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Chapter 1
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John could see a drip falling and it splattering on a ceramic tile floor. Reaching in his rear pocket, he produced a handkerchief, which he used to wipe sweat from his forehead. His discolored handkerchief embarrassed him, so he quickly shoved it back in his pocket. Looking at other job applicants, he realized he didn’t have a chance of getting hired. Other applicants wore stylish suits and looked fresh. His suit was old and sweaty from his long walk. Looking again, he realized most of the other applicants looked familiar. Like always, it is those kinds who get hired.  And it's those kinds who do all they can to wreck my life to get one step ahead in their job.  Oh, hell with it, I’ll take the test any way; maybe I will get a maintenance or Janitor job out of it. 

When John looked again, he realized he worked under a couple of the other applicants and remembered they did things to make him look bad to get him fired. Making people look bad to detract from their own lazy work ethics paid for those suits, he thought and settled back in his seat with his arms folded across his chest.

It had taken him over an hour to walk to the Enviromove Plant in the morning. Built on the site of an old steel mill, he could see the massive steel building from a bridge as he hustled to make it on time. 

Sleep hadn’t come easy the night before, because he couldn’t stop thinking of his first interview in several years. Turning, tossing and then getting up to smoke a cigarette was something taking place several times, before John finally fell asleep. He’d almost decided not to come. Oversleeping, he barely got out of his house by six thirty. An hour and a half of brisk walking got him to the plant in plenty of time for an eight-o’clock test time. Leaving without breakfast had him wishing for something. Anything. A piece of candy, a cup of coffee would hold him over. Thinking about hunger wouldn’t help, so he sucked in his empty stomach and sat up straight in a plastic chair.

John didn’t have time to fall back into negative thoughts, since a woman was about to read names from a list. He only noticed when sudden movement of candidates caught his attention. He sat up slowly and straightened his crumpled tie. As a woman called out names some in their crisp suits stood up and marched into a test room. This woman looked far from unattractive even in her uniform. A white office worker’s uniform only slightly detracted from her shapely body and her sharp black hair seemed carved from black plastic. A pure business only appearance made him think it would be a difficult company to work for. Some companies are all about appearance and if it was one of them, he didn’t have a chance. Some including the two he knew gave sneers as they stood; as if to point out they were better than him.  He wasn’t rattled; since his thoughts turned to recalling how many dumb things those men were responsible for on their former jobs.

It had been a long dry spell for John in more than one way. A long running global drought started long after his personal drought. The-once proud mechanic could fix about anything. He seemed able to understand the workings of any machine he saw, but his lack of education allowed him to feel inferior. As a young man, his services as a mechanic were in demand. He quit jobs many times, when his employers cheated him on his pay. He thought being cheated and quitting would always be part of his course. Although he always found new jobs within a short time, his wife couldn't understand why this always happened to him. As he started to get older, the jobs were not as easy to find and he had to reprove himself on every new one.

John thought of applying for a job at Enviromove before, but he hesitated because of all the controversy about Partners they used. Partners were said to be a hybrid Human and Machine and they put many people out of work, because most partners worked double shifts every day. He felt leery about working with machines; even though he understood their basic mechanics from reading a Mechanic’s Illustrated. He downloaded an application from Enviromove after calling about a maintenance job advertised in the Pittsburgh Post and he hoped to get a full-time job with them. He kept his application for several months before he sent it in, because there were some strange questions on it. Little did he know, but his answers got him in for some special testing. 

John didn’t have all the instructions, because a file wouldn’t open. He filled out every part of the application he received from Enviromove, which turned out to be a good mistake. All he needed to fill out were the sections on education and employment, but he filled out sections for engineers and scientists as well.

He worked on the application a little every day and some questions took several full days to complete. When he came to the science and technology section, he had to get out a dictionary to understand some of the questions. When answering a question about making water on Mars, he drew up one of his inventions as the instructions stated. He sat in front of his water maker and drew it the best he could, since he had no training in drafting. He’d always been a fair artist so his drawling represented his invention accurately. While drawing his water maker, he found ways to improve it and made changes on several in his yard. Adding a small solar powered fan he found while cleaning out a basement, he drew it in and described how it forced more air through and improved condensation. He had no idea if his design would work on mars, but included it simply hoping to improve his chance of being hired for a mechanic job.

Now that he was waiting for an interview he was hopeful. When the last name on a list was called, John's face grayed as another Suit jumped to his feet. With him there were just two other men left in a waiting room. Since they were not excused, all three men sat silently. He started thinking he was wasting his time at yet another fruitless interview. Well old man. Looks like they won't even give ya a chance at the test. Looking down at his old battered shoes and shiny pants, he realized how only the sharp dressers were led away to their test. 

The two other men recognized each other and began talking. Since they used doctor in their greetings, he thought of how he would never have guessed the two were doctors. Doctors. I’d never thought they are. In these clothes... ‘I’m sure to be thought of as a janitor or homeless. They  wouldn’t be far off in their thinking. 

When his name was called, a tall woman repeated herself: “John Buchanan." He got up and walked toward the woman who smiled as he approached her.

"Glad you could make it on such short notice.  Is there anything I can get you before the test?  Coffee or Tea?"  He was dying for a cup of Coffee, but felt afraid he would get nervous from it and blow his test.

"No thank you.  I already had some this morning.” 

