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Fall 2021

Wilmington, NC

Paulette stood looking out the living room window at the dark, ominous clouds as they swirled in a slow, counterclockwise rotation. Lightening pierced the sky with loud cracks of thunder soon after as Hurricane Jackson crawled its way closer to the North Carolina coastline.

“This is Julie Reinhart coming to you from WRUZ with an important update about the hurricane brewing in the Atlantic.” 

“Sweetheart can you turn that up please?” Richard shouted from the other room.

“Sure, hang on,” Mary hollered back.

The sound of Paulette’s mom hollering snapped her out of the daze she was in. 

“Mom, just stay seated. I can get it,” Paulette said as she ran to the coffee table, brown hair swaying back and forth, and scooped up the remote, increasing the volume of the television.

“Hurricane Jackson has built into a Category 2 hurricane with winds up to a hundred miles an hour. The Hurricane Center has assured us that Jackson will maintain its status, or at most become a weak Category 3 hurricane. Please stay tuned for any further updates.” 

“Thanks, darlin’,” Mary bellowed to be heard over the TV.

“Welcome.” Paulette said as she strode out of the living room heading to check on her projects.

“Hey, Dad,” Paulette said as her father passed her and walked into the living room having to duck to avoid hitting his head. 

He smiled at his daughter. 

Richard strolled over to his wife, bent and kissed her on the forehead.

“Sounds like the hurricane won’t be too bad,” he said as he stood back up.

“Probably not, but we still should get everything ready since you don’t want to follow the governor’s orders to evacuate.”

“Oh dear, you know me. I’m too stubborn to up and leave my home for a measly little hurricane. We’ve survived worse than this. Why would this one be any different?” 

“That may be so, but you know what happened down in Florida when hurricane Michael hit. I just have a bad feeling about this one.”

“Don’t be silly. This hurricane won’t be anything like Michael. Besides, we’ve lived through plenty of Category 3 storms before. Please, just relax and take a deep breath. You know I’ve got this.”

“Don’t you roll those brown puppy-dog eyes at me like that. You’ve seen those clouds outside. They don’t look like ones from other hurricanes. You need to take this seriously.”

“If you say so, dear,” he said laughing as he bent to help her with the final packing of the go-bags.

Mary looked up with pools of water shadowing her sparkling blue eyes, then swiped a strand of blond hair out of her face, before punching him in the arm.

“What was that for?”

“I’m scared, like terrified of what will happen this time.”

“Darlin’, there’s no reason to be afraid. I’ll keep you both safe.”

“Okay, if you think it’s going to be fine, then I’ll try to be more composed.”

Returning her focus to the tasks at hand, she hollered for her beautiful daughter. “Paulette, can you come in here please?” 

A moment passed before a shout from the other end of the house reverberated down the hallway. “Comin’.”

Paulette’s brown ponytail swung wildly as she bounced into the living room, remembering to duck at the last moment so to avoid hitting her head on the door jam. 

“You called, Mom?”

“Yes, darlin’. It seems that the hurricane will be a little stronger than we thought. We’ll need to get the shelter in the basement prepared for a short stay. Plus, we need to make sure the animals are secured in the barn and fed for the duration.”

“Ah, Mom, do we have ta? I just got started with the 3D modeling of some of my time-travel invention ideas.”

“Sorry, dear, but yes you have to. Please go outside and do as I ask. When you’re done there, come back inside and help your dad and me.”

“Fine. You do know you guys take this prepping stuff a little too far,” Paulette said as she huffed, spun, and headed out the door.

Mary shook her head. “What are we going to do with her,” she said, as she continued packing up the essentials that needed to go to the basement.

[image: time travel scene change]

Paulette tossed on her rain jacket and slipped her feet into her muck boots. Then gazing out the backdoor window at the sheets of rain, she shook her head, took a deep breath, turned the knob, and opened the door just wide enough for her to slop out into the soggy late afternoon.

Head bowed to keep the driving rain out of her eyes, she made a beeline for the barn. However, the mud kept sucking her feet into the ground, making progress slow.

“Dang mud.” 

The repeating sucking, slurping noises of the mud as she pulled one foot, then the other out of the mud slogging toward the barn, were grating on her nerves. 

She entered the barn, covering her eyes to the constant flicker of the lights until they adjusted to the bright interior. Once acclimated, she made quick work of feeding the horses and other livestock. Finished, she double-checked to make sure all the latches to the stalls were secure and began the arduous trip back to the house.
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The television blared with the emergency broadcast signal, causing all three members of the Brown family to jump.

“What do you think that means, Dad?”

“Won’t know till the announcement comes on.”

“This is an emergency announcement. Hurricane Jackson has strengthened into a Category 4 hurricane. All remaining citizens are to seek shelter immediately. Tornadoes, strong winds, and flooding are projected to hit the area within the next few hours.”

Paulette’s eyebrows flashed upward as her whole body began to tremble. With a look of utter dismay, she asked her dad, “What are we going to do now?”

Her dad placed his hand on her shoulder, patting it, as he said, “Darlin’, there’s nothing to worry about. We have a good shelter, and we should be far enough inland to not have to worry about flooding.”

“But the winds and the tornados?”

“There’s always a possibility for that in any hurricane. I promise we’ll be fine.” 

“Mary, honey, we should finish getting the supplies to the shelter.”

“I agree.” Mary clasped Paulette’s hand in hers as she dragged her daughter with her to finish the preparations.

“Honey, did your dad remember to board the windows on the barn?”

Paulette scrunched her face as she thought about the question. “I think so. I know all the house windows are covered.”

“Well, let’s hope so.” 

They grabbed the remaining supplies off the kitchen counter and proceeded down to the shelter taking wary steps to avoid falling.

Paulette and her mom stepped over the ledge at the bottom of the doorway to the shelter, making their way to the far back right corner.  

They each rubbed their lower backs as they stood straight after placing the boxes and containers on the floor. Without much direction from her mother, Paulette bent at the knees and grabbed the edges of one container and slid it over to the bottom shelf, just lifting it enough to place it on the shelf. She repeated this process till all the heavy buckets containing food and first-aid supplies were placed on the shelf.  

Meanwhile, her mother placed the lighter boxes and containers on the other shelves.

“Phew, glad that’s done,” Paulette said as she wiped a sheen of sweat from her forehead.

“Me too. Let’s go see if your dad is ready to come down here and batten the hatches till the storm passes.”

“Okay. Mom, do you think dad will let me bring my projects down here?” Paulette asked as they turned to go back to the stairs.

“Oh, honey, I don’t think there’s enough room down here. Sorry.”

A frown creased Paulette’s forehead, and her lips puckered as she silently protested the unfairness of it all while they walked to the bottom of the basement stairs.

As mother and daughter hiked back up the stairs, they ran into Richard making his way down.

“Are we ready to stay in the shelter?” Mary inquired of her husband as she sidestepped to let him pass with the heavy load he was carrying.

“Yup,” he mumbled through the boxes stacked against his face.

“Well, Paulette, it looks like we are going back down, and this time we’ll stay in the shelter till the storm passes.”
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Paulette jumped at the sound of the door clanging shut. She spun around and glared at her dad. 

“You could have waited till I was looking your way before shutting the door. You know I don’t like loud noises.”

“Sorry, sweetie. I didn’t think about it. Can you turn on the battery-operated radio so we can keep abreast of the hurricane?”

Pouting, she ambled to the shelf near the food and medical supplies and flipped the switch on. Static greeted her ears. “Ergg, darn radio.” She twisted the dial until she picked up the weather channel.

“Thanks. Can you turn it up just a bit more?”

“Sure, Dad.” Paulette turned the volume up so they could hear the latest information.

Everyone commandeered a cot and laid out their sleeping bags and pillows. The cots lay adjacent to the left and right walls of the shelter, with one cot up against the back wall near the supplies. The shelter was equipped with electricity backed by a generator, and if that failed, they had battery-powered lanterns. Richard had installed a ventilation system to keep fresh air circulating in the small space, also making it possible for them to use a small camp stove to cook meals.

“Dad, I have everything ready. What would you like me to do now?”

“Why don’t you prepare some dinner for us?”

“Ah, can’t Mom do that?”

“No, you need to practice your skills.”

“You’re right, Dad. Sorry.” She turned, rolled her eyes and went to the supply shelf to pick out their meal for the night. 

Paulette opened one of the food supply bins and pulled out a package of Homestyle Potato Soup, a Food 4 You dinner that was supposed to taste just like the real thing. She heated up the soup, placed even portions into three bowls, and handed them out.

“Thanks, sweetie,” her mom said as she carefully took the bowl, holding it around the top edges to keep from burning her hands.

Her dad just grunted as she placed his bowl next to him. He was busy fiddling with something she couldn’t quite see.

Just before finishing their quiet meal together, the radio squawked, and they heard the newsman clear his voice before proceeding with the announcement. 

Rapt with attention they listened.

“Umm ... folks. Uh ... I don’t even know how to describe this, but ... ahem ... the hurricane forecast center has just advised us that Hurricane Jackson is now packing winds of over two hundred fifty miles an hour. This goes beyond the current ratings for storms and is stronger and deadlier than a Category 5 storm. We strongly recommend you seek shelter on higher ground. The storm surge is said to be over thirty feet high and has already flooded most of downtown Wilmington. This is unprecedented. May God watch over us and keep us safe. This will be the last broadcast from this location.  

Oh, my word. What is that? No, it can’t be  ”

They heard glass shattering and gurgling noises as the broadcaster went silent.

Paulette shook violently and turned her tear-stained face toward her parents. “Mom, Dad, did he just die?”

Their mouths hung open and eyes were wide as they faced their daughter. Her father’s voice trembled.

“It seems that way. This storm is much worse than I could have ever imagined or prepared for. Mary did you remember to grab our important papers?”

Her pencil-thin eyebrows scrunched tight as she tried to recall. “Oh, my word. I forgot to grab them from your office. What are we going to do now?”

“No worries. I’ll run up real quick and grab the Ziploc bag that has our papers in it and bring them back down here.”

“No!” Mary and Paulette blurted at the same time.

“It’s not safe, honey.”

“I’ll be okay. It won’t take but a few minutes. You two stay here no matter what. Understood?”

They nodded.

Tears welled up in Paulette’s and Mary’s eyes as they stared at Richard’s back when he waltzed out of the storm shelter, slamming the door shut behind him.
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“Honey, quit pacing and sit down. You’re driving me nuts.”

“But Mom, Dad has to be back soon, right?”

“He said he would be back. He may have had to take shelter elsewhere temporarily.”

“Maybe, but I’m worried. What if he doesn’t come back?” She wiped away the tears streaming down her face.

“He will, honey. I just know it. Now sit down and rest for a while.”

Paulette took one more forlorn look at the shelter door, then whirled around and stomped over to her cot and sat down. Hanging her head in her hands, shoulders trembling, she sobbed. Eventually, she lay on her cot and fell into a fitful sleep.

A loud thump startled her awake. She bolted upright in her cot and frantically looked around before she realized she was in the shelter.

“Mom, what was that noise?”

Fear fleeted through Mary’s eyes as she looked toward her daughter. “I don’t know, but it doesn’t sound good.”

Shaking the cobwebs of sleep from her head, she looked around and noticed her dad was still missing.

“Where’s Dad?” 

“I’m sorry, honey, but he hasn’t come back.”

That’s when Paulette noticed the dirty tear tracks on her mother’s face. “What do you think happened?”

“Sweetie, I don’t have the answer. All we can do is hope he’s safe. The weather people said the storm should pass by the tenth of October. Then it should be safe for us to emerge from the shelter and search for your dad.”

“The tenth? That means he’ll have been out there for two days. Mom! He ... he ... he can’t survive that long. Can he?”

Paulette watched as her mother’s shoulders sagged and she began weeping. She raised up off her cot and walked over and plopped down next to her mom. She wrapped her arms around her, leaning in and began crying too.

Time seemed to crawl. It was mid-day on October 10 when Paulette and Mary awoke from a fitful sleep.  

“Mom, can you hear that?”

“I don’t hear anything darlin’.”

“Exactly. We should turn on the radio and see if it’s safe to leave the shelter.”

“Sounds like a good idea.” Mary stood, stretched her aching muscles, then walked over and turned on the radio.

