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1: Age 7


[image: ]




Joshua knew from an early age that he was somehow different.

People stared at him. They pointed at him and whispered from behind raised hands. They avoided him to such an extent that when he went to play in the park, he was soon the only child there.

At least the pigeons didn’t seem to care.

Joshua would spend hours in front of a mirror. Did his ears stick out too much? Maybe it was the spray of freckles that dusted his nose and cheeks. His teeth? As far as he could tell, they seemed normal.

He had the usual number of arms and legs, five fingers on each hand, five toes on each foot. Two eyes, two ears, brown eyes and curly brown hair, and a nose that thankfully did not get longer on those occasions when he lied.

“You’re a normal boy,” Gran would tell him when he asked. Then she would purse her lips and look away. He could read the sadness in her eyes, but understanding it was beyond his abilities.

He was in second grade now, in the year 1979. Gran told him she hoped this time would be different – it was the third school in the third town in three years – and no one knew him here. But she wouldn’t say why this mattered.

And now he was alone in the classroom. Not because the other students were avoiding him, but because they had all been allowed to go home.

Joshua was being kept after class. It wasn’t his fault – he didn’t think it was, anyway – but he was the one who had to sit here, by himself, waiting for the school counselor to arrive. Even Miss Beck, the teacher, had left.

He idly kicked the back of the desk in front of him. His face burned with the memory of the other children laughing at him.

If they weren’t avoiding him, they were making fun of him. He kicked the desk again, harder, but it didn’t do any good. The humiliation just hung in the air, like the stink when you ripped a hot fart.

The classroom door opened and in walked Miss Jennings, the school counselor. She was tall and slender, blond and tanned even in the dead of winter, which this was. She wore a navy blue skirt that went down to her ankles and a light pink sweater over a white blouse.

Joshua thought it must be wonderful to have someone like Miss Jennings as their mother, because she was always so kind and understanding. She closed the door quietly behind her and approached his desk.

“So, Joshua, here we are again, huh?” she said. She looked at the desks around him, decided they were too small for her to attempt to sit in. The teacher’s chair was available, but she wanted to keep their eyes almost level, so she knelt on the floor beside him instead.

“Miss Beck told me you ... well, why don’t you tell me what happened, okay?”

He shook his head and looked away, mumbling something she couldn’t quite make out.

“What was that, Joshua? I couldn’t quite hear you.”

“You’ll just laugh at me, too,” he said, loud enough that she could hear this time, but still not in his normal tone of voice.

“I promise I won’t, Joshua. Please, I want to hear what happened. Maybe I can help you so this doesn’t happen again.”

He gripped the edges of the desk and squeezed. The desk lid rose slightly, then dropped with a sharp clunk.

“Joshua?”

“We was talking about dads,” he said, his voice barely above a whisper.

She didn’t correct his grammar; this wasn’t the time.

“Go on,” she said.

“What they do at work. If they’re tall or short, had hair or bald, that sort of thing.”

“I see,” Miss Jennings said. “What did you say when it was your turn?”

He looked at her for the first time, meeting her eyes with his own. “I didn’t want to,” he said.

She nodded. “It’s because you live with your grandmother, isn’t it?”

Joshua nodded. He could smell her perfume, a light floral scent.

“Your father doesn’t live with you, so how could you know whether he was tall or short, or what his hair was like?”

He nodded again.

“I understand you said something anyway. What did you say?”

“I said my dad is a time traveler,” Joshua said. “And everyone laughed at me.”

“It’s good that people laugh when you’re making a joke.”

“But I wasn’t joking,” he protested.

“Oh, I see,” she said.

He watched her, waiting for her to start laughing like everyone else.

Instead, she nodded. “What can you tell me about your father? What makes you think he travels through time?”

Joshua shrugged. “It just come to me one night, when I couldn’t sleep. After dinner, I had asked Gran who my father was and she just got a strange look on her face, like she’d bitten something sour.”

“What did your grandmother say?”

“She said, ‘I can’t tell you.’ She said, ‘I never met him.’ She said, ‘Why don’t you go to bed now and we’ll talk about this some other time. Maybe when you’re older.’ But I could see she didn’t want to talk about it. Not now, not ever.”

“So you lay awake, thinking about it, thinking about why your grandmother couldn’t tell you about your father, and you decided ...”

“He’s a time traveler. He lives in the future and he came back and got my mother so they could go on adventures together and when I’m old enough they’re going to come and get me so I can go on adventures with them,” he said in a rush.

Miss Jennings mentally reviewed Joshua’s file. His father wasn’t in prison, nor was he in the military serving overseas. He was a blank, even on Joshua’s birth certificate. Father: Unknown. There was no way he could be a time traveler, because time travel was impossible, but that didn’t mean she had to steal Joshua’s hope away from him. A little delusion, when it helps one to cope with the hardships of life, was allowed so long as it didn’t become a big delusion.

“Do you know why everyone laughed?” she asked.

Joshua shook his head.

