop the worry.  Her father had been so proud that she had landed in the plas-glass factory.  Even her aunts had backed off for a little while.

Ashley smiled into her drink, knowing how Myles Gibson had wrapped his little girl in bubble wrap after his wife had died from cancer.  The smile faded a little, but she determined not to think about it or remind her best friend about the loss.

“I hear Brad Henderson has been asking around about you,” Ashley teased.

“Ugh.  Don’t remind me.”

The face Ashley made was one of both amusement and concern.  “I don’t see why you are so negative about him.  He suits you so well.  You like the same music.”

“And that is part of the problem.  He suits me.  He’s better than average looking, makes decent money, and has his own place.  Scientists can afford that.  Believe me, Ash, I’ve had the sales pitch.”

“From which aunt?” Her best friend’s wicked smile flashed.

“Mindy.  She’s started on her ‘We Need to Re-populate the World’ drama again.”

“PPPPhhhhhh!”  Green liquid sprayed out of Ashley’s mouth.  “No!”

“Oh, yes!  You should have seen the third article she emailed me today.  All about making sure that the geneticists have enough of the right material to work with.”  Elizabet pounded a little on her friend’s back.

“And that’s what’s got you down?”  Ashley choked out.

“Partly.  I only turned thirty two a week ago.”

“Hmm.”

“Now she’s got me feeling like my life is over and I am bored out of my mind.”

“Well, hon, don’t think about it too much.  Think about that bus tour we’re taking this weekend.  That should take some of the boredom aw...”

“Hi!”  The male voice behind her materialized out of nowhere and Elizabet had to swallow hard.

“Hi, Brad.”  She said, thinking, “It’s like he’s been summoned by word alone.”

Ashley smiled, too, and took a sip of her Green Martin.  “Hey, Brad, what’s new?”

He went into some lengthy description of his new project.  Enough to make Elizabet’s eyes glaze over.  Her mind went numb.

She waited, patiently, for a break, but after five minutes, there was none.  “I’m sorry, Brad,” she interrupted.  “I have to go.  It was nice seeing you.”

She grabbed her overcoat and, shoving her arms through the huge sleeves, she turned to Ashley.  “Gotta run, hon.  I have to go in to work early.”

Ashley’s eyes twinkled.  “Okay.”

Brad, on the other hand, broke his story.  “Um.  Okay, Elizabet.  Want me to walk you to your car?  It’s snowing out.  Do you have your poncho?  I have an extra-large one we can share.”

“I’m good.”  She tried to hide the shudder.  Not from the snow.  From his overbearing manners.  “Here.  You can have my spot.  Thanks anyway,” she said, waving as she stepped away from the crowded bar.  “I’ll call you tomorrow, Ash.”

[3] 12/26 Thursday Night, After the Bar...

She closed the door to her four room apartment and sighed.  Relieved to be away from Brad and Tinsel Town, formerly known as Cosgrove’s Bar and Grill before the holidays had started.  It had taken nearly the entire fifteen minute trek across the city to clear her head of Brad’s monotonous chemical recital.

The apartment was in the basement of a large colonial house, with the entrance in the back under an exterior flight of stairs, and measured, roughly, twenty feet by twenty five, with the walls and absolutely no windows.  It took almost two-thirds of her salary to pay for the tiny place.  But it was hers.  All hers.  

Four rooms.  The bathroom wasn’t more than a shower stall and a toilet. She still counted it as a room.  It had a door and everything.  So it counted as a room.  The main room, which held her futon, a TV, a small stereo, and a small end table, had two doors, other than the bathroom, leading off of it.  One to the kitchen.  A functional room. Five cupboards and just enough space for a microwave, stove, and fridge.

Elizabet leaned against the back of the front door.  Wondering, not for the first or hundredth time, what in the world was wrong with her.

Brad was a good guy.  Friendly.  A little boring.  But nice enough.  She should be overjoyed that he found her interesting.

She also wondered why she’d been so whiney lately.  It wasn’t like she didn’t have a good life.  A good paying job.  Real charity work, and not just a fundraiser, when she could slip it under her family’s radar.  She had her own apartment... 

“Unlike Ashley,” she thought, in the deepest part of her mind.  “She still lives with her parents in that two bedroom condo fortress.”

Elizabet looked around.  Her furniture was paid for.  Granted, she didn’t live in a classy place.  The credit card account was at zero at the end of every month.  A little money was stashed away for the future.  

If she married Brad, the way her aunts had been pressuring her to, she would have a house, most likely.  A real house.  Within a few years.  Wasn’t she supposed to want that?  A house, with enough money and furniture that matched?