“This is Ron Wagner from KCLV. For all of our listeners out there, we are relieved to say that the hurricane has passed. However, the devastation is beyond words. Please be safe when emerging from your shelters.”

“What does he mean the devastation is beyond words,” Paulette interrupted.

“Let’s listen and see what he has to say.”

Static hissed out of the speakers before Ron came back on. 

“We have a live report from our helicopter crew. Debbie, what can you see from your vantage point?”

“Ron, as you said, the devastation is beyond words. Everywhere I look, I see nothing but demolished buildings, downed trees, power poles snapped in half, and cars and semi-trucks all toppled on top of each other. In one word, Wilmington has vanished into a pile of rubble.”

“Excuse me, Debbie, did you just say Wilmington is gone?”

“Yes, Ron, I did. From our vantage point, we can see that most of the east coast and miles inland have been chewed up and spit out by this monstrous storm. We are going to need every bit of federal help to rebuild.”

“Ron, are you still there?”

“Ah, yes, sorry. Was speechless for a moment.”

“I can understand. We here in the helicopter still can’t process all that we see. The coast and the remains of Wilmington are under at least a few feet of water. We advise people to be extremely careful. In fact, it would be best if people avoided the area if possible.”

“Thank you, Debbie. You heard it from our crew in the sky. Please be careful out there. Our hearts and prayers go to everyone affected by this unprecedented storm.”

Paulette reached over and rotated the volume button to zero.  “Do you think our house survived?”

“Not sure, but we’ll know soon enough. Let’s get going. We need to find your dad.”

Paulette observed her mom opening the door, but stood stalk still, not wanting to move. It wasn’t till her mother looked back and waved her forward that she managed to move her glued feet.

They stepped out into what had once been the basement of their home. 

“Why is it so bright?” Paulette complained as she shielded her eyes from the sun. 

“It seems the house was stripped away from the basement and now the sun is shining in.”

“Great, and how do we get out of here?”

She saw her mom scanning the basement for a way out, when Paulette noticed that one of the beams from the house lay at an angle.

“Mom, look. We could climb up that beam to get out.”

Mary looked where her daughter pointed and considered the proposition.

“Maybe we can, but it will be slippery. Plus, we have to navigate this mess to get there. We need to be careful not to slip and fall or get caught by any of the boards and nails.”

“Understood. We take it slow and easy.”

Weaving under and over broken plaster, two-by-fours, and furniture, they worked their way to the far wall where the beam lay. 

Just when they thought they would make it without any problems, Paulette saw her mom go down.

“Mom, are you okay?”

“I think so, but I’m stuck. Something’s wrapped around my right leg, and I can’t reach it.”

“Hang on. I’ll get you out.”

Paulette raced the short distance to her mom, knelt, and dug around until she could see her mom’s leg.

“I see it. It looks like an electrical cable got wrapped around your leg. Give me a moment to free you.”

“It’s not like I can go anywhere,” Mary said with a chuckle.

Paulette dug into her jeans pocket and produced the Buck knife her dad had given her. She flicked open the blade then froze, a tear escaping her left eye. “Dang it, Dad, why did you have to leave?”

“What was that honey?”

Snapped back to reality, she said, “Nothing. Hang on. I’ll have you free in a minute.” 

Paulette pulled at the electrical cable and cut through the multiple strands until finally she cut the last one. “There that should do it. Can you move now?”

“Yes. Thanks so much. Now let’s get out of this place.”

“No kidding.”

They scaled the beam as carefully as possible, their feet slipping occasionally. Horror and devastation met their eyes as their heads poked out from the top of the cement wall. They paused as they tried to catch their breath and continued up the beam to what awaited them.

The devastation was total. Their house was gone  nowhere to be seen  unless you counted the few boards, shingles, and other debris lying around. In fact, there wasn’t much standing as far as the eye could see. 

All that remained were broken trees and debris from their house and barn. Even the cars were crushed.

“This isn’t real,” Paulette cried out.

She felt her mother’s hand rest on her shoulder. 

“Unfortunately, it is. We lost everything. But hopefully, your father survived.”

“How, Mom. Look around you. There’s nothing left.”

“I know, dear, but we can hope. Right?”

“I guess. We should start looking.”

Paulette slipped her hand into her mother’s, and they stepped carefully over the debris in search of her father.

“Dad! Can you hear me?”

“Richard, call out if you hear us.”

Nothing.

Paulette lifted debris, looking under it with no luck. She watched as her mom searched the area. Neither had any luck.

Then, rounding a large portion of the house roof, Paulette spotted the two-hundred-year-old pecan tree lying on its side. 

Her voice rose several octaves as she haphazardly ran toward the tree. 

“Mom, over here. I think I see something.”

“Be right there. Slow down, Paulette. You don’t want to get hurt.”

Paulette didn’t slow down till she reached the tree. Then she collapsed on the ground screaming and crying.

“What is it?”

A moment later, Paulette felt her mother collapse near her, and she too began to wail.

After a moment, Paulette stared into her mother’s eyes with the unspoken question. “Is he alive?”

She watched as her mother reached down, placing her two fingers on her father’s neck. Paulette held her breath in rapt anticipation that her mother would say he had a heartbeat. But she didn’t shout anything out. Instead, her mother searched her face, sorrow written on hers, as she fiercely grabbed Paulette and began sobbing all over again.

Paulette sat there stunned by the news that her father was dead. She became hysterical. Her nose ran, dripping snot all over what remained of the house where she grew up.

Her mother rose, wiped her face with her shirt sleeve, and held out a hand to help Paulette stand. Turning, her mother grabbed and hugged her.

Paulette had lost almost everything that day. All that she could think about was that maybe someday she could change what had happened, even though she had been warned to never experiment with time travel. But she was more determined than ever to test her time-travel theories and knew she’d someday fulfill her goal and prove everyone wrong.
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Fall 2021

Buckley, WA.

Paulette threw her arms in the air. "Are you serious? Buckley, Washington? Like that is the furthest you could go and still not run from danger. I mean, you do know you are moving us from a hurricane zone to a place with volcanoes and earthquakes?”

“Don’t get an attitude with me. I’m well aware of the differences. the biggest one being that the earthquakes and such don’t cause near as much damage as the hurricanes and happen less often.”

Paulette rolled her eyes, voice raising. “Not as much damage! Mom, that may be true right now, but no one knows when the big one will hit, or if one of the volcanoes will blow its top off. Don’t you remember Mount Saint Helens?”

Mary wagged her finger at Paulette. “Get it together. And yes, I remember the day that volcano blew, a lot better than you reading about it in some history book. I lived in the area, and the worst effects we had were heavy ash fall. Therefore, you need to get over yourself and realize that one, I’m your mother and you will do as your told, and two, we are moving and that’s that.”

Paulette plopped down on the hotel bed, shoulders sagging as she dropped her head in defeat. “Yes, Mom.”

“Good, we need to finish packing so we can head out. We have a long drive ahead of us.”
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Mary pulled into the driveway of their new, two-bedroom home just on the outskirts of Buckley, Washington. They exited the car, and Paulette stood there staring at the pale-blue house with white trim and a yard much smaller than her previous home.

Paulette wasn’t very impressed. She began looking around at the pine trees, shrubbery, and other details around the house, when she turned her eyes upward and noticed something more beautiful than she had ever seen. In the near distance was a tall, snowcapped mountain with a cloud bonnet sitting at the top like a little hat. She drew in a breath, looked at her mom and said, “This will do,” as she promptly walked down the sidewalk and in the front door.

She quickly scanned the different rooms till she found her bedroom. She opened the door, walked in and froze. She broke down in tears. I wish I’d had a say on whether we moved or not, and if so, where we moved. It’s so hard for me to make friends and having to leave the one best friend I had was even harder. I don’t know if I’ll ever be able to make any friends here. Plus, it’s just not the same without Dad here.

Her room wasn’t ideal. It was square with green walls and a nasty, light-brown carpet. She looked over the room, envisioning where she would put her new stuff that her mom bought with the insurance money. 

Maybe, mom will let me make a few changes to the room. Guess I’ll have to ask her. Also, there may not be enough room in here for me to work on my projects. I think I’ll ask if I can have the garage.

Paulette skipped back out of the room and down the hall hollering, “Mom, Mom, I need to talk to you.”

She saw her mom pop out of the kitchen. “What is it that you have to holler all the way down the hall?”

“I just saw my room, and it could use a new paint job and a new carpet. Can we fix it up?”

“I think we can get the room painted but the carpet is going to have to wait.”

“I guess that’ll work. One more thing. The room isn’t as big as the one from our old home, so I was wondering if I can use the garage for my projects.”

She watched her mom’s face, looking for any indication that she was giving it any serious thought. Then, before she could say anything else, her mom replied, “I guess you can, but please don’t make a big mess in there. Understood?”

Paulette jumped up and down, grabbed her mom, and squeezed her tightly. “Thank you, thank you, thank you. Now I can get going on rebuilding my time-travel project, as well as the other experiments I had going before the hurricane wiped them from the face of the earth.”

Paulette could feel her mother wiggling in her tight grasp. “Oh, sorry.” Paulette let go and took a step back, face beaming with joy.

“I’m glad to see you so excited again. Just please be careful.”

“I will. I promise,” Paulette said as she raced through the kitchen and out into the garage. She scrutinized the garage and began laying out plans for how she would set everything up.

––––––––
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Paulette was sitting on her bed staring out her window, a tear rolling down her cheek as she remembered her dad.

I wish Dad was still here. We had so much fun together. I remember my first camping trip with him. I was six years old, and he took me to the Appalachian Mountains. We set up our tent and campsite, then he took me to the bubbling stream nearby and taught me how to fish.

The memory of the smell of fresh, slimy and squirmy fish still reminded her of the joy of learning how to descale it, clean it, and cook it.

The next day, we went hiking overnight, and that’s when Dad showed me how to build my own basic shelter. He also taught me how to hunt. I remember seeing a rabbit. It stood stock-still and stared at me and me at it, while I leveled the .22 and aimed. The rabbit remained still, not sure what to do, and before it could jump, I took the shot and hit it right in the heart. Dad told me what a good job I had done and to go get it so he could show me how to clean and skin it. I ran over and picked it up by its ears, with a big smile on my face, as I followed Dad to a small stump. He pulled out his hunting knife, handed it to me and instructed me on how to clean, skin, and cut the meat. Later, he showed me how to tan the hide. We had so much fun. I wish you were here; I miss you so much, Dad.

She was jerked out of her memories when she heard her mother calling from the other room. “Coming,” Paulette hollered and got up and went to see what her mother wanted.

“Ah, there you are. I wanted to talk to you about the go-bags I just purchased for us.”

Paulette rolled her eyes, “Really, go-bags? Why on earth would we need those here?”

“You know why. In case there’s an emergency. I’d like you to pack some clothes and other personal items in yours and always make sure it’s with you.”

“Mom, I can’t carry it to school. Can’t I just leave it here?”

“I guess, but keep it in a place you can grab it quickly.”

“Fine.” Paulette reached out and grabbed the go-bag, turned and marched back to her room, and promptly threw it in the closet. Maybe when I get a car, I’ll dig it out and throw it in the trunk. But for now, I can’t see why I’d ever need it.

[image: time travel scene change]

“Mom, are you ready? You said you were going to take me to town today.”

“Just a minute, darlin’.”

Paulette stood near the front door, foot tapping as she waited for her mother to show.

“Finally, I thought you weren’t ever going to show.”

“Sorry, had to find the car keys.”

“Really. Maybe we should pick up one of those key holders while we’re out.”

“That’s a good idea.”

They got in the car, and her mother backed out and began the short drive into town.

Paulette peered out the window as they drove. This town is so tiny compared to Wilmington. Still can’t believe we moved here.

“Paulette, how about we take a quick tour of the town before we head to the hardware store?”

“Sure, why not? Shouldn’t take too long.”

“Cheer up, sweetie. You’ll find this is an excellent place to live.”

“Whatever.”

She continued to sit quietly and stare out the window, watching as they turned onto the main road into town. She spotted the post office, police station, the tiny courthouse, some small grocery stores, and other small business as they made their way down the road. 

She sat up straighter and turned her head to look at her mother, “Mom, slow down. What’s that?” She pointed at a building with a large window and what looked like washer and dryers inside.

Her mother chuckled, “That, my dear, is a laundromat.”