“It’s because they thought you were joking. You see, they don’t think time travelers exist, and it was such an unusual thing for anyone to say, they thought you were trying to be funny.”

“But I wasn’t!”

Miss Jennings nodded. “I know that, and you know that, but they didn’t. Can you tell me what you did next?”

He looked down, his cheeks burning red. “I yelled at them.”

“What did you say?”

“My dad is too a time traveler and he’s going to come get me and take me away from this stupid school and all you stupid people,” he whispered.

“And?” 

“And I got up and went out into the hallway.”

“So here you are, being held after school, getting to talk to me,” she said.

“I’m sorry.”

“I know you are, Joshua. Look, I don’t know if your father is a time traveler or not, but I can see that it is important to you that he is. I have some ideas that may help you, especially if you’re right and he is coming back. And it could help even if he is delayed for some reason or other. Do you want to hear them?”

Joshua nodded.

“Okay, first, you might want to be quiet about his being a time traveler. It might not be something he wants everyone to know. It may be good that everyone thought you were joking, because if they thought you were serious, it might be dangerous for him.”

Joshua’s eyes grew wide at the thought.

“So when anyone asks you about your father, you just say what your grandmother said. ‘I never met him.’ It’s true, nobody will laugh at that, and it keeps his secret safe.”

“‘I never met him,’” Joshua repeated softly.

“Then, you need to get ready for when he comes for you.”

“What do I need to do?”

“Well, you’re doing it already, Joshua. You’re going to school. Anyone who is going on time traveling adventures needs to know all sorts of things. They need to know history, so they don’t make a mistake in front of someone and make it obvious they are visiting from another time. They need to know science and arithmetic, maybe another language or two. And it would help if they knew art and how to make music, so they can do something that might earn them some money to live on while in another time.

“All you have to do is pay attention in class and ask questions. Read books, lots of them. Figure out what your father would want you to know when he comes to take you on those great adventures, and you’ll be ready for him. And if something happens and he is unable to find you, you will still be prepared to make it in this world until he does show up. Get the best grades you can and I’m sure he’ll be proud of you.”

Joshua nodded. It made sense to him.

“And if they keep laughing at me?” he said.

“Let them laugh. You were just making a joke, and it took you out into the hallway to make it look good.”

She watched him as he digested this suggestion, then accepted it with a nod.

Then she went a little further, since they were already dealing with an absentee father: “You live with your grandmother – do you remember your mother?”

“Barely,” he said. “She went away when I was young.”

Miss Jennings stifled a smile – to her, in her late-twenties, seven was young. “Do you remember how young you were?”

“I think I was three. I remember hugs and kisses. She read me stories till I fell asleep.”

“Do you remember any of those stories?” Maybe, she thought, she could get him to see his time travel delusion was just another story.

He shrugged. “Peter Cottontail, Goldilocks, Little Red Riding Hood.” Then his eyes widened and he said in a rush, “And there was one about a boy who could travel in time!”

She said nothing, waiting for him to think it through.

“Like she was trying to tell me,” he whispered.

Miss Jennings frowned. This wasn’t going in the direction she’d hoped.

“What happened to your mother? Do you know?”

“She said she was going to the store, to buy stuff to make a birthday cake. It was my birthday. She said she wanted to make a special cake, like no other.” He looked down and sniffed. “She never came back.”

“Have you asked your grandmother what happened to her?”

“She just looks sad and changes the subject. I remember, when my mom didn’t return from the store, Gran cried for days. I don’t want her to be sad so I stopped asking.”

“And what do you think happened?”

“I think my father surprised her and took her with him on his travels through time.” He kicked the desk in front of him, realized what he’d done, and looked at her guiltily. She didn’t react, and he relaxed. “I think they left me behind with Gran until I get old enough to go with them, then they’ll come pick me up.”

He shrugged. “I’m in second grade already. I’m still waiting.”

Miss Jennings smiled at him gently. “Second grade is pretty early. You have a lot of growing up still to do, and a lot of studying if you’re going to be ready to go with them. If it were me, I’d at least wait until you graduated from high school.”

“You think?”

“No promises, Joshua. Just be the best student you can be, so when the time comes – if it comes – you’ll be ready. Okay?”

He nodded.

“All right then, off to home you go,” she said, standing up at last.

She watched Joshua scurry out of the classroom. Odd kid, she thought, with odd ideas. But then, he is just in second grade. He’s smart. He’ll grow out of it.

And as he left the classroom, Joshua rolled the four key words around in his thoughts: I never met him. 

It felt solid and was the truth – at least for now. And some day, he vowed, he would fix that.
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2: Age 12
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Joshua’s gi was wet with sweat as he bowed to his opponent, his instructor, and the judges. He’d demonstrated his ability with punches and kicks, blocks and strikes, following all of the proper forms as he’d been taught, and he had just sparred with a classmate, as they both displayed their skills at karate.

Now was the ceremony as he gave up his beginner’s white belt and accepted the first milestone level of yellow belt.

