PENNY/MEMPHIS 7.9

Prologue

Chris slept, spraw ed across the old cot in the electronics
roomat the University of Menphis Seismc Center. Al night he
had fine-tuned his earthquake prediction nodel, the basis for

hi s graduate thesis.

H s snores harnonized with the humof the fans. H s left
hand tw tched in response to sone unknown stinmulus. The unruly
bl ond hair on his | arge head matched his wi nkl ed khaki shirt
and shorts. One sandal hung on his big toe, the other had
already fallen to the concrete floor. He dreanmt of his imm nent
fame, the praise he would receive as a true prophet, the
di scoverer of the Holy Grail of Seisnology: a nethod for

predi cting earthquakes.

In forty-nine seconds, at 9:12.04 a.m Central Daylight
Time, a noderate earthquake on the New Madrid Fault woul d shake
Del |, Arkansas. The prediction that Chris Nel son made | ast week
woul d become fact. His record would stand at two in a row. He

woul d be one step closer to his dream
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Meanwhi | e, in seventy-one seconds, another tenblor,
unpredicted, at the north end of the Cal averas Fault, forty-five
m | es east of San Francisco, California would relieve sone of
the strain accunul ating fromthe inescapable half-centineter per

nmonth creep of the Pacific Plate along the San Andreas Fault.
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Chapter 1: Precursors

Three mles north of the inpending epicenter in California,
Judy Fox watched the effortless way her husband Tom pi cked up
five plastic sacks of clothes and a bag of groceries to carry
fromtheir Danville townhouse to the canper downstairs. His
tw ce-a-week wal ks of the golf course kept his fifty-two year

ol d body in fine shape.

Tomturned and said, "Hurry with that |ast sack, then start

| ocking up."

Judy glanced at the mrror and sw vel ed her hips. Her
petite figure | ooked exceptional for a woman of forty-five. She

adm red how well Tom s good | ooks matched her own, considering
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his age. "I need to phone Jenny and tell her we're | eaving.

have to rem nd her of when we’'ll reach Menphis."

The time had cone to speak with her daughter face to face.
Emai | and tel ephone calls handl ed sone issues, but Jenny sounded
serious about her graduate student friend, Chris Nel son. Having
married a genius herself, and an engi neer besides, Judy
understood the suffering that ahead lay for Jenny, suffering

whi ch her daughter could not yet conprehend.

"Danmit, | wsh you d told nme earlier that you planned to
call. You know | wanted to hit the road by 7:15, and that’s only

five mnutes away.”

“What ' s so special about 7:15? Way put us in the m ddle of

the comute? Besides, | didn’t think you were serious.”

“No, it's Saturday.” He shifted the bag to his other hip.

“Oh well, keep Jenny on the line so | can talk to her, too."

Judy’s left eyebrow arched straight up beneath wi sps of her
short blond hair, flinging virtual daggers at Tom s departing
back. That’'s just like him find something to bitch about. She
snatched the tel ephone fromits cradle, punched the speed-di al
for her daughter, and tucked the headset onto her shoul der as

she returned to her packing.
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The exchange between the two took forty-nine seconds. At a
depth of 11.3 kilometers beneath the small farm community of
Dell, forty-seven mles north of Menphis, Tennessee, the New

Madrid Fault cracked.

Torsional forces in the earth’s crust ripped the opposing
surfaces of the fault apart. An oval -shaped crack half a square
mle in size sliced through the basenent rock. At the oval’s
center the sides of the crack slid al nost four inches past each
other, nine and a half centineters to be exact, generating a
bl ast of earthwaves fromthe magnitude 4.4 tenblor. Primary P-
waves fromthe seismc event would reach Menphis in thirteen

seconds; the secondary S-waves woul d take twenty-siXx.

Twenty-two seconds of peace remai ned on the Cal averas.

Chris jerked taut on the cot as the alarmbell startled him
awake seconds before others in Menphis would feel the earth
vi brate. He bolted upright and gaped at the blinking yell ow
l'ight representing the Dell renpte sensing station on the wall -

si zed map.
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“Yellow, that’s noderate.” Lights glowed green for the

frequent smaller tenblors, red for the rare |arger events.

He stunbl ed as he stood and stepped on the errant sandal.
He sat to arrange his footwear and watched the earthwaves nove
outward fromDell on the map showi ng the five state area where
the seism c sensor network surrounded the New Madrid Fault. A
light representing a second station glowed to report seismc

activity, then another and anot her.

Chris estimated the tine sequence. “Dell neans |ess than
thirteen seconds before the University seisnoneter records the

P- waves.”

The stations transmtted informati on by radi otel ephone back
to the University at the speed of light, three hundred thousand
kil oneters per second. The seism c P-wave produced by the
fracture noved through the underlying rock at only six
kil ometers per second. Chris sprang fromthe cot to his conputer

wor kstation to prepare.

Judy took the headset in hand as her daughter’s voice

announced the connection. "Hi, Jenny here."
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"This is your nother, Jenny. Are you well? How s school
going? Do you still Iike your apartnent?" Jenny Fox, a junior in

sei snol ogy at the University of Menphis, lived just off canpus.

"Ch, hi, Mom I’mdoing just fine. My finals have gone okay
and everything’s fine. I'mfinishing breakfast and was about to
sit down to do sone nore cranm ng. How s Dad? Wiat's up?" Sounds

of kitchen clatter filled the background.

"I called to let you know we're heading out. We’ll be in
Menphi s next Saturday. Your father's antsy about getting on the

road, like always. He'll be up in a mnute to talk with you.”

“Ckay.” Jenny took another bite of her breakfast.

“When do you expect to neet us? W'll| stay at the Sundowner
RV Park just east of the University. Do you know where it is? |
found it in the canping guide. How s the weat her been? They say
it has full hookups. Have you talked with your friend Chris

recently? You' re not sleeping wth him are you?"

Jenny blurted her response. "No. Mdther. Besides, |
woul dn’t tell you if | did.” Her voice calned. “l've heard of
the Sundowner. It'lIl be okay for you and Dad. 1'Ill probably be
busy if you get in early, but I'll see you by noon. Just sit
tight. 1'lIl show up. And Chris is doing fine, though he's

awfully busy with his research and hardly makes tine for ne."
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For years the north end of the Cal averas Fault had
collected stress without relief fromthe San Andreas Fault.
Mol ecul e slid past nol ecul e, granule past granule, vein past
vein in the black basenment rock, noving the strain fromone
point to the next along the fault’s trace, but not enough. Six
kil oneters beneath San Ranon the m croscopi c nol ecul ar flow of
solid rock reached its |imt. Al nearby points along the
Cal averas structure reached their yield point, the state where
the rock could deformno nore. Wth no stretch left to give,

catastrophic failure remained the only option.

In one-sixth of a second, the blink of an eyelid, opposite
sides of the fault noved three centineters past each other. The
movenent tore a fracture in the rock a half-kilonmeter long and a
quarter-kiloneter high, converting the potential energy stored
in the ruptured structure into heat and seism c waves

characteristic of a magnitude 3.5 event.