The tall woman led John through the hall and past the crowded rooms where the other applicants were testing. He made his second wrong assumption, when he expected to be led to the Janitor's area. Twisting and turning, the woman led him through halls in this massive complex. Finally, they arrived at an office with a view of the Factory. Buildings extended as far as he could see along the river.

"I hope you will be comfortable working in here.  Feel free to have coffee or soda and smoke if you like."

He looked around the office and wondered what was going on. A single desk in a small office wasn’t what he expected. 

"Will I be taking a test today?" 

"It is on the desk.  Take as much time as you need and use any of the reference books in here.  If you need anything, I will be across the hall," the woman said pleasantly. 

He didn’t waste any time and started reading a test booklet immediately. He felt nervous, because his spelling and math weren’t very good. He planned on skipping math and spelling and going back to them; however, he had another surprise, since the test wasn't anything like he imagined. No math, spelling, or even personality questions.

The test book explained what Enviromove was planning. They would be setting up a large-scale colony on Mars. Next, there were descriptions of what products they manufactured and their current space capabilities. As he read the instructions he became both puzzled and intrigued by their massive project. 

When he got to questions, he read and reread instructions for them. There were only ten questions and some called for drawing and describing methods of getting water and people to Mars. He sat there with his hands cupped over his head wondering what any of it could have to do with a job in maintenance. His head began rocking side to side and he tapped his right foot against the leg of the desk as he pondered walking out without answering any questions. None of the questions had simple answers and he didn’t know what to do.

He finally relented and walked across a hall to where the tall woman went. Looking up from her computer, she continued to type at an incredible pace. When she paused, John's nervous voice brought back her big smile.

"Are you sure I have the right test?”

‘Oh, Yes.  We are eager to get your opinions. I believe they are already working on some of your ideas; from your application" Dorothy replied.

"From my application?" 

"I'm sorry, I should have told you. This isn't a preemployment test like the one others are taking.  You are taking a test for science positions only.”  John became more confused by her answer so he returned to the test and started reading questions. A smell of coffee and doughnuts got the best of him, so he helped himself and smoked a cigarette while he thought about an answer for the first question. The doughnut seemed just what he needed and his brain began to perk with a shot of coffee.

The first six questions were simply arranging existing Enviromove equipment into a logical order of production and recommending locations for new factories. Seven through ten took the rest of the day and even with only a fifteen minute break for lunch, he felt he’d need more time. The last question looked complex and involved using Partners as a built-in part of a spaceship.  His answer for the last question also became complex and he made many sketches and wrote several pages describing how to make and use his variation. He needed to skim several textbooks to understand the intricate workings of Partners. He found them to be more human than machine, so he changed the design to allow Partners to be operators, instead of components. Although the question didn’t require it, he gave an ethical reason for removing built in partners. It took him two hours to complete the final answer. In all, he used up three legal pads for his answer supplements and felt he could have included much more. With a deep breath, he sat down his pen and stood up. It was Eight PM and he thought he could do no more. I guess it will have to do.”

The tall woman lit up when she saw all he’d completed. Although she had been working as long as he had, she still had her friendly smile.

"Thank you for coming for the test today.  I am sure Donna Hughes will look over your answers personally and be in touch with you soon.” Dorothy said, as she took his test. His look was enough to let Dorothy know he wanted to hear more.

"I’m sorry you haven't been told more about the test and its length.  I am sure you will understand, once you are contacted by Donna Hughes's office." Dorothy said as she led him to an exit. It had been a longtime since he’d earned a regular paycheck and he would be willing to accept any job. Although, still puzzled by the test, he started on his long walk home.

When he walked out of a door, he felt a blast of hot air rushing in and it felt like he just entered a steam bath. He saw steam rising from damp pavements and people rushing to empty their catch tarpaulins before rainwater evaporated. It still rained in the Pennsylvania Mountains, but not enough for car washing. Most people rigged traps to catch enough rain for keeping their little Wizcars clean. He straightened his Shoulders and prepared himself for the long walk home. Although he was glad to see it had rained a little, it made cardboard in his shoe turn to mush almost instantly. 

His first few blocks went at a fast pace, but he began limping as his foot became irritated. Seeing a Transport Stop, he wished he had the cash to spend on a fare, but kept walking. When he saw a long line of cars and the transport stuffed to the gills, he realized he would be better-off walking.

He took a longer route, but it avoided crowded streets of Downtown. There were always lots of beggars and he felt guilty after passing them up. He walked about an hour before he reached a bridge and stopped to look at the Allegheny River. Rain made its wide banks dark and the remaining flow muddy. Much like the river, John was merely a fraction of his former self. Although he was still strong, his back hurt from heavy work he had done for many years. Looking at scrap barges and beached tug boats, he remembered watching them plowing through current with coal heaped high. Leaning over the rail, he thought about his day and wondered why he’d been given such a strange test. Oh, they probably wanted to find out if I could hook-up toilets for spaceships,” 

It all seemed so pointless and he felt like he just blew a whole day on some kind hoax.

Looking down along the riverbank, he felt a bit better about himself. A shantytown of SUVs, and attached shacks stretched out over a mile. Sparkling of their bumpers and the orderly fashion of shacks made him think about the maxi’s who occupied them. When they had jobs, they were highly paid. Likewise, they spent all their earnings on toys to make them feel superior to workers they kept track of. Normally, they didn't produce anything themselves, but squeezed maximum production out of those who did. Industries they felt they ran had no hesitation in replacing them with Partners when the economy collapsed. He at least had his mechanical ability to keep him working and did not waste money on toys when he earned it.

