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Welcome voyager. Traveling through the black void of space one is awestruck by the sight of that big, blue marble called Earth. From a distance, it looks the same as it always has. There are mighty oceans, majestic mountains, thunderous storms which bring refreshment to the dry plains along with deserts and other familiar environs. The planet does not bear the scars of nuclear war. Aliens have not conquered or even been discovered. Robots have not become self-aware. From this vantage point, it appears unchanged; however, a closer examination reveals it to be a world divided.
The United States of America, a nation built upon great ideals, a movement of free men who conquered the wilderness and invented practically all of the technology which bless us to this day, that great governmental structure which promised a loosening of chains, that Mother of Exiles whose skirt of protection spanned from Fort Kent, Maine to Cape Mendocino, California, whose tassels mingled mid the snow in Point Barrow, Alaska and the white sands of Ka Lae, Hawaii, that land of heroes who proved in liberating strife that their country was to be cherished more than life, that United States of America, is reduced to the five western states of Montana, Idaho, Wyoming, South Dakota and North Dakota.
Here, in this country, a remnant held fast to the principles of individualism, capitalism and free expression, watched over by a benevolent Father of Lights. The other states and territories since 2052 have been part of a vast amalgamation called the North American Union.
Following a brief war, a conflict to rightfully separate from the corrupt, inept and pagan NAU, the United States of America having secured their independence, set about the conquest of space. Recognizing that its best opportunities lay off world, the robust and dedicated American space colonists landed on the red dust of Mars on May 15, 2057.
After weeks of exploration, eight of the two score and four men chose to stake their claim on the new world and not return to the Rutledge Lunar Base. Under the leadership of Commander Henry Dolan, they became the first Martian Americans.
As the days, weeks and years passed hundreds and then thousands and then millions of other Americans came and settled wanting to secure a life free from the myriad of threats they faced on Earth. And so, our story begins high above the crimson orb Mars. Even from a distance, Mars seems like a very busy place. Innumerable ships dart in every direction. Moving closer, dropping through the wispy fringe of an unbreatheable atmosphere, one can see sharp, barren mountains, uninviting, rocky wastelands and sullen, shadowy impact craters; however, just coming into focus, one can also make out the hallmarks of civilization: massive, dust covered mounds. Miles in diameter, they bundle in tear drop patterns.
Flying north, we see three mounds in a dumbbell pattern. Skimming the surface, just to the east of the middle mound, towards its northern neighbor, one hundred feet above the surface, we see a bright, yellow light pierce the smoldering gloom. The unsettled air belches its disturbance, hinting that it conflicts with the un-pressurized Martian atmosphere. An arrow shaped spacecraft moves into position, a soft purple glow from its sleek underbody, granting it the ability to hang motionless for a few seconds before slowly moving inside an enormous, white chamber. We join its entry and turn around to watch the two, steel doors close, separating us from the untamed, hostile surface so that we may transition to the civilized domain of man. Slowly, surely, the dust settles, the air becomes still, soon the lofty entry doors will open. We are about to enter Sheridan Valley, a dome city, 25 miles long and 12 miles wide, in the Martian Republic of North Jefferson. The date is Monday, April 4th, 2191
For 125 years, Martian Americans have lived in domed cities. The first explorers and pilgrims lived in box like surface stations. Exposed to the whims of the chaotic Martian atmosphere, those pioneers began exploiting and converting the available resources to construct webs of steel and glass over impact craters. Martian Americans could now homestead in an oxygen rich, pressurized environment; a permanent garden, a happy land illuminated by artificial sunlight. Though only a mile in diameter, this first, primitive dome city soon became the safe abode of thirty-thousand residents.
Still relying on food from Earth, the newly constituted Martian American Republic studied the possibility of building domes whose primary purpose was not housing but agriculture. Within a few years, most American Martians ate food grown exclusively on their own land. Soon they would be shipping food back to Earth, to sell to the poorer nations, as well as shipping food to the American colonies in the Asteroid Belt and the moons of Jupiter and Saturn.
Desiring to avoid the mistakes of decades earlier, when the original United States of America fell apart amid intolerable debt, moral depravity and corruption, a new quassi-religious movement began in the late twenty-first century among the Martian Americans. It was generally believe, that the constant distractions of high technology had significantly contributed to the feelings of disconnection which led to dissolution of the union. To ensure this does not happen again, daily exposure to such technology, especially among the youngest citizens was advisable. Not wanting to entirely forgo the advances in medicine and other scientific fields, it was decided that professionals would retain easy access to the more advanced computer based systems.
Looking back though the annals of time, it was concluded the Edwardian Era, roughly 1901-1914, would be a good era to mimic, in terms of lifestyle. The Edwardian Era was a time of radical technological transition. Within a few years, a majority of Americans were introduced to technologies which would come to define life in the twentieth century. Electricity, running water, recorded sound, telephones and automobiles became staples of modern life within a decade. Yet, even through this technological upheaval, the American lifestyle remained focused on the home. Two-parent families were the norm. Children were raised to be responsible adults. Most business was conducted via handshakes instead of contracts.
In 2101, New Castle, the first Edwardian Dome City opened. Instead of super tall towers citizens of New Castle lived in small, two story farm houses. They raised their own crops and quickly formed a tight-knit, cohesive society. Children in New Castle were not exposed to high technology until the age of sixteen. Until then, they read from paper bound books, wrote with pens and pencils, listened to classical music on phonograph records. Sheridan Valley is an Edwardian Zone; let’s go inside.
Flying past the dome’s entry doors we arrive in a white, hazing region, the top of the dome. Looking down, we see a dozen lanes of flying machines sprinting through the upper reaches of the dome on their way to the one or the other modern dome cities on the north and south end of Sheridan Valley, the dome city of Salmineo, to the north and the dome city of Truman, to the south. Dropping through the lanes of traffic, a feat of flying achieved by a computer, such aerial dynamics are far too complex for most humans; the amber tinted valley comes into view.
On the north end of Sheridan Valley rests the red bricked metropolis of River City. Unlike Salmineo, with its round, bulging skyscrapers hundreds of stories high, the tallest building in River City, the Excelsior Hotel, has only 7 stories. The cobblestone streets are filled with pedestrians, horse drawn carriages and electric motored cars, which resemble those found in American cities of the early twentieth century. This deliberately moderate pacing of lifestyle is made more purposeful via this subdued technology.
With a population of 20,000, the most striking feature of River City is the Sheridan River, which begins as a waterfall tumbling down the cliff wall originating in Salmineo. The hundred yard wide river meanders along the eastern edge of the valley. From its humble bumbling in River City it becomes thunderous rapids on the south end of town before going underground and becoming the water supply for nearby Truman. Before the river dive, a small tributary branches forth: Eagle Creek.
Eagle Creek oscillates south, bubbling among the endless wheat fields from whence comes Sheridan Mills Bread, noted through out the solar system for its wholesomeness. A little west of the river is Darling Knob, a granite outcrop rising 200 feet above the surrounding fields topped by a plateau. Darling Knob is a popular spot for picnics affording a view of the entire valley from River City to its two smaller cousins: the towns of Quincy and Eagle Creek. The valley holds one more small town: high on the western cliff wall is the hamlet of Cornersville, home of the Sheridan Valley Weather Bureau, which regulates the atmospheric conditions in the valley to permit a favorable agricultural climate, and the Adaptation Village which provides potential newcomers who want to move from the modern outside world to the Edwardian themed valley a means to become accustomed to its slower pace.
Atop Darling Knob, two couples in their twenties on a double date are enjoying a picnic, basking in the warm glow of a holographically projected sun on the ceiling dome. They are not dressed in modern clothes. Their attire resembles outfits one might see in the early twentieth century. The women wear long dresses; modest and practical. The men wear brown trousers and white shirts whose sleeves cover their arms down to their wrists. In this case, however, these sleeves have been unbuttoned so the men can toss around a football. Alighting off Darling Knob, heading south, above the wheat fields, past the occasional log cabin, one can see the tall oak trees which define the town of Eagle Creek.
At first glance, the town of Eagle Creek seems quaint. Most of the 500 residents live in wood framed, two-story houses within a few blocks from downtown. Crossing the babbling waters of Eagle Creek via a footbridge we travel down Memorial Drive, one of the tree lined streets, with simple houses many of which have white picket fenced lawns. The houses of the right give way to a welcoming park complete with a baseball diamond and an alabaster band shell.
We take a left down Main Street, into downtown, focusing on the left hand side of the street. Along the way we pass a variety of small businesses, a feed ‘n grain store, a jail, (occupied at the moment by a lone police officer) and Lucille’s Fashions for Women. The aroma of barbeque still wafts from Casey’s Café, long after the lunch crowd has departed. Looking in the window, you can see waiters replacing the red and white checkerboard tablecloths with white terrycloth, which is appropriately more formal for the upcoming dinner rush.
Next to the restaurant is the two-story brick Eagle Creek branch of Martian Chemical Bank. In a tree lined square, sits the Eagle Creek Town Hall, with its white, marble columns. The most notable structures on the right hand side of Main Street are the Eagle Creek Methodist Church, the Eagle Creek Baptist Church, the Eagle Creek Apothecary, Clementine Bakery and Jackson Brothers Hardware. Many of the shop owners live in spacious apartments right above their businesses. The business district ends at the Eagle Creek Lumber Yard.
Back to the left hand side of the street, just pass the empty lot sitting next to a small apartment building, is Eagle Creek Church of Christ. Passing an expansive, grassy lawn to the left of the church building is the forested playground for Eagle Creek School. The white wood paneled school house has six classrooms for grades one to twelve. The doors to the schoolhouse open. Through the foyer, past the principal’s office, the lower classrooms, we come to the eleventh and twelfth grade classroom, taught by a black haired, middle aged woman, Mrs. Joyce Grayson. Though filled with twenty desks, only half of the desks are occupied. The seniors are on a field trip in River City. The classroom is as quiet as a cemetery.
Mrs. Grayson, though appreciative of the respectful silence, was becoming a slight bit annoyed at the two young ladies in the front of the room; one with blonde hair, the other a redhead. Behind the two girls, written on a blackboard, were the words “Spelling Bee.”
Mrs. Grayson looked at the blonde and authoritatively cleared her throat in a way to gain her attention. Unfortunately, there was no response. The red head was furiously tapping her foot in anticipation and begrudgingly making the tumbling, “hurry-it-up” motion with her right hand. The fate of the whole world, so it seemed, rested on this moment.
“Sarah Conrad?” the teacher tried saying her name to illicit some reply.
Sarah, peaked open her right eye in response.
“I need an answer.”
She took a deep breath. “P…l…u…” she froze. She looked to her best friend, Emily Clementine. The vivacious, dark haired vixen was sitting on the third row, biting her lower lip, nervously looking back at her best friend and Lynn Watson, whom Emily equally admired. Emily shifted her eyes to Tommy Grossman, the tall, handsome boy whom both she and Sarah had been in love with since sixth grade. Emily, unnoticed by Tommy, began subtly blowing him kisses. When Emily noticed this made Sarah slightly less nervous, she put her hand to her palpitating heart and silently made an “oooh” sound.
“Emily Clementine?”
She innocently pointed to herself. “Me?”
“Knock it off. Sarah? Finish your word.”
Sarah bit her lip and barely squeaked out the letter “t.”
Emily turned her focus to the curly hair, ruddy Pete Jackson on her right, who, along with most of the class, was straining to stay awake. This time, Lynn chuckled as Emily ran her silky tongue across her lips.
Mrs. Grayson tapped her teacher’s desk. “Sarah!”
“What?”
“Finish… your… word!”
Sarah popped her lips. “Um… where was I?”
Lynn growled in frustration: “The letter t.”
Sarah looked to her rival and snarled, “T… ocracy. Plutocracy.”
Mrs. Grayson shook her head. “Plutocracy has one t.”
Lynn threw her hand over her mouth attempting to hide her victory shriek as she feverishly clapped as she bathed in self borne accolades.
Sarah was bewildered. “Mrs. Grayson, I didn’t spell it with two Ts.”
Lynn spoke under her breath. “Everyone heard you. S-a-r-a-h: that’s how you spell loser.”
“Shut up Lynn Watson, I hate you!”
The teacher spoke with authority, “Sarah, you spelled it incorrectly. You lost.”
She snapped, “Only because you made me lose!”
Emily sank in her chair and mouthed, “Not smart.”
“Young lady, I will not be addressed in such a manner. Congratulate Lynn and return to your seat.”
Lynn smugly stuck out her hand. “I win!”
Sarah refused to shake it. “You’ll never win!”
As she started to angrily march back to her seatLynn replied by tripping her. She flailed her arms and haphazardly stumbled to an empty desk in the front of the classroom.
“Lynn Watson!” Mrs. Grayson was indignant.
As Sarah tried to maintain her composure and regain her dignity, she heard Lynn bellow: “She deserved it.”
Lynn smugly waved as Sarah turned around. “I’ll think of you when I am victorious at the River City Spelling Bee next week.”
“You wretched piece of….”
“Sarah? Lynn? I’ve had enough of the both of you. We’ll talk about this after class. Now then, sit down and take out a piece of paper; we’re going to take a Geometry test.”
The students groaned.
Sarah leaned her head against her desk and mumbled, “I hate my life!”
Monday, April 4, 2191
Emily Clementine leaned against the flag pole in front of the Eagle Creek School. Most of the students had already gone home for the day. The front door flew open. Lynn Watson scrambled down the steps and sprinted off to the right and into the rear of the schoolyard. Sarah followed wearing a morose expression. Emily asked, “What was that about?”
Sarah kept her head down. “Mrs. Grayson can still see us.”
They continued walking through the playground. When they had passed a grove of trees, Sarah put her books and a lunch pail down on the ground. She began a silly, impromptu victory dance. Emily was bemused: “What?”
“Lynn isn’t going to the Spelling Bee in River City. Mrs. Grayson disqualified her.”
“So you can go because you came in second?”
“Unfortunately, no one will represent the school this year.” Sarah twirled. “Frankly, I don’t care as long as Lynn’s not going. She might know how to spell plutocracy but I am the winner.”
Emily stepped back. She spoke softly, “That’s no victory.”
“Whose side are you on?”
“I am on the side of not being a catty idiot.”
Sarah put her hands on her hips. “You’re calling me a brat?”
Emily replied, “I don’t get along that well with Alma. You do. Imagine if I was gloating over Alma disqualifying herself and missing the opportunity to compete in a Spelling Bee she otherwise deserved to attend. What would you say to me?”
“I would say,” Sarah sighed. “Emily, don’t gloat.”
Neither girl said anything for a few moments. They walked towards Clementine Bakery downtown. The tinkling bells on the storefront door signaled their entry.
Jean Clementine, Emily’s mother, looked up from the register. “Hi girls. Emily, you got a package today. I put it on your bed.”
“Thank you, mother.” Emily replied as she led Sarah behind the glass display cases filled with pastries. They went through the kitchen door and up the stairs to Emily’s room. Emily picked up her package, wrapped in a tan paper box. As she unwrapped it, Sarah sat on the bed and leaned against a pile of pillows. “Whatcha got?”
“Drum roll, please.”
Sarah chuckled and pantomimed hitting drums. Dada-la-dada-la-dada-la.
“Ta-da!”
“Em, oh, wow! That’s a nice corset.”
“Just look at the frills. Notice the tiny rose petals on the bodice? Sarah, this corset is my ticket down the aisle. The Saturday after next, when we have our Sweet Sixteen party, I will have the shapeliest body imaginable. The secret is tight lacing, an ingenious system whereby my girth will be instantly fixed. With this I will make Pete Jackson fall madly in love with me.”
“Wait a second, Pete Jackson? Earlier today you said he was a milk toast dolt.”
Emily hemmed and hawed. “Pete is not my first choice for a boyfriend but he’ll do.”
Sarah chuckled, “That is so romantic.”
“Ha-ha you’re a barrel of monkeys; Pete can be my stepping stone to greater things. If I date Pete then I can spend time with Tommy Grossman, the boy I love more than chocolate.”
Sarah raised an eyebrow. “More than chocolate?”
Emily conceded, “Ok, I love Tommy more than caramel.”
“And Pete?”
“I love Pete more than strawberries.”
Sarah guffawed, “Then you two were made for each other.”
“Maybe. I'm at the pinnacle of female attractiveness. Even so, I lack a boyfriend because I'm not allowed to go steady until we’re sixteen. I need an edge.”
Sarah placed a large white piece of cardboard on the bed. The sturdy back had once been a checker board. Atop the board was a large white sheet of paper with three names written into three of the four corners, Sarah, Emily, and Lynn. In the fourth corner was a delightfully drawn question mark, an allowance, through Emily's cajoling, for pure chance: insane, spontaneous surrender to the silk gloved fingers of fate.
In the middle was a pink heart with the name Tommy. Surrounding his name was a ring of paper written with the name Pete. On a third ring were other male names strewn across the page seemingly at random. At times, over the last six months, they’d been crossed out, rewritten, and occasionally underlined.
Emily asked, “Are you certain this is the best way to navigate romance?"
Sarah shrugged. “Romance should work like mathematics.”
“And what if it doesn’t?”
“Then this is a waste of time. Why do we have to have Lynn’s name on here?”
“Because she’s my friend, Sarah. Hate her if you wish but I won’t follow suit.”
“I’m sure she is reciprocal with an equaled veracity.”
Emily stared at Sarah for a few moments. “I have no idea what that sentence means.”
Sarah chuckled, “It means I’m confident that she impugns me in return.”
Emily leaned in. “Earlier today,” she looked to her right and then her left.
Sarah whispered, “What?”
“Before you arrived at school this morning,” Emily bit her lip. “When there was no one in the classroom except Lynn and I she said,” Emily paused. “I don’t want to betray her confidence.”
“What did she say? What did she say? Emily? Tell me!”
Emily ceded, “Alright. She said, ‘Sarah will probably win the Spelling Bee.’”
“Oh! She said… wait a second, that's a good thing.”
“And she says stuff like that ALL THE TIME.”
Sarah rolled her eyes. “You’re li…” she stopped herself.
“I’d never lie to you, Sarah, you know that.”
“Are you still taking ‘Sparking Breaks’ with Russell Stead?”
“I evoke my Constitutional rights under the third amendment.” Sarah nodded. “Then I will refrain from quartering soldiers on your property in a time of peace. I’ll ask again, are you still having make-out session with Russell Stead?”
Emily shook her head. “I don’t kiss and tell.”
“You kiss and broadcast via neon signs and trumpet blasts!”
“Russell means nothing to me. He is good practice on and he’s a way to relieve tension. And before you say anything, I will ask, what if Lynn took Tommy and I got Pete as a consolation prize you’d go out with Russell too. Wouldn’t you?”
“Hardly, my third choice would be,” she pondered the question. “Kevin Hines.”