And then the photographer from the local newspaper lined up the excited yellow belt recipients in several rows with their instructor at the side. Joshua was right in the middle of the pack, beaming with joy at his achievement.

Gran was in the crowd of proud parents, family members, and other friends, and Joshua expected her to be beaming with a similar level of excitement on his behalf.

She wasn’t. She was scowling with the potential of a summer thundercloud as she marched out of the stands and up to the photographer.

She kept her voice low and Joshua couldn’t hear at first what she was saying, but she was waving her arms and her face was red and the photographer was taking a step back to avoid a possible physical confrontation. So Joshua walked up to see what was going on.

“Look, lady, when the publisher was arrested for DUI, we ran it,” the photographer was saying. “When he got divorced, we ran that, too. And when he got arrested for stalking his ex-wife and public drunkenness, well, that went into the paper as well.

“This is just a simple yellow belt ceremony at the local karate dojo – if we left it out, my editor would kill me.”

“Who is your editor?” Gran demanded. “Let me talk to him.”

The photographer grinned at her sheepishly. To Joshua, he looked really old, like maybe in his thirties, with wire-rim eyeglasses, and wearing a black bow tie and a light brown sport coat over white shirt and brown pants.

“Lady,” the man said, “the paper is just a small-town weekly. To be absolutely honest with you, I am the editor. And before you ask, I’m also the publisher.

“I have an obligation to my readers to run things of importance to them, whether it’s the weekly crime blotter or a wedding or a divorce or even a belt ceremony at the local karate school. Like this one.

“The only way this photo is not going to run is if the film doesn’t get developed – and I do that, too.”

He looked at Joshua and winked. “Good work, kid! I was pulling for you!”

Gran wasn’t buying a bit of it, Joshua could tell. She was fuming and he couldn’t figure out why. She seemed so proud of him before the ceremony and had even talked about taking him for ice cream afterward.

Then back to Gran, the photographer said, “Look, if it’s that important to you, we print on Thursday, papers go in the mail Friday and are delivered – usually – on Saturday. It’s already past deadline for this week’s edition, so you’ve got ten days to make peace with whatever is haunting you before this shows up in readers’ mailboxes.”

Gran stamped her foot in frustration. “What if we were in witness protection? Would you put it in your paper if we were killed because of this?”

“If it came to that, yes,” he said. “And I’d feel bad about it, too. But if it’s any consolation, the obituary would be free of charge.”

Then he frowned and glanced at Joshua again, then returned his attention to Gran. “Are you in witness protection?”

“No.” Her fists were clenched. Joshua was afraid she might explode.

“But you couldn’t tell me if you were.” He shook his head. “I’m sorry, lady, but this is going to happen. If you don’t want your name in the paper, move to a big city. Those papers don’t pay any attention to the little things their readers want to see.”

He pulled a notepad out of his coat’s inside pocket. “But that’s none of your concern. Mine is making sure your kid’s name is spelled correctly.”

Gran turned in a huff, grabbed Joshua’s hand and pulled him toward the exit.

“Lady?” the photographer called after them. “Okay,” he said, “I’ll get it from his instructor!”

Gran maintained her tight grip on Joshua’s hand until they were out of the building and halfway to the car, then she let go, stopped, and took several deep breaths. She held one hand to her chest for a moment, then dropped it to her side. Her face was pale now.

“Gran, are you all right?” Joshua asked.

She nodded curtly, not saying anything. Then she stalked forward again and Joshua had to trot to keep up with her.

They got to the car and she climbed into the driver’s seat and started the engine. Joshua stood outside the passenger door, waiting for her to unlock it.

She turned her head to look at him, but made no move.

“Gran? Come on,” he said, tapping on the window and pressing the uncooperative button on the door handle. “It’s cold out here!” His breath fogged the glass to corroborate his claim and she finally reached over and popped the lock.

He got in. “Seat belt,” she said. She was looking out the windshield, not at him, not at anything in particular that he could tell. She did this sometimes, as if she were reading a newspaper that wasn’t there, or maybe watching some sort of TV show that was playing only for her.

Joshua fastened his seat belt. He noticed hers was not fastened, but he didn’t dare say anything. He’d gotten in trouble the last time he mentioned it. It was just a tongue lashing, but words could hurt sometimes, too.

So he sat there, saying nothing. Waiting. Sooner or later Gran’s invisible TV show would hit a commercial break and she’d say something. Better to wait than risk being yelled at again.

She sighed, suddenly, and put the car in gear, then backed out of the parking space. She didn’t look at Joshua. “When we get home,” she said, “start packing. We’re moving this weekend.”

“Again?” he said. It slipped out before he could stop it, but she didn’t seem to mind this time. So he tried a little bit more: “Where are we going?”

“Like the man said. Big city,” she said. She looked at him. “Some place where we won’t stick out like sore thumbs. Where the newspapers won’t pay any attention to us, to ... my ...” Her hands trembled and the steering wheel shook and the car wobbled as it moved forward, then she got it under control. “Where we’ll be just another couple of anonymous faces in the crowd.”

