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CHAPTER 5

Tech Sergeant Murphy was having a problem with her operating manual.  After familiarizing herself with the monitors she had set about checking the reporting procedures and double-checking them with each of the reports on the checklist.  Single check, double check, nothing was checking out!  The control that the manual said was the sending unit was actually the activation for the internal closed circuit monitor.  The closed circuit TV switch was actually the receiver for orders from higher headquarters and so on down the line.  It was as if everything were mislabeled!  Some of the units were not even turned on and it was taking her a great deal of time to unravel the puzzle.  Added to this was the equipment malfunction on the incoming radar.  Starting at the North Pole and showing up intermittently on radar in the most unexpected places was a very peculiar signal.  Something was moving very quickly out there and very erratically.  The bogey would fade in and then before the automatic tracking device could lock on to it, it would fade out.  Murphy hadn’t seen anything like it.  If it were an incoming aircraft it would stay on the screen.  If it were a heavy storm of some type it wouldn’t show up all over the world.  The top of the hour was approaching and her first report to her commander was coming up within minutes.  She entered her problems on her log sheet, slipped it into the slot marked ‘Outgoing Command Reports’ and punched the SEND button - all the while holding her breath.

With a whir the report disappeared into the machine and when no alarms went off or lights started flashing Murphy breathed a sigh of relief.  Well, that was done.  Now she could turn her attention back to troubleshooting. 

                            **********************************************

To say news was slow would have been an understatement.  ‘Willie The Weatherman’ had drawn Christmas duty and he was not a happy camper!  When he first went to work for the local television station he had been ecstatic.  Working in TV was what he always wanted to do.  He was even offered a full time position as the featured weatherman and though meteorology was not his field he leaped at the chance.  And he had done the job quite well.  To make him stand out, the station manager had given him the moniker ‘Willie The Weatherman’, ‘suggested’ that he wear a yellow polka dotted bow tie and tailor his weather report to the kids.  Within a year every child in town knew him.  He was a big success.  So much so that Willie was having no luck in convincing the station brass to let him try his hand at reporting regular news stories or producing special interest stories and although he loved working with the kids he was afraid that if things didn’t change he was destined to spend his entire career in front of a weather map.

So it was with mixed feelings that he took the holiday duty even if it meant using only network feeds on stories coming over the wire.  On this particular night the weather news actually was the most interesting item of the evening.  The freak low pressure system up and down the East Coast surprisingly held the possibility of thunder storms AND a white Christmas.  But there was only so much air time he could give to weather stories.  Dutifully he read the same old stories about grinches, scrooges, academics who propounded their latest psycho-babble about the irrelevance of crèches, Christmas decorations, Santa and so on and so on. Not only was it the same old drivel but it also drew complaint calls to the station that he would have to answer for.  As he scanned the wire service reports he caught sight of a story that was coming in over the priority channel that was reserved for national emergency announcements.  It came in almost like a log entry.

“Unidentified object heading south from Northern Sector One, seems to be traveling generally east to west at high rate of speed.  Difficulty in tracking; does not respond to NATO hailing frequencies.  Will monitor situation and advise.”

Now this was like finding water in the middle of the desert and this young man was definitely thirsty.

He motioned to the technician behind the camera.  “Tim, check this out.  How long would it take to block in a trailer to run at the bottom of the broadcast?”  The technician pulled the earphones from around his neck as he scanned the wire report.  “Ten, maybe fifteen minutes.  Why?”

The anchor looked incredulous.  “Why?  You’re looking at possibly the biggest story you’ll ever see and you ask me ‘why’?  I’ll write the copy, you block it in.  Let’s go.”

                                  ***********************************

That downdraft had nearly pulled Santa out of his seat and had stretched two of the leather traces leading from the reindeer beyond taut.  When they snapped it was with a whistling sound that fanned the air next to his head.  On any other night he would have worried about the team scattering but not tonight.  The animals knew instinctively that to bolt would have been disastrous and they were straining to stay together and pull in unison.  Now Santa had to yell to make himself heard to his copilot over the howling wind.