Emily said sarcastically, “A preacher’s son, how daring!”
“He’s… he’s a safe choice.”
“We’re not playing badminton. What do you feel for him?”
Sarah hemmed and hawed. “I dunno. He’s unattached. He’s always nice. Most importantly, he isn’t Russell Stead. Kevin could be my third choice.”
“Kevin’s handsome; he’s been blessed with a fair disposition.”
“And he’s mine if my choices are limited. So, as it stands now; you’re in love with Tommy Grossman AND Pete Jackson?”
“I suppose so. I can’t imagine living without Tommy.”
“But you may have to. I love him. Lynn loves him. The odds are not in your favor.”
Sarah grimaced. “He’ll never be with Lynn Watson.”
“He might. He’s a man. He does not loathe Lynn like you do. He may see in her qualities which you do not wish to see or just can’t see. Men are slaves to their more base desires. I, on the other hand, am able to expertly play their hearts in order to achieve my goals. I’m unstoppable. I can state unequivocally, that I can do no wrong.”
“That’s by far the silliest thing I’ve ever heard you say.”
“It’s the truth.” Emily mimicked Sarah’s earlier passion.
“All I lack is true love and I will get it and so will you too if you think differently.”
“How different?”
Emily opened up her copy of Vogue and sat on the bed next to her. Emily opened the front cover. They looked at an advertisement for the corset Emily had purchased. She sighed. “I hate that girl! I will never look like her!”
Sarah patted her back. “Sure, you will! I’ll help. All you need is a little more confidence!”
Emily held her stomach. “I don’t need this! And I know just the way to lose it.” She walked to her dresser, opened the bottom drawer and pulled out a pack of cigarettes.
Sarah shook her head. “No.”
“Sarah! Smoking makes you thin! You’re just going to have to get used to the taste of the cigarette that’s all. Why do you have to be such a goody two shoes all the time?”
Sarah shunned the cigarettes. “I try to be safe.”
“You strive to be boring! You live a dull, vapid life. If it weren’t for my schemes you’d forever have your head stuck in a book and what can you learn from a book?”
Sarah began counting on her right hand. “From a book I can learn: English, Math, History, Art, Geography.”
“You can’t learn anything from a book. You can only learn from real life. You can memorize facts and write them on paper, but, in the end that ain't doing you much good.”
“I’m not so sure that I agree with you. I can learn that you don’t say ain’t.”
Emily made a monkey face and bobbed her head. “Whatever. My point was reading about something in a book and doing it are two different things. If you want true love then you must do what I say.” She plopped a cigarette in Sarah’s mouth. “Get used to the taste.”
She rolled her eyes. “I’m heading straight to Perdition because of you, Emily.”
Emily struck a match. “Start puffing.”
Sarah was nervous as Emily lit her cigarette. “Are you certain your mother can’t smell this downstairs in the bakery?”
“Not a chance.” Emily put a cigarette in her mouth. She lit it and took a few puffs. She put her hands on her hips. “With each breath I am becoming,” she began coughing.
Sarah laughed at her. “You’re becoming healthier?”
Emily struggled for a breath. “I am becoming sinner, Thera!”
“Thera?”
“Sarah! I’m becoming thinner, Sarah. Now then, if you will excuse me; I must adjourn to the lavatory.” She walked to the bathroom and shut the door.
Sarah yelled, “You’re nuts, Emily!”
“I know.”
Sarah returned to the magazine. An ad caught her eye. A beautiful, exotic woman was sitting on a brick wall smoking a cigarette. A dashing young admirer was by her side. They seemed so carefree. “Want it all? Risk it all.” Above them the clouds had formed the words Maybelle Cigarettes for Women. Sarah snarled. “That’s stupid.” She turned the page and began reading her horoscope. Aries: The day is yours; will you take it? Sarah rolled her eyes. "That’s so generic it’s meaningless. Why do I read these?” She started to turn the pages forward but she turned it back instead and, once again, examined the Maybelle Cigarettes ad. The girl did look happy. She was thin. She had a dreamboat with her. She had the world on a string. Sarah studied the cigarette and considered her options. Somehow, mysteriously, Emily knew exactly what she was thinking. “Just do it Sarah! Break the rules. Your mother isn't going to throw you to the curb.”
“Fine!” She took another puff and muttered, “This is stupid.”
“I heard that.”
“No you didn’t.”
There was a pause: “I heard it the next time!”
Sarah laughed at her and went back to the magazine ad. She casually tapped ashes into a metal trash basket. She looked in the mirror and tried to match the girl’s pose. “I shouldn’t be doing this,” she told herself. She looked to the bathroom door. “But then again, Emily did it first.” She coughed.
Emily yelled, “Come on, Sarah. You can do it.”
Sarah tried to convince herself. “I am relaxed, sophisticated, practically in Paris.” She cringed. “Oh no.” She heard footsteps coming up the stairs.
She started to put the cigarette out on the magazine but with only seconds to spare she decided to hide it in her mouth instead.
She opened the door. “Is something burning up here?”
Sarah put on an innocent face and shook her head, no.
Jean raised an eyebrow. “I'm confident I smelled smoke. If that wasn’t smoke then what was it?”
Emily stepped out of the bathroom. “Odeur de vom, motheri. It’s the latest rage in Paris. All of the best models reek of it this season.”
Jean chuckled, “Emily Jean, vous êtes un menteur moche.” (You are a terrible liar.)
Emily smiled. “Merci, Mére. Merci.” (Thank you, mother. Thank you.)
“I’ll leave you two alone.” She shut the door.
Sarah pulled the damp, mangled cigarette out of her mouth. “One of these days you’re going to get me killed.”
Emily curtseyed. “You’re welcomed.”
Suddenly the door popped back open. Sarah had to stick the cigarette back in her mouth. Jean stuck her head around the corner, “How’d you do at the Spelling Bee?”
Sarah held up two fingers.
“Second? You came in second?”
Sarah nodded.
“Who was first?”
“Lynn Watson,” Emily retorted before Sarah could reply.
“Oh, good for her. I’m sure you’re just grateful that Eagle Creek High School produced such a fine winner. She’s one of your friends, right Sarah?”
Sarah’s eyes bulged. She sneered and nodded.
“Sarah and Lynn Watson are two peas in a pod, mother.”
Sarah gave Emily a look of disbelief.
Emily giggled at her. “As a matter of fact, what was the word you lost on, Sarah?”
Sarah struggled to maintain her composure: “Plutoagagraga.”
Jean tilted her head. “Come again?”
“Plutocracy, mother. P-l-u-t-t-o-r-a-c-e-y: Plutocracy.”
Sarah hid her face in her hands.
Jean clapped for her. “Good job, Emily. Sarah, if Emily could spell that word it must not have been all that difficult.”
Emily put an arm around Sarah’s waist. “I can teach her a little something.”
“Keep up the good work, Emily.”
“I’ll do my best.”
As soon as Jean shut the door Sarah coughed out the cigarette.
Emily threw her hands over her mouth to keep from being too boisterous as she laughed but it was all for naught. She collapsed on the bed and went into hysterics.
Sarah picked the cigarette off the floor. “You goon! I could’ve….” She began to laugh too and joined Emily on the bed.
Emily laughed. “Is there a greater thrill in life than getting away with something?”
Sarah replied coyly, “Tommy Grossman?”
“You’re right. There is a greater thrill.”
Emily stared at the ceiling. “So, what is to become of us? We have a few short days to be mischievous girls. Soon we must cut off these pigtails and be women.”
Sarah sighed. “That’s true, but, it can’t be all drab. My mother seems to be happy. Your mother doesn’t complain about the bakery too much. Mrs. Hines, the preacher’s wife, said that we have a lot to look forward to when we reach adulthood.”
“Mrs. Hines is one million years old!”
Sarah rolled her eyes. “She’s is in her forties.”
“Exactly, she can’t possibly relate to us.”
“Oh for crying out loud.”
“It’s true Sarah. We are urbane women of the world. We read Vogue. We speak French. We kiss boys. My guess is Mrs. Hines never even heard about the birds and the bees until she’d been married ten years.”
Sarah trilled her lips. “Her oldest son, Edwin is twenty-two. Her daughter Pam is twenty. Kevin is eighteen.” She held her fingers an inch apart. “I think she might know a little bit more about men than we do.”
“Not a chance. Do you yearn for Tommy Grossman?”
“Oh yes.”
“Do you feel as though you can fly when he looks your way?”
“I can soar like an eagle.”
“Do you wish upon a star for him to be yours?”
“Indubitably.”
“Indubitably. You sound like a dictionary salesman.”
“You already know how I feel about Tommy. Why taunt me with these inquiries?”
“Because, Sarah, what you feel about Tommy will never even remotely match what Tommy can feel about you.”
Sarah sat up in the bed. “How’s that?”
“You are a woman.”
“So that explains why I wear a dress.”
“You are a woman and women have emotions. Men do not have emotions.”
Sarah snapped. “That’s ridiculous!”
“That's the truth. Men only care about having their needs met by women.”
“So, according to you, love is…?”
“A scam! Women want a provider, a priest, a prince. Men want cooks and curves; the rest of their heart is determined by those two animalistic appetites. Men may say they’re in love but they’re not. They just have to put on a show to keep the little gal charmed. As soon as a woman loses one the male of the species begins a quest for another. If she can't cook he's looking elsewhere to fulfill his hunger.”
Sarah was unsure of herself. “You really think so?”
“I do. Welcome to real life. You or I will win Tommy's heart by one of those two Cs and, honey, you can’t bake a cake as well as I can.”
“Em, you’re so classy.”
“I’m honest.”
“You’re really cheering me up here.”
“Sarah, I’m you’re best friend; I’m just doing my job. You have to put yourself on the market. Look at the evidence. My mother reads Ladies Home Journal, recipes and essays on first aid. Blaach! Who needs that tripe? And, do you know what my father reads? Martian Outdoorsmen magazine. Hunters pose with dead animals! Innocent critters are blasted for their pleasure. Men do not have emotions!”
“I don’t believe that. A boy can fall in love with a girl and share precisely the same sentiments. Out there, somewhere, the man of my dreams is waiting.”
“And he’ll continue to exist in a fairyland, Sarah. Face it, Mr. Right is not going to knock on your door.”
Sarah sighed. “As much as I would like to continue this depressing conversation, I really must go home and study for the Civics exam. Mrs. Grayson said my mother can grade it tonight.” She headed towards the door. “See you tomorrow, Em.”
“Ta-ta.” Emily stared at the ceiling fan. Somewhere, up there, was Mr. Right.
Monday, April 4, 2191
Sarah had much on her mind when she walked home from the bakery. As she approached the house, she could see her mother Paula walking out the front door. “Sarah, I am so glad you’re home. Come into the parlor, we need to talk.”
Sarah began a mental inventory trying to think of every possible encounter in the last few days which would lead her to be in trouble. Had Mrs. Grayson called? She nervously made her way to the front porch, down the hall and into the parlor.
“Have a seat” said Paula. Sarah sat on the couch.
“Two things. Number one: Your cousin Marina is upstairs. She’s in Mickey and Marty’s old room.”
Sarah shifted her eyes. “Aunt Julie’s oldest daughter?”
“That’s right. I think you last saw her when you were ten at the family reunion. My sister and her husband Roy need some time away from her. She’s fourteen and on a reckless path. Anyway, she’s going to be staying with us for… well… I’m not sure yet. Maybe through the summer, it depends on any number of things.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“The second important thing I want to tell you is do not go into her room. Like I said earlier, she has a foul temperament. She does not want to be here and she said something rude to me. I told her to go up to her room and think about what she said.”
“Alright.”
“I need to go into town for a bit. Remember what I said.”
“I’ve got a test to study for so I’ll be busy.”
“Fine. Remember what I told you about Marina’s room.”
“Yes, mother.”
“I’ll see you in about an hour. I want to be here when your father gets home.”
“Yes, mother." She kissed her mother goodbye.
Paula walked out the front door and headed towards town.
Sarah went upstairs. When she reached the top step she could hear Marina crying. She looked to the locked door. The room was across the hallway from her bedroom.
Sarah lightly rapped on the door. “Marina? Are you ok?”
“Cousin Sarah, can you get me a glass of water?”
“My mother told me not to open the door.”
“I don’t think she wants me to die of thirst.”
“Well,” Sarah sighed. “I dunno.”
“Sarah, please. You don’t have to tell your mother.”
Sarah hemmed and hawed. “I’ll be back in a second.”
“Can you bring a broom? I knocked over a ceramic bowl and I need to sweep it up.”
Sarah left her and went downstairs. She returned a minute later. When she opened the door, Marina was sitting on the bed. “You’re so good, Cousin Sarah. I know we’re going to be close.” She took the glass of water and sipped it.
At first, Sarah was shocked by Marina's appearance. She had choppy blonde rooted hair which had swirls of blue, red and green. Her face had slight silver scars.
Sarah handed Marina the broom. She was unsure how to use it so Sarah began sweeping up the broken bowl. Marina watched her, “This is so strange. I’ve been dropped into another world. A few hours ago, I was comfortable; now I’m in a museum.”
Sarah stopped sweeping. “It’s an Edwardian Zone. We choose to live simply.”
“Whatever you called it, to me it’s a dungeon. I’m offline. I can’t hear music or call anyone or watch TV: nothing. If this is permanent I’ll lose my mind.”
Sarah shrugged. “I’ve never been online.”
“Never?”
“No. It’s not in keeping with the continuity of the Valley. Modern technology is not permitted unless it’s an emergency. We go online when we turn sixteen but we use it sparingly.”
“That’s how people live on Earth?”
“That’s how they lived in Edwardian times at least.”
“Have you ever been to Earth?”
“I’ve never even left Sheridan Valley. I’ll be a senior in the fall. Seniors get to take adaptation classes and travel for free. I’ll get to experience modern life.”
“You’re sixteen and you’ve never been anywhere?”
“I’ve been to Quincy to see the dentist. I go to River City all the time. But, that’s about it. I was born here. So was my older brother Mickey. My oldest brother Marty was born in Sagan down in South Jefferson.”
“I met a boy in Sagan. He was scrumptious. I'll bet you have lots of boyfriends.”
Sarah shook her head, no.
“No?” Marina was amazed. “You must be joking.”
“Love just never happened for me.”
“Have you ever kissed a boy?”
“I’ve kissed Pete Jackson. We grew up together. He kissed me on my thirteenth birthday.”
Marina sneered. “That’s it?”
Sarah meekly nodded. “Wait,” she bit her lip. “Nah.”
Marina was coy, “You’ve kissed another boy haven’t you?”
Sarah cringed. “I don’t want to talk about it.”
Marina was playfully anxious. “Come on, come on, tell me. The core is breeching.”
Sarah scrunched her eyebrows. “What does that mean?”
Marina made a funny face. She spoke in a dullard's tone: “‘What does that mean?’ You really are a dumb biscuit!”
Sarah was miffed. She jumped off the bed and stormed towards the door.
Marina followed. She grabbed Sarah’s wrist. “Sorry; I was just being goofy. It’s ok if you don’t want to tell me about your secret love.”
Sarah spun around. “He is not my secret love! He’s a dim-witted jerk named Russell Stead. I kissed him at last year’s Christmas Ball in a vain attempt to make another girl jealous. It was, by far, the stupidest thing I’ve ever done!”
Marina looked down. “I’m sorry.”
Sarah took a moment to compose herself.
Marina sat back down on the bed. “I’ve done some stupid things too.” She pointed at the lines on her face. “I got these a few months ago. I wanted to impress a boy. They light up in a beautiful array of colors. I think it looks pretty but you have to be eighteen to get them. When my mom found out she was livid.”
“And did he become your boyfriend?”
“He did, but, well, I let things get out of hand.” She looked into the distance. “Did your mother tell you why I’m here?”
Sarah shook her head. “Not exactly.”
Marina wiped a tear from her left eye. “I loved Daniel. I loved him like there was no tomorrow. I thought we’d be together forever. I know that sounds incredibly naive. I mean, I’m only fourteen and so was he." She paused. “Last week,” she shook her head. “Never-mind. I can’t tell you.”
Sarah put an arm around her. “You can tell me. I know how to keep secrets.” She crossed her heart.
Marina popped her lips. “Last week, I had a miscarriage.”
Sarah gasped, “Oh my goodness.”
Marina began crying.
She hugged her. “It’s alright. We all make mistakes.”
Marina cried, “He said he loved me. I believed him.”
Sarah whispered, “Men will say anything to get their way.”
Marina leaned her head on to Sarah’s lap.
Sarah let her cry for a while.
“You’re so wise, Cousin Sarah.”
Sarah shrugged. “Not always.”
“I’m sure you do well in school.”
“Straight As. Well, almost. I got a B in Chemistry.”
“Hard tests?”
“No. Me and my best friend Emily were in the science lab goofing off and," she shook her head. “I was such an idiot!”
“What?”
“We had been burning different substances and writing down notes. It was tedious to say the least. Well, we got a little stir crazy and,” Sarah chuckled. “Emily wore a pink ribbon in her hair. She said if we burned it, the fire would be pink.”
“Really? You can make pink fire?”
“No! Of course not! But, Emily is so bull headed; she had to prove me wrong. She undid her hair. Took out the ribbon and held it above the flame. It instantly exploded into flames that were of the traditional orange variety. Emily and I screamed and she dropped it on the floor. We were able to stomp it out with our shoes but we ended up burning a hole in the carpet.”
“And so you made a B instead of an A in Chemistry?”
Sarah sighed. “My teacher, Mrs. Grayson, wanted to know who did it. Emily was making a C in Chemistry. I didn’t want her to fail. I was making an A so I said I alone was responsible for the scorch mark.”
Marina sat up. “You stood up for your friend?”
Sarah shrugged. “Yeah, I guess I did.”
“That is so brave. My goodness Sarah! You are smart and pretty and virtuous and brave. You’re my hero!”
“Well, I dunno about that. When I was fourteen I really looked up to Diane Grossman, Tommy Grossman’s older sister. She hung the moon as far as I was concerned.”
“Where’s Diane today?”
Sarah sighed. “Solon University on Luna.” She had a tinge of jealousy. “I’ll bet she gets to see Earth everyday by just looking out the window.”
“Are you as adventurous as her?”
Sarah dropped her shoulders. “No.”
“You like thrills; I can tell. What do you do for fun?”
“Emily and I talk about boys mostly or play Spades.”
Marina feigned falling asleep.
“We go to River City on Friday nights.”
“What do you do there?”
Sarah shrugged. “We go roller skating or to the arcade or the River Walk. They got a couple of museums and a Music Hall.”
“Good, good, that’s a start. What do you do for excitement?”
“Nothing too out of the ordinary. They got a twelve foot high cliff down at the Swimming Hole. Then there’s horseback riding, hiking, all that. Emily and I went spelunking once. We found a cave and got lost. I thought we’d die in there but we eventually found our way out.”