She looked around the mauve room again.  Seeing it, like Brad would see it, and wondered a little what his reaction would be to the faded blankets and the mismatched pillows.  

She loved it.  Every bit of it, buying fabrics from various shops and the pictures on her walls, to give the feel of looking out onto wide, pretty meadows.

Her green eyes landed on the last door in the room.  The one door led to her real home.  A small room, with no windows.  It was the corner room, in the basement.  The farthest away from all the other residents in the building.  Inside that room, when the lights turned on, everything was brilliant green and blue.

Green from all the plants.  She grew her own veggies and salads of all sorts.

The room was blue, from the color of the walls and her heart’s delight.  Sixteen rabbits, all with natural blue fur.  All shades of blue fur.  They were one of the mutations from Novo.  They were all safe.  They were all hers.

[4] 12/26 Bunny Tracks...

They had been gifts from her father.  Well, five of them.  She and Mom used to eat Blue Bunns ice cream.  Before the cancer, before Novo.  Da would tease them both, that they would most likely turn into cows and make their own, they ate so much.  Mom would get so mad and chase after him.  Good memories, good times.

Some days, after her mom had passed away, Elizabet had trouble functioning.  A lot of trouble functioning.

Her father had been at a flea market, selling some personal things to make ends meet, when he came across a cage with the first blue rabbit.  He had come home with the doe angora instead of the part he needed to fix the car.  Elizabet had cried all through dinner.  After a week, her pain had begun to ease, sitting with Nilly in her lap every night after homework.  

After Nilly, Da had occasionally come home with another blue rabbit.  She’d only made the mistake once of leaving the rabbits out of their cages, and the resulting babies had been a little more than she could handle.

Nilly was gone- past gone- a couple of years.  Here, in this room, were her sons and daughters, in every shade of blue imaginable.

Da had been both proud and miffed when she had found her own place.  Had helped her find the furniture and to pay for it.  Elizabet had paid him back- every single dime.  He gave up the small house, selling it for a pretty turn of profit after the mortgage and back taxes and medical bills, and moved in with his sister and her husband on the other side of town.  The “nice” end of town.

Elizabet had wanted it that way.  So that Da could finish paying off the debts he owed and have enough left over for the future.  In case... In case- and she forced herself to finish the thought- in case he got sick.

It had been hard, giving up her childhood home.  Knowing that if she couldn’t deal with it, there would be no going back.  The house sold for more money than she would see in a lifetime.

But this apartment was just about everything she needed, even with the yearly rent hike about to happen.  So between Da, Ashley, and the rabbits, why was she so unhappy?

Elizabet opened the door.  Each spacious cage had its own label: Annoying, Aggravating, Disturbing, Irritating, Bothersome, Vexatious, Galling, Spiky, Outspoken, Sharp, Brutal, Calamitous, Unpleasant, Distressing, Drag, Noxious.

All the things she’d wanted to call her aunts over the years, but out of respect, couldn’t.  Da had eventually gotten the joke when, in a moment of complete irritation, she had said that they wanted to breed her off like a rabbit.  He hadn’t been pleased.  But he understood.

Sixteen pairs of lavender eyes looked at her.  It always took a few minutes for them to calm and resume making jelly beans.  What she called poop.

Carefully, she began her nightly tasks.  The plants came first.  She had learned the hard way that if she got involved with her precious pets, the plants suffered.  Then the soup kitchen she donated the excess produce to suffered.

A half hour later, she began on the pens- carefully replacing shredded paper and cleaning up the soon-to-be fertilizer.  The excess went into the garbage for her to throw out the next morning on her way to work.  She had special routes that she took each day, stopping for coffee or for soy-diesel to find a way to dispose of the bags without her landlord finding out.  Gavin Perciball charged her an extra fifty a month for two rabbits.

She doubted that Brad would want to deal with sixteen rabbits.  He didn’t seem the type, with his clean shirts and pressed trousers.  Which was her primary objection to a long term relationship.  The monotonous speeches were the second.

Elizabet sighed again.  Happy, in a weird way.  “Time to let the boys out and run around for a while,” she thought, opening five cages before hauling the day’s harvest into the kitchen.

[5] 12/28  Saturday Day Trip...

Elizabet sat on the wide seat next to Ashley, looking out the leaky window.  “We should have started doing this a long time ago.”

Ashley nodded, swaying a little as the bus hit another pot hole.

Ridge Lake was an hour north of Taliville City.  Elizabet owned a car- a small, used hatchback.  The adventure was better for riding the bus, where they could both look at the countryside and enjoy the views.  There were also three armed men, not including the driver, keeping everyone safe, deep out in the country side.

