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The Girl Who Believed Tomorrow
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BY S. H. MARPEL AND J. R. Kruze

- - - -
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"YES, I KNOW. SYBIL just called about her niece missing, and Jenna called Brigitte about her errant grandchild.

So we're all briefed up now. And keeping an eye out for her."

A glow came in through the front door window, about the time a thump landed on that small front porch.

"Wait - let me call you back. I think I might have some news..."

I signed off through the green pendant transceiver hanging around my neck. And walked across the main room toward the door.

It swung open ahead of me. On its own.

There was a brown-haired smallish girl there who took a couple of short steps inside. Wearing an off-white muslin blouse and well-worn jeans. Sturdy socks and boots down below that. Her hair was tied back in a ponytail under a bluejeans ball cap on her head. Covered with a visible glow all over. Like a light bulb shining behind her.

She raised the bill of her cap with one hand and looked at me through deep gray eyes. "Hello, Grampa Joe. Mind if I come in?"

I had to smile. The phrase 'better to ask forgiveness than permission' ran thick in our family.

"You're more than welcome here, Olivia."

She wasn't surprised to hear her name. "I suppose the word of my escape has preceded me."

My smile widened. "'Worried sick' comes to mind."

Olivia shrugged. "Mind if I sit down?"

And then a chair scooted across to meet her outstretched hand, while that glow diminished - slightly...

I

AT LEAST I WASN'T LEANING on the table when Olivia shifted us to this molten-magma planet. My chair was still there, although she seems to like doing her “work” standing up.

The heat was intense, though.

“Hey, Grampa, look at this...” She made a volcano bloom and explode. Looked interesting, since having exploding gases do their thing when the atmosphere of the planet is all exploding gases, well that's a trick to watch.

“Pretty good, kid. And the point of us being here is...?”

Olivia looked over from her waving hands and frowned at me. “Just getting the hang of this stuff. Fire used to make me anxious.”

I nodded. “Like having some snakes around to get over your fear of them?”

She smiled back and then waved her hand toward the surface below us. That started building a molten arch that tried to leap out of the planet's gravity. Of course, it only ended up thinning out, collapsing on itself – that then fell back with splashing tidal waves.

The grin on her face widened out from ear to ear.

I sighed.

That got her attention.

“Bored, Grampa?”

“Slightly. I mean I enjoy being here with you, but is there a point to all this besides making magma pies?”

- - - -
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THE HEAT DISAPPEARED and now we were orbiting some yellow-dwarf sun, above and out of the atmosphere of a blue-green planet below us, very similar to Earth. The reflected light here was more natural, if still dark. But gave her face a more healthy color, somewhat.

Olivia now had her own bentwood caboose chair back, and sitting in it. “OK, I guess you've got a point. I did come to see you, to learn how to fix my skills.”

“Your skills look fine. By 'fix', do you mean squash or evaporate or disappear?”

Olivia nodded, serious now.

“OK, kiddo. Sure, you can do that if you want. But it looked like you were having fun there.”

“Sure, I love this stuff. But these things tend to upset people.”

“Like how?”

“Mom doesn't like to go to other exotic locations with me. And Dad would rather I fix things.”

“Well, you are good at fixing machinery, from what I hear.”

“Sure. That's a piece of cake. You just have to find out what it's supposed to do and then 'twitch' it.”

“Twitch?”

Olivia shrugged. “I just touch it. But mostly I don't have to. By the time I reach out physically, it's already changed.”

“Bet your Dad likes that.”

She nodded. “He's pretty amazed by it. And tells me not to 'twitch' anything he's working on.”

“Because?”

“He says it takes all the fun out of repairing something. I keep telling him it's a lot cleaner than what he does, and cheaper – since you don't have to buy parts that wear out. Mom doesn't mind, as I don't get grease or oil on my clothes like my brothers do.”

“None of the other kids can twitch?”

She shrugged and looked off at a comet going by. Well, Eggy is too young, and my older brothers are more interested in racing and girls, so they don't want to learn.”

I frowned.

Olivia explained. “Eggy is what I call the baby. Because he was bald for a long time. He's starting to crawl around now, and get into trouble, which means we have to look out for him and keep things out of reach.”

“So you're the only girl in the family?”

“I was the youngest for awhile, then Eggy came along. That makes me I'm a middle child now, I guess.“

“And your mother has to spend time with the baby, but your brothers aren't interested in dealing with a kid sister who's better than they are at fixing things.”

She nodded. “I like it when Aunt Sybil comes around. I think she brings me broken things just to watch me work my magic on them.”

“Does she call it magic?”