The P-wave traveled 12.1 kilonmeters fromthe fracture to
the surface in Danville in two seconds, its | ow frequency sound
just perceptible to active people. The S-wave arrived in four
seconds, snapping the hill under the townhouse fromside to side
in the physical notion that people nost often associate with an

ear t hquake.
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"Jenny, you know you' d be nuch better off not getting

i nvol ved with that boy. 1’ve always told you that you shoul d
wait . . .“ Judy stunbled sideways fromthe jerk. “Wat?” Judy’s
voi ce rose an octave, “Jenny, we're . . . we're having an

ear t hquake. "

Jenny’ s scream cane fromthe handset. "Mom do you really
feel shaking? W' re having an earthquake, too. Ww, it's jerking
around. OCh boy, this is sonething. Mom are you okay? |Is yours
still going on?" Jenny paused. "Mom are you there? Wat's

happeni ng?"

For a rare instant Judy could say nothing. Instinctive
fright response controlled her body. Blood drained from her

skin. Hair at the back of her neck stood straight out.

Tom sprinted through the door. "Honey, are you okay? D d
anything fall? | just felt one hell of a jolt comng up the

stairs."

Judy sank to the couch, astoni shnent contorting her face.

"Mom Dad. |s anyone there?" Atinny voice called fromthe

handset .

Tom grabbed the tel ephone, "Jenny, is that you?"
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Judy stared about the condom nium Everything appeared

stabl e but the room kept spinning.

"Yes, |'m okay, but your Mdther nust have swall owed an ice
cube. She's pale and speechless.” He nassaged his wife's arm as
she I ooked up in relief. “W just had a really sharp earthquake.
We nust’ ve been right on top of the fracture.” Tom|listened then

said, “Wiat? You had an earthquake at the sanme tinme?”

Judy | ooked up in surprise. Her daughter had felt the

ear t hquake.

Tom conti nued, "Yes. . . The shaking here was strong and
quick, a couple of really hard snaps, but it stopped. Wat about
yours? . . . Good, your shaking s stopped. But if yours |asted
over ten seconds it must have been a pretty big one. Hey, young
| ady, don’t you renenber what | told you about the New Madrid

Sei sm ¢ Zone when you tal ked about going to school in Menphis? .

Judy recall ed how Tom s avocation of earthquake watchi ng
began six years ago when the famly noved to California. It had

been pivotal in Jenny' s selection of seisnology as a ngjor.

“That’s right,” Tomsaid. “You re sitting forty-five mles
fromthe nost dangerous fault in the country. In the early

1800’ s three maj or earthquakes rocked that area in |l ess than two
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nmont hs, each of them bigger than the 1906 San Franci sco
earthquake. . . . | know that’s why you wanted to go there for

school .”

Judy swal | owed. She i magi ned her daughter covered by
falling buildings, the ground opening around her and pulling her

down. Judy’s eyes stung.

Tom conti nued, “Just renmenber | was the one who first told
you soneday the New Madrid Fault will shake the hell out of
Menphis. Pray you're not there when it does.” He glanced down at
Judy. “Hey | adies, we can talk nore about this later. Your

nmother and | have to hit the road.”

Judy appreciated the pat on the shoul der and the fact that

Tom was endi ng the conversati on.

“Jenny, say good-bye to your nother and cal m her down so we
can travel. And get ready for the Big One like I told you. It's

i nevitable."

A subdued Judy accepted the tel ephone as Tom grabbed her
hal f - packed bag of clothes to carry to the canper. Her stomach
cranped fromworry. Her daughter would hardly be married to sone

wei rd geni us before she died in an earthquake.
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For years the University of Menphis and other Universities
surroundi ng the New Madrid Sei sm ¢ Zone had pl aced instrunents
t hroughout the region, gathering information about the
geol ogi cal structures each tine any small fracture occurred. A
few like Chris hoped they would be able to predict when and
where the next great New Madrid earthquake woul d occur. In the
meantinme, the Universities shared the information they collected
and everyone in the program agreed on one thing: another great

eart hquake was inevitable, and soon.

For three years Chris had | abored on his new theory for
predicting seismc events with an intensity noted by his peers
as remarkabl e. Larry Snow, one of his fellow graduate students,
decl ared at a departnmental beer-klatch, “Chris, you not only act
like a mad scientist, you |look and snell |ike one. W
pr of essi onal sei snol ogists know that it’ |l never be possible to
accurately predict earthquakes. Wiy can’t you understand that?”
Larry’s opinion carried weight in the departnent, and Chris felt

the grow ng alienation.

He shared his thoughts and progress |ess and | ess as others
scoffed at his ideas. Then the fine-tuning paid off. Three weeks
ago he had noted in his journal, “Using Nelson Mdel version

3.04.422 | predict a magnitude 2.7 event at 35.82N, 90.11W
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around 3am April 30.” Jenny Fox had witnessed and initialed the

entry.

On April 30 he noted: “Success. | net the criteria. Little
Ri ver experienced a 2.6 at 6:15am w thin 5% on nmagnitude, 3

hours on timng, 2 kiloneters on |ocation.”

A few days | ater he asked Robbi e Browne, one of the
under graduates in the weekly Geology Lab that was Chris’s
responsibility as a Teaching Assistant, to witness and initial a
new entry: “Using Nel son version 3.05.033 | predict a magnitude

4.3 event at 35.85N, 90.04Wat 7am next Saturday.”

He continued in his journal. “Wth the |atest adjustnents |
now expect over ninety percent of the tenblors will occur within
the zones | predict. Although the magnitude estimate usually
cones within ten percent of the actual value, the estimtes for
the timng of the tenblors have not been good. The nodel still

needs i nprovenment. | still need nore conputing power.”

In the mddle of Chris’s third year Dr. Paul Kenton, his
graduate thesis advisor in the Seisnology Departnent, gave him
perm ssion to use the Laboratory’ s newest Quad 3.8 G gahertz
wor kst ation conputer to develop and test his seismc nodel, the

conputer program he called Nelson. Chris now spent nost nights
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and weekends working on his pride and joy, adding to his inage

as a mad scientist.

“Conme on, baby, give ne the data. What do you | ook Iike?
Are you that 4.3 shake | predicted? It’s past due.” He watched
as the conmputer conpiled the initial summary of readings
downl oaded fromthe renote seismc stations over the tel ephone
lines. The automated nonitoring systemdid not require that
anyone be on duty, but Chris's sleeping habits gave hima uni que

opportunity to watch the new data arrive and be anal yzed.

He bounced on the stool in front of the conputer console
snapping his fingers in tine with the tune running through his
head. He nmade unintelligible sounds to acconpany the imaginary
musi c, “Da, da, da-da-da.” and tapped a drumroll on the

desktop. Hi's hyperactivity masked t he shaking of the S-waves.

The screen filled wwth nore and nore detail as other
stations reported. Wien data fromthe large nonitoring station
at Little Rock was triangulated with that from Menphis, they
pi npoi nted the exact |ocation of the noderate earthquake. "Hot
dog, | scored again." H's gloating face reflected on the
conputer screen as he noved the nouse and entered conmmands on
t he keyboard. He had enough information to run a detailed

anal ysis wth his nodel
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Even with all four processors working full-bore, the
wor kst ation took three mnutes to conplete its conputations.
Chris beat tine on the desktop and bounced on the stool. “Dum

ditty, dumditty, da-da-da.”