Each Saturday, a bus stopped at Villa Market just outside the city limits, stopped in Ridge Lake, and continued on to other little towns north.  Then did the return trip in the afternoon, repeating again the next day.  The bus, painted orange, pink, and blue and covered in signatures, was usually packed.

Just as the bus entered the village, Elizabet spotted a small, slightly run-down cottage for sale out the window.  “Ash- look at that!”

“Look at what?”  The pretty brunette swung her neck around.  “What? What?”

“That little house.”

“That?”  Ashley almost sneered at it.  “It looks like a dump!”

“A little overgrown, maybe.”  Elizabet frowned.  “I wonder why it hasn’t sold?”

“Probably because it’s about to fall down.”

She didn’t think so.  It was a charming place, like in a puzzle- full of winter-slumbering plants and nestled behind a fence.  It was still surprising that no one had snapped the place up.  Land- any land- was usually sucked up by the farm co-ops or corporations, each one wanting more space to grow soy or other crops.  In some places, whole ghost towns had been razed to make room for new farms.

Ashley had different ideas than she did.  That was part of why they were friends.  Not quite opposites.  Not too much the same, either.

The bus swerved around something large, nearly knocking both her and Ashley out into the aisle.  Elizabet stared, opened mouthed, through the window at a covered wagon.  Pulled by what looked like furry cows wearing jackets, with rubber legs.  Ash tugged on her arm, as the bus finally stopped and several people got out.

“Well, where do you want to head first?” Ashley asked, scooting quickly through the snow to the covered, wood porch of a store.  Deliberately ignoring the animals that were wearing canvas coats and boots?

Elizabet could tell she did not want to look at the cottage.  “Next time,” she told herself, trying not to gawk and look like a tourist.  “Why don’t we start in the co-op, then head for lunch?  We can set any bags down on the floor while we wait for the bus to come back.”

“Sure.”  Then stopped, seeing the throng of people headed inside.  “Why don’t we eat first?  Then we can shop.  That way, we can’t over-buy.”

“Okay.”

The little diner was a tourist trap but the locals seemed to like it just as much.  Blue gingham curtains covered parts of the windows.  The swinging bell over the archway that went off as the heavy door opened and closed.  Elizabet couldn’t help but be charmed.

Terry’s Café was larger than it looked and full of varnished oak tables and chairs.

“Sit anywhere,” was called from behind the long counter where three men sat, drinking coffee.

They spent a few minutes looking over the menu, which was full of interesting dishes.  And both women’s eyes widened at how inexpensive the costs were.  Hamburgers and meat loaf and fried chicken were, of course, familiar favorites.  Spaghetti squash soup and sides of mashed turnips and cheesy cauliflower were not on many menus in the city.  Not if you didn’t want to pay thirty five dollars a plate.

Elizabet settled on a roast beef half-sandwich and a bowl of creamy soup, pleasantly surprised by the choices.

“So how was work?” she asked Ashley after a woman dressed in a grey and purple sweater took their order.

“Okay.”  Ashley looked around her.  “This is a nice place.”

“Yes.”  She waited.  Ashley always wanted to organize her thoughts first before mentioning her job.  She was much more of a people person than Elizabet but felt that her patients at the phlebotomy clinic should remain anonymous.

“Well, I drew blood from several people yesterday.”

“Obviously.”

She grinned.  “Sorry.  We had a rush around ten.  Lucy nearly stuck herself on someone with the needle, trying to go too fast.”

Lucy, one of Ashley’s six co-workers, was always rushing.

“Go on.”

“Lots of truck drivers.  I think they must be trying to get their mandatory testing done before the year ends.”

“Anyone cute?”

“Several,” Ashley grinned.  It was a favorite pastime of hers- asking the drivers where they went.  Her way of traveling without leaving the comforts and safety of home.  “One of them had just returned from Massena, near the border.”

She went off into dreamland a little bit, imagining the trucker’s descriptions.  This, too, was one of Ashley’s little habits.

When the food came out, her best friend had opened up and re-told the story of the driver’s trip and what Massena had looked like.  She listened with half an ear, enjoying the food so much since it didn’t have a soy or mushroom under-taste.  Until Ashley revealed how the trucker had nearly hit a cow on the way back to Taliville.

Elizabet put her sandwich down.  “A cow?  A real, live cow?”  She had never seen one.

“Yup!”

There was a small, quiet snort from the counter.

Ashley frowned at the man, but kept going with her story.

“I wonder how big it was?” Elizabet wondered out loud.

“I don’t know.”

“Oh.  Well.  Okay.  Was the snow pretty deep?”

“A foot or two more than here.”

They finished up their lunches, ignoring the men at the counter who snickered at various points during their conversation.