Another nod. “Sure. She's probably just teasing me. But we have some great fun together. Recently, she's been bringing me puzzles. Stuff that's only partly built. And I try to get it working. And sometimes I have to ask her what it's supposed to do. Usually she won't tell me. Or I just make it do something, which can turn out really funny.”

“Like what – some-thing's?”

A big grin showed up on her face. “Well, she brought some electronic gizmo and I made if fly and chirp like a bird. But she said it was some sort of thermo-sensitive switch that was supposed to be a motor control by telepathic thought-waves. Instead, it just looks and acts like a bird. Except it doesn't have wings. Sings good, though – what ever song I want. And when Mom is whistling a tune, it will fill in harmony, even full chords. So she sometimes has it baby-sit Eggy. Mom swears that it's teaching him to whistle bird tunes. But I don't think so. That kid's just smart, like all of us.”

“Too smart?”

She looked at me with a puzzled expression. “Not yet. Well, because only our family and some relatives see him. He hasn't run into the 'curse' yet.”

My own forehead wrinkled. “Who named it a 'curse'?”

“Oh, one of the normals at school. Friend of my oldest brother. He says that being too bright is a curse.”

“Because...?”

“Oh, I think he is girl-crazy, and thinks the one's he's interested in are going for the jocks instead.” She shook her head.

“Not the case, obviously.”

“Obviously, for sure. The guy is bright enough to keep up – mostly – but when my brothers start brainstorming about some gizmo improvement to their racers, you can see him sort of glaze over.”

“How do they handle that?”

- - - -
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WE WERE BACK IN THE main room of my small house. My coffee mug was on the table again, and still steaming. I could smell the mocha in it. My chair placed me within reach – and it was tempting to take another sip.

Olivia was still just inside the door, in that bentwood caboose chair we kept around for visitors – although we all liked it's curvy support.

She put one arm over the back of her chair, and crossed one jean-clad leg over to that side. “They're getting better at recognizing that look. I mean, we're in a 'gifted' school and there's all these talks we get about tolerance and understanding and 'walking a mile in their shoes”. All in addition to time-outs and demerits for teasing or practical jokes.”

“So 'gifted' means a lot of different things...”

She rolled her eyes and sighed. “No Duh.”

It was then that I did reach for that cup to take another sip. And give her time to consider a fuller answer.

“That's obvious. Always has been. One of my friends said it was like 'there are stupids and there are really-stupids.'”

“I guess you two are in the non-stupid club?”

Olivia smiled with one corner of her face. “Well, sure – but the jury is still out about her.”

I chuckled. “Now we are getting closer to the problem.”

She frowned. That logic just hit her. She was her own problem. Again. As usual. And she had come here to solve her problem.

II

THE BARN LOFT WAS DUSTY, but not bad. The hay and straw had been removed, except for two, and the windows were latched open to let the air circulate. A little hot, but the roof wasn't that far away, and no big trees nearby – but any shade was better than being out in the direct sun. On a farm, you take shade where you can get it.

We each had our hay bales to sit on. I'd left my coffee mug on the table down inside that cabin-home Brigitte and I shared.

“Looks like you'll be staying with us for awhile. Hope you like home cooking.”

“Grandma's?”

“And mine. We trade off, depending on who has the bigger project to finish by when.”

“Meaning it's mostly steaks, hamburgers, and pancakes.”

I chuckled. “My cooking is a bit more varied than that. But for the most part, you're right. That doesn't mean you can't perfect your cookies – I've heard a lot about those.”

Olivia smiled. “Well, Aunt Hami has given me a few tips at times.”

“Like that whole summer vacation you took at her restaurant? Without asking?”

Another wry smile. “And where I also learned that a summer vacation in the desert means lots of iced tea. She showed me how to make ice out of dry air, too.”

“I recall it only took a couple of weeks to find you.”

“Because I swore Aunt Hami to secrecy.”

“Which your parents didn't appreciate.”

She shook her head. “You can't shame me with that. We both know that Hami let them know right away.”

I chuckled again. “No secrets among us savants.”

Olivia just looked at me with her open gray eyes.

“Did I say something – oh, 'savants'.”

“Yeah – you've never hardly ever said that before.”

I shook my head. Some old habit, I guess. From the days we used to be described as having 'syndromes' and so on. That was before the Autists fixed their quaint ideas about who's on which end of that scale of theirs.”

“We had a semester early on about the terms they used on our kind. So it's more that not only those words weren't used, but were almost forbidden – especially as a tease between us students.”

“Sorry if I alarmed you.”

“So why did you use that term now?”

I scratched at my grizzled chin. “Good question. Maybe to get you back to looking at your own abilities and your relatives as a bit different from everyone else's.”

“I already know they are different...”

