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[image: image]


Walter Stickle and Vivien Benoit sat together on the three-cushion glider on the front porch of his house at 103 Goldfinch Lane. It was November, the day before Thanksgiving, and Walter hadn’t gotten to the store to buy his Thanksgiving turkey. Nor had he gotten any bread for stuffing, or cranberries for relish, sweet potatoes, or green beans and slivered almonds to make green beans almandine. Under normal circumstances he would have had the shopping done, the house cleaned, and everything ready, but these were hardly normal circumstances. Walter had just returned from saving the world, and was about to embark on another adventure to save it again.

“Are you sure?” he said to her.

The look in Vivien’s eyes melted the doubt clinging like icicles to Walter’s heart. “Yes, Walter. I’m sure.”

“But I don’t even have an engagement ring for you.”

“I don’t need one.”

“Maybe I have time to run over to the jewelry store and pick one out before we go.”

“If that’s what you want.”

The front door opened, and an alien came out of the house to join them on the porch. His skin was blue. He was tall and slender. His name was Gak. He was an Argonian, a former Galactic Ranger, an ethereal being whose assumed physical form gathered in for a moment what warmth there was in the afternoon sun. He was no stranger to Walter. He had spared Walter’s life once, and in return, Walter had saved his. Gak’s white robe fluttered in the late-autumn breeze. He held in his hand the Odyssey, a glowing glass globe, a ship capable of traveling through the myriad holes in the universe. It flickered and flashed like the fireflies of summer that skimmed across Alcorn Lake near Walter’s home in Pitville, New Jersey.

“It is time, Walter,” he said. 

“We have an announcement, Gak,” said Walter. “I asked Vivien to marry me.”

Her eyes flashed. “And I said yes.” 

Vivien Benoit, child of Galactic Rangers, orphaned to Earth, and loved by Walter Stickle, had the most beautiful eyes he had ever seen. One was a pale blue like the sky on a day when you have nothing better to do than lie on your back in the yard watching the clouds roll by, and the other, when the light caught it just right, was a pale green that reminded him of his favorite shooter in his marble collection.

“Congratulations,” Gak bowed. “It is clear you are physiologically and emotionally suited for each other. Therefore, your union is practical.”

“We’re getting married because we’re in love, Gak,” said Walter, “not because it’s practical.”

“I believe I just stated that.”

“You did?”

Gak’s visage shimmered. “Walter, it is time.”

“But you haven’t told us what the plan is. Do you even have a plan? I mean, there’s a hole in the universe that’s going to destroy the Earth, and we have ten days to plug it. How exactly are we going to do that?”

Gak replied, “There is a device called an Inter-dimensional Rift Collector that must be obtained. Its function is to collect bits of intrusive space. The device must be mounted on a ship and used to gather sufficient space to cover the hole.”

“Intrusive space is space from other universes?” asked Vivien.

“Correct. Because the device functions between dimensions, it can detect and collect such space. It is quite ingenious.”

“So we’re going to cover the hole with a patch?” said Walter.

“Metaphorically speaking.”

“What’s going to keep it from floating away? It’s not like we can sew it on.”

“Odyssey has calculated that the pressure of the exiting space will hold it in place.”

“Wait a minute,” said Walter. “You said mounted to a ship. Whose ship? The Rangers won’t help. You know that. They have that non-buttinski clause that won’t let them.”

“It will all be arranged, Walter.”

Walter waggled a finger at his Argonian friend. “You sneaky devil. You and Meira — that’s it, isn’t it? I knew you had a thing for her.”

“If you are referring to Scout Ship Captain Meira, I assume you are also referring to our mutual interest in non-physical communications.”

Walter laughed. “Non-physical. Right.”

“What is my role?” asked Vivien.

“You have a very difficult part to play in this, Vivien Benoit. It will require great faith and patience on your part.”

“What about me?” asked Walter.

“Your role is the most critical to the mission, Walter. It will be both difficult and dangerous. If you fail, we all fail.”

Walter looked down the street past the Prius and Millie’s truck parked in his driveway, to the crowd of people coming their way. Mayor Deevers and the town council led them, followed by his parents, his brothers and sisters, and their children. Hundreds more were behind them, everyone who had been either a prisoner of the Goldotti or infected by them, everyone Walter had saved, gathered around the front porch and began to applaud.