Elizabet, thoroughly annoyed, waited until she paid for her meal at the counter.  Turning, she smiled graciously at the farmers, or whatever they were, and said, “I’m so glad we entertained you.  Ash and I do stand-up comedy once a week in the city.  You should come see us some time.  Our act is called ‘Pull My Leg’.  It pays us a bit to come to quaint, little towns and spend our free cash.”

One of them had the decency to blush slightly, but she turned away and left, arm in arm with Ashley, to head to the store.

[6] 12/28  At the Co-op.

Another bell rang when they opened the doors to the co-op.  That’s all the sign said above the entrance- “Co-op.”  No name.  Just the title.

It was packed with shoppers.  All sorts of interesting goodies that Elizabet knew she wouldn’t have the money to cover everything that tempted her eyes from crates and counters.  Not if she wanted to keep her savings account at a healthy level.  Dealing with her mom’s cancer had taught her hard about finances.

Fresh vegetables and cheeses mounded in shades of green, white, purple and yellow.  Dreamy scents of breads and cakes and pies came from everywhere.

“Oh, yum!” Ashley wandered over to the pastry counter.

“Look at these prices,” Elizabet whispered in her ear.  “These are so much less than in Taliville!  Look!  Eggs!  Real eggs.  Not powdered!”

“I know,” Ashley whispered back.  “You were right.  We should have been coming here a lot sooner.  The savings from groceries alone would cover the bus ticket!”

“Or gas money.”

“That, too!”

But they both knew that the savings would never be seen anyway, because they would both spend more in the little shop than at the local supermarket back home.

She wandered. Ashley wandered.  They soon lost each other, but each quite content to look around, gawking at wind chimes and bird seed.

Elizabet quickly filled her canvas bag with all sorts of vegetables she was unable to grow in her tiny beds in the apartment, yogurt-covered raisins (which were exorbitant at her usual shop), three kinds of cheese, and a special box of donuts for her Da.  Happy and content, she walked up and down the aisles, making plans to save and dry the seeds, hopefully be able to grow some more variety, and to come back with her car so that she could get some of those rare, luscious eggs.

Near the back, an archway opened into a back area marked “Employees Only.”  It was almost hidden behind a display of popcorn and a goodie rack.  Tacked in place was a hand-written sign- “Office Help Wanted” in large block letters.

“Interested?”

The male voice coming from behind startled Elizabet.  “Oh! Sorry.  I didn’t see you there.”

A well-worn hand pointed to the cardboard.  “I saw you looking.  Well?  Are you?”

“Am I what?”

“Interested?”

Curious, she asked what the job was for.

“I need an office manager.”

“And you haven’t found anyone?”  She looked up into the brown eyes, which were amused.

“Nope.  Sally retired a couple of months back.  I’m Neil Kearney.”

“Um.  Hi.  Elizabet.”

She shook hands, both realizing only after the fact that his were dusty.

“Sorry about that.”

“Why did Sally retire?”

“Had a baby.”

“Ah.”

Neil leaned over to pull some items back into place on the shelf.  “Pay’s not great.  I only need someone a couple of days a week.  Which is why I can’t find someone who knows their way around an office.”

Elizabet smiled in sympathy.  “I understand.  Thanks for offering.  But I have a full time job in the city.  I’m just looking around for the day.  It’s a nice place you have here.”

Neil smiled back, not at all surprised by her words.  He had heard them many times before and knew it wouldn’t be the last.  “Thanks.  Can I help you find anything?”

The smile widened into a grin on her face.  “No, but thanks.  I just want to wander and see what else I can find.  That way, you get to have me curious about what else is here and want to come back.”

“Sure.”  The brown head bobbed again and stepped aside to heap more bird seed on a pallet.

In another corner was a stack of pillows.  All shades of colors.  She found a blue one, to go with her collection.  A big, fat pillow that she couldn’t possibly get back home on the bus.  With a sigh of resignation, Elizabet turned to find Ashley.

[7] 12/28  Hauling home...

It was nearly seven by the time she dropped Ashley off and went to see Da.  Aunt Mave had been waiting for her and pounced as usual, wanting to know how things were with Brad.  She had avoided the conversation as best she could and pleaded tired feet from shopping.  As usual, no one asked about her outing, so going outside the city walls didn’t cause a panic.

Her car eased into the parking spot behind the dumpsters at the colonial apartment building.  There were several tire tracks in the muddy area and a lot of foot prints.  Not thinking too hard about it, she grabbed the canvas tote to pull the load into her little home.

To discover that her apartment had been broken into and a note attached to the door.

“Miss Gibson,” it read,  “Your upstairs neighbor heard a commotion coming from your apartment this afternoon and called me.  I came over immediately.