“Sure, but you're here to learn how to deal with your particular ones, some that you think are either out of control – or you wish you could turn them off. And that is what we need to look at.”

- - - -
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I GOT UP AND WALKED over to the big open hay door that looked out to the east across the old barnyard and our small cabin-home. “Well, you'll get a nice view every day.”

“So I'm staying here?”

“It's great for the research you'll need to do. Just don't catch anything on fire or tease the 'inhabitants' too much. And if you want, we'll set up a cot for you in our little home's main room. I don't exactly have a spare room or much time to build one. Now you could go over to John's – he's usually got a spare cabin, depending on who's visiting...”

“Or, I can sleep up here.”

“If you don't mind the mice and owls skittering around. And the barn cats who want petting.”

“When they aren't mousing or keeping out of the way of the owls.”

“There's that.”

“Maybe just put that cot up here?”

“If you want. Or maybe one in both places, since some of the rain storms can be pretty unpredictable as to what gets wet and what stays dry.”

“Deal.”

“OK, Olivia, now that that's settled, what's first on your research list?”

“My research list?”

“Sure – you didn't think this was going to be some dull classroom set up with homework and grades?”

She frowned. “Actually, I didn't get that far. Grandma and Mom said you were good at teaching stuff. But they never said how you did it.”

“OK, take us to a classroom and I'll lay out some ground rules, then.”

III

ROWS OF DESKS INSIDE a pale green room, with tall, paned windows on the back wall. Blackboards on the front. And a teacher's rostrum between them and the first row of desks.

I wound up at that rostrum, while Olivia was seated right in front of me.

At least she left us dressed the same. She liked her muslin blouse over jeans. And I preferred my gray pocket t-shirt and dungarees. Comfortable shoes or boots, depending on what you needed to walk through that day. Soft socks, and soft everything you wanted to wear next to your skin.

“So, Olivia, you wanted me to teach you some things?”

Olivia had a notebook and pen appear into her hands. Then became studious and alert.

I found a stub of chalk in the tray below the board, along with an eraser.

“Well, OK, then.”

I wrote a one and a dot. “First, Life Thinks Itself.” Those words wrote themselves onto the blackboard right after I said them aloud.

Turning back to Olivia (so my words didn't need to be auto-inscribed on the board) “This you already know. It's how you make all this appear around you. All your visions. This particular phrase turns up over and over in various versions. Lots of people observed this and describe it so many ways.

Olivia nodded and wrote that three word phrase down.

I turned back to the board, and wrote a two with a dot. “Everything Is Connected.” And those words wrote themselves.

Again, I turned away. But this time, I put down the chalk. “And that's about it. From those two observations you can work everything out.”

When Olivia finished writing that down, she stopped. A shocked look gradually came across her face as I didn't say anything more.

I was looking around for my coffee mug, but that was more theatrics than anything else.

“Grampa Joe...”

I waited for her to figure out her question.

“Grampa Joe, is that it? There must be something else, something more.”

I shook my head, but smiled. “The rest you can figure out. Oh, well one piece of advice goes with that: Test Everything.”

Her shocked look didn't fade.

So I waited, leaning up against the blackboard.

After awhile, I picked up the eraser – and the words disappeared off the board.

Setting down the eraser in the tray I turned back to Olivia and found her with a frown.

So I waited, leaning back against the board.

That took a while to sink in. We had all the time in the world. So she sat there and I stood there. Well, until I got tired of standing and then I went over and sat at one of the desks next to her. At least I could still fold my long legs underneath one of these things.

Her frown lasted a while. Sorting things out for herself.

And that was the point.

- - - -
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AT LAST, SHE LOOKED up at me with a little lighter look. “Wow. That's going to keep me going for awhile.”

I just shrugged. “The rest is practice. Testing and practice.”

At that, Olivia changed the setting again.

- - - -
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PASTURE. GREEN, TALL grass. A partly sunny day, with tall and fluffy clouds playing hide and seek with the sunshine over head. We were in the shade of a tall oak, with a cooling breeze for us down here.

She'd gotten us both standing up this time. Considerate of her.

“Grampa Joe, so there's just those two things?”

I nodded. “Well, theres a lot more specifics, and you can spend a lifetime looking for different ways to apply them, but those are pretty much the core basics.”

“So I can see that this is how my visions affect others.”

“And how their reactions affect you back.”

“How about Evil and Good?”

“Answer me back your own question.”

“Evil tries to have the effect without the connection. Good sees that the connection always goes along with the thought.”

I nodded. “Nice having such a fast student.”

“But you're going to make me answer my own questions after this?”

“Now you're catching on. Class is over. Time for recess.” I grinned at her.

She grinned back. “Cookie time!”