He held onto the railing and twisted his upper torso, until his stiff back cracked, then did the same in the opposite direction. He shook his head and decided to get moving again. 

The opposite bank of the Ohio still had trees growing on its steep banks and the ones with deep roots remained green and saplings sprung up close to the water. That side had squatters to, but they were simple homeless people, who strung tarpaulins from trees, or built shacks from trash lumber. The squatters grew small gardens between trees on a steep slope. Backed by railroad tracks, it took some time to get into where these shacks were, so the homeless brought little they didn’t need. He realized he could just as easily been forced to put up a shack somewhere; except for a little luck and self-discipline.

When he reached his house, he felt exhausted, so he just ate a piece of bread and drank what was left of yesterday’s morning coffee. I’ll get up early and finish my tree project.  Maybe I'll get some sleep tonight,” he thought as he sat down on his bed.

John's dreams were troubling and he woke up a few times, but only for a moment. He dreamed of fire and smoke and then running. His last dream had him looking into a woman's eyes and about to kiss her, when he woke up. He tried to get back to sleep and hoped to pick up where he left off. An image of a beautiful woman was still in his mind, but light coming in his window burn it away. Reluctantly, he sat up and reached to turn off a fan making an annoying hum. The old automobile radiator fan had frozen up and began to send up a small trickle of smoke from its housing. The putrid smell of an electrical short always made him nauseous, so he left his bedroom quickly. His contraptions as he called them, didn’t always last long, because they were made from junk parts. This fan had come out of a junk Buick he’d only found recently. Just don’t make stuff like they used to. Only twenty, or thirty years old and already it craps out on me.

He didn't have much food left, so he settled on a mustard sandwich for breakfast. Sitting at his kitchen table, he pushed back in his chair to straighten his back. A couple of small pops in the middle gave him relief. He knew some hard work would loosen up the kink in his back, so he decided he would work on digging a hole by his Oak Tree. His plan was to get moisture directly to the roots of his Oak. He knew losing the tree; he would lose shade for his garden. He also knew having a green tree would help sell some of his irrigation systems to rich people. He’d found a way to absorb moisture from septic tanks and to get it where water was needed. He installed several and hated digging into raw sewage, but it paid the bills. He figured putting a Water Maker beside his tree, he could wick moisture directly to its roots during dry spells just like his septic wicking did for a few of his customers. His system worked well but weren’t easy to sell, because of the smell. He didn’t like the smell either, but wished he could sell one to earn some cash.

He felt a sharp pinch in his foot, as he pulled on his work boot. Oh, Dammed, I should have just wore these yesterday, he thought as he quickly pulled his boot back off. Looking at his foot, he saw a blister two inches in diameter. It was bright red around the blister and hot to the touch.  Oh, Shit.  I should have taken the transit home yesterday. He took a knife from his pocket, burned its blade with his lighter and poked the blister. Water squirted from the blister, and then ran back to his heel as he applied pressure. Once drained, his blister burned twice as bad, but he knew from experience it was the right thing to do. When he finished, he pulled his sock and boot back on and went right-to-work. His boots were heavy. The kind lumberjacks wear and they dragged slightly as he walked to his back door.
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Meeting Her
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John swung his pick quickly for a man his age, but couldn't do what he used to do. His back hurt and he had to take more breaks than just a year earlier. A method he developed to keep working past pain would keep him going for over fifteen minutes before stopping. A deep breath and a hard swing followed by an exhale, and then another breath to raise his pick again. It was mindless work to swing a pick, but staying off pain wasn’t. In just over an hour, he’d dug down two feet in brittle clay. 

On his first break, he went to his garden and picked a few ripe strawberries. Their taste in his mouth was incredible and he just stood with his eyes closed to saver this treat. Originally, he grew strawberries for ground cover, but moved them to a garden to cut out buying fruit. He put the remaining four berries in a plastic bag and hung them on his garden fence. He planned to give the berries to his friend Ben. He thought Ben's Grandchildren looked like they would benefit from some fresh fruit. Ben was one of only a few friends he had left. Some had disappeared and others got killed during food riots following the economic collapse. Where many his old neighbors went, he had no clue. 

At ten o’clock, the temperature was already near 100. A wilted look of leaves prompted him to renew his effort. Shoveling dirt from his hole raised a cloud of dust, which stuck to his sweaty chest. While he shoveled, he thought about the test and some of his answers. After what he read, he couldn’t imagine Enviromove actually considered growing a clone around a control panel, just to save space. The only obvious reason would be to have a human brain at controls to make decisions. The net effect would have a partner imprisoned for life in the cabin of a spacecraft. The idea sickened him and he found himself swinging his pick harder.

After a lunch of rice and homegrown beans, he hooked up his radio to a solar battery. He took out a cigarette and considered lighting it as he listened to a classical tune. Smoking was one of the things John couldn’t give up. He felt it was a psychological association going beyond a physical addiction. At least I still have one luxury. He had a mental tug-of-war each time he pulled out a cigarette. When he put his cigarette back, he was ready to get to work.

