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			Dedication

			 

			For Geoffrey, a superhero of a different sort.

		

	
		
			No AI tools were used in the crafting of this story. Seriously, where would be the fun in that?

		

	
		
			Introduction

			 

			 

			The stories collected here were born in a happier time, from December 2018 (“Christmas Future”) through September 2020 (“Adoption”)—in other words, from pre-COVID through lockdown. You might not remember lockdown as a happy time, but I do. Relieved of the need to commute to work, I largely spent my days at home with my wife Kathleen, oblivious that two years later she would succumb to liver disease, leaving me on my own for the first time in my adult life. I wish those days could have lasted forever.

			But let’s talk about the stories.

			As with my first collection, The Realm of Tiny Giants, this is an eclectic mix of genres including flash fiction and longer tales, award-winners and stories I just plain like. It’s hard for me to pick a favorite. The first roadside find is “Grandpa Becker’s Second-Hand Time Machine,” which I wrote for a contest by Medium.com publication Don’t Wake the Mage, where it garnered an honorable mention. “The Winter Thief” was just plain fun to write, while “Road Trip” might be my best science fiction story yet.

			Okay, stop. I’ve only covered the first three. Let’s cast our gaze into the middle distance.

			A quarter mile or so down the road, a special pair of stories await: “Adoption” and “Reunion.” These deal with a notorious space pirate and her adopted “son.” I created the characters in the 1990s and only returned to them during the pandemic when invited to submit a story to a collection titled Writers in Lockdown. It seemed a good time to revisit their relationship. “Adoption” tells how they first came together, and “Reunion” (written for Lit Up on Medium.com) explores how they grew apart yet remained bound. Their original story, along with a snippet from a possible novel, slumbers in my files. I hope to write more about them someday.

			Halfway along the road, you’ll find four holiday tales: “Olly Olly Oxen Free!” and “Count to Ten” for Halloween, “Christmas Future” for (obviously) Christmas, and “Fireworks at Midnight” for New Year’s Eve. The first three are just for fun, the last a bit more serious, not to mention it showcases my interest in astronomy. 

			Keep traveling, and you’ll encounter “Rush, Rush, Rush,” one of the very few romance tales I’ve written. There’s a story behind that story. Written for the NYC Midnight Short Story Contest, “Rush, Rush, Rush” wasn’t completed in time for entry because, as luck had it, we were moving to a new home that weekend. My first story for the contest, “Hot Ice,” put me in the top five of my section, so I had high hopes of advancing to the second round. Then the deadline clobbered me in the face. Ouch! So much for that contest. (I didn’t include “Hot Ice” here. It will likely appear in my next collection.)

			One final note. “The Ghost in the Stacks” tells of a specter haunting a public library and a young lady who befriends him. This is a not-so-subtle nod to my favorite writer, the late, great Ray Bradbury. I hope he likes it and maybe assures Kathleen she did a pretty good job mentoring me over all those decades.

			It may be a mistake to mix genres with such wild abandon, but let’s be honest. A good story is a good story no matter its time or place, no matter its subject. And I did pick these because (if I do say so myself) I think they’re good. So don’t think about genres. Just get comfortable, relax, and hit the accelerator. 

			Enjoy the drive!

		

	
		
			Grandpa Becker’s Second-Hand Time Machine

			(Don’t Wake the Mage Honorable Mention)

			 

			 

			Memory is a liar. 

			That’s what I told Holly later that night. With our three young children in tow, we were driving cross-country to my grandfather’s southern Illinois farmhouse. Our route skirted my hometown, so as a treat for my family—or myself, at least—we detoured to revisit my parents’ old homestead. Talk about a rude awakening.

			The flickering film of my memory records a sprawling, beige ranch with dark brown trim, a huge yard lined with flower beds, a massive vegetable garden in back that I help my father tend each summer, a back yard corralled by a rail fence bristling with splinters, and a giant green swing set a kid can pump high enough to kick the moon. Our neighbor’s house to the right presents a huge, white façade fronted by a mile-long porch where I stand with adults towering over me while a partial eclipse of the sun darkens the world. Two doors the other direction, a gray old mansion overhung by enormous trees lurks in perpetual shade. Ghosts haunt it while, up and down the street, children jump rope and run and laugh in the sun.

			Now, forty years later, I found houses shrunk with age and the neighbor’s porch chipped down to a slab a few paces long. The children had run off, taking the ghosts with them. Most of the flowerbeds had died, or maybe they’d been dug up. Only the roads flowed and bent as I remembered. Otherwise, the neighborhood’s character had blown away like vapor on the wind.