He shouted when the results flashed on the screen. "That'’s
it. A magnitude 4.4. Over a square kilonmeter of the fault broke
| oose, just like | said it would." He punped his fist into the
air in triunph. "And its focus is right on that little asperity
south of Dell. I knewit’'d be there. Nelson, you re on target

again. That’s twice in a row.

"Wait '"til they hear 'bout this one."” Chris bounced on the
stool as he celebrated victory with his conmputer and scratched
his itchy scal p. "Nelson, you re getting better, lots better.
One nore event like this and | can prove to ever' body that |’'m

the prino earthquake prophet of the world."
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Chapter 2: New Simon

Four hours earlier, the alarmclock had awakened Ti na
Washi ngton in her apartnment in the soon-to-be-shaken town of
Dell. The display glared five-fifteen. She noaned and rolled out
of bed, nuttering. “Fudge, why did | take the early shift. Wth

Dayl i ght Savings Tinme the sun’s not even up.”

Tina hurried to shower, dress, and drive sixteen mles to
the café on Stateline Road off Interstate-55 at the M ssouri and
Ar kansas border. As the sun rose at six o'clock she arrived for

her job as the Saturday day-shift waitress.
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“Morni ng, Cookie,” she said. The day cook was a seventy-
three year old length of skin and bones who sone clained to be

t he best short-order cook in the Mssouri boot-heel country.

“H, Mss Tina.” He smled, showng the gaps in his teeth.

“Y all ready for today?”

Tina sm | ed back. “Guess so. It’s Saturday, so things
shoul d be quiet here at Nasty’ s.” She used the nicknane for the

New Si non Truck Stop.

When Tina had started working at the cafe Cookie rel ated
the history of the place. “Oiginally,” he'd told her, “Sinon
Kenton and his son built a town on the banks of the M ssissipp
Ri ver after he purchased | and bel ow New Madrid in 1809. Then
during the 1812 earthquake, nost of his land slipped into the
river and all that remai ned becane a swanpy tangle of fallen
trees and sand boils. A couple of the settlers noved back to
those ol d I ndian nounds behind us. They called the place New

Si non.

“My grandpa told nme that forty-two souls lived here onct.
He said that ‘fore things dried up, the truck stop got a
reputation as a place to get a good deal on fuel, get work done

on your truck, and do shady business at the state line.”
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He grinned and wi ped his hands on the dirty towel. *You
see, Stateline Road belongs to the state of M ssouri but the
truck stop sits on the Arkansas side. Bootl eggers used to nove
fromone side of the road to the other depending on which deputy

was her e.

“Then one night sheriffs fromboth states showed up at the
same tinme. That gunfight’'s the real reason this place got its

name.” He cackled. “That’s when things got really NASTY.”

Wthin two weeks Tina realized that in nodern tines Nasty’s
still served the sane basic functions, but now for different

crinmes. The action nade her uneasy.

At half past eight JQ McCronbie stepped fromthe small
apartnment on a back street in Hayti, Mssouri. He admred the
warm gl ow of the sun on Loretta s dark arm as he handed her

three twenty-dollar bills.

"Y all come back soon," said Loretta, the sultry black
prostitute JQ kept in the small town just off the Interstate in
the M ssouri boot-heel. She reached up with two fingers to

capture the noney between her |ong, painted fingernails.

“Sure, Baby. I'll be back as soon as | can.”

18
PDF created with FinePrint pdfFactory trial version www.softwarelabs.com



http://www.softwarelabs.com

PENNY/MEMPHIS 7.9

JQ sped away, raising a cloud of dust behind his two-year
old red Porsche. At thirty-five, his driving anbition and
f oot bal | -hero countenance commanded far nore attention than
usual for blacks in the Mssissippi Delta. He felt utter disdain
for anyone who thought it their business where he spent his

ni ghts.

He accel erated onto the freeway heading south. Wth the
convertible top down, the wind blew up fromthe w ndshield and
whi pped his short, curly black hair around, streamng it back
across his head. At over ninety-five mles per hour he overtook

and screamed past an ei ght een-wheel er

Speeding by the Steele exit the wail of a siren pierced the
roar of nmotor and wind. JQ glanced into the rearview mrror to

see the flashing red lights of one of Mssouri's finest.

"Ah shit, himagain." JQ grinned and shoved the accel erator
to the floor. The speedoneter needl e noved past one-fifteen. He
| aughed. “If Snokey wants to race the five mles to the Arkansas

border, let’'s do it.”

Wth half a mle to go, Carl, a proud nenber of the
M ssouri State Patrol, conceded he could not nake an arrest in
his honme state. JQ streaked across the state line as Car

sl acked off to take the freeway exit at the border.
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Uw lling to admt defeat, the officer called on the radio
to his Arkansas counterpart down the road. "Jerald. That dammed
sonofabitch in the red sports car | been telling you about is
headi ng your way at over a hunnerd mles per hour. Do ne a favor

and bust his dammed ass. Bust it really good."

The sound of a belly chuckle trunpeted back over the radio

fromthe Arkansas patrol officer. "I'lIl shore do that, Carl. You
flush "emout of Mssouri |ike a good bird dog and I'll bag 'em
on the fly."

Past the border, JQ eased off the accel erator and | aughed
again. Once nore he had flipped off the Mssouri Patrol. GCearing
the sports car down to second, he pulled off at the next exit to
return north. Turning left at the top of the ranp, he found his
way bl ocked by a blue and white Arkansas H ghway Patrol car
par ked si deways across the overpass right-of-way. He stopped and

wai t ed.

The State Trooper stepped out of his car, his stiff hat
perched atop his round face, and with hands on his hips he
swaggered towards the offender. "Dammt, JQ | w sh you' d stop
tormenting those Mssouri officers. Carl just called ne on the
radio and told nme to, quote, get that dammed sonofabitch in the
red sports car, end-quote. | should a known it'd turn out to be

you. "
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JQraised his hand in greeting. "H, Jerald. Sorry to
interrupt your day, but I'mlate for a business neeting back at
New Sinmon.” He remenbered a rule he had once read that woul d be

hel pful in his nove ahead: show concern. “How s your w fe?"

"Ch, Claretta' s okay, but she's dream ng ‘bout them
eart hquakes again. The doctor says if she gets norbid on the
subj ect once nore, he's gonna put her in an institution.” Jerald
pl aced his hand on the Porsche’s door. “I don't know, maybe it'd
be best if he did. At least | wouldn't have to listen all the
ti me about how the ground’s going to break into pieces and

swal | er ever'one up."

JQ |l aughed as he pushed the errant hand from his car
"Jerald, tell Claretta that JQ McCronbi e knows ever’'thing there
is to know about earthquakes, and | say there’s nothing going to
happen.” JQ grew i npatient. "Now, hurry up and nove your damed

car so | can get back to Nasty's for ny neeting."

By nine o’ clock the Saturday norning crowd had cone and
gone. Alex Snyth hoped Tina would take nore tinme to chat. As she
refilled the coffee cup beside his plate of disappearing

bi scuits and gravy she said, "Alex, you can't be serious about
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this sky-diving thing. You' re plunb crazy to be going up in an

air-o-plane and junping out."

