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Charles Brookfield sat in his favorite chair on the wraparound front porch of the old Victorian farmhouse.  He thought about the letter in his hand that he had just read.  He looked it over and noticed that it was well worn.  A hole was beginning to form in the crease from reading it through the years.  He mumbled to himself as he refolded the letter and slid it into his pocket.  It was dusk and the sun was low on the horizon.  He looked around the front yard and noticed the well-manicured landscape.  Charles made a mental note that it needed to be watered.  The weather had been unseasonably hot and dry for the time of year.  His neck itched just under his chin and he reached up to scratch it.  Random thoughts filled his head as he gazed across the dead end road that was in front of the house.  On the other side of the road was a well maintained wooded area belonging to the Old Jones’ farm.  Occasionally it would reveal a deer or two, and assorted wildlife from time to time.  He sat quietly and watched to see what would materialize.  The lightning bugs that had begun to appear seemed to shimmer right along with the tune that the birds were chirping.  The gentle swaying of the trees cast interesting shadows that made it all seem as if it had been choreographed.  It looked to Charles like there were more lightning bugs out that night than usual.  As he sat watching them, his random thoughts began to become focused, taking him back to a specific time in his life.

He briefly closed his eyes, as he smelled a familiar aroma coming from the kitchen through the open front door.  It was his Nana’s blue ribbon baked applesauce cake topped with penuche icing.  As Charles opened his eyes and looked around, his memory took him back to his fifteenth birthday.  It was as if he was reliving the most memorable time in his life where the events of that day forever changed him.  It was a very long time ago; so much in his life had changed since that day.  The memory was so vivid it seemed like reality...

In recreating the memory of that remarkable day, Charles once again briefly closed his eyes and began to remember the wish he made when he blew out the candles on his birthday cake.  Charles’ right shoulder tightened as he remembered Paw Paw patting his shoulder right after making his wish.

“Atta boy, Charles.”

Charles opened his eyes and saw Paw Paw’s face right in front of him.

Paw Paw jokingly asked, “What did you wish for?”

Charles laughed and said, “You know I can’t tell you that; my wish won’t come true.”

“Smart boy,” Paw Paw replied as he stood up.

Everyone applauded.  Nana came over and kissed Charles on the cheek.  She whispered in his ear, “Happy birthday, Charlie.”

After eating cake and ice cream, the presents were opened.  Charles was glad to get through that part of the day.  He never really liked all the attention.  After he thanked everyone, they began leaving the table so Nana and her friend, Margaret, could begin cleaning up.  Charles pushed in his chair and bent down to pick up Sophie, who had come over to give him a hug.

Sophie said, “Cynthia and I are going out to chase fireflies.  Want to come?”

“Sounds like fun, Sophie.  You might have Cynthia go with you to the old potting shed to find Mason jars to put the fireflies in.”  He set his younger sister down and tickled her.  She squirmed away and giggled as she ran through the house and out the back door to find Cynthia.  Charles shook his head.

Charles wondered where Paw Paw had gone when he disappeared.  He headed for the kitchen.  He walked to the back door and looked out at the porch.  He saw his mom and dad enjoying the cool night air.  He opened the screen door and looked around to see if he could find Paw Paw.  He could hear Cynthia and Sophie rummaging through the potting shed, exploring the items on the shelves.  He thought: It’s just like the girls to be nosy.  Charles heard them laugh as the glass jars clanked together.

Molly turned around and said, “Oh, hi Charles.  Want to sit with us?”

“No, Mom.  I’m looking for Paw Paw.”

His dad, Jack, replied, “He’s not here.  He may be on the front porch.  I saw Carson heading that way with Al.”

Charles closed the screen door.  He turned to Nana and said, “Thanks for the best birthday ever.”

Bev looked over at him and smiled.  She couldn’t believe he was a year older.  Charles was growing up.  She set her towel down on the counter and walked over to him.  As she stood beside him, she couldn’t believe how tall he had grown.  He was a very handsome young man with brown hair and dark brown eyes.  Charles had an athletic build from years of riding his bike and walking the trails around their property.  She gave him a hug and kissed him on his forehead.  “You’re welcome, Charles.”

Margaret was searching through the cabinets looking for containers to hold the leftovers.

Bev said, “Oh Margaret, I know just what you need....”

Charles continued his search for Carson, through the house to the front door.  He heard voices on the front porch.  Looking out the front door, he saw Carson and Al having a conversation.  Charles observed Paw Paw.  He was average height with gray hair and gray-blue eyes.  To Charles, he always looked like a proper gentleman.  When Charles walked out on the front porch, the two men ended their conversation.

Carson turned to Charles and said, “There’s the birthday boy!”

Al said, “I hope you had a good birthday, Charles.”

“Thank you.  I did.”  He walked over to where they were standing.

Al continued, “You can’t beat Bev’s applesauce cake.”  Carson and Charles agreed.

There was a pause before Al said, “I bet Margaret will be ready to go before long.”  He leaned back on the porch railing.

“How are things going on your farm?” asked Carson.

“It looks like I’m in for another long day again tomorrow.  The old tractor broke down again.  I will probably be looking for another one before long.  This is the second time it has broken down on me while I was in the field.  It’s not very reliable.”

“I’ll send Walter and his son, Ed, over if you want.  I’m sure it wouldn’t be any problem to have them look at it.  Ed’s the best mechanic around.”

“I’ll think about it.  Thanks, Carson.  It might be about time I look for an extra farmhand to help out too.  I never thought this day would come, but I have to admit it when I need more help.”

“I’m fortunate to have Walter and his family.”

Al agreed.  Years ago Walter had taken over the management of Carson Jones’ farm.  With the help of his family, the farm was efficiently run.  Walter had several sons, who had grown up on the farm.  They could take care of about any need that arose.  Not only that, Carson had the capital to do just about any endeavor he chose to pursue on his eight hundred acre farm.  It was a lucrative business for Carson and Bev.  Al admired the fact that the Jones’ did a lot of fund raising for the community.  It was rumored they were the secret donors who helped out less fortunate families.

Al and Carson had been friends for about forty-five years.  Bev had introduced Al to his wife Margaret of thirty-two years.  Margaret and Bev came out onto the porch each carrying a large paper bag.  Al reached out and took the bags from their arms.  “What’s in here, leftovers?”

“Yes, and I even sent some applesauce cake for dessert,” said Bev.

Al’s knees slightly bent and he put his head back.  As he stood up straight again, he said, “All right!  That sounds great.”

Margaret smiled as she stood beside him and lightly scratched his back as he looked in the bags.  “We thought you’d like that.  Time to go.  See you tomorrow, Bev.”  The group walked toward the car.  Once they were ready to get in, Margaret turned and hugged Bev.  “It was a lovely party.”

Margaret looked at her best friend, who seemed more like a sister to her.  Beverly Jones was timeless to Margaret.  The two of them still pictured themselves giggling, fixing each other’s hair at the sleepovers they had as children.  Bev, after all the years, still had the most beautiful long, dark brown hair that she swept up into her signature French twist.  Margaret looked into Bev’s blue eyes, wrinkled her nose and smiled.  Bev thanked them for coming.  As they got situated and were about to leave, Sophie and Cynthia ran around the corner of the house with their jars of lightning bugs.  They ran over to Nana and Paw Paw and held their jars up for observation.

Sophie said, “We wanted to show Margaret and Al before they left.”

Molly and Jack came from around back, walking with their arms around each other.  Jack picked up Sophie and put her on his shoulders.  Everyone waved goodbye to Margaret and Al, except Sophie who was busy talking to the bugs that were crawling up the sides of the jar.

After Margaret and Al were out of sight, Molly said, “Okay, it’s our turn to go home.  Jack, would you please help Charles load his gifts into the car?”  Jack put Sophie down.  As he walked to the house, he motioned for Charles to follow.  Cynthia and Sophie ran around the yard playing tag.  Molly stood in the yard talking to her mom and dad.

Molly’s attention turned to Cynthia and Sophie.  As she watched the girls chase one another, she thought to herself about how fast her children were growing up: Cynthia resembles me with her black, shoulder length hair, hazel eyes and pale complexion.  Cynthia is so different from her sister.  She’s strong-willed and quick witted.  Sophie, on the other hand, resembles her dad with her golden blonde hair, big brown eyes and long eye lashes.  She’s as playful as a little sprite.

Bev asked Molly if she would mind if Charles spent the night.

Molly processed the question she was asked and turned to her mom.  “Oh, we hadn’t planned on him spending the night.”

Carson said, “Molly, I wanted to talk to you about Charles helping out around the farm.  I really could use his help around here.”

Molly looked at her mom, then back to her dad.  “You want Charles to help out around here?  Is something wrong?”

Carson smiled.  “No.  I could just use the help and we think it would be a good experience for him to learn more about the farm.”

Charles’ mother didn’t respond right away.  Then she said, “He’d be a good helper around here.  I don’t think Jack would mind.  I guess it would be okay.”

Carson hugged her.  “Great.  I have plans for him this summer.”

Molly started to ask more about what he meant when Bev changed the subject.  “I have a sack of leftovers for you too.  Let’s go and get it.”  The two ladies went inside, leaving Carson to roughhouse with the girls.

Once everything was put in the car, they loaded up the girls who protested because they had to leave.  Cynthia wanted to stay the night but hadn’t asked because it was Charles’ birthday, but not Sophie.  She never liked staying the night anywhere but her own bed.  She just wasn’t ready to leave her catch of the night.  Carson went to collect the jars that had been placed on the steps.  He brought the jars filled with lightning bugs to them.  Everyone received a round of hugs and kisses before they were finally ready to leave.

Cynthia asked, “Why isn’t Charles coming with us?”

Molly answered, “He’s staying the night.”

Cynthia pouted in the backseat and whined, “When will I get to spend the night?”

Cynthia became annoyed with Sophie, who was trying to play.  “Not now Sophie.  Keep your hands to yourself,” she scolded.

Molly was ready to leave at that point.  “We will talk about this later.”  Under her breath she said, “Hopefully soon...”

Cynthia said, “I heard that.”

Molly turned around and smiled at her unhappy daughter.  “We’ll make plans.  Just not tonight, okay?”  That didn’t appease Cynthia.

Everyone in the car, except Cynthia, said, “Happy birthday, Charles.”

Jack put the car in drive and they headed down the dead end road to the old caretaker’s domicile where they lived.  It was a small, but charming home that had been renovated and added on to for their growing family.  It was adequate for a family with three children.  As they drove away, Bev, Carson and Charles stood in the yard waving until they couldn’t see the taillights.

Carson looked at Bev.  She smiled at him.  Carson then turned and looked at Charles.  “We have something for you in the office.”

Charles perked up.  “You do?”

“I’ll race you!”  They took off for the office and Bev watched them go around the corner.  Then she went back inside to finish cleaning.

When they reached the office door and were about to enter, Charles noticed the arched door that he hadn’t thought much about before.  It was a unique, vintage wooden door that was different from all the rest of the doors around the farmhouse.  The arbor in front of the door had flowering honeysuckle vines that grew around it.  It seemed to Charles at that moment that it looked like a door from some mystical, far away land.

The oversized, detached outbuilding was not only a garage but also their office space, along with a potting room at the back.  The large building had a finished upstairs and a basement.  It was only on rare occasions that the Brookfield children ever went inside the office.

Charles followed Carson through the door and stood inside the office.  He stopped and looked around.  To the left of the door was a beautiful ornate birdcage with an exotic looking bird inside.  On the other side of the birdcage was Carson’s stately mahogany desk with a lamp.  From what Charles could tell from where he stood, on top of the desk were handwritten notes in a disarrayed pile mixed in with assorted paperwork.  A leather bound journal was on a lectern.  The opened book was marked with an unusually thick, embroidered red ribbon.  On the other side of the desk was a long bookcase filled with Carson’s old history book collection.

Charles looked to the right of the doorway.  Along the whole length of the wall, mahogany bookshelves were lined with books just like the one sitting on Carson’s lectern.  He didn’t think it was unusual for Paw Paw to own so many books; but he thought it was odd that the few times he’d been in his grandfather’s office, he’d never seen the massive bookshelves.  It would have been impossible to miss them.

The wall across from the doorway was only a half wall; a gigantic bank vault took up the other half.  On the wall hung a hand carved, oversized cuckoo clock.  Surrounding the clock were tastefully framed family pictures.

The only remaining wall in the office was the most interesting to Charles.  It had on either side of the wall, that hadn’t been taken up by the vault, white doors.  The door on the left was the door to the garage and behind the other door was a closet.  In between the doorways hung two oversized framed vintage maps of the world.  Carson had at one time told him that the maps were commissioned for a prominent merchant and were painted by a world renowned artist.  In between the maps was a large metal sculpture.  It was supposed to depict an eight-foot in diameter coin and was approximately two feet in width.  The thick rim was made from brushed charcoal gray iron.  The outer facing rim of the coin had words in a foreign language that read: “Order was created throughout the universe, allowing man to make discoveries”, in gold.  The iron rim seemed to float, hovering above a massive metal base that Carson had once described to Charles as “an extremely large magnet.”  Inside the rim was an iridescent detailed holographic picture.  The life-size lady portrayed on it looked like a goddess to Charles.  The word at the top of the holograph image was scripted in a foreign language that Carson had once told him read, “Freedom.”  At the bottom of the coin were Roman numerals that represented a date.

The center of the office held two earth tone, comfortable brocade chairs with a proportionate table between them.  Under the chairs and table was a large complimenting Persian rug.

Charles stood in the entryway watching Paw Paw.  Carson, who had been talking to Charles, abruptly stopped upon noticing his grandson wasn’t following.  He turned to Charles and motioned for him to come and stand beside the desk.  “Nana and I have a gift for you to commemorate your special day.”  Carson sat down at his desk on a leather chair.  He opened a desk drawer and did something that unlocked an inconspicuous, small secret compartment located in the false bottom of the drawer.  He took out a golden key, stood up and walked toward the vault.

As Carson walked, he said, “This will be a big year for you, Charles.  You just turned fifteen and you are going to be a sophomore in high school.  We’ve noticed you are a very mature and sensible young man.  Nana and I thought the time was right to reveal something very important to you.”

Carson halted before reaching the vault and glanced up at the ceiling.  Then looking at Charles, he said, “I was sixteen before I learned what I am about to disclose to you.  Looking back, I don’t think at sixteen I was old enough to learn the truth.  However, my father believed I was ready, so I must have been mature enough or he wouldn’t have revealed the secret to me.”  He shrugged.  “I guess he had no sure way of knowing when I would be ready.  He took a leap of faith, and that is what I am going to do, Charles.  I’m going to teach you about things that most people can only dream about.  They contemplate it as being an unattainable fantasy that they can only abstractly visualize in their mind.  They consider it to be impossible, even though it’s not inconceivable for a select few.  There is a good reason that those who know of it have kept it a fiercely guarded secret for centuries.  This secret is not safe for everyone to know about.  Only a select few are chosen to be enlightened of the truth.  You have to have the right genes and be blessed by good fortune, or you would never know about its existence.  In the past, it was considered a mystery why some could experience Utopia and others couldn’t.  Back then those who weren’t physically able to experience it, perished along the way trying to get there.”

