
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
Newt's World: Beginnings

By Susan L. Womble

Published by CyPress Publications

Tallahassee, Florida

 


Smashwords Edition

 


* * * * *

Copyright © 2008 Susan L. Womble

Chapter illustrations © 2008 Tommy A.
Larned

All rights reserved. No part of this book may
be reproduced in any form or by any means, electronic or
mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any
information storage and retrieval system, without permission in
writing from the publisher, except for brief quotations contained
in critical articles and reviews.

Inquiries should be addressed to:

CyPress Publications

P.O. Box 2636

Tallahassee, Florida 32316-2636

http://cypresspublications.com

lraymond@nettally.com

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication
Data

Womble, Susan L., 1954 Newt's World :
beginnings / Susan L. Womble. — 1st ed.

p. cm.

Summary: In Tallahassee, Florida,
twelve-year-old, wheelchair-bound Newt Willis modifies his
father's top-secret computer program into a holographic game, and
when spies steal a game disk from one of his school friends, Newt
must save his father's program and company

ISBN 978-0-9776958-8-1 (trade paper)

[1. Computer games—Fiction. 2. Virtual
reality—Fiction. 3. Holography—Fiction. 4. Programming
(Computers)—Fiction. 5. People with disabilities—Fiction. 6.
Schools— Fiction. 7. Spies—Fiction. 8. Tallahassee (Fla.)—Fiction.]
I. Title.

PZ7.W84132New 2008

[Fic]—dc22

2007050990

ISBN: 978-1-935083-21-4

First Edition

 


* * * * *

 


Smashwords Edition License Notes

This ebook is licensed for your personal
enjoyment only. This ebook may not be resold or given away to other
people. If you would like to share this book with another person,
please purchase an additional copy for each person you share it
with. If you're reading this book and did not purchase it, or it
was not purchased for your use only, then you should return to
Smashwords.com and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting
the author's work.

 


* * * * *

 


Dedication

This book is dedicated to my late mother,
Jane. She was a wonderful role model, and her spirit lives on. She
taught me to value education, to respect all people no matter their
differences, to always be the very best I can be, to go after
dreams no matter how big they are, and to look for good in people.
I feel her love to this day. Her only fault was that she left this
world too early. I miss her deeply.

 



Contents

Chapter
1 Foe-Niacs and the Captain

Chapter
2 Home

Chapter
3 Willis Charter School

Chapter
4 The Bully

Chapter
5 Newt's World

Chapter
6 The Confession

Chapter
7 Maverick

Chapter
8 Caleb's House

Chapter
9 The Great Flying Boy

Chapter 10 Bicygon

Chapter 11 The New Game

Chapter 12 Sub-Marcus-arine

Chapter 13 The Secret Oath

Chapter 14 Space Station Game

Chapter 15 Disturbing News

Chapter 16 Wheelchair Wreck

Chapter 17 Food Fight

Chapter 18 Clean-Up

Chapter 19 Texting Threats

Chapter 20 "Unique"

Chapter 21 Basketball Time

Chapter 22 Disappearing Disk

Chapter 23 The Code

Chapter 24 Mysterious Moving Drawer

Chapter 25 Floating Remote

Chapter 26 Grandma's Attic

Chapter 27 The Capture

Chapter 28 Secret Room

Chapter 29 Locking Doors

Chapter 30 Bomb

Chapter 31 An Unexpected Hero

Lesson Ideas

Preview
of Newt's World: Internal Byte

Author
Bio

 


* * * * *

 


Acknowledgments

I acknowledge the support and encouragement
given to me by my husband, Gregg; my son, Thomas (who helped me
brainstorm the original idea for this book), and my daughter,
Amanda; my father, Tommy and my sister, Judi. You all made me feel
positive about my writing and my dreams. Plus you make everyday
life pretty special, and I thank you.

I would also like to thank the early readers
of my writings who gave me the warm fuzzies I needed to see this
through to fruition: Ben, Peggy, David in my class, and my St.
George writing retreat buddies. You all made me think I could
really do this.