As he dug deeper, it got harder. Shale felt like concrete and shards hit him in his face with almost every swing of a pick. Shale would normally have been enough for him to abandon this project, but thoughts of his tree kept him going. He felt determined to save his big Oak. He could be stubbornly determined with some of his projects. The hard digging became like a grudge match and shale his opponent. He switched to his power swing, which had him breathing out on his downswing and the pick rung out a stiff resistance the ground commanded. The ground gave up less and less as he went deeper and his hole took on a funnel shape.

That evening, he sat on his bed and reviewed what he still needed to do to finish his project. He would need to get a few feet deeper, and then find some of the main roots. After packing rags around roots, he would place a pipe in the rags and begin refilling his hole. At the top of a pipe, he would place a large funnel to catch water dripping from one of his water makers. He also thought about the test and wondered how long it would take to hear from Enviromove. It will probably take several days to make a decision. A day to prepare a turndown notice and several days to get the letter in my mail. John had a way of moving on and planned to chalk off this job after a week. Until then, he planned to finish his project, and then look for some small jobs. 

Temperatures at night hung in the mid 80’s and without his fan, he didn't sleep long. Sounds of sirens and helicopters kept waking him during the night. He had bad dreams, including dreams of the housing project where he lived as a boy. He woke up thinking of his dream: John was only eight and walking to a store with his friend and his friend’s little brother. He realized they needed to hide their money, or a teenager named Billie would take it from them.  As they talked about it, they came up with a plan to fight back.  Ron's little brother Larry (age seven) would kneel behind Billie, when he searched John. He would allow Billie to begin his search, and then shove him. The plan worked and they beat the crap out of Billie, even though he was seventeen. John kept him pinned, while his friends laid into the big creep. Billie began crying and yelling for help, but John wouldn’t let him up, until he said, “I give up.” Their plan had worked just like on those old Three Stooges Movies where they learned the move. Billy’s gang chased the three through woods most of the day, but they didn’t give up their money. The dream brought back a host of similar memories and they had him up the rest of the night.

By morning, the temperature dropped down to 72 degrees. John felt tempted to go to sleep, but knew he had a lot of digging left. After some cold rice with sugar and a cup of coffee, he went right to work. 

As he dug deeper in the hole, he came across his sewer line and realized it would slow him up. When he shoveled dirt from around the pipe, he realized there would be a lot of wasted water with every flush. He was down on his knees at the bottom of a six-foot deep hole and deep in thought. He thought about a sump with a trapdoor and tank for excess water. He was just realizing how he could use this excess water to make hydrogen gas, which he could use to generate electric. He was so deep in thought; he didn’t notice his name when she called it.

John sometimes talked to himself, when he worked out ideas and would vocalize each step. When he said: "I could make electric from hydrogen," he heard a voice say: “Then run an air-conditioner with electric generated by a gas generator.”  It was exactly what he was thinking and it startled him. He jumped to his feet and stumbled. A cloud of dust engulfed him as he tried to scramble out of his hole. Finally, he just stood still and as dust cleared Donna came into view. He became speechless, so Donna repeated her statement: "You could generate electric and run an air-conditioner...  Are you John Buchanan?” When he finally could speak, he felt embarrassed and laughed as he replied: "Yes... aah... yes I am."

He felt instantly taken by Donna and it showed as a strange expression on his face. . She saw a combination of confusion, excitement and attraction. He was being drawn into her beautiful deep blue eyes and he liked it. Hell, he loved it. But it made him speechless like a teen trying to ask a girl out for the first time.

When John climbed out of the hole, a beautiful young woman greeted him. Donna with deep blue eyes and long black hair and stood five foot seven, and would be considered beautiful by anyone. Sun reflected off soft waives in her hair and her eyes drew him in again.

“I am Donna Hughes and I’m here from Enviromove.  I have some paperwork for you to sign.  May we go inside so you can read these contracts?” 

John struggled to get his words out because he felt so taken in by Donna's eyes. “Oh... Oh... Oh Yes.  Please come in,” he replied nervously. Donna smiled and his heart raced even faster.

Once inside, he poured the last of his ice tea and seated Donna at his kitchen table.

“It isn’t much, but it is cold.” He said apologetically as he gave Donna a half-full glass. Donna opened her briefcase and pulled out a stack of papers.

“I have some contracts my father sent for you to sign.  We have prototypes working and need your signature, so we can start production.  I also have some employment contracts and insurance forms to sign.” Donna said as she picked up the first contract. 

John tried to pay attention to Donna, but became distracted by her beauty. He signed the papers where she pointed, including a deposit form to transfer his royalties and monthly pay. If he’d paid attention, he would have realized the magnitude of what was happening. His life just changed and he had no idea of how different the future would be for him. Fate was dealing John a new hand and the poor hand of his past replaced with some aces.

When Donna finished putting the papers in her briefcase, she called her father. From what he could overhear, he realized he wasn't going to be working in a low-level position. What he would be doing wasn't clear, but whatever it was would start tomorrow. When she hung up, Donna explained how she would be taking him to shop for clothes and take him to dinner.

Clothes... I can’t afford to buy any right now.

“I only have a few bucks. Maybe, I could get some clothes after my first pay?” 

“You don't have to worry.  We will use our expense account for tonight.  Once your check is deposited, you won't be concerned about money anymore.” Donna said to reassure him. It had been years since he’d eaten out and even longer since he bought new clothes. He was hearing Donna, but his mind went to ‘never-never land’ thinking about how beautiful she looked. He would have gone anywhere with her since his mind just kept saying ‘Daaaa.’