Mayor Deevers raised his hand for silence. “Walter, from the bottom of our hearts, we thank you for saving us from the aliens.”

“You’re welcome,” Walter said, “but any of you would have done the same for me.”

Gak cleared his throat and raised an eyebrow at Walter.

“Oops,” Walter said to his blue companion. “I guess I forgot to mention that I might have exaggerated just a bit when I said I erased everyone’s memory during their separation from the Goldotti.”

“Indeed,” said Gak. “I surmised as much by the lack of horror on their faces upon seeing me.”

“I know the Rangers won’t be too happy when they find out, but these people have a right to know that they’re not alone.”

“I agree,” said Gak. “It is others who may not. The Galactic Rangers operate behind a veil of secrecy and do not treat lightly those who would part it to look within.”

The fourth-grade twins from next-door, Billy and Jenny, climbed over the porch rail and wrapped themselves around Walter’s legs.

“Thank you for saving us from the bug people, Mr. Sticky,” said Jenny.

“You’re welcome, kids. Did your father put you up to this?”

“Uh-huh. He said he’s sorry, and he promises to turn the lights off at night.”

Walter nodded to their father, Steve Williams. Mr. Floodlight nodded back, giving Walter hope for their future as neighbors. 

Walter’s mother hugged him. “We’re so proud of you, Walter, and ever so thankful that everything turned out all right in the end.”

“Good job, son,” his father said, shaking his hand. “And thanks for saving my neck.”

Others came up to shake his hand, hug him, kiss him, or just offer a kind word. Walter tried to take it all in stride, but couldn’t help but think, especially when he saw the looks in their eyes, that maybe, just maybe, he really was the hero they all thought he was.

The mayor interrupted. “Walter, I have an announcement that you just might be interested in. As you know, this is my last year as mayor. For personal reasons, I’ve decided to step down early. Naturally, that requires a special election to replace me. So by acclamation, the town council has selected you to serve out the balance of my term. And let me tell you, we all hope you’ll run for the office next fall, because we sure as heck will vote for you.”

“I don’t know what to say,” Walter said.

“Then say yes, Walter,” said Vivien.

Walter remembered his manners and introduced Vivien to his parents and family.

“And we’re engaged,” he said.

His announcement started another round of hugging, kissing, hand shaking, and tears. Gak looked into the Odyssey and its universe of stars, glowing in his hand.

“It is time,” he said.

Walter extricated himself from his family and addressed the crowd.

“Thank you, everyone. I think I’m the luckiest man alive, and I would be proud to serve as mayor of this great town, but there’s something I have to do first. It’s really important. I’d like to tell you what it is,” and he looked at Gak who just shook his head, “but I can’t. Not just yet. All I can say is please trust me that I have to do this. And when I come back, if you still want me to, I’ll be your mayor.”

“How long will you be gone, Walter?” his mother asked. “We were going to bring Thanksgiving dinner over tomorrow.”

“Oh, Mom, I’m sorry. We’ll celebrate when I get back, okay?”

“He will not be gone long, Mrs. Stickle,” said Gak. “Now, if you will all please stand back.”

Walter took Vivien’s hand. “Hang on,” he said.

“I’m ready,” she whispered, and kissed him. “For luck.”

“Four, three, two, one, six, five,” Walter said, “the secret password, right Gak?”

Gak held up the Odyssey. It began to glow with the force of a thousand suns. Everyone backed up, covering his eyes. There was blinding flash, and Walter felt himself being sucked into a singularity and thrust through space and time to a place where even the light could not follow.
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When Walter opened his eyes again, he was still on the front porch, but he was alone. Gone was the crowd, and gone were Gak and Vivien. The day had become blustery and the wind turned cold, blowing leaves across the lawn and over the Prius parked at the curb on Goldfinch Lane. It was the kind of wind that made him wish for a windbreaker, of which he had two identical ones kept in the hall closet, the second purchased in case he needed a backup.

Walter looked around for his friends, but when he went to check inside the dark house, he found the door locked. He knocked. He rang the bell. He called out, loud enough to wake the dead, but no one answered.

Walter Stickle was a man who took after his father in both habits and appearance. He was practical and regimented to a fault. He always got up at 6:03 a.m. and was out of the house and on his way to work at exactly 6:30 a.m. He always stopped and said good morning to the same people every day. He was punctual and efficient, and always planned for the worst, including accidentally locking himself out of his house, which was why Walter kept a spare key in the backyard shed. Retrieving the key, he let himself in. 