“Why on earth would people need to go there? Doesn’t everyone have their own washer and dryer?”

“No, some places are too small to accommodate them, so towns build community laundromats.”

“Hmm, maybe one day I can solve that problem too.”

She turned back to look out the window, while listening to her mother laugh about her comment. That’s okay. I have lots of plans for the future.

“Paulette, why don’t we stop for lunch, then finish our tour?”

“Okay. Where are we going to find a place to eat in this small town?”

“I thought I’d take you to the local burger joint. A lot of the teenagers hang out there. They serve the largest hamburgers and the best milkshakes ever.”

“Sure, why not.”

––––––––
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With lunch finished, they continued the tour. “So, the next place I’d like to show you is the high school,” Mary said.

“Really! I take it you plan to stop there and enroll me.”

“Well, I thought it would be best. You’ve been out of school a month and I don’t want you to fall too far behind.”

“Seriously, Mom. Fall behind? Heck, I could skip the rest of high school and still be fine.” Paulette crossed her arms and twisted in her seat, trying to look anywhere but at her mother. How could she ruin my trip by taking me to the high school today? Couldn’t she have waited for another day?

“I understand how you feel, but you need to have social interaction with kids your own age.”

Silence ensued for the rest of the short trip.

She felt the car stop and turn off. She sat unmoving in her seat.

“Let’s go, Paulette.”

She unbuckled and moving like a sloth, exited the car.

“Could you speed it up a bit, dear? I want to get to the hardware store before they close.

Paulette rolled her eyes but picked up the speed.

They entered White River High School and made their way to the main office. Paulette found a chair to slouch down in, while her mom registered her for school.

Geez, Mom wants me to hurry up so she can go to the hardware store. Heck, I’m the one that wanted to go there. I need all new equipment and tools to begin my projects again. Still can’t believe I have to wait another week for my special-built computer to come in so I can start rebuilding my time-travel programs again.  

Paulette sighed. It was going to be a long day.
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Chapter 3
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Early Spring 2022

Buckley, WA.

Birds chirped and bees flew and landed on various early-blooming flowers as Paulette made her way to school. She took in a deep breath and allowed the aroma of the flowers and pine trees to invigorate her.

“This is what I call heaven,” she said to no one in particular. 

She continued her leisurely walk deep in thought. I need to figure out how to get my time-travel theories to work in the real world. If only I hadn’t lost everything to the hurricane. Hmm, maybe I can rewire.... What the heck?

She suddenly found herself falling backwards, arms pinwheeling to catch herself, only to fall flat on the sidewalk as her books flew through the air and skidded to a halt several feet away.

Shaking her head to clear the spinning stars, she quickly assessed herself for injuries. Seeing nothing other than a few scrapes and cuts, she finally looked up. What she saw caused her to take in a deep breath. She had bumped into a handsome, olive-skinned teenager, with black hair and green eyes. He was tall and built like a rock, so much so, that he didn’t even budge when they collided.

“Excuse me,” Paulette blurted, as she tried to catch her breath.

“Are you okay?” he asked. “Here let me help you up. 

“Thank you.”  

“You’re most welcome. My name is Greg Moretti. What’s yours?”

“I ... um ... ah ... my name is Paulette Brown. So sorry that I ran into you.”

“Not a problem. Do you go to White River?”

“Um, yes,” she replied.

“Good, I’d love to walk with you to school if it’s all right?”

“Um, sure, I’d like that."

Greg bent down and began picking up and dusting the dirt off her books and handing them to her to put in her book bag. Once he gave her the last book, he stood back up and they headed toward the high school. 

“So, what grade are you in?” she asked him.

“I’m a freshman this year.”

“Cool, me too.”

“So, what’s your favorite subject?” she asked.

“I like math and science.”

“Me, too. So, do you have any hobbies?”

“Yeah, I like to read and tinker with electronics and engineering stuff. I’ve got several small projects going at one time.”

“Wow, I’ve got several projects going, too. Someday I’ll amaze the world with one of my projects,” she said coyly.

“Really, and what could that be,” he inquired.

“I plan on inventing time travel,” she stated.

“Time travel? Really? You think you can do it?”

“Yep, without a doubt.”

––––––––

[image: ]


[image: time travel scene change]

Paulette and Greg burst through the front door of her home. They were excitedly chatting about the upcoming hiking and camping trip. 

“Mom?” 

“In the kitchen,” Mary shouted.

Paulette and Greg walked into the kitchen to see Mary wiping at her sweaty brow as she washed the afternoon dishes. She rinsed a plate, set it in the dish drainer, and turned to face the two boisterous teenagers.

“Hey, you two.”

“Hi, Mrs. Brown.”

Paulette walked over and wrapped her arms around her mother, squeezing her in a bear hug.

“Oomph, not so tight darlin’. I can’t breathe.”

“Sorry. Just excited.”

“About what dear?”

“I was wondering if I can go hiking and camping with Greg and his friends this weekend up at Tiger Mountain.”

Mary glanced over to Greg and then back to Paulette, a slight grin on her face. “I don’t know, sweetheart. That’s a long way off, and you and Greg still have to get your science fair project done. Plus, it’s March, and it’ll still be cold up in the mountains.”

“I know, Mom. I have all the gear I need to stay warm. I promise I’ll stay safe. Please, please can I go?”

“You skipped the part about the science fair project.”

“Sorry, just excited. Greg and I are almost done, and the fair isn’t until the end of April.”

“Hmm, I guess if you’re almost done and you promise to stay safe.” Mary glanced at Greg as if to say, Don’t let my girl get hurt, “then I guess you can go.”

“Thanks so much, Mom,” Paulette said as she kissed her on the cheek, grabbed Greg’s hand, and pulled him toward the garage door.

Paulette strode to the camping section in the garage and began grabbing her zero-degree sleeping bag, her tent, and other supplies. 

“Hey, Greg, can you take this stuff outside for me? I still need to locate my backpack. I think it’s hanging up in my closet.”

“Sure.” Greg began grabbing things out of the pile, and then walked out of the garage, placing the sleeping bag, tent, and other stuff in a neat pile. 

Paulette smiled at his back and then turned and headed back in to get her backpack. She ran down to her room, opened the closet, swiped aside her clothes, and snatched the blue-and-grey pack. She closed the closet door and went back to the garage.

“Found it,” she hollered to Greg as she stepped back into the garage.”

“Awesome. Mike and the gang just pulled up, and I’ve loaded all our gear.”

“You ready for a great weekend?”

“Absolutely.”
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“Look, there’s the campsite. Dude, you almost missed it,” Greg said as he pointed out the turn.

“Thanks,” Mike replied, applying the brakes and turning onto the road that led to their camping area. A few moments later, he pulled into Campsite Three and turned off the ignition.

Everyone began piling out of the car in anticipation of a great weekend.

Paulette and Greg grabbed their gear from the back of Mike’s Hyundai Santa Fe. They carried their stuff to a nice flat area, dropping the gear in a pile. It didn’t take long for them to erect their individual tents and get things set up inside. Once they finished, they gathered around the firepit.

Paulette sat on a log opposite Greg, staring off into the distance.

I wonder if people are going to take our science fair project seriously. Most people believe time travel is for science fiction movies, but I know it’s real. I just need more time to work out the formulas. If I hadn’t lost all my work during Hurricane Jackson, I’d have the solution by now.

“Hey, earth to Paulette,” Greg said again as he waved his hand in front of her eyes.

Paulette blinked, turned, and said, “Sorry, what did you say?”

“Was just wondering what meal you wanted me to heat up for you.”

“Oh. Umm, I’ll take the stroganoff please.”

After dinner, they sat around the fire chatting. Mike and Kelly, his girlfriend, were sitting opposite Paulette and Greg. Paulette wasn’t that close to them, but she didn’t want to disappoint Greg. They were his friends, so she would try to get along with them.  

“Hey, Paulette, Greg tells me you guys are working on a secret science fair project. Do tell?” Kelly asked as she pushed a few strands of jet-black hair out of her face.

Silence ensued for a few minutes before Greg nudged her with his elbow. Paulette jolted, then looked up at Kelly and smiled. “Well, if I told you, it wouldn’t be a surprise at the fair now would it?”

Kelly pushed out her thick bottom lip in a pout. “Ah come on. What’s wrong with telling your friends what you two are up to?”

Paulette shrugged her shoulders. “Well, if you promise not to tell a soul, I might tell you.”

Kelly’s pout transformed into a sly grin. “Pray tell, what is it about? I ... ” she looked at Mike then back to Paulette ... “we won’t say a peep.”

A wide, mischievous grin spread across Paulette’s face as she blurted out, “Our project is about time travel.”

Mike and Kelly both bent over laughing.

“Time travel?” Mike asked, still laughing at the absurdity of the idea.

“Yes,” Greg piped up. Come on, dude. Be nice. We’ve worked really hard on it.”

“Sure, man. And where do you plan to go?” 

“We don’t plan to go anywhere for now. The project only shows the potential for time travel.”

“Yeah right, dude. I would love to go back to the Wild West. Think you can make it happen, Paulette?”

Her smile slipped away as she glared at Mike. How dare he mock me. “For you, I would have a special place I’d send you, and it wouldn’t be the Wild West.” Her blood felt as if it were boiling in her veins. She knew it was fool hardy to tell anyone about the project. 

Greg put his hand on her leg, patting it, trying to calm her down. It wasn’t working. She bolted up, turned, and stomped off to her tent, not even bothering to say good night.

––––––––
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The winds blew and rain battered upon the wood and brick. In the distance, she could hear a scream for help, but she couldn’t move. She tried her hardest, but her limbs felt like they were tied down.

It had to be her dad calling for help. Dad, I’m trying to help, but I can’t move. Why aren’t you with me? 

She struggled to break free. The howling grew louder. Things creaked and crashed all around her. Mom, where are you? I need you. Dad needs you.

There was no reply. She thrashed about. Struggling to free herself. Why did it get quiet all of a sudden? Hey, my arms and legs can move again. I’m coming for you, dad. 

She pulled herself into a crouch, then stood. Looking, but not seeing, she felt her way through the inky blackness. Call out, Dad. I can’t see you. Where are you? 

Sobbing, she stumbled in the darkness. After what felt like an eternity, she pitched forward, tripping over something. Her arm flew over her eyes, shading them from the sudden bright light.

She wandered around the other worldly scenery. Nothing looked right. Everything was gone, destroyed and she needed to locate her dad. 

Walking in a daze, she searched high and low. She still didn’t see her mother either. Then she spotted it — a large pecan tree, roots exposed, lying on its side. She ran forward, stopped, dropped to her knees, and broke out in a silent scream.

No! No! No! No! This can’t be. Dad, you can’t be gone. Why did you leave us? I need you. Please come back.

Nothing. He didn’t stir. He didn’t open his eyes and say it was all a joke. No, he simply lay there, unmoving, not breathing.

She leapt into the air and back on her feet. Her nostrils flaring, she tilted her head back and yelled, This isn’t fair. I will change everything. I will bring you back, Dad. People will wish they never mocked me.

Paulette felt a hand shaking her shoulders. Slowly she awoke to see Greg leaning over her. 

“Are you okay? You were yelling in your sleep and crying,” Greg said, real concern displayed on his face.

She looked around and noticed it was still dark out, then turned her face to look into Greg’s green eyes. She could get lost in there. She blinked.

“I was just having a nightmare. Sorry I woke you.”

“It’s okay. You’re my friend, and I was concerned.”

“Thanks. I don’t know how much more I could have taken of that horrible dream.”

Greg sat down next to her. “Do you want to talk about it?”

Sitting in the darkness next to Greg, Paulette shook her head.

He placed his arm around her shoulders and gently pulled her toward him. She leaned in, laying her head on his shoulder, and began to cry.

A few minutes passed and she sat up, wiped the tears away, and sighed. She turned to see Greg staring at her. She wondered what he thought about her. Then she said, “I’m ready to tell you about the dream.”

He sat there listening and nodding occasionally. Not saying a word as she regurgitated the nightmare.

When she finished, he took her hand and said, “I’m so sorry about your dad. I’m here for you anytime you need to talk.”

“Thanks, I appreciate that.”

“My only concern is about the last part of the dream. You don’t really intend to go back in time to rescue him, right?”

A shadow passed behind her eyes before she replied. “Even if I wanted to, I can’t.”