Joshua looked down at the brand new yellow belt holding his gi together. He’d been so proud of achieving this level, in so short a time. “Will I be able to take karate where we’re moving to?” he asked, almost sheepishly.

She took her eyes of the road to look at him for a moment, then returned her attention to the surrounding traffic. “Of course you can, honey. Of course you can.”

She thought for a little while, then added, “But you’ll use a different name. David would be nice. Yes. You can be David at your karate school.”

Joshua frowned. All of this moving – he had yet to spend more than a year at the same school and now he was going to have to pick up seventh grade again in yet another one – and he still didn’t understand why this was happening. How was his father going to be able to track him down in time and space if it was always changing?

“Gran?”

“Hmm?”

“Why are we always moving?” he asked, hesitantly. “Are we in – what did you say back there – witness protection?”

“No, dear, we aren’t in witness protection. I was just testing the man,” she said. Her voice came out softer this time, and Joshua could tell she was cooling off now that she’d made her decision.

“I don’t understand then,” Joshua said. “If that isn’t why we keep moving, then why ...?”

Gran sighed again and glanced at him, then back at the road. She stopped the car for a red light and she looked at him again. “I wish I could tell you, Joshua, but you aren’t old enough yet to understand. Maybe later on I can ... if only I understood it myself.”

She shrugged and started the car forward again with the rest of the traffic. 

“Is it because my father –?”

She slammed the steering wheel suddenly with her hand. “I never met your father!” she growled. She signaled a turn and pulled the car into a parking lot, where she stopped it with a jerk and she turned and glared at Joshua.

“Do. Not. Mention. Your. Father. Again!” she said, emphasizing every word with another slap on the steering wheel. “Do you understand me?”

“Yes, Gran,” Joshua said, trying not to cringe.

After glaring at Joshua for a full minute, breathing heavily, she finally looked away and started the car in motion again, turning in the parking lot to wait for traffic to clear so she could pull out onto the street. She said nothing.

The silence weighed heavily between them. Joshua wanted to crawl into the back seat and cover up with a blanket where he wouldn’t be seen.

He looked out the side window instead, but noticed nothing that they passed. Not even the ice cream store – but there would be no ice cream now.

Instead, Joshua thought about his absent father and his absent mother. Such adventures they had to be going on! Visiting the pyramids as they were being built, maybe, or dining in the restaurant at the top of the Eiffel Tower in Paris shortly after it was completed.

Such adventures they were having without him, because he wasn’t ready. Just seventh grade and he was only a yellow belt in karate. He had a lot of work to do.

He clenched his hands into fists as he mentally went through the karate movements he had learned so far. There was so much ahead of him to do, to learn, to prepare himself for the life of a time traveler.

He glanced at Gran again. Her features had softened, but she was paying attention to the road ahead, not to him.

Joshua wouldn’t ask her about his father again, he decided. He would bide his time. He would learn all he could. He would prepare as best as possible.

His parents were out there, somewhere in time. If they didn’t come back to him – what with all of this moving around – he’d have to find a way to find them instead.

With time, all things were possible.
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3: Age 14
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As far as the other kids knew, Joshua was a military brat and his parents were on assignment overseas. “The less said, the better,” he would tell the curious, and let them think special ops or black site or whatever. He didn’t care, so long as they stopped asking questions.

The questions continued, but at least they changed the subject.

He kept up his karate lessons at a new dojo, testing at first to confirm his honorably obtained yellow belt. Now he was a brown belt, looking at achieving junior black belt within the next month or two. When he wasn’t sparring at the dojo, he was working on his own homemade practice tree while listening to books on tape at home.

That was in addition, of course, to his studies in school, which included Latin and Spanish, driver’s education, general science, algebra, trigonometry, and other classes, like English. Did he really need to diagram a sentence? Would that help a time traveler? Or was it something schools were just required to teach freshmen?

After school, when he wasn’t practicing karate moves, Joshua lifted weights, took piano lessons, and spent hours at the public library. There, he read the encyclopedias, then headed into the world history section with the fervor of a starving bookworm.

He didn’t have the time to join the Boy Scouts, but he’d read through the Boy Scout Handbook and numerous other works on survival, and occasionally he would talk Gran into dropping him off in the woods on a Friday night or early Saturday and leaving him there until the following Sunday night.

He only suffered a poison ivy rash once, when he’d had to hide from a park ranger because Gran had warned him against ever being caught in the woods alone. He was too young to be off by himself – or so society felt – but he fended for himself all right.

He had his sights set on a weekend on a deserted island, but had not yet figured out how to make that work. It needed to be a real deserted island, not a sand bar in the middle of the river, but Gran had put her foot down on his traveling to the Caribbean by himself.

“Don’t you have any friends you could do this with?” Gran asked him one time, as they drove toward the forest.

This time he was in the driver’s seat, with a learner’s permit – adult supervision required. He was already tall enough he had to adjust the seat backward after Gran had been driving.