The air inside was stale. The hall was cold and the corners strung with cobwebs, which was strange, since only minutes before it had been clean and warm. He called out again for Vivien and Gak, for his parents, for anyone, but no one answered. He turned on the dust-covered table lamp by the door, but it didn’t work. He tried another in the living room with the same result. So, he went to the kitchen to the drawer where he kept the downstairs flashlight. Its batteries were dead, but Walter Stickle was a stickler for backups. He replaced the spent batteries with new ones from an unopened pack in the drawer and went down to the basement. 

In the dark, he kicked over a cooking pot that was on the floor, spilling water everywhere. Shining his light around, he saw other pots similarly filled covering much of the basement. Winding his way among them, he found the circuit panel and checked the breakers. They were set to ON. He flicked them all from ON to OFF and ON again, and went back upstairs. The lights still did not work. He picked up the kitchen phone to call the electric company to report the outage, but the line was dead. Out of curiosity, he tried the gas stove. It wouldn’t light. He turned on the faucet, but there was no water, not even a drip. He looked in the fridge and found, pushed to the back, food that had decayed far beyond the point of smelling. A single apple sat alone in the front on the top shelf. He checked the cupboards and found dry goods long past their expiration dates, brands that were not brands he would have purchased, and packages that were moldy and rotten. 

Standing at the window looking out on the quiet street, wondering at the strangeness of it all, he heard a noise from somewhere in the house. “Hello?” he said. “Gak? Vivien? Who’s there?”

All was quiet again, until he heard a creak upstairs. Armed with a broom from the closet, Walter climbed the steps, listening to his own heart thumping, waiting for another sound from above. It came from the guest bedroom like the rustling of covers on a bed or the shifting of a stack of shirts in a drawer. He stopped at the guestroom door.

“Who’s there?” he called.

No answer.

He checked the closet and found nothing but a pile of dirty clothes on the floor. Strange enough for one so neat as Walter, stranger still, that they were not his clothes. They were a child’s. He checked the dresser drawers where he kept the extras of his own things, and found instead the belongings of a child. Going into his own bedroom, he found the closet filled with a woman’s things and his dresser with a woman’s undergarments, socks and sweaters.

He returned to the guest room when he heard that noise again, and waited for the longest time until there came what sounded like a whimper from behind the crawlspace access door to the attic, in the corner of the room where the ceiling slanted downward with the slope of the roof.

Walter crept over to the access door and knelt down. Putting the broom aside, he opened the door a crack. Cowering in the dark beside the ladder that led up to the attic was a waif of a little girl, wearing a rag for a dress, and clutching a doll. Her hair was blond and matted, her cheeks smudged, and her hands filthy. She was sobbing.

“Don’t be afraid,” he said. “My name is Walter Stickle. What’s yours?”

She pulled back closer to the ladder.

“Come on, you can tell me.”

The little girl hiding underneath those layers of dirt clutched her doll tightly and stared back at him with green, piercing eyes.

“Your little friend doesn’t look happy,” Walter said. “Don’t you think you two should come out of there?”

She shook her head.

“Okay. Stay there if you want. I’m going downstairs now. Maybe I’ll fix a snack. There’s an apple in the fridge that looks pretty good. I’d be happy to share it with you, if you change your mind.”

She wasn’t budging, so Walter began to close the access door, unsure what to do next. 

“You can’t have it,” she said.

“Can’t have what?”

“My apple. I found it fair and square. It’s mine. You can’t have it.”

“Oh, I see. That’s your apple, is it?”

She nodded.

“I guess you must be pretty scared.”

“No, I’m not.”

“Okay. Do you mind if I ask what you’re doing in my house?”

“It’s my house.”

“Your house?”

“Uh-huh,” she nodded.

“Where are your parents, little girl?”

She put her doll down and folded her arms across her chest. “I’m seven years old. I’m not a little girl.”

“Of course, you’re not. Being seven, I’ll bet you have a very grown-up name too.”

“My name’s Bibette.”

“Bibette. That’s a pretty name. Where are your parents, Bibette?”

She picked up her doll and retreated behind it again.

“Come on, sweetie. You can tell me. Where are they? They must be around somewhere. Is your daddy at work?”