- - - -
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HAMI'S SALOON-TURNED-restaurant seemed to never change. As I followed Olivia through the front door, Hami rounded the end of the long wood bar with a tray in her hands. Like always. Somehow knowing when she was going to have guests.

We all met at one of her round tables in the center of the long room.

Hami set down her tray and hugged Olivia and then me.

We both sat into one of her matching bentwood caboose chairs while she took another. Olivia got small plates and tumblers for each of us and then passed the cookie plate around. She gestured and the tumblers all filled with iced tea.

Hami smiled, pleased at Olivia's progress. “Toll house – still your favorite?”

Olivia just nodded, her cookie keeping her mouth full with munching.

“Thanks for having us, Hami.”

“Well, thanks for visiting, Joe. You don't seem to get around here much.”

“Brigitte keeps busy and that keeps me busy. But I do keep track of things.”

Hami put a play frown on her face, which didn't last long. “That doesn't mean you shouldn't come in person to catch up on things.”

I shrugged. “Right as usual. Guilty as charged.”

Olivia, finished with her cookie, closed her eyes to concentrate.

With no flash or announcement, Brigitte showed up sitting at the fourth place at that round table. Her hands had been typing something. When she looked up from where her computer monitor used to be and saw Olivia's smiling face, she grinned back. Then Brigitte saw me and Hami. And the grin got wider.

“I should have known this was going to happen. Well, I guess I did, but I was busy with that report.” Brigitte leaned back and beamed at all three of us. “Well, what's the occasion? Oh – let me guess. Our student has just graduated...”

Olivia nodded. And had the last plate with a scoop of cookies show up in front of Brigitte, along with a tumbler that filled itself with tea.

And as if a second thought, napkins flew into place by each of the plates.

Smiles all around as we munched and enjoyed the afternoon break.

- - - -
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“ACTUALLY, OLIVIA STILL has some testing to do, so maybe she's on post-graduate work now.” I was answering Brigitte but looking sideways at my granddaughter.

Brigitte joined in the tease. “Some things never quit. And some things keep getting better and better. These cookies, for instance. Hami, I don't know how you keep improving your desserts. Every time I visit, I find the food is the best I've ever eaten.”

Hami smiled in return. “Lots and lots of practice does it. But that goes along with everything you do. The more you do, the better you get at it, as long as you keep working to get better at it.”

And her smile was focused on Olivia by the time she finished.

“Speaking of which, I've got a kitchen full of pots and dishes to clean, and someone is sending another 'special order' my way, so...”

She rose and placed the cookie plate and the iced-tea pitcher into the center of the table, taking that tray along with her own empty plate and tumbler with her as she turned back to her kitchen – leaving us all with her smile.

Brigitte was next to excuse herself. “Olivia, thanks for the delightful break. But I do need to get back to what I was doing – so if you don't mind... Oh, and I've got a special dessert cooking, so if the two of you could keep your time sense tuned, I'd appreciate it.”

Like the Cheshire Cat, her smile seemed to linger a little after Brigitte disappeared – but I always liked the shape of her lips, so maybe that was just me.

Then I turned back to Olivia. “What do you want to practice on next? Oh – I've got it: what you fear most!”

And the look on Olivia's face went from delight to near terror in an instant.

IV

THE BARN LOFT WAS A comfortable, safe place to be when you wanted to examine your worst fears.

Standing this time. We'd left suddenly and I still had a cookie in my hand. So I split it and gave half to Olivia.

That calmed her face a bit, though she only nodded her thanks through that worried expression.

I chewed my own in quiet, while waiting for her next question.

That didn't take long.

“Why my worst fear? Shouldn't we work up to it bit-by-bit?”

I shrugged. “Well, look at it my way. You're already pretty good at all your visions. But if I just let you go and get into trouble by yourself, then that's not me being very responsible, is it? Kinda like 'Sorcerer's Apprentice' but in this case, you're the one at risk – not some cartoon up on a big screen.”

She nodded. “Well if you put it that way...” and swallowed – like getting ready to do the worst thing possible next.

“Hold on there, we can talk it over a bit first.”

Her shoulders lost their tenseness and the worry lines on her forehead eased a bit.

I gestured toward the two hay bales, and we both sat.

“Now, tell me why did you want to 'fix' your skills – and what you were saying then was what? To make them 'disappear' or something.”

Olivia shrugged. “Well, maybe then. Now, I'm not so sure. Why did you disappear your own talents?”

I gave her a wry smile. “Well, I guess I deserve that. When Brigitte found me, I looked and acted to her like some rural rube. But she quickly found out that such wasn't the case.”

“You were hiding out?”

I shook my head. “No, it wasn't that at all. I was just tired of being arrogant, and being out here in these pastures helped my find peace with myself.”