“Don’t you ever break the rules?”
“Not really, no.”
“In other words, you’re perfect.”
“I didn’t say I was perfect.”
“You have no option but to be perfect. Look at this place, it’s an immaculate convent. No booze. No smokes. Nothing resembling actual entertainment. You’re a wax dummy in the basement of a history museum.” She snorted, “It’s no wonder the boys don’t want anything to do with you.”
“Why should I listen to you?”
“Am I right?”
“No. Emily and I like to watch old black and white movies on a scanner we found!”
Marina mocked her, “Oh heavens to Betsy! She’s a rebel!”
Sarah was defensive. “I opened the door to your room when I was told me not to.”
Marina sassed her: “And now you’ve soiled your record and become a wanted felon.”
Sarah was getting more agitated. “I can be a risk taker, too! Last summer, Emily and I took her telescope down to the swimming hole. It was the boys’ day. They get four days a week and then the women get three days. Anyway, we perched on a hill and peered through the telescope. We watched Pete and Tommy in their bathing suits. Now that, my dear Marina, was exhilarating. Tommy looked… oh… I’m making myself light headed just thinking about it. Tommy had humongous muscles, expertly chiseled calves and a cute little swirl of chest hair and,” Sarah ran her tongue over her teeth. “If I wasn’t so reserved,” she winced. “Well, actually, I had to hold back Emily who wanted to run down there and join them. When she got loose she knocked over the tri-pod and broke the telescope. Half my life is holding back Emily.”
“So Emily's the reason why you don’t have a boyfriend?”
“No!” Sarah pondered the question. “Kind of.”
“Explain.”
“She is in love with Tommy Grossman. I am in love with Tommy Grossman. As is Lynn Watson, heck, every girl in town above the age of twelve who is gifted with sight loves Tommy Grossman but,” she sighed. “I can never have him.”
“But you’d like to?”
“More than anything in the world but I’d end up having my emotions run away from me and end up like….” Marina finished the sentence for her. “You’d end up like me?”
Sarah fretted. “I’m sorry. That was a little too judgmental.”
“I take no offense. You’re a pure prairie gal from dullsville. I’m more sophisticated at fourteen then you’ll be at forty. I’ve been all around the planet. I’ve been to Ceres, Vesta, Luna- oh- Tranquility Beach is to die for. There’s no boys’ and girls’ days there and I wore a lot less than the cracker barrel you hang around your neck. Poor, poor Sarah. You’re safe, ordinary, and dependable like cabbage.”
“I can be wildly independent, I assure you.”
“You’ve never left the valley.”
“I will someday!”
“You’ll be too scared to go!”
“I won’t.” She sighed. “There a lot of things I’ve never done that I’ve wanted to do.”
“Like, you’ve always wanted to be with Tommy?”
Sarah was a little embarrassed. “Of course I do but, it wouldn’t be right.”
Marina pouted, “Pitiful. What if he wanted to be with you?”
Sarah shook her head. “Not until marriage.”
“But, what if you couldn’t get caught?”
“That doesn’t happen in the real world.”
“You just said this place isn’t the real world. Face it; if you could have all the sensual pleasures of being with Tommy while not actually giving up your precious chastity, you’d do it.”
Sarah was unsure how to answer.
Marina whispered, “You’ve dreamt about being with him: feeling his sweet lips across yours, letting him caress you and fulfill your every desire.”
Sarah shook her head. “Not until my wedding night.”
“And what if you don’t marry him? Look at yourself!”
Marina turned Sarah’s head to the mirror.
“You’ll never leave this house; instead, you’ll grow old, wearing a shawl, reading a Bible by yourself by the glow of the fireplace. You’ll die alone, unloved, unwanted and pining for joy.”
Sarah’s face fell.
Marina tapped her on the shoulder. “But, then again, maybe, you can be with Tommy now,” she pointed to her head. “Up here. You can have him and retain your purity.”
Sarah bit her lip. “How?”
“I can show you how. All I need you to do is follow my simple instructions.”
Sarah bit her lip. “It does sound tempting but….”
“My offer will be withdrawn in three seconds. Three….”
“No.”
“Two.”
“This is some kind of trick.”
“One.”
Sarah was silent. She slowly stood up and walked to the door. She opened it and put one foot in the doorway. She looked at her bedroom across the hall and stopped. She slammed her open left hand against the doorframe.
“Here lies the poor, old spinster Sarah! She died alone.”
“Stop it!”
“Or what? You won’t do anything. You’re too chicken.”
Sarah spun around. “Shut up! You’re one to talk! You got so screwed up that your parents kicked you out of their home and dumped you here!”
“And you do everything your parents tell you to do?”
“Yes.”
“And if they told you not to marry Tommy?”
Sarah quaked. “Why would they say that?”
“Because another girl would make him happier. They’d more willing to please him then you’d ever be because you won’t even know what it’s like even when you have the opportunity to experience being with him in a harmless manner. To satisfy your curiosity let me take you to a tile.”
“Like a kitchen tile?”
“No, no, no: a dome tile. It’s a panel used to transfer liquids. They have them on the floors and walls of most places in modern dome cities. They’re really easy to get to. All you have to do is take a sip of a sweet tasting cleaning solution they use to keep the pipes clear and you can have the mental experience which will make your body believe that you’ve physically been with the luscious Tommy Grossman.”
“That junk is the reason why you’re here in the first place!”
“I couldn’t handle it. I am admitting my weakness; however, you’re strong and wise. You can handle it.”
Sarah shook her head. “Absolutely not.”
“His warm flesh pressed against yours. His soft hands….”
“Fine, I’ll try it but you won’t!”
“That’s understandable. Where’s the nearest tile?”
Sarah shrugged. “I have no idea.”
“Snap your left pinky with your thumb and middle finger and say ‘Access control.’”
“Why?” Marina chuckled, “I wanna play a game! Come on.”
Sarah snapped her fingers together. “Access Control. Ahhh! My head hurts.”
“Sarah, say, ‘Display location: nearest skiff.’”
“Maybe I should go get an aspirin.” Sarah rubbed her temples.
“Do it!” Marina growled.
“Ok, ok, ok. Display location: nearest skiff.”
“Where is it?”
“The office.”
Marina jumped up from the bed. “Grab the broom.”
Sarah reluctantly took hold of the broom. Marina grabbed her by the hand and jerked her out of the bed. The girls ran down the hall to Sarah’s father’s office.
Marina was irritated. “The door’s locked.”
Sarah was in agony. “My head is killing me.”
“And I’m about to fix that, Sarah! Now open this door!”
Sarah reached above the door frame and found a skeleton key. She unlocked it and opened the door. Marina barged right in and began riffling through the desk drawers. She seemed quite relieved. “Found it.”
Sarah shook her head. “What?”
Marina smiled and placed a white sugar cube on the desk. “Let’s go!” She grabbed Sarah’s hand and they rushed down the stairs and out the back door. When they were outside, Marina placed the sugar cube in Sarah’s hand.
“Sarah, say, ‘Skiff: Activate’ and toss it, underhanded in front of you.”
Sarah was very puzzled, but it seemed rather exciting.
“Skiff: Activate.” She tossed the sugar cube in the air.
Within a second, it unfolded into a white colored machine. It was four feet wide and six feet long. A white fence ran along the edge, a gate opened. On the side opposite the gate a control panel extended from the fence. A voice came from it: “Please state destination.” A light blue glow came from the bottom as it floated about six inches off the ground.
Marina quickly stepped aboard. Sarah stood still until Marina jerked her by the hand. Sarah stepped aboard.
“Sarah, say, ‘Diagnostic: Authorization Rayburn 0-5-82-9.’”
“Marina, look, I’m not sure what's going on here but….”
Marina slapped her. “Say it, you stupid little biscuit!”
Sarah was crying. “No.”
She put her hands on Sarah’s neck. “Say it!”
Sarah wailed: “Diagnostic: Authorization Rayburn 0-5-82-9.” A joy stick popped out of the control box.
“For once I’m glad my dad’s a cop. Hang on to the fence.”
Sarah grabbed hold of the fence.
The skiff shot up into the air like a bullet.
Sarah was overwhelmed. Within seconds, the roof of her house disappeared into the distance, followed by the town of Eagle Creek, Darling Knob and the surrounding wheat fields. She could easily make-out the suburbs of nearby River City until that too disappeared as they passed through a layer of clouds. “Marina, where are we going?”
“The ceiling: it’s a layer of metal, glass, all that stuff that keeps this tube pressurized from the vacuum of space. It’s about a mile above us. We’ll be there in a few seconds.”
Sarah was getting light headed and finding it hard to breathe.
Without warning, a large, wingless, metal tube flew just underneath them.
When Sarah looked up to see Marina she noticed how they were in the middle of hundreds of similar machines furiously buzzing about them. Many were blowing warning horns and dodging the skiff. Sarah looked up. A dull orange, brown field lay above them. They were heading towards it.
“Marina? Marina? Stop this thing! I want to go home!”
Marina ignored her.
Sarah became more frantic. “Marina? We’re going to crash!”
An alarm blared: “Warning! Collision imminent!”
Sarah yelled, “Marina?”
She jerked back on the joystick. The skiff stopped.
Marina grabbed a broom and knocked dust from the ceiling. Sarah strained to keep it out of her eyes. “Marina? Marina, stop this!” She tried looking down at the buzz of traffic but it made her dizzy so she focused on Marina’s attempt to knock down the layers of dull orange dust until she saw a liquid, waving, substance moving above her like a babbling brook.
Marina was ecstatic. She reached up and grabbed some of the liquid and sopped it up through her cupped hand. She gave some to Sarah. “Drink it!”
“No!”
Marina slapped her. “DRINK IT!”
Sarah brought it to her mouth; she sipped it. “Yummy!”
Marina hurriedly drank the substance. “Do you see him?”
Sarah saw Tommy in front of her. “How’d you get here?”
He smiled at her and said, “Sarah, I love you.”
Sarah was breathless, “Oh Tommy.” She reached out to him but he was soon enveloped in a smoky haze until he disappeared. Sarah's face fell. She stared at the sticky, clear liquid clinging to her hand. She looked around the skiff. No one was there except Marina. “Where’d he go?”
Marina was in a trance. “Oh Daniel, I love you!”
Sarah took another sip of the liquid. She closed her eyes and opened them. Tommy had returned. She reached out to him. He touched her face. “Kiss me, Sarah.”
They shared a long, passionate kiss. Suddenly, all Sarah could see were flashing red lights. They were coming from flying machines that looked like the skiffs except these had signs on them: Police. She turned back around to Tommy. He was gone.
“No!” Sarah cried, “Tommy! Come back!” She brought the liquid to her mouth.
“Halt!” barked a policeman. “You’re under arrest.”
Sarah stopped what she was doing. Marina continued.
The policeman yelled at Marina, “Stop now!”
Marina desperately guzzled the liquid.
Sarah pleaded with her, “Marina?”
She ignored her.
The policeman said, “Skiff: disable and enjoin.”
Sarah and Marina’s skiff began to pull away from the ceiling. It merged with a policeman’s craft.
“Noooooo!” Marina screamed. She shoved Sarah out of the way and dove over the railing. Sarah screamed as she watched Marina disappear into the endless streams of flying machines. Sarah felt a pinch on her neck. Lights out.
She awoke in her bed. She sat up and yelled, “Marina!”
“Marina’s fine” said Nurse Westbrook. “Dome Security got her on the way down.”
Nurse Westbrook went to the door. “Paula? Sarah’s awake.”
Paula stepped into the room.
Sarah’s face fell. “Mother, I’m so sorry.”
“Marina tricked you into opening the door to her room?”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“She forced you to get on the skiff and fly to the ceiling?”
“I shouldn’t have gone along with it.”
“I thought so.” Paula sighed. “You gave me quite a scare.”
“I was stupid, mother. I kept just… just getting into more trouble with each passing moment. I was so confused. I didn’t know what to do. I mean, it all seemed like a little adventure at first but then it got crazy.”
Sarah wiped her mouth. “What was that stuff?”
Nurse Westbrook said, “AL-66 Cleaner. It’s a liquid filament that protects and cleanses the plasma field surrounding the tiles of the ceiling. It tastes sweet, but as you can now testify, it was not meant to be ingested. I extracted about half a cup from you. I took almost a gallon from Marina.”
Sarah asked, “How’d Tommy get on the skiff?”
“He wasn’t. One of the side affects is hallucinations.”
“But, he was there! Wasn’t he? It seemed so real?”
“It is essentially real; that’s why people use it.”
“So it works like whiskey?” Her eyes bulged. “I've never had whiskey, mother!”
Nurse Westbrook replied, “More or less. It completely takes over the part of your brain that defines reality. You see, hear, taste, smell, and touch whatever you want.”
“And the brain doesn’t know the difference?”
“Exactly. It’s not meat to be ingested; only keep tiles clean.”
Paula added, “As you can imagine, it will kill you. People drink it, ease their pain and soon that’s all they care about doing. If they feel as though they won’t be able to get it then, well, you saw Marina jump. She’d rather kill herself than give it up.”
“And that’s why she’s staying with us?”
Paula nodded. “Yesterday, Julie found Marina in her bedroom. She had removed a tile and was using a straw to drink the AL-66 fluid flowing along the compost tube. Julie tried to stop her, she choked her. Had her sister Kathy not been at home she would’ve killed her. That’s why she’s here.”
“We don’t have those tiles here, do we?”
Nurse Westbrook said, “They’re much harder to get to in the Valley. We have them only one place.” She pointed to the ceiling and made a zooming motion with her hand.
Sarah wore a blank expression. “She could’ve killed me.”
Paula said, “She was using you as a tool.”
“Are you going to send her away?”
“The Valley Security Authority won’t press charges if I keep an eye on her. Marina’s an addict. She needs care, not imprisonment. Under normal circumstances, Marina is a typical teenager: a little strong headed maybe but not a threat to anyone.”
“Is she in her room?”
“She is. She'll stay in the house for the next week. Maybe by Sunday we’ll be able to let her go to church. We’ll have to wait and see. Would you like to talk to her?”
Sarah gave a warm smile. “I’d like that very much.”
Nurse Westbrook helped Sarah sit up. Paula got Marina.
“Stand up.”
Sarah was a little uneasy, but soon she was on her feet.
Paula led Marina by the hand into Sarah’s room. She could tell she’d been crying.
Marina kept her head down. “A few weeks ago, I broke up with my boyfriend Daniel. I couldn’t stop crying.” She rubbed her forehead. “My best friend TJ said she’d heard about a special drink that’d make me feel better.” She wiped her lips. “We got screw drivers and popped up a floor tile in her bedroom. There was this green tube used for transporting compost. It had a silvery, slimy liquid surrounding it. TJ stuck her finger in and tasted it. She was happy.” Marina gave a slight smile. “She was practically blissful. I didn’t think there was any harm in it. TJ and I have been best friends forever. She’d never do anything to hurt me.
I started drinking it with a straw and Daniel was right there in front of me. At first, I knew it was all pretend. After awhile, it didn’t care. All I wanted to do was get more so I could get Daniel back. My mother found out. She tried to stop me.” Marina had a distant expression on her face. “I tried to kill my mother! I almost killed Sarah! How can I live with myself?”
“You can start by changing your life.”
“How?”
“Like this.” Sarah grabbed Marina’s hands. She closed her eyes as did Marina.
Sarah prayed, “Dear Lord, Marina and I have made some poor choices today. We were really dumb, Lord. I don’t why I’m so arrogant at times. Anyway, I want to change. Lord, Marina wants to change too but she doesn't know how. Please, Father, show her the way. Give her a second chance. That’s what You do best. Make Marina’s heart pliable so she can rely less on herself and more on You. In Jesus Name I pray. Amen.”
Marina reached out and hugged Sarah. “Thank you,” She broke the hug. She turned to Paula, “Am I in trouble?”
Paula nodded. “Do you know what life be would be like without consequences? It’d be a jumbled mess of depravity, poverty and death, like the old world on Earth.”
Paula brushed a hair from Marina’s forehead. “You’re going to face many trials in life, Marina. You must learn to deal with them instead of running away from them.”
Paula turned to Sarah. “Speaking of trials, Mrs. Grayson called and mentioned a Spelling Bee.”
Sarah rolled her eyes.
Nurse Westbrook said to Paula, “I’ll leave you three alone.” She said to Marina, “No more trips to the ceiling. No more AL-66 Cleaner. You’re going to go through some tough times during the next few weeks as you get this junk out of your system. Paula will call me if you need a sedative. If you do anything to put yourself or anyone else in danger you’ll go to jail.
Marina, your remorse is a step in the right direction but you need to get that junk out of your system and that will only happen through time and a lot of pain on your part. As your nurse I am obligated to NOT help you through the trauma. You will have to endure it all by yourself. I’m going to give Paul a set of instructions. You’ll stay in Mickey and Marty’s old room only after she and Michael remove the mirror, change the locks and nail boards over the windows.”
Marina looked down. “So I won’t try to harm myself?”
“And you’ll have no sheets on your bed because you might try to hang yourself. Until you’ve earned some trust, you’ll spend the night in a sleeping bag.”
“I didn’t want this.”
Nurse Westbrook retorted, “But this is what you’ve got.”
Marina got shortness of breath. “My life is over.”
Nurse Westbrook took Marina’s hand and put it to her heart so Marina could feel her own heart-beating. “Your life, young lady, is yours. It does not belong to an industrial cleaning fluid.” She gently brushed Marina’s hair. “I’ve seen plenty before you. You’ll make it; you’re full of fire. You’re self-centered, and, for the only time in your life, those characteristics will work in your favor. You’ll get through this, I know it.”
“You really think so?”
“I’ll stake my professional reputation on it. Now then, Paula has to cook dinner. After dinner, Michael Conrad will help prep the room. We need to get busy. Part of your problem, part of the problem with teenagers in the modern world is too much free time. You get bored and get in trouble because you are under the media induced delusion that you are supposed to be entertained twenty-four hours a day. It’s called hyper-media saturation. It began last century on Earth. It produced generations of weak minded, ill at ease, luxury driven, lazy people, who were easily manipulated into giving away their freedom. By the time men figured out that it was not an accident but a cruel design it was almost too late. A little girl had to save us by standing up to the world of lies and saying ‘no’ to their wickedness. And now you are going to have to stand up for yourself against the garbage swimming in your veins. You can do it. I believe in you.”
Marina whimpered, “I don’t know if I can make it.”
“But I do. You flew a skiff, manually, through 25 layers of opposing traffic. Most people will never touch a skiff’s control box. You mastered it on the first try. That was enormously reckless but it was also an incredible feat of flying.”
Sarah added, “I’ll help you adjust. We can do it- together.”