“Sure I have friends,” he said, lying. They were more acquaintances than friends. He didn’t trust any of them enough to tell them about his time traveling parents. He’d learned about attracting laughter a long time ago. “They’re all just busy this weekend.”

“They’re busy every weekend,” Gran said. “You never bring any of them home with you to meet me.”

He shrugged. “You know I don’t have time for that, what with lessons and practice and studying. I may be valedictorian in a few years, if I can keep my grade point average up enough.”

He glanced at Gran. She’d gone tight-lipped at that statement, and he realized being valedictorian would mean publicity, even at this school. “Or at least in the Top Ten – so I can get into a good college,” he said, amending the thought.

She nodded at this, satisfied. For now.

She was getting old, he realized. Her hair, formerly shot with gray streaks, was now totally white, and crows feet hugged her eyes like they were eggs. Of course, his entire life, she had never been a “spring chicken,” but he hadn’t noticed the progression from middle age to elderly until now.

She still hadn’t adequately explained why they kept moving, but this year her fears of being found out seemed to have abated somewhat. They were, of course, living under different names from before, and making efforts not to be noticed by anyone other than neighbors and Joshua’s classmates at school.

He realized he might have to put off striving for that junior black belt because of the publicity it might create. Maybe another year?

But what is a year to the son of a time traveler?

“Watch your speed,” Gran said suddenly.

Joshua jerked his foot off the accelerator. He hadn’t been paying attention and the speedometer had crept up to the speed limit, then inched over slightly.

“Sorry.”

At least now Gran was wearing a seat belt. Small victories.

Then, “I worry about you, Joshua,” she said.

“What do you mean?”

“You don’t take any time for yourself. It’s always lessons – karate, piano – and practice, and when you aren’t doing that, you’re reading every book in the library. When I was your age –”

“Surely you were never my age, Gran,” he said, the tone in his voice marking it as a joke.

“Of course I was, silly, but it was long before you came along. As I was saying, when I was your age, I had friends and we went to parties and – well, I guess we were too young for dates as such, but – coed skating and picnics. I had a social life. You’re always on your own. Like this weekend.”

“I like being alone,” Joshua said. “I’m too busy to do any of that other stuff, but I don’t feel as if I’m missing anything. I’ll have time for friends eventually, but they’re going to be like me – lifting weights, playing piano, practicing karate, knowledgeable about the world.”

She sniffed. “You’re a special one, Joshua. That you are. Don’t let anyone tell you different.”

“Gran, I’m having fun doing this. I suppose I could be hanging out with the guys, bumming smokes, stealing beer from their fathers, getting into mischief – but that isn’t really me.” He raised an eyebrow at her. “What would you rather have? Me or one of those guys hanging out on the street corners, watching for the cops?”

She laughed. “When you put it that way, sweetie, I’m glad you are who you are.”

By this time, he was pulling the car into a parking space at a trailhead. Not that there was any need to park between the lines – they were the only ones there – but he needed the practice. Gran required it, if he was going to drive.

He got out of the car, retrieved his backpack from the trunk, and handed Gran the car keys. “Sunday at five,” he said and she nodded.

“You be here. I’m not going to call for a search party if you aren’t,” she said.

“I understand. Don’t worry, Gran. If I’m not here, it means I’ve just been delayed a little. I’ll be all right.”

She stood on her tiptoes to give him a dry kiss on the cheek. “Don’t make me worry.”

He kissed her on the forehead, worked the pack up onto his back, picked up his hiking stick, and headed off into the woods without looking back. Behind him he heard the car’s engine, the tires crunching on gravel-strewn asphalt, and then she was gone.

The woods swallowed him like a living sentient being, accepting his presence, his right to be here, and he moved with a confidence far beyond his years. Birds and squirrels watched from the trees, and rustling in the brush suggested to him that there were others also interested in his passing. The air was fresh and clean, less humid than in the city, and it smelled a whole lot better, too.

“I don’t need friends,” he muttered, adjusting the weight of the pack on his back. It wasn’t heavy at all, thanks to his workout regimen with weights. He didn’t look like a body builder, but he was definitely pleased with the definition his muscles showed when he flexed in the mirror.

“Friends would just slow me down.” He practiced karate moves as he hiked, striking at branches, blocking imaginary foes, kicking perhaps a little too wildly considering the counterbalancing weight on his back.

“What else does a time traveler need?” he asked himself. He ticked off answers using fingers: “More education, of course. Well-rounded, with an emphasis in history. Medicine – first aid as well as emergency surgery. Survival skills – that’s a no-brainer. Languages, living and dead. Enough of them to get by, plus sufficient knowledge of cultural norms not to be caught out as a stranger.”

Birds in the surrounding trees suddenly launched themselves into the air and he stopped and looked around. The normal sounds of the forest had gone silent. And when birds took flight like this, they always had a reason.

He slipped silently into the brush, leaving the trail behind, and continued to listen. Voices, coming from along the trail.

“– you sure it’s safe leaving this out here?” one of the speakers was saying as they neared his position. He was male, but his voice was high-pitched with a city accent. In his thoughts, Joshua dubbed him “Pigeon.”