			That night in our hotel room, after the kids had fallen asleep, I lay awake, replaying memories, wondering where that world had gone. “I guess I’m old,” I whispered to Holly.

			She snuggled close and purred, “Sure are. High side of fifty.”

			”What happened?”

			“Time, Frank. Just time.”

			“Then I need a time machine.”

			That amused her. “You need sleep. Long drive tomorrow.”

			 

			Unlike me, Grandpa Becker still lived in the house where he grew up, a white two-story farmhouse with a curving gravel drive, a massive red barn, and a white garage big enough for five cars, now empty of vehicles. Uncle Jason, my father’s oldest brother, and his wife Aunt Sally lived with Grandpa. Ancient specters had already possessed the farm when I was young. They shadowed us in those days, my cousins and I, leading us on as we stomped between rows of corn, climbed ladders in the barn, hunted Easter eggs in the yard. And still they hung about, not having aged a day, longing to play with a new generation of youth. 

			We arrived at suppertime. Aunt Sally had a pot roast waiting, and after dinner and the inevitable stampede of children through house and yard, the young ones were packed off to bed so the old folks could talk around the kitchen table. An hour later, Grandpa Becker pulled himself to his feet and, walker firmly in hand, hobbled to the living room. Holly stayed in the kitchen with my aunt and uncle while I followed to the well-worn tan sofa in the cramped living room. We sat in silence for a time while the ticking of the old clock on the wall measured the rise and fall of voices from the kitchen. 

			“Feeling your joints today,” Grandpa commented. “Aren’t you?”

			I told him of our detour, the lies of memory, how the traces of yesterday had wandered off, leaving me no present and maybe no future. “You’re lucky,” I said. “You still have your ghosts all around you all the time.”

			He smiled his toothy smile and pushed up his wire-rim glasses on his wrinkled face. At ninety-seven, his mind was still as sharp as a katana blade, although his body might snap in two at any moment. “What you need, Frank, is a time machine.”

			“That’s what I told Holly.”

			“You’re your grandfather’s grandson for sure.”

			“Have you invented one?”

			“No, but I came by one.” He gave me an impish grin.

			I was willing to play along. His games always proved amusing. “Where?”

			“At the flea market. Come on, I’ll show you.”

			He extended a thin arm and reached for me with shaking fingers. I rose and helped him up. Forsaking his walker, he clung to my arm as we made our way to the back of the house, where an abandoned bedroom now served as a holding pen for the stash of curios he’d bought at garage sales and second hand stores over the past fifteen years. If Grandma Becker were still alive, she wouldn’t have indulged him so, but he had no one to overrule him since her passing and little else on which to spend his money. And so he collected, stashed, and probably forgot all manner of other people’s cast-offs.

			It was a well-organized junk room, filled with metal racks stuffed with the broken and unidentifiable. Power cords dangled here, plastic doll eyes gazed out there. An ornately carved object with a stretched, tetrahedral head and curved grip caught my eye. He tapped it as we passed by. “Maori war club. Got it from the son of a World War II sailor. Here we go.”

			His shaking fingers brushed over a black box with a dark lens in one end and a white wheel mounted in a groove on the side. “Take this,” he commanded, “and this box here.” The plain cardboard box, its flaps tucked shut, was twice the size of the projector.

			I had a time carting box, projector, and grandfather back to the living room. Once seated, he tugged at the box flaps. “Have a look inside.”

			Little white cardboard squares filled it, each a frame securing a slip of film. I took one out and held it up to the light. A beach scene, I thought, although details were hard to make out.

			“It’s a slide projector,” he explained. “You put those slides into the carousel, turn on the light, and project the images onto a white screen. I don’t have a screen, but the wall will do.”

			Holly slipped into the room. “Your aunt and uncle are off to dreamland,” she said, eying the contraption. “Where are you two going?”

			“I’m for bed myself,” Grandpa told her. “You youngsters should take a jaunt through the past.” He rummaged in the box for a moment and handed me another slide. Grabbing his walker, he wrestled himself to his feet and with a wink left us alone.

			“Who’s past is that?” Holly asked.

			Holding the slide up to the light, I found it to be blank. “Good question.”

			“What are they, family vacations from a thousand years ago?”

			“Not our family’s. Grandpa bought this off somebody.”

			“Great. Let’s hope they gave away something embarrassing, at least.”