“I can't imagine you being arrogant at all.”

I chuckled. “Well, I was. And all that problem was just not knowing myself as well as I needed. Some time out here helped me balance everything out. Then Sybil found me and then your Grandma, and then your mom met Sybil's brother and you found them.”

“That's putting it pretty simple.”

“One of my jobs around here. Maybe why you're here rather than asking your parents or teachers.”

Olivia looked out the wide loft door and over the softly-rolling pastures and woods. “Well, it's not like I didn't ask – or try to. But with so many other kids around...”

“Yeah, I know how that goes. Like you didn't get their full attention.”

“...and I couldn't just have them go off with me to some weird place when they had other responsibilities. But, for sure, I read through all the textbooks and the school library looking for answers before I got the idea to visit you.”

I smiled. “Knowledge isn't power and doesn't give you power. Only experience helps you that way.”

She nodded.

“Well, OK. Let's go over those two things. Number one...”

“Life thinks itself.”

“And that means...”

“We create ourselves and the world around us by our thoughts.”

“OK – and the second thing?”

“How we think and what we think affects others and that then affects us back.”

“Because?”

She frowned, concentrating.

“Because of the first thing. I mean what fun would it be to live all by ourselves. So we want other people around us, and they can think for themselves, and so can affect us like we affect them.”

I smiled. “Brilliance runs in the family.”

She chuckled. “Says the most brilliant of all.”

I was pleased, but not flattered. I knew better. “So say you. Your grandma knows better. But she tracks all these testing results and so on. She's the expert on Autists and 'savants'. Me, I just help her stay grounded by punching holes in her theories.”

Olivia got up and came over to my bale, then sat and gave me a big hug.

“But Grampa, it's like she often says – you're so full of it.”

I chuckled. Busted. Guilty as charged.

“And on that sour note, we'll get back to your training.”

V

ALL BLACK. EVERYTHING. Not a glimmer of light anywhere.

“Took me awhile to find you, Olivia.”

Her voice had some nervousness in it. “Glad you did. Got myself good and scared while I waited.”

“Lost?”

“Actually, yes.”

“But you knew I'd find you eventually.”

“Knew, or hoped?”

A pause. “Those are kinda the same thing, aren't they?”

“Sure. Just different flavors of thought.”

Another pause.

“Olivia?”

“Yes, Grampa?”

“Would you mind putting a light on?”

A small light came up, and then grew stronger and brighter.

“Oh, and what do we look like in this universe of yours?”

The light got stronger and showed a small gray tabby kitten sitting on a dark floor of some type. When I looked down, I saw the long brown legs of a short-haired hunting dog. I shook my head and heard the flopping ears and jowls. Probably a bloodhound.

“Well, that makes sense.” I told her.

“Sense?”

“Well I had to track you down, and what is more helpless than a kitten?”

The tiny cat seemed to smile up at me as it nodded. Her big eyes and soft fur just accentuated the cuteness and innocence.

“So, why was this scaring you?”

“Because it was like everything was out of my control. And I couldn't find my way out.”

“But that was just your thoughts again. All I asked for was the thing that you most feared.”

“And that would be being alone, being nothing.”

“May I ask where the light came from?”

“Me, my thoughts.”

“And the darkness, the disorientation?”

“Me, again.”

“This noble canine body and your infinite cuteness?”

I heard laughter in my mind, a little girl's.

“OK, Grampa. Point taken.”

- - - -
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WE CAME DOWN THE STAIRS from the loft and out the two big front barn doors to see Brigitte looking out the screen door and pushing it open in welcome.

Back in our usual bodies, hand in hand, smiles all around. And dressed like we started out the day. Comfortable.

“You two are just in time,” Brigitte called out. “I just took your surprise out of the oven and it's cooling. Come on, put a hustle on. You've still got to get cleaned up for dinner. Hope you're hungry....”

Brigitte disappeared behind the screen door and we were close enough to hear the plates rattling and stainless-ware clatter onto the wood table in the kitchen area.

“Grampa?”

“Yes?”

“Thanks. It's good to be home again.”

I squeezed her hand. “You're always welcome here. But next time, please let your parents know when you go visiting...”

She squeezed my hand back.

Then my last step took me close enough to the screen door to open it, where I followed my brilliant granddaughter in to find her brilliant grandma was waiting for us. As beautiful as always. Or was that the gorgeous smell of that dinner talking?

- - - -
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NOT THAT WE WERE DONE with Olivia's lessons. But this is enough to end this story with.

Book Universes Notes


All long series of books become complicated. The universes of these stories can mix and merge. There are short and long series, as well as crossovers. So we've begun the process of adding Book Universes Notes to each of them. This allows you to get links to the earlier materials that explain the character backgrounds and abilities, story arcs, and even easter eggs.

