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ALSO BY SHANNON MUIR TOUCH THE STARS
ALSO BY SHANNON MUIR THE HEART'S DUTY
# # #
I decided for National Novel Writing Month (NaNoWriMo) 2011 that I would try something a little different. My decision was to experiment with a paranormal romance, or at least that seemed the best category to put it in. As with all my other tales, it began with a "what if" scenario what if someone who grew up with an unusual gift but a religious background ached to find her family so much she was willing to stand up against everything she'd embraced growing up. The quest to set up that scenario and answer that question became HALF TRUTH AND FULL LYE, which uses the nicknames of the two leads for a play on words.
Over the course of November, the first draft of this book without hardly any editing or spellcheck became available for downloads at Smashwords, who was offering this ability though not an official sponsor of the event. My goal for promotion was that people could see the twists and turns of a first draft unfold. What you have in your hands now is the spell-checked and edited post-NaNoWriMo version, which is no longer considered a "work in progress" but a final manuscript.
The end result, like most of my works, doesn't seem to fall in the traditional romance category. Yet there's a lot about men and women and how they deal with one another. Also, there's a lot of the paranormal (including the stuff on religion, which technically is also belief in the paranormal), and it is by these factors that paranormal romance is really the only place to file it. The gifts people have are real in the story context, and while I have my personal sides of things, in this story I try to take no sides as to who is right and who is wrong. Some think the gifts are from nature, others from God, still others the devil, and yet others in the story claim it all to be scientific. It is not the goal of the story to claim which side is right, but rather to show a wide variety of people and viewpoints while the character arc is explored.
By the time I finished National Novel Writing Month, it became quite clear that Truth's story did not end here with my fifty thousand words, but didn't make sense to all be in one book. It will ruin the ending if I tell you why that is. I know what comes next but am going to take time to see that it comes together. In the meantime, please enjoy HALF TRUTH AND FULL LYE: Book 1 of the TRUTH REVEALED series.
My deepest thanks to the over one hundred folks who downloaded HALF TRUTH AND FULL LYE from Smashwords over the month of November; seeing those numbers climb and that you were interested in finding out more about me and my writing meant a lot.
Shannon Muir
December 2011
Glendale, CA
# # #
Truth Knox always knew she stood out. Her name didn't help much either. In actuality, the name on her birth certificate read Firinne Solas Knox. Her mother explained that Truth's grandmother came from a Gaelic background, and that her name meant Truth Light Knox. Of course no one could pronounce her name, so as she explained to people her name meant "Truth," inevitably she would be called that. She didn't know anything about her father or his side of the family.
It turned out Truth wasn't sure what her mother's real name was. She knew that Knox was her mother's birth last name, and that her mother's parents married and divorced. On all the paperwork sent home for parental permission, her mother's signature scrawled so poorly Truth never could make it out. When she pressed, her mother found ways to dodge the question. Everyone in town just called her "the fortune teller lady". For that, in fact, described Truth's mother's line of work. She specialized in tarot readings and palm readings, and might do other things but Truth wasn't sure what. She sort of steered clear of all that.
Truth - Firinne - did have a special gift, but one she kept secret from her mother. Firinne could see into the pasts of other people. Either that or the little girl had a very active imagination. That was how everyone tried to explain everything away, including her mother. Yet Firinne knew, and so did her grandmother, who died when Firinne - Truth - was very young.
One scene she'd come to see at a young age was that of her own birth. At least, from the words exchanged, she believed it to be her birth. Everything Truth saw came from the perspective of someone else, though she could hear the person's voice.
The perspective came from that of her father, whom Truth never met. Her mother would not even divulge his name. From his perspective her young mother - who wasn't much over eighteen at the time - really struggled in pain as she labored. Sweat poured down her forehead. Her mother appeared to be laid back on a bed in bare minimum conditions, possibly even a mattress on the floor. She saw this play out many times over the years, her understanding deepening with each view.
"Come on, we need to go to the hospital," she could hear him plead.
"We can't afford it," her mother said in strained breaths. "Besides, for generations women have given birth with minimal assistance. My mother is coming to bring our daughter into the world the old way."
"I am willing to respect your faith but our daughter's life may be at risk," Truth's father pleaded.
"So now you're giving in to your old life? Are you siding with my father?" Truth's mother spat out between angry huffed breaths.
"I'm getting pressure from people," the man admitted. "Pressure to abandon you and my little girl."
"From whom?"
"My family. They're willing to speak to me again if I sign away my parental rights and disavow you."
Truth's mother gave a pained look.
"How does that help?"
"I have no steady income or means of support. This might land me in prison for failure to support you. Also if you are the sole income you can get her more help and services."
"You're a coward!" hissed Truth's mother.
"Maybe I am," he sadly replied.
She woke up sad and crying. When Truth was young, she would wake up her grandmother with the tears and tell her grandmother about a nightmare "where Mommy was mad" or "my Daddy doesn't love me".
As she grew up, this repeated vision became the mystery Truth wanted to figure out.
# # #
Truth's best friend growing up became the preacher's daughter, Myanna. Myanna focused first on getting to know Truth as a person, emphasizing it is important to love everyone, even though the Bible mentioned that people like Truth's mother should not be communicated with. Fortunately Myanna didn't start out pushing that point down Truth's throat, but it did come up after a while - and only because other kids growing up Christian gave Myanna a hard time in front of Truth.
One day, when they were both in fourth grade, Truth and Myanna walked home from school together when a group of several kids - some boys and some girls - flanked either side of them. Truth just didn't know what to think, but she saw that Myanna looked very nervous.
"Hey Myanna," said one of the girls. "You not been listening to your father lately? Or is that Father with a capital F?"