“Why is that?”

“It’s simple. You shouldn’t try to change things in the past. You don’t know what the consequences would be. Even saving my dad could cause irreparable damage.”

“Wow. I didn’t think about that.”

“Don’t get me wrong. I really do want to go back and save him, but my more logical side wins out every time.”

“Glad you have an angel on your shoulder keeping you straight,” Greg said as he grinned at her.

“Funny. I guess I should try to get a little more sleep.”

“Sure. I’ll see you when the sun rises.”

“Umm, if you want you could stay with me — you know, just for comfort. Maybe I won’t have another bad dream.”

“Sure, let me go grab my sleeping bag.” 

She could see the wide smile on his face. Maybe he did have feelings for her.  
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Chapter 4
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Spring 2022

White River High School

A dull roar could be heard throughout the gym. Displays of all shapes and sizes were perched on tables, waiting for the highly coveted first prize award.

“You ready for this?” Greg asked as he nervously looked around the crowed, noisy gym.

“I think so. The project shows that time travel is possible, although I left key parts out so no one could steal my, well, our work.”

Greg smiled. “Yeah, we don’t need some rich person taking your ideas and making it happen.”

“Exactly. If I had the money, I could get things going right now. But I’m just a teenager with grand ideas, and no money to back them,” she said with a chuckle.

No sooner had she said that, than a tall, slender man in a greyish business suit and short, cropped hair stepped up to their booth. Paulette smiled at the man, waiting for him to begin the questions about their project. She could see him carefully scanning every inch of their display, pausing occasionally on a particular section. Then without much notice, he spoke.

His voice was smooth and almost quiet as he said, “This is an interesting project. I see your hypothesis that time travel is possible, but how have you been able to test this theory?”

Great, a stickler for the facts. Like I have the money to do an actual test of my theories.

“As you know, time travel is just a theory. My hypothesis states that time travel is possible. In order for us to actually test this theory, we would need to build a time pod and program it to jump into the past or future. Since we don’t have this capability just yet, I have used a computer to simulate what would happen.” 

Paulette didn’t wait for the man to respond as she called up her program and hit enter. She observed the expression on the man’s face as he watched her program initiate and go through the process of traveling through time.

He squinted at the laptop as math equations flew past, simulating a time pod traveling to the year 2030. Everything appeared to work as it should. She could see a grin beginning to form. This was good news.

He turned, extended his hand, and said, “My name is Ryan Abernathy, of the Abernathy Space and Science Agency. Your project is... well, astounding, especially for such young people.”

“Thank you,” they said in unison.

“You are most welcome. I’m one of the judges. Normally you would get a nice ribbon and certificate and an A plus for a grade, but your project is not the normal kind of work teenagers do for a science fair.”

Paulette and Greg looked a bit puzzled as Ryan continued.

“My company has been working on the same project, but my scientists can’t figure it out. I would like to offer both of you a position in my Physics Department. You can work evenings and weekends after school and full time during the summer. What do you think?”

Their mouths hung open. What could they say? This wasn’t what either expected. Paulette would have a chance to test her theories.

“I would love to come work with you; however, I would like to make sure that my formulas and ideas remain mine, solely.”

She watched Ryan carefully but couldn’t determine his intentions. He nodded. “Of course. You would retain all patents and rights to your ideas. I wouldn’t dare think to take it away.”

Greg stared at Paulette and whispered, “Are you sure about this. I thought you didn’t want it to fall into the wrong hands?”

Paulette leaned toward his ear and said, “I know, but this gives us an opportunity that we won’t ever get again. I’ll be careful.”

She could see that Greg wasn’t happy with her answer, but she couldn’t give up this opportunity. She would just have to find a way to control the outcome.

She smiled and reached out to shake Ryan’s outstretched hand. 

“I’ll get the contracts and other papers drawn up.” Ryan turned and strode off toward another project, leaving Greg and Paulette in a twist of conflicting emotions.

Not long after Ryan’s visit, they found out that their project had won first place and best of show and would move on to the state science fair.

––––––––
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Abernathy Space and Science Agency

Paulette’s whole body shook with excitement. This was the first day of her new job at Ryan Abernathy’s company. She walked in, nervously looking around, before noticing the woman with red hair sitting at the front desk. She squared her shoulders, took a deep breath to calm the raging butterflies in her stomach, and strode forward.

Reaching the desk, she waited for the red-headed woman, who seemed to be in her thirties, to finish with her phone call.

The woman looked up, smiled at Paulette, and said, “Well, hi there. You must be Paulette. Ryan has been talking nonstop about you and Greg.” The secretary looked around, then said, “Where’s Greg?”

“He said he would be a little late. Something about finishing an exam.”

“Oh, okay.” She smiled at Paulette, then picked up the phone and punched in a four-digit number that Paulette couldn’t make out. A moment later, Ryan walked out into the foyer.

“So glad to have you here, Paulette,” he said as he extended his hand to her.

Paulette shook his hand and said, “I’m excited to get started.”

Chuckling, Ryan motioned for her to follow him. “Well then, we better get moving. I’ll show you where you’ll be working and introduce you to everyone.”

Paulette scanned every inch of the place as she was led to the physics lab. When they entered, she stopped cold in her tracks. The area was enormous, but what had glued her in place was the pod sitting in the center of the room. She gaped at it, then turning her head slowly, she looked at Ryan.

He had a mischievous grin on his face. “What’s the matter, Paulette?”

She stammered as she tried to speak. “You...umm...you didn’t say you already had a time pod built.” Again, she just stared at the object.

“No, I didn’t. But I did say we were working on time travel and that my people couldn’t figure it out. Besides, the pod, as you call it, isn’t complete. That’s what Greg is here for.”

Paulette slowly turned to study Ryan. What is this guy up to? Does he think I’ll just give him what he wants?

“True, you didn’t give up any specific information. So, what are you going to do if we’re successful?”

“Why, of course travel through time. Isn’t that why we’re working on this project together?”

She hesitated before speaking. “Well, yes, but — ”

“No buts. We’ll make history here, and it’ll be all because of your theories. Imagine winning the Nobel Prize as a high schooler. Wouldn’t that be cool?”

I think this guy is trying to butter me up. But yeah, it would be kind of cool.

“I guess it would be.”

“Don’t be silly. It would be a great honor to stand by you as they award you the most prestigious award in history.”

The edges of Paulette’s lip quivered into a slight smile.

“Well, shall we get started making history?”
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“I can’t believe how well things are going,” Greg stated as he reached for a screwdriver.

“Speak for yourself,” Paulette quipped.

She could hear a muffled laugh from Greg while he worked on installing a computer console in the time pod.

She kept clicking away on her keyboard inputting her math equations and other important data. She was hoping they could test the time pod soon. The other scientists in the department worked diligently beside the two teenagers, taking instructions from them without complaining. Of course, they complained in the beginning. Ryan had to instruct his scientists to listen to and follow their directions. Paulette could only imagine how humiliating it had to be for these people who had degrees in their specialty.

She paused, picking at her lip, before she looked up and called Greg. “Hey, can you come over here for a second?”

She heard Greg groan as he exited the time pod.

“Sure,” he said, rubbing his head.

“Sorry, did I startle you?”

“Yeah, bumped my head on the console.” He continued to rub the sore spot on his head as he walked over to Paulette.

“What’s up?”

“Is the time pod almost done?”

“Getting close. I have a few more tweaks and tests to do after the computer is installed. Why?”

“I’m entering the last bit of programming and will be ready to test it soon.”

She could see his face light up at the mention of her programming being completed. 

“That’s great. But how do you plan to test the machine?”

Paulette picked her nails as she thought of how to answer him.

“Well...umm...we do have access to the facility at night.” She lowered her voice, “I thought we could test it when no one is around. I’ve been getting a weird vibe from Ryan. I don’t think we can trust him, but I really want to know if it will work.”

Greg leaned closer to Paulette, “I think that might be for the best.”

“Agreed. Okay back to work with you.”

Shaking his head, Greg waltzed back to the time pod.
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It was late at night when Greg and Paulette showed up at the lab. They walked in and passed the vacant front desk. Arriving at the elevator, they pushed the button and anxiously waited for the doors to open.

They rode the elevator to the third floor and exited to the right. They scanned their cards at the door of the physics lab and entered. The lights switched on automatically.

Both froze. Confusion etched across their faces. Ryan, and all the scientists were gathered in the lab. 

Why hadn’t the lights been on prior to their arrival?

“Hello, Paulette, Greg. I would say I’m surprised to see you here at such a late hour, but I’m not.”


“Umm, what are you all doing here? We just came in to do some last-minute calculations and such so everything would be ready.” Paulette could feel sweat on the palms of her hands. She hated lying but didn’t see any other choice in this situation.

“Oh, Paulette, do you think I don’t monitor everything that goes on in my company?”

Exasperated, Paulette said, “You spy on your employees?”

“I wouldn’t call it spying, but, yes, I do keep tabs on everyone. I’m concerned with corporate espionage. What no smart retort?”

Paulette looked at Greg, who just stood their slack-jawed and wide-eyed. He wasn’t going to be any help. She swept her hair out of her face and consciously worked on not picking at her nails.

“Well, I suggest you two get to work. I want to see this thing work.”

It was hard for her to walk over and sit at her computer station, but she managed. Glancing over the top of her monitor, she could see Greg as he entered the time pod to do final inspections. This wasn’t how she thought things would turn out. It seemed that Ryan had some ulterior motive. I can’t believe I was so naïve. This project should have never gone beyond the science fair. This was exactly why my theories should have stayed with me only. What can I do to fix this?

“Paulette, is your programming ready for testing?” Ryan asked as he stood next to Greg. It looked as though he was preventing Greg from going anywhere.

She looked around the room and knew she had to do something. “Almost. I can’t be certain it will work though.”

“Oh, dear Paulette, we both know that it should work. So, get on with it.”

Well crap, he did more than spy. He must have gone through my programs. She quickly typed a few keystrokes and hit enter. She hoped that Ryan hadn’t seen what she had just done.

“Finished.”

“All right, everyone, to your stations. Let’s see this thing finally do what we built it for — travel though time.”

Everyone hurried off to their individual stations and promptly got to work.

Ryan escorted Greg to the observation room, handing him off to one of the security guards. “Watch him.”

“Yes sir,” the guard replied.

Paulette saw Ryan re-enter the room and walk toward her. “I hope you’re ready to make history, young lady?”

She simply looked at the computer screen then down at her keyboard. Here goes nothing! Sucking in a deep breath she smashed the enter key, then held her breath.

She watched the time pod intently. It fired up and lifted into the air, sitting their suspended, waiting for something else to happen. Paulette glanced at Ryan for a split second and could see a disturbing glimmer in his eyes and a grin that made her skin crawl. How could she have been so stupid?

A hush fell around the room, and all you could hear was the roaring of the time pod’s engines as it awaited departure.

“Why is it taking so long, Paulette?”

“I don’t know. The wormhole should be opening anytime now.” Just after she completed her sentence, a wormhole opened, seeming to have swallowed the entire ceiling above the time pod. A moment later the time pod, lifted and disappeared through it.

A sudden cheer erupted throughout the room. Scientists were slapping each other on the back and congratulating one another.

Paulette, on the other hand, felt sick. A sinking feeling was dragging her down into utter despair at what she had done. Her only saving grace would be if her slight alteration would prevent the pod from returning. She could only cross her fingers and hope.

“What year did you send it to and for how long?”

Paulette spun her chair around and stared at Ryan. “I sent it to the year 2030 for ten minutes. It should be back any minute now. I hope not.

“Good.” He stood staring at the ceiling waiting for the time pod to suddenly drop.

The second hand ticked past the ten-minute mark, and nothing had happened. She began breathing regularly again, a sudden calm coming over her, until she felt a hand grip her shoulder and spin her around. What she saw, caused her stomach to clench, and she almost retched. She swore she could detect a murderous look on Ryan’s face.

“What happened?”

“I-I-I don’t know. It should have worked.”

“Well, it didn’t. You need to fix it. Now!”

“I ... umm don’t know if I can. There are hundreds of lines of code. I don’t even know where to begin.”

“You just cost me millions of dollars. You lost my time pod.”

“Technically it’s not lost. It’s just at the coordinates we sent it to in the future.”