Finally, thanks, Lee, for taking a chance on
a new writer.

 


* * * * *

 


Chapter 1 Foe-Niacs and the Captain

Crack!

A flash of light broke through the darkness
and blinded Newt for a moment. Shadows danced off the walls. His
eyes regained their night vision, and the room returned as it had
been only moments before.

"Huuhh!" Newt gasped, startled at first by a
figure crawling across the floor right next to him.

Newt curled up into a fetal position, lifting
his arm in anticipation of battle, but suddenly froze in
midair.

The form moved its arm in just the same
manner as he did. For a moment he was puzzled, but then he smiled
and let out a sigh of short relief.

"That's your own reflection in the
mirror!"

He felt his body relax a little. "I'll find
you," he whispered to himself in a groaning tone. Newt stretched
out on his back. Watching his chest heave up and down, he recounted
his fading memory. Maybe he had taken out four during the last
battle. He counted in his head. "No, maybe five."

Blam! Blam!

The silence broke with the loud, shrill sound
of rapid fire. Foe-niacs came at him from all directions. Newt
elbowed one shadow with as much force as he could muster, and with
a loud grunt it disappeared.

A metal object became an extension of him,
and with a thud he hit another shadow. It tottered for a moment
then fell backward with a loud whack.

The attacks began running together, like
paints on a canvas. Newt felt like a madman with a brush, taking
out all of his hostility on the canvas. He was beating and
assaulting, first this way then that way.

Slam! Slam!

He had rolled, crouched, sat like a frog, and
lunged, all the while trying to keep his wits and balance about
him.

Blam! Blam!

Only a few minutes had passed. Seemed like an
eternity. Then, as if a power bigger than him had reached far down
inside and had read his mind, he saw it, the prize that would give
him the achievement of the next level. He wanted it so much he
could taste it. He bit his tongue a little too hard; he tasted
blood. He had seen the mother lode; he had his sights on it, the
prize he had to have to win.

The flashing of its light pulsated in a
rhythmic radiance, almost like a heartbeat. It glowed as if to say,
"Here I am, catch me if you can."

"Patience," he muttered to himself, trying to
calm down. Suddenly, something wasn't right. He couldn't put his
finger on it, but he sensed danger and froze. It took every bit of
his self-control to sit perfectly still.

"Think, think." But scattered thoughts kept
racing though his mind.

All of a sudden the light disappeared, and
the room went dark. His panting suddenly stopped. Was he
beaten?

He had to gather his composure; he couldn't
go out like this. He'd come too far. He closed his eyes and
thought.

If he could get to the center of the room, he
might have a chance. He took one last long gasp, to give himself
extra strength, and made his move. His arms carried him like a
military man running from the enemy.

"I need some help," he muttered.

He saw the post, grabbed it, and pulled
himself toward the monitor. He lay on the floor, on his belly,
clicking away on the keyboard. In an instant, the Captain
materialized and stood over him. Newt rolled back and looked up; a
sense of calm came over him. The Captain looked down at Newt with
an expressionless face. After nodding to Newt, he moved swiftly.
Newt's eyes darted, surveying the room.

He knew, in order to win, he and the Captain
would have to work as a team. The Captain gestured with two fingers
toward his eyes and then in front of him. Newt followed the
Captain's commands. The Captain crouched and wove through hiding
places . . . checking. He was a marvel to watch. His catlike
movements and attention to detail were impressive.

Newt pulled and crawled behind him, looking
at each opening until there were two paths clear. They would have
to go it alone from here. Newt felt uneasy. It was strange that
they had not encountered any Foe-niacs.

The Captain took one path and Newt the
other.

In the corner, Newt saw it, a faint shimmer.
Beginning as a dim yellow, it gained in intensity until it lit up
the corner of the room. Hope filled his heart. The Captain saw it,
too, and closed in. His moves were swifter than Newt's. Movements
and sounds came from everywhere, as if a person had just awakened
in the middle of a fair ride.