Please enjoy.



- - - -
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THIS IS FOURTH IN THE series of “The Girl Who Built Tomorrow” series. See that collection to catch up.

Joe and Brigitte first appeared in “The Autists: Brigitte”.

Sybil first appeared in “The Girl Who Became Tomorrow” as well as her brother Steve, who married Brigitte's daughter Jenna. That union resulted in Olivia, their daughter.

Hami and her restaurant first appeared in “Ham & Chaz.”

John first appeared in “Ghost Hunters” while his extra cabins appeared in “A Case of Missing Wings”.

John's connection to Joe was explained in “Walkaway Mary”.
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The Case of The Tenacious Typist
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S. H. MARPEL AND J. R. Kruze

- - - -
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THE SHIP WAS STORM-tossed, no one at the helm, its sails tattered and ragged.

Unless the couple got to the ship's wheel, soon they and the ship would be destroyed.

It seemed to take years as the couple struggled against the rocking waves and gusting wind to reach the quarterdeck and grab the ship's wheel.

The two of them together were able to finally wrestle the ship's rudder to start pointing the ship's travel with the waves instead of being rolled by them.

Side by side, the the storm was driving them to an unknown future. On a storm-driven ship that could do nothing but run before that tremendous gale.

The storm-drenched wide-shouldered man looked down at his partner, her own bodice full and straining against the tightness of the drenched fabric. The silk was hardly a match for the salt water spray which forced the fabric to disclose every detail as it clung...

Then a loud "Ding!"sounded above the storm, followed by a ratcheting noise as a typewriter carriage returned for a new line.

The storm's fury was suddenly gone. The wind died, the deck leveled. Like a movie sound stage after the director called “Cut!”

A small boy stopped tapping away at his clattering typewriter atop a folding table on the main deck - and looked up from his work.

The pair at the ship's wheel stood with open mouths at the sight of the boy's face.

It was their own twelve-year old son who sat there, writing them into his story...

I

THE SHIP WAS TOSSED like an empty cask on the turbulent seas, sales furled against the extreme wind. No one at the helm, the deck tilted and rocked as the ship was driven broadside over the stormy sea and its steep-pitched waves.

It seemed years before the couple could struggle against the rocking waves and wind to reach the quarterdeck and at last get control over that ship's wheel.

The two of them were able to finally wrest the ship's rudder to start pointing with the waves instead of being rolled by them.

Side by side, they were being driven to an unknown future. On a storm-driven ship that could do nothing but run before that tremendous gale force.

As Captain Miguel St. Raoul de Lobo studied the rigging and timbers above them, looking for torn sails and shorn lines, his Lady Marion peered through the rain that was now coming at their back, looking for any immediate danger ahead. She also kept and eye on the compass in the pinnacle which spun crazily so she could get some idea of their bearings.

Side by side, their breathing slowed from ragged, tortured breaths to mere heavy breathing. The forced calm on their faces showed they'd worked in worse climates than this – together.

Miguel completed his survey, finding that the ship had suffered no serious damage above decks. They would still need to rig pumps to lighten their load, which storm water and rain had added to. The heavier ballast helped them move more stably, but the sloshing bilge water made any steering other than directly the same direction as the storm. While lightening the ship would make it more maneuverable, nothing could be done for the moment with no crew aboard.

Marion saw only clear ocean in front of them. They'd be able to follow this storm until it finally blew out. Unless an island or reef still lay ahead of them below the horizon.

The ship's wheel no longer took two people to hold the ship on course, and yet the couple stood together, side by side.

Miguel had discarded his heavy captain's jacket during the struggle toward the quarterdeck – and now wore only his soaked wide-sleeved shirt, parted at the front to reveal his chiseled chest and abs, both criss-crossed by scars from many rapier and cutlass fights.

He looked down at Marion, her own bodice full, straining against the tightness of the drenched fabric. Its silk was hardly a match for the salt water spray which forced the fabric to disclose every detail as it clung...

“Cut. CUT. CUT!” The woman shouted over wind and water.

Clear as a bell. A loud bell. Very loud.

At the woman's command, the ship's motion stilled and leveled itself as if on gimbals. Water and wind quit their motion and calmed. Just like they were shooting a film scene, with the background being only digital special effects.

A small boy named Marcus stopped tapping away at his clattering keyboard and looked up from his typewriter. He sat in a director's chair at a folding table, his hands poised above an old black typewriter. There was no paper in that machine, while the carriage roller had a white cushion over it. No ribbon existed.

His set-up was on the main deck, where he could write the scene much like a director on a TV movie. His view took in the entire deck as he faced up at the quarterdeck, the couple in his sight.