While John washed-up, Donna looked around his house and yard. Donna paid particular attention to his Water Makers. He had several versions in his yard, which were made of a collection of junk parts. Mirrors heated funnel shaped boxes connected to tubing and dripped water into plastic containers. She saw a bag of strawberries and a note to Ben and smiled. Looking at paintings and sculpture inside, she got a good idea of John's love for nature. 

When he came out of his bathroom, he had already washed and shaved. He had on old work clothes and was self-conscious about them. He saw Donna looking at some of his drawings and just stood there admiring her beauty. When Donna turned around, she said: “So beautiful!”  He blushed.

Before they could leave, John had to put his tools away. He tossed them into the back of his pickup. “Now that I am working, I hope to get my truck back on the road again.”

She smiled when he pointed out his homemade Hydrogen generator, but didn’t let on she saw how inefficient it was. 

With him ready, they were off to start on the rest of the day and begin their future.
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Chapter 3

Their beginning
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Donna pulled her company car into the parking lot of Corporate Man. John almost didn't believe Donna when she said they were there to order clothes for him. Once inside, an old man with a measuring tape around his neck came to greet them.

“Donna my dear.  How are you?  So this is the new director?” Vincent said as he held out his hand. While shaking hands, John noticed Vincent seemed sincere about meeting him. It had been years since anyone wanted to meet him and it made him feel good. He also wondered what he meant by ‘director’.

“We need formal, casual and some work.” Donna said. Vincent made some quick measurements and handed John a pair of shoes to try on. As he sat putting on shoes, Donna took some shirts and pants from racks and Vincent looked through some suits.

“You are in luck.  I have a suit with your measurements.” Vincent said as he returned.

“I have a fine wool for now. I’ll have Debby fit you from this one and get a few suits for you right away Mr. Buchanan,” Vincent said as he handed John a gray suit. He looked at the price tag first and then said: “I think this is a bit rich for me. I don’t want to get in trouble for spending too much.” 

Vincent looked surprised, and laughed before answering: ”Yea. Right. Get in trouble. That’s funny.”

“Oh, Vincent. He doesn’t know his position yet. John. You could have all the suits in here, if you want them. Vincent knows your new job and has many other executives he supplies with suits, so he can be trusted to give you what you will need for your position.”

“Trust this woman to steer you right. I have been selling her father suits for a long time and I know what he likes. Although... You will probably see him wearing green work clothes most of the time. I will send you enough of those for a couple of weeks.” It was years since he’d bought his only new suit and he felt uncomfortable buying a suit so expensive.

As soon as he came out of the dressing room, a partner named Debby measured him and quickly marked the suit for alterations. Vincent handed him another suit and said it would do for dinner, but better suits would be sent the following day. He looked at the suit he had just been handed and its tag. It was on a deep sale price much more to his liking and he said: “This is a bit closer to what I was thinking.” The suit. The temporary suit was on sale, but its price was more than he’d earned in his best month during the year. John wasn’t cheap by nature, but after being forced to scrimp, he became extremely thrifty.

“Don’t worry about the costs. I expect you will be doing well on this job and my father would want you to look good,” Donna said to him softly.

“You don’t have to worry about it. He looks good in this, so he will look great in what I send over tomorrow.” Vincent added. 

John went in and changed suits and put on the shirt, shoes and socks Debby had handed him. Donna began smiling when he came out in a blue suit he would wear home. 

While he changed, Donna and Vincent had talked and she admitted how hansom she thought John looked even in the old rags he came in. Vincent knew Donna was a partner, but suggested she might have found her someone. Vincent and Debby were more like husband and wife, which is why Donna liked him so much and shared her feelings with him. Debbie came with the store when he bought it and they became close after Vincent’s wife died. She cranked out suits fitting perfectly for any customer and Vincent sold them at reasonable prices. Together they made a perfect team and Donna became friends with them both. A word here and there got Vincent to notice more than her skills and Debby became more than a machine to Vincent. Donna hoped for the same and John could be the one.

When they left the men's shop, he had on a new suit and they were headed for dinner. As they walked down Penn Avenue, men nodded at John. He felt strange since the men nodding to him would not even have looked in his direction several hours earlier. He could see how most of the men looked over Donna and then gave their nod; as if giving thumbs up for what he had. In a way he felt flattered.

“We are here.”

“Oh, I can't go in there. It's a private club,” 

“Don't worry. We will get you a permanent membership while we are here. But I have a guest pass from my father for today,” Donna said to ease his reluctance. John wouldn’t want to join a club just to have dinner once and a while. Enviromove executives expected membership as a company perk and Donna only chose the club as a test of John’s greed. She could already read his reactions fairly well and a perk like this one didn’t raise any excitement. John didn’t know why she smiled at his reluctance and simply thought Donna was a woman who smiled a lot. Donna had interviewed and hired many people for her father and most turned out to be self-serving and took memberships as badges of honor to flaunt their success. This guy John didn’t fit the mold and Donna liked it about him. A man who had all the traits she wanted and wasn’t all wrapped up in what he wanted for himself. 

Yes I have made a good choice. He is different from all the others I’ve hired. He doesn’t talk to me like a secretary like some have. If he is half as smart as I suspect, I will help him become a great director. She had thought as she followed John into the club.