“So, you’re telling me I have to wait till 2030 to retrieve my time pod?”

“It seems so.” Paulette couldn’t help but smile inwardly, despite how sick she felt.

“I don’t want to wait. You have till sunrise to fix your mistake and bring it back, else you’re fired.”

Music to her ears. She couldn’t care less if she ever worked for this evil man ever again, and it gave her time to plant the virus she had created as a backup, just in case of such a situation. The virus would destroy the code beyond repair, including any backups on the network. No one but her would be able to use her programs ever again.

She typed furiously on the keyboard under Ryan’s careful watch. She only needed a moment of his inattention to launch the virus. It would run in the background as she continued to appear to be repairing the program.

She glanced up and finally noticed Ryan looking at the ceiling, apparently waiting for his time pod to appear. She quickly turned back and slipped the USB drive in and launched the virus. With a side glance, she could see he still wasn’t paying attention. She wiped the drive, then pulled it out and slipped it back in her pocket.

Relieved, she continued to appear to be working the problem, simply waiting for sunrise to be escorted out of the building with Greg.



The sun rose over the mountains, sunlight filtering through the windows of the physics lab, and still the time pod hadn’t reappeared. Paulette slowly turned her chair and observed Ryan storming toward her. She took a deep, calming breath, bracing herself for the inevitable.

Ryan came up to her, his nostrils flaring, as he yelled, spittle flying at her face, “You’re fired. I don’t ever want to see your or Greg’s faces again. Do you hear me?”

Wiping the spittle from her face and feigning a frown, she said, “I’m sorry I couldn’t fix it. I’ll leave now if that’s what you really want.”

“Oh, you’ll leave, and I don’t expect your apology. It should have worked.”

“Yes, it should have, but mistakes can happen. All it takes is one accidental keystroke that you don’t even know you did to mess it up. Again, I’m sorry.”

“I don’t want to hear excuses from someone as bright as you. Now, both of you, get out!” Ryan motioned for two guards, and they walked over, took Paulette and Greg by the arms, and escorted them off the campus.

Once they caught a taxi, Greg looked at Paulette and asked, “Was it supposed to work?”

She leaned over and whispered so quietly he almost didn’t her say, “Yes.”
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Spring 2025

Buckley, Washington

Paulette and Greg’s friendship only grew tighter after their fiasco at the Abernathy Space and Science Agency. They became almost inseparable. They continued to camp, hike, fish, and tinker in Greg’s garage on their many electronic projects. 

Time seemed to fly, and before they knew it, they were seniors in high school, both needing to decide what they’d do after they graduated. One day while they were working on refining Paulette’s time theory projects, Greg brought up the college subject.

“Paulette, I think we should both go to Washington State University to study in our fields. You could study physics and mathematics, while I study engineering. What do you think?”

She looked up from the project she was working on and gave him a quizzical look. “Me, go to college? Why whatever for?” she asked with a snorting laugh.

“Because there may be something you can learn that you don’t know,” he replied.

“Come on! You know I already know more than what’s taught in college, so why would I need to go?”

“Oh, I don’t know, just for the fun of it, maybe, and you would get to hang out with me,” he said with a wide smile on his face.

“Fine, I guess I can. It shouldn’t be hard to get scholarships to help pay for school since my mom can’t afford to send me.”

“That’s the spirit. We’ll have a great time. You’ll see.”

“If you say so,” she said, punching his arm.

“Ow! That hurt,” he told her, as he chuckled and gave her a wink.

Both Paulette and Greg set their sights on going to Washington State University and applied for all the scholarships that were available.  
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Graduation day arrived. As valedictorian, Paulette had to give the class speech, and she did not feel confident speaking in front of people. She worked on her speech and practiced in front of the mirror multiple times but still was nervous. 

“Calm down. You’ll do just fine,” Greg said. “The best way to get past the nervousness is to imagine everyone in their underwear.”

Paulette burst out laughing at the thought of seeing people in their underwear. “You’re so silly. You know that, right?”

“Yep,” he said with a wry grin. “I’m going to go wait in the living room until you’re ready. Okay?”

“Sure, see you in a few.”

Mary passed Greg as she walked into the room and looked at her beautiful, grown daughter with pride. “Honey, I’m so proud of you and what you’ve accomplished,” she said. “I can’t wait to see you walk up on that stage and get your diploma. I’ll see you at the high school in a little bit. Good luck with your speech.”

Paulette walked over to her mom, placed her arms around her, gave her a big hug, and said, “Thanks, Mom; I couldn’t have done it without you.”

Greg was getting a little antsy and yelled down the hall, “Hey, are you ready to go yet?” 

“Yeah, give me a second, and I’ll be right there,” she replied while finishing the final touches to her hair and makeup. Blah, makeup. I only wear this stuff for special occasions. So hard to put on and get it right. Oh, well, I get to take it off afterwards and go back to my all-natural look. She took one more look in the mirror, then left the bathroom and headed into the living room where Greg was waiting. He took her hand and led her out to the car and, like a gentleman, opened her door, got her situated, and closed the door. He then hopped into the driver’s seat of his red Chevy Camaro and whisked her off to the high school for graduation.

Greg pulled into the parking lot and found a space to park. He cut the engine, hopped out, went to the passenger side, opened the door, and helped Paulette out of the vehicle. They walked, hand in hand, to the gym, where they’d be lining up for the graduation march to the outside stadium. 

He pulled the gym door open, and he and Paulette entered the noisy, boisterous gym. Greg walked with her to her spot, then turned to go to his spot in the back. As he left, he turned his head and yelled back, “Remember, you’ll do fine. Just remember the underwear.”

Paulette grimaced, afraid everyone in the gym had heard him yell. She looked around and saw that no one had paid him any mind.

In the distance, she could hear the band start up the marching song. Before she knew it, she was headed out of the gym and out to the stadium. When she got to the front rows of chairs, she turned and headed to her seat and sat down.

It wasn’t long before she was called up to give her speech. She stood up and headed to the podium. She stood there for a few moments getting her notes set up, then she began.

“Ladies and gentlemen, and graduating students, I want to give you a warm welcome. We’ve all worked hard to get to this moment, some more than others. Despite all our trials and tribulations, we’ve come to that moment where we can say, ‘We did it.’ 

“Many of you will be going off to college, some to the military, others to jobs you’ve found before graduating. Today, I want to implore you to explore every possibility, to search out and discover new things, to not hold back, and to know you’re capable of anything you set your minds to. I hope that every one of you reaches for the stars, truly finds what your gift is, and will apply that gift with all your heart. Thank you, and I hope you all have a wonderful future.” Paulette, knees trembling, walked back down the steps and back to her seat.

There were several more speakers and some songs before the superintendent of the school district stood. Dr. Jacob Malcom walked to the podium, where he had to step up onto a small box to gain the height he needed. He wore silver-rimmed glasses that matched his silver hair, and his intense blue eyes stared out at the students and all the family members. He cleared his throat before he spoke with his nasally baritone voice.

“Ladies and gentlemen, family and friends, we gather here today to honor your children for their accomplishments in their four years at White River High. In a moment, I’ll call each student up to receive their diploma. Students, I’d like you to walk carefully up the stairs, where I’ll shake your hand and congratulate you, then you’ll move on to receive your diploma from your principal, Mr. Darren Graves. I want to congratulate each one of you for a job well done and wish for each of you a bright future.” He stepped down from the podium and went to the far-left side of the stage with a microphone in hand and called the students up one at a time.

Paulette was near the front of the procession because of her last name. When it came time, she stepped up and shook Dr. Malcom’s hand. She started to move on, but he kept her hand in his and leaned in and said, “Young lady, I see you doing great things. Keep up the excellent work. Also, you’ll find a full-ride scholarship to Washington State University tucked in with your diploma.”

“Thank you,” she exclaimed!

He let go of her hand and she walked over to Mr. Graves, who stood just below her nose in height, with dark hair and bushy eyebrows encasing his piercing brown eyes. She reached out and shook his hand and took hold of the diploma with the other hand.

“Paulette, it has been a pleasure having you in my school,” he said.

“Thank you, I enjoyed being here,” she replied, thinking, Not really, but I can’t say that to the principal on graduation day, and then she hastened on.

Afterwards, Greg, Paulette, and her mom all went to the local burger joint for a great burger and an excellent milkshake. Paulette’s mom looked at her daughter with a big grin plastered on her face, admiring her for all she had accomplished.

“So, why the weird grin, Mom?”

“Oh, just thinking about how wonderful you are and how proud I am of you,” she said.

“Ah, thanks, Mom, I couldn’t have done it without you. I wish Dad could have been here, though.”

“I know dear. I’m sure he’s looking down with pride right now.”

“Yeah, he probably is,” Paulette said with a wide smile.

“Greg, you excited to be starting college in the fall?” Mrs. Brown asked.

“Yep,” he said between slurps of the milkshake.

“What about you, Paulette? Are you excited?” Greg asked.

“Oh, you know, as excited as I can be. You got me into this, so I’m in for the ride,” she said with a loud chuckle.
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​Chapter 6
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Fall 2025

University of Washington, Seattle 

Paulette woke up and sauntered into the small college dorm bathroom. She stood in front of the mirror and wondered what she was doing there. She wasn’t like everyone else, even in looks. She stared at herself, a six-foot-tall, skinny, muscular woman, with blue eyes, brown hair, and skin so white she almost looked like a ghost. Her hair was ruffled up and sticking out in all directions. What a look, she thought. Here I am in a college dormitory studying physics, and it’s so frustrating to find that the professors don’t know as much as I do. Hmm, maybe I’m just being “holier than thou” again, but, jeez, couldn’t they at least attempt to answer my questions? Frustrated, she turned on the shower and jumped in to get ready for yet another round of classes, most of which were boring. There were only a few that she liked and sometimes challenged her.

Shower done, she put on her skinny jeans and a University of Washington T-shirt. Sitting on her bed, she put her ankle socks on and then slipped her favorite worn-out Nikes on. Getting up from the bed with a slight groan, she wandered over to her drab, college-issue writing desk, grabbed her books, and rushed out the door. Darn it! I’m going to be late again if I don’t hurry, she thought. While running toward the Einstein building where her first class was taking place, she thought about her best friend, Greg. I wonder what he’s up to now, since he doesn’t start his first class for another hour. 

Despite being friends for over four years, she had to wonder if he thought of her as more than a friend. Of course, neither of them ever broached the subject, comfortable to be close friends who could share everything with each other. But she had to admit that she thought he was quite handsome. That smooth, olive skin, green eyes, and black hair were enough to make any woman swoon. To say he had the looks of a body builder in his six-two frame was an understatement. Well, I guess I’ll never know for sure.
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Later, after she had completed several classes, she headed over to the cafeteria, hoping to run into Greg. Not long after getting her food and trying to find a place to sit in the over-crowed lunchroom, she spotted him. She turned and headed over to the table where he was sitting and plopped down in the seat next to him.

“Hey, what’s up?” she inquired.

Greg, having a mouth full of food, just mumbled for a second till he could swallow. “Not much, how about you?” 

“Oh, you know the same old thing. The professors won’t listen to me, and they have quit calling on me as well. I’m getting really frustrated with this whole college thing. It’s just like every other school I’ve been to.”  

“Well,” he said, “you should at least give it a try for a bit longer. I mean, I know you’re smart and all, but there must be something new you can learn, right?”  

Her eyebrows arched upward as she said, “Really? Something new? I doubt it, but I guess you’re right. I can stick it out a bit longer. So, how is the engineering stuff going?” 

“Well,” he drew out, “it’s going. Unlike you, I’ve got to constantly study and pay attention. However, I’m getting it. As I go along, I think I’ll get a good grasp on it.”

“That’s a good thing. I’m formulating a new idea and would love your help with it, if you’re interested.” 

“Depends on what it is.”

A large smile spread across her face as she launched into the new idea. “Well, I think you’ll like this one. I’ve been watching the news lately, and they have been highlighting our veterans who are coming home from the wars in the Middle East. It’s really sad to see them coming home missing a leg, arm, or worse, both, or all their limbs. The military and VA just don’t have the sophistication to help them get back to normal. The idea I’ve got would benefit them. Plus, we could help others too.” Her voice rose in excitement.

“What are you thinking about doing to solve their plight?” he inquired. 