			We set up the machine, doused the lights, and started the show. Projected on the white wall, a sequence of mundane images paraded before our eyes. Families frolicking on a public beach. Old folks seated around dinner tables. Parents helping toddlers unwrap presents around a Christmas tree. Swimsuited kids skipping through a lawn sprinkler and swinging on swings. Nothing out of the ordinary, nothing embarrassing, and certainly nothing to do with us, except maybe to spark our own memories. They reminded me what a liar memory was, but as they paraded by, I realized why. The house, the yard, the neighbor’s porch, the haunted mansion, they had all been measured and recorded by a child’s eyes, not an adult’s. Back then, I stood at the foot of the mountain looking up. Now, nearing the summit, the view had changed.

			I slid the blank slide into the machine. The featureless splash of light on the wall provided a fitting denouement to the show.

			Until Holly leaned forward and asked, “What’s that?”

			Almost imperceptibly, the light spread. It crept along the wall, up and down, right and left, out even into the air, stealing closer and closer, while at its heart something happened, something like the skin of an apple being peeled away, something like the gray film on a lottery ticket being scratched off in fevered anticipation, and from within something peeked out. We found ourselves looking through a rip in the light, a rent in space, an incision in time. We found ourselves looking at… 

			…us.

			 

			Our fifty-plus selves looked back on our twentyish selves looking forward and found the younger couple full of optimism, full of themselves.

			“A big old house,” young Holly was saying, “with a fireplace and a lot of land.”

			“Five acres at least,” the young me replied. “Forested. Secluded. Perfect for writing.” 

			I knew his thoughts and feelings, saw through his eyes, heard with his ears. We or they or all of us at once sat at a small kitchen table in a tiny apartment, she doodling in a notebook, he leafing through a National Geographic. She turned the notebook so he could see what she’d drawn. “Something like this for the writing room. My desk here, yours here, the middle for both of us, so we can collaborate. Or whatever.” She winked.

			“Where do we build?” he asked, and as one all four of us answered, “In the mountains.”

			She laughed, and on and on they or we planned, oblivious to reality, building a private city in the clouds, believing every word of it, never doubting it would come to pass.

			“I remember that day,” Holly, my Holly, older and wiser Holly, said. 

			So did I, and this time memory matched reality, if reality this was, this fracture in time courtesy of a blank scrap of film. How could that be? But the vision floated before our eyes, product of a real, honest-to-God time machine even though it didn’t transport our bodies anywhere in time.

			She reached forward and clicked off the projector. The rip healed and the light vanished, returning us to Grandpa Becker’s old living room in the ancient farmhouse.

			“It didn’t quite turn out like that,” Holly commented. She smiled a small, faint smile, but not of regret. 

			It sure hadn’t. We traded our dream home in the mountains for a common house in the suburbs. We still wrote on and off, but writing as a way of life yielded to more reliable employment. Children crowed into our private little world, expanding it beyond measure. Yes, our vision faded in the face of life, but maybe we’d traded up.

			“We wouldn’t be us if it had,” I told her.

			“Nor if we hadn’t dreamed it.” She rested her head on my shoulder. “That must have been a great place to be a kid. Your old neighborhood, I mean.”

			Indeed, it was. Exactly as I remembered it.

		

	
		
			The Winter Thief

			 

			 

			The snow gave him the idea. He squinted out the window at last season’s corn stubble poking through the freeze. The snow, a blanket whiter than white sequined with fragments of sunlight, sparkled as he turned this way, that way, now left eye open, now right. The land reposed in death awaiting a vernal trumpet blast to call it from its sepulcher. But that was an age off and this the graveyard of January, the dark night of Gaia’s soul. 

			Foley Granger, mug of steaming coffee in hand, blinked into the glare and wondered if the old lady even breathed. Surely, she must. Though this be the sleep of the dead, it wasn’t death. She must once a day draw silent breath, then in the night’s stone quiet release it unheard: in cold, out cold; in cold, out cold; until April when her eyelids fluttered and she sucked a long, cool gasp and exhaled warmth.

			But now it was winter, and Foley was alone with Uncle Jim’s farm and Uncle Jim’s books and the snow. Uncle Jim and Aunt Sarah had flown south with the bobolinks. “Your aunt’s grown allergic to the cold,” Jim had said with that twisty smile of his. “From now on, we overwinter in the land of perpetual summer. I’ll pay you to keep crooks and neighbors at bay while you do whatever it is you do.”

			“I write, Uncle Jim. You’ve got my books.”

			“All voodoo to me. You wave your hands over that computer and books come out.”