"Yeah, you big hypocrite," butted in one of the boys, whose size was as big and forceful as his voice. "Didn't he just preach that whole bit from Leviticus? You know, about not turning to mediums and psychics and wizards and all that?"
Truth saw Myanna clutch her books tighter. She didn't understand what made Myanna frightened.
"Leave her alone!" Truth yelled at the kids. "She's not doing anything to you."
"You're right," said another girl. "Myanna isn't doing anything to us. We're just trying to get her away from your evil influences."
Truth blinked at the girl puzzled. She didn't even know who the girl was, and really had only just seen her around school. She couldn't even remember if this girl came from another fourth grade class, or might be older.
"Don't play stupid. You tell fortunes. You pretend to talk to the dead. Myanna shouldn't be caught up in any of that."
"I don't know how to do any of that," Truth insisted. "That's my mother who does that. I've never asked her to teach me. I don't want to learn how."
"Is that so?" said the first girl again, flipping her finger under a pendant Truth wore and causing it to hit her chin. The necklace pendant bore the image of a Celtic cross with ornately carved work into the silver, like something that might have come from Ireland. "Then explain this."
"My family heritage is mainly Gaelic, but some Celtic too. My mother gave it to me as a birthday present," defended Truth.
"Why do we see all those non-believers in that dark clothing and stuff wearing something like this that desecrates what we believe in?" piped up another boy.
Now Myanna spoke up. Truth never saw Myanna quite this mad before.
"You people are stupid! That's the Celtic version of the cross, like from Ireland. It's used all over churches and cathedrals and stuff. Go look up your history."
Myanna put her books under one arm and then with her remaining hand, linked arms with Truth.
"Also, we learn not to judge people by the sins of their parents. Truth is not her mother. Truth is Truth, and we are to show her love and respect. Come on, Truth, let's put these losers in the dust."
Truth felt overwhelmed as Myanna led her away from the scene. Myanna stuck up for her, and for that she felt grateful. Yet she didn't fully understand why Myanna needed to do that in the first place.
"Myanna," Truth asked after they'd gotten a bit of a distance from the kids, "I don't understand. Why were they making fun of me and my necklace?"
"Because you're not like them and those bullies are just afraid of what they don't understand."
"But why am I not like them? I mean I wear the same clothes as them. We go to the same school. All of us live in the same neighborhood. I don't understand what makes me different."
Truth saw Myanna look at her with very sad eyes.
"They think you are a bad person because of who your mother is. She does things that our religion doesn't agree with."
Truth quickly pulled her arm out of the lock she had with Myanna.
"So you think I'm bad too," Truth said sadly.
"No, no, I don't," Myanna insisted. Truth saw Myanna become increasingly uncomfortable. "It's just that some people in our church - in our faith - do that when it really isn't the right way to act. At least that's what my Daddy teaches me. Do you want to come meet him? The church is just a few blocks away. We can borrow the books where he's shown me that cross on your necklace and I can tell you more about it. Or do you need to go home and ask your Mom first?"
Truth knew the reality of the situation would be that her Mom took palm reading clients until well into the evening and left her fending for herself. While she didn't understand everything, Truth knew Myanna stuck up for her in a bad situation and maybe getting to know her better would be good. After all, they'd been friends in school for months now.
"My Mom doesn't expect me to be home for a while," Truth told her, not lying when she said it. "Sure, I'd be happy to go with you."
Myanna took Truth to the Heart of Worship Community Church down the street. Myanna went and knocked on a door off to one side. A kindly older man, with little bits of grey in his dark beard, opened the door. He looked a lot like Myanna.
"Hi princess," he said to her. "I'm busy working on a sermon right now. Can I help you with something?"
Myanna pointed eagerly to Truth.
"Daddy, this is my friend Truth," she said eagerly.
"Firinne," Truth said, trained to at least attempt to introduce herself by her given name to adults. "It's Gaelic, but it means Truth. Everyone just calls me that."
Myanna's father rubbed his beard.
"Hmm, yes I have heard much about you."
After her treatment by the kids, Truth became tense and nervous. It could be that Myanna's father already felt the same way about her, and Myanna's thoughts about her father weren't accurate.
"How so?" Truth said warily.
"From Myanna of course," he responded with a smile that instantly put Truth at ease. "She's told me so much about how she enjoys seeing you at school. I'm glad she brought you by to meet me, but I'm sorry I don't have more time right now."
Myanna pointed to Truth's necklace.
"Daddy, can we borrow your book? The one with the history of these crosses in it? I want to show it to Truth."
Myanna's father nodded.
"Sure. But bring it right back when you are done, all right?"
"We'll just look at it out on the steps," Myanna reassured her father.
On the steps of the church's classroom and administration building, Myanna showed Truth page after page of pictures featuring the Celtic cross. Myanna showed Truth the symbol on European churches and in cemeteries.
"See I told you, it's all over," Myanna said. "It's used in all these places where they worship Jesus. Do you know anything about Jesus, Truth?"
Truth shook her head in the negative. That wasn't something her Mom ever mentioned, but she knew the word worship. Her mother worshipped all kinds of things. It meant to pay homage or respect to, though she didn't understand any of that specifically.
Myanna closed the book.
"I can tell you more about Jesus, Truth, if you want."
So there on the steps Truth listened to what Myanna said about this larger than life person and the things he did and that he came to Earth to save people. This didn't sound like anything or anyone that her mother worshipped, but she might not really understand all her mother's interests either. It did help her better understand her friend Myanna, and her strong kindness towards her, and where those teachings came from.
Myanna also pointed out the Ten Commandments to her.
"Honor your father and mother," Myanna said, stopping to point that one out. "A lot of the Ten Commandments are don't do this and don't do that. But this one you should always do."
Overall, though, while Truth felt safe with Myanna she felt cautious about this new information. Finally, she took advantage of the fact she did need to get home to make a break.