Charles briefly frowned at the last part.  “I’m not sure I want to know the secret.”

Carson placed his hands on Charles’ shoulders and looked him right in the eye.  “I would never put you in danger if I wasn’t positive beyond measure you would be safe.”

Charles nodded.  Carson turned and continued to walk over to the vault.  Charles followed.

They stood in front of the vault door.  Charles inspected it very closely.  It was a deep rich almost sparkling charcoal grey.  It had beautiful intricate silver etchings that covered it.  The door had two locks on it: a shining golden wheel with handles that looked like rays extending from the center and a lock that could be opened with a key.  Charles stepped closer to inspect the wheel.  It had embedded gems of various colors around the wheel.

Carson said, “It’s one of a kind.”  He inserted the key and turned the lock.  He tugged at the massive door and pulled it open.  The light inside came on, revealing rows of silver polished drawers.  Charles could see a section of gold drawers at the very back of the vault.  In certain sections, the drawers were different sizes.  Each drawer had a lock.

Carson stepped inside and Charles followed.  Once inside, out of curiosity, Charles brushed his hand over a few of the drawers.  The metal was cold and solid.  Carson watched and thought about his first time in the vault, how he had experienced the same awe of it.  Charles observed that the drawers were marked by colored labels that had dates and codes on them.  Carson walked over to the first drawer on the top row and opened it.  Inside was a large ring of keys.  He took it out of the drawer and held up the keys.

“The keys on this ring unlock drawers in the vault.”  He found a certain one and showed Charles.  “Start with this one.”  It was the darkest key on the ring.  Charles noticed that it had a skull at its base.  “Pirate treasure—some Sojourners just collect coins that can be traced back to long lost, forgotten treasure given up by the god of the sea, or hidden within the earth.  They are called Treasure Sojourners.”  Carson went on to say, “This key is the same color as the labels that are on the drawers in this section.  There is one master key to unlock all of the drawers in that section.  They are all similarly marked.”

He turned back to the drawer that housed the keys and took out a single golden key.  “This master key unlocks the only section of golden drawers.”  He returned the key to the drawer and closed it.

Then Carson walked Charles over to a rectangular table at the far end of the vault.  On top of the table was a small wrapped package.  He smiled at Charles and enthusiastically said, “Happy birthday, Charles.”  Charles just stared at it.  “It’s your birthday present, Charlie.  Aren’t you going to open it?”

Charles was contemplating Carson’s earlier words.  He didn’t fully understand what test he may have to undergo and was reluctant to try.

Carson prodded, “Hurry up, Charles!  I’ve been waiting a long time for this moment.”  Charles looked at him and back at the gift.  Carson was confused as to why his grandson hesitated.  “You don’t want to open it?”

Charles stared at the package.  “I do, but I don’t want to die.”

Carson put his hand on Charles’ back.  “You’re not going to die because you opened your birthday gift.”  Charles looked up at him.  Carson continued, “I’ll explain things in more detail after you open your gift.  Please trust me and open it!  I can’t take the suspense any longer...”

Charles picked up the package and tore away the wrapping very slowly, revealing a dark burgundy box.  He opened it.  As soon as Charles saw what was inside of that box, he knew he’d never forget that gift as long as he lived.

Not only was Carson a collector of rare books but he was also a numismatist, a collector of rare coins from all around the world.

Charles understood that the coins in the box were something special just by the look on Paw Paw’s face.  Charles smiled at Carson.  “Thank you.  They are beautiful!”  Carson nodded in agreement.

Charles noticed both coins were encased in clear containers.  He picked them up one at a time, looking them over very carefully.  There was no doubt in Charles’ mind that these coins were ancient.  On the obverse side of one of the coins were symbols that got larger as they came out from the center of the coin.  The reverse side of the coin had an image of a winged mythical creature that appeared to be breathing lightning.  Charles was fascinated with it.

Carson pointed out the symbols at the bottom of the coin.  “This may be a date of some sort.  I don’t really know what the symbols represent.”

The other coin was not as thick and had cutouts of stars on it.  The coin had raised small stars in random places on the obverse side and engraved stars on the reverse side.  It looked as if the coin could be used to decipher coded messages.

Charles looked at Carson.  The look on Carson’s face and his demeanor told Charles that he was very proud of the coins.  Charles was curious about the coins’ history and said, “Please tell me about these coins.  They’re magnificent.”

“These are the only coins of their kind in the world.  Each is a real treasure individually, and to have the set is unbelievable.  Although the one with the cutouts was only rumored to exist, we were actually the owners of the coin for generations.  It came to be in our possession when an ancestor of ours, Jules London, won it in a poker game.

“It became well known that Jules was an extremely lucky poker player.  His luck began to be attributed to a gold coin he won in an earlier poker game.  Every time Jules played poker, he would place the coin on top of his cards.  The story that’s been passed down for generations refers to an unknown gentleman who, for over a year, would inquire around the surrounding towns about the poker games where Jules would be playing.  During the game, he would walk up to the poker table and stand behind Jules so he could watch him play.  Before the game was over, he’d leave.  The rumor was that the observer might be doing this because he wanted to eventually challenge Jules in order to have a chance to win his lucky coin.  One violent, stormy night just before the poker game had ended, the man turned to depart.  As he walked by the table, the observer withdrew a book from his overcoat pocket and set it down on the corner of the table where Jules was sitting.  The man walked out the door right as a roar of thunder shook the building and lightning struck the ground nearby.  The stranger was never seen again.

“When Jules went to bed that night, he tossed and turned.  He had nightmares most of the night about losing his lucky coin to the mysterious visitor.  When he woke up before dawn, Jules was exhausted from lack of sleep.  He sat up and turned on his nightstand lamp.  He walked across the room to retrieve the book the man had left for him.  As Jules read, he wondered what a book about a lost civilization might have to do with his coin.  As he kept reading, he discovered a drawing of the coin and a description explaining its purpose.  It was to be placed on top of another coin that had symbols etched on it.  The symbols would match Jules’ coin inside its cutouts.  He read the book from beginning to end before putting it down.  When Jules realized what he possessed, he spent the rest of his life searching for and trying to obtain the other coin.  It’s been centuries since the coins have come back together.  The pair of coins completes one of our collections.  It’s a miracle we were able to obtain the set in a thousand life times.  Sometimes coin collections never become complete.”

Charles asked, “How did you acquire it?”

“A long time ago I discovered, through word of mouth, an up and coming talented coin tracker.  I made an appointment with the man and hired him on the spot.  He had a reputation for being able to locate rare coins for individuals who would prefer to avoid an auction and would rather conduct private transactions.

“His job was to find specific coins that would complete several of our collections.  It was worth the investment when he heard through the grapevine that a certain wealthy numismatist was going to have an estate auction.  He arranged for a friend of a friend to introduce him to the numismatist.  The tracker learned that the individual in charge of the estate auction was an avid collector of rare books.  She was very appreciative of his expertise.  Through their correspondence, he gained her trust and asked if he could view the coins she intended to auction off.

“Upon viewing the collection, he came across one of the coins I’d been searching for.  He notified me and I made her an offer she couldn’t refuse.  I traded one of the books from our family library.”

Charles frowned knowing that the books in the Jones’ family library were treasures themselves.  Nana and Paw Paw from time to time would entertain an agent working for a client or another collector wanting to purchase a book from their collection.  It was the first time that Charles had ever heard of his grandparents actually letting a book go from their library.

Carson said, “It was okay to let the book go for this coin.  The book was a treasure but having the pair of these coins together once again was of far greater value.  The book that was traded wasn’t part of ‘the collection’.”

Carson began pointing out the details of the coins.  “They are both 18 karat gold.  The symbols on the front are from an ancient civilization.”  He turned one coin over.  “The dragon carved on the reverse side of this coin was thought to have made its lair within a hidden, remote cavern nestled in the mountains.  Folklore states that the dragon spent most of its time in the mountains when on land, but occasionally it would come out of the mountains and into the clearing of a kingdom.  When the dragon came near the kingdom, it would use its wings to move the air to create wicked dust storms and destructive tornadoes.  As soon as the dragon’s storm was identified from the lookout towers, the sentries would sound the trumpets warning the people of the kingdom to take cover in order to avoid injury.  The dragon’s violent tempests terrified the villagers.

“When the dragon searched for food, it hunted the wild game native to the surrounding mountains.  After the dragon lived in the mountains for a long period of time, it would become increasingly difficult for it to find enough meat to sustain life.  That’s when it would take to the air and fly over the sea to supplement its diet.  The villagers speculated that the skilled hunter used the cloud cover it would create for camouflage as it flew out over the sea.  As the dragon soared above the water, it could spot schools of fish from the air.  Once the fish were in its sight, it would breathe lightning from its mouth out over the water.  The lightning would shock the fish so they would float up to the surface.  The dragon would then swoop down and gather its meal in its mouth before retreating back to its cave.  When the wild game in the mountains became too scarce, the dragon would leave its lair in the cavern to live under the sea in the deepest part of a canyon.  It would stay there, making the sea its home, long enough for the native wildlife to repopulate the mountain.

“The story continued that even though the dragon never hurt anyone; the villagers in the kingdom were frightened by its presence.  The farmers were afraid for their livestock.  The fishermen were fearful that while they were out to sea in their boats the dragon might mistake them for its food source.  The local fishermen would return to the taverns and tell their tales.  One fisherman said he’d spotted the reptile beneath the ship from the crow’s nest.  His accounting reported the dragon was larger than the ship.  It was feeding on the lesharcs that were following the vessel.  (From what I’ve read, lesharcs are similar to our sharks.)  The fisherman witnessed it using its long retractable talons to spear lesharcs before devouring them.  Rumors began to spread that if anyone found the dragon’s hoarded treasure, it would try to eat the thief or drag him down to the depths of the sea to its grotto.

“The unrest throughout the kingdom forced the king to send his bravest knights on several missions to slay the dragon, but they could never get close enough to harm it.

“However, a sorcerer named Leiandros claimed that he had come face to face with the dragon while wandering through the mountains, searching for the plants he needed for potions.  One evening he grew tired from his long journey scouting the mountainside for the ingredients he needed.  While scaling the mountain, Leiandros spotted a large boulder.  He made his way to the stone in order to hide behind it and rest.  To his surprise, behind the jagged stone was the hidden entrance to a cave.  Out of necessity he took shelter there.  He used twigs he had gathered in his pack to make a fire for warmth.  Leiandros fell into a deep sleep until he was awakened by a storm raging outside the cave.  From within the storm, he heard the distinct sound of the dragon returning to the mountain.  Leiandros used a makeshift torch and stumbled deeper into the winding cave to hide.  As he went deeper into the cavern, he could hear and feel the vibration of the dragon’s footsteps following.  Suddenly when he came to the end of the cave, he realized he was in the dragon’s lair.  The legend states the dragon must have been tired and satisfied with its prior meal because it wasn’t interested in the sorcerer.  It curled up on top of its amassed treasure to guard it.  Two coins fell from the mound.  It wasn’t until Leiandros picked up the two golden coins that the dragon eyed him suspiciously.  The sorcerer used his quick wit and began to sing a spell that lulled the dragon into a deep sleep.  Once the dragon soundly slept, the man fled the cave with the two coins.

“After the sorcerer fled from the dragon’s lair, he carved the likeness of the dragon on the back of one of the coins.  When Leiandros finished the carving, he cast a spell on both of the coins.  It has been said that he made the coins into a sort of cryptogram puzzle in which he locked away all of his spells within the two coins.

“At that time, Leiandros was the only human known to have come face to face with the dragon in its lair, and lived to tell about it.  The complete superstitious tale is told in the novel Jules was given.  The novel is in our library.  It now belongs to you.”

Charles looked at Carson and thanked him.  “This is a very special gift.  I will treasure the coins for the rest of my life.”

Carson nodded.  “Because of their value, I think we should put them in the vault drawer with the others for safe keeping.”  Charles agreed, and Carson returned the coins to the box.  He walked over and unlocked the drawer where the coins would be kept.  He motioned for Charles to stand beside him to see what was inside the drawer.

Charles peered into the drawer and looked at all the catalogued coins.  He bit his bottom lip, and said, “Paw Paw, you have a lot of coins in this drawer.  I didn’t know there was so much treasure to be found in the world; or if there was, that we’d have it in the family collection.”

Carson replied, “There is a lot of treasure in the world left to be discovered.”

He closed the drawer and locked it.  He turned and replaced the key ring in the original drawer.  Carson walked out of the vault with Charles right behind him.  Carson closed the door to the vault and spun the wheel locking the door.  Then he walked across the room, returned the golden key to the secret compartment in his desk and closed the drawer.

Carson turned and said, “I’m glad you liked your gift.”

“I can’t believe the coins are actually mine.”

Carson sat in his chair very still for a moment in deep thought before he said, “That wasn’t the only reason I brought you into our office.  Charles, you know Nana and I are avid collectors.  Our family has been doing this for generations.  I want to share a secret with you about our family.  What I am about to tell you requires an open mind and imagination.”

Carson put on a pair of glasses and handed another pair to Charles.  He then stood up and walked over to the bookshelf.  He ran his finger along the spines of the books until he came to a specific journal.  Carson removed the journal from the shelf.  He held it in one hand and opened it with the other.  Charles walked over to stand beside him and put the glasses on.  Charles noticed it was a handwritten journal.  The writing was in unusual script.  Carson began reading out loud.  As he read the journal, moving holograms sprang from the pages.

Charles blurted out, “Wow, how did you do that?”

Carson held up his pointer finger while he continued to read.  When Carson finished reading, he closed the book and replaced it upon the shelf.  He turned to Charles and answered, “The excerpt I just read to you was written by a young man about the same age as you.  He wrote about the coins he was researching in his father’s collection.”

Carson turned to the bookshelf and explained, “These are our memoirs of collecting coins which span from the beginning of our family’s collection to the present date.  We are considered an elite type of coin collector and time traveler called a Sojourner.  We are not typical coin collectors in that we belong to a secret society.  We are able to travel through time using what science calls a wormhole to the planet Bridgeiro.  We as Sojourners call it a Weary Travelers’ Passageway.”  Then Carson walked over to the coin sculpture on the opposite side of the room.  At that time the cuckoo clock struck the hour.  He spun the large sculpture clockwise creating a vortex within the center of the coin that gradually expanded outward until it reached the iron rim.

Charles couldn’t believe what his eyes were seeing.  He was speechless.  When he was finally able to talk, he asked, “Whoa, what just happened?  What is it?  Where does it go?  Can I try that?”