“Thank you, Sarah. Nurse Westbrook, I appreciate your help.”
“Just doing my job.” Nurse Westbrook said as she took Marina by the hand and led her out the bedroom door. Paula followed.
“Mother? Am I grounded forever?”
“I think you’ve learned your lesson.”
“Thank you for being such a good mother.”
Paula smiled. “Just doing my job.”
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“Knock, knock” Sarah said as she entered Marina’s room. Dawn was breaking over the Valley. Beans of light streamed through cracks in the boards over the windows.
Marina yawned and stretched from her sleeping bag. “Good morning, Cousin Sarah.”
“Good morning.” Sarah put a large package on her bed. “I’ve got a present for you.”
Marina squirmed out of her sleeping bag. “I like presents.” She adjusted her pajamas and examined the bag.
“You aren’t going to be used to these.” She reached in and pulled out some white folded clothing. “Those are bloomers. We don’t wear panties.” She unfolded one of the piles. “These are camisoles: it’s more modest than a bra.”
Marina shook her head. “I feel like I’m in a theatrical production at school.”
“Well in a way you are; play along. Don’t mention modern technology or music or politics, etc., try to live on a more basic level, just like the song says.”
“What song?”
“The song ‘Simple Gifts’ by Elder Joseph Brackett.” She sang, “‘Tis the gift to be simple, ‘tis the gift to be free,
‘Tis the gift to come down where you ought to be
And when we find ourselves in the place just right,
‘Twill be in the valley of love and delight.”
Marina smiled. “That’s pretty.”
Sarah curtseyed. “Everyone knows the song. When folks move here they have to learn how to sing and dance to the song.”
“Dance?”
Sarah demonstrated. “When true simplicity is gain’d,
To bow and to bend we shan’t be asham’d,
To turn, turn will be our delight,
Till by turning, turning we come out right.”
Marina clapped for her.
Sarah bowed. “Marina, explain the lyrics.”
“I don’t know what they mean.”
“Mr. Brackett wasn’t writing letters on paper by accident, he was putting together words each with their own meaning. We live that song. We strive to build a quality life here. We grow our own food. We take care of our own families. Speaking of which, my mother is fixing pancakes for breakfast.”
Marina smiled. “I love pancakes.”
“So do I. Take a shower. There are three dresses in the closet, pick one. Be downstairs in twenty minutes.” Sarah headed towards the door.
“Sarah, I’ll think about those lyrics, I promise.”
Sarah smiled. “Good.” She closed the door.
Twenty minutes later, Marina came down the stairs. She almost tripped as she descended. “Ahh!” She recovered by grabbing on to the hand rail. “I’m not used to wearing a dress.”
Sarah asked, “Don’t you even wear skirts?”
“For church,” Marina shrugged. “When we go.”
“Well, if you’re used to wearing pants and shorts then a dress would be a challenge. But the only way to get used to it is to wear it.”
“I suppose so. When do we eat?”
“After the chickens and the horses eat.”
Sarah took her by the hand and led her outside. As soon as she stepped outside, Marina covered her eyes. “Is that,” she peaked through her fingers. “Is that a sunrise?”
“It is.” Sarah replied. “Or, at least it’s supposed to resemble a sunrise. It’s actually a holographic projection placed on the cave wall about a mile that way.” She pointed.
“I’ve never seen a sunrise. In Teleco City, my hometown, the lights are always on. I’ve seen the sun before through an observation room near the surface but I’d never guess it was this bright. Why don’t you just use lights?”
“We’re trying to maintain a natural setting. A sunrise and sunset help regulate animal behaviors and growing seasons for crops. Careful; don’t stare at it.”
They walked to the barn. When Sarah opened the barn door the horses began naying.
Marina asked, “What are they saying?”
Sarah chuckled, “They’re saying, ‘Good morning, Princess Sarah’ or, ‘we want oats!’ Either way, it’s nice to feel appreciated.” Sarah opened a bag of oats and began pouring it into troughs for the horses. “Have you ever ridden a horse?”
“At the zoo. Around a track. When I was five.”
Sarah began brushing one of the horse’s mane. “They’re magnificent animals. If all goes well, maybe I can teach you to ride after school sometime.”
After they fed and watered the horses Sarah showed Marina the chicken coop. They fed the chickens and then stepped over to a brooder to feed the chicks. Sarah used a scoop to get their chicks breakfast of millet. “When I was a little girl I went to Mayor Tallard’s house. I helped feed his chicks. He claimed his chicks could pray.”
“Pray?”
“Yeah, watch,” Sarah looked down at the brood. She spoke in a loud, hurried voice, “Quiet chicks we're gonna pray.”
The chicks became spooked and froze.
“Dear Lord,” Sarah spoke respectfully. “Bless this feed. May we grow up to be big, strong chickens. Amen.”
She tossed the feed into the brooder; the chicks dove into the food. Marina was amazed.
“You see?” said Sarah. “Everybody needs to pray.”
Marina laughed. “I suppose so.”
After tending to the animals they washed their hands and headed back to the house.
“So am I going to be doing chores today?” asked Marina.
“Idle hands are the devil’s workshop.”
“I can testify to that. I suppose you’ll go to school.”
“Yeah.”
“Will I go to school?”
“Probably not since the year is mostly over. You still need to adjust to Edwardian life. Also, until the junk is completely out of your blood stream you’re a potential danger to others. Mother said you’ll have to stay in the house until Sunday.”
“I’ll be happy to go to church, believe me. What’s it like?”
“Our church has about 200 on Sundays. That’s almost half the town’s population. They’ve got a Sunday School class for teens. I like that a lot. Mr. Hall is good teacher.”
“Well, what do they do at church?”
“Juggle mostly. Then there’s this bear that rides a tiny bicycle and fireworks.”
Marina guffawed, “That sounds like my church.”
“The technology’s different, other than that it’s the same as your church back home.”
“I wish my family went to church more. For some reason, we just slacked off.”
“Maybe you can change that.”
“Perhaps,” Marina enjoyed the fresh air. “So far, this day is perfect. This place is so nice. I'm surrounded by such beauty and… ah!”
Sarah rolled her eyes. “The dead bird Sarafina’s carrying is her way of saying ‘Welcome to the Family.’”
Sarafina, a tabby cat heavy with kittens, placed the trophy on the bottom step.
Marina gingerly stepped over it.
Sarah felt obligated to pet her head and say, “Good kitty.”
As soon as the door opened they could smell bacon cooking.
Michael Conrad stepped from the parlor to the kitchen. He was carrying a newspaper.
“Good morning, Uncle Michael.”
He turned and smiled. “Good morning. I would’ve given you a proper greeting last night but Nurse Westbrook said you needed rest. That medication she gave you must’ve been strong because you did not hear me nailing boards over the windows.”
They briefly hugged. “I didn’t hear a thing.”
“Good, good. Are you girls hungry?”
“I missed supper last night, so yes, I’m starving.”
Michael then Marina then Sarah sat at the table. Paula placed a large heap of pancakes on a tray in the middle of the kitchen table. She sat down and joined them.
Everyone’s mouth was watering. Michael stuck out his hand to Paula. She took it and in turn offered a hand to Sarah. Marina completed the square. He bowed his head.
“Uncle Michael?”
He lifted his head. “Yes?”
“I know this is breaking tradition but, could I lead the prayer?”
“Go right ahead.”
Everyone bowed their heads.
Marina cleared her throat. “Um… Hello God,” she sighed.
“I know I don’t pray like I should as a matter of fact, it’s been a long, long time. But, I just wanted to tell you a few things and say,” she took a deep breath. “Thank you.” She took a moment to compose herself.
“Thank you for my mother and father, my sisters Kathy and Deena, and my brother Jefre. Thank you for second chances. God, I really messed up yesterday, but, you were looking out for me. You kept me and Sarah safe while I flew through all that traffic and then, when I jumped off the skiff, you put the policeman nearby and he was able to stop me from falling any further and hurting myself.”
She wiped her nose with a napkin. “I’m so sorry I did that. I’m sorry for everything I did the last few months. I skipped school, got in trouble, told lies, I cheated, stole from my parents. And then, when I ran out of money I… I,” she started crying.
Paula stood up. She walked over and hugged Marina. “It’s alright dear; it’s alright. God forgives you. Sarah forgives you. Your mother and father and sisters and brother forgive you. You’re going to have to find a way to forgive yourself. Now finish your prayer, we’re getting hungry.”
“Sorry,” Marina sighed. “God, thank you for my new life, my new clothes, the horses, the chickens, well, I know they’re just chickens to the Conrad family, but, to me they’re an opportunity to care about something and maybe, have it love me back."
She smiled. “Thank you God for this breakfast and, you know, thank you for everything that will happen to me today, even the stuff I won’t particularly like because I know it will all be for my benefit somehow. I have so much to learn. Please, be patient with me. Amen.”
When everyone opened their eyes Marina beamed, “Let’s eat.”
The Conrads dove into a well deserved, scrumptious breakfast.
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The lunch bell rang at Eagle Creek School. Sarah and Emily walked up a slight incline to a grove of trees behind the school which Emily had named Solitude. They sat down on logs and placed their lunch pails on a rock. “How’d it go this morning with Marina?”
Sarah took a bite of a peanut butter sandwich. “Fine. No problems.” She looked down. “Things are just… strange though.” Emily bit her ham sandwich. “Explain.”
Sarah chewed on her sandwich and paused. “I am happy to have her. I mean, for all intents and purposes, Marina’s my new kid sister. And, it is my Christian duty to help get her through her addiction and to find a better life it’s just that,” she searched for the right words. “It’s just that she’s so different. You know?”
“You’re jealous of her?”
“Yeah, I know, I guess I am a little jealous. It’s like she’s lived a more exciting life than I ever will. This morning she took a section of the newspaper from my father and said, ‘Entertainment News.’ She said, ‘Oh wow, there’s a new song by The L-Crew. Play.’ And a modern song came out of the newspaper! I can’t do that and neither can you! It isn’t fair. Can’t you see things from my perspective? She is superior to me and she lives in my own house!”
She stopped talking when she heard someone approaching. She looked up. It was Lynn. “Why are you here?”
Emily stepped in, “I invited her.” She scooted over on her log. “Have a seat.”
Lynn sat down. “Thank you, Emily.”
Sarah spoke forthrightly, “Emily, this is OUR spot. I am half owner. You should’ve consulted me.”
Lynn snapped, “I'm going to eat a chicken sandwich, Sarah. I’m not a bear out to mark my territory or scare off game.”
Sarah growled, “Get lost, Lynn!”
Lynn hurriedly picked up her lunch pail. “Emily, I told you this wouldn’t work.”
Emily grabbed on to Lynn’s left wrist. “Lynn, please, stay.”
Sarah shook her head. “Either Lynn goes or I go.”
Emily glared at Sarah. “I accept neither option.” She stood up, got her lunch pail and left.
Lynn just stood there a minute and watched as Emily walked around to the front of the schoolhouse. She mumbled, “I’d probably better join her.” She started to walk away.
Sarah sat there in stunned silence.
Lynn stopped. She turned around. “Sarah?”
“What?”
“I’m sorry I tripped you and called you a loser.”
Sarah rolled her eyes. “I heard you apologize yesterday.”
“But this time I meant it.”
Sarah didn’t know how to respond. She remained silent.
Lynn shrugged. “I tried.” She walked away.
Sarah sat there, immovable from the log. Somehow, her lunch did not seem palatable. She hated to admit even the off chance that she might be wrong. Why was her best friend, for that matter, why was the world suddenly against her?
“Sarah?” a familiar male voice interrupted her merry-go-round of self pity.
She looked up. Standing there, with bright sunrays shooting from behind his head, was Kevin Hines. He was tall with brown eyes and brown hair. He asked, “Are you using the lid of your lunch pail at the moment?”
She thought that was an odd query. “No. I just finished my sandwich.”
He sat down on the log opposite her and scooted the lid towards himself. “Can you keep a secret?”
“Yes. This sounds intriguing.”
“I’m going to give you something that Emily would really, really want but can’t have.”
Sarah shifted her eyes. “And what might that be?”
“No one can see us?”
She whispered, “We’re all alone.” She drew an imaginary circle with her hands. “The world outside disappears.”
“I was on the playground reading Kipling when I saw Emily storm off in a huff. I don’t want to know why. Lynn then made an attempt to console you but that was unsuccessful. So, here I am; your third choice. I can give you what you want, if you just follow one simple request.”
She whispered, “And what’s that?”
“Close your eyes and make a wish.”
She complied with the direction.
He placed a small black pill in the middle of the pail lid.
“Ok, you can open them.”
She opened her eyes and was amazed. Before her, on the lid of her previously drab lunch pail was a mountainous serving of a fluffy, deep, rich chocolate dessert.
Kevin took a spoon from his shirt pocket. “It’s called a Spinner. It’s the greatest achievement of the 22nd century. Succulent, milk chocolate, melts in your mouth, sheer heaven if it weren’t so sinful, and, when I bought it yesterday at a bakery in Quinton, a neighborhood in Salmineo, the man behind the counter said I would have to eat it there, in Salmineo. I was not allowed to bring it home to the Valley.” He changed to a serious tone, “It is forbidden.”
Sarah chortled, “Oh, you’re a rebel.”
"This is my most egregious violation of the Continuity Code."
Sarah made a tisk-tisk sound. “And you’re a preacher’s son.”
He scooped up the tip of the forbidden treat. He maneuvered it towards her. She closed her eyes, moistened her lips and stuck out her tongue. He put it in her mouth. “Wonderful.”
He handed her a napkin.
“And what is your price for this extravagance?”
“One small favor.” He scooped up another spoonful and brought it towards her mouth. “Will you at least consider the possibility that you’re wrong and Lynn Watson is not an ogre?”
Sarah was taken aback.
He placed the spoon in her right hand. “Before you raise an objection consider that this delightful tart came from an unexpected source who was willing to break a few rules and sought nothing for payment except a whiff of kindness. You’re far too beautiful a girl to carry around such ugliness.”
And with that he walked back to the playground, sat on a bench and returned to his book.
Sarah analyzed every word of their conversation especially the last eleven words which held both sweet and sour.
The rest of the school day, she and Emily did not say a word to each other. After the last bell of the day rang and the students stood and collected their things Lynn walked over to Emily and whispered, “I never intended to separate you two.”
Sarah turned away.
Emily whispered, “Lynn, we’ll talk later.”
Lynn hurriedly walked out the door. Emily stood there a moment, hoping Sarah would break the ice. She didn’t. Reluctantly, Emily walked to the door. Sarah stood up. “Em?” She turned around. “How about I come over and help you with the new corset?”
Emily pushed some hair from her eyes. “Ok.”
Sarah gave a slight smile.
Ten minutes later, they were in Emily’s room. Emily was trying to talk herself into the corset. “When we have the Sweet Sixteen party, I will be stunning. I want the boys to look my way. I want to dance cheek to cheek; which reminds me we have to think of some distraction for your mother and my mother so we can get that close to the boys.”
Sarah handed her a photo of the woman from the corset ad in the magazine. Her head was tilted to the right, her hands rested beneath her chin. Both girls examined it closely.
Emily continued, “I want to be special. I don’t want to be just another girlfriend. I want to be a passionate, whole wife. I want the promise of love in my life.”
Sarah trilled her lips. “And you think there’s more to love than mere appearances?”
Emily shrugged. “I don’t know any more. Just look at the girl in the corset ad. It’s almost as if she is saying, ‘Oopsy, you are not supposed to be in my room, but as long as you are here take a few moments to admire my ridiculously thin waist.’ She’s in Vogue because of her ridiculously thin waist not because she has a pure heart. She’s glamorous, fun loving and, probably, richer than I’ll ever be. I hate her!”
“Oh Em, stop it. I can have you looking like that easily. Now put on the corset.”
Sarah put the picture in a crack where the closet doorframe met the wall.
“Focus on that figure Em, we can make it happen.”
Emily grabbed both sides of the door knob. “Here we go.”
After a few minutes of unbelievably constricting pain, Emily was more frustrated than ever. She reeled from the discomfort. “Are you even human?”
“I’m a girl, just like you,” replied Sarah.
“You <pant, pant> can’t be. <pant, pant> What girl <pant, pant> would asphyxiate her best friend?” Emily was holding on to the closet door in her bedroom, trying to breathe.
Sarah continued adjusting the strings. “Em, this was your idea. You’re the one who wanted an hour-glass figure.”
The harder Sarah pulled the more Emily winced in agony.
“You are the one who paid for this lacy boa constrictor.”
Sarah finished tying the bow on the bottom of the contraption waist. “Turn around.”
“I can’t,” Emily replied speaking through her teeth.
Sarah wrapped her arms around Emily’s belly which felt like cast iron and maneuvered her to the full length mirror. Emily nervously evaluated her new shape.
Sarah built up her confidence, “You’re voluptuous!”
“I’m a sausage.”
“You got what you wanted.”
“I’ve changed my mind. I want my lungs returned to my chest instead of my neck.”
Sarah was flabbergasted, “What about your slender physique?”
Emily crossed her eyes. “What about my organs?”
Sarah shrugged. “So, you really don’t want to wear it?”
Emily shook her head. “No! Return it Monday with a note saying, ‘no survivors.’”
Sarah surrendered with a smile. “Ok.”
There was a knock on the bedroom door.
“In a minute mother,” Emily was panicked. “Sarah, get me out of this thing!”
Emily’s mother, Jean, walked trough the door. “Ok, so your side of the cake is chocolate and Sarah’s side is caramel? And white icing for both- ah! Emily Clementine what are you doing?”
Emily pointed. "It was Sarah’s idea.”
Sarah rolled her eyes. “You’re the one who paid for it.”
Their friendship was eternal but their loyalty was fickle when caught in mischief.
The shocked expression on the face of Emily’s mother gave way to laughter. “I tried tight lacing once when I was your age. I couldn’t breathe. I hated the silly thing. Child- young lady come tomorrow- remove that ridiculous torture device.” She took over Sarah’s job of undoing the strangling laces. “Emily, just be happy with the way you are.”
Sarah sat down on Emily’s bed to observe the exchange.
“Mother, you don’t understand. I want to look like her.”
“Who? Some picture in a magazine? I’m your mother. You’re never going to resemble anyone except me.” She undid the final string in the corset and helped her remove it. She put her arms around Emily’s shoulders and walked her to the mirror on her dresser.
Emily criticized her flab. “I’m ugly.”
“You’re beautiful.” Emily’s mother ran her fingers through her daughter’s thick black hair. “So young and so pretty. Beautiful hair! You have a real woman’s body, like I did three babies ago. Enjoy it now because it never comes again.”
Sarah watched them fondly.
“Your deep blue eyes can melt a young man’s heart. Your nose….”
“…belongs on a chicken.”