She noticed he put his head down when the Meteor talked to him. She put him at ease by telling the man she had reservations under Mr. Hughes. They were escorted to a table near the rear with a large painting behind it. John studied the painting for a second, before nervously seating his new boss.

The dinner was great and the people were nice to him, but he felt uneasy. He became even more uneasy, when he saw Donna's smile disappear. Donna looked at a group of men making fun of a waiter. The men were making fun of the waiter's crooked arm, which made John realize he was a Partner. The man's arm became bent in an accident and never straightened, as was the case of most partner injuries. 

While they ate, Donna explained how she would be working with him to develop some of his ideas. They would be working on new products for the Mars project and would have their own lab. He still looked puzzled, so Donna continued: “We have a problem with power struggles within the company.  We will work independently and turn over our inventions for further development only.  I guess you could say we are a new; or second science department. We officially work for Earthmove, but will turn over some of our projects to Enviromove to manufacture.”

The steak made his mouth water just looking at it. It was tender and well done; just the way he asked for it. A few onions and mushrooms were fried with the steak added just a hint to the flavor bursting in his mouth. Looking around at the fine decorations, some over a hundred years old, he thought it to be a nice place. He also thought he could get a good steak without paying dues. 

Some of the old men looked at Donna and whispered among themselves. A drunk man staggered by their table on his way back from the bathroom. The man headed toward a table filled with Chinese Businesspeople who were loudly speaking in Chinese, so their comments about Donna’s body went unnoticed by all but Donna. Those pigs. Can I go anywhere without running into their kind. Just ignore them. Remain calm and pretend you don’t understand their language. 

John finished eating his steak quickly, but then it was a small portion. He hadn’t done any talking except to ask Donna to clarify, or repeat some of his responsibilities. Only after he took a bite of dissert, did he begin to talk.

“Oh. Mmm. Vary good.” He said and went on to tell Donna he grew some Strawberries of his own. Donna got him to open up with talking about his garden and then moved to some of his test answers. With a full stomach, he relaxed enough to elaborate on why he answered as he did. Donna smiled with every answer and listened intently. Few paid much attention to him, or his ideas and it felt good to have someone interested to hear them.

After dinner, Donna drove to the plant and around to their building. The building was new and separate from the rest of the plant. The building was not as big as the other buildings, but had its own parking lot and a high fence. The sign on the front lawn read ‘Earthmove, A subsidy of Enviromove’. A guard came out to greet them as they approached the front entrance.

“Glad to see you are home.  A couple of accountant types tried to get in, but didn't have proper clearance. I told them they would need to be on my list and they could only get on it through you,” The guard hastily explained.

“It's okay Dan. You did the right thing.” Donna introduced John and reaffirmed her orders for only those on his list would be allowed to enter. Dan shook his hand and looked relieved.

Donna took John straight to the lab to show him around it. The lab looked circular, with apartments surrounding it. A line of drawing tables and computer stations formed a half circle, opposite a half circle of workbenches. The center of the large span had all sorts of industrial fabrication equipment. There were a few variations of his Water Makers on benches, as well as models of some of the designs he included on his test. He showed his suspicions in the way he examined the models. 

Donna decided it was time to explain everything to him, to set him at ease.

“I know this all looks strange.  We needed to get fresh ideas and keep them from the hierarchy of our science department. If they’d been given access to your ideas, they wouldn't have been developed, unless they took a new form. Most of our scientists are only concerned with their status and developing ideas that will pay royalties.  We have an immediate need for some of your ideas on Mars and I am going to send instructions for your Water Maker tonight, so our crew on Mars can start building them. Since they are already putting out water in a simulated environment, I am sure they will help some of our crew to survive.” Donna explained with a serious tone.

As they talked in the privacy of the lab, John learned their crew on Mars consisted mostly of Partners and they were in danger of starving. Since Partners had no rights, there rations were constantly reduced. Even though the Partners were raising crops for the settlement, they weren’t entitled to any of it. The political structure on Mars would allow Partners to starve to death, or die of thirst to preserve rations for humans. 

“I believe your idea for waste processing will provide enough water for Partners to survive on. They will simply be borrowing from the system and their own waste will replace it. Installed in the farm complex, it won’t be part of the municipal water recycling.” She paused and smiled. “Also, the system will be used on Earth as you designed it.” Donna did not use any numbers, but suggested his royalties would be substantial. 

He looked at some large drawings on a drafting table. Among them was a copy of one of his drawings beside a larger variation being refined. Donna explained how they were working on a movable piece of equipment using his basic idea of heating soil on Mars and capturing moisture trapped in it. Donna also explained how since it was a huge version of his idea, he would still get patent rights and royalties.

When Donna went to a computer and begin sending designs, he sat silently.  Thinking about the day starting with a major decision between cold rice and a mustard sandwich and ending in an important position was hard to fathom. The chances of likelihood were beyond John's math ability; yet, they were real. Donna was an incredibly beautiful woman and actually seemed to like him. His new job wasn’t clear in his mind yet, but it wasn’t a maintenance job. 