“Funny you should ask. I’ve been doing some research on prosthetics, which has come a long way over the years. A prosthetic limb can now be placed on a person with electrodes attached to the stump which provides some control over the prosthetic limb. However, I don’t think that’s enough, and the limbs still look bulky and hard to deal with. So ... I came up with an idea that would stretch my own engineering, physics, and math, and I need you and others to help me design it.”  

“Go on. Exactly, what are we talking about?” he asked. 

“I propose that we develop a bionic limb that will attach to the person as if it were his or her own limb. It will take a lot of work to develop the nerve conduits, as well as being able to stitch artificial muscle to the real muscle. Plus, we’d use synthetic skin to make the limb look real. If we’re successful, then the bionic limbs will function exactly like the human limb — so much so, that people who have them will barely realize that they ever lost a limb in the first place. They wouldn’t have to worry about people staring at them, making faces or asking awkward questions anymore. These people would have their lives back. And, yes, before you even ask, the whole idea is to help these people. However, the overall goal is to make enough money to be able to work on my time-travel project.”

“You do know that no one will fund you for the time-travel stuff, right? Besides are you sure you want to do this after what happened at the Abernathy Lab?”

“To answer your last question first. Yes, I’m sure. I should never have worked on my theories in the private sector. That was a mistake I won’t make again. As for the funding, I know no one will fund my project, which is why this other idea will be perfect. We can start looking for people to help fund our company. Once we get funded, we can search for people for the research and development department. The more important question is would you want to be my partner in this little adventure?”

Greg thought for a moment before looking at her and answering. “I’ll need to think about it, but it does sound appealing,” he murmured. “You know that it’ll have to wait till we graduate, right?” he inquired.

“That’s the thing. I’m considering dropping out after my sophomore year to start the company. I’ll be twenty then, and things need to get moving. I’m tired of being held back, and this company will allow both of us to explore things we can’t do here or anywhere else. So, what do you think?”

“I think it could be a great success, but I need to finish school first. I’m not like you. I’ve got to learn things I don’t know yet. However, I’d be glad to be your business partner. I’ll have to work part time till I get done with college. If you’re okay with that, then we can start working on finding some funding. Hopefully, you can get it up and running by the end of next year.”

“That shouldn’t be a problem. We need to come up with a name for the company. I was thinking we could use our first initials, something like P&G Bionics. What do you think?”

Thinking on if for a moment, Greg replied, “I like it. Simple, yet unique.”

Paulette was so excited that she leaned over and gave Greg a huge hug. “Thank you, thank you, thank you!” she blurted out. 

“You’re welcome. Now how about we finish eating our lunch so we don’t miss our next class?”  

“Fine.” She looked down at her fork and thought, I’m much too excited to eat. She rose from the table, picked up her tray, dumped her food in the trash, and placed the tray on the counter. 

“Goodbye,” Greg hollered across the dining room.

Paulette turned and waved. “See ya later.” 
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Spring 2026

Seattle, Washington 

She was really stressed the day of the meeting, not sure exactly how to present her idea. It didn’t help that Greg couldn’t make the meeting. She sat nervously tapping her foot up and down as she tried to patiently wait to be called into the conference room. It seemed like an eternity before the secretary called her. Oh well, here goes nothing.

“Miss Brown, they’ll see you now.” She thanked the secretary as she fumbled to get up and carry her notes into the meeting.

The squeaking of the hinges as the door opened caused Paulette to grind her teeth. Entering the room, she saw a group of professionals in front of her. Feeling a bit intimidated, all she could think was, So now what am I supposed to do? 

She had never been good at talking in front of people. She stood there frozen for a moment as she looked around the large conference room, trying to figure out what to do. Her gaze settled upon a gentleman sitting nearby, who waved her over to a chair next to him. Paulette swallowed nervously. She made her way to the high-backed office chair and sat down. She scooted the chair forward to place her files and papers on the table. 

“Miss Brown, my name is Col. Leamon. I’m the military representative and the leader of this meeting. I’d like you to feel comfortable so if you need water or anything, please let me know and I’ll have the secretary get it for you.” 

“Thank you, Col. Leamon, but I’m good for now,” she replied.  

“Please proceed with your presentation,” he responded.

She nervously stood up and began. “Ladies and gentlemen, I’m here today to present to you a new and revolutionary way to replace people’s missing limbs, especially for our soldiers. I’ve been formulating this idea for some time, and I think you all will agree that it will not only help these individuals but also improve their life exponentially. 

“As you know, there are already companies out there that specialize in prosthetics, and they even can give the user some sense of wholeness by using electrodes to stimulate the stump and cause the prosthetic leg or arm to have a sense of feeling. 

“What I propose is that we go a giant leap further by replacing the limb with a bionic one that will integrate with their stump and give them full range of use again. This is what I envision to make that happen. My partner, Greg Moretti, and I will be designing a fully functional bionic limb that will allow us to re-attach the nerve endings and muscles to the new bionic limb, giving it full functionality. 

“Right now, we are formulating a design for the artificial nerves by using a fiber-optic-type material that will allow the electrical signals to travel down the bionic limb and respond as if it were a real arm or leg. We are also working on synthetic muscle tissue that can be stitched to the existing muscle, allowing for proper stretching and constriction of the bionic limb. 

“The bionic limb would have artificial skin stretched over it, making it fully integrated to the patient. This skin would be matched to the skin color of the patient, giving it a more realistic look. When the procedure is completed, it would barely be noticeable that a bionic limb is attached. 

“The bionic limbs would be made in large quantities but wouldn’t be completed until the patient’s exact needs were assessed. Once the evaluation is complete, we’d then generate the artificial skin and the titanium rod that would be used to fuse to the remaining bone. If the individual should require a replacement that is smaller and we were not able to use a rod, then we’d use titanium foam to attach the missing body part. 

“I firmly believe this procedure will, not only give the person his or her full life back, but in the case of a military soldier, the capability to continue serving their country. So today, I’m presenting this idea to you to solicit funding to begin building my research and development lab, hire personnel, and secure a building for manufacturing the limbs. 

“I hope you can see how valuable this can be. Thank you for taking the time to listen to my presentation and for taking it into consideration.” She sat back down, wiping sweat from the palms of her hands on her pants leg, as she awaited their response.

“Miss Brown, I think we’d like to take a few minutes and talk to each other about your presentation. Would you mind stepping out of the room while we do that? You can leave your materials here, and we’ll call you back in when we’ve arrived at a decision,” Col. Leamon explained.

“Certainly. I’ll be happy to wait for your answer. Again, thank you,” she replied.

Paulette exited the conference room and slowly walked over to the chair she had sat in before. I wonder what they’re talking about and whether they’ll fund the idea. I hope I did a good job with the presentation. I’m so afraid they didn’t like it. She sat there, her leg thumping up and down, while she waited to hear back from the committee.
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In the conference room, Col. Leamon looked at the group and asked, “What does everyone think about her proposal?”

Jill Sikes, a beautiful redhead with a slim build, a dominating personality, and the CEO of her company, spoke up in her shrill, high-pitched voice, piercing the room. “She has a great idea and all, but how do we know she can make it work? I mean, this is a huge leap from where other companies are now, and even they can’t seem to do what she proposes.”  

The Veterans Administrator, Gerald, spoke up. “It sounds impressive; however, the VA has been working on innovative technology for prosthetics for years, and we haven’t even come close to what she proposes. So why even have her come in today?”

Col. Leamon’s face began to redden a little. “Because one, I’m not stupid, and two, I did my research on Miss Brown prior to this meeting. Based on that research, I came to the conclusion that she is very invested in this idea and has the intelligence to pull it off,” he spewed out. “She has also won several awards for her innovative projects. She was even given a prestigious internship at one of the leading scientific research centers here in Seattle while only a freshman in high school.”

“You may have done your research, but I don’t believe she can accomplish something no other scientist has been able to do. Therefore, I will not be funding her venture at this time,” Jill countered.

Gerald was looking a little perplexed. “Col. Leamon, I don’t doubt that you have done your research, but do you really think she can pull this off?

“Yes, I do. In my research, I came across an accredited paper she published on bionic limbs. She goes into detail without giving away her secrets. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have even scheduled this meeting today.”

“Okay, then, the VA will be willing to help fund her project for now.”

“Thank you, Gerald. I appreciate your support.” The colonel turned and addressed Jill again. “Would you be willing to change your mind on this at all?” he asked.

“No. Absolutely not. I stand firm in my decision,” she replied.

“Well, that will reduce the funds I had in mind, but I think we can still work something out. What I suggest is we give her a million to start, so she can build a prototype, integrate it to a veteran, and then present it to us at the next meeting. What do you all think?” he asked. 

The group discussed the new proposal for a moment. Everyone, except Jill, came to an agreement to fund the making of the prototype, and possibly funding the entire project, based on the success of the prototype.

Col. Leamon pressed a button on the conference room table.

“Yes, sir,” the secretary answered.

“Could you please send Miss Brown back into the room?” he asked.

“Right away, sir.”
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“They’ll see you now, Miss Brown. Please follow me.”

Paulette rose from her seat, followed the secretary back into the conference room, and quickly sat down. 

“Miss Brown, most everyone in the group is intrigued with your proposal. We’ve made the decision to fund a prototype that can be successfully integrated to a veteran. Once that is proven, we can determine additional funding for production.”

Paulette’s smile melted from her face. She had hoped for complete funding.

“This means you’ll have enough money to secure a building, a research and development department, and small manufacturing machinery. We are willing to start you out with a million dollars. Will this be acceptable?” Col. Leamon asked. 

“Col. Leamon, I think that I can make that work and should be able to have something to show you within the year,” she replied. 

“Great then, let’s get started. You’ll be required to give us periodic updates, which can be done via Zoom or in person. When you’ve got a functional prototype ready, we can schedule another meeting to have you present it to us,” Col. Leamon explained. 

“Awesome,” Paulette exclaimed.
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Spring 2026

Seattle, Washington 

Back at campus, Paulette parked her old Tahoe and went looking for Greg. She had spent the long drive from the meeting planning her next moves — securing a large enough building and hiring the right people. 

While searching the campus for Greg, her thoughts went to her campus life. Now I won’t have to listen to the professors who don’t like or understand my visionary thinking. I’m determined to show those professors and others who don’t believe in me that they were all wrong.

She finally found Greg in the Lees Building and jumped into his arms. 

“Whoa there, hold on. What’s going on with you today?” He backed up a step.

“I just got back from the meeting, and you won’t believe what they said.” 

“I’m not a mind reader, but I can assume from your excitement that you got the funding.”

“Yes and no. I was told they wanted to see a working prototype first, and they would consider fully funding us once we accomplished that.”

He looked at her and realized they just might have a chance. “When do we have to have this prototype built?” 

“I told them we should have something within the year. 

“A year! Do you think that’s enough time for just the two of us to build this prototype?”  

“No, absolutely not. But we should have enough money to hire an entire research and development team, secure a building, and get the materials needed to build the prototype,” she said excitedly. 

“Really, how much did they give us?” 

“A million dollars just to build the prototype. Like I said, then if they like what they see, they may fund the production phase.”

“Wow! That’s a lot of money,” he said as he whistled.  

“Yes, it is, and I need to get started locating a building big enough to house the research and development team and a small manufacturing area. I’ll be busy shopping for that, starting this weekend. Would you like to help me find the building we’ll need?” she asked.

“Sure,” he replied.
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Saturday arrived quickly, and Paulette and Greg got together and began searching for the right building for their needs. It was a long and tedious task, but they finally found what they thought was the perfect building. Paulette scheduled a showing with the Realtor for 820 West Adams Street, then she and Greg got into her old Chevy Tahoe and drove to the location. When they arrived, they exited the vehicle and walked over to a man who looked to be in his mid-fifties, short and portly, with a slightly balding head, who, they assumed, was the person in charge of leasing the building. 

“Hello, are you Mr. Bill Hogan?” Paulette asked. 

“Yes, are you here to look at the building?” he replied. 

“Yes, we are, if you don’t mind.” 

“If you’ll follow me, then we can get started,” he said.

Paulette and Greg fell in step with Mr. Hogan as he approached the main entrance to the building.

Mr. Hogan unlocked and opened the door and said, “Please, come in.” 

Paulette and Greg followed him.

“As you can see, there’s a large office built into the warehouse, and the warehouse itself is very spacious and has high ceilings with built-in ventilation. What do you think?” he asked.