Blam! Blam! Thud! Thud!

The Captain encountered a lot of resistance.
The Foe-niacs came from everywhere. The attacks continued without
let-up. Newt watched helplessly as the Captain fought the
Foe-niacs.

Bam! One went flying and disappeared.
Before Newt could speak, another came from behind. The Captain
swung around and gutted the attacker. That's another gone in an
instant. In one magnificent move, the Captain shot his arm up and
caught one of the Foe-niacs with his elbow. The shadow
disappeared.

Newt watched in amazement. How he wished he
could move like the Captain, fluidly, his every action calculated,
almost dance-like.

No sooner had one Foe-niac disappeared than
another appeared. Their numbers grew. The room did not look like a
room now, but like darkness. The Foe-niacs took up every nook and
cranny of the room, and they kept multiplying. Newt could hardly
make out the Captain in the midst of all of the blows.

Newt shook his head. He had to gather his
senses if he was going to be any help. He tried hard to concentrate
on what he needed to do instead of what the Captain was doing.

Blam! Blam!

The Foe-niacs and the Captain
disappeared.

Newt looked in the corner. The object peeked
at him as if it were the sun just rising. The treasure was still
there.

Newt held his breath. Think! Think! How to
move? Any move was better than just lying there doing nothing. He
had to get to the light if he was going to win.

He eyed the path. No Foe-niacs. He crawled
with determination, elbows hitting the floor one after another.
Slowly, he put out his shaking hand, his fingers stiff as they
inched toward the prize. An eerie feeling came over him; something
inside him told him it was not right. At the last moment, he pulled
his hand back quickly.

Suddenly, the flame rose to a scorching level
where his hand had been. Startled, he slid backwards, lying on his
back once again. That was a close call. He might have lost his hand
. . . well, not for real . . . but real enough for him.

What to do now?

He saw a movement out of the corner of his
eye. Newt smiled to himself. The Captain ran at top speed. Jumping
the full length of the hallway, he grabbed the treasure. Newt was
ecstatic.

As the Captain disappeared into the
surroundings, he pitched the object back to Newt. Newt rose as far
as he could. His arm outstretched, fingers straining to reach as
far as they could. He felt something in the tips of his
fingers.

Thud!

What a great sound! The treasure was his. He
had won. He relaxed, savoring the victory. He heard a faraway
sound. What was it? He couldn't make it out. He held his breath. It
was getting a little louder now. He closed his eyes so his ears
could hear.

"Newt!" a female voice from far away called
to him.
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Chapter 2 Home

"Isaac Newton Willis!" the voice said, in a
mildly angry tone. Newt turned his body. He knew that voice. He
sighed and reluctantly crawled toward the center of the room. He
pulled himself up and grinned as the monitor came into focus.

Congratulations—Winner Level 4! Would You
Like to Continue to Level 5 or Save and Exit?

Still smiling, he placed his hand on the
handprint and clicked Save and Exit.

"Sorry, not today," he mumbled.

The darkness lifted. Newt blinked as his room
came into focus. Across the way was the mirror he'd seen his
reflection in during the game. He could see himself clearly now. A
twelve-year-old boy with dark hair and serious eyes stared back. He
grinned at his image, and it grinned back.

"Isaac Newton Willis!" He heard his name
yelled from a distance. He knew he had better get a move on. The
use of his full name meant the person using it meant business.

Newt, tired and out of breath, used the last
of his energy to grab the bedpost and pull himself into his
wheelchair. Stopping to rest a bit, he looked around his room. His
parents had spared no expense in making this his space, from the
painted, bright blue walls to the latest video game posters.

If his domain looked like a haven for all
things "video game," then so be it. From his bed sheets to the
comforter, everything was printed with video game characters. There
were games scattered about the floor, too.

Across the room in a large corner sat gym
equipment of every size and shape. Another wall held a mix of the
latest in electronic equipment—monitors, televisions and computers,
everything he desired for his "space."