Her description sounded like he would be an executive; which most certainly had been some kind of mistake. But who was he to question someone as intelligent as Donna seemed to be. Finally, he was getting an apartment in an air-conditioned building. He didn’t know whom to thank for his luck changing, but felt grateful. Being the CEO of a company still didn’t dawn on John, since Donna hadn’t used the term. In his mind, he would be a manager of whatever would eventually take place in the building. He would spend the night in it and it might be possible for him to learn the job. Seeing his ideas professionally drawn somehow made them look better than he thought they were and if they were willing to give him a job and a few bucks for them, well okay.

As she talked to an operator on Mars, he listened in. She gave instructions to build as many water makers as they could from the miscellaneous parts on her list. She also directed on how to place the water makers, to take advantage of evaporation in waste treatment. The operator seemed excited and asked to thank John personally. When he saw the woman, he was curious, since she looked a lot like Donna. Although her hair was short and brown, her features resembled Donna's. He felt a little embarrassed while listening to Daphne, but listened intently.

“Thank you again for saving us.” Daphne said.

“I haven’t saved anyone,” he replied. He thought Daphne seemed nice for a Partner and put his arm around Donna's shoulder while they talked. Donna told Daphne about Mars Enviromove soon becoming part of Earthmove. She suggested there wouldn’t be any changes in the operations, except for the next shipment of food from Earth would have twenty five percent reserved for partners. Daphne appeared relieved by the information, but didn’t comment. It may be worse there than the reports I receive. She looks like she is losing weight. She looks afraid even with the modified software I have her on. 

When she signed off, Donna turned to him and her deep blue eyes melted his heart, then he felt like kissing her. He could see the same attraction in her eyes, so he did kiss her. It became a magical moment for them and their passion rushed through them both. It had been a long time for him and Donna’s first real kiss, but it felt perfect. The most passionate kiss he ever received. Their first night together they spent in her apartment. Lovemaking was something he’d thought vanished in his past, but he dove into it with all his pent up love. She had no experience at lovemaking but simply melted and went with her passion for him. He was giving her something special and she wished their night would last forever. By morning, they had thoroughly explored each other and both felt satisfied. Exhausted, but satisfied.

When he woke up, it was past ten and he jumped out of bed. Beside her bed, a new brown work uniform and work shoes had been laid out for him. 

Donna was already hard at work with several assistants and they were erecting a model. John had designed a way to get water from Earth to Mars. The idea involved filling balloons with Hydrogen Gas and using them to lift Oxygen Cylinders. Once the oxygen bottles reached the Stratosphere cylinders would be hooked by a shuttle. The shuttle would tow them to a processing station. The gases would be mixed to form water and aloud to freeze. Once frozen into a large cylinder, they could be towed to Mars and then thawed. 

Working from his drawings and descriptions, they had a string of model balloons with weights attached. The group was trying to simulate the lifting abilities at various altitudes and estimating turbulence and wind. He thought it would never be taken seriously when he wrote the idea as part of his preemployment test, but there it was being tested.

Donna rushed to meet John and gave him a big hug.

“Good Morning John,” she said joyously.

“Why didn't you get me up?  I was sleeping so soundly, I didn't hear you leaving,” She smiled and said: “Because you were sleeping so soundly.”  And then whispered: “I thought you could use some extra rest after last night.” He blushed, and then hugged her tighter.

“Well, I am up now.  What do you want me to do?” Donna hadn’t considered exactly what he would do, beyond helping develop his ideas. She explained what they were working on as his balloon idea. He never expected his idea would amount to anything, and he was embarrassed and thinking he’d look like a fool when she proved it wouldn’t work. Never the less, he would pitch in.

He felt out of place, since the team members knew so much more than he did. He attached three balloons to a weight and left it go. The balloon slowly rose and settled above the group of balloons already floating.

“That’s it John." Donna yelled. We have been doing our calculations based on single balloons and couldn't figure out how we would hook them,” Donna said, and then drew two balloons with a line between two cables. The triangle it formed would be easier to hook than a straight cable.

“See... You will lead us in the right direction and we will do the rest.” Donna explained happily. Partners all nodded their approval and it set him at ease. It wasn’t he knew what he was doing; he just made something like his original idea and by luck, had a good first model. The team had to do the real designing, but they appreciated his contribution and he liked how they responded.

They broke for lunch around one o'clock and went to the cafeteria at Enviromove as a group. The cafeteria was in the main Enviromove building. Arrangements were made to allow the new division to use it during Earthmove’s startup. John and Donna entered first and headed for their section. Seating was separated by different color uniforms and suits designating their various departments. There was a section wearing white lab coats like theirs, but situated beside the suits. Donna led him to a section where everyone wore brown uniforms and there was one empty table. Before they reached their table, a busboy came running to Donna.

“Donna.  I am happy to see you.  I have missed you.” Donna smiled and replied: “George.  I’m happy to see you to.” Donna hugged George and said: “Are you being good?”

“Am trying hard for you,” George replied.

George was a Partner but repairs didn't come outright. He had the mental equivalent of an eight-year-old human. George 5326 would have been destroyed if Mr. Hughes hadn’t bought him. Mr. Hughes personally trained George to be a busboy and he normally did a good job. Occasionally, George would become agitated when teased by workers and had to be put on medication to control his crying. George was fascinated by Donna and would cry, if she did not come for lunch. When Francis Hughes was out of town, workers would tease George just because they could get away with it. Donna tried to have him transferred to the new science building as a janitor, but it was turned down. The new science division was technically a separate corporation and had its own assets. George was an asset of Enviromove. Donna felt bad about not requesting him as part of her purchase agreement. She’d had to buy dozens if she allowed her emotions to get involved.