Carson explained, “This is the Passageway to another dimension that I was telling you about.  Through that dimension we are allowed to travel through time.  Yes, in time you will be able to do this but you will have to learn more about the secrets of Sojourning before you do.”  Carson reached into the center of the wormhole using an open hand to create a counter clockwise circle bringing the coin to a halt.  The wormhole gradually contracted and eventually disappeared.

“Charles, Nana and I believe that you are mature enough to learn the truth.  I must caution you that revealing the truth, or speaking to anyone other than Nana or myself, would cause catastrophic and horrific consequences.  This secret that I have begun to explain to you has been closely guarded and protected for centuries.  Other Sojourners will not allow it to be exposed to the world.  Those who have tried to explain it to others did so at their own peril.  Not only that, but history has shown that anyone who has tried to enter a Passageway without a specific gene would not survive the journey.”

Charles frowned.  “You’re telling me that I have a specific gene allowing me to time travel?  Isn’t that impossible?”  Carson shrugged and pointed to the sculpture.

Charles contemplated Carson’s words and asked, “In our family, there are only three of us who can travel through the Passageway?”

“That is correct.”

“How does it work?  I mean, where does the Passageway take you, and how do you travel through time?”

“Well, it is a little more complicated than what I have just explained to you.  I think a journal from the bookshelf would do more justice as an explanation than I could possibly tell you.  I suggest you read the journal I just read to you.  Then I can answer your questions.  The young man who wrote the journal was named James.  He eventually became an exceptional author and talented photographer.”  Carson walked back to the bookcase to get the journal.  He walked over to Charles and offered the journal to him.  Charles accepted it.

Carson pointed to the glasses he was wearing and then to the pair Charles was wearing.  “These are Sojourner glasses.  When you read or work in a journal, wear these.  When you journey to the Hub, you will need the glasses to decode the signs.”

“Where is the Hub and what is it?”

“The Hub is located in the dimension where you cross over to once you step into the Passageway.  It is the point in which you begin your journey time traveling.”

Charles nodded as he thought about Carson’s words.

Carson walked to his desk and sat down.  He turned around in his chair and dug through a stack of papers.  He motioned for Charles to join him at his desk.  Charles placed the journal on the chair and walked to the desk.  Carson pulled out a newspaper and showed Charles a news headline.  It quickly caught the younger man’s attention, “The Largest Hub Heist in History”.  As Charles began reading the article, a realistic image of the journalist appeared.  The author began describing in more depth what had happened in the Hub.

The journalist reported, “Seven Passageways have been stolen, and twelve people as of this date have come forward claiming their Sojourner crystals have been pilfered by pickpockets.  All this happened under the noses of Passageway Authorities.  The Passageway Authority Commissioner gave a statement about the event.  She suspects the ‘Unknowns’ are responsible for the thefts.  She promises to follow every lead in order to bring those responsible to justice before the Sojourners’ Council.”

Without thinking, Charles asked a question and the journalist answered.  Charles scratched his head, confused as to how he could be having a conversation with the newspaper journalist.  He peered at Carson, over his glasses.

Carson explained, “The journalist has had a partial body scan for his job.  It allows journalists to communicate with their audience and answer questions.  A full body scan would be as if the person was actually in front of you.  A partial scan only lasts for several days.  Then the reader is left with only the printed version.”

Charles said under his breath, “Amazing.”  Charles listened to the journalist until he finished relating the details of the heist and the victims’ accounting of what had occurred.  Charles thanked him.  He then removed his glasses and set them, with the newspaper, on the table in between the two chairs.

Carson smiled at him and asked, “Would you like to learn more?”

Charles pointed to the sculpture.  “Yes!  I’m ready to go there!”

“I’m glad you are eager.  That is a very good sign.  However, before you go through the Passageway you must learn the basics.  The rest will come in time.”

“Like what?”

Carson thought for a moment.  “It is important you learn precisely what a Sojourner does.  You will be given a book of rules that you will have to read and follow.  The journals will explain in detail about time travel.  You must learn how to operate a Passageway, how to insure your personal safety while traveling and how to avoid leaving a trace of your presence when you time travel.  You must also know how to dress and the pertinent items to take with you when you journey.  You must learn which coins we need in our collection and how to rate the condition of a coin.  I will teach you the process of attending an auction and the documentation involved with obtaining a collection coin.  You must learn how to research the coin and about the necessary paperwork to be filled out.  You need to know the basics of journal writing, the use of crystals and the manipulation of seemingly normal items that are anything but normal.  They are called Sojourner tools.  You must eventually read the Red Book, which explains Passageways and how to move them.  You must learn about all of this and more before you can actually begin Sojourning.”

Charles reached down and picked up the journal on the chair.  “When may I start?”

“You already have.  It is important to read several of the journals so you will have a basic understanding of where you will be traveling and all of the things you will be learning about.  It is a lot of information to process.  Take your time when reading them.  When you are ready, we can discuss any questions you have.”

Carson pointed to the journal in Charles’ hand.  “This one in particular is very good at explaining a young man’s perspective on what it is like to begin Sojourning.  I think you will find that he gives the reader thoughtful insight into the events that he witnessed.  All of the journals that we have are exceptional resources, which provide well thought out explanations of almost anything you could ever think to ask about Sojourning.  They are invaluable tools.  The codes you will see throughout the journals will become more relevant as I teach you about the coins.  They are the codes that will correspond with the labels on the vault drawers.  Later on I will teach you how to use them as references.”

Charles looked at the journal as he sat down.  He opened the book, put on his glasses and began reading.  Carson continued to work on his projects.  From time to time Charles would sneak a peek at him.  Charles noticed Carson unlatch the door to the birdcage.  Charles thought: That was odd.  He was trying to take everything in.  He realized his life had changed forever.  He felt as if the whole world had just opened up to him.

Carson opened his desk drawer and took out a blue embroidered ribbon.  He brought it over to Charles and handed it to him.  “Whenever you are ready to stop reading, you can use this as your bookmark.”

Charles thanked him.  He looked at the embroidery on the ribbon and noticed that it looked similar to Carson’s.  Several hours had gone by and Charles was getting tired.

Carson stood up from the desk and closed the journal that was on his lectern.  He walked over and replaced it on the bookshelf.  “These bookshelves were designed to protect the journals from being damaged.”  He showed Charles a black key in his hand.  “All I have to do is put the key in this lock...” Carson walked over to a family picture on the adjacent wall and slid it to the left revealing a lock.  He put the key in and turned it.  The bookshelves turned completely around.  “They are now in a fire safe vault.”  The original shelving with interesting odds and ends replaced them.

Charles took off his Sojourner glasses and set them on the table.  Then he put the blue ribbon in between the pages and closed the journal.  He held it in his hand as he walked along the wall looking at the objets d’art on the shelves.  This was the way he’d remembered the room.

Carson said, “It’s getting late.  Nana is probably ready for us to join her.”

Charles grabbed his glasses.  Carson secured the office before turning out the light.  They walked along the path to the back door that was open.  The porch light was on along with the kitchen light.  Charles could hear the June bugs that were pinging off the screen door.  They walked inside the kitchen and noticed it smelled like freshly baked chocolate chip cookies and coffee.  Bev was taking the last batch of cookies out of the oven.

Charles and Carson said, “Mmmm,” at the same time.

Bev said, “Sit down and I’ll get you something to drink.”

They sat down at the table and she brought them both a large glass of milk.  Bev joined them.  “How did it go?” she asked.  Carson smiled as he took a bite of his cookie.

She looked at Charles.  “I see you have James’ journal and a pair of Sojourner glasses.”

“Yes.  Thank you, Nana, for the extraordinary gifts.  I’m still trying to take it all in.  I’m very excited!”

“You’re welcome.  I’m excited for you, Charles.  We are going to have a lot of fun together.”

Carson drank his milk.  Bev asked him, “Did Charles get to meet...?”

Carson shook his head.  Bev looked briefly surprised and then changed the subject.  Charles wondered whom he was supposed to meet.  He wasn’t aware of any visitors they had been expecting.  Bev asked how the reading was going.  She looked at the journal and glasses on the table.

Charles replied, “I just got started but I am already mesmerized by what James wrote in his journal.  I’m sure I‘ll stay up and read a while longer.”  When Charles finished the snack, he thanked them again.  They said goodnight as he headed up to his room with his things.  He got ready for bed and closed the door.  He put on his glasses, sat up in bed and read for about an hour.

The window was open and Charles could tell it was beginning to cool off outside.  He saw the moon through the sheers that blew in the intermittent breeze.  He got out of bed, crossed over to the window and looked out over the backyard.  He saw a figure carrying a flashlight walking back to the office.  He wished he were walking back to the office too.  As he watched the figure disappear into the office, Charles thought back over his birthday.  He could still feel the excitement from earlier when Carson revealed family secrets to him.  He looked around the backyard in the moonlight.  Charles went over to his nightstand and turned off the table lamp.  He went back over to the window and looked at the night sky.  After a few minutes, the office door opened.  He thought he saw something, a vibrant blue color fly out of the door and into the woods that were behind the house.  He rubbed his eyes.  The thought crossed his mind that he must be more tired than he thought.  Charles crawled back in bed and pulled the soft quilt up to his chin.
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Dolores walked into the kitchen carrying two sacks of groceries.  She set them on the counter and left the door open as she went back for the remaining sack in her car.

Upon entering the kitchen, she noticed a bouquet of iris on the kitchen table and a manila envelope.  Her shoulders slumped and she sighed as she kicked the door closed behind her.  She set the sack with the others and began putting the groceries away.  Dolores passed the table several times before she finally stopped and picked up the large envelope.  She sat down at the table and opened it.  She turned it upside down letting the letter and plane tickets fall onto the table.  She put her elbows on the table and rubbed her temples.  Dolores felt a migraine coming on.  She briefly closed her eyes then stood up and went to get aspirin.  When she came back into the kitchen, she stared at the plane tickets on the table and thought: I wonder if he’s going this time, or is he going to just send me away again?  She poured a glass of water and took a sip along with the aspirin.

She sat down at the table and began reflecting on her life.  Her family had always been a tight knit bunch.  Growing up she enjoyed many privileges, one of which was having a stay-at-home mom.  An image of her mom came to mind.  Dolores missed her.  She was an amazing woman and a loving mother.  She had been sick for about a year before she passed away.  It was still hard for Dolores to remember she couldn’t just pick up the phone and dial her mother’s number every time she thought of something she needed to say.  Now she had another way to communicate with her mother.  Her mom promised, while sick, that if Dolores ever needed her, to just whisper what she wanted her to know as if she was whispering in her ear, and she would be heard.  Dolores had done that several times when she was alone and it always seemed comforting.  Her dad was a well-known and liked senator from the great state of New York.  Her parents had been involved in politics all her life.  She learned from the best how to run a winning campaign.

It wasn’t a shock to Dolores’ parents when she was awarded a scholarship to a prestigious university.  She accepted the scholarship and chose political science as her major.  Her parents were very proud of her.  While away at college, she made many new friends.  One of the first things she did was to join a sorority.  That took up a lot of her time but it was very rewarding.  She was able to successfully juggle life in the sorority, along with being involved in a young political group and her academics.

While working a campaign for the local congressman, Dolores crossed paths with Joseph Grey.  Everything was pandemonium that day.  It was getting close to the election date and people were scurrying everywhere.  She and Joseph had both crossed the room and reached for the same items twice that day.

The second time he grabbed her hand and said, “No, you don’t.  This one is mine.”  She looked up at him as he said, “If I didn’t know better, I would think you were trying to get my attention.”  She pulled her hand back.  In hindsight now, she wished she had just walked away.

Back then his arrogant attitude made her blush, which gave him a chance to continue the conversation.  “Well, well.  I was right then.  How about we get together when we finish here and I take you for a soda?”  She hesitantly nodded and went about her business.

He stood and watched her for a brief second as she walked away before he grabbed the stapler he was after and went back to work.

Her friend, Sally saw the whole thing.  Sally whistled and shook her head as she walked over to her friend.  “Dolores, do you know what you’re doing?  That guy is a pompous jerk!  All the guys were talking about him yesterday...” Dolores avoided eye contact with her.  Sally frowned.  “Didn’t you hear me?  He’s a jerk...  Oh, come on.  You’re going out with him aren’t you?”  Sally turned around and looked across the room.  “Oh great, he’s looking this way.”  Sally whispered in her ear, “Dolores, I sure hope you know what you’re doing.  Not only is he a real jerk but he’s a year older as well!”

She shook her head as she walked away mumbling, “What would your parents think...”

Dolores’ random thoughts made her wonder what had happened to her good friend, Sally.  She thought: I ought to look her up and tell her she was right.  That thought momentarily brought a frown to Dolores’ face.  If I’d only listened to good advice.
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The next morning Charles awoke to the sun coming into his room.  He got up and proceeded to get ready.  He could smell the honeysuckle on the warm morning breeze.  He heard Bev in the garden singing.  Charles looked out the window.  He called her name and she looked up at him.  He couldn’t see her face under the large brim of her gardener’s hat.

She waved at him and said, “Good morning.  Come join me.”

He made his bed by pulling the sheets up under the pillows and quickly spreading the quilt across it.  He grabbed the journal and glasses from the nightstand and went downstairs to the kitchen.  He set the journal and glasses down on the table before he went out the open back door, letting the screen door slam shut behind him.

Bev stood up.  “Good morning, Charles.  Did you sleep okay?”

“Yes, I did.  Thank you.  I stayed up and read for a while.  I couldn’t put the journal down.”

She smiled and bent down working in the garden picking strawberries.  Charles bent down to help.  Charles admired her hard work with plants.  She had the greenest thumb around.

After several minutes, Bev said, “Would you please take the basket into the kitchen and set it on the counter for me?”

“Sure.”

“Help yourself to the French toast I kept warm in the oven and the fresh strawberries on the table.  Paw Paw is in the office waiting for you.”

Charles picked up the basket and took it inside.  After breakfast, he took the journal and glasses to the office.  He stood outside the door and knocked.  He heard Carson say, “Please, come in.”  Charles walked in and stood inside the doorway, waiting for Carson to tell him what he should do.

Carson looked up.  “Charles!  I’ve been waiting for you.  Did you sleep well?”

“Yes.”

“Do you want to keep reading?”  Charles responded that he did and went to sit down.

“Do you have any questions so far?”

“I don’t have any question yet.  I’m enjoying reading.”  Charles looked around the room and noticed the birdcage door was closed.  He opened the journal, put on his glasses and resumed reading where he left off.

About an hour later, Carson picked up a letter that was on top of his desk.  He opened it with a letter opener and asked Charles, “Would you like to take a break and see what came in the mail?”

“This is a good place to stop reading.”  Charles closed the journal and placed it along with his glasses on the table.  He walked over and stood by Carson.

Carson took the letter out of the envelope and unfolded it.  “This letter is from the Sojourners’ Council.”

“I’ve read about the Sojourners’ Council.  I just passed that part in the journal...”

“You can’t be considered a Sojourner until you have their approval.  They are concerned about your age.  At this time, a Sojourner doesn’t begin until they are eighteen.”