His mother had let go of the ship's wheel and had placed her balled fists on each side of her waist. Her outfit and hair still dripping wet, her face was stern and had become the worst storm anywhere nearby.

Marcus' father was now relaxed, not even breathing heavy. He reached over to gently try to move a strand of wet hair out of her face.

She shrugged him off, still glaring at her child, who sat mid-deck, his now-stilled fingers poised over his mechanical keyboard.

“Marcus, where did you get this nonsense about some salacious, bodice-ripping romance showing up in your action sequences?” She gestured with a straight arm out to her left and a large white fluffy towel arrived in her grasp. Mopping her face, that towel quickly covered her front and she held it there. “Have you been sneaking peeks at that disgusting Horace Hackett's 'Blood and Lust' again?”

While Marcus' father softly moved an arm around his wife's waist in an attempt to comfort her, the boy's own face became down cast, the impish look in his eyes faded as he now faced reality.

Busted.

“Mom...” he started.

“No – You – Don't. Look, just because you can write us into your stories as models doesn't mean we also don't have a say in what happens.” She reached into a side pocket of her long skirt to pull out a smartphone, and glanced at it. It, too dripped from the storm's effects.

“Oh, great – very tricky. You've gotten us so wet and drenched that our phones don't work, either! You think you are so smart, young man. And since when do you get away with dressing your mother – your own mother – in a costume that reveals...” She looked down into the towel across her front, then quickly back to glare at her son. “...just about everything!?!”

Clutching the towel back to her front, her eyes shifted that glare from her son into her husband's attempt to keep a straight face. “And what do YOU find so amusing, Micah?”

He tried hugging her, but found she was as hard and cold as a ship's main mast. “Julie, dear...” But her glare was one he recognized. “Well, it does remind me of other times....”

Julie stamped her foot on the quarterdeck planks in frustration, narrowly missing the toe of her husband's boot. Something he quickly remedied to by shifting it slightly farther away.

The silence was deafening, as Marcus sat absolutely still. He was considering his choice of words in response. Carefully considering.

The resultant pause, adding to the rest of the now-quiet sound stage, became an answer all on it's own.

“OK, Mister. I warned you and we've gone over this. You can't put us as characters in your stories and not allow us editorial control.”

Marcus frowned. There was nothing he could say in defense that couldn't be used against him. So he waited for the boom to lower.

- - - -
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MARCUS' ROOM WAS DECORATED with vintage movie posters of the 1930's and 40's, He was laying on top of a neatly-made bed with an unwrinkled patchwork quilt, his arms bringing his hands across his middle, his fingers tented as the boy stared at the ceiling.

When his dad entered his room, Marcus didn't change position.

Sitting on the edge of the bed, Micah waited for his son to give him an opening. Otherwise, the thoughts Marcus was rolling through were keeping him more than busy, far beyond the regular world around him.

At last Marcus turned his eyes to his dad. “Not exactly fair.”

“Grounding you, cutting off your streaming classic film access, or locking away your typewriter?”

“All of them.”

Micah lifted one corner into a wry smile. “So let's review again – what was it that you did that earned this sentence?”

Marcus mirrored his smile. “Mom didn't like the rain-soaked silk blouse.”

Micah's smile turned into a grin. “There's that. But more to the core of the matter is that first, you put her into a scene with no warning – and no control over what she does and how she's dressed.”

Marcus shrugged.

His dad continued, “Soaking her cell phone wasn't a particularly genius move. Made the first two worse.”

Marcus muttered something.

“Something you want to share with your dad?”

“That was the point.”

“So she couldn't edit your writing?”

“Exactly.”

“Does that answer your first question?”

Marcus closed his eyes and slowly nodded.

His dad sat back.

Silence reigned.

The tented fingers crossed and relaxed. Busted again.

“OK, son, then what's your plan to handle this?”

II

MARCUS MADE HIS WAY up the concrete sidewalk toward his parent's Midwestern college-town home. He held three long envelopes in his hand.

The air was clean, it was near sunset. His light jacket was all he needed against the cool fall evening. In a few minutes, he might test the limits of his parent's dictum that he not be out at night by himself.

And since he'd only just gotten his freedom and his typewriter back, he didn't want to push anything.

Marcus sighed at that. And kept walking toward their home.

“Why is learning the writer's craft such hard work at times?” He said aloud to no one, as the streets and sidewalks were empty. “I've been writing since I was old enough to hold a pencil and all my memories have me writing one story or another.”

His tennis-shoe-covered feet stopped right at the walkway that curved up to their front door.

It didn't matter, he told himself. Writers write, and they get better as they work at it. The only way they get better.