“Sure it’s safe. I done this a hundred times before already,” the other voice said. This one was also male but with a deeper voice. He sounded like he might be from the coast somewhere, and Joshua mentally dubbed him “Walrus.”

Joshua carefully shed his backpack, setting it gently on the pine needles so it didn’t make a sound. If he needed to run, it would be better to do so unencumbered. He’d be able to find his way back; he was certain of it.

“A hundred times? Really?”

“Not here, no. But in places like this. Look over here, this tree,” Walrus said.

“What about it?”

“See how it’s hollow at the base?”

“Yeah, so?”

They were maybe twenty paces away from Joshua at this point, having chosen nearly the same place to leave the trail as he had. He kept his breathing to as minimal a level as possible – surely it wouldn’t be as loud to them as it was to his own ears, but still.

“Reach up in there and see how high up the hollow part goes,” Walrus said.

“Why me?”

“’Cause you’re skinner’n I am and I’m the one holding the money.”

Joshua carefully peered around a tree at them. They were totally involved in their little hiding ritual and might not notice him if he crept away.

But all it would take would be an unseen twig snapping under foot and he’d be found out. The big guy, in addition to holding a bag of what was apparently money, also had a rifle strapped over his shoulder. 

The little one was on his knees, reaching up the inside the tree, wincing like he was afraid he was going to be bitten by something hiding within. But all he had to do was look up, in the wrong direction ...

No, Joshua was going to stay right here, like a scared little rabbit, and wait until the big bad wolves went on their way. Was he trembling? He grinned. No, of course not, that was just him limbering his muscles up in case he needed to put some brown belt moves on these clowns. But he held his ground.

“Yeah, there’s room,” Pigeon told his partner.

The big guy handed the little one the bag. “Stuff it up inside, good and tight. We’ll count our paces from here until we get to the parking lot, so we’ll be able to find it again when the coast is clear,” Walrus said.

“Yeah, good idea,” Pigeon said. He grunted as he did as he was told, then he got up and dusted pine needles off his knees. “So you’ve done this before.”

“Hundreds of times,” Walrus said.

“You ever lose any of them?”

“I’m still breathin’, ain’t I?”

“Yeah, well, this is my first time,” Pigeon said.

“Just don’t lose count on the way out,” Walrus rumbled, and the two were soon out of Joshua’s line of vision.

He waited there for a good ten minutes, in case they changed their minds and came back. Then he retrieved his backpack and went over to check out the hollow tree.

The tree had an upside-down V opening at its base. Joshua looked around, then reached up into the opening. His fingers snagged on something that felt like canvas, but he couldn’t quite reach it for a proper grip.

He backed away and listened. The birds were back, and over to one side a squirrel was angrily chattering away about something. Perhaps this was his hollow tree, Joshua thought.

Was the bag really full of money? If so, where did it come from? Two men seeking to hide it in a hollow tree in the woods suggested they didn’t come by it honestly, he figured.

He needed to see this for himself.

He lay down on his back and scooted himself up to the tree, sticking his arm and then head into the opening. He reached up, got a good grip on the bag this time, and gave it a solid yank.

It dropped on his head like a paper anvil.

It was heavy!

A knotted drawstring sealed the bag. Joshua looked around again, listening, then pried at the knot until it came loose.

The bag opened to reveal packets of $20 bills, some crisp and pristine, others soiled and wrinkled.

It looked like it might have fallen out of the back of an armored car or something.

“‘Hundreds of times’,” Joshua muttered. “‘Still breathin’, ain’t I?’” 

Should he put the money back in the hollow tree? Was it the honest thing to do if the money wasn’t honest?

Joshua wondered what his father would say. “Time travelers need cash,” he whispered. 

But Miss Jennings had said to learn art or music to be able to earn a living in a time not your own.

“Theft is wrong,” he said. But when you steal from a thief?

He didn’t know for a fact that these guys were thieves. They might have a perfectly good reason for hiding this much cash in a hollow tree in the woods. Who was he to say?

But there was all this money, just lying here. Free for the taking.

He shook his head. He wasn’t a time traveler – yet. Not until his father came along, anyway.

He tried to stuff the bag of money back up the hollow tree, but it wouldn’t stay there. He couldn’t quite find the same leverage that Pigeon had used.

The squirrel was still chattering angrily.

“Okay,” Joshua said. “I’ll do it this way.” He left the bag inside the hollow tree, then scooped dirt and pine needles and uprooted plants to cover the opening, leaving a little gap at the top for the convenience of the squirrel.

Then he collected pine needles from several yards away and used them to cover up the mess he’d made in front of the tree. Now it looked sort of like the other trees in the area.

If Walrus and Pigeon were criminals, they might have trouble finding this place again now. If they were legitimate, then they were stupid to hide their cash here instead of in a bank vault or – he shrugged – under their mattress, even.

He didn’t need the money now. When his father showed up, they could discuss it – he would remember where it was hidden, especially after he’d marked several trees to point the direction.