He wheeled quickly out of his room, went down
in the elevator and into the kitchen. "Sorry, Mom, lost track of
time on a game." Newt wheeled to his spot at the table.

"You shouldn't have started a game this early
when you have school," said the pretty woman with the dancing
smile. She fiddled with the napkins and forks and began to fill a
plate with eggs and bacon and toast. "I hope you organized your
school stuff before starting the game."

She set the plate in front of him, then
paused. "Aren't you just a little excited about going to school
with kids your own age, especially after having been cooped up here
with me and your computers?"

"I'm okay with it, I guess, Mom. Is Dad still
home?"

"He had to go to the office early today,
remember? Something about an overseas video-conference about the
new communications program. You know, the time zones are different
over there."

Newt thought his mom was just trying to
slough it off like it was not a big deal. But she knew it was. He
had wanted both his parents to take him the first day of school. He
hoped she couldn't see the hurt he felt. Nothing she could do about
it, anyway. She was his mom, but although she tried, she could not
make her husband see how important it was to Newt to take him to
school that day. She would just have to do.

"I get to take you on your first day." She
smiled at him with enthusiasm in her voice.

He looked up and grinned. No use upsetting
her. This wasn't her fault. His mom had been there for him every
day for the past two years. Perhaps it was only right that she
alone should take him to the next big step in his life.

Newt barely remembered the accident now. He
had always been a shy kid, so his father had insisted on the city
baseball league as a way to make friends. The coach picked him up
early that day. The coach came out of it without a scratch, but
Newt was not so lucky.

"He'll never walk again," he had heard
the doctors saying, but they had not known his mom. His mom, who
always saw the silver lining in any bad situation. She never gave
up, even when he did. His mom, who told him every day how special
he was—how the doctors were wrong, and she would help him prove it.
She made him a believer.

He believed he would walk again, that he
would get out of the chair one day. Just as his mom had intended
that he should. If not for her, he probably never would have gotten
out of bed, never played any games, or had any fun. He owed her a
lot.

For the last two years, she'd been not just
his mom, but his only friend. But that was about to change. At
least, that's what his parents planned.

Hope they're right!

"Time to go." His mom grabbed the car
keys.

As they drove out of the gate and down the
street, Newt found himself looking around his neighborhood. It'd
been a long time since he'd been out, except for the occasional
visits to the doctor.

His house sat on five acres and bordered
Hartsfield Plantation. They lived in the capital city of
Florida—Tallahassee. But their street was a dirt road.

They turned onto Old Bainbridge Road—a little
scary because this was a canopy road, and narrow. Actually,
Tallahassee was famous for its canopy roads, and the city refused
to widen them. That made driving against oncoming traffic
difficult, with just inches between the cars.

The van turned onto Hartsfield Road and
headed toward his parents' company, Willis Communications, located
off Capital Circle in the industrial part of town. There'd been an
article in the newspaper about the company some weeks before. The
main point seemed to be how lucky the town was to have such a
high-tech company with a demand for so many workers at every
technical level. The development of the new communications program
and the recent issuance of its patent had been the focus of the
article. The article had called Willis Communications a Forbes 500
company in the making, with nowhere to go but up. That was
success.

Of course, Newt had not been able to enjoy
much of the limelight, since his injuries had made him a recluse
for the past two years. This was the reason Newt's mom had insisted
he start school away from his house and with students his own age.
But this raised another problem. Because of his parents' success
and wealth, they had always been concerned about Newt being
kidnapped. The accident had not helped this fear; it had only
served as fuel for the fire. It made them even more protective. The
only way they would let Newt go to school was with tutors, or if
they controlled the situation. This concern prompted the idea for a
charter school.

Newt's dad e-mailed the company's employees
about the charter school idea to see if they'd be interested in
having their children attend school on company grounds. The
response had been so enthusiastic that there were plenty of
students to justify the new charter school. It had been tough
getting through all of the red tape, but Newt's father had gotten
special permission from the Leon County School Board to fund the
charter school right on company grounds.