			Foley figured there was voodoo and there was voodoo. Uncle Jim conjured crops from dirt, didn’t he?

			But just now, magic had taken a vacation. January’s freeze had overspread Earths’ nicks and scratches with an elegant tablecloth. The dirt remained lifeless, while Foley hadn’t written a word worth reading. He’d used the delete key more than the qwerties. He needed an idea.

			And the snow had been there all along, awaiting his notice.

			 

			First, a disguise. A winter disguise like the snow, pure bright sparkling virginal to conceal his gloom. He bought it online, white and winter-ready: coat, snow pants, boots, gloves, ski mask. The items arrived in four shipments scattered over the breadth of a week, and when they were stacked in a pile, he stuffed himself into the garments. The old mirror at the end of the dim hall reflected an arctic soldier, or maybe a yeti. 

			Out into the snow he stomped, leaving craterlet footprints along the buried walk, up the concealed gravel drive to the barn, down the snow-covered dirt lane to the woods beyond. He was whiteness in a world of white accented by gray tree trunks, gray outbuildings, a leaden sky above, and shadows in the snow, small indentations of rabbit feet not yet erased by the wind. Striking across the field, Foley made elephant tracks into the heart of nowhere. He stumbled through furrows and tripped over stubble, an ungainly creature wrapped in faux fur, warm underneath, sweating in the cold. He reached the middle of the field, spread his arms, and flopped on his back. A snow angel explosion of powder puffed away on the wind. 

			Starting point marked, he clambered to his feet and traced out a spiral track, a minuscule circle followed by a tiny circle expanding into a small circle, turning, turning, ever outward, enlarging orbit by orbit by orbit as he traipsed not quite drunkenly around and around, gouging a crop circle devoid of crops. Nazca in the American Midwest. In the westward distance, the dark bulk of the Weisner farmhouse brooded; to the north, the faded red of the Mitchell barn; to the east, Uncle Jim’s graying empire. Was anyone watching this white-on-white cyclone spinning at a crawl through the field, stirring up the snow? Probably not. But what might they think if they were? What would they see, what would they imagine? 

			What would old Weisner’s daughter Hope think? Foley imagined her puzzled, frightened, intrigued, a blizzard of conflicting emotion swirling about her porcelain cheeks and rose lips. What was that thing out there? Man, machine, animal, spirit? An alien from the depths of space? Would she grab her father’s arm, pry him from his couch, hobble him to the window to explain? What would he make of this strange vision? What stories would they spin?

			Foley had but to imagine. He liked the alien angle. He was partial to aliens, and he’d never written about a snow-white alien stomping out crop circles in the cropless cold. Who, in fact, had?

			Somewhere amid his circling and plotting, time wandered off for a sandwich. Cold seeped through the piled layers of his white cocoon and chilled his perspiration. He’d been out too long. In the northwest corner of the field where dark skeletons of slumbering oaks and maples overarched a creek, he paused to lean on a gnarled trunk and rest. His legs had about turned to stone and his breath clouded before his face. Enough of this. He had his story in vague outline. Time to get back to the warm, another cup of coffee, a sandwich, the tick of computer keys conjuring a tale about bleached aliens and the pale, frightened girl next door.

			He took a step homeward.

			Underfoot, snow slipped sideways and a chunk of frozen earth gave way. Foley spilled down the slope to the creek, broke through the ice, and took on water. It wasn’t deep, only to his knees, but he fell laid out on his side, and it soaked him as sure as a tidal wave. He splashed about, regained his footing, and shaking from adrenaline and cold clawed up the slope on hands and knees, groping at low branches as he went.

			Snow alien became ice sculpture. Stinging wind bit into his face and arms and legs. He could barely take a step, and the warmth of the house seemed five hundred miles off across the snow-crusted field.

			I’m going to die, he thought. I’m going to die in my uncle’s field and won’t be found until plowing begins in the spring.

			He forced his frozen legs to move, step by painful step, until some vaguely lucid part of his brain demanded he about-face. Uncle Jim’s was too far, but he could make the Weisner place. Maybe.

			Teeth chattering, arms clenching his torso, hands working with little success to rub warmth back into his chilled frame, he blundered to the property line and stumbled toward the house. Long before he arrived, a shadow moved behind the window, watching, waiting. As he clumped up the porch, the door opened, and a wave of heat washed over him. He recalled neither saying a word nor hearing a word nor seeing a face. He only knew someone helped him out of his sodden clothing, wrapped him in a blanket, and rested him on an old blue couch. More blankets piled on, and a mug of hot liquid came into his hands. 