Alex's grin dinpled the point of his chin as he | ooked up.
"Tina, 1I'Il only junp when |I'm wearing a parachute, | prom se.
It's perfectly safe. Nothing goes wong. You can cone over and
watch if you want. The airfield s only two mles down the road.

You'll do that sonetinme, won't you?"

She | ooked perpl exed, |ike maybe she wanted to reach out
and take hold of him She seened so serious trying to find sone

argunment to keep himfrom goi ng about skydi ving.

Al ex renmenbered her from high school, nine years before, in
Mar ked Tree, Arkansas, forty-five mles southwest as the crow
flies. He was a seni or when she was a sophonore. He recalled how
everyone considered hima nerd. He made good grades and went
away to college. He was surprised she turned out a | ot nore

intelligent than he renenbered.

They had becone reacquai nted four weeks ago when Al ex
started comng into the truck stop every Saturday for breakfast.

They chatted about old tinmes at school and their lives since

| eavi ng Marked Tree. She had been frank with him “I spent ny
time in high school as a cheerleader. | dated around and finally
becane a waitress. | decided to nove out of town when all ny old
22
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boyfriends got married and started raising famlies. They kept
com ng around and suggesting quiet get-togethers, |ike they

didn’t have any respect for ne.”

Last week Al ex had spent the entire afternoon sipping
cof fee and occupying Tina's attention during her slack tinme. She
had | ooked di smayed when he told her, “I’ma student at the new
skydiving field two mles east.” It never occurred to himthat

she woul d think he possessed a streak of nadness.

"And this norning I'mgoing over to do ny first solo junp.”
Al ex sat up straight on the stool and puffed out his chest.
“They don't let you go up on one of these junps w thout
training.” He stressed his experience. “l've already been
t hrough seven levels of instruction and |I’ve | earned how to fal
— | nmean how to land. |'ve practiced going out of the plane with

the instructor holding onto ne and everything.

“Tell you what, if this junp turns out to be so dangerous
that I'mkilled, I'll drop out of the class and cone back and
admt that you're right. Ckay?" He grinned and reached out to

squeeze her hand.

Alex felt electricity when he touched her. She squeezed
back and smled, though traces of worry |ined her face. "Al ex,

| "' m concerned about you. | like things better when they're
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peaceful and not dangerous." Plucking the unused setting from
next to himshe noved down the counter to check her other

custoners.

When Tina brought the coffeepot back for another refill,
Al ex gl anced over his shoul der, surprised to see his enpl oyer
com ng through the café door. He | eaned over to whisper. "Woa,
| ook at that. There’s JQ McCronmbie. | would a thought he'd be
over in Menphis at his new office building. | wonder what he's
doing here, and with a creep like that," He referred to JQ s
conpani on, a snmall-boned skinny man with slicked bl ack hair and

a cigarette drooping under his short nopustache.

Tina glanced at the new patrons and back to Al ex. "Hey, M.
McCronbi e owns this place so be careful what you say around

here. He conmes here fromtine to time for business neetings.”

| gnori ng her own advice she grunbled. “He gives ne the
creeps. Sonetines he hits on me and acts like | should give him

extra attention." She asked, “Were do you know him fron®”

Al ex | eaned closer. "Really? He's ny boss, too. I'ma
net wor k conput er programrer at McCronbie Enterprises in West
Menphis. | had no idea he had an outside business like this

truck stop.”
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Ti na dropped her voice. “l don’t trust him He acts |ike

every woman nust think he’s a god.”

"Yeah? Well 1’ve seen how he ogles the secretaries in the
office, and a couple of 'em have conpl ai ned about it. Mybe
that's his style.” Alex scow ed as he watched the two nen find

an enpty corner booth and sit down.

“Tell you what, let's get together and conpare notes."”
Checking the time, he said, "Hey, | gotta go or I'll be late.
See you after ny junp." Hesitating, unable to nuster the nerve
to ask until he stood to | eave, he stuttered. "And . . . Say .

Wul d you like to go see a novie toni ght?"

Tina | aughed with excitenent. "Conme back and let's talk
about it. Sounds like it mght be fun." Al ex wi nked at her as he

strode out the door.

"Hey, can't we get service over here?" JQ@ s |oud boom ng
voice jarred Tina's reverie. She grabbed two nmenus and headed to

t he booth where JQ and his conpani on wait ed.

"' msorry, M. MCronbie. | was just finishing with ny

| ast custoner." She put the nmenus in front of the pair and
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st epped back. "I'll get you sone water and then take your order.

Wul d you |ike sone coffee?"

"Finishing wth your |ast customer, ny ass. | saw you
wi ggling your butt at him You go for pipsqueak guys with no

muscl es |i ke that, huh?"

She bl ushed at the crude remark and the sound of his

| aught er.

H's smle appeared taunting. "Sure, bring two coffees,

donuts for George and eggs over easy with toast for ne."

As she left for the coffee she heard JQ speak to Ceorge.
"Nice legs, don’'t you think? Someday |I'I|l take the time to try
her out. Figure she’'ll be a nice piece a ass." Qutraged, she
bl ushed even deeper and went into the coffee station, al nost

picking up a dirty cup for spite.

CGeorge Besh stared after the young waitress and tapped the
ashes fromhis cigarette onto the floor. He stretched his pants
around his crotch, then his mnd returned to the reason for the

nmeeting between himand JQ

As Tina di sappeared behind the plywod partition to hand
Cooki e the order Ceorge |eaned closer to JQ and in a guarded,

raspy voi ce asked, "So, are ya buying into this next shipment or

26
PDF created with FinePrint pdfFactory trial version www.softwarelabs.com



http://www.softwarelabs.com

PENNY/MEMPHIS 7.9

not? It's costing ne fifty thousand cash, and | still need
twenty thou' . You kin have a fifty-fifty cut if you give ne that

twenty. "

Ti na poured coffee on the other side of the thin curtain as
CGeorge pushed JQ for a decision. She al nost dropped the pot when
she heard JQ agree, "Ckay, I'll get twenty thousand to you this
af t ernoon, but by God you better return ne a hunnerd and twenty-
five in two weeks or one of ny crews’I| find a hole to bury you

in. That’s understood, right?"

"Sure, JQ sure. Just so long as the creeks don't rise and
the Feds keep their booties cool.” H s voice dropped as he nade
his last point. “But ‘nenber one thing, if the shipnment gets
busted you don't get nothing — ‘cept nobody tells 'em where the
noney canme from” He | eaned back, again tapping his cigarette

ashes onto the floor. “That deal work for you?"

VWhile the two conspirators continued to discuss details
Tina fled to the kitchen, trying to cl eanse her m nd of what she
had just heard. No doubt it involved a dope shipnment. She knew
it was not healthy for her to know of whatever the two nen

di scussed.

Cooki e di nged the bell and pushed the eggs, toast, and

donuts fromthe kitchen to Tina's side of the serving shelf. He
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tilted his head and | owered his voice. “Don’t let JQ get under
your skin, girl. Just hold your head up.” She half-smled at the
old man as she picked up the hot plates and wal ked to J@ s

boot h.

As she placed the plate of eggs in front of JQ the
eart hquake jerked the floor fromside to side. The walls
creaked. Dust fell fromthe ceiling. The plate lifted fromthe

tabl e and crashed upside down into JQ s lap

"Holy shit." JQ junped fromthe booth pushing the plate of
hot eggs to the floor. The ceiling fans swung. The toot hpick
hol der fell fromthe counter. The wi ndows rattled. "Wat the
hell's going on?" He | ooked at the ceiling, at the w ndows.