Newt wondered how the other students at the
school would welcome him. In essence, this charter school had been
built by his father for him!

"Can you just drop me outside the school? No
need for you to go in with me," Newt said, gathering his notebook
and school supplies.

"Sure," his mom said. They drove around to
the back of the building where the new school was located.

His mom set the brake and hit the switch for
the automatic wheelchair lift. When it reached the ground, Newt
wheeled off and waved to his mom, then went up the new wheelchair
ramp that had just been installed.

It was a weird feeling. He had been
home-schooled for so long, and now he was going to have to go to
school with kids his own age. He had to admit to himself he was a
little scared.

He hit a button on the post, and the
automatic doors swung open. Paper signs, with "School This Way"
scrawled on them and arrows, pointed down the hall, and Newt
followed them.

It usually took Newt a long time to get
anywhere, but this morning he slowed down on purpose. He was not
sure this school thing was a good idea.

Finally, he stopped at the classroom door,
which was open, and took a deep breath. Then he pushed his wheels
forward.

"That's him," he heard, as he made his way in
the door. He felt all eyes on him.
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Chapter 3 Willis Charter School

"Isaac Newton Willis?" a female voice
asked.

"Yes, but call me Newt, everyone else
does."

Wheeling to an empty spot at a table in the
room, Newt began to pull out his supplies.

"Good morning. I'm Mrs. Silver, your teacher.
I'm very excited about this new class and this new charter school.
There are only twelve students, and as you can see, all of you are
boys. We can do a lot in this class. I have fun field trips
planned, and Mr. Willis . . ."

"Did I hear my name?"

Newt thought his father looked a bit nervous
as he entered the classroom. His smile seemed forced. Behind him
came a man pushing a dolly loaded with computer boxes.

"Boys, this is Mr. Willis, President and CEO
of Willis Communications. Are those the surprise?" Mrs. Silver
fretted around the room, making a place for the boxes.

Newt sank in his seat as if to try to be
invisible as his father and the deliveryman unpacked the boxes. The
surprise turned out to be personal computer laptops, and as they
were passed out, the boys' voices all meshed together:

"Oh!"

"Wow!"

"I always wanted one of those."

"Do we get to take them home?"

"What if we aren't hooked up at home? Can we
get online service?"

"I have wireless."

"I think my neighbor has wireless, wonder if
I could use his?"

"Can we play games?"

"Are we expected to do a lot of papers?"

"This is great."

"These look expensive."

"I think I'm going to like this school."

"That's his son in the wheelchair, I bet—same
name."

"That's why he funded this school, so my dad
says."

"My brother is going to be so jealous when I
come home with this."

"Maybe this school won't be so bad."

A half hour later, the four tables were set
up with three computer stations on each table. Newt began to feel
right at home.

"I've never had a computer." The boy sitting
at Newt's table had been so quiet, Newt had forgotten he was
there.

"Hi, I'm Newt."

"Marcus Silver." The boy extended his hand,
and Newt shook it.

The boys worked all morning, showing each
other buttons and sites on their computers. Mrs. Silver gave up
trying to control the class and walked from table to table getting
to know them. She let the boys spend the morning getting familiar
with their computers.

Newt eyed the clock. He also noticed the
schedule on the board. Even though he realized they had not
followed it all morning, he knew that lunch was near. His stomach
had been reminding him of that fact for the last half hour.

Finally, Mrs. Silver clapped her hands
together and got their attention. "Lunchtime, boys! We'll be eating
in the company cafeteria each day."

The boys reluctantly shut down their
computers, even though most were ready for lunch. Marcus walked
alongside, while Newt rolled his chair. Newt was happy to have the
company.

The lunchroom had a sort of buffet, with two
long picnic tables full of food. The tables were brimming with red
snapper, shrimp, green beans almandine, mac and cheese, bread, and
sweet potato pie. But unlike a buffet, the boys sat down right at
the tables.

There were a lot of "wows" and "my favorites"
as they walked in and chose their seats.