Charles frowned and said, “Eighteen.  I thought you said you started when you were sixteen.”

“I did but young people today have a hard time keeping a secret...  I guess the Council had some close calls.  I made a special request because of my age.”

“What do you mean?”

“I’m not getting any younger and time seems to be going very fast.  That’s all.  They will either say yes or no.”

“Nothing is going to happen to you.”

“Maybe so but the rules are the rules.  We will need permission to continue any further.  Now let’s see what they have to say.”  Carson laughed.  “One very important word, ‘approved’!  We’re in business.”  He reached over and ruffled Charles’ hair.  “Okay, now that we know for sure that we can get started, full speed ahead.”

Charles looked at the official letter.  It had a tracking number and several Sojourner numbers at the top.  Carson glanced over at his grandson.  He stood up and pointed out several things about the letter.  He started with the numbers at the top.  “These numbers represent the Sojourner’s mailbox.  This set of numbers and letters correspond to an address where the letter or package should arrive.  The next set of numbers are our Sojourner Identification Numbers for all three of us.”

“I have an Identification Number already?”

“Here it is under my number and Nana’s.”  Charles smiled.  “You should receive the rest of your paperwork very soon.”  Charles handed the letter back.

Charles was determined to finish reading the journal so he could begin his adventures.  He went to sit down.  He put on the glasses and began reading.  Time passed very quickly.  After a few hours, Charles saved his spot in the journal with his bookmark, stood up and stretched.

Carson turned around in his chair and asked, “Taking a break?”

“Only for a minute.  The journal is hard to put down.  I can’t believe I am almost finished reading it.”  He walked over to the wall of books and asked, “Are all of the books on the shelves journals?”

“Yes.  Our family history is all there beginning with Wendell Scott.  He was a wealthy industrial business owner, as well as a famous numismatist and a philatelist.”

“Go on please.”

“Collecting became his favorite topic of discussion with those in his social circle.  The night Wendell’s daughter married, at the reception, he began talking to the groom’s father, Stewart Hollingsworth.  Stewart mentioned he had a rare stamp that he wanted Wendell to look at.  They agreed on a time to meet again.  When the appointed time came, Stewart brought the stamp out of his hidden vault.  It was in a special casing designed just for it.  He gave Wendell a pair of specially made wire rimmed glasses to look at it.  Wendell indignantly said, ‘I don’t need glasses.  I have perfect vision.’

“Stewart insisted he put them on.  Wendell protested but eventually did and nearly jumped out of his skin when he looked at the animal on the stamp.  It appeared to have leapt out of the stamp right at him!  Stewart calmed him down with a glass of brandy.  Then Stewart calmly explained that he had obtained a special stamp that only certain people could see what Wendell had just observed.  He told Wendell about a secret society he was involved with and asked him if he’d be interested in joining them for a meeting.  Wendell thought the man had lost his mind.  He hurriedly gathered his things and politely but hastily left Stewart’s house.”

Charles asked, “If he left then how did we become Sojourners?”

“Well, months passed before Wendell and Stewart met up again.  The next time they met was by chance at a social gathering.  Wendell once again found himself in a conversation with Stewart and his colleagues.  When the colleagues left, Stewart asked him in private if he’d considered his invitation to attend the secret society’s meeting.  Wendell was annoyed but politely declined and went on his way.

“It wasn’t until Stewart and a long-time friend of Wendell’s came to him together, that the two of them were able to convince Wendell that he should attend a meeting.  His friend clenched Wendell’s curiosity by naming names of those who had already attended and had become members.  Wendell then decided to go and find out more information.  When he attended the meeting, they presented their methodology to him and made a sensible case as to why he should become a member.”

“After hearing what they had to say, he decided to join their group?”

Carson nodded and said, “Yes.  He did.”  He pointed to the large sculpture across the room.  Charles nodded.  Carson looked toward the journals.  “That’s the short version of how it all started.  The journals are the documentation of everything that has happened since.  Some are more exciting than others.  You are welcome to read any, or all of them.”

Charles nodded.  “I will.”  He still had questions but decided to go back to his chair and continue reading.  He was as excited as ever to finish reading and begin Sojourning.

As Charles began to grow tired of reading, his eyelids fluttered for a second.  He began to find himself drifting off into the faint mechanical sounds of the cuckoo clock as it kept time.  He was very tired and found himself in a trance-like state that felt very foreign.  He could see through his blurred vision that Carson was standing in front of him trying to get him to snap out of it, but he wasn’t sure how exactly to respond.  Charles could tell that Carson was talking to someone who had a distinct and unfamiliar voice but he couldn’t tell whom it was.  Carson took off Charles’ Sojourner glasses.  Then he took a tiny brass bell from his pocket and held it up in front of Charles and rang it, snapping Charles instantaneously out of his trance.  Charles blinked his eyes a couple of times as he came to.

Charles, still woozy, asked, “What caused that?  I was reading and then all of the sudden I was...”

Carson was concerned as he stared at Charles.  “Charles, the clock on the wall is a Sojourner clock.  It can do that to a Sojourner.  It’s harmless but can be annoying.  I store this bell nearby to keep from being susceptible to it.”  Charles rubbed his eyes.

Carson continued, “I think you are finished reading for now.  If you want to read later, that would be fine.”  He looked at the clock.  “It’s lunch time anyway.  How about if we have lunch with Nana?”  Charles agreed.  Carson straightened his desk and put things away before they left the office.  Charles noticed out of the corner of his eye that Carson inconspicuously opened the door to the birdcage as he walked by.

As they walked to the house, Charles said, “When all that happened back there, I thought I heard a voice...”

“You did.”  He opened the back door to the kitchen and Charles entered the room.

Bev looked up from what she was doing.  “I suspected you might work right through lunch.”

They washed their hands then went to the refrigerator and started to help get things out for lunch.

She asked Charles, “Are you learning a lot?”

“I am.  I can’t wait until I can actually become a Sojourner.”  They sat down to eat.

Bev said, “It won’t be long and you will.”

Charles told her all about what he’d learned from reading the journal as they ate lunch.  When Charles told her about the incident with the clock, Bev became very quiet.  After they finished their sandwiches, Charles saw the quick glance Bev gave Carson.

Carson stood up, kissed her on the cheek and said, “Charles and I are going back to the office to work some more.”

“Okay, sounds like a good plan to me.  I can’t wait to hear all about it later.”

As they walked back to the office, Carson said, “Maybe you should take a break from the journal and I can show you some other interesting things.”

Charles reluctantly agreed, “Okay, but I’m really close to finishing the journal.”

Carson went to his desk and got his glasses.  He then very slyly closed the birdcage door as he walked over to where Charles had set the journal down.  He picked it up and turned ahead of where Charles had his bookmark.  He put on his glasses and began reading about James’ first coin that he had bid for at auction.

James wrote in his journal: “My father and I extensively researched this coin’s history.  We just recently completed the riddle book prior to the auction.  We were confident that our answer was correct.  The answer to the riddle itself was very obscure and we were hoping that no one else had made the same discovery.  We knew that if several other Sojourners had the same answer, we ran the risk of a bidding war.

“Once my father and I arrived at the auction, we were informed that three of us who had submitted riddle pages had been correct.  My father kept a positive attitude, calming my nerves as we waited.  Finally our coin was up for bidding.  I was very nervous about the odds as I looked around the room.  I wondered whom we would be bidding against.  When it became apparent that someone else in the room was aggressively bidding on the coin, we set our limit as to how high of a bid we would place in order to obtain it.  It became apparent that the other bidder would go to any length to purchase that particular coin.  We finally decided to drop out of the duel that had become too costly for our means.  We left that day with a headache and empty handed.  As we walked back to our Passageway, exploring the Hub as we went, we had a discussion about the auction.  We wondered why someone would bid so high on this particular coin, and questioned if he had knowledge of the coin’s history unavailable to others.

“We decided to discover more about the man.  Looking through the archives, we traced the coin to a quaint little peddler’s shop in Austria.  My father and I traveled to the shop and waited at a bistro across the street to observe the man who had purchased the coin out from under us.  We decided that we’d try to interview the owner of the shop after the man left to see if we could gather more information about the coin and its new owner.  We figured if we did our homework, we may be able to keep an eye out for an opportunity at a later date to purchase the coin.”

Charles put on his glasses.  He was standing close enough to be able to read along with his grandfather.  When Carson stopped, Charles read ahead on his own.  “So Fredrick Von Hazen purchased the coin for his private collection?  Did you ever discover if he knew about the other coin’s existence?  Did you buy my coin from Fredrick’s family estate?  Was the coin you gave me for my birthday the same coin James was bidding on?”

Carson grinned and nodded his head.  “Yes, to all of your questions.  Fredrick’s granddaughter’s last name is now Keller.”  Charles was beginning to understand.

Carson took off his glasses and folded them before placing them in his shirt pocket.  He then went to get the key to the vault.  He walked over, opened it and disappeared inside.  Charles walked over and watched through the vault doorway as Carson withdrew the key to a particular drawer.  He looked over at Charles and said, “I want to show you something.”

Carson went over to the table inside the vault.  Previously used candles and matches were on it.  Carson relit them.  Charles put his glasses on top of his head, went in and stood alongside him.  Carson turned to the drawers and unlocked the one that held Charles’ birthday coins.  He withdrew the coins Charles received for his birthday.  He put on a pair of white gloves that were inside the drawer.  Then he carefully took the coins out of their protective covers and placed them one on top of the other.  He continuously turned them, pausing at different symbols on the coin.  Nothing seemed to be happening.  It seemed to Charles as if Carson was entering symbols into a combination lock.  When Carson was finished, he held the coins out from his body.  The coins projected a multitude of different symbols all around the vault.

Charles walked around and looked at them.  One in particular was interesting.  He lowered himself down on his hands and knees to get a closer look.  “What are these?”

Carson was trying to hold still while Charles looked at the images.  “I’m not sure what the symbols represent.  I’m guessing each symbol has something to do with the spell Leiandros cast on the coins.  Yesterday I began rereading Jules’ novel.  As I was reading, I came upon an interesting verse in one of the chapters about the coins being placed together to create meaningful light.  So I thought I’d investigate.  When I was out here last night, I tried out my theory and this is what I discovered.  It seems like it might be a code of some sort.”

Charles stood up.  “Wow, that’s interesting all right.  It may become an unsolvable mystery given the coins’ history.”

Carson thought about the comment for a moment.  “It’s a possibility but I like a good challenge.”

Charles agreed that he did too.  He pointed to the symbols on the coin and asked, “So where could we research these?”

“I may know of the perfect place to start.”

“Where would that be?”

“The Hub Library.”

Charles pointed in the direction of the sculpture.  “Through that thing?”

“Yes, through the Passageway.”

Charles gave that more thought.  “I’m trying to imagine what that is going to be like.”

“Soon you will find out.”

Carson returned the coins to their protective covers and replaced them into the drawer.  He closed and locked the drawer.  Charles extinguished the candles.  He turned and followed Carson, as his grandfather returned the keys to the drawer.  Charles closed the vault door.  Carson let Charles spin the wheel on the vault.  Then he walked over to his desk and replaced the vault key back in its secret hiding place.

Once he did that, he turned to Charles and said, “I am going to send a letter that I have written by Hub mail.”  He selected the letter from a stack of papers on his desk.  He carefully folded the letter and placed it in the nearby envelope.  Then he pulled a seal from the middle desk drawer.  He showed it to Charles.    “This is what our family seal looks like.”  Carson took a candle out of his desk.  He lit it to melt the deep crimson wax and sealed the envelope.  He set it on the edge of the desk.  “Ready to go.”

Carson continued, “A time long ago, when the Hub was a lot safer than it is today, a Sojourner in our family used a bird to convey her mail through the Hub.”

“Like a carrier pigeon?”

Carson laughed under his breath.  “Something similar to that.”

“Sounds like a fun way to deliver mail.”

Charles noted the voice that he had previously heard while in his trance say, “It was.”

Charles startled by the voice asked, “Who said that?  I’ve heard that voice before.”

Carson answered, “Airabelle.”

“Airabelle who?”

Carson pointed to the bird in the golden birdcage.

“Huh?  I don’t understand.”

“This is Airabelle.”

Charles looked closer at the perched bird.  “Is she real?”

“Of course.  She’s what we call a bluebird of good fortune.”

“I believe I saw her fly the other night.  I think she lit up in the night as she flew from the office.”

“You did.”

“I thought I was dreaming.”

“No, it was Airabelle...”

Charles looked her over.  She was like no other bird Charles had ever seen.  Airabelle was about the size of a parakeet.  Her feathers were a brilliant blue accented with slightly darker blue tips. The plume of feathers on top of her head was a lighter blue.  Her beak was navy blue.  Her eyes were a striking gold.  She wore a mask of navy feathers around her blue eyes.  Her legs were navy blue.  Charles asked, “Does she talk much?”

Carson couldn’t help but chuckle.  “All the time, nonstop!  Sometimes regrettably too much.”

Airabelle kept as still as a statue.

Charles asked, “How do you get her to talk?”

“Well, you just talk to her.  Like this...” He leaned in closer to the cage. “Airabelle?”

The bird playfully corrected him, “Airabelle Darling.”

Carson decided to play along.  “Oh, so is that the way you want it today?”

“Yes, yes it is.”

“Okay then, Airabelle Darling it is.”

Charles stared at her and asked, “Did you sprinkle pixie dust on her?”

Not amused Airabelle said, “That’s a whole different story...”

Charles said to her, “I can’t believe you converse.  How do you do that?”

“Do what?”

“Have an actual conversation.”

She was confused.  “What do you want me to say?”

He tilted his head to the side.  “Why didn’t you talk before?”

She briefly fluttered her wings and when she did her whole body illuminated blue.  “You never asked.”

“She’s exquisite.”

“She is exquisite,” Carson agreed.

Airabelle said, “I’ll remember that.”  They ignored her remark.

Charles asked, “Do all Sojourners have birds?”

“No, she’s the only one able to fly in the Hub.  No other animals or birds are allowed.”

Charles was intrigued with her.  He looked over every detail of her very carefully.

“Is she the only one of her kind?  I’ve never seen anything like her before.”

Carson thought about that.  “I don’t know.  Vivion was the one who found her.”

“Where did she find her?”

“She discovered Airabelle in England.”  Carson went over to the journals and pulled Airabelle’s story.  They put on their glasses.  He opened it to a page with a holographic image of Airabelle.

She cocked her head to one side admiring her image and said, “I looked so much younger.”

Carson laughed.  “You never change, Airabelle...”

He handed the journal to Charles.  Charles sat down and read about when Vivion found Airabelle.  “So Vivion noticed her in a tailor’s shop.  She admired Airabelle and made an offer, a year’s worth of wages to purchase her.”

Carson said, “The best deal she ever made.”

Airabelle responded, “I’ll remember that too.”

“Most of the time she is delightful company.”

“Did you say most of the time?” Airabelle asked.

Charles leaned over and whispered in Carson’s ear, “May I open the door and free her?”