			Lucidity seeped into his brain as the heat of the mug’s contents trickled down his throat.

			“Better?” Hope Wiesner asked.

			He noticed her now, a woman his own age, early thirties, pretty of face, rough hands used to hard work in a way his weren’t, dressed in blues and greens that reminded him of birdsong and tree buds opening and vernal flowers in the sun.

			He nodded, embarrassed at being so stupid, so pathetic, so attracted. 

			“What on earth were you doing out there, blundering ‘round and ‘round in the snow?”

			So she had seen. Had she thought of aliens, or only of dumb neighbors pulling idiot stunts in the cold? “Searching for ideas.” He passed her the empty mug. 

			Hope vanished into the kitchen and returned with it full of hot cocoa. Was that what he’d been drinking? He supposed so. He sipped it, and it was good.

			“Find any?” she asked. “Ideas?”

			That wasn’t what he expected her to say. She ought to have laughed in his face, told him what a fool he was. “One or two.”

			“Like what?”

			“Winter aliens. Cropless crop circles. Frightened young women.”

			Hope settled into a ladder-back chair, crossed her legs at the ankles, crossed her arms over her chest. “Should I be worried that that almost makes sense?”

			It seemed more polite to drink cocoa and say nothing, but eventually the refreshment ran out and she remained, watching and waiting. Foley wondered where old Mr. Weisner was. 

			“I suppose I should go.” He began to rise but stopped when he realized he was wearing nothing but the blanket. He turned sunset red.

			“They’re in the dryer,” she explained.

			“All of them?”

			Her arched eyebrow reminded Foley of the nurse who tended his broken arm years before. “You were soaked to the skin and freezing to death,” she said. “What was I supposed to do?”

			She had a point. But still, he was sitting naked under a blanket on her couch while her father lurked somewhere nearby. And she’d put him there.

			“That’s what you get,” she laughed. “Trying to rob Old Man Winter, swirling around like one of his snowstorms, hoping to sneak up on him and steal his ideas. He plays for keeps.”

			Foley liked that image even better than white aliens.  “What did you think when you saw me?” he asked.

			“That you need more exercise.”

			He blushed. “Out in the snow, I mean.”

			“What do you think I thought? It’s not every day you see somebody wandering aimlessly about a field in January. I figured you were a nutcase and would get yourself in trouble. You certainly got yourself in trouble. Are you a nutcase?”

			“I’m a writer.”

			“Ah-ha. You are.” 

			Foley blushed again.

			She laughed. “I know whereof I speak. I’m a poet in my spare time.”

			Suddenly the pale winter sunlight, the warmth of the house and the cold beyond, the snow on the fields, the ice in the creek, even sitting before her in nothing but a blanket seemed right. “What kind of poetry?”

			“Whatever comes to mind when I look out the window or walk to the barn or rescue sodden strangers at the door.”

			“Then you steal from the old fellow, too. You’re also a winter thief.”

			“And spring, summer, and autumn,” she agreed

			“Can I read your poetry sometime?”

			She hesitated.

			“I’m watching my uncle’s farm while he and my aunt sun themselves down south,” Foley said, pointing out the window. “I’ll be here all winter, and I’ve nothing much to do but write.”

			Hope laughed. “And fall into frozen creeks.” 

			“I’ll try not to do that again.” 

			“Good. ‘Cause it actually wasn’t much fun, stripping off all those cold, soggy garments.” She winked at him. 

			He took a long drink so as not to meet her eyes.

			“I’ll make you a deal,” she continued. “You can read mine if I can read yours.”

			“Deal,” he agreed. He handed her the empty mug. Maybe Old Man Winter hadn’t had the last laugh, after all.

			She got him another refill and they sat, a pair of thieves sharing tales of past heists, until Foley’s clothes were dry and she gave him privacy to dress and invited him to dinner.  

			Only once the table was laid did Mr. Weisner hobble in from somewhere in back, a funny smile on his wrinkled face. He said a blessing over the food and, with a wink at Foley, the same wink as his daughter’s, added, “And while You’re at it, keep an eye on these two filchers. Seems neither can stay out of trouble on their own. Amen.”

			Foley patted his yet-clean mouth with his napkin. 

			Hope smiled at him. “Dad hears like a bat.”

			“And devours pages like a bookworm,” her father added. “Tell me about this snowbound alien, young man.”

			So he’d scored quite a haul for his troubles, Foley had. For the rest of that evening, it snowed stories and poems in Weisner’s kitchen.
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