Ceorge held onto the edge of the table and stared.

Ti na backed t hrough the sw nging doors into the kitchen and

clutched at the wall, waiting for her dizziness to end.

The shaki ng sl owed, surged again, and then stopped. Cookie

asked, "You all right?"

"l guess so, but what happened?" She held onto his armin

f ear.

Cooki e had worked many years in San Franci sco and

recogni zed the shaking as a tenblor. "W just had an earthquake,
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honey — a pretty strong earthquake |like we had all the tinme back
in Californie." A look of nostalgia swept his face. "Yep, it

alnost felt |ike hone."

Ti na | ooked at Cookie. She could not understand why he

seened pl eased.
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Chapter 3: Prediction

Dr. Paul A Kenton, Ph. D., Associate Professor of Seismc
Studi es at Menphis University, felt the tenblor while eating
br eakfast, seconds after his beeper alerted himof a seismc
alarmat the Seismc Center Laboratory. The duration and
strength of the shaking indicated a noderate event and he junped
onto his bicycle to hurry down the path to the cluster of old
frame buil dings making up the Seismc Center on the south side

of canpus.

The presence of one of his graduate students surprised Paul

when he wal ked into the Laboratory. Chris handed hi ma conputer
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printout with the prelimnary analysis of size and | ocation of

the norning s event.

“Thanks, Chris.” Paul |ooked over the summary. "Well, it
wasn't as large as | guessed after all, so we can put everyone's

m nd at ease."

Chris explained. "I was here when the al arm sounded and
|’ ve been collecting data fromthe field stations and conpiling

it with the reports comng fromother major seismc stations."”

Paul noticed Chris pushing another paper for his attention.
“That’s fine, Chris. Just let ne nmake this phone call, then we

can talk.”

Paul dialed the recording systemand dictated the generic
t el ephone nessage, reporting the |atest data about the
eart hquake. "At 9:12 this norning a magni tude 4.4 earthquake
occurred at a depth of 11.3 kiloneters with an epicenter near
Dell, Arkansas. Wiile this tenblor is stronger than usual
events like this are a conmmon occurrence on the New Madrid

Seismc Zone and there is nothing to worry about."

Fi ni shed, Paul turned back to Chris, steeling hinself for
t he onsl aught. As he had expl ained to the Departnent Head,
“VWhile Nelson is a brilliant student, he's excitable and

hyperactive to the point of distraction. When | accepted him]l
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didn't realize what | was letting nyself in for. But | do
bel i eve he should be allowed to continue this research, even if
sone of the other faculty thinks it’s bogus.” The Head was

reluctant but agreed.

“Yes, Chris.”

"Dr. Kenton, | did a conparison of the wavefornms fromthe
Dell tenblor with ny database and found a match in the m d-range
spectrum just like |I thought I would. Do you see the simlarity
between this event and the 2.6 event further south fourteen days
ago?" Chris placed a second summary page fromthe Little River

tenblor into Paul’s hands and waited, fidgeting.

Paul scanned the two sheets and answered. "No . . . not
really." He |looked at Chris, his patience wearing thin. "I know
you' ve been checking for trends, but | don't see any
relationship. I"'mafraid you re letting your desires get in the

way of proper scientific nmethodol ogy."”

“But, Dr. Kenton, nmy conputer nodel shows the relationships

bet ween the spectruns. The correlation is three-sigma.”

“You know your expectations influence how you desi gned your
nodel .” Paul felt it necessary to expound on the dangers of

bi ased research
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“But the spectral signature two weeks ago showed where

“Chris. | don’'t have tine for this right now If you think
your nodel is show ng sonething, wite a paper and submt it to
me for approval. Now, | have to get back honme to plant ny

t omat oes. ”

Paul picked up his satchel and headed out, closing the door
behind him wunable to hear Chris blow out his breath and hiss.
“Why do | bother. You won’t even listen, asshole. My nodel
predicted this Dell event fromthat tenblor two weeks ago. And
fromthe Dell event it predicts another earthquake north at the

M ssouri border in the next ten days.”

Only the walls heard the news. Chris turned and stal ked
back to the restroomto wash his face. “You want a paper? So,

Il wite a paper after this next one. Then you'll listen.”

Tom Fox nmaneuvered the canper through the slower traffic up
the grade of Interstate-580 out of California's Livernore
Val l ey. Enerald green hills dotted with white wwindmlls flashed

by on each side.
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Qut of the corner of his eye Tom coul d see Judy studying
sonme question for a |long nonent. Then she spoke. "Tom why are
you so sure a big earthquake wi Il happen near Menphis? | thought

California was earthquake country, not Tennessee."

Tom | eaned back into the seat of the truck. It felt good to
be on the road again, and now he had tinme to explain the

tenbl ors they and Jenny had felt.

"Judy, you know I told Jenny about earthquakes around
Menphi s before she enrolled there. Were there's been one
eart hquake, expect another. There's one-hundred-fifty mles of
the New Madrid Fault northwest of Menphis, and there've been

sone mghty big earthquakes on it."

"But | haven't heard of any big earthquakes there recently.

Maybe the fault quit."

"Have you already forgotten this norning? From what Jenny
descri bed, she nust have felt a noderate earthquake. 1t’'ll make
t he news. Anot her shaker like that hit Marked Tree, Arkansas a
few years ago. In fact, they record about two hundred and fifty

tenblors on the New Madrid every year."

Judy sat upright and grabbed the arnrest. "Two Hundred and

FIFTY. That's nore than here in the Bay Area."
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Tom shook his head no. "As a matter of fact, the San
Franci sco Bay Area has twi ce that many. Myst are very small wth
magni tudes of one or two. People living on top of a fault don't
even feel them but when they happen, seisnologists can neasure
t he earthwaves and see where the faults are | ocated and how much

they're slipping.”

"You didn’t bother telling nme that five hundred earthquakes
happened each year when we noved here from Col orado." Looki ng

outraged, Judy’ s cheeks turned rosy as her blood pressure rose.

Tom said, “l’ve read about earthquakes for years and told
you lots of things, but you always found sonething else to think

about. You never paid attention.”

“Wel |, you always wanted to | ecture and tal k over ny head.”
She glared at him “But now, it’s inportant. | need to know why

Jenny’s going to have an earthquake.”

"Good, listen and I'Il explain again.” Tomlicked a
satisfied grin across his lips. “By neasuring small earthquakes,
scientists can estimate the |ikelihood of different size
eart hquakes on a fault. Little earthquakes are the nost |ikely,
then m d-sized earthquakes, and the |east |ikely earthquake is .

.” Tomi s voice dropped as he said, “the Big One." He | ooked

over and w nked.
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Judy ignored the attenpt at hunor and focused on her
concern. "So what's the likelihood of Jenny having a big

ear t hquake?"

"Though there’ve been sone recent papers that suggest the
chances are lower than previously estimated, |1’ve read that sone
scientists say there’s a thirty percent chance the New Madrid
Seism c Zone can expect a magnitude 6.0 to 6.5 earthquake within

the next ten years."