Greg looked at Paulette. “It does look like it will work for us. What do you think?”

“I seem to agree with you. There’s plenty of space to work with.”

Paulette addressed Mr. Hogan, “So, how do we go about leasing the building?” she asked.

“Simple. If you follow me back to my office, we can discuss the lease terms and get you going.”

“That would be perfect. Thank you so much.” Paulette smiled as she shook Mr. Hogan’s hand.

They all got back into their cars and headed to the Realtor’s office and settled in to read the lease very carefully before signing it. Then Paulette gave Mr. Hogan a check for the deposit and the first six months’ rent.

Later in the car, Greg pointed out. “I think this building will work great for us. I like the location.”

“I agree. We’ll have plenty of privacy.”

“All we need now is to hire some contractors to build the R&D Department, as well as offices for the heads of each department,” Greg mentioned. 

Paulette looked at Greg and shrugged. “I’ll have to research who can do all this within our cost constraints. 
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Paulette got right to work on researching local construction companies. She soon discovered how daunting a task this would be. Although she was extremely intelligent in many areas, a lot of the things she was trying to take care of were way out of her league, especially when it came to owning and running a company. 

She picked up the phone and dialed Greg. He answered after the fifth ring. 

“What! I’m studying,” he said irritably.

“Sorry to bother you, but I’m waiting to hear back from about a half dozen construction companies on quotes for getting the work done. I just thought I’d let you know.”

“Oh, okay. Sorry, just stressed as usual. When it comes to tests, I really hate these things.”

“Yeah, I know and understand. Believe it or not, I sometimes stress over them too.”

“Really? You, stress over a test? Give me a break, Miss Genius.”

“Come on, Greg. I’m not always on top of my game, especially with all this company stuff going on.”

“Really? You mean all those brains you’ve got, and you can’t figure out how to run a company and keep track of the money too?”

“Seriously, Greg, I wonder sometimes if you’re out to get me. Yes, even with all my smarts, I just don’t have that knack. Give me math or physics, and I can solve all the problems in the world. Throw business stuff at me, and I’d rather run a marathon than tackle it. I’m the inventor, remember, not the practical sit-in-an-office-and-push-paper kind of gal.”

Greg burst out laughing. “Okay you got me there. Guess I was wrong. You aren’t as smart as you pretend to be.”

“Hey that’s not nice. Stop laughing at me and get back to studying.” 
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Paulette decided it was time for a break so she drove to the local Starbucks near the University Campus. She liked the quiet atmosphere, despite its being so close to the university. She wasn’t ever much of a coffee drinker, so she’d order a caramel mocha frappe, her favorite drink. She entered the sitting area, the door swinging quietly shut behind her.

“Ah, I see my favorite bistro person is working today.”

“Hey, Paulette, how’s it going? The usual?”  

“Yeah, Brad, I’ll take the usual. Can you bring it over to the corner table, along with one of your blueberry muffins?”

“Sure, no problem.”  

Even though she didn’t particularly like the taste of coffee, the smell of it brewing was intoxicating. She waited patiently for her drink and blueberry muffin. 

Brad walked over to the table in the corner, which gave a great view of all the activity on the street, and set her muffin and frappe down. “Hope you enjoy the frappe and muffin. If you need anything else just give me a holler. Oh, by the way, how’s the company stuff going? Get any funding yet?” he asked.

“Yeah, we got some partial funding. They want us to present a prototype before they’ll consider giving us full funding. I’ve been busy securing a building, and now I’ve got to get contractors in to do some renovations, not to mention hiring people, and so many other things that it’s mind-boggling. A lot of work, but hey, that’s why I’m here. Just needed to take a break from it all.”

“Understood. Like I said, if you need anything else, let me know. And congrats on the funding, even if it’s only part of it.”

“Thanks, Brad. I appreciate it.”

Paulette sat there munching her blueberry muffin and sipping her caramel frappe, deep in thought.

Sometimes, I do wonder if I’d have been further along had my parents not held me back from exploring the world more when I was younger. I kind of understand their not wanting me to be in college at eleven or twelve; but still, I may have been able to do so much more, earlier in life. Oh well, I’ve got to remember not to live in the past. I can’t change what happened. Or could I? Okay, no sense going there. Paradox theory and all. I just need to live with things the way they are and do my best to move forward with my life.
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Greg and Paulette worked for weeks to hire the minimum personnel they’d need to, at least, complete the prototype bionic limb. Their favorite selection to lead a team of R&D personnel was a woman named Susan Ross, who was quite feisty. She stood five foot four inches, weighed about a hundred and twenty-five pounds; and with her red hair and green eyes, it was apparent she wouldn’t let anyone run her over. She commanded a great leadership quality they felt would, not only keep the R&D team on its toes, but also provide a good working environment.

The R&D engineering team was a little harder to figure out, but they settled on two managers, one for each section. One man, Sam Posh, a recent college graduate from a prestigious engineering school, had a keen interest in bionics. The other gentleman, Earl Jones, being in his mid-thirties, had what it took to develop the materials needed for the inside of the bionic limb. He had been on the leading edge for developing similar materials for robots and other bionics at an earlier job. The materials he would now need differed from what he had done before, but they both realized he could do it. 

With their managers hired and a few key people to help in the making of the prototype, Paulette and Greg were confident they could get a prototype out in a few months.
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Summer 2026

With the building completed and ready to go and the supplies delivered, it was time to get the team into action and develop the prototype leg. Susan tested and researched several techniques for making artificial muscle and tendons. Once she found the right combination of materials, she put in an order for the appropriate amount of materials to construct the prototype.

Sam worked diligently with Greg and Paulette to design and build the mechanical components that would go into the prototype leg. Once the internal parts were assembled, they could interweave the muscles, tendons, and nerves to the titanium rods, making the leg function like that of a human leg. Then, after the artificial nerves and muscles were connected to the human counterpart, the brain would sense the nerves; and the leg would begin to function normally. The whole thing was an intricate process that required hours of intense concentration to get everything placed in the right order and to test each individual component to make sure it would work with the other components. Sam figured it would take a few months to get everything right, and he had to wait on Earl to develop the segments that would help to operate the bionic leg.
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“How should we go about finding a good candidate for the prototype?” Greg asked as he ran his fingers through his already tussled black hair.

“I’ve contacted the VA coordinator from the planning meeting. They have assured me a team will be put together that will vet all the applicants.”

“That’s great. So, when they find the best applicants, they’ll send the list over here for our team to go over, right?”

“Yes. They’ll send the list, as well as all their medical information pertaining to their needs. This will allow our team to determine the exact condition of the remaining portion of their limb, how long it’s been since the loss, and how much muscle atrophy has taken place. This will give the candidate that we chose the best success.

“Awesome. I can’t wait to see the prototype in action.”
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After several weeks of pouring over a short list of applicants’ medical files, a candidate was selected to receive the prototype. 

Earl entered Paulette’s office with the good news. “We’ve made our final selection.”  

Paulette looked up, sweeping the strands of brown hair that fell in her face out of the way. “So, who did you pick?”

“We picked a young lady named Karen Shaffey. She’s a former Army Ranger who lost her leg to an IED while in Afghanistan. It’s only been a year since the accident, which gives her the best chance of having her leg integrate to the simulated muscle and nerves.”

“That’s great news, Earl.” 

“We’re also excited because we believe the top end of the titanium rod could be matched to the exact measurements of the remaining femur bone. Also, the muscles and nerves of the bionic leg would have a better chance of matching her current human muscle and nerve endings.”

“This is great news. I would assume that you and Sam will be getting started as soon as possible?”

“Yes, ma’am, we’ll be getting started right away.”
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Earl got right to work on fabricating the skin shell that would go over the limb and match Karen’s skin color. 

There are so many moving parts. It’s going to take a lot of time to set everything up and get the skin just right. Hopefully, I’ll have it finished within the week.

Looking at his watch, he realized he would be late for the briefing if he didn’t get going. Grabbing his notes and other materials, he left his office and rushed to the conference room.

Winded, Earl dashed into the conference room, notes in hand, ready to brief the team on his progress.

“I have good news. The muscle, nerve, and tendons are ready to integrate with the leg. It will take me another week before I have the skin ready to go.”

“That’s great news,” Sam said.

“Thanks, Sam. By the way, I need you to have the leg completed and sent over to fit the skin to the frame of the leg by next week if that’s possible.”

“Sure, I understand that, but you can’t rush these things. I’ll do my best to have it ready for you as requested.” Sam huffed in frustration.

“Well, I guess that should work,” Earl grumbled.
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Sam returned to the R&D manufacturing floor and continued working on the components of the bionic leg. “I hope I can get this done in time for Earl. He can be so demanding at times,” Sam muttered as he twisted another bolt into place. Finally, with the last titanium component in place, he would be able to begin integrating the synthesized parts.

Sam headed to Earl’s office, walking in and waiting for him to finish his telephone conversation.

Earl hung up, looked up at Sam and asked, “How can I help you?”

“I came to get the nerve, tendon, and muscle from you so I can integrate it to the leg.”

“Ah, got it.” Earl moved from behind his desk and began walking out of his office, waving for Sam to follow. As they walked, Earl said, “Yes, I have everything ready for you. Do you think you’ll still have it ready by next week?”

Sighing, Sam said, “Yes, I should be able to have everything done and ready for testing by the beginning of next week.”

“Good," Earl said as he stopped and opened a cabinet, reaching in and pulling out several containers. He placed the containers on the counter. “This should be everything you need. 

“Thanks. Once I finish the integration process, I’ll send the leg over to you so you can fit the skin.”

“That sounds great. After I place the skin on the leg we can test it.”

“I can’t wait to see it working,” Sam said as he picked up the containers and headed back to his work area. 
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A week, later with the help of the other team members, Sam hooked the leg up to the specialized walking machine and turned it on to see how well the leg would work once attached to a human. 

The computer, acting as the brain, would send signals through the artificial nerves, causing the leg to move. It took a few minutes of tweaking the machine before they were ready to begin the test. 

The computer whirred to life. Sam took a deep breath and hit the enter key as everyone held their breath hoping it would work. 

“The signal paths look good. It shouldn’t be long before we see something happen,” Sam informed the team. 

A few seconds later, the bionic leg began to walk across the small testing area. Everyone was amazed at how smooth the gait was. Everything seemed to be working as expected. 

“This is great news. I am so excited at how well it worked. Great job, team. If you would like, I can let Greg and Paulette know of our success.”

“Sounds great. I can come along as well in case they have any questions,” Earl replied.

“Okay, I’ll meet you in a few minutes.” 

“Greg, Paulette, I’ve got good news. We finished a complete test of the bionic leg, and it works. We’ll do a twenty-four-hour endurance test; and, if everything holds up, we can have Karen prepped for surgery,” Sam stated enthusiastically, as Earl leaned in to express his okay, also.

“Wow! This is great,” they replied.

“We’ll inform Karen when we’re ready to have the leg integrated to her stump. You guys did a great job on this, and it will make this company soar,” said Greg.
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Greg looked at Paulette with a huge smile on his face. “We did it.”

“Yes, we did, with the help of everyone else,” she replied.

“We need to call Karen and the VA so they can begin preparations for the operation. You think you can handle being in the operating room with all that blood? If I remember correctly, you’re a little squeamish.” Paulette grinned teasingly.

“Yeah, I think I’ll be okay. If not, I can just look away.”

“Keep in mind that we both have to be watching to make sure they’re stitching everything together correctly,” she said seriously.

“Phew! Paulette, we’re about to make history.” 

“Yep, we are, but that’s only the beginning. Soon I can start my pet project that will change the world as we know it.”

“You might change the world, but keep in mind how dangerous it can be too.” 

“Jeez, Greg, you don’t have to remind me. I know how dangerous it is, which is why the military won’t have its hands in this at all. I can’t risk their taking my project away from me and using it for their purposes.” Anger tinted her voice.

“Don’t get so upset with me. I just wanted to make sure you understood the consequences of your actions. Don’t forget what happened at the Abernathy Space and Science Agency.”

“I haven’t forgotten, so quit treating me like a child.”