“Sarge, how many more deliveries?”

Sarge tried to make out the smudges on his flight plan.  The best he could see was one more smudge left unchecked.  He turned to holler back when a particularly vicious blast of wind took the flight folder right out of his hand and knocked the sled sideways.  Hijo reared up in fright and it was all Santa could do to control the team.  Handing the reins to Sarge he motioned downwards.  

“Take us down and then get us out as quick as you can.”

Sarge nodded.  Whenever flight conditions became terrible Santa always turned the reins over to him, almost like he knew….or remembered….something.  Sarge, remembering they were off the Adriatic coast, waited until the blast subsided somewhat and with a quick, strong jerk on the reins took the sled into a deep dive to the left, straight down, down, down, until he thought they couldn’t go down any further.  At the last second the clouds broke and with an upward pull the sled leveled off, skimming over the breaking waves, then a beach flashed by beneath them, leading to a small village.  The sleigh skidded to a halt just inches from the edge of a village roof.  Santa was out of the sled in the blink of an eye with his sack.  Sarge had seen him service a small village so many times - quicker than it would take the village clock to tock a single second - that he kept his hands on the reins for an instantaneous take-off.  And this part of the world had seen more than its share of bad things happening and you never could be sure……  Then he heard the sound that he hadn’t heard for……..years?  A buzzing, whistling sound that increased in volume and frequency like a siren heading his way.  Only this was no siren, this was………….
All Sarge could remember was that one second he was sitting in the sled, waiting for Santa, and the next he was flat on his back with a ringing in his ears so intense he thought he was riding the clapper of a huge church bell.  The sled was on its side, presents spread out across the roofline pell-mell.

Then Santa was helping him to his feet. 

“Sarge, what was that?”

As if in a dream Sarge tried to reply.  Absentmindedly he rubbed his chest.  He tried to clear his head but a memory was coming into focus.  He wasn’t supposed to have memories but there it was.  It was night and Sarge was in a helicopter, a helicopter with a large red cross on it and he was coming to a hover over a jungle clearing.  Bracketing the clearing, left and right, were two marking grenades, just as the radioman on the ground had said there would be.  His headset crackled.

“Medevac Niner, Medevac Niner, abort, abort, we’ve got VC all over the place.  You’ll never make it, over.”

‘No kidding’, Master Sargent James Murphy thought as he pulled back hard on the control stick, up and to the left.  Just in time, for in the space he had just left he saw the streaks of light that tracer rounds left.

“Ground Hog Five, you’ve got redleg support heading your way in about three minutes.  If you can give me cover I will come in low and hard, scoop up your guys and pull you out of there, but it’s got to be now.  I’m not doing this when the artillery starts rolling.”

Sarge didn’t wait for an answer but took the chopper in a hard turn, came down low on the deck and prayed he remembered where all the tall trees were.  Both warrant officer pilots had been hit and Sarge had wedged the co-pilot between the seats to keep him from falling out.  They had come out light with only one gunner to pick up wounded and when both pilots had been wounded Sarge had to abandon his M-60 and fly.  He had been flying in these choppers for almost two years and many a time his officers let him take the control stick to fight the boredom of their routine.  He knew them inside out and flight school was his next assignment after this tour of duty so in this emergency it was nothing for him to take the stick.   He veered hard right, hard left and then dropped to the ground right in the middle of a rip-roaring firefight.  Young men were firing into the jungle and moving backward, backward in a well coordinated movement under the command of a skinny lieutenant. He gave one last look around to be sure he wasn’t leaving anybody and then threw himself into the chopper.  Even with the rounds ripping through the windshield and pinging through the craft’s aluminum skin Sarge marveled at the cool bravery of these….boys.  The lieutenant hollered and up they went, hard to one side, clipping bits of tree branches with the whirling blades as he scrambled for altitude and then air speed.  The young lieutenant, who couldn’t have been more than 19 with an ugly burn on the side of his neck, slapped him on the back.