“Young lady your nose is a family trait, be proud of it. Emily.” Her mother said quietly, “Emily, you do not need an hourglass figure. Just be yourself. Boys are attracted to beautiful girls. Girls want to be attractive. That’s nature. One of my primary responsibilities as your mother is to make sure your appearance does not define you nor hinder you.”
Emily was sniffing and swallowing tears. “Mom, I don’t feel beautiful.”
Her mother put a hand on Emily’s shoulders. “Emily, you’re the most beautiful girl in the world. Never forget that.”
Emily smiled. They embraced.
Sarah had a tear in her eye. She wished her mother gave her such compliments.
“Sarah?” Emily’s mother said politely, “Can you spend the night another time?”
“Of course, ma’am; Em, I’ll see you tomorrow at school.”
Emily was still in tears, she nodded. “Goodbye.”
Sarah closed the door as she left.
Sarah walked down the stairs through the kitchen of the bakery and into the storefront. Mr. Clementine was sweeping.
“I thought you’d spend the night?”
“I changed my mind, Mr. Clementine.”
“Is anything amiss?”
“Actually, everything is exactly where it’s supposed to be.”
“All right then. Tell your parents I said, ‘hello.’ Oh, wait a second.” He leaned his broom against the counter and grabbed a paper bag. “Take a couple of cinnamon rolls.”
Sarah delightfully sniffed the bag. “Thank you, Mr. Clementine.” She waved goodbye and walked out the door.
As she walked down Main Street, a flood of memories washed over her. As Sarah walked out the door, it was like she was seeing her hometown for the first time.
Downtown Eagle Creek was well maintained. Flowers were brought in and placed in decorative boxes by volunteers. Faux gas street lamps provided adequate illumination after dusk. Shaded streets formed a barrier and helped define the town from the surrounding prairie. Small towns, like Eagle Creek, were livable because the citizens strove to make them that way. Every adult, regardless of background, was expected to live by the Golden Rule. Goodness takes effort; indifference takes a vacation. Each community is a canvas and we are all given brushes. Making it into a masterpiece is everyone’s responsibility.
Sarah thought about her life as she walked down the dusty streets. She felt as though part of her was changing. Gone was the little girl in pigtails; she was a woman.
Jeremiah’s Dry Goods: one of her first memories was Mr. McCartney giving her a lollipop. He looked good for a man of sixty-four, with his salt and pepper, push broom mustache. He was outside filling a barrel with bright red apples. He briefly looked up from and said “Afternoon Sarah,” he doffed his cap.
“Those apples look perfect for making cider.”
He agreed with her and waved.
Across the street was the post office. When she was four, she asked the Post Master, Mr. Gower, to address and stamp a letter she’d written to Santa Claus. Well, it wasn’t a letter per se; it was a crude drawing of a doll with curly red hair and a pink dress with blue shoes. He wrote: “To: Santa Claus, the North Pole. From: Sarah Conrad, Eagle Creek, Sheridan Valley, Mars” on the envelope. He drew a smiley face on the right hand corner. “No postage due on dreams.”
Sarah and Emily had their first make-over at Lucille’s Fashions for Women. Miss Lucille applied makeup, eye shadow, highlighter, lipstick and painted their nails. They were the most elegant seven-year-olds in town. Casey’s Café was the best restaurant in the world as far as Sarah was concerned. The lemon pie was sheer heaven.
Above the land title company was a gymnasium. Sarah was twelve-years-old when she first saw Darrin Goodwin. She stood behind a door and peered around to watch him as he was lying on the bench, lifting weights. Every muscle in body seemed to vibrate with tension. His bulging biceps left her breathless. Drops of sweat beaded on his forehead and ran down his mighty neck and across to his broad shoulders. He was a magnificent male specimen. She was enthralled, bewitched by his masculinity. It took just thirty seconds of watching him to fall madly in love. She planned out every intimate detail of their future, down to the type of garlands to be used at their wedding.
When Darrin’s wife came in to pick him up, the fantasy was over. Still, a half minute of imagined romance can last a lifetime.
Time was fleeting. With every step she moved further and further from her past and closer and closer to her future.
When she walked into the front yard, Paula stepped out of the front door. “Sarah, when you showed Marina how to take care of the horses this morning did you change out their water?”
Sarah froze. She squeaked a pathetic lie, “Yes.”
Paula chuckled, “I took care of it. You’ve got to pay attention to your chores.”
Sarah continued walking towards the house. When she walked into the parlor, Marina was standing there in a new dress. Crystal Hines was on her knees hemming it.
Marina smiled. “Well? What do you think?”
A million thoughts raced through Sarah’s head. She begrudgingly said, “It suits you.”
Crystal smiled. “See, I knew she’d like it.”
Marina pointed to her head. “What do you think of my new hair?” Marina’s short, choppy blonde do was gone, replaced with long, flowing brown hair.
Sarah spoke in a monotone voice, “You’re glorious.” She turned to her mother. “We need to talk, right now.”
Paula bit her lower lip. “Um, sure.”
Marina was too caught up in the moment to understand the meaning. Crystal pretended not to notice.
Sarah marched down the hall to the master bedroom. Paula followed. As soon as they were in, Sarah tried to slam the door; her mother got it in time.
Sarah pointed to her heart. “Last WEEK you and I walked by the Livingston’s Department Store in River City. I pointed at that dress and said it’d look good for my Sweet Sixteen party. You said, and I quote, ‘Fifty dollars is far too much to spend on a dress. Don’t be so vain.’”
Paula sighed. “I forgot about that.”
“And when I complained about my hair you said, ‘Be grateful. Wigs are for ladies of ill-fame.’ I suppose you two spent the day shopping in River City? Did you have a fancy lunch at Le Cellier? Did you visit that spa at the Excelsior Hotel? Is this how you treat a girl who nearly killed me? Are you inconsiderate or just plain daft?”
“Let me tell you,” she stopped. “On second thought, Crystal will tell you.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“Sit down on the bed and I’ll be back in a minute.”
“You aren’t listening to me.”
“SIT!” Paula replied in her sharpest, motherly tone.
Sarah reluctantly sat on the bed.
Paula collected herself and calmly exited the room. Sarah sat on the bed stewing in her own indignation. A minute later, Paula returned with Crystal in tow.
Crystal was talking. “And I also saw these stunning, pearl drop earrings. It had a matching cameo and” she stopped when she saw Sarah.
Paula said, “Crystal, please review your day for me.”
Crystal shrugged. “Well, I came by your house this morning. I wanted to meet Marina. Maude had told me a new girl was staying with you in Marty and Mickey’s old room. I met Marina. We talked; we prayed. She mentioned that she didn’t have much in the way of Edwardian themed clothing.
I went to River City to meet Virginia, an old friend from college. We ate lunch. I told Virginia about Marina. She said she’d like to help. Paula had written down Marina’s measurements because she was planning on going down to Lucille’s and getting some clothes. Sarah’s clothes are too big: yours are too small. I said I could do it since I was going to the feed store. It’s just a block from Lucille’s. Anyway, after lunch, Virginia and I went shopping. We hadn’t had that much fun since,” Crystal wore a smile which bespoke a warm memory. “Virginia and I must’ve hit a-half dozen stores. When she drove me here we had a bunch of clothes for Marina.”
Crystal looked to Sarah and then to Paula. “Did I do something wrong?”
Paula smiled. “No, Crystal. You did everything right.”
Crystal reviewed the situation once more. “I’ll go back to Marina. I’m sure Michael doesn’t want ladies clothes strewn across the parlor when he gets home.” She left the room.
Sarah looked to the floor. “I feel like an idiot.”
“And you should.” She sat down on the bed and put an arm across her daughter’s shoulder. “I can understand how you feel. I love my younger sister Julie but when we were growing up there were times when I hated her. I was the one who was always getting in trouble. She was Little Miss Perfect.” Paula popped her lips. “At least, that’s the way it seemed at the time. In reality, my mother and father loved us equally, but, I was so self-centered, so blinded by my own jealousy that I refused to see it.”
Sarah rubbed her forehead. “I don’t like being bested; especially in my own home.”
“Sarah, you’re competing against fictional characters. I am good friends with Peggy Watson. Believe me, Lynn says and does stupid things just like you do. She gets nervous around boys like you do. And she has a rival whom she believes hates her.”
Sarah scrunched her eyebrows. “Who hates Lynn?” She hung her head. “Oh.”
“This may come as a shock but Lynn’s a human being.”
“I know, I know, it’s just that,” she trilled her lips. “How can I explain this?”
“You’re frustrated because you feel Lynn is going to get the best in life and you’re going to get seconds. And on top of that, you have Marina in the same house as you. She’s had more fun and seen more than you will experience in your entire life?”
“How’d you know?”
“I carried you for nine months so that makes me a good guesser when it comes to interpreting your moods and identifying your fallacies from a mile away.”
“So you think I’m shallow, selfish brat?”
“I think you’re a fifteen, almost sixteen-year-old girl who lives in a placid, safe, extraordinarily dull world where you know everyone by their first name and daily you see tourists, girls your age, walking around in modern fashions, laughing at the poor, ignorant biscuits, who look like they’ve walked out of a Dickens’ play. You think at the end of the day they get to fly back home to their city-view penthouses on the 500th floor of some sleek, modern skyscraper, and, well, you may be right.
But, the next day, their mothers are saying to their daughters that they can’t have the joys of a simple life. They can’t live in a small town where everyone knows their name. They can’t have a cute boy expect no more than hand-holding on a first date. They can’t live in that perfect world. And those girls look around their expertly built world and opine for the ‘good ole days’ as much as you opine for utopia, well, I and their mothers, are here to say, ‘That world is a phantom.’ From my end, I say, a world where you can get away with anything; a world with amusements minus consequences is a pathetic adolescent delusion. You can’t live in her world and you know it.
To you, Eagle Creek is as fun as a brick? Guess what? The modern world of Teleco City is just as boring, as is Paris 1891 or wherever man might be in 3191 because technology changes but fifteen-year-old girls never, never change. Sarah Conrad, this is your life and it’s a wonderful, miraculous, splendid time to be alive not because you don’t have talking newspapers, flying cars and dresses that light-up like rainbows, your life is exhilarating simply because you are young, healthy and alive.
Last week, your cousin Marina was surrendering her young body to men who could give her an industrial cleaning solution which was making her sick and would lead to her attempting to kill her own mother.”
Paula sighed, “Now then, because you are fifteen-years-old, I do not expect you to understand or even agree with this missive but since I’m your mother and I have a few decades on you I strongly urge you to just accept it. Here is my command: be appreciative, be loving, be kind even if you have to fake it!”
Sarah sneered. “You want me to be a hypocrite?”
“If you have to, for a little while, yes, I want you to be a hypocrite. And do you know why? Because if you pretend to be grateful, compassionate and tender, then, like this two-hundred and eighty-year-old dress you’re wearing, those qualities will become an inescapable part of your personality. You will cede to your better angels and you might actually survive the challenges life throws your way.”
“I don’t agree with that.”
“And I’m not asking; I’m ordering you to do it. Now then, I want you to sit here for another five minutes and consider what I’ve said. Feel free to call me an old, out of touch, sentimental fool. Feel free to hate your life. Feel free to be as content as a caged animal. But when those three-hundred seconds are finished I want you to walk out that door, go down the hallway and tell your Cousin Marina that she looks like a princess because she is four days removed from behaving like a prostitute.”
Sarah sighed. “I didn’t think about all that.”
“Nor would I have when I was your age; that’s why God created mothers."
Paula stood up. “Three hundred seconds to act right.”
Sarah mumbled, “Or what?”
“You can’t imagine what I’ll do to you but more sever will be what you do to yourself.” And, with that, Paula left the room.
Sarah sat there in the master bedroom a million miles from home. She had much to ponder and much to give up.
Tuesday, April 5, 2191
The bank lobby was stirring with people. Mrs. Johnson, the secretary to Michael Conrad, had just left her desk and had gone out the front door. None of the tellers noticed the young man walking just to the right of their station. He went down the hall to the office of the bank president. Michael stood behind his desk looking over some ledger sheets; too focused on the numbers to notice the visitor.
“You the bank president?” asked the young man.
“Yes, how can I help you?”
The young man held a gun. It was pointed at his chest.
“Young man, this is a real bank. Your tour does not include a bank robbery. If you just walk out of here, now, I won’t tell your teacher.” He went back to his ledger sheet.
The young man was confused. “Tour? I ain’t in no school.”
Michael sighed. “Ok, that is a real gun. Now then, let’s just calm down a second.”
The young man had a crazed look in his eyes. “Gimme your money.”
Michael thought about the situation. He rubbed his chin. “Ok, I’ll give you my money.” He reached in his pocket.
“Do that slowly, mister or I’ll shoot.”
“No need to be alarmed son, just relax.” He pulled out his wallet and placed it on the desk. He opened it slowly. “One, two, three, and that’s eight and then that’s eighteen. Eighteen dollars: three ones, a five and a ten. Take it and get out.”
“You’re not funny.”
“Excuse me, you said, ‘Give me YOUR money.’ I’ve done as you asked.”
“I mean, give me all the money in this bank.”
“That money doesn’t belong to me; I won’t give it to you.”
“Mister? I got a gun. Ain’t you scared?”
Michael shrugged. “No, not in the least.”
The young man’s voice broke, “Why ain’t ya?”
“Because that gun has no hammer and no bullets. Pull the trigger to your heart’s content, nothing’s going to happen.”
The young man carefully looked down at his gun. His face was sullen. “Oh no.”
Michael casually reached out and took the worthless gun away from him.
The young man’s eyes were darting like a trapped animal.
“If you run out of my office I’ll press an alarm. A policeman will be over here in a few seconds with a real gun and he just might kill you. Sit down and let’s talk a minute.”
The young man nodded and sat down.
“What’s your name, son?”
“Benny Clayton.”
“You’re not from around here, are you?”
The young man meekly shook his head, no.
“I didn’t think so. Sheridan Valley has been open for thirty-five years and we’ve never had a genuine bank robbery with the exception of idiot high-schoolers out to play a prank or drunks on vacation who get bored with the ‘tavern tour’ up in River City.” He noticed the young man’s filthy, scarred hands. “Farmer?”
“Miner.”
“And, this is your first bank robbery?”
“Yes. I can’t believe I was so stupid.”
“We’ve all done stupid things.”
The young man was overwhelmed with disappointment. He began to weep.
“How old are you?”
“Fifteen.”
“What were you going to do with that paper money?”
“Buy some food. I ain’t eat nothin’ in three days.”
“Where’s home?”
Benny shrugged. “I come from an asteroid named Ludlow 1110550.”
Michael looked to his ledger sheet. “Access Control: Display file on asteroid Ludlow 1110550.” A holographic projection appeared on the sheet.
Benny continued, “When I was three, my parents and several other people got killed in a mine collapse. The survivors said the asteroid was too unstable to mine so they left. Mr. and Mrs. Dickson and my Uncle Brad decided to stay. They took me in. They’re the only people I’ve ever known.”
His voice broke, “Three days ago, I was working in the mine and I was real hungry. I should’ve waited for lunch, but,” he babbled through a stream of tears. “I snuck out and went towards the apartment to get a sandwich. There was a mine collapsed. My Uncle Brad, Mr. and Mrs. Dickson were killed.”
Michael said softly, “My condolences.”
Benny acknowledged him. “There was no way of contacting anyone, so I hopped aboard a cargo ship. I thought there’d be someone aboard but it was completely automated. It took two days to get here. Last night it landed at… at…,” he pointed to his left, “somewhere that way.”
“River City. They’ve got a spaceport there. Sheridan Mills Bread uses automated ships for cargo deliveries.”
“I waited a few hours. I looked around but nobody was there. I found an exit and just started walking. I arrived here in town and you’re the first person I talked to.”
Michael rubbed his chin. He said to sheet, “Ledger: Identify.” He scratched his chin. “Most curious. You don’t have a BINN.”
“What’s that?”
“Bio-Integrated Neuro-Network. Essentially, it’s a computer placed into the heads of children. It gradually activates as they grow older. It’s used by the United Systems of America for identification, monetary transactions, emergency communications and most other functions of modern living. The fact that you do not have one is quite odd.”
Mrs. Johnson knocked on the door. Benny panicked.
Michael said calmly, “Come in, Mrs. Johnson.”
She walked in carrying a large tray of food and a pitcher of lemonade. “I have your lunch, sir. Oh, I’m sorry; I didn’t know you had an appointment.”
“Quite alright. This is Benny Clayton. He came in for a loan. I decided to help him out myself.”
“Yes, sir. I have your lunch: roast beef, stewed apples, carrots, wheat bread and a slice of chocolate pie, and a tall glass of iced tea.” She placed the meal on his desk.
“Thank you, Mrs. Johnson. That’ll be all.” She acknowledged him with a smile and walked out, closing the door behind her.
He looked to Benny. “Have at it.”
Benny dove into the meal; crudely stuffing food in his mouth.
“Easy, don’t make yourself sick.”
“Oh, sorry.”
“Decorum is important.”
Michael looked to his ledger sheet. “Access Control: EMS Contact, Dr. Arnold Westbrook.”
A couple of seconds went by.
A display on the ledger showed a picture of a baseball field. The camera zoomed in to a man with black hair in his late twenties. He was wearing a deep blue and yellow stripped baseball uniform. He was waiting his turn at bat. He turned to the camera: “Dr. Westbrook here.”
“Arnold? It’s Michael Conrad. Are you busy at the moment?”
He took the bat off of his shoulder: “Top of the seventh; Quincy’s eight runs ahead. Whatcha need?”
“Can you and Julius come to the bank? We need to talk.”
“We’d be more than happy to leave this game. Be there in a minute. Westbrook out.” As soon as he said that Michael heard another man’s voice in the background say, “He was safe!”
Michael chuckled, “It’s a most unusual day.” He handed Benny a napkin. Benny wiped his mouth. “Thank you, sir.”
“Do you like baseball?”
“Never played.” He swallowed a bite of food. “How come you didn’t turn me in?”
“I believe in justice. The penalty for bank robbery is death. Hanging a fifteen-year-old who hasn’t eaten in three days is not justice.”
Benny paused from his meal; he was touched by such mercy. He continued eating.
“Why’d you think you could rob a bank?”
“I don’t know. I haven’t had anything to eat in so long. I was wandering around, no place to go. Everything seemed so strange to me. I found the gun in someone’s garbage can while looking for food. It seemed like a gift from Heaven.”
“I’m not sure if God passes out firearms, I’ll ask the preacher.”
Benny took a swig of tea. “Reckon not?”
“Nah. You don’t have any family outside the asteroid?”
“All my family’s dead. I don’t have any friends.”
“One friend.” Michael stuck out his hand.
Benny stopped eating.
“My name is Michael Conrad: president of the Eagle Creek branch of Martian Chemical Bank.”