"Myanna, thanks for everything, but I need to go home now. You know, honoring your mother by not staying out too late and all that. See you in school."
"Okay, bye," Myanna waved at her. She'd been so happy about spending time with her friend Truth and sharing something important to her.
Truth made her way home before the sun went down. While she wasn't going to ask her mother specifically about what Myanna told her, she determined to ask her mother about the necklace and why her mother gave it to her on her birthday. What Myanna showed definitely wouldn't be the same meanings it would carry for her mother.
Finally she made it home, a rambling old family home where her mother converted the large downstairs front into her parlor. The rest of the lower level such as the laundry room and kitchen, as well as the staircase to the upstairs where Truth and her mother slept and lived, remained inaccessible to the public. Truth entered by the back door and moved upstairs to the bedroom where she started to do her homework. A car out front on the way in showed that her Mother currently had someone she was helping. She'd be none the wiser for her young daughter's absence.
Truth started to read her homework assignment, but her mind kept drifting back to what Myanna said about this Jesus her father led worship services for. Her mother worshipped totally different things. She didn't understand how they both could be right. One of them had to be wrong. She so didn't want it to be Myanna. Truth didn't want to lose her only friend.
Several hours would pass before she heard her mother's tired heavy footsteps up the old creaky stairs. Truth stuck her head out the door before she disappeared into her room for the rest of the night. She needed to get an answer about this cross business.
"Mama?" she called out.
Her mother slowly turned towards her, almost as if her mother wished she would be doing anything else at this particular moment.
"What is it, my child?" she snapped. "I have had a long day. A very long day with many impatient people wanting to know if I can make their lives better. What do you need?"
Truth tugged gently on the Celtic cross pendant.
"Mama, this beautiful necklace you gave me. I wondered if this on it meant anything, or if it was just a pretty design."
Truth saw her mother's eyes come alive in a way she never had before, and for once it actually seemed that the tired, haggard woman smiled.
"At last, the seeds of interest spark in you! Perhaps, then, I can make a little time. Come downstairs with me."
Truth's mother took her back into her work space and turned on the lights, which in actuality provided very little illumination with the dark walls and tinted windows. Truth's mother took out her tarot deck.
"I'm confused," Truth said. "What does a deck of cards have to do with anything?"
"The symbol you wear is the Celtic Cross. There are many meanings involved to many people. Some say it is the points of the four elements. Others associate it with religions."
Truth wondered if her mother meant what Myanna talked about but said nothing. Her mother started to shuffle the cards.
"Celtic cross is also the name of one of the oldest patterns of Tarot card reading. I can do a reading for you, my dear, and show you what I mean."
Truth wasn't sure what to do. Clearly her mother wanted to bond with her, something that for her mother didn't happen all that often. Yet, in the back of her mind she remembered the other neighborhood kids' teasing and Myanna's kindness and belief in her. If she went along with her mother, then Myanna, her one and true best friend would be made a fool because Truth would be like her mother. However, Truth also feared standing up to her mother.
Her mother then proceeded to lay out ten cards in a pattern, face up. One in the center, then one across from that, followed by four cards around those two in a clockwise pattern starting from the immediate right and then around in a circle. To the right of that pattern, Truth's mother placed four cards, still face up, one above another.
"This is the layout of the Celtic Cross. I've asked the cards to tell me what the issues are surrounding your life."
Truth grimaced. She really didn't need her mother prying, and especially not with the help of some cards. Yet she wasn't going to object openly.
"The first card tells me about how things are for you in the present," Truth's mother explained. Truth suspected her mother might be oversimplifying it a little. She saw her mother smile, and it puzzled her. "It is the Four of Cups, appearing upside down. It tells me that you clearly know what you desire for your life."
Then Truth saw her mother look closely at the next card, and then hesitate for some time, examining it. Her mother seemed worried. Truth couldn't figure out why.
"This card tells me your immediate challenge that you face," her mother finally said. "Usually when this appears it indicates a kind of person. A man with black, or perhaps just very dark hair, and dark eyes. He is seen as a person of authority who is evenly judgmental and people know him as a just leader. Do you have any idea who this might be, my darling Firinne?"
Truth shook her head in the negative.
Her mother moved on to the next card, to the right of the pair.
"Here, we see a glimpse into your distant past. It is another card appearing upside down, this time the Eight of Swords. Here it shows you believed yourself to be on a clear road ahead of you, without doubt."
That made sense to Truth. It didn't seem that a very young child - her distant past - would have the capability to doubt much.
She moved on to the card below the pair.
"This one tells me your recent past and how it influences your life. My, my, the card of Judgment, upside down. This means that Judgment becomes flawed, and mistakes begin to happen."
Now Truth began to worry that the cards told her reaching out to Myanna proved to be a mistake.
Truth's mother moved on to the next card.
"Now we are told the best that can be achieved in this situation."
The card depicted a young man, carrying a sword, upside down.
"Ah, the Knight of Cups, upside down," her mother said sorrowfully. "Emotional restraints equip the ability to move forward. One shall become stuck."
Truth did not like the sound of that one bit as her mother moved on to the lowest of the four cards on the side.
"The inner feelings are expressed here by the Ace of Cups, also upside down. This empty cup shows a drain of creativity and a lack of self-worth."
Truth said nothing as her mother continued. This whole state of affairs gave her a lack of self-worth, that's for sure.
"External influences indicate a need to use skills from lessons of the past, as illustrated in the Eight of Pentacles. Meanwhile, your hopes and fears are shown by the card above that, the Five of Swords appearing upside down. This shows that despite it all you hope to overcome opposition and be successful at the last even when all hope seems lost."
Quietly, Truth's mother moved on to the last card.
"However, the final outcome as shown by the cards is the Four of Wands appearing upside down. Your imperfect plans will lead to strife. Imperfections will see the light. Struggle will come. Oh my daughter, what will you unleash?"