“Sarge, that was a miracle.”

Sarge winced at the pat and the boy noticed his hand, now dark even in the partly moonlit night.

“Sarge, you’re hit.”

Murphy looked down at his chest.  Funny!  It felt like he pulled a muscle.  He blinked once or twice.

“No sweat.  We’re right down the road.  I’ll have you boys back home in three, four minutes.” 

The brigade firebase was only four minutes away by air, but to Sarge it was an eternity.  Sarge had never been one to complain about what came his way.  He knew life was good and life was bad and you just took it as it came.  To him what he was doing was merely his job.  There were soldiers wounded and in trouble and it was his job to do something about it - so he did!  Christmas Eve made no difference.  A little girl waiting for her father to celebrate Christmas in a faraway country was irrelevant.  Now he had to complete his mission and get these boys home.  It was getting awfully hard to see but when he tried to wipe the windshield he found he couldn’t raise his arm.  In the distance he could see the blackout landing lights of the chopper pad and it was all he could do to bump the chopper down and hit the cut off switch.  

That’s where his memory ended.

“Sarge.  Sarge!”  The voice was insistent, the grip firm.  Santa was shaking him as if he could shake him back into consciousness.

Sarge returned the grip.

“Santa, we’re back in the real world.”

Santa nodded.  His muddy flight jacket had been torn up the back and he was missing his cap.  

“That’s what I was afraid of.”

The wind was starting to kick up again as they set to work righting the sleigh and scooping up the presents and soon was blowing so hard Santa had to steady himself by holding onto the runner of the sled.  It was at this moment that HIS memory came back with the sting of the wind that whipped around him.

                  ********************************************

For three days straight this storm had blown right in his face, turning a half-day trip for badly needed supplies into three.

The howling wind stung his eyes shut and when he opened them he saw in the distance the silhouette of a small log cabin.  He felt so weak he dropped to his knees and sank chest deep in the snow.  There was some urgency driving him on so he struggled to his feet and willed himself to put one foot in front of the other.  He felt like he hadn’t rested in days but kept pushing forward remembering more as he neared the cabin.  Marta….Marta and the baby.  That’s why he had to get back to the cabin!  The baby was due and he had to be there.  He gathered his strength for the final push, steadying himself on the sign he and Marta had posted in the warm days of summer.  “Tennessee or Bust.”  With one motion he grabbed the door jamb, opened the heavy wooden door and searched the darkness for Marta.  In the gloom he could just make out the calico scarf she had thrown around her shoulders as she crouched on a large trundle bed.  Oddly, she was still shivering.  She didn’t turn at the sound of his arrival and he realized that it wasn’t shivers that shook her body.  It was sobs as she cradled a bundle in her arms.

“Oh, God, no, please no.”

He gently put his arm around his wife.

“Nick, he came too fast.  He was just too early.  There was nothing I could do.”  She could sense the look in his eyes.  “It wouldn’t have mattered, Nick.  Even if you had been here.”

“Marta, next time we’ll….”

She stopped him from speaking.

“No, Nick, there won’t be anymore times.  I just know there won’t be anymore times.”

Sarge was trying to ease the death grip Santa had on the little cabin he had pulled from his jacket pocket and slowly he got Santa’s attention.  

Santa looked like an old man, an old worn out man.
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CHAPTER 6

The Christmas party was in full swing at the advanced warning station.  The two non-coms who had escorted Sargent Murphy to the watch room were having the greatest time.  It had been their idea to resurrect the old ‘razz the newfer’ trick of leading a newly assigned lower rank into one of the seldom used rooms in the bunker, leaving a bogus operations manual and letting the unsuspecting victim flounder around like a beached whale. So it was a complete shock to them when the ready alert lights started flashing….a steady five seconds on, five seconds off.  That indicated the lowest level of heightened readiness and meant that all personnel were to report to their normal duty stations in an expeditious manner.  They grabbed their caps, headed out the door, figuring to pick up Murphy on their way upstairs.  When they got to the end of the corridor they were astounded to see that the steel blast panels had come down over the viewing window and door effectively sealing the room off from the corridor and no amount of pounding or kicking on the door raised a response.