“I can assure you that I called the police as soon as I saw the broken lock.  I don’t think anything has been taken but you should contact Officer Medler as soon as you return.

“However, please be advised that you were paying extra rent for only two rabbits.  Not sixteen, which is well over code.  An Animal Control Officer will be by on Monday to pick up the extra animals and you will need to pay me back for the fine.

“I am charging you twenty five dollars a head for the fourteen other rabbits, for the past eleven months.  That comes to nearly four thousand dollars, back rent, on top of the thousand dollar fine I will have to pay.

“I expect you to comply if you wish to continue living in this building.

“Gavin Perciball.”

Her horror and shock cut through any happiness Elizabet had felt for the day.  Five thousand dollars!  That was over a third of her savings!

And, she bitterly added, rent was going to be due in a couple of days and Gavin had already raised it.

Plus she would lose fourteen of her precious pets!  What would possibly happen to them?

Dropping the bag, Elizabet raced to the back bedroom.  So much destruction.  Her plants torn apart and summons tickets on all the cages except two.

Panic rose as she sank to the floor.
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[1] 12/29  Sunday.

Elizabet had spent most of the evening alternately crying or sitting in a stupor.

Her precious rabbits.  Where would they be put?  In a factory?  Should she try to run with them?  Give them away while a new home was found?  If she moved in with Mave, would her aunt let her keep them?  Would that still be overcrowding?  Would they be slaughtered because they were mutations?  Or would they be given to a research center that tested on animals?

Terrible thoughts, backed up by the harshness she’d witnessed over several years, had raced around in Elizabet’s mind.

Ashley had immediately rushed over from her frantic phone call.  They had spent the evening eating soy ice cream and calling Gavin every dirty name they could think of before passing out, exhausted.

Da came over as soon as she called Sunday morning and was sitting at the small dining table shoved against the far wall.  Concerned about the break-in and Elizabet’s state of mind.  “I don’t know what to tell you, honey.  This is supposed to be a safe neighborhood.”

“I know, Da.”

“I wish we hadn’t sold the house.”  The pain on his face was clear enough.  He knew that it was going to break her heart, giving up her animals.  And it wasn’t anything he could prevent.

“I know,” she said again, snuffling over her coffee, while Ashley rubbed her back.  Elizabet sighed.  “I’m just going to have to find another place.”

Ashley gasped.  “This close to New Year’s Eve?!?  Are you out of your mind?”

“I don’t see what other choice I have. Do you think Aunt Mave would mind me staying for a while?” She turned to her father.

“No.  You might, but she won’t.  Where will you put your stuff?” Da asked.  “Your rabbits until you find a place?”

“Is there room in the family storage locker?”

“Probably.  Mave and Mindy went through it before Thanksgiving.  You know, for that charity auction?”

“Okay.”  But she thought. panicked, “Which auction?” before getting her mind back on her problem.

“You can’t put the rabbits there,” Da said, frankly.

She looked hopefully at Ashley.

“Oh, no.  I can’t.  My parents would kill me if I stashed your rabbits at my place.  And you could get arrested.”

They spent another hour trying to find solutions.  By the end of it, nothing new came up and Elizabet resigned herself to the situation, shutting the door behind Da and Ashley as they left for the afternoon.

She spent another hour trying to clean up the back bed room, making it at least presentable for Animal Control.  Maybe her babes would get to go to a petting zoo or something.  The little laptop hummed, logging on, and she opened the Eastranet browser, looking for a new place to live.  Ashley’s advice about inviting Murphy into her life had come true all too well.

Most of the places available were well out of the budget range.  Even with the savings account.  She sure as hell bet that Ashley wouldn’t go halvsies on an apartment.  Most of the others didn’t allow pets at all.

Better to be able to keep two of her darlings than to lose them all.  Maybe she should stay...

A couple of places looked like they were in a bad section of Taliville, but she might not have a lot of options.

What was she doing, kidding herself?  She had so few options, she might as well live in her car!

Elizabet eased the crick in her neck and stared, longingly, at the painting on the wall.

It looked like a white wood window opened onto a field, with a string of clean sheets flowing on a clothesline.  Trite imagery.  What she wouldn’t give to have a little place like that.  Especially with real windows.  A yard for her rabbits.  But not the bucks and does out on the grass at the same time.  Inhaling, Elizabet tried to get the scent of the country air back into her lungs.

As if beckoned, she went back to the browser to locate the little cottage for sale, day dreaming of her childhood and running around with her mother.

The real estate site was easy enough to find.  Photos showed a slew of houses, mostly within the city, ranging from nearly three hundred to eight hundred thousand dollars for two bedroom condos.  Elizabet rolled her eyes.