Truth was only ten years old. She didn't know the answers to a question so big and board. The only thing she knew for sure was how her mother explained all this to her terrified her. With Myanna she felt safe and wanted, even when others ridiculed her. They made fun of her because her mother did such things. Now she began to understand why since she couldn't make sense of it herself.
"What is bothering you, Firinne?" her mother asked, probably the first genuinely concerned question Truth ever received from her mother. "What is making you unsteady and doubtful?"
Then what seemed as a caring inquiry slowly evolved into accusatory demands. Truth didn't know how to respond, and therefore did not. Truth began to feel like she was being attacked, as her mother's voice continued to rise. It seemed as if her mother felt someone else could be challenging her authority.
"Who have you been talking to that would put other ideas in your head? You are safe here among my protections, and in my care. You need not fear for anything. Just tell me who is causing the problem and I can take care of it. You are my child and I can be the one to look out for you!"
Truth didn't see what Myanna did as a problem. Her mother, perhaps, might have different ideas. Truth wasn't sure if she should disobey her Mother and not tell about Myanna and the book with the Celtic cross symbols at the churches, or honor her mother instead. She thought Myanna's religion - the one her Dad preached - said something about that. Yet her mother did not seem to believe in the same stuff her young friend Myanna did. Her mother might not care if she lied, but Myanna would.
Right now the question remained which mattered to her most. Myanna wouldn't know if Truth didn't tell her. Yet Truth would always know in her heart exactly what she did, and she'd have to be the one that looked at Myanna every day realizing that she'd told a lie. It's not like Truth outright lied to her mother before; her mother just stayed so busy she rarely noticed anything. Truth just mainly survived on her own, turning to her mother when she needed to for help. They didn't have anything resembling a mother and daughter bond, not as Truth observed with other parents and children at school when parents dropped off or picked up their children.
At this moment, Truth had no choice but to tell a falsehood... but which falsehood to tell?
"Mama," Truth said, holding out her hands in front of her in a defensive motion. "Mama, listen. Everything is all right."
"How do I know this, Firinne? I have ways of finding out if you don't tell me yourself."
Truth didn't know what her mother meant by that. She could just mean calling the school. Truth looked around at the various objects in her mother's parlor. She didn't know what many of them did, but wondered if like the cards her mother could do things with them. Just looking at the objects made Truth fearful.
She hoped Myanna would forgive her. After all, she did say honoring one's mother was important.
"I spent the afternoon with a friend from school, Mama, and came home a little late. That's all."
Truth's mother cocked an eyebrow at her.
"A boy or a girl friend?" she said sternly.
"Myanna. She's a girl," Truth said all a flutter. "Myanna's really nice."
Truth's mother frowned. Truth didn't understand why her mother would be upset with her having a friend.
"The pastor's daughter from the downtown church," she said firmly.
"Yes Mama," Truth responded, growing increasingly puzzled. "That's her. She's really nice and caring."
"She and her family teach falsehoods!" hissed Truth's mother.
"What's wrong about being nice to other people, and respecting your parents, and not killing each other?" asked the young girl. "That sounds like how we should all treat one another."
"Oh yes we should all treat people well. But it is who they say we got those instructions from. That, Truth, is where their thinking fails."
Truth stayed quiet. She didn't want to get caught in the middle of any of this. Myanna stayed such a good friend and stood up for her, even though her mother was proving to be everything those kids said when they pushed Truth around. Now here Truth's mother said Myanna was an awful person.
"Myanna stuck up for me even when other kids were picking on me," Truth finally said.
"Oh? And what were they picking on you for? Why didn't you stand up for yourself?"
"I didn't do anything back because they were being honest," Truth said, a firmness welling up in her voice. "They were making fun of me because of who my mother was."
Truth's mother looked taken aback.
"Right now you're proving that everything they said about you was true! You are all weird and strange, that's why no one understands you. And that's why nobody likes me!"
Truth ran out of her mother's parlor, up to her room, and closed and locked the door behind her. She threw herself into her pillows and sobbed.
The next morning at school, Truth walked to school and expected to meet Myanna where they always met, by the school sign. Myanna wasn't there. She hadn't seemed sick the night before. Truth became worried. This wasn't like Myanna at all.
Inside, a somber mood hung like a heavy fog, with sadness everywhere. Truth went to class but Myanna wasn't in her seat. The bell rang and the teacher came in, with her head down. She went to the front of the room, and slowly raised her head with a great effort.
"Class," the teacher began. "Last night Myanna and her family got rear-ended in a car accident leaving their church after a family youth fundraiser event. Her parents survived the crash, but Myanna did not."
Sobs came up from all over the room. Myanna's good nature was well appreciated by many people at school. Truth realized one of the people crying was herself.
Truth found out by overhearing others at school that Myanna's memorial service would be on a Saturday. Fortunately, her mother worked on Saturdays and wouldn't notice her gone a few hours. It would be the first time Truth actually set foot in any kind of church, and wasn't even sure people would let her in. Truth just hoped that some people noticed she'd been friends with Myanna and would be as good and kind as her friend had been. She did know at least it was appropriate to wear dark colors, and fortunately she wore a lot of those - mainly because her mother raised her with that kind of wardrobe. It went with her own dark hair and eyes, so she never questioned it much.
Fortunately, for Truth, she did find just that person - Myanna's father - who surprisingly recognized her despite meeting her only once. He stood greeting people at the door, an awkward position to be in as parent and pastor.
"Truth," he said quietly. "I'm sorry, I don't remember how to pronounce your name."
"It's okay," Truth said back, sadly. "Can I come in?"
Myanna's father looked surprised.
"I mean, I'm not like you. I wanted to make sure it was okay."