This was probably because Murphy was at that moment following the instructions that had blinked on her monitor, one of which read to monitor radio traffic from higher headquarters while the alert condition persisted.  She was also instructed to continue sending reports up as long as possible even if they were not acknowledged.  It suddenly dawned on her that perhaps this whole business was a readiness training exercise to test the equipment and personnel under difficult circumstances.  What else would explain everything being mislabeled or disconnected?  Still somewhat perplexed and since the strange readings on the long range radar were the only unusual events on her tactical horizon, she compiled and forwarded her next report not waiting for the top of the hour.

TO: COMMANDER, NORTH AMERICAN DEFENSE COMMAND

FROM:  ADVANCED WARNING POST 6

BE ADVISED UNIDENTIFIED BOGEY STILL OUTSIDE US AIRSPACE AND APPEARS TO HAVE STOPPED.  GENERAL DIRECTION SEEMS TO BE EAST TO WEST WHEN IN FLIGHT.  RECOMMEND STATIONS TO NORTH AND EAST OF CONTINENTAL UNITED STATES BE ADVISED AND ON THE ALERT 

As she mechanically typed the message into the sending unit, mentally, the square pegs finally started to find the square holes, some of them anyway.   Her first day on the job, two junior non commissioned officers had escorted her down here by themselves in an area that was frequented by practically no one….no, make that ABSOLUTELY no one…..she had not relieved anybody at this supposedly critical post …the operations manual had to have been written by a trainee and she was tracking an object flying all over the world, heading her way, on Christmas Eve.  She pushed back from the desk and took a deep breath and shook her head slowly.  What a dumbo!  She had fallen for a newfer trick!  To confirm her suspicions she got up from her desk and deliberately walked as far away as she could.  Nothing happened!  No automatic sequencing, no lights and whistles, just the humming of the air conditioning and the blinking of the monitors.  She figured they had her on a TV monitor yukking it up so she tried not to show her anger.  As she headed back to her desk she idly wondered what this room had actually been used for.  There was no getting around it.  They had gotten her good.  But now it was time for payback!
                            *****************************************
The news anchor had been praying that another bulletin would spit out of the wire service machine and even before he had finished reading it he beckoned to his cameraman, “Jimmy, we’re going live in ten minutes, as soon as I find a regular tie.  Oh!  And call the networks and tell them we’re available for a live feed any time.”  He was going to call his wife and make sure his son would be up to see this.  He had already had six calls from the rolling scroll over the broadcast, each one wildly enthusiastic that the station had the sense to play up the Christmas holiday.  This was going to be fun!  He just hoped the station manager thought so.

              **************************************************

Monger reached up to feel the bump on his head, ran his hand over it and by the time his hand reached his hair line, he was smoothing his neatly trimmed hair.  He figured he was back in corporate headquarters by the way the people he passed in the hallway were acknowledging him.  As a rising vice president he had a lot of people sucking up to him and he loved it.  The young man at his side touched his sleeve to get his attention.

“Mr. Monger, I haven’t seen Danielson.  Should we wait for him before we …..I mean, you, make the presentation.  After all, it’s his baby.”

Monger hid his displeasure effortlessly.  Of course he hadn’t told his assistant that this new product presentation wouldn’t have one mention of Danielson’s name.  Now that Danielson had transferred all the technical information and testing results into Monger’s files Danielson was about to get a ‘promotion’ and transfer to the West Coast.  The new product for all intents and purposes would be his, Stuart P. Monger, VP.  He would get the credit and the glory.  And Danielson would be the unfortunate victim of an ‘unforeseen’ corporate downsizing in about six months time as would this sniveling little sycophant scuttling alongside him.  The next level up was in his sights and whatever it took to get there he would do.