Benny shook his hand. “It’s an honor to meet you, sir.”
“This is a much better introduction, Benny.”
“Yes sir. It sure is.”
He looked back down and continued eating.
A minute later, Officer Julius Walsdorf and Dr. Arnold Westbrook were at the door.
“Come in, come in.” He turned to Benny. “Benny Clayton, meet Police Officer Julius Walsdorf and Dr. Arnold Westbrook.”
Benny was nervous. “Is he gonna arrest me?”
Michael interrupted him, “NO! Benny, Julius is not going to arrest you for eating my lunch. Now don’t make any more jokes. Just be quiet only answer their questions. Understood?”
Benny nodded like he understood the full implications of the admonition. “Yes, sir.”
Julius asked, “What’s the issue?”
“This is Benny Clayton. He’s from an asteroid named Ludlow 1110550. Take a look.” Michael showed Dr. Westbrook and Julius’ the ledger sheet. They examined the display.
Dr. Westbrook immediately stepped to a corner of the room. He made an adjustment to a black ring her wore on his right index finger. “EMS bio scan Benny Clayton.” He shook his head. “I’m not getting anything.”
“Benny doesn’t have a BINN.”
Julius said, “Benny, turn around, face me and remove your hat. I can scan your face and cross-match with various databases.”
Benny squinted, “How come your eyes are sparking?”
Arnold spoke with urgency, “Julius! Step away from him!”
He immediately backed up. He pointed the ring at Michael. “EMS bio scan Michael Conrad” he focused on him intently. “Michael, have you touched Benny?”
“I shook his hand. Why?”
“His clothes are irradiated and he’s swimming with germs.”
Michael was concerned. “Am I going to be ill?”
“I’m reviewing your shots right now. You never had inoculations for Sparrow’s Disease, Moore’s Syndrome, a couple of others. Let’s go to the clinic. Michael, call Mrs. Johnson. Have her toss a trash bag over those dirty dishes. I’ll have a Hazardous Materials Team remove them in a couple of hours.”
He opened the office door. “Come on let’s go.” The men stepped out the backdoor of the bank. They made their way across the tree-shaded front of Town Hall.
Benny asked, “Is all of Mars this pretty?”
“We like to think this spot is the prettiest.”
Dr. Westbrook said, “Access Control: EMS Contact Nurse Maude Westbrook.” He paused for a second. “Maude, I’m on my way over with Michael Conrad, Julius and a fifteen-year-old boy named Benny Clayton. His clothes are registering 38 rads. If anyone’s in the lobby send them outside immediately. Flash-spray disinfectant through the lobby, clearing a path to Examination Room Number Two. Once we arrive, go upstairs and get the old shirt, pants, and old boots I used yesterday when I was painting the kitchen. I’ll give those to Benny.”
He paused. “Thanks dear. We’ll be there in a minute.” He turned to Benny. “Benny, you’ve been traveling through space without any protection from radiation.”
“I got here by riding in an automated cargo ship.”
“That’s extremely dangerous; they aren’t built for human travel. They have limited radiation shields. You’re contaminated, but I should be able to take care of you.”
A few seconds later they arrived at the clinic. Fortunately no one was in the clinic at the time. They went to Examination Room Number Two.
The doctor said, “Benny, step behind that screen. Remove all of your clothes. Put on a surgical gown. Place everything in that bright red bin and then come sit on this table. Do you have anything in your pockets?”
Benny shook his head, no.
“Then hop to it.” Benny walked behind the screen and began undressing.
Julius said, “I got some answers. Let’s step into the hallway.”
“No,” Michael said. “Let’s talk in front of him. He’ll need to know anyway.”
A minute later, Benny was ready.
There was a knock on the door. “Arnold, I’ve got the clothes you wanted.”
Dr. Westbrook opened the door. He took the clothes. “I’ll give these to you after you’ve had a decontamination shower. Officer Walsdorf has some news for you.”
Dr. Westbrook put on gloves. He went to some cabinets over a work bench. He brought out a small device which looked like a fountain pen, along with various medicine bottles. “Benny, I’m going to inoculate you for the most contagious diseases you’re carrying. I’ll stick you in the arm. It’ll sting a little but I think you’re tough enough to handle the pain.”
Benny replied, “I am.”
“That’s good because I’m going to have to give you a couple dozen. Julius? Why don’t you tell him what you found out?”
Julius said, “Asteroid Ludlow 1110550 was purchased seventeen years ago by a religious order called the Hamillites. They were from Ceres, the capitol planetoid of the asteroid belt. They practiced Allodial law, a belief which often leads to reject most of the trappings of modern day society. They rejected the principles and functions of bio-circuitry. Bio-Circuitry is a realm of science which produces computers made from your body's own material. BINNs are placed in infants at six-weeks-old. Within a few months, they integrate themselves with the child's brain. When they mature, the parents turn on the BINN connecting it to a super-grid of networking communications and databases. When you saw those sparks in my eyeballs that was my system scanning your face and instantly matching it with all available databases. I was, in a few seconds, able to match the linings of your lips, the shape of your face, the color of your eyes, even your ear lobes with photographs of twenty billion persons both living and dead. I know all there is to know about you.”
Dr. Westbrook added, “Like the Amish, Mennonites, Hutterites and other groups, Hamillites remove their BINNs and refuse to put them in their children. As citizens, that is their right, but it comes with this caveat, they may not leave their designated zones, usually space stations or asteroids. The reason for this statute is because they are not inoculated from diseases like Small Pox, Rubella, Tuberculosis, etcetera. Benny, if you sneezed or coughed on someone in the Valley you might've killed them.”
Benny was worried. “I didn’t mean to hurt nobody.”
Julius reassured him, “It’s alright, you aren’t in any trouble. Benny, as expected, there is no official record of you. A Ceresian paramedic crew responded to an emergency call from Ludlow 1110550, on November 11, 2187. They performed surgery on the right foot of an eleven-year-old boy called Benjamin Clayton.”
Benny nodded. “That’s right. A rock fall in the mine broke my foot. Mrs. Dickson had to put me in a deep sleep. When I woke up, my foot was healed.”
Julius continued, “There’s been a cave-in on Ludlow 1110550. The Space Guild on Ceres only found out about it this morning when a passing satellite noticed a massive indentation in the center of the rock. The miners most likely chipped away the wrong wall and disturbed the gravitational center. If anyone was in the mine they would’ve been crushed to death. I’m sorry.”
Benny sighed. “My Uncle Brad, Mr. and Mrs. Dickson were in the mine. I was hungry. I didn’t want to wait for lunch so I snuck out. I was gonna walk to my apartment. I made it to the hallway at the entrance to the mine. The apartment was a couple of hundred yards away. The whole place just sort of fell apart. I had to crawl on my belly to the cargo bay. We mine Selium; a cargo-ship delivers it to Mars once a week. That day was the day it goes. It flies automatically. I took the trip and when I got to the space dock I thought I’d find people there to talk to, but, there were only machines. I didn’t know what else to do so I went walking and ended up here.”
Julius nodded. “Sheridan Mills Bread uses Selium to make the containers for the breads.”
Benny shook his head. “I was hungry and confused and I didn’t know what else to do. Everyone I ever knew was dead. My parents died when I was four. My Uncle Brad and Mr. and Mrs. Dickson have been looking out for me ever since. I didn’t know much else except mining. Mrs. Dickson taught me using workbooks. She’d let me see a movie every once in awhile, besides that, we mostly just read the Bible.”
Julius said, “A couple of months after purchase, the Hamillites discovered the rock was unstable. Most of them moved away after the first year and blended in to the rest of society. A few stayed behind. Benny, your closest relative is Stewart Goldberg, a cousin thrice removed. He lives on Mimas, that’s one of the moons of Saturn, about two week’s journey from here.”
Benny asked, “So this fellow don't even know I exist?”
“That far removed he wouldn’t know your grandparents or any cousins, aunts or uncles. You’re a complete stranger to him.”
Benny hung his head. “I got nobody.”
Michael replied, “You have friends; that’s a good start.”
Benny gave a half smile.
Michael asked, “So what are we going to do with him?”
Julius trilled his lips. “We could send him to the orphanage in River City, but, they liberate children at sixteen. With no BINN they may not even accept him. Could he make it on his own?”
Michael asked, “Benny? Have you paid the circus tax?”
Benny shook his head. “I don’t got no money. Will the circus be alright?”
Julius chuckled, “No; he can’t make it on his own. Benny, there’s no such thing as a circus tax. Michael wanted to see how shrewd you were.”
Benny shrugged. “Oh.”
Julius shook his head. “The orphanage won’t take him in. He can’t survive outside the Valley because somebody might take advantage of him. Could he stay with you?”
“I already have Sarah and my niece Marina is staying with us.”
Benny’s eyes brightened. “You got girls at your house? Can I meet one?”
“Yeah, I see what you mean.”
Michael paused. “I need to find someone he could stay with who could not only look after him but also train him,” he held up a finger. “Or teach him about life. I’ve got just the man for you. I’ll have to talk to him, but, I’m certain he’d take you in.”
Benny was amazed. “Mr. Conrad, you’re the greatest man in the world.”
“I’m a sinner like everyone else, Benny. I’m just using my resource, money, and my position in this town to glorify God through my deeds. Julius, as a policeman, glorifies God by ensuring tranquility and the process of justice. Dr. Westbrook honors God’s magnificent creation, the human body, by helping people keep it sound. We all do our part as will you some day. When I was 4, I lost my parents. I was placed in an orphanage. I shared a room with twelve other boys, all different ages. Some of them were tough guys. I took my share of beatings. I ate bad food; had a shoddy blanket. I shared a bed with another boy who’d wet it. The dorm master would make us apologize for the smell and then he’d whip us both with a leather strap.”
“That sounds awful.”
“It was. I hated myself and everyone in that room. But then, one day there was a change in the home. A new family came in to run it. They treated the boys with dignity, the boys responded in kind. We got better food, warm clothes, and an improved living situation. My bed mate was given his own bed and soon, he was dry the whole night. We started going to church each Sunday. I started doing better in school.”
“I wish I’d gone to school more.”
Michael nodded. “Education is important; but, what you do with it defines who you are as a human being. One Sunday, the preacher read from Matthew chapter 5 verse 16. Jesus said, ‘Let your light so shine before men, that they may see your good works, and glorify your Father which is in heaven.’”
“That sounds hard to do.”
“Good things are always hard to do that’s what makes them valuable. I strive to let God’s perfect light shine through my profession as a banker.”
“By giving people money?”
“By providing access to the resource of money so they might improve their lives. Unfortunately, sometimes I must foreclose on their property which demonstrates the consequences of poor planning. Money is a tool: I help my customers acquire it and encourage them to use it wisely. I perform my tasks with all seriousness. I extol productivity and a majority of my fellow citizens live by the dictates of common sense and Christian charity thereby eliminating the need for outside interference from government. In Eagle Creek, we live by the Golden Rule and the Rule of Gold. The Golden Rule is found in Matthew 7:12, ‘Therefore all things whatsoever ye would that men should do to you, do ye even so to them: for this is the law and the prophets.’ I can’t think of a better axiom to live by.”
“Jesus said a lot of good things.”
“Yes he did. The Rule of Gold is this: ‘He who has the gold makes the rules.’ That’s basic economics. When you came into town this morning you walked past many businesses: hotel, livery, hardware store, dry goods store, blacksmith, all fine establishments. What’s not here?”
Benny scratched his head. He thought for a moment. He held up a finger. “No bar! You make sure there ain’t a bar in town?"
“No, Benny, I would not do that. I do not have the authority nor do I seek the authority to deny someone else the choice to open a bar. I hate liquor. It brings excitement to a town and it brings much misery. But, what I hate more is tyranny and tyrants always come to power with the best of intentions. The people, out of fear or selfishness, cede responsibility from the individual to the artificial collective by means of taxation or woeful manipulation of the courts. When a government tells you what you can and cannot do then there is no stopping them; such is the seductive nature for supremacy over others to the fallen man.
We fight tyranny by behaving like responsible adults. If we don’t look out for ourselves and for our neighbors someone else will do that for us and exact a heavy toll for their services. I understand power and I enjoy what happens when I distribute it to others or, in your case, awaken them to the power they already possess. I own most all of the buildings on Main Street.”
“And you tell them they can't sell whiskey?”
“They tell that to themselves. When they sign a lease on one of my buildings they agree that if they sell liquor then their rent increases by 10,000 percent.”
“So, that keeps the town dry?”
“That helps. Folks can still go to River City and get drunk. They can buy bottles and drink them at home. It’s not my place to stop them. As one who owns the gold, it is my concern for making the job of acquiring liquor a more daunting problem.”
“And you succeed?”
“Flawlessly. Now you have a responsibility. Through me, God has placed in your hands a cup of water. You’ve received the greatest gift ever given to men: a second chance. You now have a life mission, to share that with someone else.”
“How?”
“Only God knows. When the time comes He’ll show you what to do. You won’t see a burning bush or a ladder up to heaven; you’ll hear a simple plea for mercy. That’s what I heard this morning in my office. When you came in there hungry, lonely and desperate I was lovingly obliged to help you.”
“But I don’t deserve mercy.”
“None of us do, that’s why we call it amazing grace.”
Benny took a minute to ponder what he’d heard.
Dr. Westbrook interrupted his train of thought. “All done. Benny, down the hall is a bathroom with a shower in it. There’s soap and shampoo in there. Shower; be sure to scrub really, really hard. Brush your teeth with one of the disposable tooth brushes. Get dressed and then go meet Michael in the lobby.”
Thirty minutes later, Benny was riding in the front seat of Michael’s car.
“This is exciting. I never rode in a car before.”
“It’s a replica of the kind that existed back in the early 20th century. It doesn’t use gasoline or oil but it acts like an old fashion automobile.”
“Where does this man live again?”
“Just north of Darling Knob; a couple more minutes.”
As they approached a cabin Benny said, “Pretty house.”
“The domicile is a thing. It’s what’s on the inside that makes it beautiful.”
Abraham Windsor, an old man with a white beard and a cane, stepped out on the porch and began to wave. “Michael. It’s good to see you. Come in and visit a while.”
Benny asked, “Is he a friend of yours?”
“Better, he owes me money.”
Michael and Benny got out of the car. They went into the kitchen and sat down at the table. Benny told Abraham the same story he told Michael. He was touched by Benny’s plight.
“Abraham, how much do you owe me?”
Abraham whistled: “Too much. There isn’t any way to pay you back. I was a school teacher for fifty years but I’m just too ill to do that any more. I got this farm, but, I have the hardest time working it with a bad leg. If I sell it, then, I have no place to go.”
Michael nodded. “You’re in a bind. You need help, but, you can’t hire anyone?”
“I’m ashamed to say that I have no hope.”
Michael replied, “Don’t ever say that you are without hope.”
The old man appreciated the admonition.
“Abraham, I’ll cancel that debt if you will do me a favor.”
“Cancel my debt? Oh dear. What do you want me to do?”
“Benny Clayton needs a home; you have a spare room in your house. He needs a job; you have a farm that you cannot manage alone. He needs instruction; you’re a retired teacher. He needs a family; you live alone.”
Abraham tilted his head. “You want me to take him in?”
Michael nodded.
Abraham was hesitant. “Michael, look, I don’t know if I could do that. It’s taking on a lot of responsibility.” He turned to Benny. “No offense, but I just met this kid. What if he were to rob me in the middle of the night?”
Michael shrugged. “And steal what?”
Abraham chuckled, “That’s true. I don't have anything of material value.”
Michael added, “We’ve missed you at church.”
“I’ve been sick. Plus, that’s a long way to go all by myself.”
“If Benny went with you would you attend?”
Abraham smiled. “I would. Hey, this is sounding like an arrangement.”
“Then Benny can take you to church, work the farm and you can teach him. He needs to learn how to interact with people. The town has a lot to offer. Not all of those choices would be good for Benny at this moment. He’s known three people his entire life, all of them were adults. He needs to learn how to interact with people his own age.”
“I understand.”
“Tell me now that you will take him in and I’ll see to it you have all the food and supplies you need. I’ll even arrange for Dr. Westbrook come out to check on you once a month.”
Abraham looked over Benny. “God gave me one last mission of mercy.” He stuck out his hand. “Welcome to the family.”
Benny followed suit. Michael placed his hand on top of theirs.
Benny was excited. “I appreciate the opportunity to work for you, Mr. Windsor.”
Michael replied, “That’s how we do things in Eagle Creek.” He stood up. “Gentlemen, I must be going. Tomorrow, a wagon will come by with food, supplies and clothes for Benny. Unload it; make a list of anything I forgot and I'll take care of it.”
Abraham was beaming, he was happy to have a new friend. “Oh, Michael, where did you meet Benny?”
“A couple of hours ago. He’s a notorious bank robber!”
Abraham laughed heartily. “Michael Conrad you tell the craziest stories.”
Thursday, April 7, 2191
When Sarah arrived home after school she was greeted by her mother on the front porch. “Afternoon, Sarah.”
Sarah kissed her mother on the cheek and said, “Afternoon.”
“Sarah, do you have any tests to study for tonight?”
“No, ma’am. Why?”
They walked into the house. Sarah placed her books on the kitchen table. Paula asked, “How long would you need to fix yourself up in a pretty dress?”
“An hour, maybe; what are you scheming?”
“Tonight you go on your first date.”
“My first date? But, mother, you said yourself that I would not be allowed to court or have a man call on me until I was sixteen and I do not turn sixteen until next Saturday.”
“I changed my mind. That is my prerogative. I found a nice young man and he’s taking you to dinner tonight.”
“Mother? You arranged it without letting me have any warning or option to escape?”
“Have faith, Sarah, have faith.”
Sarah was leery yet trusting.
“Now go up to your room, get ready. Tonight is going to be a big night for you.”
Sarah became resigned to the fact that her mother was not about to abandon her plans. She went to her room. Marina met her at the door; she followed Sarah into her room. She said in sing-song lilt: “You have a date tonight.”
“Either that or I’ve slipped into an alternative universe, which, considering I ate lunch with Lynn Watson, just might be the most logical explanation. Emily insisted; I didn’t want to eat alone. So who’s the mysterious stranger with whom my mother seeks to play match-maker?”
Marina opened her mouth but then she stopped. “Naaah.”
“WHO?”
“I promised Aunt Paula I wouldn’t say anything.” She held up three fingers.
“I have three guesses to get it right.”
Marina winked.
Sarah’s eyes brightened. “Tommy Grossman?”
Marina pouted and shook her head, no.
Sarah tilted her head. “Pete Jackson?”
Marina shook her head, no. She held up two fingers, only two guesses left.
“Then who could it possibly be?” She rubbed her chin. A look of dread washed over her face. “No, no, no; she wouldn't pick Russell Stead.”
Marina thought for a moment. “He’s the preacher's son?”