Then he shrugged on his backpack again and began hiking deeper into the woods, away from the trail. There was a place he’d visited before that would be excellent for camping.

After he’d left the area, he paused again, paying attention to the forest around him. Trees, birds, insects, squirrels – everything was normal. No one pointing fingers of blame, no one shouting in anger. He felt a little light-headed, giddy even, as if he’d gotten away with something.

Maybe he had. But he couldn’t tell Gran or anyone else about this. Not now.

Finding money in the woods was something that would draw publicity. And witnessing the people hiding it – people who didn’t appear to be up to any good – would just compound the interest in the incident.

No, this would have to be kept between just him and the watching wildlife. For now, anyway.

Maybe someday he’d write a book about this. Maybe it would come in handy knowing how to diagram a sentence after all!
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4: Age 16
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He met her in the library when she whispered to him: “Are you going to read that?”

He looked up from the book he was reading, surprised.

She pointed at a book that rested on the table in front of him: Harry Morgan’s Way – The Biography of Sir Henry Morgan, 1635-1684, by Dudley Pope.

“Just finished it,” he said. “Help yourself.”

“Is it any good?” 

“I think so. I learned a lot. Pope is a Naval historian who lives on a yacht in the Caribbean. He knows the people, he knows the area – he gives you more than just the life of Morgan. He paints the full picture.” He grinned, then added, “I almost got seasick reading this.”

She giggled.

“Hi, I’m Joshua,” he said, offering his hand and feeling nervous. He was going by the name of Jacob now; he didn’t know why he’d blurted his real name to her.

She was a redhead – shoulder-length – with green eyes and freckles scattered randomly across her nose and cheeks. With her pale skin, it was clear she couldn’t spend a lot of time in the direct sunlight without burning. He found that intriguing.

She shook his hand lightly – her fingers were cool, her touch sent an unfamiliar thrill through him. “I’m Annie – Annie Mason.” She smelled like strawberries and honeysuckle.

She sat in the chair next to him and picked up the book, leafing through the pages. “Oh, maps and engravings. So that’s what a Piece of Eight looks like. Cool!”

“You’re interested in Morgan?”

“My dad says he may be a distant cousin, on my mother’s side. He’s been to Panamá, but I haven’t. I’d like to go some day.”

“Me, too,” Joshua said. “I’d love to have been there when the canal was being built. What an undertaking!”

She giggled again. “If you’ve got a time machine, be sure to get vaccinations against yellow fever and malaria before you go,” she said.

Mention of a time machine startled Joshua, but he managed to hide it. “Think you’d need shots against that if you went today?”

She shook her head. “My dad says they’ve got those diseases pretty much under control, thanks to DDT and other measures. But that’s just along the canal. If you’re going into the jungle, it’s still a good idea to get the shots.”

Joshua nodded sagely, making a mental note to add those vaccinations to his list. “Got to watch out for dysentery, too,” he said.

They were saved from having to talk about more diseases when a man waved at Annie and she waved back. “That’s my dad; I’ve got to go,” she said. “Will I see you again?”

“I’m here a lot. I’d like that,” he said.

“Thanks for the book,” she said, then she hurried off, carrying it with her.

Joshua watched her go, wondering if the library staff would be upset with him if he decided to spend the nights here, waiting for her to return.

“Annie,” he said quietly. “I think I’m in love.”

Gran scoffed at him at home that evening when he told her about the encounter.

“You’re just sixteen, Joshua. It’s too early for you to fall in love.”

He stood at the kitchen stove, slowly stirring the soup as it simmered. Gran rolled up in her wheelchair. “Step aside,” she said. “Let me taste it.”

He moved to one side and helped hold the wheelchair in place as she unsteadily rose to her feet, dipped the spoon in, then blew on the contents before taking a sip. “Needs salt,” she said. “Just a pinch.”

He helped her ease back into the wheelchair, then she backed away and he resumed stirring the soup – after adding a pinch of salt.

He had taken over much of the food preparation, ever since Gran’s increasing infirmities had pretty much limited her to a wheelchair for mobility. He didn’t mind; it was something else a time traveler would need to know. Good cooks were valued in almost every society.

“Gran, she’s pretty, she’s intelligent, she has a sense of humor,” he said, continuing the discussion they’d had before the tasting. “And she seems to like the same things I do.”

“True love requires more than that,” Gran said. 

He thought she might say more, but she fell silent, her thoughts turning inward. This seemed to happen more and more these days.

He wanted to ask her about her love life, about his parents and how they had met, but he knew better than to attempt it. She’d shut him down so many times over the years it was clear this one topic was absolutely forbidden.

He just never understood why.

After dinner, after he’d cleared things up and Gran had gone to bed, Joshua ran through his martial arts forms on the practice tree. He’d moved on from karate to Bruce Lee’s more eclectic hybrid Jeet Kune Do.