She shook her head.

“What about your mommy? Did she go to the grocery store maybe, or to the electric company to have the power turned back on?”

She shook her head again.

“Please, Bibette. Where are they?”

“They’re gone, okay? And they’re not coming back.”

She began to cry. Walter didn’t know what to do, so he crawled into the cubbyhole and slid over beside her.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “No more questions, okay? I promise. Scout’s honor.”

Her tear-filled green eyes sparkled in the half-light as she looked up at Walter’s three-fingered Scout salute. He put his arm around her to hug her. She resisted at first, but then leaned against his shoulder clutching her doll tightly and sobbing, “I want my mommy.”

“Ssh, it’s okay,” Walter tried to comfort her. “I’m sure she’ll be back soon.”

“No, she won’t. She’s never coming back.”

“Take it easy, Bibette. We’ll figure this out. We’ll find your mommy.”

“Promise?”

“Promise. Now, just relax. It’ll be okay.” 

Growing up, Walter Stickle was not one to lie. His parents had taught him that it was wrong. So, when he promised Bibette that he would figure it out, he meant it, though he wasn’t at all sure what exactly it was that he was going to do.

When Bibette’s sobbing lessened, he said, “I have over a hundred Boy Scout merit badges. Astronomy, bugling, climbing, cooking, fishing... Do you like fish?”

She shook her head.

“Me neither, but my dad really wanted me to get that one. I did home repairs too, and horsemanship... What about horses? Do you like horses?”

“Uh-huh.”

“Me too. Space exploration was my favorite. I’m pretty good at that.”

“Do you have one for finding mommies?”

“Well, let me think.” 

They sat in the crawlspace together while Walter tried to remember every one of his over one hundred merit badges, none of which was finding mommies, until Bibette nodded off, and so did he.

When he awoke, he was alone, the best of the day had passed, and he had nearly convinced himself that it was all just a strange dream when he heard a noise downstairs. He went down to the kitchen and found Bibette setting the table for two with a box of cereal, two bowls, two spoons, two cups of water, and an apple. Her doll sat in one of the chairs.

“Having a party?” Walter said.

“I’m making dinner.”

“Oh, I see. Is your little friend eating with you?”

“Leonard’s a doll. He doesn’t eat.”

“Too bad for Leonard. It looks delicious. You set two places. Are you expecting company?”

“I’ve decided to share with you,” she said without looking up. 

“Thank you,” Walter said. “That’s very nice of you.”

“On one condition,” she went on. “If you’re going to stay, tomorrow is your turn. Fair is fair.” When she had the table set to her satisfaction, she picked up Leonard and sat down. Her green eyes found Walter’s. “You do want to stay, don’t you?”

Walter looked around the twilit kitchen that was so much his yet not, and shrugged, “I guess so. So, I get to set the table tomorrow?”

“No. You have to find the food.”

“Oh.” After reassuring himself that his wallet was still in his pants pocket, Walter said, “Okay. I think I can handle that.”

He sat down. Bibette put a handful of white powdery cereal into each bowl, poured out a few spoonfuls of water on top, and dug in. Walter tried a bite of the stale, mushy, sugary mix, and grimaced.

“You don’t like it?” she said.

“No, it’s great. It’s just that...” and he slid the bowl over to her. “Tell you what. You look like you’re hungrier than me. You can have mine. I’ll save my appetite for the apple.”

”That’s dessert,” Bibette said, and went back to her meal, wolfing down her cereal and then going to work on the rest of his. 

Walter picked up his water cup, looked into it, and set it down again. “There are things floating in my water.”

“So?”

“So, one of them is a bug.”

“It won’t bite. It’s dead.”

“Oh, okay.”

When Walter didn’t pick up the cup again, she said, “You don’t want your water either?”

“It’s just that I’m not used to bugs and things floating around in what I drink. That’s all.” He took a sip and gagged. “That’s great. Nothing like bug protein with your water.”

A smile glimmered at the edges of Bibette’s mouth. “You don’t have to lie to me,” she said. “You won’t hurt my feelings. After all, I am a grown-up.”

“That’s right. I forgot. You’re seven years old.” Walter set his cup down. “Where did you get this water? It’s disgusting.”

“From the basement.”

“Why are you keeping water in pots in the basement?”