"Oh, thank goodness."” Judy sighed with relief. "If it's ten

years then she has tine to nove."

Wth a patronizing smle Tom punctured her optimsm "No,
that's not the way it works. Wen scientists say there's a
thirty-percent chance that an earthquake will occur within the
ten-year period, they nean it could happen anytine in that ten
years: tonorrow, next week, next year. You cannot assune it'l

be at the end of the ten years."

"Ch.” Cut off fromrelief, Judy chose alternate |ogic. “But
a 6.0 earthquake isn't that big, is it? | don’t think an
eart hquake that size is enough to hurt Jenny. If that's all the

eart hquake they'll have | don't need to worry about it."

Tom escal ated the issue. "Agreed, a 6.0 magnitude

eart hquake probably won’t hurt Jenny unless she's directly over
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the epicenter, but that estimate is for earthquakes of that
size. Scientists also say there's a twenty-percent chance of a
maj or earthquake with magnitude greater than 7.6 sonewhere on

the fault within the next fifty years.™

In a plaintive voice Judy asked, "What about the next ten?"

"Well, let's see.” Tomdid a quick calculation in his head
as the road | evel ed out over the pass. "I suppose you could say
there's maybe a four percent chance of it happening in the next

ten years. That's one in twenty-five."

Judy mani pul ated her logic to the conclusion for which she
searched. "Good, that’'s pretty small so | don't have to worry
about it." Tom shook his head in anusenent, again astounded by

Judy’ s approach to | ogic.

Wth the tomato plants all in the ground Paul Kenton draped
hi s | anky body over the wooden deck chair and doodl ed on the pad
of yellow stickies as he thought about the latest in a series of
m nor but disturbing confrontations with Chris. He was an
excel l ent student, brilliant but inmmature. He wanted to be a
star when what the world needed were good sound team pl ayers,
serious workers who woul d collect the data and grind away on the

detail s.
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Paul recalled his graduate days, how he had been a lot |ike
Chris, so sure of being right. It took twelve years of fieldwork
and sone big screwups to convince himhe didn't know

everything. He was just lucky so few knew about his m st akes.

He chewed on the end of his pencil. | don’t know. Maybe I
shoul dn't be so hard on the boy. After all, his enthusiasm keeps
himin the Lab around the clock dealing with the nonitoring
systens. He's exceptional at installing and mai ntaining the
conputers, and |I'd trust himwth any field installation. He
just seens nore |like a conputer whiz than a seisnol ogi st. Mybe
he chose the wong vocation. Maybe he should be in a |line of

work nmore willing to tol erate geni us.

“Tom why do they make those probability cal cul ati ons about
t he earthquakes?” Judy renai ned focused on earthquakes. "lsn't

there sone way scientists can just keep them from happeni ng?"

Tom finished his careful scan of the new | evees as he
crossed the San Joaquin R ver bridge on Interstate-205. Then he
said, "Nope, afraid not. But the calculations help the
government figure out howto plan in their zoning regul ations
and such. It's like planning for the one-hundred-year flood out

here on the river. It helps themfigure out how big to build
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those | evees. By know ng the chances of a big earthquake they

can establish building codes that will inprove survival rates."

"But you said the other day the floods this |last wnter
were five-hundred-year floods, and that’s why so nmuch of the

val |l ey fl ooded."

"That's right. People and governnent agencies plan for sone
particul ar | evel of disaster, but there's always the danger that
sonet hing bigger will happen. Society trades off the cost of

preparation agai nst the chance of failure.™

"So just because it's going to cost nore noney, you're
saying they plan for snmaller floods in the hopes bigger ones

won' t happen?”

"You've got it. Very often people's perceptions of how
likely it is for something to happen don’t jibe with reality.
Fromwhat | read that’s one of the problens in the Menphis
area.” Tom sl apped the steering wheel to enphasize his point.
“Lots of people there just don't think an earthquake w Il happen

anytinme soon, so they plan and build as if it never will."

The Laboratory alarmbell rang again. “Yipes, another one.”

Chris watched as the light on the map for Lepanto, Arkansas at
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the southern end of the fault glowed green. “Less than 3.0, but
it noved stress somewhere. Let's find out if it made a

di fference.”

Chris worked through the noon hour adding data from Lepanto
to his database. “Dumte-dumdum Dumdum” He beat tinme on the
desktop as his Nel son nodel worked on the new i nformation. *“Hot
dog. The convergence is nore definite. Let’s see, nowit’s
three-point-two sigma for the tenblor north of Dell. And the

tine’s cone in to eight days. Magnitude' s still about 4.5.”

The door to the Laboratory banged open. "Hey, Chris,
what cha doi ng here on such a fine Saturday norning?” He | ooked
up to admre the lithe, young body in tight jeans and baggy

rugby shirt.

Jenny Fox wal ked up to | ook over his shoulder. “You should

be at the soccer gane," she opined.

"Too busy chasi ng earthquakes, |Iike always." He | eaned back
in his chair, pushing away fromthe conputer screen and
stretched, pleased to have an opportunity to talk about his

recent success.

"That Dell event was just what | expected, and | collected
| ots of good data this norning. Then a tenblor near Lepanto a

few mnutes ago fit right into the trend that’s devel oping."
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"Trend? Does that nean you re still tweaking that theory of
yours?" A |l ook of dismay crossed her face. "l heard Larry Snow
tal king and | aughi ng again over a beer |ast night about your
t heories. He wonders when you're going to give up on that dead
horse. Jeez. You were al nbst run out of sem nar when you

presented your results last quarter.™

"l gave that sem nar before |I made ny | atest refinenents.
Now ny nodel fits the data a lot closer,” Chris felt defensive
and the joy of seeing Jenny ebbed in reaction to her comments.
“And | really don't give a damm what Larry Snow thinks. He’l

never do anything to make hinself fanous.”

“I's that what you want, to be fanobus? Is that why you're in

sei snol ogy?”

"Why not? You know, those turkeys at that sem nar were all
alike.” He leaned forward in the chair and stared hard at Jenny.
“They’ ve let their collective fear of failure convince themthat
it’s inpossible for soneone to nake predictions. They’ ve deci ded

it’s not professional to even try to predict an earthquake."

Jenny barked back, "Well, sonetines you act so smug about
it all, like you know everything, |like everyone else is a bunch
of idiot teenagers. You're going to fall on your face sone day,

Chris. Wiy don't you get a life, anyway?"
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“This is nmy life.”

She chall enged Chris. “I wouldn’t be surprised if you told

me you predicted this | ast earthquake."”

Chris paused, started to say yes, then hesitated, "Let's
just say I'mgetting closer and closer to being able to nmake a

valid prediction.™

"Do you take into account the position of the sun and noon

and the |level of the earth-tides?" Jenny taunted.

“No, dammt. |ben Browning made his 1990 New Madrid
predi cti on based on external causes. He was wong. But just
because his prediction received w despread publicity and sone
people in the town of New Madrid actually noved away in
anticipation of the event doesn’'t nean a legitimte prediction
can’t be done.” Chris pounded the desk for enphasis. “M
theory’s not based on renote causes. It considers the geol ogi cal
structure and how stresses nove along the fault. It’s based on

sci ence and solid mat hematical nodeling."

"So what makes you think your ideas are any better than

Br owni ng’ s?"