"I don't think Mr. Willis knows what kind of
food they serve in the regular school. Think we'll get this every
day?" A chubby, sweaty boy grabbed an extra helping of red snapper.
Newt remembered his name, Clark.

It took the group a few minutes to get the
hang of passing the food, and also a few minutes to realize there
was plenty of food and they didn't have to be greedy. After a few
minutes the munching began, and very little conversation took
place.

Newt studied his new group carefully. He was
glad that Marcus had sat by him. He was limited to where he could
sit and had chosen the end of the table.

"My dad works here." Marcus gobbled up the
food. Newt judged that mac and cheese must be one of his favorites,
since his plate was almost covered in that.

"So does mine." Newt ate the green beans; his
mom was a real stickler for healthy food. He was hoping she
wouldn't press for more details, because he intended to eat some of
the other stuff, too.

Marcus took another bite and continued
talking. "Dad works with the communications program. I'm not sure
what they make here. All hush, hush. It says communications, so I
figured . . . I dunno . . . cell phones and pagers. I always
wondered why they needed a Security team. But I guess somebody
might want to steal this stuff."

"They make more than phones. I know they make
new software for computers. The computers we got in class are a lot
better than the one I have at home. I think it might be a new
design." While stuffing his mouth, Newt thought he might have said
too much. He sure wanted to be just one of the boys. He already had
the wheelchair. Did his father have to be the owner of the company,
too?

"You got a computer? What kind of games you
got?"

Marcus talked about the games he had seen on
television and in stores. Newt was happy to talk for the rest of
lunch about his favorite pastime.

Mrs. Silver signaled the end of lunch, and
the boys threw their paper plates in the trash and headed back to
the classroom.



Marcus squirmed and whispered something to
Mrs. Silver. He turned around quickly and said, "See you in a
minute; gotta go to the john."

Deep in thought, and trying to memorize the
way back to the classroom, Newt did not see the large, square-faced
boy until he was right beside him.

"So, Daddy bought you a class. Didn't want
his baby boy to have to go to school with all of the other kids? Do
you know how mad I was when my mom made me come to this school?
Problems."

The boy made a face and changed his voice
into what Newt could only guess was an imitation of his mother's. "
'Maybe you won't have any problems in a smaller class.' " Then the
boy changed his voice to a deep gruff tone. "Problems—she thinks I
have problems—I am looking at my main problem. A nerd on wheels."
The boy menacingly towered over Newt.

The hairs on the back of Newt's neck stood
up. His hands tightened on the wheels of his chair. He looked
around, but there was no one in sight. He had a bad feeling. He was
alone with this crazy who looked like he was going to hit him.
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Chapter 4 The Bully

"Leave him alone," a voice full of rage
bellowed out from behind them.

Newt hardly heard. He had closed his eyes and
was holding onto his wheels. He tried to go around, but the kid
wouldn't let him. His heart was beating a mile a minute. When he
felt a hand on his shoulder, he jerked.

"You all right?" the voice hoarsely
whispered.

Newt opened his eyes. He saw the bully stall
for just a moment, then shrug and head back to class. His heart
slowed to a gentler pace. He turned to look at the boy standing
next to him. He looked familiar.

"Forget that guy. That's Mike Barrett. He had
a lot of problems at his other school. He's been bullying people
around ever since his dad walked out on him and his brothers and
sisters. His dad used to work for the company; his mom still does.
I don't think they ever found out why he left. Big mystery. They've
had a hard life the past year or so, but that's no excuse."

The boy extended his hand. "Oh, sorry, I'm
Caleb Thomas."

Newt shook it. "Hi. I'm Newt." And he wheeled
himself back to the classroom.

Caleb followed and was greeted by most of the
other boys. They obviously knew and liked him.

"Sorry I was late this morning. We had to get
my sister settled in the elementary school first." Caleb took the
empty seat with Marcus and Newt, who were happy to have another
comrade.

Mrs. Silver had all of the boys introduce and
tell something about themselves. Most of them already knew each
other.