"Sorry, it’s just a gentle reminder. That’s all.” But his mind was saying, she sure is touchy about this time-travel stuff.
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Spring 2027

VA Hospital

The elevator came to a stop at the fourth floor and the doors opened. Paulette and Greg walked down the clean, echoing hallway toward the surgery department, where they were directed to the operating room. Before they could go in, they had to scrub in and put on specialized gowns, masks, and gloves. After struggling to get everything on and situated, they entered the operating room. Rolling the prototype’s case over to a cold, silver tray table, they removed the bionic leg, and placed it on the table. Karen was already under anesthesia and waiting for the operation to commence. 

Dr. Drew Bellows, although a highly trained surgeon, still needed their expertise in attaching a bionic limb, since this was new to him. “Hello, Paulette and Greg. I do hope you’re ready to have me begin the operation,” he said.

“Yes, we are, and we’re very excited to see how it all goes," Paulette responded.

Dr. Bellows introduced them to the surgical team. Some of the people involved in the funding were in the observation gallery, along with some of Dr. Bellows’ student fellows. This made Paulette a little nervous.

Paulette sucked in and let out a breath to calm herself. The members of the surgical team started their work, and she was ready to provide instruction where needed. The simulations the surgical team had gone through before were close to the real thing, but not quite.

Sixteen hours after the surgery had begun, the procedure was completed, and Karen was sent to the recovery room.

Paulette looked over to Dr. Bellows. “How long will it be before Karen can walk again?” Paulette asked. 

“She’ll have to go through physical therapy as if she had a spinal cord injury. And her brain will have to learn to walk all over again. I’m not sure. It could be months before we see results. Everything depends on how well Karen responds to therapy,” Dr. Bellows replied.

Paulette glanced at Greg and saw his smile. She looked back at Dr. Bellows and said, “I’m happy to hear that therapy shouldn’t take too long.” 

“I’m excited to see how Karen does with her new leg. Thank you so much for your great innovation. It may truly revolutionize the entire prosthetic market.” 

“It’s our pleasure to be able to help so many get their lives back.” 

Paulette and Greg left the operating room and went into the cleaning area to remove their gowns, gloves, and masks. 

“Wow! That was awesome to watch,” Greg exclaimed.

“Yes, it was. I hope we can get our girl up and running soon. If this works, then there’ll be many people we can help,” Paulette replied.

“I agree with you there. Let’s get back to the university and get cleaned up. Are you still going to drop out at the end of the semester?” Greg inquired.

“Yeah, I don’t see a reason to stay there and rot away when my talents are better used elsewhere. Don’t you think?” 

“Maybe, but I’ll miss not having you around campus. I still have two years left before I graduate, which means I’ll be lonely without you there,” he said, frowning.

“Don’t worry I’ll come around now and then. Besides, you’ll see me at the company,” she said with a smile on her face.

“Yeah, but that’s not the same,” he sighed, thinking at the same time, She doesn’t even pay attention to when I drop hints that I want more than to be just friends.

“So, guess the next step is to follow Karen’s progress. When she’s walking well, we can set up the next appointment with the funding committee and get this company launched — and, hopefully, get my project going.” 

“You won’t give that up, will you?” he blurted out.

“No, I won’t.”

“Do you really think that time travel is possible. I mean, the time pod from Abernathy’s never came back, so how do you know for sure?”

“It’s possible, because I’ve got the answers to everything right here in my head. The only reason Abernathy’s time pod didn’t come back was because I changed the coding so it wouldn’t.”

“But when I asked you was the pod supposed to come back, you told me yes. So, which is it?”

“I told you that because I didn’t want even you to know then that I had changed the code.” Why are you doubting me?”

“It’s just that —”

“Just wait and see. When I put it all together, I’ll not only shock you but the whole world,” she replied with an air of confidence.

“Such a drama queen.” He chuckled.

“Yeah, well, someone has to be.” She smiled back.

[image: time travel scene change]

Karen woke up in the recovery room and groggily looked down at her legs. She was shocked and surprised that a prosthetic leg could be attached to her remaining stump. Her spirit soared at the thought of being able to walk again and not need help with everything. She lay back down and fell back to sleep.

When she woke up, she was in her own private hospital room at the VA. She was being treated like a star. Everyone came in to check on her and make sure she was comfortable. Someone was always asking if she needed anything, and they all were so kind. She had never received this kind of attention when she lost her leg. Not long after she awoke, a handsome man walked into her room.

“Hi, Karen. I’m Roger Klipman, and I’ll be your physical therapist. Do you think you can maneuver yourself to this wheelchair?” he asked her. 

“Sure, I think I can,” she replied. “On second thought, I may need help to get into the wheelchair. This is foreign to me, and I’m not sure if I can move the new leg,” she stated. 

“No problem at all. Here, let me help you.” He helped her swing her leg over the edge of the bed and then carefully helped her stand. Once she was standing, he helped her sit down in the wheelchair. She felt as if it were more of a flop than a graceful sit. 

“There, you all ready now?” he asked her. 

“Yes,” she replied. I wonder if I’m really ready to do this again, she thought to herself. 

He rolled her to the physical therapy room and over to the two bars she’d use, yet again, to learn to walk. But this time she’d have a leg and not a stump or artificial leg. This one should work like her real leg did. However, she had to figure out how to get that leg to do what it was supposed to do. Roger maneuvered her between the two bars, and he carefully helped her stand. Karen grasped each bar and worked hard to stay standing. 

“Karen, I want you to try to move your leg forward just a little,” he requested. 

“I’ll try it,” she replied. 

She worked hard to make the leg move, but it didn’t want to budge. With the thought that if she used mind over matter she might get the leg to move, she tried several more times, with no success. It exhausted her to try to move the leg each time, and she became depressed and wanted to quit. Roger kept encouraging her, but she had had enough for one day. 

“Can you please just take me back to my room now?” she asked with a grimace of defeat on her face. “I’m exhausted and need to rest.” 

“All right, I’ll take you back. I can come and get you tomorrow if you’d like.”

Karen smiled and said, “Sure, I’d like that.”

She didn’t care if she felt defeated. She wanted to see Roger again. She had taken a liking to the man within minutes of seeing him and couldn’t help but want to try again tomorrow. 

“All right, let’s get you back to your room and settled in for the night,” he said with a smile on his handsome face. Roger wheeled her back to her room and helped her get back into bed. He then said good night and left. 

I wish this thing had worked right away, she thought. Reminds me of when I lost my leg. It was so hard to adjust to the missing leg. I couldn’t accept that my leg was gone. All the physical therapy I had to endure just to be strong enough again so I could use a prosthetic limb. Then the hours of learning how to walk with that limb. I was so exhausted each time we finished PT that I could hardly move. I really don’t want to go through this all over again for nothing ... She drifted off to sleep mid thought. 

“Good morning, Karen,” Roger said in a chipper voice. “I hope you’re ready for another beautiful day in the neighborhood,” he said smiling. 

Grunting and grumbling, she said, “I guess I am, but who said it was a beautiful day? I’m still half asleep.” 

“I did, and therefore it is,” he said as an even bigger smile broke across his face. “Are you ready to get in the wheelchair and try again?” he asked her. 

“If I must,” she said with discouragement in her voice. 

“Don’t sound so down. You just had surgery a week ago, and it takes time for everything to heal and work properly. Give it some time.”

“I’ll try,” she replied. 

“In that case, let’s get started,” he quipped. 

He helped Karen get into the wheelchair and playfully whisked her down the hallway to the physical therapy room. When they entered, Karen groaned at the sight of her nemesis, the walking bars. 

“Oh, don’t groan. It takes time and concentration, that's all,” he said. 

“Sure, easy for you to say. You're not the one in the wheelchair who’ll have to use those blasted bars to stand and make a leg move against its will.”

“Sorry, you’ve got a point there, but either way, I think you can do this.”

“Thanks for the confidence boost,” she said with a weak smile on her face and all the while thinking, I think he likes me, so I’ll give it my all today. 

They reached the bars and he helped her stand. She grabbed the bars and faced them down like it was the longest walk she had ever taken. She thought to herself, I can’t believe I’m back here again. 

“Hey, earth to Susan.”

Snapping out of her thoughts, she looked up at Roger. “Sorry, what did you say?”

“I said, could you try moving your new leg?”

“Sure, I’ll try.”

Taking a deep breath, Karen attempted to move her leg, but to no avail. Frustrated, she thumped the bionic leg and yelled, “Move you dumb leg,” like she thought that would help. Taking a moment to breathe and calm down, she decided to do something even more daring. Her knuckles whitened as she grasped the bars tighter and started to move her good leg forward, which caused her to start to lose her balance. Just before she was about to fall, the bionic leg suddenly jerked forward into place next to her good leg. Shock was written over both of their faces. 

“You did it!” Roger said. 

“Yes, it worked, but will it do it again?” she replied hesitantly. Karen carefully moved her good leg forward again, and again, the bionic leg joined the good leg. A big smile spread across her face as she thought, this is really going to work. I’ll be able to walk and run again. 

“Seems all you needed was the good leg to move first so your brain would default to the other leg and make it move,” he stated. 

“I figured it was worth a try. I was getting tired of willing the new leg to move and have it be defiant and do nothing. It was a gamble. If it hadn’t worked, you would have been picking me up from the floor,” she said with a chuckle in her voice. 

“I’m glad I didn’t have to do that,” he replied. 

Karen smiled as she continued to hobble to the end and back. It took all her strength and willpower to do it; and by the time she got back, she was exhausted and ready to call it a day. 

“Roger, I’m quite exhausted. Would you please take me back to my room for the night?” she asked with a slight blush on her face. 

“No problem. I’ll take you back and help you get settled in for the night,” he replied with a smile. 

Roger wheeled her down the hall while skipping behind the wheelchair. He got her to her room; and with a little help from him, she got into bed. 

“Good night, Karen,” he said. 

“Good night, Roger,” she replied. 

She lay back with a huge smile on her face and couldn’t wait to see what tomorrow would bring. 
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The phone rang at P&G Bionics. When Paulette answered, she heard Dr. Bellows’ voice. “I thought I’d update you on Karen’s progress. She’s doing quite well. At the rate she’s progressing, she should be able to walk herself out of the hospital in the next week or two,” he stated. 

“That’s awesome news,” Paulette said. 

“She was upset at first because it wasn’t working. However, she experimented by stepping out with her good leg first, which forced the brain to make the bionic leg move forward. It was so great that Karen discovered this one little thing that made the bionic leg work. It will certainly keep future patients from having to struggle in the beginning like she did, and we’ll now know how to start their physical therapy,” he stated. 

“I can’t thank you enough for performing the operation. Greg and I are ecstatic that it’s working,” Paulette said. “I know many more people will be happy to have new limbs that they won’t have to put on each morning.” 

“You’re correct there, Paulette,” Dr. Bellows replied. “Good luck, and I wish you and your company well. If you ever need me, just call,” he said.

“We will. Again, thanks for all your hard work.” Paulette hung up the phone and turned to Greg with a wide smile. “We did it!” 

“We did! That’s great news.” Greg said. 

“I guess it’s time to call the funding committee and get them to schedule a meeting where we can have Karen display our handiwork,” Paulette said with excitement. 

“Sounds good, except you’ll have to handle the meeting without me. I need to study for the end-of-term exams and will probably be in the middle of taking them by the time you have the meeting,” Greg said with some disappointment. 

“Sure, leave me to sweat profusely from being a nervous wreck, while you take a test.” She burst out laughing. 

“Not funny. I get extreme test anxiety, and you know it.” You can handle talking to them. You did great last time.” 

“Sure, but I came back soaked with sweat from almost having a nervous breakdown. I don’t do well in front of people. Never have.”

“You’ve got a successful product to demonstrate this time, so I don’t think you’ll be as nervous as you think you’ll be.”

“Probably true. Guess I need to call, set up the meeting, and start preparing. Would be good to go visit Karen, see how she’s doing, and brief her on what’s expected of her.” 

“All right, I’ll leave you to it.” 
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Chapter 11
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Late Spring 2027

Startled by the shrill ring of the phone, Paulette grabbed the receiver. “Thank you for calling P&G. This is Paulette, How can I help you?”

“Yes, this is Col. Leamon’s secretary. I’m calling to let you know that he needs to reschedule his meeting with you.”

Paulette slammed her fist on the desk in frustration. “What do you mean he’s rescheduling the meeting? I’ve been preparing and waiting for quite some time to demonstrate the prototype in live action.”
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