Chris's anger overcanme his better judgenent. He blurted the

news. "Because it works. You bet | predicted that |ast
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eart hquake and if you renenber there was the one before that you
wi tnessed. | was right on. And | know the next one’s going to be
at the Arkansas-M ssouri border. He took a deep breath. *“I
predict a 4.5 in eight days." Chris felt the heat of his sudden

di scl osure color his face.

Jenny | ooked i ncredul ous, stunned that what Chris told her
m ght be true. For a |long nonent she let the thought sink in.
"Chris, if anything happens that’s even close to what you just
said, you' |l be fanous. But everyone says you can’t predict

eart hquakes. "

“There you go again. You don’'t have any faith in ne. Wy

don’t you just get out of here and | eave ne al one.”

Jenny turned and wal ked out the door, hiding the tears

stream ng down her cheeks.

Chris realized what he had said and done. She was the only
one who cane close to understanding. Wiy did he attack her? Why?
Unable to think of a good answer he turned back to the console
and shaking his shoulders, forced his thoughts back to the

problenms with his conputer nodel, a subject he coul d understand.
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Chapter 4: Tensions Build

JQsat in his booth at Nasty’s, doodling on a napkin with
his wet spoon as he made notes on his plans for the day. He took
a drink of iced tea. George had said before he left that he d be
by West Menphis for the noney about six. JQ had half of it at
home, but he needed to call Harry the Shark for the rest. He
shook his head in disgust. Damm, he hated dealing with the nob.
But at least this would give hima big stake to grease the skids

on the deals com ng up, and nobody woul d know he had the cash.

In the background Ti na and Cooki e | aughed over sone joke,
and the sound brought his mnd back to the girl. Tina was such a

ni ce piece of ass he wondered about a different relationship.
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Wth things going this well he needed a wife to nove up in
Menmphis culture. People would admre Tina s good | ooks and body.
He and she woul d | ook good together. She was definitely higher

cl ass than Loretta.

Tina had stayed in the kitchen wth Cookie, avoiding JQ as
he sat in his booth. But when the md-norning lull hit full
swi ng she had to refresh the tables for lunch. "Pardon ne, M.

McCronbie, may | have the salt and pepper shakers for refill?"

"Sure, Tina, here you go.” He handed her the shakers,
touching her hand with his fingertips and smling with half-
cl osed eyes. “Say, why don't you just call nme JQ and drop the

M. MCronbie thing."

Her face showed a nechanical smle. “Yes, sir.”

JQ ignored the | ook. "Have you recovered fromthat jolt

this nmorning? It was a real bunper, wasn't it?"

Tina stared at the man with di strust, then answered. "Yes,
it cane as quite a surprise. A strong earthquake |like that hit
Mar ked Tree when | was a kid, but I was visiting ny aunt in
Atlanta and didn't feel it. Everyone said it rocked things

around pretty well. | didn't know what they felt |ike."
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JQ kept Tina's attention with a new subject, "Say, did you
know |' m about to open ny new office building dowm in Menphis?
|'ve renovated the old Wal ker Hotel on the riverfront.” He
beamed with pride and explained. “The city fathers didn't nuch
like my renamng it, but when | bought the place a few years
ago, it was an eyesore and namng rights cane along with it.

It’s now the McCronbie Building.”

"That sounds nice, M. MCronbie. | guess | did hear Cookie

tal ki ng about your new building."

“Yes, it's quite a beauty. You can | ook right out across
Mud |Island and see the river, and the sunsets are really pretty.
And it's JQ renenber?" He wi nked and asked, "Could | get sone

nore iced tea? |1'd really appreciate it."

Tina took his glass. Their fingers touched again and she
felt a chill run up her spine. "Sure . . . , JQ . . . I'll be

ri ght back."

When she returned with the refilled glass, JQ persisted.

"Look, |I'm scheduled to be in Menphis on Tuesday to check how
things are going with the renovation. | knowit's your day off,
so why don’t you cone down and see ny building? |I'll buy you

[ unch.”

Tina s stomach tightened when JQ nmade the invitation
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A snooth smle spread across his face. “There’'s this really
great place on Beale Street to get sone gunbo and crawdads if
you like cajun.” H's tongue slipped across his lips. “I really
want to see nore of you. It’s time we got to know each ot her

better." H's reptilian eyes stared at Ti na.

Tina’s fear that JQ would take a direct interest in her had
becone reality. She did not want to be alone with the man. She
did not trust him and in an enpty building with no one el se
around she woul d have no hope. But JQ was her boss and her job
could be on the line. She lied. "CGee, | don't know. 1 already

have sonet hi ng pl anned for Tuesday.”

He again licked his smling lips. “Then you' |l just have to

change your plans, don’t you think?”

“Ch, 1'd have to check before |I did that." She grasped at
the hope that Alex could help her think of a good excuse that
woul dn't get her in trouble with JQ “I take a break in a bit

and maybe | could let you know after | get back. Is that okay?”

"That's just fine, Tina. You take tinme to get used to the
idea, but I'msure we need to get together and | earn nore about
each other. You know what | nean." The silkiness of his voice

did little to hide the inplication behind his words.

a7
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Dismssing her, JQturned his attention back to the papers
before him "I have to make sone phone calls and take care of
sonme business in Hayti before | head back to Menphis. Check on
your plans and | et nme know what you’ ve deci ded when | cone
back." He picked up his glass of tea and headed for his private

of fice.

Tina stared at his back and shudder ed.

“Da, Da, Da. Dumde-dum” Chris beat the desktop in tine
wth the silent nmusic in his head as the Laboratory’s conputer
wor kst ati on pushed the analysis as hard as it could go. He had
conti nued working on the Nel son Mbdel throughout the norning,
refining his estimation algorithm waiting for the workstation
to re-conpute, plotting the partial results, and checking on

convergence.

When not doing nusic he talked to the nonitor. “Ch, Master
Conmputer, why can’'t you tell nme what’s with those two asperities
northeast of Dell? Are they bends in the fracture path? Are they

cross-faults? Are they a change in material ?”

Hi s nodel kept pointing to one or the other |ocations as
t he nost probable places for the next earthquake to happen. It

woul d not choose. The nobst probabl e choice was beneath the ol d
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town of New Sinon by a narrow margi n over the asperity two and a

hal f kil onmeters sout hwest.

“Dum de-dum Cone on, Nelson, | know there’'s sone fine
structure in the fault affecting the results. What is it? Is it
their close proximty?” He scratched his head. “Does it really

make a difference anyway?”

Al ex pushed open the screen door at Nasty’'s with a
flourish, strode into the cool room and straddl ed a stool at
the counter. "How about a big cold root beer for the newest

qualified sky-diver in the Mssouri bootheel ?"

Reachi ng over the counter he grabbed Tina's hand and
boasted with a wide grin on his face, "I survived the fall to
earth without being killed and amnow a fully qualified

parachutist.”

The I ook on Tina's face was not what he expected. She
seened tense and distant. "Do you really want a root beer, or

are you just blow ng hot air?" she asked.

Droppi ng her hand he said, "Sure, |I'lIl take a root beer.

It's too early for a real beer. And | ook, | survived. Now what
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do you think?" He grinned at Tina, putting his thunbs under his

arnpits to hold out his shirt, trying to flirt and be funny.