As he reached the door to the Board of Directors meeting it seemed to recede just beyond his grasp and when he finally was able to reach out to touch the doorknob he found himself holding the handhold behind Sarge’s seat instead.  His hand subconsciously went to his chest and he gingerly touched the area just over his heart.  The knock on his head didn’t really hurt, surprisingly enough, but the unexpected memory did cause him some discomfort.  He was, for the most part, still learning about his new environment and for all he knew the members of this crew could read minds or something.  After all as soon as he showed up at the North Pole he knew all about everyone there, even though he hadn’t met anyone yet.  He was still in the process of sorting out just what kind of assignment this was but, being a very clever man, he had enough sense to realize that what he had done just before his reassignment was something he didn’t want to be common knowledge.

Santa brushed past him before he could begin his excuses.

“Monger, make sure the team is OK.  And check the traces.  We’ve got to keep the team pulling together.”

Down in the operations center Santa found a dispirited crew.  T just sat there looking at an empty screen and Santa didn’t think the sick look he had on his face came from all the candy T habitually consumed.  Bo stood next to a disassembled energy conduit peering at the flickering energy stream as if he could will the fine strands to properly carry their load to the designated terminals, his cowlick on the top of his head seeming to rise and fall with the strength of the energy.  Smiley dutifully kept punching in numbers and rearranging signals as if the mission were still going, his uniform drenched with sweat.   And Scotty, well Scotty just walked slowly around the room, occasionally brushing off one of the machines as if she couldn’t believe what she was seeing, mumbling things to herself as if she were going over different scenarios of what could be happening.

For Scotty one scenario was most unexpected.

What Scotty was seeing was a small girl on the west coast of Scotland around the turn of the century wracked with a particularly virulent strain of influenza.  A girl who was fascinated by two things, anything mechanical and that huge country across the western sea that had great universities where she dreamed of going and learning about everything that ever was.  A girl who even at that young age was certain that she could master anything and everything.  But the one thing she could not master kept her from realizing her dream and who knows what the world lost when a young child couldn’t grow up to reach her potential.  But this job with Santa had been everything she could have ever wished for and more.  The opportunity to learn and use that knowledge to make machines that humans still dreamed about.  To start young minds on their way to whatever goals they might envision.  And now she saw her dream slipping away right in front of her and there was nothing she could do to stop it!

These flashback memories took place in the blink of an eye but when they occurred it was like a blow to the solar plexus, stunning, debilitating and disheartening.

She heard Santa calling her.

“Scotty, Scotty listen to me.  Somehow we’ve slowed down to real time.  And I don’t even want to hear about dilithium crystals.”

Scotty interrupted him in an even monotone, brushing through the emotional clutter. 

“I can tell you exactly how we slowed down, Santa.  The new machines were having trouble interfacing with the old and every time we tried to cut on the new machines, the old ones somehow started an endless feedback loop that took more and more power off the grid.  We could compensate by throwing power to where we needed it but it got to the point that we had to choose between the sleigh and the crew.  I said sleigh because after all it wasn’t too long ago that we did all this manually.  Monger said crew and since he was in charge he won.  The shields went down and we got caught in the wrong place at the wrong time.  Just when we needed to dodge that artillery shell Smiley went into a flashback.  He just went catatonic and started begging not to be put back into that iron lung.  We pulled him out of it but it was too late.  The blast sucked the last of the energy field down and the crew field crashed too.”

She took a deep breath.  “So there you have it.  We’re stuck on the Balkan Peninsula with a sleigh full of toys, no power and a whole continent yet to service.  It looks like North America won’t have a Christmas this year.”