She had no idea why she was even looking for the little cottage.  It would be an hour drive to work in good weather.  Another hour home.  The days were long enough, bored as she was at her job.  Longer still, if she had to wait out any heavy acid storms that blew up, not being able to get out and put the wraps on the tires.

All of a sudden, a little photo popped up on the screen.  “Quaint cottage bungalow.  Six rooms.  $45,000.”

“Forty five thousand dollars?”  Elizabet was shocked.  Doubly so that the little place hadn’t been scooped up immediately.  She clicked on the link.

Several photos lined the screen.  Kitchen, bathroom.  They were small and dusty.  A back porch full of grown-over windows.  The living room was full of windows, too- three pairs, and a pot-bellied stove in the corner.  Huh.  A good place to grow her plants.  Not the stove.  By the windows.  Those ledges looked wide enough to put a planter on them.

The description continued:

“Six room bungalow full of charm and perfect for a small family.  House previously inspected and ready for immediate ownership.  Price recently reduced for quick sale.”

Hah.  She wondered what the catch was.  Real estate was either a massive court battle or over so fast that a person could blink and a property would be gone.

But the idea had been planted in her mind.  Despite the drive.  Despite what Da’s over-protective reaction would be.

Elizabet picked up the phone.  The agent was surprised about her inquiry but agreed to meet her in two hours at the cottage.

She picked up her purse, walking toward the back room, and said, “I may have found us a place.  I’ll be back this evening.”  There was some commotion from the cages, causing those nasty tickets to bounce at her farewell.

The lock hadn’t been replaced yet, which caused a moment’s anxiety.  There wasn’t much to be done about it.  She had to see what the afternoon had in store for keeping her life intact. 

[2] 12/29 Viewing the Cottage.

Driving the roads to Ridge Lake was nothing like taking the bus.  Every time the little hatchback hit a pot hole, Elizabet told herself that she was crazy and should just turn around.  It became a frequent mantra.

Nancy Foester met her with a blank face and a plastered smile in the driveway.  A real driveway that had been barely plowed.  Elizabet parked on the road and nervously got out.

“Hi, Miss Gibson.  How was the drive?”

“Not at all what I expected.”

“Oh.”  Nancy recovered quickly.  “Well, let’s go inside and take a look, shall we?”

Elizabet tried to ignore the look on the agent’s face.  “How long has the house been on the market?”

“Um...” A look at the clipboard.  “A little over six months...”

“And how many people have looked at the place?”

Nancy winced.  “About twenty.”

“Got it.  Well, okay.  Let’s go inside.”

The side entrance was blocked by snow.  

“You would think she would have shoveled,” Elizabet thought, “if she wanted a quick sale.”

The front door was slightly stuck and took a couple of shoves.  An air of foreboding rose in Elizabet’s chest.

It didn’t get much better inside the cold house.  There were several cracks in the plaster.  Water damage in the front room.

“You said the house has been inspected?”

Mrs. Foester nodded.  “Yes, recently.  The roof is intact,” she emphasized, wincing at the water damage.  “The bank replaced a window that had been broken in a recent storm.  Brand new plas-glass!”

Elizabet didn’t react at all to the agent’s slip up.  That a bank owned the property and couldn’t unload it meant that she had some bargaining ability.  IF she was insane enough.  Any property that was left unsold cost money.  Lots of money, the longer it sat.  The window had been replaced because it was necessary.  Just not the wall.

The side of the house revealed two small bedrooms and a bathroom with a real tub.  Which was larger than her little water closet.

“The listing said six rooms?” Elizabet asked, counting five with the kitchen and front room.

“Yes.  There’s a small pantry off the kitchen.”

“Let me see that.”

Nancy smiled, trying to keep the optimism out of her expression.

A staircase led to the basement just inside the little room.  She took those first, before looking into the cupboards, followed by the agent.  

“The furnace is about thirteen years old, still in good condition.  The house runs on well water but you can see it has a reclamator.”

Elizabet looked over at the old system that dealt with acid-laced water.  “Looks like it needs an upgrade.”

Nancy glanced at her clipboard again.  “The inspector says that it works fine.  Here.  Take a look.  All the residences in this area have to have a quarterly inspection.”

She remembered selling her childhood home with her father.  The testing that had to be done.  The litmus paper had to be documented and photographed, both from the inside water system, even though they were on city water, and from several places in the yard.

The inspector’s notes showed that the well water was in tolerable range and that the reclamator probably would last another couple of years before it needed to be replaced.  An expensive proposition and most likely why the little home hadn’t sold.  Elizabet, though, found herself thinking that she could probably just wing it.  With Da’s help.  If he didn’t disown her outright.