“Yes, you may.  She’d like you to be the one to open the door.”  Charles went over to the cage and opened the door.

Airabelle said, “What a gentleman.  Thank you, Charles.”

“You’re welcome.”

She flew from the cage and around the room.  Finally she landed on the cuckoo clock.  The light was dim enough where she was perched to see light radiate from her feathers.  Charles looked at her and thought how beautiful she was lit up.

He then turned his attention back to Carson, who said, “Airabelle has said she can’t remember anything prior to the tailor.”

Charles turned to Airabelle and asked her, “When you were in the tailor’s shop, what happened?”

“I’m not really sure.  I was kind of in and out of sleep.  I could sense what was going on around me.  Until Vivion told me about my past, everything before was a dream-like impression.”

The cuckoo chimed.  Charles didn’t even notice it any more.  He was focused on Airabelle.

He made a comment, “It was miraculous that Vivion could sense your presence and then ended up acquiring you as a companion.”

Airabelle made an observation, “Who uses that word, miraculous?”

Carson replied, “Charles is an avid reader.  He has a very large vocabulary.”

Charles asked, “If Vivion could sense her, why couldn’t I?  How come I...”

Airabelle finished his thought for him, “Why didn’t you know I was real?”

“Exactly.”

“You did.  Remember you were at the window the other night and you saw me take flight.”

“Yes, but I thought I was dreaming.”

“You probably didn’t look too closely at me at first because you were so overwhelmed with everything else.  Why would you give me a second thought?  However, you did notice Carson open the cage door.  You haven’t learned to trust your instincts yet.  It will come in time.”

“How did you know that I was watching Paw Paw?”

Airabelle ignored his question and replied, “You eventually will come to trust your instincts.  When you do, you will be surprised at what you will learn.  In the world of Sojourning, things aren’t always what they seem to the human eye.”

Charles thought about her reply.  “Things are definitely different.”

Airabelle stated, “It feels good to be free.”  She flew around the room for a while.

Carson said to Charles, “She’s the fastest bird I have ever seen.”

Charles observed, “She doesn’t have any food or water in her cage.”

“That’s because she doesn’t eat or drink.”

“How is that possible?”

“She just doesn’t.  As far as we know, she will live indefinitely.”

“Was Airabelle who Nana asked if I had met?”

“Yes.”

Charles watched her until Carson asked, “I notice that you’re almost finished with James’ first journal.  Would you like to read something from a more experienced journalist when you are finished?”  Charles said he would.  Carson walked over to the journals and pulled a couple from the shelves.  “Start with this one.  I think you will find the entries exciting.  From this book, you will learn what Sojourning is like from an experienced Sojourner’s perspective.  His other journals are just plain interesting to read.  I will put these on the shelf together and whenever you want to read them, you can.  It is a lot of information.  I’m sure you will have a lot of questions as you are reading them.  My guess is that they will keep you busy for quite some time.”

“Do I have to finish all of them before I start Sojourning?”

“No.  As soon as you finish reading James’ journal, we can begin at any time.  We will go over a few basic items first.  You’ll be under my supervision until you’ve completely read the rules manual.”  Carson walked over to pick up a clipboard with paper and a pencil.  He handed it to Charles and said, “You can use this to make notes and write down any questions you might have.”

Charles thanked him and said, “I should get back to reading.  I’m anxious to finish reading the journal so we can get started.  As soon as I have a chance though, I’ll read those from cover to cover.”

“He’s not only an avid reader but a good student as well.”  Airabelle made the observation.  When she said that, it startled Charles who had momentarily forgotten about her presence.

Charles asked Airabelle, “Did you travel with Vivion when she went to the Hub?”

Airabelle looked at Carson as he said, “Go ahead, Airabelle.  It’s okay to talk about your experiences.”

“Yes, we were inseparable.”  She sighed.  “All of our travels are in the journal except the last one.”

Charles asked, “Why leave out the last one?”

“She died.  It never was documented.”

“Oh, I’m sorry, Airabelle.”

“I never wanted to travel to the Hub much after that.”

“I can understand.”

“As time went on, Vivion and I noticed the Hub becoming more and more traveled.  It became more of a risk for me to travel around in the Hub.  I am documented but it never seemed as safe without her.  There was an incident when another Sojourner tried to snatch me.”

Carson changed the subject and said, “Airabelle has been approved to travel to the Hub.  I have her papers in the vault.  The Council wouldn’t do it for any other, she’s the one and only. The Sojourners’ Council grandfathered her in because we could prove she was documented in other Sojourners’ journals.”

“How did you prove that?”

“Vivion worked with the prime minister.”

“Oh, he’s like the president of the Hub right?”

“Yes, something similar to that.  The Hub is a little different than a country.”

Charles nodded.

Carson continued, “So, because of that she could be approved and documented.  The only reason she doesn’t go now is because the Sojourners’ Council has said it cannot guarantee her protection if she were to be caught and taken by another Sojourner.”

Charles said, “Oh.  I can understand why you don’t want to go.

“I’m going to continue reading James’ journal and try to get through it.”

“Okay, if you have any questions let me know.”

Charles walked to the chair and sat down.  He adjusted his glasses and began reading.  Carson put his glasses away and began working at his desk.  Airabelle flew over and sat on the lectern as he worked.  Charles could hear they were having a conversation but he couldn’t understand what they were saying.

Some time went by before Bev knocked on the office door.  Charles looked up from the journal he was reading.  She opened the door and came into the office holding a picnic basket.  Carson stood up from the desk and walked over.  He took the basket and thanked her before he kissed her cheek.  Charles put his glasses on top of his head and marked his place in the journal.  He set the journal down, along with the glasses.

“Margaret is up at the house.  She called earlier and asked if I wanted to play cards.  I thought it would be fun to see if a few of our friends wanted to play with us.  Margaret informed me that Linda and Eileen had mentioned they wanted to play sometime.  We called and asked if they wanted to come over.  They said they were available to play Bridge and are on their way.”

Carson replied, “Okay, have fun.  Be sure to pick Eileen as your partner.”

Bev smiled at that remark because it was an inside joke between the two of them.

She asked Charles, “Would you like to tend to the bees with me in the morning?”

Charles loved watching Bev work with the bees on the farm.  Growing up in a small town, Charles had heard many stories that she was a bee charmer.  It always fascinated him to watch her when she collected the honey.

“Yes!” Charles said, almost too eagerly.

Carson and Bev looked at each other.  She smiled, looked back at Charles and said, “Okay, I’m glad you want to accompany me in the morning.  Enjoy your dinner.”

“Thank you, honey,” Carson said.  She made her way to the door and left.  Carson was already digging in the basket.  “What do we have here...?”

Charles walked over beside Carson, who had already started placing food on the plates.  Charles took the drinking glasses to the garage for ice.  When he returned, Carson was waiting for him sitting on one of the chairs.  Charles set the glasses down on the table.  Then he went to get his plate that was setting on the desk.  Carson poured their drinks and they ate dinner.  Airabelle flew over and perched on the back of Charles’ chair.

As Charles ate his meal, he thought about the Jones’ farm.  Carson Jones had the best, most efficient workers around.  They were all honest employees and enjoyed working for the Jones.  Several years ago another farmer that owned many acres of land on the other side of town had tried to hire them out from under Carson.  Walter just politely thanked him for his offer and turned him down.  Carson had informed him that: “It was a very competitive offer and do what your conscious thinks is best.”  Walter knew the workers were well taken care of on the Jones’ farm and wanted to stay.

Carson and Bev Jones were very generous to the people they employed.  They offered a share of the profits to anyone who worked on the farm, and allowed them to take the food needed for their families.  Everyone was expected to do their fair share of the work by planting and harvesting the crops, taking care of the livestock, tending to the bees and chickens.  A portion of what they harvested was to be taken and donated to the food shelter in town.  Walter, the overseeing manager, took the majority of the food produced by the farm to the local grocery store in town.  Occasionally he had his family run a roadside stand.

The story around town was that when the farmer came back around, he talked to Walter in private and made a substantial raise to his offer.  Walter kept it to himself; but it had gone around town that Farmer Watkins had made Walter an offer he couldn’t refuse.  Carson once again heard about it through the grapevine and encouraged him to do what was best for his family.  Walter reassured him that there was no place he would rather be, than working on the Jones’ farm.

He said, “If it is all right with you, Carson, I would just as soon stay right where I am until I can’t work any more, or I die, whichever comes first.”  They laughed, shook hands and that was the end of the matter.

Carson asked Charles what he was thinking about.  Charles told him about the story he’d heard in town earlier.  Carson replied, “Yes, it’s true.  Bev and I are glad Walter stayed.  He’s the best there is.  We’ve made sure Walter and his family are taken care of.”

“Were you worried he’d leave the farm?”

“The thought crossed my mind that he might leave but I was going to let him make the decision that was right for his family.”

Charles thought about that and said, “I can’t imagine the farm without Walter.”

“Me either.”  They finished the meal and talked about the issues around the farm for a while.

Carson said, “Your mom and dad agreed you can stay on over the summer and help out on the farm.  I believe that you’ll be a quick learner around here.  Someday it’s all going to be yours to take care of.”

“Did you say someday it’s all going to be mine?”

“Yes, someday.”

“Well, what about Mom and...?”

“They are all going to be taken care of, no need to worry...” Carson got up and walked to his desk.  As he walked away, he said, “...but all of this is yours.”

He sat down at his desk and turned to face Charles.  “I see you are just pages from finishing the journal.”

Charles looked at the book.  “I am very close.  I do have a couple of questions.”

“Okay, what are your questions?”

“When we travel in time, how do we blend in?  Do the other people see us?”

“Now would be as good a time as any to show you the clothes library.”

“What is a clothes library?” Charles asked.

Carson walked toward the door that was beside the vault.  Charles followed him.  Carson opened the door and all that Charles could see was a small coat closet.  It looked like every other coat closet.  It had a few trench coats, a sweater, a lightweight jacket and a shelf up above that had a few of Carson’s hats and accessories.  At the bottom of the closet were several pairs of shoes and a pair of rainproof boots.

“This is a clothes library?”  Charles asked.

Airabelle snickered.  Carson was also amused at Charles’ comment.  “No, not exactly.  This is not the clothes library.  What else do you see?  Look closer...”

Charles cocked his head to the side for a moment.  They just stood there looking into the closet.  Charles looked closely at the items in the closet.  He looked really hard for something that was out of place, but he just wasn’t seeing anything out of the ordinary.  He wondered what he was supposed to be looking for?  Then, he thought of it.  The answer popped into his head.  Why did it take so long for him to figure it out?  He dropped to his knees in the closet doorway.  There on the wall to the left, just above the baseboard of the closet floor was a switch.  He flipped the switch to the on position and a light in the closet turned on.  The back wall of the closet slid to the right side and revealed a lit staircase.

“Well, that was very cunning.  Most people would have grabbed the cord to the light to turn it on,” Carson said, pointing to the cord dangling from the ceiling.

“Good instincts,” Airabelle said.

“Indeed,” Carson said as he moved the coats toward the wall.  “Are you coming, Airabelle?”

“I am.”  She made it to the end of the steps before Carson and Charles, disappearing around the corner.  The basement smelled strongly of cedar.  Once they turned the corner, Charles could see the labeled closets with dates on them that lined the outer walls.  On the closet doors were old photographs of people dressed in the clothes from that time period.

“Oh, was this the reason Vivion was in a tailor’s shop?” Charles asked.

“Yes, it was one of the reasons she was there,” Airabelle said flying by them.  “She was very good at creating and taking care of the clothes library.  She lovingly organized this room.”

“It has been a gift for all who have followed her,” Carson said.

“Amazing,” Charles replied.  He walked around the outer walls of the room just opening the doors and peeking in to see what was inside each closet.  The interior of each cedar closet contained a wardrobe for each particular time period.  At the bottom of each closet were two neatly stacked shelves of shoes for men and women that were polished.  Charles closed a closet door.  He turned around to look at what else was available.  Just like a library the middle of the room contained shelving that was closed on the back.  The labeled shelves held hats and women’s purses.  The four shelves created a dressing room in the middle.  On one of the units of shelving was a red door.  When Charles opened the door, he saw a lighted room with mirrors.  The entire basement consisted of three rooms.  They all looked identical.  The rooms were so large that there was ample room to continue adding clothes for years to come.  Charles looked at Carson and said, “This is almost like a museum.”  Airabelle was flying around from room to room.

“In a way it is.  Bev insists it’s every woman’s dream come true,” Carson replied.

Airabelle heard his comment.  “I’d say so, considering one designed it.”

After Charles was finished looking around, they headed back to the office.  Carson got down on his knees to flip the switch in the closet.  Everything went back to the way it was.  He adjusted the coats and closed the door.

“It is time to head back to the farmhouse, Charles.”

Airabelle was already in her cage.  Charles gathered a couple of journals, and put the Sojourner glasses in his shirt pocket.  Carson walked over and latched the door to Airabelle’s cage.  He secured everything in the office.  Then he picked up the picnic basket as they walked out.  They said goodnight to Airabelle as Carson closed the door behind him.

It was twilight and they could hear birds chirping in the distance.  The crickets were also singing quite loudly.  It was a pleasant evening walk.  The lights were welcoming inside the house.  Carson opened the back door and walked into the kitchen with the picnic basket.  Bev and Margaret greeted them as they entered.

Charles hugged Bev then went to the library.  He set his things down on the coffee table.  Then, he went to join the others in the kitchen.  “Mmm, it smells good in here.”

Bev set dessert out on the countertop and said, “Help yourselves to dessert.  Everything you need is on the counter.”  Margaret filled the glasses for everyone and set them on the table.

Al appeared at the back door and knocked as he entered.  He greeted the ladies who were playing cards and placed his flashlight on the counter.

Bev took his jacket into another room.  “Grab a plate, and join us for dessert.”

After they ate dessert, the men decided to play a game of checkers.  Charles went to the library.

Bev came into the library.  “There is room for you to play, Charles.  Would you like to learn to play Bridge?”

“No, thank you.  I’d rather read.”

“Okay.”

Charles could hear bits and pieces of the conversation going on in the kitchen.  He curled up on the couch, put on his glasses and began reading.  He didn’t get far before he realized he had the wrong journal.  So he reached over and traded them out.  He opened the book and began reading again.  Colorful images sprang from the page.  It made reading so much more enjoyable.  At the end of James’ journal, Charles discovered James’ father was his mentor.  Charles thought about James’ experiences.  In some ways their experiences were alike and in some they were different.  James learned everything about being a Sojourner very similarly to the way Charles was learning.  It was interesting to Charles that James was thinking and feeling exactly as he was.  Charles quickly reread through the section of James’ journal where he first went through to the Hub.  He imagined what was happening to James.