                              **********************************************

Danny’s mom had gone off to bed some time ago and the grandfather clock in the hallway had already chimed at least another hour away.  Danny had done all the last minute checking he could think of and everything seemed to be working.  He had even blacked out one of his teeth with the black-out wax he got for his birthday.  He dressed in the outfit he put aside for this night - clean jeans, he’d only worn them for three days, his blue cotton Sunday shirt, his black dress shoes and his lucky socks, one red, one yellow.  His favorite companion, a brown fuzzy stuffed animal that somewhat resembled an otter, Octo, and his second favorite stuffed animal, Puppy, a limp, faded, flop eared hound were propped on either side of his chair.  He hoped he was ready.

He hadn’t heard his dad in some time and didn’t know if he were still in his office or not but Danny didn’t really mind….well, he did but if everything worked his dad and his mom wouldn’t be yelling at each other all the time and would really be proud of him.  He did miss just sitting in the living room with them with the lights out, watching the lights flicker off and on and chase each other around and up and over the tree.  This year’s tree reached almost to the ceiling and since they had gotten it early the longer branches were already starting to droop.  He and his mom had been in charge of decorating and they both had rolled all over the floor laughing when the branches sank lower and lower as she and Danny piled on the tinsel.  Mom must have told him ten times how when she was a kid the tinsel was made of real tin foil, was much heavier, the bulbs much bigger and the tree ornaments much plainer.  In fact she had even saved some of the old tinsel but when she went looking for it Danny quickly changed the subject.  Danny did manage to come up with a small bit of it and they both howled with laughter as it made their hair stand on end with static electricity.  He loved to listen to the stories she would tell as she unpacked each of the older decorations and recounted the history behind it.  The one stuck full of colored pins with plastic balls on the end that he thought looked like a porcupine’s …… well he couldn’t help but think that, even after he had heard the story for the umpteenth time of how his mom made it in Panama when his dad had been stationed in the army there.   And the folded paper angels that his mom and dad both had made one Christmas morning.  His mom’s angel was as pretty as a ballerina with a skirt made of wrapping paper circling around and changing to a golden halo.  This one always had a place of honor two-thirds of the way up the tree and right in front.  Dad’s angel…..well, dad’s angel didn’t come out quite as well and didn’t really look much like an angel.  Danny smiled to himself.  Truthfully, it looked just like a wadded up bunch of wrapping paper.  This angel was always hidden around the back of the tree and close to the trunk where you really had to be looking for it to see it.  Danny could remember his mom gasping for breath she was laughing so hard as she came across dad’s angel last year.  This year her only response was a tight smile but she still hid it in the back of the tree.  Danny’s eyes skimmed over the little horses and dinosaurs that had been placed in the tree as markers of things he liked as he grew up.  It was mesmerizing just to think of the ornaments and watch the lights and it was making it so hard just to keep his eyes open.

The sound of the clock ticking seemed to echo louder and louder as the seconds passed into minutes and Danny’s head started lightly bouncing from side to side and his eyebrows raised in a futile attempt to pull his eyelids up after them.  Finally, the excitement of the day, the anticipation of this night and the late hour rushed to its inevitable conclusion.  Danny nodded off to sleep.  And it wasn’t but a millisecond later that the warning light on the little box tucked alongside him blinked for about five seconds, then the box emitted a ponging sound that penetrated the fog of sleep that was rapidly enveloping Danny, jerking him back awake.  Then the light went out and the box went silent.  Danny was instantly alert - his eyes darting this way and that to see if Santa had been there.  This was really scary because his dad had told him that he thought when Santa showed up it was only for an instant and if he were asleep then all would be lost.  He had done too much work and had too much riding on his actions tonight to fritter it away.  Nervously he looked under the Christmas tree.  No presents had been left yet.  Then his eyes darted to the coffee table where the milk and cookies had been placed.  He breathed a sigh of relief, nothing missing.  Well, just a couple but his mom’s peanut butter cookies had always been irresistible.  No, Santa had not been there yet.  But he had better keep himself occupied.  He glanced in the small mirror on the wall.  Maybe if he practiced his faces that would help.  He smiled his crooked smile and exposed his blacked out tooth.  Pretty cool!  He’d have to show the kids at school after vacation.
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