The stair case up revealed more shelving.  The little room off the kitchen was just what Nancy said it was.  A small area, full of cupboards, with the walls painted in a hideous shade of brown.  A little rough around the edges, but serviceable.  For what, Elizabet didn’t know.  She didn’t own enough furniture to fill up even one room, much less cupboards.  She turned again, in the pantry, to find an unheated, enclosed back porch.  Seven rooms...  Again, the windows were pretty overgrown with winding vines and ivies.

“How far back does the yard go?”

“About sixty feet.  There’s a fence separating the yard from a shop, and the neighbors on either side are friendly enough.”

Elizabet nodded.  Did some calculating in her head.  She asked to see the inspectors seal and the registration number of the report.

The agent’s professional façade failed.  Hope rose in the woman’s eyes as Elizabet wrote down the numbers.

“Thank you very much for showing me the house,” she said, proud of how calm her voice sounded.  “I will call you in the morning and give you an answer then.”

Anticipation died.  But the woman pulled it together and put on her best smile. “Not a problem at all, Miss Gibson.  I look forward to hearing from you.”

[3] 12/29 A Cup of Coffee.

Elizabet waved goodbye to the agent and drove the short distance to Terry’s Café.  A strong cup of coffee was in order, to put her mind into gear.

“... I’m telling you, Mert, that if something isn’t...”

The woman who’d waited on her and Ashley the day before stood by a coffee brewer.  She smiled over her shoulder at Elizabet’s entrance and waved her away from the quartet at the counter.  A nice smile.  Not a desperate one, like Mrs. Foester.

Elizabet took a booth closer to the front door and placed her order- quiche made with zucchini, spinach, and three kinds of cheese.  Three!  It might be a sucky day.  But the food here was good and she would’ve been stupid to pass it up.

“Jack is trying to get the other farmers together to sue...”

She sat with a pad of paper, ignoring the three farmers and the woman who were still sitting at the counter.  The men had looked shocked when she opened the door but quickly resumed their conversation.

On the paper, she wrote down all the pros and cons of buying the bungalow, thanking the woman and nearly getting distracted when a huge white platter was set down on the table.  The two biggest cons were Da’s reaction and the loss of her savings account.  The list of negatives continued.  Only one major pro- she could probably keep her rabbits.

The mortgage on the house was slightly more than her monthly rent.  Which meant she couldn’t set aside money anymore.  A con.

Heating and electrical bills would also be higher.  Another con.  Fuel for driving so far every day would cut even more into her monthly budget.  Her fingers flew down the page, writing out what she spent.  That was the accountant in her.

Elizabet sat back.  Wounded.  Tears came to her eyes.  The cost of a new apartment in the city would be almost as much.  No matter what, she was going to have to get a second job.  Which was going to be hard and nearly impossible in the short amount of time she had to make a decision.  The little cottage would be gone before she could find a new position.  Gavin Perciball would be waiting for his damn money and a rent hike, to boot.

“You seem rather lost in thought.” A male voice came from the other side of the booth.

Elizabet looked up to see a man staring at her.  Tall.  Roughened.  Not a farmer, she realized somehow.  And, for some reason, familiar looking.

“You having a problem?”

“You could say,” she replied.

“Anything I can help with?”

She looked at him askance.  “Thank you.  But unless you are a professional bunny wrangler, no.”

“Suit yourself,” the man said and he turned back to his coffee.

Drat him for distracting her from figuring out her life.

She stared out the window of the café, trying to find some way out of her mess.  Two days ago she had been on top of the world.  At the moment- bleakness.  Brad was looking more and more as a realistic solution.  Elizabet cursed herself for even thinking it, because she knew she wasn’t that kind of person.

Her eyes landed on the Co-op across the street.  She’d been so happy yesterday, being in the store, whispering with Ashley about the cost of food...

Cost... of... food.  Elizabet looked down at her list of numbers.  Recalculated.  And did so again, when she thought about that little cardboard sign tacked on the archway.  A plan formed, niggling in the back of her mind.  It was like Fate had stepped in and provided what she needed, when she needed it.

No.  That was crazy thinking.  She didn’t believe in that stuff. 

But for some reason, she got up and paid for her meal in a daze.  Walked across the snowy street and sought out Neil.

[4] 12/29 That Evening...

The conversation with the Co-op owner had been strange, to say the least.  The conversation with Officer Medler, who had been about to knock on her broken, unlocked door when she had returned home, had been even stranger.  

Elizabet sat with her legs folded on the futon, contemplating her options.  At least, she had options.  There hadn’t been any the previous evening.