After another neager response he asked as she went to the

soft drink dispenser, "So, what's with the |long face?"

"Ch, Alex.” She sighed. “Things are just getting to ne."
Tina set the frosty glass of root beer in front of him and
| eaned on the counter. "First | got all worried about you
junping out of that silly airplane. Then that earthquake shook
us all up. And if that wasn’t enough, JQ McCronbie hit on ne
trying to nmake a date. | don't know what to do." Teardrops

appeared at the corners of her eyes and she sniffled.

Al ex covered her hand. "Well now you see you didn’'t need to
worry about ne. And yeah, they told ne about an earthquake when
| got to the field, but I was driving and didn’t even feel it.”
Hi s squeeze was gentle. “You' Il have to tell ne about this thing
with JQ But hey, nothing’s worth crying about. If you have a
break comng up we could go for a ride and talk about it." He

smled and tugged on her wrist.

Ti na w apped her other hand over his and stood erect,
grinning with spontaneous optimsmin spite of her frustration.

Al ex had a way of making her feel better. "Sure, 1'Il get ny
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purse.” Pulling off her apron with a flick of her wist she

called. "Cookie, I'mtaking ny break now Be back by el even."

"kay, Mss Tina. You just take care of yourself and watch
out for that young jasper you're with. He looks a little too

fresh to ne." Cookie smled at Tina and w nked at Al ex.

Al ex drove east along Stateline Road towards the
M ssi ssippi River | evee between fields of sprouting soybeans.
After pointing out the small airstrip fromwhich the airplane
flew for the parachute junps, he turned off onto a gravel farm
road to find a shady spot at the base of the |levee three mles
beyond. Stopping his car and shifting sideways in the seat, he
asked, "What's really bothering you, Tina? You can tell nme." He

reached over to massage her shoul der.

"Alex, my biggest problemis JQ He invited nme to |lunch on
Tuesday and says he’ll show nme his new building. | don't trust
himat all, going into an enpty building with himand the |ike.

My feelings are all bad about this.” She | eaned her head on

Al ex’s hand. “1 know he’ll try to take advantage of ne. Alex, he

could even try to rape ne.” Tina' s voice mrrored the tension in

her face. “But he's ny boss, and I'mafraid he'll get even if |
don’t go with him | really can't afford to lose this job."

Again tears filled Tina's eyes.
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Al ex rubbed her shoul der and neck. "Onh, cone on, Tina, he
woul dn't try sonething like that. You're letting your suspicions
get the best of you.” Alex rationalized to justify JQto Tina.

"I know he has a bad reputation, but he can't be that bad. He's
a respected nenber of the business community in Wst Mnphis."
Yet, despite his attenpts to reassure Tina, A ex had a niggling

suspi cion she could be right.

Tina | ooked up and pl eaded. "Alex, can | tell himthat you
and | are going together, that | have a date with you so | can't

go with hinP"

Unprepared for such an enotional request, Al ex hesitated.
"I don't know, Tina. After all, we haven't even had a date
unl ess you go to the novies with me tonight." Alex felt
pressured. "You have to renenber, JQ s ny boss, too. Don't you
think telling hima lie like that could create problens for both

of us?"

Tina lost it. "Look, it's just to get me out of this
Tuesday date with him If you let nme do that, I'Il really be
behol den to you." She squeezed his hands in hers and peered into

his brown eyes. "Please, for nme?"
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"Well.” Alex hesitated, then her passionate plea overcane
his reluctance and better judgenent. *“l suppose so, but couldn’'t

you just tell himno?"

Alex felt the tension flow fromTina as a soft snmle filled
her face. “Thank you, Alex, you' re so wonderful.” He wondered

why he now felt so tense.

Alex and Tina returned fromtheir drive to the river and
parked in front of the café just as JQ wal ked out the front
door. He stiffened, and marching to Alex’'s car he clutched the
w ndow | edge and growl ed past Alex’'s face at Tina, "Stil

flirting wth this little butt-head, huh?”

Al ex drew back. “Hey, JQ knock it off.”

JQ | ooked down and sneered. “1’mnot talking to you
asshol e.” Looking back at the girl he asked, “Wll, Tina, have
you checked your schedul e? Are you com ng down Tuesday to have a

good time with me in Menphis?"

Ti na | eaned agai nst Al ex’ s shoul der and | ooked up at JQ
"M. MCronbie, Alex and | are going together. W already have
sonet hing el se planned for that day, so | just won't be able to

meet you." Tina | ooked for Alex to give his affirmation.
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JQ shifted his gaze back to Alex, directing his wath at
the young man. "I know you, M. Snyth. You work in nmy West
Menmphis office, don't you?” Alex felt a sudden wave of
apprehensi on. “What do you nean butting in where you're not

want ed?

"Now wait a mnute, JQ Tina and | have a date. You're the

one who's butting in."

JQ pressed closer to Al ex, alnbst nose to nose, “Tuesday is
Tina s day off, not yours. You work for nme, but if you take tine
of f for nooners your ass is fired. Pronto. Do you get the

message?"

Alex winced. He wanted to help Tina, but at the expense of
his own job? "Yes, sir, M. MCronbie, | understand. | won’t

take any tinme off."

Tina sucked in her breath and | ooked with dismy at Al ex.
Al ex realized he had forgotten his prom se to hel p her stand up

to JQ Instead of support he had caved in.

“Just you renenber.”

“I said | won't take tine off. Isn’t that enough?”
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“Stop it.” Tina screeched. “Just stop it.” Wenching the
handl e, she stunbled fromthe car and sl anmed t he door behi nd

her.

JQ strai ghtened and gl ared across the car as Tina rushed

toward the restaurant. "Well Tina, your baby-butt boyfriend just

dried up. Are you gonna neet ne to see ny new building, or are
you still starry-eyed about this sniveling puppy?' JQ s deep-
t hroat ed chuckl e added insult to injury, and Alex gritted his

teeth fromthe abuse.

"Sure, JQ I'Il nmeet with you in Menphis,” Tina shrieked
w th anger over her shoulder. “l can’t expect anything from
Al ex, not when he's so spineless.” She ran into the restaurant.
Nei t her man could see the tears welling in her eyes. Al ex
bl ushed when he realized what Tina had said, what she nust have

t hought of his behavior.

Al ex | ooked up and gritted his teeth. “JQ Tina has the
right to choose who she wants to spend tinme with. If she wants
to be with you, that’'s fine. But if you pressure her or try to

force her in any way . He could see JQ s eyes narrowi ng. “

"Il do nore than take next Tuesday off. I’Il shove ny job

up your ass and nake you pay for it.
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JQ squeezed the w ndow | edge harder and | eaned close to
Alex, his jaw set. “M. Snyth, don’t you ever. Ever. Threaten ne
again. Now head out, and by God, be sure you don't take any tine
off on Tuesday. | plan to check onit. And I'll give you a
predi ction: as soon as you get out of line in any way, you're
fired on the spot. Fromnow on, that girl’s ny territory, not

yours, d’'ya hear?" JQ stepped back fromthe car

Al ex started the engine and backed out. He spun the tires
heading toward the Interstate. Hi s eyes grew cloudy. He felt

li ke shit.
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