James was sixteen when he began his adventures.  He was rather nervous about going through the Passageway when it was time.  He actually hesitated and almost didn’t go through to the other side.  He wrote that he tried to think of an excuse, any excuse not to go, but his dad had insisted.  James described his experience: once he went through the Passageway, he felt very strange.  The Passageway seemed like a long distorted, rounded tunnel.  He saw iridescent silver with flashes of colored overtones that extended through the corridor until finally he reached a large heavy door.  Once they went through the door, James realized they had reached their destination in the Hub.

Once James and his father had exited from the Passageway and carefully closed the door, they found themselves in a stall that had an ample balcony overlooking the Hub’s floor.  At the end of the balcony was an intricate beautifully detailed wrought iron half wall that had in the center of it the family’s seal in gold.  James went over to the edge of the balcony and looked up.  He had read the Hub always had a deep blue sky with clouds that looked like they belonged in a master painter’s sunset, and that the sun always shone during the day.  He confirmed that’s what it looked like.  Day and night the stars could be seen.  James had heard from his dad that the night sky looked similar to the aurora borealis on Earth with the exception that the stars were more prominent in the Hub at night.  The other dimension had two moons that could be visually seen in the night sky.  One was larger than the other.  The larger of the two moons was gray in color.  The other was a deep purple.

James could see from the balcony faint laser lights, creating what appeared to be markings of boundaries of some sort.  Then he gazed down and could see a flow of pedestrians on the Hub floor not far from where they stood.  The streets were lit with large, black, wrought iron street lamps.  The balcony was not on the bottom row but certainly not on the very top either.  James couldn’t tell from where he stood how high the wall extended upward.  Phil came to stand beside him and asked how he was feeling.  James admitted that he felt queasy.  His father took a cookie out of a pocket and had James eat it.  Once the younger man finished eating, within seconds he felt better.  James looked around the stall as Phil pointed out different things.

A flame from a large, black wrought iron light fixture lit the balcony.  An arched, black metal door covered the Passageway entrance.  In the center was the family seal in gold, identical to the one that was on the half wall.  Around the large arched door, painted in black was a flowing font of continuous words in a foreign language that James couldn’t read.  Next to the door was a lit up combination lock on the wall that James thought might be used to unlock the door.  The walls of the stall were textured in an off white cream color.  The area looked very old but was well maintained.  The ceiling had a dome that was illuminated blue by a hidden light source.  The floor was a beautiful, dark brown wood.  James inhaled through his nose and decided the air smelled pure like rain.

Phil motioned for James to follow him down a very long corridor with stalls that looked similar to theirs, until they reached a platform that had steps in the same black, wrought iron metal.  On the other side of the stairway was a continuous corridor of more stalls.  The wall beside them had a beautifully painted mural.  It was a landscape with creatures that didn’t look like anything James had ever seen before.  Phil commented, “The murals you will see in the Hub are paintings of the natural Hub before it was cleared.”

Phil began the walk down the steps to the Hub floor.  James followed.  Once he stepped out from under the covered entryway, James looked around at his surroundings.  He was amazed!  The whole entire length of the Hub, for as far as he could see, consisted of rows upon rows of nothing but balconies where Sojourners’ stalls were located.

The floor of the Hub was a cobblestone brick of a brownish-red color.  In the center of the large street was a track.  While they were standing on the Hub floor, a pod large enough for two people to stand in buzzed by them on the track.  It was followed shortly thereafter by a string of pods carrying people to different destinations around the Hub.  Across the walkway, on the other side, was an assortment of buildings of different heights that went on for miles.  At the end of the street was a huge marketplace of kiosks.  Beyond that were other streets that extended like a well-planned metropolis with: restaurants, businesses, government buildings, housing, etc.

James looked up and noticed some people were on flying disks.  He figured that the laser lights he saw from the balcony, which he couldn’t see from the ground floor of the Hub, must have been designating lanes for those travelers.

It looked like an endless sea of people at a masquerade ball wearing unique glasses.  As James stood there looking around, he noticed that he couldn’t read the signs that were flashing messages.  He saw Phil put a pair of Sojourner glasses on.  James did the same, and instantly he could decode the signs.

It was so crowded in the marketplace that James had to follow closely behind Phil to keep from being separated.  The kiosks were strategically placed throughout the market floor.  The people conducting their business were allowed to solicit to the people passing by.  This made it a little more challenging to get around the small crowds that would sometimes stop to see what was being offered at a popular kiosk.

It was the first sighting James had of the Passageway Authorities in the Hub.

Phil pointed them out.  “The people dressed in black over there are the Authorities.  They have several jobs: making sure everyone is safe and following the rules, crowd control, and making sure no one litters.  These are just a few of their jobs.  If a Sojourner breaks the rules, the fines and punishments are extraordinarily strict.  If they catch an ‘Unknown’ being unlawful, they go to the Sojourners’ Council for trial.”

Phil kept walking, making his way through the crowd to the other side of the marketplace.  He found a place to stop that was out of the way of the main flow of people.  They sat at a black iron table on the edge of another sector.  Phil pulled a map of the Hub from his pocket.  He showed James where they were on the map.  He told James, “This is where we will eat dinner.”  As they sat, James noticed the wonderful smells from the restaurants that were carried by the gentle breeze.

Charles looked over the map that was in the journal.  It seemed that the Hub was divided into sections referred to as sectors.  Charles went back to reading the journal.

James looked up at the sky.  Phil glanced up too.  “Pretty huh?”  James nodded.

Phil continued, “The daytime sky is a blue aura.  The twinkling lights you see in the sky are the multitude of stars in this universe.  There are clouds but it never rains here and it never gets completely dark.  The temperature here is approximately 75 degrees with a warm, gentle breeze day and night.  The most violent weather here is a cool gust of wind.  Where we are located in the Hub metropolis, the water is located in underground wells.  The outer limits have what is referred to as a sea.  I don’t know of anyone who has ever actually seen it.  There are renditions of it in the Hub paintings.”

The colors around the two men were so vivid and the details were very sharp when looking through their glasses.  James could hear a multitude of precise sounds around him that on Earth he wouldn’t have necessarily been able to hear.

Phil pointed out the maintenance people working on the buildings and the Hub floor.  They wore dark green outfits.  He also pointed out that they could see all of the different streets to the various sectors from where they sat.  James checked the map to see where the various streets led.

James noticed they were sitting at the beginning of the sector that had restaurants.  Their waitress came and gave them menus.  After looking over the menu, the men placed an order.

Then both Phil and James studied the map and planned where they would go to explore after they finished eating.  James looked over the sectors on the map.  He noticed several things about the guide.  “Why are there sectors that are color coded on here, and what is beyond this point on the map?”

Phil changed the subject.  “The sectors that are over here in this block are the ones we can explore today.”

James paused for a moment and pointed on the map.  “Okay, but what are these areas?”

Phil sighed and sat back in his chair.  He tried once again, “The sectors that we discussed will be plenty for us today.  Exploring these areas will give you a pretty good idea of what the Hub looks like.”

“Is the Hub larger than what is depicted on this map?”

“Much larger.”  The waitress came with their drinks.  Phil thanked her then took a sip.

James tried again.  “What’s out there?”

Phil observed the people walking on the sidewalk and answered, “The ‘Unknown’ sectors, James.”

James straightened up in his chair.  Then he leaned in and whispered, “You know, don’t you?”

Phil smiled and shook his head.

“Come on, tell me.”

Phil nodded.  “I do, and I’ll tell you about them later.  This isn’t the time or location to have that discussion.  Not many people have been to the places I’ve observed.  The places I’ve been are not sectors rational people would want to go either.  That is why various sectors are not shown on the map.”  He pointed to the designated area.  “Please trust me when I tell you it’s safer to remain in the sectors depicted on this particular map.”

Once the meal came, Phil put the map away and they ate.  They kept the conversation to small talk.  After they finished the meal, James said, “The food was phenomenal.”

“This is one of my favorite places to eat.”  Phil paid for the meals with an identification card and they left to explore the Hub.

James couldn’t cease thinking of the conversation they had had before their meal arrived.  He planned to resume the discussion when the time was right.

From the restaurant, they went to view the residential sector of the Hub.  Phil explained that only certain people were allowed to live in the Hub.  Individuals living in the sector had to be government officials or serve a specific function in the Hub to be able to maintain a residence.  Time was not an aging factor in the Hub.  The people living in the Hub did not seem to be affected by the normal aging process that people on Earth go through.  They merged back into the sea of people and walked along the street that went into the heart of the residential sector.

Once they arrived, Phil and James walked through a green grassy park that had unusual sculptures.  James noted the trails for walking to get to the residential area.  He also noticed lit fountains that had unusual flowers in beds around them.  The crowd became thinner through this area.  The park sector smelled strongly of fresh cut grass.  James noticed there were no trees in the park.  He asked, “Do they have trees?”

Phil said, “No, not planted trees, only grass.  You will see a potted tree from time to time in the Hub.”

They continued walking.  Eventually they came to the heart of the residential sector.  They stood at an intersection and Phil pointed out the details on the facades of the buildings.  The homes were drab in color.  The main colors were: beige, gray and light blue-green.  They were similar to row houses that all had a unique but complementary style to them.  They were all well maintained.  Every house had the same gray pointed roofline.  Each had a distinct ornate black wrought iron half wall on its balcony.  As they walked farther down the street, James noticed the houses became more elaborate.  At the end of the street was a circle drive with the most elegant mansion James had ever seen.  It was gated with the same black wrought iron that was found throughout the Hub.  In the middle of the circle drive was a large fountain that was unique and beautiful.  It had an eternal flame at the top and below that were tiers of flowing colored water.  The entire fountain was lit up.

Phil said, “This is the home of the prime minister.”  It looked like a French chateau and sat at a distance from the gate.  It had a lengthy driveway leading to the back of the residence.  The landscaped grounds were stunning.  “The backyard has an elaborate maze and fountains.”

James said, “This is more beautiful than any castle I have ever seen.”

Phil agreed with him.  They spent a moment longer before Phil urged James that they needed to move on.  There was more of the Hub to explore.  They walked back the way they had come until they reached an intersection that led to the business sector.  As they neared the area, it became more populated.  Once they arrived at the street corner in the middle of the business district, Phil pointed out that to the right was the way back to the main part of the Hub.

He said, “Since it is getting close to the time when the auction begins, I believe we should save the rest of the tour for later.”  James nodded in agreement.  They decided to turn right and head for the auction.  James noticed that every building along the way was occupied with a business.  There was a lot of hustle and bustle, with the flow of people trying to get where they were going.  He looked at the three story buildings that lined the street and the signs projected onto them.  A majority of the businesses had people going in and out.  Advertisements played on large screens up and down the street.  Some of them gathered crowds.

On the next block, James noticed a brushed gold building with many steps leading to a grand entrance with multiple doorways.  On the sidewalk in front of the building were spotlights that were lighting up the sky, beckoning people to see what was going on at the auction.  Across the front of the building was a huge designated area used for advertising.  A long line of people stood out front watching the screen, waiting for the doors to open.  They didn’t stand there long before the doors opened and the lines began slowly moving.  Greeters appeared in the doorways dressed in uniforms, checking the IDs of everyone trying to enter.  They directed the entering people to the various auctions of the day.  Once people passed the greeter, they entered the building into a large foyer.  Off of the foyer were doors along the walls that led to rooms.

Phil and James entered the room that held the auction in which they were interested.  A beautiful lady in a navy blue evening gown informed them that her name was Scarlett and she would be their hostess for the evening.  She had a red flower in her auburn hair.  She provided them with a program and asked if they wanted something to drink.  Phil ordered for them and provided his ID to pay.  She came back with the drinks and an itinerary that was personalized.  It informed them that they were one of three bidders to answer the riddle correctly.  They were allowed access to participate in the private auction for the coin they were interested in for their collection.  James was excited.  He and his dad had spent days researching the coin’s riddle.  Now they were finally at the auction and would very soon have the opportunity to bid on the coin.

Phil commented, “It must have been luck that we solved the riddle.  It was one of the harder ones.  I was worried that we may have missed something.  I’m glad to see we were correct.”  They hoped to take home the coin they had come for, only to be disappointed when another bidder outbid them.  They left the auction empty handed that night.

As they were leaving, Phil asked James if he still wanted to explore the Hub since they were already there in the business sector.  James replied in the affirmative, so they headed down the street from the auction.  Along the way, they discussed the whole experience and decided they would try to learn more about the gentleman who outbid them.  As they walked along, James took pictures of where they went and what they observed along the way.

**********
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Charles observed that James had a good eye for photography.  Their tour of the Hub had been well documented.  Charles was anxious to see if those places were still there when he visited the Hub.

**********
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After James and Phil had walked for blocks, the surroundings began to noticeably change.  Phil pointed out that it was getting late and time to return home.  James looked farther down the road and made an observation that the businesses from that point on were not as well taken care of.

Phil agreed and said, “It is even more obvious when there is more light.”

James’ instinct told him that now was not the time to go any farther down that road.

They turned around and headed back to where it was still crowded.  Phil pointed out that the Hub was always populated, and everything stayed open continuously.

James was beginning to get homesick.  It wasn’t that he didn’t like it in the Hub; it was just different and seemed far away from what he considered reality.

Even after walking away from where they had been, he still had a bad feeling that he couldn’t shake about the end of that particular street.  He decided he needed time to consider how he’d share those thoughts with his dad when they returned home.  By the time they arrived home and settled he’d figured out what had bothered him.  He decided, when the opportunity presented itself, to talk to his dad about it.

Later James shared his intuition about where they had stopped at the end of the business street.  Phil acknowledged that his intuition was correct.  He withdrew the Hub map from his pocket and showed James where they had been.  He said, “Not too much farther down from where we were, the area gets really rough.  Everything changes.  Once the business sector ends, the road is gated off.  It used to be just like the rest of the Hub before a conflict of sorts broke out and that was the result.  It’s where the ‘Unknowns’ come from.  Farther down in the heart of that area is where the criminal activity takes place.  The criminals are very elusive and they have been known to roam the Hub, often going undetected.  Then past that area is the border.  The lawless ‘Unknowns’ conduct their business in a place called the Stygian Market.  They have their own rules and have the means to be very secretive about their activity.  It’s an extremely dangerous place.  The Sojourners have Passageway Authorities that go into the area to patrol it but they do a lousy job.  No one wants that sector to manage.  When absolutely needed, the Authorities will cross the border but they fear what is in that sector.  They get in and out as quickly as possible.  They conduct most of their work using air and land drones.”

Phil perused the map and pointed out landmarks in other sectors: the Sojourners’ Council building, the government and their secret buildings, The Hub Library, The Sojourners’ Society buildings, The Journeymen’s Charter, the prison, etc.  He admitted to James that he hadn’t traveled to all of the places in the Hub; he didn’t want to either.  Phil told his son that there are specialty guides for hire; for example, the Journeymen that are specially trained to take individuals who needed to travel to those uncharted places.  He explained the Time Warp Tunnel’s grid—how to navigate all the corridors and how to exit it.  James felt better about going to the Hub after his dad had explained the sectors to him.