The pastor smiled, just a little.
"You were Myanna's friend. Of course it's all right, young lady."
Truth went into the back and sat next to a man sitting alone in the back. He looked to be about her mother's age, with black hair and dark eyes. The man wore a grey suit with a dark necktie. He looked familiar to Truth and she couldn't place why. Then she remembered her mother doing that tarot reading that ended in disaster. She'd described a man with very dark hair and eyes, and as a person of authority. The man next to her felt as if he could have authority, but so many men here wore suits that might just be an illusion.
The man looked over at her, just realizing Truth sat next to him. He gulped nervously.
"Little girl," he said, and his voice betrayed that he was quite nervous, "where's your mother?"
Clearly this man knew Truth's identity, it seemed to her. He knew she only lived with her mother. Then she realized it might be a good guess.
"Myanna was my friend. It's okay to be here. Her father said so," Truth said, dodging the question but not lying. It wasn't this stranger's business anyway.
"Her family's always has been nice. Myanna was their only child."
"Why would God do that?" Truth found herself asking a man she didn't know. "Take away a nice little girl from a family who loves her, and friends who care about her?"
"God calls home people when he needs to," said the man, who seemed intrigued, yet not offended, that a young girl asked him questions.
"Can it be other things that cause bad stuff to happen? Like maybe God didn't mean to but it happened anyway?"
Without saying it expressly, what Truth asked involved what plagued her at the back of her mind for days. She worried that her mother, after hearing about Myanna, could do something that caused Myanna's accident. Sometimes Truth experienced nightmares about that. She didn't tell her mother.
"Sometimes," said the man. "But we can't always jump to conclusions. We don't always know. We need to look to the wisdom and strength of God to get us through."
Again she thought of her mother and the reading. This man seemed fair, and evenly judgmental. Perhaps this was the man the card meant.
"What's your name?" she asked him.
"Ryan," he said. "Ryan McGarvey."
"Truth," she said. "Truth Knox."
"Firinne," he said back without hesitation, and then realized he gave himself away. More importantly, he got the Gaelic pronunciation without being prompted.
"You do know me," she said, now guarded.
"Well, to be honest, a lot of the town knows who you are."
"But they never get my name right," she pointed out.
"Got a lot of that part of the world in my background," Ryan pointed out. "Easy for me to remember."
"Thanks," Truth said back. "What do you do, anyway, that you know the family?"
"I'm the young adult ministries leader here," Ryan told Truth. "I looked forward to Myanna joining our teen groups in a couple years."
"Glad to meet other people who liked Myanna too," Truth said. "I'm going to miss her."
At that moment, the memorial service started. The parents held a private funeral previously and now wanted this day to celebrate their daughter's life. That afternoon, Truth heard all kinds of stories about the wonderful, generous, fun young lady she'd known Myanna to be.
For the months that followed, Truth wandered aimlessly. She felt alone everywhere she went, and she became picked on constantly. After what happened after the tarot reading, she didn't dare tell her mother anything.
So one day that summer, she hesitantly made her way to the church office on a weekday and asked if Ryan McGarvey still worked there. The nice lady, though quite surprised to see Truth, said that he did and went to get him. Ryan also looked pleased, yet again quite nervous, to see Truth.
"Mr. McGarvey," she told him. "I miss Myanna so much. I know that being here was important to her. She wanted to tell me so much. I would like to come here and learn some more and see what she wanted to teach me."
"Does your mother know you are here?" he asked her, very concerned.
"No, and you can't tell her!" Truth filled with panic. "She'll never let me come back again."
"There are some field trips and similar events you can't do without her permission," Ryan pointed out. "But we'll help you learn as best we can and meet your needs."
That day began eight years of Truth secretly going to church and learning the Bible, in memory of her friend Myanna and all she taught her. There would be many near misses as she would have to find ways not to get caught, or to let her mother hear town gossip that Truth went to church. She never made it to being baptized, because then she feared her mother would find out. When she told Myanna's father and Ryan McGarvey that's why she needed to wait until she was eighteen, they understood. Some might argue they should have turned her away without her mother's permission but this was not the example either man wanted to set of their church, and Myanna's father in particular wanted to carry on his daughter's mission.
Truth's eighteenth birthday, however, would change everything.
# # #
Even though her grandmother whispered to her of talent when she was young, Truth could tell she had some sort of gift as she progressed through her teenage years. Often Truth managed to "read" other people properly and get an accurate sense of what they felt even when not expressed openly. Her test of this theory came in that the early conclusions she made of everyone she met always bore out to be accurate. She never told anyone that she felt she had a gift or asked for help with it, as that scared her. Only her mother's mother ever knew and swore Truth not to tell before her death not much later.
Truth tried to keep a low profile during school and graduated with average grades. Without enough money for college, she went to work full time as a waitress for the local coffee shop. The owner, Ms. Courtland, was very nice and looked past people's situations to their skill sets. She didn't even seem to worry that Truth's background might scare off locals from coming if they knew she worked there.
"Honey, if they're that close minded, I don't want them as my customers," she just told Truth. The deal became sealed.
Her closest friend in the coffee shop was Byron, who worked as the cashier most of her waitressing shifts. They'd graduated at the same time, though he'd only come to the school district around the ninth grade, when his father moved to town to become one of the local doctors. Byron's grades held up better than hers and he'd had a lot going for him, until some bad girl a year older got him drunk wanting to make a fool of him to lose his virginity and ended up having his son when he was sixteen and she turned seventeen. They both graduated from high school, but his dreams of leaving down became squashed really quickly. The most distinctive thing about Byron came with his scientific take on everything. He believed neither in religion nor the occult. If it could not be explained or proven, then it must not be true. Generally, though, Byron rated as a very likable person.