While they ate, Donna explained a new situation about the two corporations.

“Our new science division will be called Earthmove. You will be its executive officer and its board is made up of a select group of investors.”

“I don't know anything about being a CEO.  I only hoped to get hired as a mechanic, factory worker, or janitor.  CEO's are rich folks and I'm afraid there has been a big mistake”

“Oh, John...  You should know better.  You are the Corporate Executive Officer and there is most definitely no mistake.  My father will teach you all you need to know about being in charge and I will help you all the time.” 

The new company would eventually have factories, but during startup he wouldn’t have a lot to do. He’d be developing some of Mr. Hughes’s most needed products. His mind was still in a whirl, but Donna's sincerity relieved his fear. She told him how the Corporate Executive Officer part of his job would be just a figurehead. She explained how she would help him with those duties. She would have been her father’s first choice for CEO slot, but since she was a partner, she couldn’t technically be more than an asset of the corporation. She wanted so much to tell him, but couldn’t find the words.

During the first few days together, John and Donna grew closer with each passing hour. Daily, they worked hard. At night, they found comfort in each other and made love passionately.

Donna continued to update her father and plans were made to join him in California for a first test of a new type of launch platform. The test would take place in Northern California at a former Ski Resort. A track had been laid on a downhill run to launch a spacecraft. The ship would be propelled down a hill by a catapult, which would thrust it to launch speed. Booster rockets would only be needed at high altitude.  They would fly to Reno and drive to the test site from there. He felt a bit nervous, because he never flew before, but kept it to himself.

Thursday Morning was productive and their team managed to solve some problems with the balloons. When they went to lunch, George was crying and a group of salespeople were laughing at him. Donna managed to settle George down, but the salespeople kept making rude jokes about him. Their jokes began referring to him and Donna, and he became a bit flushed. He could handle jokes about him, but found it difficult to contain himself when they were about Donna. 

He had George sit between him and Donna in a booth and made small talk with him as they ate. All the while they ate, John heard himself referred to as the new idiot, sex toy for the boss's daughter and a ditch-digger striking gold. 

George seemed a nice enough man, for a partner even with a limited program running for his duties. George talked of simple things and acted proud of doing a good job busing tables and cleaning the cafeteria every night. Only by chance, did Francis get George as part of a large equipment purchase. He would have been sold for body parts, but was unintentionally sold to Enviromove. Donna found George sitting on top of a crate of parts when she checked an incoming shipment her father bought and brought him up to her father like a stray puppy.

After they finished lunch, their group was almost to an exit, when John heard something he didn’t like. He told Donna to go without him and made an excuse of leaving his cigarettes behind. Donna insisted on waiting and watched as he went to the sales area. She never found out what he said to a group of salespeople and barely heard their responses. He stood with his arms crossed and quietly said something to the people at the sales table. 

She could see John straighten up and stare at the one who responded. The man suddenly started looking from side to side to avoid looking at John. Once he had their attention and they knew he wasn't one to fool with, he quietly gave them an ultimatum. It wasn't so much what he said, as the power he projected when he said it. The salespeople would need to find another source of entertainment or deal with him.

John remained quiet the rest of the day and spent a lot of time looking at technical books. He had heard some things at lunch which disturbed him and he began seeking answers. Looking over manuals about Partners and Psychology texts, he was absorbed in deep thought. Donna became concerned, since he was avoiding her and didn’t respond to her touch as he had been. 

At the end of their day, Donna finally asked: “John. Is there something wrong?  Did I do something to upset you?”  He looked heartbroken when he replied: “Is it true?  Are you a Partner?  Are you programmed to be nice to me, like they said?” Donna’s eyes filled with tears and she replied: “I am so sorry.  My father wanted to tell you himself.  He was afraid you would not understand.  I hope you will forgive me.” He looked like he had aged twenty years and the sparkle in his eyes dimmed. He felt betrayed and heartbroken. He had fallen in love and now finding out she wasn’t human felt devastating.

“I think I will go home now.  I just got to think about this a while by myself,” John said in a raspy voice. Donna didn't know how to respond, so she ran from his room. 

She watched from a window as he walked away. It was a human heartbreaking in her; not a part of a machine. 
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During his long walk home, John's thoughts went in every direction. I knew this was too good to be true.  I wish I hadn’t sent that damn application Maybe what they said is true and I am the damn idiot they think I am.  She seemed so real. I wish she really loved me. Even if she is a machine. 

Recalling how he stroked Donna's long hair and how it flowed across her bare back brought tears to his eyes. If I quit the job, what will I do?  Go back to digging up septic systems to squeeze a few drops of water for flowers?  I should have asked her about her programming and physical differences, he thought as he neared the bridge. His new boots were light, but dragged with his depressed thoughts. He stood staring blankly at flowing water below.

I have clean clothes and a physically easy job so far. Is it really so bad to love one of them? She seemed so hurt when I said I was going to think over things. Who am I to be so self-righteous and picky about anything? Let alone someone who is as nice to me as she’s been? 

He turned around and started to run back. Thinking of how bad he felt, when his wife left him, made him run faster. His earlier research was starting to click as he ran and he realized Donna was less than five percent man-made parts. If her computer is
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