Looking around the lonely street, his eyes came back to those three envelopes.

A mentor. That's what I've been needing. Getting that help, even a short conversation, will jump my quality up by leaps and miles.

Marcus smiled at the mixed metaphor. And recalled some of the comments his editor-mother had made over the years.

Sure, he was called “a chip off the old block” with his father and mother both published writers, churning out books when they weren't teaching at the local college. And his mom still edited the college literary magazine, which had even published his own work (under a pen-name, of course).

Marcus's smile turned into a grin. It had taken his mother weeks to discover that the new author she was excited to “find” was her own son. He knew it would eventually be discovered, since he could only get a P. O. Box locally through the local FastShip store. So it had to be someone in town, and with only a few thousand residents, plus another few thousand students, it was someone she had to know.

Not that he was particularly hiding it from her, but he kept the obvious hints hidden – like his bank statement and their written correspondence on editorial matters.

The envelopes he now held were only possible due to his book sales. And the only reason he was this late getting back was the time he'd had to take to print out the boarding passes for the airline tickets he'd bought.

The library had the only printer he could access that wouldn't give it all away. Plus, that was one place that gave him a plausible excuse for getting back so late.

The front door looked both inviting and threatening at the same time. Because this was going to surprise them.

Not too much, since he'd talked about it. But his mom had politely squashed his idea to get an out-of-town mentor, suggesting that he audit the various writing and editing classes that the English department offered.

That brought an involuntary shrug to his shoulders. Some of those academicians were pretty stilted in their approach to writing. Because they mostly didn't write themselves. Other than papers to get their raises, and poetry collections with difficult, rhyming stanzas. More literary and technical than appealing.

The envelopes bent as his grip tightened. Until he made his hands relax.

“We're not getting anywhere standing still.” Marcus muttered to himself. An old phrase he used often to motivate himself.

The evening was quiet, as the day's songbirds were gone to roost for the day, and the night owls and other nocturnal species hadn't yet begun their calls. No real breeze, while some of the brightest stars were beginning to appear. Almost a spooky quiet – like one he'd used in his mysteries before.

A few moments more standing out here would get him in trouble, even though he was technically on their property already, though in the government right-of-way - where his tennis shoes stood on their sidewalk.

Another breath and he paced up the curved walk to his home.

Only stopping, hand out-reached above the door knob, as the door itself opened before he could reach it.

Both his mom and dad standing there, waiting. With neutral expressions. Or what he hoped were neutral.

- - - -
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PARENTS JULIE AND MICAH were now sitting on the living room couch, their envelopes opened and boarding passes in their hands. Both wore tan slacks and loafers. Micah with a button-down blue-weave shirt, while Julie had a soft-rose cotton-blend blouse. Academically accepted attire. Micah considered them uniforms. Like guards in a suburban prison.

Marcus, in his blue jeans and gray polo shirt, sat in one of the opposing easy chairs, on the edge of it. A coffee table ran interference in between them, decorated with artful fans of literary magazines exposing a precise triangle of their glossy covers. Those decorative arrangements were positioned to ensure all feet stayed on the ground and off its surface.

“So, there's the details. I've checked your schedules and we can all go as a family.” Marcus tried to remain matter-of-fact about everything, and tried to relax the tenseness in his legs and back – but the fight-or-flight reactions are nothing you can easily master when you're only twelve.

Micah and Julie looked at each other, with suppressed smiles. They were somewhat used to being surprised by their precocious son. Even though the surprises were coming more frequently as he got older.

“And how did you get the money for these tickets – they must have set you back quite a bit.” His father broke the quiet first.

“All from my royalties I've earned.” Marcus fought to keep his voice even and steady. “But I've got plenty left. And I didn't touch the college savings account, if you're worried about that.”

Julie relaxed a bit at that. “We didn't know your sales were going so well.”

Marcus shrugged. “Some better than others. But I think I'm starting to get a following of sorts. At least the deposits are staying in a range that's predictable. My paperback sales are beginning to do much better than the ebooks, while my non-fiction is still selling better than my fiction, which is welcome, but frustrating.”

“Frustrating to get sales?” His father asked.

“It's just that I love writing fiction, as the stories come so easily. So I spend more time at it. The non-fiction actually covers the expenses of the fiction. But I'm stuck between the two.”

Julie frowned. “Stuck?”

“I could get more income by coming out with more non-fiction in that series, but I enjoy writing fiction more. So I struck a bargain with my muses, more or less.”

His parents just waited for the other shoe to drop.

“I write my next short story or chapter first in the week, and then work on a follow-up non-fiction book after that. On Sunday, I reset, regardless of where I was at by then. Monday is back to fiction again.”
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