One Friday, Truth heard the squeal of a happy little toddler, even before his mother got the door to the restaurant fully open. The little fellow easily broke free of his mother's hold, as she was weighed down by her diaper bag and current pregnancy, and bolted straight for Byron who still needed to finish ringing up his customer.
"Hey there, buddy," she heard Byron say, unfazed. "Let me finish up here and then we can spend lots of time together, okay?"
Truth saw the little one respond by clinging to Byron's leg and hugging tight. It made her wonder about her own biological father and if he even knew what she did now. Clearly he was around when Truth was born, but appeared to leave soon after from what little Truth could figure out. When she asked her mother about him around the time she was eight years old, all her mother would talk about involved a very special summer about twenty years ago when an incredible showman and teacher came to town to find talented youths to be part of his act. Her mother was among several of the people just out of high school that this teacher chose to work with, and that was when she developed her talents. Her mother did own some photos from that period, and many featured a very tall man with a slightly beak-like nose and chiseled features. Truth always presumed he must be her father, and that teaching must not have had a regular and reliable income like he said in her vision; for a traveling outfit such as this it made sense. Yet, if the group traveled, she didn't understand why he came back when she was born only to leave again so quickly.
When Truth asked why her mother why she never went on to travel, she responded simply that women expecting babies couldn't be part of such a life. This made Truth sharply aware that her birth tied directly to the reason her mother never left town, and some insight as to why her mother seemed to resent her. It did not explain why her mother kept her in the end, but Truth hadn't the confidence to broach that subject just yet. Besides, they hardly spoke any more since Myanna died.
The little boy's mother showed absolutely no respect for the existing customer and just plopped the diaper bag on the floor.
"You know where and when to return him to," she said and just walked off and out the door. Truth saw the customer sadly shake his head as Byron handed back the change.
"Sorry about that," Byron apologized. "She's always like that. It's always about her. Doesn't really think about other people much at all. I really hope you enjoyed your time here and please come again."
"Thanks young man," responded the customer as he pocketed the change and then left as Byron scooped up his son into his arms.
"Hi there, Arno," Truth said, waving to the little boy who responded back with a little wave of his own. If there was one thing Arno wasn't, it was shy. "I have to go serve customers now. You have a good weekend with your Daddy."
The restaurant manager, Ms. Courtland, stepped out from the back. When Byron got off from the register in the early evening, she took the coffee shop style restaurant into the closing stretch, and most nights actually closed the place herself since business was so slow so Truth rarely worked until the end of the night.
"Looks like you're all ready to go," she told Byron.
"Sorry he got dropped off just a little early. His mother's never been good with time. I still thank you for letting me wash dishes since I was sixteen to help take care of him."
"Well, Arno's a good kid and your parents and I have been friends for years. The whole situation's so unfortunate. I do hope that you think twice though in the future."
"I'll never worry about fitting in again, Ms. Courtland," he told her. "I just wish his mother felt the same way. I'm kind of worried about her with that second baby and her current boyfriend. I don't think he's good for Arno, but I can't raise him alone."
Truth found herself focusing on the emotions of the situation. Even though Byron said a lot on the surface, a lot was unsaid, such as what worried him about the current boyfriend. Truth decided to put her gifts of discernment to the test and see what might be uncovered. Truth worked on trying to read the situation. The little boy seemed happy enough, but his mother acted not only distanced but distracted. Truth knew a little about her, a frequent truant until her little plan with Byron backfired. Interesting how many more people held a pregnant teenage girl responsible versus a simply misbehaving one. Truth thought her name might be Verna, but she simply wasn't around often enough to be sure. Yet, that felt right somehow.
Felt tended to be a key word in Truth's life. She operated on intuition and faith, and even a small amount of fear - the fear that peeling back the layers of another's life proved no struggle to her. Also, she worried that if it became too obvious, no one might associate with her.
At church they'd read parts of the Bible about God giving people spiritually based gifts that would be called upon when needed. Truth didn't feel that would apply to a non-baptized person such as herself, an issue on which Truth began to feel more pressure. Everyone agreed why baptism as a youth presented risks, but now that Truth reached adult age those pressures should no longer be there. It didn't help that Truth needed to still live with her mother, who forced her to pay rent to do so, but Truth couldn't afford anything else. Ryan McGarvey kept most people off her backs, reminding folks that you can't push people to fully commit to God and that Truth would come when she's ready, though others began to use this as an opportunity to doubt the girl's intentions.
Mr. McGarvey, or Ryan as he said it was fine to call him now, remained a good friend. She'd outgrown his youth groups but he also involved himself - not as the leader - with an adult Bible Study group on Monday nights. The person who led the group knew Ryan for years and, though seeing the issues potentially involved, received well the idea of adding Truth to their group. She could only manage Sunday or Monday off, so she gave up going to congregational worship for Bible study. For some reason she felt safer with Ryan - she still hadn't gotten used to not calling him Mr. McGarvey - around. Also, Truth found it harder to get into the sermons of the newer pastor. Myanna's father tried to stay leading the church for a couple years, praying that he would find healing and perhaps he and his wife would be gifted another child. Three years later, the couple dropped out of the pastoral life to become involved in missions to help orphaned children in foreign countries; they did not have any more children of their own, and somehow Truth realized they never would. The sad loss of Myanna ultimately proved the couple's call to the mission field. God called Myanna home and her parents to a career change.
Looking at Arno's face she could see the little boy far more resembled his mother Verna than Byron, and somehow through that she felt a connection. In her concentration on Arno, Truth started to see visions in her mind of his mother, her sign that the gift strongly and currently was at work. She didn't have to be with her subjects to know things; in fact, it worked best when some distance existed between her and them.
She knew little about Verna, but in that moment everything about Verna opened up to her. Verna in the woods, hidden from many and yet not alone. The glow of firelight played and danced off her young fascinated face, a familiar Celtic cross shape around her neck. Senses of ecstasy, relief, enjoyment, and empowerment.