Once he’d worked up a good sweat and – he imagined – left the practice tree exhausted and breathless, he took a cold shower. And all the time, he thought of Annie Mason. How she looked. How she spoke. How she smelled. How she moved when she walked away.

And how she made him feel.

If this wasn’t love, he was willing to accept it until the real thing came along.

For the next week, he spent most of his free time at the library, his attention more on watching other patrons come and go than on reading any of the materials on the shelves.

He finally forced himself to go into the stacks to look for a book on the Peloponnesian War to go along with his Greek studies and, when he returned to the table he’d been sitting at previously, she was there already.

“Hi,” he said, suddenly feeling shy. “Mind if I sit here?”

She looked up at him through her red curls and a smile spread across her face like a sunrise.

Red sky at morning, he thought, sailor take warning. Good thing I’m not a sailor.

“Depends,” she said. “What are you reading?”

He held out the book, The Origins of the Peloponnesian War, by Geoffrey de Ste. Croix.

“Oh, I haven’t gotten to that. I’m still reading Thucydides.”

“Which translation? Or are you reading the original Greek?”

She laughed. “I’m afraid the original is ‘all Greek to me’. My father’s working on a translation and I’ve been reading his scribblings – which is almost as difficult to decipher as Greek.” She paused, then said, “Sit down, would you? I’m getting a stiff neck.”

“My Gran tells me I give a good neck massage,” he said, taking a seat.

She arched an eyebrow at him. “Do you say that to all the girls, just before you put your hands around their throat?”

He blushed and she giggled. Then she shifted in her chair, turning her back to him, and touched a spot on the back of her neck with a slender hand. “It hurts here.”

He blew a hot breath between cupped hands, then wiped them on his shirt before gingerly touching her neck and carefully pressing against the muscles and tendons. First here, then there. Not too hard, but firmly. Just as he’d been taught. He felt her relaxing under his touch and after a minute or two he retreated. She still smelled like strawberries and honeysuckle – his favorite new scents.

“How’s that?”

She shrugged her shoulders, turned her head from side to side. “Oh, you have magic fingers,” she said, turning back toward him.

He exhaled on the fingernails of his right hand and pretended to polish them against his shirt before examining them proudly. “It’s a gift.”

She reached out and tapped the book he’d set on the table. “So what do you think of this book?”

“Haven’t read it yet, but it looks intriguing.”

“After you’ve read it, I bet my dad would love to talk to you about it, since he’s doing Thucydides right now.”

“Your dad speaks Greek?” Joshua asked.

“Not fluently – he reads it more than speaks it. He teaches history at the university, where the mantra these days is ‘publish or perish’.”

“So he’s planning on publishing his translation,” Joshua said.

“If he can. There are a lot of good versions out there he’s going to be competing with. Thucydides is pretty popular these days.”

A history instructor would be someone worth getting to know, Joshua thought. Especially when he had a lovely daughter like Annie.

“I’d love to meet your dad,” Joshua said. “Is he coming to pick you up today?”

“No,” she said. “He’s got a meeting. I rode my bike this time. Do you ride?”

Joshua hung his head. “I don’t know how,” he admitted. He hadn’t seen it as something a time traveler would need to know – until now.

“Your dad didn’t teach you?”

His thoughts flashed back to Miss Jennings’s advice on what to say at times like this. Never mind claims of being a military brat – he wanted to be honest with Annie, as he had when giving her his real name. “I, ah, I never met my dad.”

“Oh, I’m so sorry!” she said. “Divorce? Death? I’m sorry – my dad says I shouldn’t pry. You don’t have to answer.”

He looked around the library at the other patrons. They were all absorbed in their books, or private conversations – no one appeared to be within earshot of the two of them.

“I’m going to tell you a secret,” he whispered. “Promise not to tell?”

She nodded.

“My dad’s a time traveler. He came and got my ... my mother when I was three, and some day, when they’ve decided I’m ready, they’re going to come get me, too.”

He halfway expected her to burst out laughing.

But she didn’t.

The other possibility was that she might think he was crazy, and she’d jump up and run away from him and avoid him for the rest of her life.

Maybe he was crazy, for having told her like this!

But she didn’t do that either.

“Time traveler,” she said. “That is so cool!”

And now Joshua knew for certain he was in love.
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The house was an elegant brownstone with a pale limestone trim and limestone steps running up to the dark mahogany front door. Three stories tall, crammed in with others of various sizes presenting a solid front to the street, it had a flat roof with a clothesline barely visible from the far sidewalk. A yellow dress visible on the line seemed to be waving hello in the wind. The house said good money lived here, but didn’t scream it throughout the neighborhood.

This is where Annie lives, Joshua told himself. This is where I’m going to make a total fool of myself.

He adjusted his tie – a real one, unlike that bow tie the photographer had been wearing years earlier – and pulled down on his sport coat. The latter didn’t fit his physique as well as the clerk in the secondhand store had claimed. But he’d rather be wearing it than not.

“This is what you wear when you meet a girl’s father for the first time,” Gran had told him. “You want to make a good impression, don’t you?”
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