Sarah furiously shook her head. “That’s Kevin. I am going out with Kevin?”
“Bingo!” replied Marina. “Is what I’d say if you were right, but you’re not.”
“Who is it?”
“Sorry, I need to go back to my workbooks. My old school back in Teleco City sent them over this morning, so I’m back in school without the benefit of seeing my friends, the teacher, or Nick Longwood, our school’s equivalent of Tommy Grossman.”
Sarah put a hand on her shoulder. “You know, I never thought about it until just now, but, you’re going to miss all of your friends back home, aren’t you?”
“I miss my brother; I even miss my kid sisters, my next door neighbor Mr. Hornton and that portly hall monitor who picks his nose.” She looked down. “By the way, I don’t remember much of what happened last night, but, I’m sorry.”
“It’s alright. I know you didn’t mean any harm.”
“It was so real, Sarah. My boyfriend Daniel was right there in the room with me. His presence was just as authentic as you are. I was so excited. We were going to run away together and get married. I started throwing clothes into my duffle bag and then I,” she rolled her eyes. “I asked him how he got into my room and he replied that he came through the window; but the window was nailed shut. I looked at it to make sure and he was gone.”
Sarah spoke softly, “My mother and I came into the room because we heard you screaming. It took both of us to hold you down so my father could tie you to your bed.”
“I wish you could’ve given me a sedative.”
“Nurse Westbrook said no pharmaceuticals of any kind not even an aspirin.”
She sighed. “I can’t believe how badly I messed up my life.”
“Eagle Creek is all about second chances.”
“In other words,” Marina stepped away from Sarah. “‘Tis a gift to be simple,
‘tis the gift to be free,
‘Tis the gift to come down where you ought to be
And when we find ourselves in the place just right,
‘Twill be in the valley of love and delight.”
Sarah clapped for her. “You even got the moves right.” She joined her. “When true simplicity is gain’d,
To bow and to bend we shan’t be asham’d,
To turn, turn will be our delight,
Till by turning, turning we come out right.”
They hugged.
Sarah broke off the hug. “I have to prepare for my big date.”
Marina nodded. “I’ll be rooting for you.”
Sarah took a bath and changed into a new dress. Unable to relax, she reviewed her math book to keep busy.
Knock, Knock. Paula’s voice came through the door. “Your date is downstairs.”
Sarah replied, “Coming mother.” She straightened out her dress in the mirror. “Here goes nothing.”
As she made her way down the steps her mother spoke again, “He’s waiting for you in the kitchen.” When she walked into the kitchen she was pleasantly surprised. Her date was handsome, neatly dressed; he wore shined shoes and a dash of cologne.
“Hello, Sarah,” he said.
Sarah had a coy smile when she replied, “Hello.”
“Are you hungry?”
“Famished.”
“Your carriage awaits.” The young man stuck out his right arm, with the elbow crimped. Sarah locked her left arm in his.
Paula wistfully waved, “Have fun you two.”
“Thank you for the lemonade ma’am.”
The young man opened the screen door for her. “Ladies first.”
“Thank you, sir.” He helped her into the buggy.
“How about Casey’s Café downtown?”
“That sounds scrumptious.”
They arrived and parked the buggy on the side of the restaurant. He opened the door for her once more. Lillian, the waitress showed them to their table.
“Hello, Sarah. Hello sir. May I start you two out with some bread?” The young man signaled to Sarah; she should order first. The waitress jotted down their orders. “I’ll be back in a few.”
“How long have you lived here?”
“I was born here.”
“It’s a quaint community.”
She huffed. “It’s boring, but I suppose every kid my age feels that way about their hometown. I enjoy living here, don’t get me wrong. It’s just that, well, in River City there is so much more to do and then there’s Salmineo City and Truman, they’re fun, so I’ve heard.” She sighed. “I’ve never left the Valley.”
He nodded. “But you yearn to explore the world?”
“Absolutely. In Crummy Creek there’s nothing to do here and there’s no one of any significance.” Her eyes bulged. “No, I didn’t mean you were unimportant.”
“It’s ok. On my first date, I felt like I was juggling cats.”
Sarah laughed.
For dinner they ate baked chicken, sweet potatoes, black eyed peas, and steamed carrots with rutabaga pie for dessert. The young man made small talk, always allowing enough time for her to reply. He did not wish to dominate the conversation and he kept the subjects light. He paid the bill and pulled out her chair.
“The night is young and there is a park nearby; would you like to go for a walk?”
“I’d love to.” She placed her arm in his. As they walked around the pond he told her more about his hometown.
They sat on a bench near the band shell. “Sarah, where do you see yourself five years from now?”
She was quite fascinated and impressed that the young man would take such an interest in her. She regaled him with her plans. She wanted to attend college and have Emily as a roommate. She wanted to be a writer. He hung on her every word, nodding respectfully as she spoke.
Sarah stopped for a moment. She reflected and then continued speaking. “It’s strange how my mind, my dreams can change from day to the next. I am practically an adult now or at least I’ll be on my own in a couple of years. Shouldn’t I have everything already planned out? I want to own a newspaper maybe I should be an apprentice now.”
“There’s no rush. Plans are important, goals are critical.”
“What do you mean?”
“Well, I believe it is more important to define who you are before you look for what you want. Eagle Creek is a small town, yet we are sitting on the stage of a band shell. Few towns have such places; some small cities do not have them either. But Eagle Creek is special in that it was founded by men of extraordinary vision. On a side note, I have always liked that word: extraordinary. There is grace and security in being ordinary, however, to receive recognition because of your accomplishments, to run the risk of repeated, painful rejection and continue to reach out for the stars is extraordinary.”
“Do go on, sir.”
“This town believes that those who dream should be rewarded by ensuring that the path to progress remains unimpeded. This band shell makes a statement: what you put in your mind is as important as what you put in your stomach. Music permits the mind to regroup and focus on the unspoken beauty of life.
Life is a symphony. God is the master conductor. Man is the privileged audience. As mortals, we echo this enchanting performance by the music of our actions. The sweet tones of an oboe are as the sunrise. The flower petals open to the sound of a cello. A guitar plucks joyfully as rabbits scurry about seeking nourishment. A man labors to the beat of a drum. A father returns home to his family with an opulent French horn. A tinkling xylophone echoes when he kisses his children goodnight. When we fall in love harps reverberate.”
He pantomimed conducting an orchestra. “Every thing has a voice! It’s all part of a grand chorus. Blades of grass push through the soil- a tenor lifts them sunward; the thundering bass of an avalanche; the supine alto of a songbird as she tells the world about her babies, the soprano of the stars as they harmonize in the night sky. Every day is a new song and if we learn to sit still, we hear the individual staccato notes of time itself.”
Sarah smiled. “You, sir, are a master poet.”
“I am merely an advocate of genial conversation. It is critical to a happy life.”
Sarah placed her head on one of his broad shoulders. They sat quietly for many more minutes, their feet dangling off the stage. They listened to the town winding down. Lights began to slip into darkness. Sarah’s wondering thoughts were interrupted when the young man sat up straight. “Good sleep is also important.”
Sarah yawned with her mouth covered. “Excuse me.”
“Let me take you home.”
They walked arm and arm to the car. The ride home was mostly silent; she continued to rest her head on his shoulder. “Well, here we are.” He got out and opened the car door for her. They slowly walked to the porch. They gazed into each others eyes, attempting to capture one last picture of the evening.
Sarah tenderly said, “Well, goodnight.”
“And you, sweet drea…,” just then Sarah’s mother opened the door. He stopped.
“Mother, I just had my first date and I was about to get my first goodnight kiss! You ruined it!”
“I apologize. Wow, you do have a handsome date. I feel like kissing him myself.”
“Mother! Find your own boyfriend.”
“Boyfriend? It’s my first date; but, with your permission this will not be our last. Now stick out your right cheek.”
Sarah gleefully complied. He kissed her.
Paul said wistfully, “Now that you have gone out with the world’s finest gentleman you know how I felt twenty-five years ago when I first went out with him.”
She looked to her father. “He was a charmer?”
“A romantic cad. I couldn’t help but fall in love.”
Michael chuckled, “The feeling was mutual but you can’t kiss your daughter’s date; it’s not proper.”
Sarah motioned with her head. “Go ahead and lay one on her.”
Michael obliged his wife with a bold, wet kiss on the lips.
When the kiss broke, Sarah said, “I’m going to go to bed.”
“I’ll be up there in a minute to tuck you in,” replied Michael.
“Ok. Goodnight, mother.” She kissed her on the cheek. “Sweet dreams.”
When Sarah reached the top of the steps Marina was waiting on her. She had a look of happiness mixed with a degree of melancholy. At times like these she really missed her parents. She and Sarah briefly hugged.
A few minutes later her father knocked at her bedroom door. “Come in.” Sarah was curled up in the covers. Michael sat down on the bed. He brushed a hair from her forehead. “Remember the way I spoke to you and behaved tonight. Never let any boy treat you as less than a princess. Little one, you deserve the best.”
“Because, I am your daughter?”
“Because you are a child of God.”
Sarah was not expecting that answer.
He elaborated, “I want you to know that I love you. You are precious to me as my daughter. I pray for you every day. I want you to trust that God will do spectacular things in your life. You deserve nothing but the best. You deserve a Christian mate. You deserve that special moment when you see him on the other side of the room. Your eyes meet for just a split second. Your heart skips a beat and an unspoken voice says, ‘there he is.’ You deserve broad shoulders to lean upon. You deserve to have him kneel before you and softly yet firmly grasp your left hand. You deserve that moment you dreamed about when you were a little girl. You deserve to be breathless. You deserve to sniff, choke back the tears, and whisper, ‘Yes!’ You deserve to be excited and count down the days until you put on that white vale. You deserve to go shopping for bridesmaid’s dresses. You deserve the opportunity to practice writing your new last name. You deserve in-laws who are proud to have you as a member of their family. You deserve his determination to always, always work hard so you will be comfortable, warm, and content.
You deserve a grand wedding in a church building. You deserve to look stunning and radiant! You deserve an incredible honeymoon. If you are worth the wait then you are worth the extra effort to make sure your honeymoon is memorable. You deserve strong arms to carry you across the threshold. You deserve a wedding night. You deserve to be his first. He deserves the gift of your chastity. You deserve children. You deserve your own home. You deserve to grow old with someone who will be there for you when your face is wrinkled, when your body is sagging, and, when all the pain of life makes you cry, you deserve someone who will whisper, ‘Shhh, it’s ok.’
Out there, somewhere he is waiting for you. If you trust God, you will find him. If you don’t trust God you will settle for less than you deserve and live with regret clutched in mediocrity. Until you find him, don’t date anybody who will give you less than the best. Don’t spend time with any boy who will not treat you like a princess, a child of the King. Don’t try to change a frog into a prince. Just be patient and be willing to adjust your attitude; to be more loving, more graceful, and more open. Be willing to move out on your own. Be courageous. Lastly, know in your heart that everything I have told you will come true. Give no room for doubt and make way for the great expectations that a Christian life brings.”
“I believe it father.”
“Sweet dreams, Sarah.”
“Sweet dreams, father.”
Friday, April 8, 2191
“That is so sweet!” exclaimed Lynn Watson. “I wish my father would take me on a date.”
Sarah agreed with her as she placed her lunch pail on a rock and sat on a log.
“So why does Emily call this place ‘Solitude’?”
“It’s the place she likes to be when she wants to be alone.”
Lynn looked up to the vaulted canopy of trees; a wind rustled the leaves. “Beautiful.”
“Talking about me?” Emily walked up behind Lynn.
“I was admiring Solitude. When did you discover it?”
Emily shared the log with Lynn. She placed a lunch sack on the rock.
“When I was five my family moved to Eagle Creek. I was born in Kearons, that’s a crater city on Luna. I don’t remember much of anything about it. I only recall being upset to move here. As mom, dad and my brothers and sister were unpacking I ran away. This is as far as I got. And,” she trilled her lips. “This is probably as far as I’ll ever go.”
“Same here” bemoaned Sarah.
“I was madder than a wet cat!” She made a motion for Lynn to stand. She complied.
Emily continued, “I cried and cried and cried. I laid my head down on this log.” She flattened herself out on the log and looked straight up. “The only thing that soothed my tears was this view.” She looked to Lynn. “Come and see.” She stood up.
Lynn shrugged and took over Emily’s previous position. “The trees are lovely. Is that why this place is so special?”
Sarah shook her head. “Look closer.”
Lynn scrunched her eyes. “It almost looks like…. !” She was amazed. “A skyway!”
“That’s right” Emily said softly. “All those different flying machines are sputtering between Truman and Salmineo, out the domes and into space on their way to Ceres, Ganymede, Dione, Luna or a billion other worlds besides here. This is the only place in the Valley where there is a peep-hole through that holographic blue sky into a more exciting life. It is an escape from the drudgery of school, work and the myriad nonsense of life. It is my oasis, perfect isolation where I may succumb to the thrill of loneliness, it is Solitude.”
Lynn sat up. “Emily! That was an amazing monologue!”
“Sarah wrote it.”
Lynn said, “Sarah, you should enter the rhetoric contest.”
Sarah made a funny face.
“Sarah, I know you’d win. And, if you won, you’d represent the Valley at Jennings University in Helena. Doesn’t that sound like fun?”
“I guess. Why are you being so nice to me?”
Lynn shrugged. “I thought it’d be fun if all three of us could work on something.”
Sarah raised an eyebrow. “What’s your motive?”
“I suggest we write a speech not swipe the Mona Lisa.”
“Oh, I get it. I’ll stumble up on stage, making a fool of myself reading some poorly written, jumbled diatribe that will look like it came from Emily when, in reality, it came from you, right?”
Lynn bit her tongue.
Emily spoke up, “This is the first I heard about this, Sarah! Lynn’s being nice. You’ve got the talent! You could win! But if you’re so paranoid then don’t enter. This is a chance to get out of the Valley, a weekend at a college, the Chrysanthemum Ball, it sounds like fun!”
Sarah tilted her head. “Chrysanthemum Ball?”
Emily inhaled through her teeth. “I’m not sure what that means. I just made it up.”
“You’re a terrible liar. You just happen to know this university would have a ball?”
Lynn jumped in, “Emily wants you to try. If we put all our heads together….”
“Emily wants me to flop!” Sarah cringed as soon as the words left her mouth. Never before had she so much regretted her impetuous nature. Emily didn’t say a word. Lynn focused on eating her sandwich. Sarah leaned in. “Em? I didn’t mean that.”
Emily ignored her.
Sarah huffed, “Fine. Be that way.”
Lynn said forthrightly, “Tonight is our weekly trip to River City. You and I can go to the library and concentrate on creating the best speech possible.”
Emily crossed her arms. “I’ll join you, Lynn.”
“So, neither of you girls are going to be in town tonight?” asked Tommy as he walked up behind Lynn and Emily.
Lynn was adamant. “We certainly aren’t.” She hesitated and then slowly turned around. “Why do you ask?”
Emily and Sarah were also focused on the dashing interloper.
“Well, I was just,” he scratched his chin. “Never mind. Sarah? Do you want to have dinner at Casey’s tonight?”
Sarah quickly nodded.
Emily and Lynn were in shock.
“Great. I’ll pick you up at six.” He started to head back down the incline. “Oh, and, um, happy birthday.”
Sarah beamed. “See you at six.”
When he was out of earshot Emily asked, “Happy birthday?”
Sarah blew him a kiss. “What a finely wrapped gift.”
“Today is MY birthday! Your birthday is on the sixteenth!”
“He must’ve mixed them up. Emily, we’ve had combined birthday parties since we were in first grade. Tommy, naturally, assumed I was more mature than you.”
“But you’re not! Besides, your mother said you can’t court until you're sixteen!”
Sarah cringed. “I’ll have to ask her to make an exception.”
Emily snapped her head to Lynn. “She’ll be out with Tommy Grossman while I am with you looking through some stupid books in the Reading Room?”
Sarah wore a big grin. “Have fun at the library.”
Emily sneered. “Thanks.”
Lynn, Emily and Sarah glared at each other but soon they gave into the inevitable giggles. They sighed in unison, “Men!”
After lunch, Sarah struggled to keep her mind on her class work. She walked on air all the way home from school. Marina and her mother were in the front yard trimming bushes.
“How was school?” asked Paula.
Sarah said with a twirl. “It was the greatest day of my life!”
Marina asked, “You talked to Tommy Grossman?”
“Even better!” Sarah continued her spin. She stopped when she saw her mother’s innocent countenance. “He..,” She wrinkled her face. “Tommy asked me on a date.”
Paula said warily, “And you replied you weren’t allowed to date until you are sixteen?”
Sarah thought for a moment. She apprehensively whispered, “I kind of forgot.”
Paula riled up. “Sarah Marie Conrad!”
Marina stepped between them. “Sarah’s been so patient with me, Aunt Paula. She really likes Tommy. If he’s half as cute as she describes him, well” she made a surrendering motion. “What would you have done?”
Paula looked at Marina. “Young lady, we do not disregard rules in this house.”
Sarah’s face fell.
Paula continued, “So, don’t take this as an indication that you can just ignore my authority. What time is he picking you up?”
Sarah began screaming and jumping up and down. Paula and Marina joined her celebration. Paula pulled in tight and whispered, “Why do you think I sent you out on a date the night before with your father?”
“You knew?”
“Call it a mother’s instinct.”
Sarah and Marina spent the next couple of hours looking at dresses and trying to decide which colors would best show off Sarah’s hair, skin, eyes, lips, ah yes, the lips. After a hot shower, Marina gave Sarah an exquisite coiffure.
They spent much time in front of the full length mirror. Sarah practiced laughing at amusing anecdotes and pinching her cheeks. Marina said, “Repeat after me: Oh Tommy, you’re so funny.”
“Oh Tommy, you’re so funny.”
“You must be more convincing. Stretch out the word ‘so’ and flip your hair.”
“Oh Tommy, you’re sooo funny.”
Sarah raised an eyebrow. “Why am I doing that?”
“Because Demi Cazwell does it!”
“Oh. Well, if Demi Cazwell does then,” she tilted her head. “Who’s Demi Cazwell?”
“She’s a friend of Daniel’s. As a matter of fact; she’s the reason why he left me.”
Sarah was sorry she’d inadvertently touched such a raw nerve.
“All that’s ancient history. Let’s talk about you; what if he wants to hold hands?”
“No hesitation.”
“And if he wants to smooch?”
“Absolutely not… within sight of anyone who knows my mother.”
“How about a moonlight dip at the swimming hole?”
“Stop it! My mother will hear you! How do I look?”
“Better than I ever could, that’s for sure. Who was the first boy you really noticed?”