"Hey, Truth? Truth?" she heard Byron's voice calling her back to focus on the present. "You all right? I think your regular over there needs another coffee refill."
Truth looked over at the old woman sitting alone and watching one of the cooking shows on the diner's large screen television. Originally installed hoping more people would come over and increase business for sports games, that never really took off and now Ms. Courtland relented by letting the elderly widowed Mrs. Lannard - who insisted she must still be called Mrs. Lannard as she and her husband Ted married for eternity - watch whatever she liked. Apparently Mrs. Lannard did not cook well and Ted did all the cooking, and had few friends, which meant she came over quite often. As a source of regular income, Ms. Courtland gave in to her on a few things, and fortunately cooking shows didn't seem too out of place at a restaurant. Truth sensed the woman dreamed of being able to cook like the men and women she saw on those programs, well enough to entertain and have friends, yet she feared change in her life.
"Thanks, Byron, I'm fine. Just make sure that Arno is well taken care of. And don't ignore that gut instinct of yours. I think that bar singer boyfriend of hers has a real shady past," Truth said, quickly grabbing the coffee pot and moving across the room.
In the distance she heard Byron's confused response.
"How did you know? I never told you he was a singer," Byron said.
Truth berated herself for giving too much away; she'd forgotten he hadn't told her. She just got so uncomfortable Truth just wanted to make an exit. Arno's cries told her Byron and the little boy would be gone by the time she got back around the register. Hopefully he'd forget what she said.
Truth started to fill the old lady's cup.
"Is that decaf, honey? You know how I can only drink decaf. Hate those jittery nerves."
"Of course it is."
Only then did she look down and see the wrong color carafe. Truth immediately swooped up the cup, embarrassed.
"Be right back."
Going to get a new cup and the correct carafe, she saw Byron strapping Arno into the back seat of his car. She could sense the absolute caring and warmth he had despite his situation. Truth felt the same feelings thinking of her own father, that he cared, yet try as she might her view never showed him anything that clearly indicated she'd seen him. Everyone Truth gained awareness up people she knew or had close association with.
She brought a piping hot cup of the proper coffee back to the widow.
"Thank you, dear."
"I'm sorry for the mistake," Truth replied.
Just then a local ad cut in on the cooking channel cable station. More often than not, local ads did not cut in smoothly with the channel's national house ads that ran beneath in case local sales fell through, and Truth always found it hard on the ears.
"For three nights only," Truth heard an announcer behind her that sounded like the woman should be doing a phone in psychic or a Halloween commercial, except it was June, "The amazing Branduff Donagh Company comes to your city."
Truth turned around to finish watching the commercial. It featured a cheaply edited together montage of this Branduff Donagh Company on stage in various venues, usually long shots of a full house crowd, as he seemed to just do no more than speak to them. The change of venue and lighting the footage is what kept any form of excitement; it couldn't really rely on any action to carry the piece. The woman's mysterious voice over continued underneath.
"Watch Branduff Donagh and his troupe perform incredible acts where you won't believe your eyes! Let Branduff Donagh be your guide into the world of paranormal phenomena, just three nights only!"
At this point graphics came up over the screen that showed the dates that he would be appearing in the city at the local theatre, a former early movie house that more recently became restored for general theatrical purposes. The first performance date listed was the next day.
"Oh my," said Mrs. Lannard. "There's a name I haven't heard around these parts in a long long time."
Truth looked back at the older woman.
"How long?" Truth asked, suspecting something but almost afraid to hear it.
"Almost two decades, my dear. I didn't know that man still managed to be in business, not after what happened here."
Truth worked on trying to read Mrs. Lannard without asking many more questions. There always remained a difference between what people would openly convey and what they really knew or sometimes even were aware of.
She looked at Mrs. Lannard and saw her twenty years earlier, really saw her through her own eyes, when her husband still lived and they saw a life for many years to come. Back then, the two of them ran the local full scale bakery, their retirement fortunately working out about the time that chain bakeries in the major grocery stores started to force the little mom and pop operations out. They knew a lot of the various town goings on as people would be in ordering baked goods for every occasion - birthday, weddings, anniversaries, or just need cookies for some gathering of this or that. That's how she would have heard in advance of this Branduff Donagh coming. The young people who worked for her, just like Truth and Byron worked at the coffee shop now, were fascinated and wanted to see what this Branduff fellow was all about. Truth couldn't get a fix yet on who the young people were back then, they didn't seem clear to her and they would have changed in look in twenty years.
Yet she got a strong sense of how Mrs. Lannard felt about the whole affair. Angry at the man for being a charlatan, or so she felt; pity for the youth that fell under his spell. The wall of emotions proved so strong Truth couldn't get past to figure out a more precise source. She'd, much to her regret, need to ask a couple more questions. She hated leading situations.
"How do you know about what happened here back then?"
"Our son, our only child. When he came here he promised to take the talented and gifted with him on his tour and grow them into the people they were meant to be. Our Charlie left with that man and the next time we heard of our Charlie, he'd passed away. The police said Charlie had done himself in." Apparently his mother couldn't quite manage a more precise terminology, and Truth clearly saw her discomfort in even saying that much. "Charlie would never do such a thing! That man, that fraud, must have murdered him! But we couldn't prove it. Now here he is two decades later, luring in a new generation like nothing happened!"
Mrs. Lannard's statements confirmed something else to Truth. She hadn't been able to tell for sure in all the commercial's long shots, but this man very likely was the one in her mother's photos from twenty years earlier; the man Truth believed to be her father.
These were not great things to find out about a man she'd ached to meet all her life. Yet deep down Truth knew she needed to find and meet with this Branduff Donagh; it would be the only way to put her load of curiosities to rest at long last.