When James returned to the Hub for a second time, he commented in his journal he had changed his mind about the Hub and never felt homesick again.  He felt acclimated and began looking forward to the adventures that awaited him.  The more he traveled to the Hub, the more he felt at home.  James decided he was never quite ready to leave because it always seemed there was an adventure awaiting him.
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CHAPTER 4
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Charles stopped reading.  He removed the special glasses and put them in his shirt pocket.  He believed after rereading parts of James’ journal, he had received a better understanding of what being a Sojourner would be like.  His eyes were getting tired as he finished the book.  He thought: It would have been fun to travel with James.

Charles made a few notes and added questions for Carson.  He wrote and wrote until his hand was hurting.  Finally he put the pencil down and rubbed his wrist.  Charles stood up and stretched.

Carson entered the library and sat down across from his grandson.  Charles had seen that look before and knew Paw Paw was very satisfied with himself.  Charles knew the answer but asked anyway, “Who won?”

“I did,” Carson replied.  He picked up the newspaper and began riffling through it.  He paused.  “It was a close game though.”  Charles sat back down and smirked because he knew Carson was very competitive.

Al came in and plopped down in the chair beside Carson.  Carson asked Al which part of the newspaper he would like to read.  “Pass the sports section,” Al said without hesitation.  Carson located the sports section and handed it to his friend.  He glanced at Charles, and went back to reading.

“What have you been reading, Charles?  We didn’t hear a peep out of you the whole time you’ve been in here,” Al said.

“It must have been good whatever it was.  I noticed you made notes...” Carson said.  He lowered the paper and smiled at Charles.  “Al did you know Charles is an avid reader?”

“He got that from you, Carson.”

“And I, my friend, got it from my father, James.”  Carson put his paper back up so Charles couldn’t see his expression.

Was that right?  Was James Paw Paw’s father?  Charles hadn’t made that connection.  Charles smiled, stood up and made his way to the kitchen.

Bev was listening to Margaret discussing the news around the town.  Their friends had already left.  Bev and Eileen had won the Bridge game.  Bev was cleaning up the kitchen and changed the subject as soon as she saw Charles enter the doorway.  She let Margaret know that Charles was going to assist her with the beekeeping responsibilities in the morning.

Margaret said, “Charles, I’m sure you know this already but your Nana is the best bee charmer ever.”

Bev laughed at the comment and blushed.  “We should have plenty of honey from the bees tomorrow, Margaret.  Come by to visit tomorrow and take some with you for the family.”

Margaret agreed to come back, and said she’d like to help with the bees sometime. “At least, with extracting the honey from the honeycomb.  That and cheering you on is about all I’m good for.”  They laughed because it was a well-known fact that Margaret hated insects of any kind.

Charles thought back to the first time he had visited Margaret and Al on their five hundred acre farm.  They were hosting a Fourth of July picnic when Charles was five years old.  The couple only lived half a mile from the Jones’ farm so his family decided it was nice enough to walk to their house that afternoon.  The first thing Charles noticed, as they walked up to the front yard, was the freshly painted white picket fence.  Without thinking about it, he picked up a stick from the ground.  He ran with it along the fence until his mom caught up to him and scolded him.  She made him drop the branch on the ground.  He pouted, wishing he’d been allowed to keep that particular stick.  He tried to explain to his mom that the stick would make an excellent sword, but his mom didn’t appreciate how important that was to him.  Molly took hold of his hand and held it tightly until they made it around the fence, into the driveway.  She finally let loose of his hand during a conversation she was having with a friend.  Charles looked around.  He noticed all the people talking under the tall sturdy trees that provided shade on that hot day.  Beyond the people were rows and rows of tables in front of the house where the women had already begun placing food and drinks.

Molly’s friend Joyce, Margaret and Al’s daughter came over to talk with his mom.  She held her daughter’s hand as they talked.  Charles had never seen such a beautiful girl before.  He stared into her blue eyes as their moms talked.  He was mesmerized until his mom interrupted and said, “Charles, I want you to meet my friend, Joyce and her daughter, Caroline.”  Charles smiled at the girl.

Joyce made a comment about how handsome and grown up Charles was.  He half smiled and rolled his eyes making Caroline laugh.  Molly encouraged them to go play together.  Caroline was hesitant to go.  She squeezed her mom’s hand.  Joyce wiggled her hand free and said, “Caroline, why don’t you go play over there?”  She pointed to a nearby tree that was landscaped with rounded stones encircling it.

Caroline reluctantly left her mom’s side and they walked together over to the tree.  At first Charles walked on the stones, but that was too easy and he could tell Caroline’s attention was elsewhere.

Charles said, “I wonder if we can find any worms or bugs under the rocks?”

He bent down and began turning them over one by one.  Under each rock was something.  This time he found ants scurrying around.  “Look Caroline.  There must be fifty ants under here!”  Caroline looked.  He could tell she wasn’t impressed by his discovery, so he moved on to the next rock.  The next rock had a bug that didn’t like the rock being disturbed.  It ran into the pea gravel to get away from him.  It was too fast for him to catch and had escaped.  The next rock had the best find yet.  He wasn’t about to let it get away.  It wiggled and squirmed in the wet earth.  He reached to pick it up.  With dirty hands he held up the squirming worm so that Caroline could get a good look at it.  Caroline’s eyes got big as she stared at the wiggling worm in his hand.  Charles was relieved when she giggled.  Charles proudly commented, “Bird food.”

“Ewww,” Caroline said making a face.  She turned to the closest cement yard ornament,

“I wonder what is under here?”  She squatted down and turned over the smiling gnome.

Charles looked around and found a twig that he broke in two.  He went over and squatted next to Caroline.  She smiled at him as he held the stick out to her.  He could tell she was hesitant to take it from him because she was dressed in her frilly Fourth of July dress.  She didn’t want to get dirty but after thinking it over she decided to go ahead and take it anyway.  Charles started to dig.  She watched him for a moment before joining in.  They had a great time digging all over the flowerbed with their sticks making discoveries.  Joyce and Molly were so engrossed in their conversation that they were not watching the two children.

A friend of Margaret’s noticed what was going on across the yard.  She knew that Margaret was especially proud of her flowers and yard ornaments, but loved a good laugh.  She smiled and nudged Margaret in the side and pointed.

Margaret looked up from what she was doing but didn’t initially know what to make of the scene across the yard.  The two children were oblivious to the observers who were amused by them as they went from statue to statue turning each one over, squealing with delight as they discovered what was underneath.  Both children were covered in mud from head to toe.  Margaret blinked and squinted trying to figure out who the children were.  Then she saw Joyce and Molly talking together and it hit her who the children belonged to.  It was Charles and Caroline!  She laughed, ran into the house to get Bev and said, “Quick, grab your camera, Bev, and follow me!”

Bev excused herself from her conversation and fumbled through her things wondering what the fuss was all about.  She held the camera as she followed Margaret.  They made their way through the crowd and over to where the children were digging.  Bev’s mouth dropped open at the sight of Margaret’s flowerbed.  The two couldn’t stop laughing at the sight of two children.

Margaret squealed while patting Bev on the shoulder.  “Hurry up! Take a picture, Bevy, Joyce and Molly are coming!”  Bev got the children’s attention and took a picture of the two children proudly holding up worms and smiling.

At first, the two moms were angry with the children.  Joyce bent down and said, “Oh, Caroline, just look at you...” She was covered in mud and her dress was ruined.  No matter how Joyce tried, there was no way to brush it off.

Molly scowled Charles.  “What am I going to do with you?”

Margaret called out, “It’s fine, girls.  They had a good time, no harm done.”

Molly turned to her mom.  “Did you take a picture?”

Bevy bit her lip and nodded.  “It was so cute the two of them were so proud of their worms.”  Margaret and Bev laughed.

The two embarrassed moms looked around and saw that everyone had fun watching the children and were telling stories about what they had been doing.  Eventually they laughed too, about the best entertainment that day.

Bev walked up to Charles and took his hand.  She led him to Carson.  Carson saw them coming and smiled at the boy standing in front of him caked in mud.  “Atta boy, Charlie.  Did you find some worms?”  Carson ruffled his grandson’s dirty hair.  Charles told him what he and Caroline had been doing.  “Way to go!” Carson said.

Jack just shook his head.  “That’s my boy.  He’s all boy through and through.”

Al laughed and patted him on the back.  “I better go and see how Joyce is taking it.”  He walked over to Joyce who was standing on the front porch, just about ready to take Caroline inside to clean her up.  After finding out she was okay with Caroline being covered with mud, he walked back to the group.

Charles had been looking over at Margaret across the lawn.  A crowd had gathered around her as she was retelling the story to family and friends.  Margaret was talking about when Betty nudged her to get her attention and what her initial reaction was to Caroline digging in the mud with Charlie.  Charles noticed as she stood in the sun telling the story that her reddish-brown hair was as attention getting as her personality.  Her complexion was pale which made a striking contrast.  Her eyes were chocolate brown with long black eyelashes.

From that day on when Charles saw Margaret at a gathering, he noticed at some point she was always the center of attention, people were naturally drawn to the petite, slender lady with this huge personality.  One thing he knew for sure about her was that she liked to talk; she was always good at telling stories and loved to laugh.  He remembered Nana telling a story one time about Margaret as a cheerleader in high school.  He could definitely picture that.  That story about him and Caroline during the Fourth of July gathering became one of Margaret’s favorites to tell through the years.  How he and Caroline were covered in mud and had squirmy worms in their hands...  He’d heard it a hundred times.

Charles’ thoughts then turned to Margaret’s husband.  Al’s personality on the other hand was more reserved than his wife’s.  He was often quiet around people he didn’t know well, until they became close friends.  Al was tall with broad shoulders and a slender build from all the years of physical labor on the farm.  He had a masculine ruggedness about him.  Al’s large hands were calloused from the farm equipment and his skin was showing signs of aging from years of working in the sun.  His hair was dark brown in his youth, but was now mostly gray.  His eyes were green with lines around them that gave him character.  Unlike his wife, he loved all aspects of nature and occasionally would lovingly torture Margaret with his findings.

Margaret and Al were Beverly and Carson’s best friends.  They all hit it off from the moment they met years before.  They enjoyed each other’s company.  Nana liked to visit Margaret’s house.  However, Margaret always insisted that she enjoyed the old farmhouse more; so most of the time they came to the Jones’ farm.

Bev placed a bowl of fresh fruit on the kitchen table, along with granola and yogurt in bowls.  “Help yourselves, Charles and Margaret.”

He looked over at Bev, which brought him back to reality.  He picked up a spoon and did what teenage boys do best, he dug in.  She fixed a bowl for Carson and Al; then disappeared to the library.  She returned quickly.  Charles could barely hear the conversation of the two men in the library with the exception of a word here and there.  Margaret enjoyed the snack so much she had seconds.  Charles did too.  Margaret kept them laughing as she told jokes she had heard the other day while in town.

After a while, Al came through the door with Carson.  It was time for them to be going.  Bev placed his flashlight on the table and left to retrieve his jacket.  Everyone said goodnight on the back porch.  They watched as their two friends disappeared into the night.  As the couple walked, all you could see was the faint light coming from the flashlight.  Once Margaret and Al were out of sight, they went back into the house.  It was hot in the kitchen.  Bev left the door open so the breeze could come through.  The June bugs thumped on the screen as the other bugs flew around the light on the porch.  Carson sat down and visited for a time before Charles asked to be excused.

He walked to the library to collect his things then climbed the stairs to his room.  He put his things on the nightstand.  Charles went through the same evening routine except this time he whistled while he was getting ready for bed.  Bev knocked on the door and came into the room to tell him goodnight.  Just then the phone rang.

“Excuse me, Charles,” she said as she went downstairs to the kitchen.  It wasn’t long until she was back at his door.  She asked Charles to come to the phone.  “Sophie is missing you, Charles, and wants to hear your voice.”  Charles smiled and got out of bed.  He followed Nana to the phone.  On the other end was Sophie.  Her tiny voice was sweet.

“I miss you, Charlie.”

“I miss you too, Sophie,” Charles replied.  They talked for a couple of minutes.  Sophie wanted to hear what he had been doing.  Then, all of a sudden she was finished.

Cynthia got on the phone and told him goodnight.  She said, “Ask Nana and Paw Paw when it’s my turn to spend the night.”  Molly took the phone from her as she told Charles goodnight.  They talked for a minute catching up before she asked him to pass the phone to Nana.  He returned the phone to Bev.  She said goodnight again and he headed back for his room.

He wanted to read but decided he was very tired and needed his sleep more.  He turned out the light and dreamed about Sojourning.
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CHAPTER 5
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Dolores reached for the airline tickets on the table and glanced at the date.  She shook her head, remembering that their first date was a disaster.  She should have made him take her directly to the dorm but she didn’t.

When it was time for her to leave the campaign headquarters, Joseph dropped what he was working on.  His buddies shouted at him from across the room but he waved them off.  He turned and walked her out the door.  He told her to stay there under the overhang as he jogged to get his sports car.  Joseph stopped long enough to make sure his hair was just right in the rear view mirror, before driving around to where Dolores was standing.  He motioned for her to get in.  She bent over and looked at him through the window.  He reached over across the passenger seat to unlock the door for her.  She stood there and looked at him.  “I’m not supposed to get in the car with strangers.  I thought we’d just walk.  It’s a nice night and...”

He scowled.  “Just get in the car.  Enough of all this babbling.”  He impatiently motioned for her to get into the car.

She looked over at a group of volunteers who were interested in the situation.  She figured they saw her get in his car, so if anything happened...  She rationalized the situation to herself.  It’s no big deal.  We are just going to get a soda.

Joseph practically took off as soon as she shut the car door.  “Those lazy people, just standing around watching us.  Don’t they have anything better to do with their time?  What’s the matter with them anyway?”  Dolores sank down in her seat.  Without looking over at the speedometer, she could tell he was speeding.  He kept ranting about the people working on the campaign.  “If they don’t get busy, we are going to lose this election.”  He shook his head.  “I’m not a loser.  I was born to win.”

Dolores gave him a deer in the headlight look.  He stopped at a stop sign and she thought about getting out of the car.  They were still close enough to campus she could walk.  She reached for the door handle but was too late.  He zoomed on.  She put her hands in her lap.

He laughed and made an observation, “You look scared.  I thought I’d take you to the burger joint on Main Street.  Perfectly innocent.”  She gave him a nervous smile.  She knew where he was talking about.  She nodded her consent.

He must have sensed her uneasiness because he quit talking about the “lazy campaign workers”, who were her friends.  He began discussing the campaign and the duties he was in charge of supervising.

Once Joseph parked, he jumped out and waited for her on the sidewalk.  She continued to sit in the car.  After a moment, he understood the hint and opened her door for her.  “Oh, pardon me.  I didn’t realize you couldn’t open the door for yourself,” he sneered.

She looked at him and proudly said, “My daddy told me if a young man was smart enough to ask me out on a date, and if I decided to go with him, I should observe to see if he’s smart enough to figure out how to open a door for a lady.  That should be one of the tests to see if he’d get another date.”