“I collect it when it rains, and when it gets really cold, I collect the snow and wait for it to melt. Sometimes it takes forever.”

“I can imagine. What about food? Where do you get that?”

“I find it.”

“Where?”

“Where people throw it away.”

“You pick through trashcans?”

“There’s nothing wrong with that. It’s not like it’s stealing. Stealing is wrong.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean that. You’re absolutely right. It’s just that it must be so hard, being a grown-up I mean, and having to search for food like that.”

“If I didn’t look for food, I wouldn’t eat. If I didn’t eat, I would die.”

“I guess that about sums it up. Can I ask how long you’ve been doing this?”

She thought a moment. “Two winters.”

“You can’t have been here two years. What happened to your parents?”

Her expression darkened. “You promised. No more questions.”

“Sorry. I was just curious.”

“Time for dessert,” she said.

Bibette cut the apple in half, and then into slices, putting Walter’s share on a plate that she slid over to him. The pieces were discolored and mushy. He tried a bite.

“Delicious,” he said, forcing the sour bite down.

“You’re not a very good liar.”

“No, I’m not.” Walter slid the plate across the table to Bibette and looked out the window where the light was failing. 

“You didn’t like the dinner I made,” Bibette said, pouting over the last of the apple slices before making short work of them.

“I guess I wasn’t that hungry.”

“I was.”

“I see that. Are you full now?”

She thought a moment. “Is that when your stomach doesn’t hurt anymore?”

Walter stood up. “Would you like some real food, Bibette?”

“Uh-huh,” she nodded.

“How about strawberry pancakes?”

Walter could almost see the wheels turning inside that little head. Bibette finally said, “Mommy used to make them for me when I was little, but I can’t remember what they taste like.”

“There’s only one way to find out. I know a place that makes the best strawberry pancakes in town. Want to go with me?”

“You have money to buy things?”

“Some, not a lot.”

“And you want to go now?”

“Sure, why not?”

“It will be dark soon. Bad things happen in the dark.”

“We’ll be okay.”

The little girl thought it over while she gathered the dishes, rinsed them in the sink with the remaining water from the pot, and set them on the drain board to dry. “I don’t know,” she said. “Mommy told me never to go with strangers. She said bad things would happen, and they did when the strangers came for her.”

“Who came? Someone took your mommy away?”

Bibette clenched her fists and stamped her foot at Walter. “No questions.” 

“Right. I’m sorry. Well, the way I see it, we can either stay here and be hungry or go to the Pitville Diner and have dinner. You’re a grown-up. You can make up your own mind. But while you’re thinking it over just remember, I didn’t come here in the dark and I’m not going to force you to go with me, not like when the strangers came for your mommy.”

“They were mean.”

“I’ll bet they were.”

“Not like you. You’re nice.”

“I would never do anything to hurt you, Bibette. Honest.”

“But no double crossing, okay? Or I’ll run away and leave you high and dry.”

Walter laughed. “High and dry? That’s a funny thing to say.”

“That’s what the cowboys say on television. Sometimes I hide on the neighbor’s porch and watch through their window. Someday, when I have money, I’ll have a television of my own.”

“Believe me, you’re not missing much.”

Walter went to the hall closet to get them coats, but it was empty.

“What happened to all my clothes?” he wondered.

“Are we still going to get pancakes?”

“I don’t know. Will you be warm enough without a coat?”

“I’ll be okay.”

“No, you won’t.” Walter took off his sweater and helped the little girl put it on. It was a cardigan with large brown buttons and too-deep pockets that his mother had knitted for him. It fit her like an overcoat. “There. Now you’ll be warm. Do you want to bring Leonard along?”

“Leonard doesn’t go anywhere.”

“Okay, then let’s go.”

Walter reached for the doorknob, but Bibette pulled him away, shaking her head. She ran up the stairs, waving for him to follow. Leading him into his bedroom, she opened the window over the back roof.

“We can climb down here,” she said. “But it’s a secret, so don’t tell anyone. Promise?”

“I promise, but wouldn’t going out through the door be a lot easier?”

“The doors keep the bad people out.”

Walter produced the key from his pocket and said, “I can lock them once we leave.”

She looked at the key suspiciously. “Where did you get that?”

“I keep it in the shed in case I lock myself out.”

“How did you know it was there?”