Neil had been surprised at her return.  His eyebrows had shot up into his hair line, but he listened, slightly stunned, to her questions about the job.  He nodded once at her offer to send her résumé to him the next day.

Strike one off the list of things to do.  Since, no matter what, she needed more income.  He needed an office manager just as fast.

Officer Medler had come in and looked around again.  

He’d been stunned to see the letter from her landlord, explaining that Perciball wouldn’t be the one fined.  She would.  The thousand dollars was gouging, on top of it.  Elizabet could talk to Animal Control about it but he wanted a copy of the note because Gavin had had no right to charge her such money.  The back rent was a matter for the courts, he’d said, if she wanted to pursue it.  Though he didn’t think she would get far with it.

Landlords were notorious for hitting their tenants with extra fees and it had become a huge part of the fraud department for the police.  Perciball, it seemed, was no exception and Officer Medler guaranteed that he would turn the letter over.  He asked about her welfare and if she had noted if anything was stolen.

“I would tell you to lock up, but you don’t have any windows.  Which, by the way, is another violation.  Block the door with something heavy until he gets the lock fixed.  He isn’t allowed to bill you for that.”

“Thank you,” she had said.

“I’m very surprised you weren’t charged a fee for living in this place alone,” the cop had said, “I’m not even certain that this little place even registers as a habitation unit on this property.”

“I have a lease agreement.  I made a copy.”

Medler had nodded, requesting a replica.  “Perciball is slick enough to produce phony documents of you forcing his hand and letting you live here.  He will most likely have to evict you, even if it is.  There aren’t any windows or fire exits and tenement housing regulations have become stricter in the last few years.”

Elizabet had felt her chest tighten for a moment.  “Oh.”

“He’s got a way to do it, Miss Gibson.  I’m not telling you this to make things difficult.  I don’t want to see this escalate because you could be caught unaware.”  Medler had paused.  “Your rabbits are unusual.  Do you mind if I ask where they came from?”

She explained about her mom and the ice cream and the cancer.  A common enough story.  Except for the live blue bunnies.  In a hesitant voice, she asked about the code enforcement laws.

“Chickens and other poultry, pigs, goats, yes.  ‘Farm’ animals, as described in the books before Novo.  Those are forbidden without a special license.  Rabbits aren’t on that list.  But there is a law about over-crowding and that’s where he got you.  Because of your lease agreement.  You were lucky that your grower’s license was in order, or he would have gotten you there, too.”

“And outside the city?”

“I don’t know too much about outside my jurisdiction.  It’s pretty lawless out there.”  His radio-unit squawked- one quick squealing beep to tell him that his attention was required elsewhere.  “May I use your phone?”

At her nod, Medler had stepped over to the front door.  Hanging up, he had said, “I need to go.  If you need anything, please leave a message for me at the station.  I’ll be around.”

She had shaken his hand and wished him a safe evening.

As soon as she was alone, Elizabet got back on the Eastranet and looked up the inspector’s report.  It was legit, all right.  And backed up the other two reports on the little bungalow that had been done in the past three years.  The three reports were nearly identical despite being done by different companies.

More research on the cost of house ownership made her wince.  There were costs that she hadn’t figured in, like insurance and property taxes, once the mortgage was paid off.  She’d had no idea what was involved in dealing with well water.

Elizabet, exhausted from examining the  options and realizing that this had been the boring kind of interesting, and that she was boring, too, crossed the small room to say goodnight to her rabbits for the last time, tears in her eyes.

[5] 12/29 Nightmare.

Elizabet ran through the parking garage.  It was night and the sun was directly in her eyes.  So bright and she couldn’t see where she was going.  Gavin was chasing after her, holding a doorknob in his hands.

Dodging between fruit stands and jumped over pot holes, her heart raced in panic.  He was getting closer.

She stole a glance over her shoulder and Purciball’s mouth opened wide to shout.

Elizabet turned and ran into the side of a huge brown rabbit that was wearing a blond wig...

She snapped out of the dream in a cold sweat.  A small nightlight revealed the same purple walls she’d seen every day for over three years.  Drops of perspiration slid down her back as she sat up against the folded futon mattress, leaning against it for support.

Just a dream.

Just a dream.

Galling chucked softly when she went into the bedroom.  Her salvation against Life’s pain.  That comfort was being yanked away.  All because someone broke into her apartment and revealed her secret.

Drooping, Elizabet turned and quietly shut the door.  Late in the evening, she’d found a one room studio on a fourth floor that might be in her price range and several people were looking for renters for their second or third rooms.  None of them were in decent neighborhoods and the one place that allowed pets would only let her keep one.

She rubbed her face and tried, desperately, to get back to sleep.
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