Sarah scrunched her eye brows and straightened her slip. “Pete Jackson, when I was eleven. He was playing on the monkey bars at school. I don’t know what inner force compelled me, but, I smiled at him. He gave a polite nod in return and did four pull-ups. Something about that nod was magical. With a simple showing of my teeth, I got a boy to work for me. He actually showed off his muscles. He probably didn’t know what it all meant until later. Who knows what he thinks of me today.”
“You said earlier that it seemed as though Tommy had not intended to ask you out initially but was actually seeking the attention to Lynn?”
“I dunno. I don’t understand men. I barely understand myself. There’s only one person who knows why Tommy asked me instead of Emily or Lynn and that’s Tommy. He has his reasons.”
“Remember to be feminine, pleasant and slightly aloof.”
Sarah responded with various animal sounds. Marina laughed at her antics.
She tried on three dresses, opting on the same one she’d worn the night before.
At exactly six o’clock, Tommy walked to the front door of the Conrad house with a slightly stunted pace. Although he had known Sarah since they were both in diapers, talking to her today was going to be different. He had very little experience around girls. Having grown up in Eagle Creek, the few girls he knew all seemed like sisters rather than potential mates. He had managed to kiss Emily when he was thirteen, but there was not much in the way of advancement beyond the ten second lip lock. Still, at some point, a young man’s fancy must turn away from trivial pursuits in favor of a more prescient need, female companionship.
Despite his quivering legs, Tommy made it to the door and knocked. He turned around to give a quick glance to make sure he’d engaged the break on his wagon.
Sarah met him at the door. “Hi Tommy! Won’t you come in?”
“Thanks.” He walked into the hallway. He nervously peered around the corner into the parlor. Michael Conrad was sitting in his favorite chair. He gave Tommy a reassuring nod to indicate he was pleased with the arrangement as well as his boldness. The young man nervously checked his tie in a mirror.
“Well,” Tommy asked, “Are you ready?”
“Yes” Sarah responded. They walked down the stairs from the porch. Paula started to follow her. Michael grabbed Paula’s hand; “She’ll be fine.”
Paula gave him a suspicious glance.
He added, “You weren’t this anxious with our other two.”
Paula was quite animated. “They were boys!”
Michael made a calming “hush” motion with his hand and then indicated by pointing that she could see them drive off from the hallway window.
“He’s dressed sharp, good lad. She is radiant, just look at her in that purple dress. That reminds me of our first date.” He smiled and leaned in for a kiss.
Paula turned her head, “That was Olivia!”
He popped his lips. "Oh… yeah."
The sun was starting to set as Tommy and Sarah headed towards downtown Eagle Creek. The golden rays highlighted her hair. “You look pretty tonight.”
“Thank you. Are you wearing aftershave?”
“Bay Rum.”
“Smells good.”
“Thanks.”
“You really threw me for a loop. I wasn’t expecting you to ask me on a date.”
Tommy shrugged. “Nor was I.” He cringed, realizing what he’d just implied.
Sarah turned her head and muttered, “Third choice.”
Tommy stopped the wagon.
“Sarah, I’m sorry. Look, if you want me to take you home say the word.”
“Tommy, I’m the same girl you pushed in the creek on that Sunday school picnic. I still have the second grade Valentine’s Day card in which you proposed. And, by the way, it’s ‘Will you m-A-r-r-y me’ question mark not ‘m-E-r-r-y’ exclamation point.”
Tommy chuckled to himself.
Sarah continued, “Either way, it remains unanswered.”
Tommy’s demeanor changed as Sarah recounted their childhood encounters.
“You asked me on a date. It’s my first.”
Tommy raised his hand interrupting her reverie. “Mine too.”
“You asked me out because you felt comfortable around me and you find me fascinating and somewhat attractive. And, I gleefully accepted your invitation.”
He fidgeted with the horses' reins. She said in a flirtatious tone, “And I’ll stop there.” She put her hand to her heart. “Tonight will always be a special memory for us. We’ll have a wonderful time! You and I are both new to this strange level of human interaction. I am more than a little terrified myself. I’m not afraid of you. Ever since I could remember you have been decent, kind, a little squirrelly but, you stay out of trouble. But, still, I’m nervous” she sighed. “Does that make any sense?”
Tommy shrugged. “The first time I had a doe in my sights. I could see her ears twitching, her little nose bobbing like a cork. It was the moment I had waited for my whole life and yet it was also a little scary. Is that what you’re describing?”
Sarah closed her eyes. “Bang!”
Tommy took a moment to think. He tapped the reins on his horses. “Giddy up.”
“Tommy, we’ll get through this together. I’ll end up making some faux pas, Emily and I will discuss it for the next two days.”
“If I bore you a little, I won’t take it personally. And um,” he exhaled and rubbed his mouth. “I won’t try anything fast.”
Sarah muttered, “Don’t be too slow either.”
“What was that?”
“Nothing. Tommy, let’s go eat.”
As they arrived downtown, Sarah reassured him. “Tonight it’s just you and me.”
“Hurray!”
Sarah looked up. A wagon full of teens headed to River City was passing them. They were cheering. Pete was giving Tommy an “atta-boy” gesture. Lynn was miffed. As the group began blowing kisses their way Emily innocently shrugged.
As the other wagon disappeared down the street Sarah was tempted to give it one last glimpse, feeling as though she was leaving behind part of her childhood but when she caught a whiff of Tommy’s cologne she knew where she belonged.
After they parked, Tommy helped her down from the wagon. They had a delightful supper. After dinner, they walked around the park. They sat on the stage of the band shell and recalled younger days. Nine rings of the bell; it was time to head home.
They talked all the way home. Once more, he helped her down from the wagon.
Tommy and Sarah stood on the front porch of the Conrad house for several minutes. She looked him in the eye, her heart was racing. He looked her in the eyes before shyly turning away. He stuck out his hand. “Goodnight.”
Sarah felt a sudden cold chill. She hesitated and then stuck out her hand. “Um, um, good-night.”
Tommy backed away from the door, almost tripping on the steps. He climbed into the wagon, and with a slight wave, he disappeared into the darkness.
Bewildered Sarah looked into the night; an owl hooted a taunt. She stood on the porch alone; feeling abandoned.
Paula stepped out on the porch. “Well?”
“Well, nothing.” Sarah plopped down on the steps.
Paula was confused. “Sarah?”
Pitifully, Sarah wailed, “He didn’t kiss me goodnight.”
“What have I told you about kissing on the first date?”
“But, mother,” Sarah sobbed: “He didn’t even try.”
Paula tried to take off her mother cap and recall what it was like to be her age. She said nothing. She pulled her to her heart. “There, there,” she cooed.
Looking up with wounded eyes, Sarah begged: “Mother? When you and Father met… I mean… didn’t you want him to at least try to be affectionate with you?”
Paula understood but dared not interrupt Sarah’s pain.
Sarah continued, “It’s not supposed to be like this, is it?” She put her head on her mother’s shoulder.
Sensing her pain, Paula tried to comfort her. “I’m married and I don’t know how men work. Did you have a good time?”
“Yes. I mean, we talked and stuff but,” she shook her head. “It was as though he wasn’t the debonair man of my dreams he was Tommy, a kid I go to school with.” She rubbed her forehead. “I did everything right. I put on my Sunday best. I tilted my head back when I tittered, delicately. I even took a quiz in last month’s McCall’s Magazine and it proved that I was prime material for romance.”
Paula put her right index finger to her mouth, carefully pondering her next words. “Sarah, things do not always work out like we expect them to.”
“That’s sad.”
Paula countered, “That’s life! Be glad that you don’t always get what you want. God loves you and He has bigger plans. He sees you ten years down the road. When I was sixteen, I couldn’t see beyond next week. You will have many more disappointments in your life. So, let me say this the nicest way I know how, get used to it.”
Sarah cried, “I don’t want to get used to it. I want everything to turn out perfect.”
Paula nodded. “We all do.”
Sarafina jumped in Sarah’s lap and purred, her way of saying, “Don’t cry.”
Sarah petted her the tender feline and scratched her ears.
Paula continued, “Sarah, this is real life; you are not some character in a romance novel. You don't have a script to follow. You are going to make mistakes. You are going to cry and say, ‘I wish I hadn’t done that.’ Such is the process of being alive. And sometimes, disappointments are going to come your way and there is nothing you can do about them except, and this is a big except, pray for wisdom, count your blessings and move on.” Sarafina meowed.
Sarah giggled, “Well, if Sarafina agrees with your advice then there must be validity to it.”
“So you’re going to listen to your mother?”
Sarah shrugged. “Just this once.”
They hugged; Sarah stopped crying. Her mission accomplished, Sarafina jumped down to survey of her territory.
Paula and Sarah went upstairs. As Sarah lay in bed she reviewed the endless minutia of the night’s events. She was unsure about Tommy. But she was secure in the hands of God. Directly above, angels fluttered about and spoke in a pitch only momma cats can hear, “Sweet dreams, Sarah, sweet dreams.”
Saturday, April 9, 2191
The sound of the tinkling bells indicated someone had entered Clementine Bakery. “Morning, Em” said Sarah.
“Are you walking on air this morning?”
“I’m,” she scrunched her face. “I’m at a crossroads.”
“A fifteen-year-old girl unsure about what she wants? Simply shocking.” Emily looked beyond Sarah’s shoulder. She quickly looked back to her and winked. She quickly walked into the kitchen. The doorbells tinkled again.
“Morning Sarah.”
Sarah spun around. “Hi Tommy.”
They both stood there for a few awkward moments. “I,” Sarah blew some hair from her forehead. “I had fun last night.”
Tommy nodded. “Thanks. Me too.” He looked down and fidgeted with his fingers.
Sarah straightened out her dress.
More silence.
“I have to go to the hardware store to buy some barbed wire.”
Sarah shifted her eyes. “Ok.”
Tommy shrugged. “See you at church tomorrow.” He left.
Sarah rolled her eyes.
Emily cackled, “You’ve got to be kidding me!” She walked around the counter.
“I don’t know at what point it happened but… correction, I do know the exact moment the magic was gone; when he indicated that I was his third choice for a date.”
“Third choice?” Emily squeaked. “That means…! Whoopee!” She threw her arms in the air and did a little impromptu dance. She abruptly stopped, “I’m sorry, Sarah.”
Sarah gave a dubious expression. “No, you’re not.”
“I’m not!” She put her hands on her heart. “He was going to ask me out.”
“Or, maybe he was going to ask out Lynn.”
Emily stopped. She growled, “I hate Lynn Watson!”
“Seriously?”
“Nah,” Emily shrugged. “I like Lynn, but she’s competition now. A more direct foe than I first imagined. Even so, he might’ve intended to ask me out, it’s a 50/50 chance.”
“Did you have fun at the library?”
“Oh, you’re cute. As far as Friday night River City trips go this one was a dud. Pete and Russell talked about boar hunting all the way there and back. Lynn and I went to the library,” she pantomimed going to sleep.
“I noticed the wagon went down Main Street instead of heading up Memorial towards River City. Your idea?”
“Guilty as charged. I wanted to have fun at your expense.”
“And you succeeded, I was thoroughly embarrassed. I enjoyed myself. Tommy was a perfect gentleman. Nothing happened, nor was it tried. At 6 pm I was in love. Three hours later, he was just a kid I went to school with.” Sarah dropped her shoulders.
Emily spoke in a sympathetic tone: “I’m sorry.”
“Thank you.” Sarah gradually looked up.
Emily could not contain her giddiness.
Sarah chuckled, “Go ahead; celebrate the possibility they he intended to ask you.”
Emily whispered to a crescendo: “Da-da-da-da-da-da-da-la-da-de-da-ba-bop-de-da!”
Sarah was bemused by her antics. “Are you finished?”
“I’m on Cloud Nine!”
“While you there see if Cupid can fire his arrows to another man on my behalf.”
“I’ll put in a good word for you. On to other business, tomorrow is the fellowship lunch after church and the annual Cake contest. Are you going to enter?”
Sarah scrunched her face. “I dunno. Part of me says, ‘Take a chance’ and then another part of me why bother, I'd only lose. You’re the expert, Em. You can do anything.”
She looked beyond Sarah, “Cupid’s got another arrow.”
Sarah titled her head. “Huh?”
The doorbells tinkled. “Morning Sarah.”
She turned around and smiled, “Good morning, Kevin.”
“You look nice today.”
Sarah didn’t know how to take the compliment. “Really?”
“Yes. That’s a pretty dress.”
She curtseyed. “Thank you.”
“Can I get a loaf of wheat bread, Emily?”
Emily went about preparing the sale.
Kevin looked to Sarah. “Are you going to enter the cake contest tomorrow?”
“I dunno; Emily should entered. I know she’d win.”
Kevin nodded. “You do have the talent, Emily. This year we have a prize: a cameo from Evan’s Jewelry.”
Sarah remarked, “That’s definitely an incentive.”
Emily stepped to the register. “$1.79.”
Kevin gave her the correct change, took his sack which contained the loaf bread.
“Sarah, the cameo would look good on you.” He left.
Emily and Sarah turned to each other with raised eyebrows. Emily popped her lips. “‘The cameo would look good on you,’ not too shabby.”
Sarah added. “AND, ‘that’s a pretty dress.’”
“Well there you go. If you don’t feel anything for Tommy; if you can’t have Pete as a boyfriend then there’s always Kevin.”
Sarah pondered the notion. “He is handsome. He’s always been nice to me. As far as I can tell, he’s never had a girlfriend. I don’t know. If I treat him as a consolation prize then how am I different from Tommy?”
Emily giggled to herself.
“Get your mind out of the gutter and answer my question!”
Emily composed herself. “The difference is you are a woman: you need a boyfriend to be happy.”
“That’s not true!” She thought. “That is true.”
Emily explained, “What little I know about the male of the species can be summed up in the following sentence: Men need something to do: women need someone to love.”
“That is our Achilles’ heel.”
“Men need a project, a goal, a reason for their labor that is greater than themselves. Women are nurturers. We need to give and receive affection. Without love what is the point to life?”
Sarah shook her head. “That can’t be all there is to life.”
“I never said it was but it is a big part of finding happiness.”
“I suppose that’s the case.” Sarah thought for a moment. “If you’ll excuse me, I need to go to the Dry Goods Store; I have a cake to bake.” She walked to the door.
Emily waved. “Good luck, not too much, but good luck.”
Sarah considered Emily’s insight as she walked down Main Street. She went to the store, got her supplies and walked home. As she meandered down the road to her house she concentrated on the pretty tweets of songbirds. Their melodies helped her relax. When she saw Sarafina casually sunning herself on the top step to the porch she smiled. Sarafina heard her coming, she stretched and sat up. She meowed to her favorite human.
Sarah scratched her ears. “Your tummy is full of kittens!”
Sarafina purred as she enjoyed the affection.
Paula stepped on to the porch. “Did you see Marina when you were walking home?”
Sarah growled, “No, I didn’t.”
“Let’s get the horses and see if we can find her.”
As they walked around the back of the house to the barn they could see Marina walking over the small rise in the back yard. She had part of her blouse tied up.
“Where have you been?” Paula demanded.
“I um, I just I wanted to take a walk. Look, I found some apples to make a pie with.”
Paula was livid. “Don’t ever run off like that again!”
Marina shrugged. “Sorry.”
“Daniel was in the backyard?”
Marina gulped. “He said we could go for a walk.”
“He was never here! You imagined it!” Paula was exasperated. “What am I going to do with you?” She looked to Sarah. “From now on, Marina does not leave your sight.”
Sarah made the surrender motion. “What’d I do?”
Paula regained her composure. “I’m trying to ensure that you are as familiar with the rule as Marina is. Understand?” She picked out one of Marina’s apples. “And these aren’t ripe yet.”
Marina asked meekly, “You can’t make them ripe?”
“NO! Marina, there isn’t an instant fix to all of life’s problems.” She brushed the hair from her eyes. “Marina, go upstairs and do your school work. Sarah, I’m sure you have things you need to do as well.” Paula put the apple back in Marina’s temporary nap sack. “And, before you just dump those bad apples on the ground, try to think that they’ll attract raccoons. Dump them in the creek next to the house.”
Marina swallowed. “Yes, ma’am.”
“Sarah, go with her.”
Sarah mumbled, “Yes, mother.”
Marina felt dejected as she walked over to the small creek to the right of the barn. Sarah followed at a comfortable distance. She dumped the bad apples.
“Is this Eagle Creek?”
“No. That’s downtown and it’s much bigger. This is just a gully for rain run off. It flows along the road, goes under it and then joins Eagle Creek.”
“It rained last night, didn’t it?”
“Yes. That’s why the creek is so full.”
“I wish I could’ve seen that. I’ve never experienced any kind of weather. They don’t have it Teleco City.”
“I like the rain; it washes away the dirt and lets you start over again. It makes the grass green and the flowers grow.”
“Can I call this Marina Creek?”
Sarah gave a warm smile. “That sounds good to me.”
Marina removed some fallen branches from her creek. Sarafina joined the girls she began sniffing around a small enclave of rocks. She meowed at Sarah.
“Marina? You may have found a birthing room for Sarafina.”
She liked playing a part.
Later that evening, Paula and Michael left to play Bridge with friends. Sarah was assigned to help Marina make a chicken casserole. Her ignorance was draining on Sarah.
“Marina, chop up the broccoli before you place it in the bowl.”
“With a knife?”
“No, with your toes! Now pre-heat the oven.”
Marina nodded. She looked at the stove. “Oven on. Temperature:” she sighed. “No need to say anything Sarah. I’ll get the wood.” Marina left the kitchen and headed down the hall to the backdoor.
As Sarah watched her from the kitchen she heard a commotion and noticed Emily racing like a comet towards the house. Sarah stepped on the front porch. “Em?”
“Sarah, Sarah, emergency!”
Sarah reached for the door. “Em, what is it?”
“Oh Sarah, oh Sarah.” Emily broke down on her shoulder.
Sarah comforted her friend. “What happened?”
“I made an amazing fudge swirl. I decorated it with a lovely pastoral representation. It had flowers, clouds, a rainbow. It had eight different colors.”
“It sounds wondrous,” Sarah replied.
“My cat ate it! I stepped into the store-front to take care of a customer; when I returned Bell was licking her frosting off her paws. It’s a nightmare! I didn’t know what to do. My parents are at the Tallards house. I put the ‘Back in 5 minutes' sign on the front door of the bakery and high-tailed it over here. I might’ve just broken the world’s record for the half-mile run.”
Emily sniffed. “Everyone is expecting me to bring something spectacular for the competition after church tomorrow. I tried calling you but your line was dead!”
“My mother disconnected the phone.”
Marina walked through the backdoor.
Emily spoke out of the side of her mouth. “Because of her?”
Sarah nodded.
“Hello, Emily. It’s good to see you again.”
“Likewise” replied Emily as she stepped out of the way. She spoke softly, “Let me guess, Marina tried to call her boyfriend?”
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