Joseph grinned and sarcastically said, “Whew, I guess I passed that one.  I wonder what’s next?”  He opened the door to the restaurant for her and they sat in a booth.  He grabbed one of the menus and began looking through it.  He glanced at her looking around the restaurant.  “What, don’t tell me you’ve never been here before.”

She shrugged.  “No.  This is the first time I’ve been here.”

He was amused at that.  “Everyone hangs out here.”

“Not me.”

“You don’t like greasy food?  What did your mama tell you, it’s bad for you or something?”

She shook her head.  “No.  I don’t have a car, so I don’t come here.”

He leaned over the table and whispered, “What, you don’t have a car?  Are you really telling me, the Senator’s daughter doesn’t have a car?”  She gave him a look to show she was not amused.  He shrugged.

There was a long silence until the waitress came to take their order.  The young waitress had obviously taken his order before because she asked, “So how have things been going, Joe?  I haven’t seen you around here since when, last night?”

He grinned.  “Well, I’ve been busy.

“Jenny this is Dolores.  Dolores, Jenny.”

The girls smiled at each other.  Jenny’s smile wasn’t exactly sincere.

Joseph gave his order then looked at Dolores.  “Your turn, tell her what you want.”

Dolores shook her head.  “Nothing for me, thank you.”  Jenny glared at her.

Joseph sat up straight and said, “Jenny, bring her a cheeseburger, fries and a coke.  She’s never been here before.”  She smiled at him and walked off.

Joseph shook his head, “What do you mean, nothing for you?  Are you trying to embarrass me in front of Jenny, or what?”  Dolores frowned.  “Jenny is lavaliered, you know promised, to one of my frat brothers.  She’s just like one of the guys.  Try to behave around her.”  He laughed to himself.

Jenny brought their food and served him first.  This amused him.

He asked, “When do you get off work, Jen?”

She shrugged.  “Whenever the last customer leaves.”  She winked at him and walked off.

He ignored that and began eating.  With a mouth full of food he said, “Awww, you’ve got to take a bite.  Mmmm.  It’s so good.”

Dolores smiled.  A thought crossed her mind of Joe getting paddled by Jen with his frat paddle.  She began eating her food.  She had to admit the food was delicious.

She ate most of the meal before he stood up and dropped money on the table and said,  “Let’s beat it.”

By the time she blotted her mouth with the napkin and scooted to the end of the seat, Joseph was already to the door.  She stood up and walked by Jen, who watched her from behind the cash register.  Dolores was surprised when she saw Joseph standing there with the car door open, waiting for her.  She thanked him as she sat down on the car seat.  He saluted and closed the door.  When he got in, Joseph started the car up and revved the engine.

“You’re something else, you know that don’t you?”

Dolores looked out the window, wishing she were somewhere else.  He drove her back to campus.  He barely stopped at the stop signs.  She was grateful to be back in familiar surroundings as soon as she saw the dorms.

Joseph asked, “So where are you staying?”

“Thank you for the dinner.  You can just drop me off here and I’ll walk.”

“Oh, no you don’t.  I’m walking you to your door.”

She looked at him surprised by his sudden concern.  She gave him directions to her dorm.  He parked, came around and opened the car door for her.  He suddenly became a gentleman as he opened the door to the dorm for her.  “May I walk you to your room?”

She said he could.  The best conversation they’d had all night occurred on the way to her room.  When they arrived at her door, he thanked her for going out with him.  He asked, “May I take you out again?”

Dolores hesitated briefly before she decided she’d go out with him again.  “Okay.  Thank you for taking me out tonight.”

Joseph gave her a schoolboy grin.  “Night.”

“Night.”

He walked backward all the way down the hall.  She opened her door, walked halfway in and then peeked at him still walking backward.  He smiled, turned around and disappeared around the corner.  She and her roommate watched him from the window.  He saw them and waved.  Dolores waved back and the girls giggled.

Ruthie whispered, “Dolores, you went out with him?”  She nodded.  “Are you going out with him again?”  She nodded again.

He pulled out of his parking space and her roommate’s mouth dropped open. “Nice looking guy, sharp car.... Tell me more.”

Dolores shrugged. “Not much more to tell you yet.  We only went out once.”

Her roommate whistled. “Did he kiss you?”

Dolores blushed.  “No.”

“Right.”

Dolores shook her head.  “He didn’t.”

“Too bad for you.  I’d have kissed him.”

Dolores laughed at that comment now.  She picked up the plane tickets on the kitchen table.  She looked them over, then stood up and walked to the phone to dial her best friend’s phone number.  They caught up on the events in their lives before Dolores asked her, “How would you like to travel to Anchorage Pointe with me?”  There was a pause in the conversation.

“That little town where you and Joseph have a lake house?”

“That’s the one.”

“Okay, I’ll go.  When were you thinking we’d leave?”  Then suddenly Ruthie caught on.  “What are the dates on the tickets?”

Dolores sighed.  She loved her friend.  She was always there for her.  Dolores closed her eyes and prayed she was available to go.  She read the dates.

“That’s tomorrow.”

“Uh huh.”  There was a pause.

“Okay I’ll go.”  Ruthie laughed and said, “He’s such a pompous jerk...”

Dolores agreed.  They made arrangements for Dolores to pick her up before lunch the next day.

Before they hung up, Ruthie said her usual line, “Glad I didn’t kiss that toad.  He’s still a toad you know?”

Dolores rolled her eyes and nodded her head in agreement.  Teasingly she said, “I know, but remember you said you would have kissed him back in our college dorm room.”

Ruthie laughed.  “A woman has a right to change her mind.  It’s called momentary insanity.  See you tomorrow.”
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It was very early when Bev woke him from a deep sleep.  She was ready to extract the honey from the honeycombs.  Charles wiped the sleep from his eyes, sat up and stretched on the edge of the bed.  Bev, seeing that he was awake, left the room.  He went to the kitchen and found Bev waiting, ready to go.  The sun had just started to rise as they made their way to the bee shack.  It was a cool, crisp morning.  His legs felt like lead and Charles hoped he wasn’t slowing her down.  The walk to the quaint little shack took quite a while.

Carson didn’t like to call it a shack because it sounded as if it was an unmentionable building on his farm.  It was actually a nice, average sized outbuilding.  It had all the equipment needed, including a living quarters.  Usually the only people who stayed there overnight were new farm workers needing a place to live until they could find shelter of their own.

Bev and Charles walked, talking sometimes and silent at other times.  During the times of silence, he was thinking about beginning his adventure.  His mind wandered to Carson and Airabelle.  Finally after a long walk, they arrived at the shack and entered.

Bev went to the small refrigerator to get them a beverage.  They sat at the table and talked while they drank.  It tasted cold, wet and refreshing.  It was just what Charles needed to fully wake up.

Charles saw the cabinets were lined with golden jars of honey.  The shack was very tidy but upon her visits, Bev always found something to straighten up.  Walter arrived at the shack just like clockwork.  They took inventory of the honey jars and made note of where she wanted them delivered.

The sun was up, completely above the horizon now and the bees would be buzzing.  It was time to get to work.  The two men watched Bev as she worked her magic.  When she was finished, they made quick work of extracting the honey from the honeycombs.

Before Charles knew it, they were on their way back home.  It was a long walk back.  Talking about their experience with the bees that morning passed the time.  When the old farmhouse was in sight, their pace sped up.  They entered through the back door into the kitchen.  Once again they sat and had a drink.  Charles was parched.

Bev began to prepare breakfast.  Carson came in and helped set the table.  Then, everyone sat down to eat.  Carson said grace.

They shared their story of the morning events with him.  Charles had been stung on the cheek.  Carson looked at it and called it a badge of courage.  Charles agreed.  It didn’t bother him anymore since Bev had already doctored it.  It had been fun, just the two of them spending time together.

It was always interesting to watch Bev with her bees.  That was one of the chores she actually wholeheartedly enjoyed doing.  As many times as she had gathered the honeycomb, she had only been stung three times.  Bev said she hardly felt it when it happened.  Carson refused to go with her.  The thought of seeing his loving wife surrounded by bees disturbed him.  She used to do it more often, but lately Walter’s boys handled a lot of the responsibilities.  They were good at it too, and like Bev, they enjoyed it.  It took a special someone to like beekeeping.  It could be hazardous, which is the reason Carson had Walter there to watch out for her.

Once they finished breakfast, Charles placed his dishes in the sink and asked to be excused.  Carson mentioned that Molly had called and the family would come later for lunch.  He said she’d asked if Charles was helping out.  She wanted to know if they were ready to send him home.  Carson asked Charles if he would like to stay on the rest of the summer and continue to help with the farm chores.

“Yes!” Charles answered without hesitation.

Bev smiled.  “We’d love that too.”

“Good,” Carson said.  “Because your mom and dad already approved it.  I just wanted to make sure that is still what you want.  Your mother said she would bring the clothes and things that you will need.”

Charles was so glad!  He threw his arms in the air and leaned back on the cabinet.  “This is going to be the best summer ever!  Thank you!”  He ran to his room and threw himself on the bed.  Before he knew it, he had drifted back to sleep.  He was awakened from his nap by a singing robin.  Charles sleepily looked over at the alarm clock.  He’d taken nearly an hour catnap.  He was grateful the robin woke him.  He needed to get up and get on with the day.  He straightened the bed linens then went to find Carson.

When he walked in the kitchen, Bev said, “Paw Paw is in the office, go ahead and meet him there when you are ready.”

Charles ran back to his room, gathered his things and walked to the office.  When he arrived at the door, he knocked and waited.  Carson opened the door and motioned for him to come in the office.  Charles entered and set his things on the table.  He greeted Airabelle who was perched on the back of the chair.  She told him she was glad to see him.  She asked if he enjoyed reading the journal.

“It was amazing!” Charles said.  He told her his favorite parts from the journal.

Carson informed her that Charles was now aware who James was in relation to him.  Airabelle laughed her distinct laugh.  “You are a lot like him,” she said.  Charles was pleased with her observation.

Charles turned to his list of notes.  He believed the questions he’d written down were thoughtful, and was looking forward to hearing the answers.  He believed it was wise of Paw Paw to choose James’ journal for his first reading.  It had many important insights from a young man nearly his age; someone he could relate to.  Charles hoped Carson would give him the opportunity to start the next journal.  He also wondered when he would get his chance to begin his own journal.  Now that it was settled he would be staying the summer on the farm, Charles felt more at ease and not as anxious about when he would be able to begin his very own adventures.

Airabelle took flight around the room and landed on Carson’s desk.  With his back to Charles, Carson motioned for him to come to the desk.  When he did, Carson looked up at him.  “Would you like to ask the questions now or later?”

“I think I will wait until later, if that is okay with you,” Charles said.

“What did you want to do today?”

“I want to continue reading.”

“Very well then, choose your next book.  I think reading would be a very productive way for you to spend your day.  I’m going to make some notes in my journal, as well as draft a few correspondence letters to the Council.  How does that sound?”

“It sounds like a good day to me.  I’m looking forward to seeing everyone later too.”

Charles selected the next journal he wanted to read.  He picked the chair farthest from Carson for reading, because he could watch Carson and Airabelle better from that angle.  He put on his glasses.  After getting situated, he opened the journal and began to read.  Just then Airabelle flew to his chair and landed on its back.  Charles’ focus was now on the book.  Everything else seemed to just fade into the background as he lost himself in time and the adventure.  Some parts of the journal were very well written and others left questions in Charles’ mind for him to try to imagine the answers.  He tried to envision how he would have chosen to document the events.  Still the nagging question in his head was: When will it be my turn?  He found the section he was currently reading not as interesting as others.  He fought the urge to skip what the journalist was saying.  Stay focused he kept telling himself.  Stop daydreaming...

Then, all of a sudden something amazing caught his eye in the journal.  A hologram of letters appeared.  James had sent the letters to the Sojourners’ Council.  It had a photograph of the council members at that time, along with the letters.  Charles read each one.  He was grateful to receive more information about the Sojourners’ Council.  He remembered where the building was located on the map of the Hub.  He wanted to go there and see it for himself.  Charles made notes on his tablet.  He wanted to know how the current council members were selected to be on the council.  He continued to read and the time passed very quickly.  Sometimes he would hear the chime of the cuckoo, and other times he was so engrossed with his reading, he would not.

Airabelle was now pacing the floor.  Charles stopped reading for a minute to give his eyes a rest.  He watched her walk along the ground.  She kind of step-hopped as she walked.  Every once in a while she would stop, spread her wings and then bring them back again.  He looked over at Carson at the desk.  His grandfather was very busy.

Charles read for another hour before he heard Sophie’s laughter outside.  He put the journal down, and set his glasses on top of it.

Carson scribbled his thoughts on paper, then stood up and stretched.  “I hear our little girl outside.  They have arrived.  Shall we take a break and go to visit?”

“My thoughts exactly,” Charles said.  He was anxious to finish the journal entry but was just as excited to see everyone.  He needed a chance to come back to reality; then when he returned to his assignment he would be fresh and renewed.  It would make it easier to concentrate when he came back.  Airabelle was already in her cage and Carson was latching the door.

“Airabelle, we will be back soon,” Charles said.

Carson and Charles left the office and headed to the house.  Charles looked around for Sophie but he didn’t see her or anyone else.  When he walked up the porch steps, he saw Jack sitting in a chair reading a book.  His dad marked his place and stood up to greet them.

“Hi, Dad,” Charles said.

“Hi, son.”  They hugged.  Jack turned and shook hands with Carson.  Jack continued, “Charles, since you are going to be helping around the farm for the whole summer, we brought some things for you that we thought you might want.  I know they can use a good helper around here.  I can’t think of a better worker to have.  I’m sure you are learning a lot.”

“He has already been a big help.  Having an extra set of hands around here is invaluable,” Carson said.  “This morning he got up early and helped Nana with the bees.  That is a big responsibility and not many people are brave enough to help with that chore.”

“I wouldn’t be,” Jack said laughing, placing a hand on Charles’ shoulder.  “Did you get stung?”

“Yes, but it didn’t hurt much.”  Charles laughed thinking of Nana.

Jack and Carson sat down to talk about the farm and the daily chores.  They talked about Walter; how he and Carson were making arrangements to set up their own market in town.  That was news to Charles.  Carson had asked Walter to get the keys to the place.

Listening some more, he learned that Walter’s wife thought she could run it and make extra money for all of them.  She knew and talked to many of the local farmers around town.  They agreed to bring their crops in and share the proceeds.  They also agreed that a percentage of the profits would go to helping the community.  It sounded like it was all planned out.  Gretchen was good at working with people.  Everyone who met her instantly liked her.  The farmers respected her opinion and would often come into town just to catch up with Walter and Gretchen at the local diner, and talk shop.  They talked about seeds and the crops.  Gretchen was very good at things to do with nature.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
& ELAINE BASSETT





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