Thinking of this mysterious Branduff Donagh, Truth saw another vision. Her mother, as if through her eyes, leaned over her parlor table, looking at cards laid out in the Celtic cross formation, shaking in fear. Normally Truth would be dismissive about any vision involving her mother, but after the commercial she saw earlier, Truth needed to demand some answers and to see what her mother knew.
Since her shift just started, Truth knew she wouldn't get off until nine at night. She and Byron worked only for five hour shifts but in exchange worked for six days a week. Everything inside her did not want to wait those hours to find out. She ached and burned to get those questions answered. Yet somehow Truth needed to distract herself and force her way through the evening before she could get home and receive any sort of answers.
So, after five hours of taking and serving orders, with a few minor mix-ups and mishaps along the way, Truth was ready to head home. She hoped that the manager hadn't noted anything amiss. Unfortunately, Truth would not get off quite so lucky.
"Truth, you haven't quite been your high quality self tonight," Ms. Courtland said to her as she packed up to go. "Anything wrong?"
"Sometimes people just have off days her and there, Ms. Courtland," Truth told her, trying to dodge things. She just wanted to get home.
"You sure dear?"
Truth knew that Ms. Courtland meant well, and also remained cognizant that Truth really didn't have female friends to talk to other than Byron. She knew that Truth and her mother weren't close either.
"Absolutely sure. You know I've come to you when I have needed someone to talk to. But things will be all right, really. Thanks for caring."
With that, Truth ducked out and walked the mile home. She still hadn't been able to afford a car, Mom's rent didn't allow for nearly the saving she would like to be doing. Yet staying anywhere else would cost Truth even more.
Approaching the house, still looking as it had as long as Truth could remember but these days desperately in need of a coat of paint, Truth didn't see any cars in the drive. That meant her mother wasn't with any customers, if she was currently there. Since her mother didn't have a car either, sometimes it proved hard to tell.
Inside, Truth found her mother slumped over her reading table. Truth didn't know how long her mother might have been in that position. Just as in the vision, a Celtic cross reading lay out on the table. She didn't know if her mother lay unconscious or just asleep, but couldn't move herself to rush to her side, things grew that cold between them. Truth remained more concerned with a loss of information than a mother and daughter concern. As she approached her mother, she noted that the card in the crosswise position turned out exactly the same as the ill-fated reading years earlier - the dark haired, dark eyed, evenly just King of Swords.
Gently Truth shook her mother, and the older woman stirred.
"Mother, mother are you alert?"
"Yes, yes," her mother said quietly. "I just fell asleep at the table. Why do you bother me?"
"I need to know about Branduff Donagh," Truth demanded. "He's coming to town starting tomorrow."
Immediately her mother bolted upright, nearly causing all the cards to fly.
"He's the man in the pictures you showed me years ago, isn't he? The man who trained you to do these kinds of things?"
Truth's mother turned on her, anger flashing in her eyes.
"Do not mention that name ever again!" her mother hissed.
"Wow, this guy is way not popular," Truth said aloud, almost regretting it instantly. "Mrs. Lannard thinks he killed her son Charlie."
"Steer clear of him," was her mother's only response.
Truth wanted to know what her mother saw in those cards based on her reaction in the vision. She needed every clue she could get about this Branduff Donagh.
"Why were you slumped over the table? Was it about the cards?"
Truth's mother nodded.
"They told me that so much would be coming."
Truth pointed to the top card in the right hand row of four, which she remembered represented the ultimate conclusion. The name and drawing of the upright card clearly showed one word: DEATH.
"So what does this card mean, Mother? Is it always literal?"
Truth's mother looked at the card and shuddered.
"It can be, but not always. It always heralds some sort of major change. It can be a physical death, a spiritual death, or an emotional death. In the end we must all die."
"Do you think it will bring physical death, like the way that Charlie died after he left town?"
"I don't know," her mother admitted.
"Did you know Charlie Lannard?" Truth asked. "It sounds like you all went to the same seminar or camp or something."
"Yes. Several sessions were held to recruit for hopefuls. He spent more time here that summer than he normally did, using the time to train all the chosen potentials. Then he moved on, taking the few along that he still wanted to work with."
"Still? You mean some were still dismissed even after being selected?"
"You know I was because I was with child. And yes there were others."
This was the first time Truth heard this.
"Who else? Anyone else from here in town?"
She needed to know who else to interview to find out about her father.
"Firinne, that was long ago and forgotten. It must stay that way."
"But Branduff Donagh will be returning. People won't forget!"
Her mother leaned into her face and screamed at her.
"I told you that name is forbidden here! Now go up to your room!" Truth's mother ordered as if she still were the young child.
"I will do what I want," Truth insisted.
"Are you thinking of going to see his performance?" demanded her mother. "Well do not do it. Block the thought from your mind. Have nothing to do with him!"
"I'm going to go see him perform whether you like it or not! I'm not a child anymore!" Truth verbally shot back. Then she ran upstairs to her bedroom and locked the door. How little things seemed to change.
Truth went upstairs to her bedroom and pulled out the Bible she kept hidden in a box below the bed. Thankfully her mother never found it, or who knows what might have ensued.
She looked at the book of Galatians in particular, where in Chapter 5 Paul reminded about what sinful acts consisted of. The divination arts such as her mother, and this mysterious stranger, counted among them. Going to see this Branduff Donagh would be a difficult place to be indeed. Yet she had so many questions that begged for an answer, and this Branduff Donagh might be the only one with the key.
As Truth got ready for bed, she focused on the Celtic cross necklace her mother gave her years ago, that still hung from a hook on the wall. As she contemplated it, she remembered the brief vision she had of Verna while at the coffee shop. Through connecting with the symbol, she found herself returning to the vision that previously saw interruption.
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