“I put it there, Bibette.” He knelt down beside her. “I know this seems confusing. To be honest, I’m a little confused too, but this is my house. I live here.”

“No, you don’t.”

“Well, maybe I should say I used to live here. How’s that?”

“Where did you go?”  

“I had to go away. I didn’t really want to, but I had to. There was something very important I had to do. I was supposed to go with some friends, only it seems they left me behind, and now here I am. I know this sounds crazy, but this isn’t how my house was this morning. It had lights and heat and running water, and it wasn’t all dirty like this. I had plants and food and clothes and... You weren’t here.” Walter stopped when their eyes met. “But I’m glad you are now.”

“I don’t remember my daddy,” she said, “but I asked Mommy if I had one. She said I did, but he had to go away too, just like you.”

“That must have been hard.”

“He left before I was born. He didn’t want to. He had to, just like you. It made Mommy sad, but she said he went away for a good reason.” 

“I’m sure he did.”

Bibette went over to the dresser and opened the bottom drawer. Underneath a pile of clothes was a jewelry box. She took out the treasure so small and precious, and set it on the floor beside Walter.

“What’ve you got there?” he asked.

“Daddy gave this to Mommy, but it makes her sad to look inside. I saw her cry once when she was doing it. She put it away so I wouldn’t see, and told me never to open it.”

“You’re not going to open it now, are you?”

“It’s locked,” said Bibette. 

“Well, there you have it.”

“You open it.”

“Me?”

“Uh-huh.”

“Why?”

“Because.”

“That’s a little sneaky, isn’t it?”

“No, it isn’t.”

Walter sat down and picked up the box. “I don’t know. Are you sure about this?”

She nodded.

He turned it over. “It got a six-digit combination lock. Do you know the combination?”

She shook her head.

“Neither do I. I guess that settles that,” and he set the box down again.

She handed it back to him. “Please.”

“Sweetie, I’d have break it open. You don’t want me to do that, do you?”

“No. Open it. Please. I know you can.”

Walter sighed. “I’ll try a couple numbers, and if they don’t work, we’ll go get pancakes and figure it out later. Okay?”

“Okay.”

He tried a few combinations without success and shrugged at her, ready to give up.

“Please,” she said again. “Just one more.”

“Okay, one more, and that’s it. I’ll try my super-duper secret password: four, three, two, one, six, five.”

He set the tumblers, and the box clicked open.

“What the heck?” he said.

“I knew you could,” said Bibette. “I just knew it.”

Walter opened the jewelry box and fingered through the collection of various bracelets, rings, and necklaces that filled the inset tray. Underneath the tray, the box was empty except for a folded-up photograph. He unfolded it. It was a crease-marked photo of him on Millie’s living room floor playing Crazy Eights, taken before the Galactic Rangers had landed on Earth.

Walter held it up for her to see. “Where did you get this?”

“Daddy,” Bibette said, wrapping her arms around him. “I knew you loved me and would come back for me someday.”

“No, wait. Bibette, I’m not your father. I’m not even married.”

“You don’t have to pretend anymore, Daddy. I’m not mad at you for leaving. We’ll find Mommy. We’ll be happy again.”

“Wait just a minute, just a darned minute. What’s your mommy’s name?”

“Vivien Benoit.”

Walter set the box down. “That’s impossible.”

“And I’m Bibette Benoit. Why is your last name Stickley, Daddy?”

“It’s not. It’s Stickle,” and he snapped his fingers. “That’s it. I’ll call her.” 

Taking out his cell phone, he turned it on. It beeped and displayed the message, “Update date and time?” He pressed “yes,” and then stared at the screen. “Great. Something’s wrong with my phone too. The date is all messed up.”

He scrolled through his contact list and called Vivien’s cell. A man answered.

“Who’s this?” Walter said.

“Grant, sir. What did you need?”

“Where’s Vivien?”

“I thought she was with you, sir.”

“What are you doing with her phone?”

Silence, then the line went dead. Walter tried the number again, but it went right to voicemail.

“Vivien, it’s me. Call me, please. It’s important.”

He hung up and tried Lenny Genischewitz. Lenny was the first of the Argonian doctors Walter had met. Vivien had introduced them, and Walter had helped him with his claim for Social Security benefits when Lenny was still pretending to be a retired welder. They had become good friends through their adventures, and if anyone knew where Vivien was, it was Lenny. His number was
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