Marcus was first. "I have an older sister and
younger sister. My mom's a teacher, and Dad works here at Willis
Communications."

Caleb shared that he loved baseball and
football. "I'm getting to practice on the city league team even
though I'm going to this charter school. I'm from a large
family—four brothers and sisters—I'm the oldest. Dad also works
here. He's in Security."

Newt watched as the boys introduced
themselves one by one, sharing various passions of sports, video
games, family structure, and things of that sort.

There were four tables with three boys each.
The first table held the sweaty boy from lunch, Clark, along with
two other bookworm types, Elliot and Joe. The second table
consisted of the bully, Mike, and two other boys about like him,
J.T. and Mark. The other table of boys had Zach, Antwon, and Randy.
Newt was not sure about them. He had not had much interaction with
them, but they seemed of a good sort.

When Newt took his turn, he rolled to the
front of class. He knew he was full of contrasts: muscular, but in
a wheelchair; black hair with olive skin, blue eyes, and
freckles.

He hesitated at first and then started. "Call
me Newt. I've been home-schooled for the past two years. I was in
an automobile accident. I like computers, and my mom and dad both
work for the company."

"You mean they own the company," Mike
said.

Newt cringed, nodded and shrugged, then
rolled back to his table, eyes downward. He wanted to disappear; he
felt like a beaten pup.

Marcus smiled, patted Newt's shoulder, and
pointed to the front of the room. "Don't feel so bad. My mom's the
teacher."

Laughter broke out just as the bell rang.

 


Newt was exhausted. His therapy session had
been long and difficult today. His physical therapist was quite a
taskmaster! He had to go through an hour-long routine every early
evening. The routine consisted of working out his upper body, which
is why he was so muscular, and walking with the help of holding
onto bars, which was very exhausting. He had really balked at the
beginning, but as he became more able to do the workout, he started
liking the routine. It wore him out, but he sure slept well
afterward. He'd spent some time sitting in his shower chair and
letting the hot water run all over his body. That always felt
good.

When his mom brought him a snack, he said, "I
might like school. There were a couple of guys who didn't seem
completely unlikable."

"Glad to hear it," his mom said, walking to
the stairs. "Your dad will be home for dinner later. I'll call you
when it's time."

Newt nodded, turned on his computer, and
began setting up the game. He'd named it Newt's World
because that's what it was—a whole world he had created. Staring at
the setup screen, he looked at the replica of his room. He decided
to play the alien version. He was too tired to tackle Level 5 on
the battlefield version.

He highlighted his dresser on the monitor and
changed it into the control panel, his chest of drawers into a
transporter; the bathroom would be the small ship. He continued to
set up the room. The screen acted just as he instructed it to do.
He made each of the items in his room appear to change into
something different on the screen. When he finished, the screen
looked just like the control deck of a spaceship.

He smiled and put his hands out in front of
himself and cracked his knuckles. Then he typed in the final
command: NW for Newt's World.

The computer screen changed to the handprint.
Newt put his hand on the monitor. Around him, the things in the
room became a blur. After a few moments the blurs came into focus
again.

Newt never got tired of this part. Way too
cool. The room changed around him, finally looking just like the
room on the computer screen. He was on a spaceship.

He knew this wasn't what his father had in
mind when he'd developed the program, but Newt had made some
adjustments.

He'd first discovered his father's new
program quite by accident. His mom had told him to wash his hands,
and he'd gone to his parents' room just to get the chore done in a
hurry. The computer disk lay on the bed.

His father was always so secretive about his
projects. From what Newt could gather from bits and pieces of
conversation, this particular project was top secret. There were
even some "men in black" who Newt had assumed were government
people of some capacity who had had a hush-hush, sit-down meeting
with his father. Newt could not help but be curious. The disk was
just lying there. Newt wanted to find out what was on this one. He
couldn't resist borrowing it for a while. He'd made a copy of the
disk, only taking a few minutes, and then stored the copy safely in
his backpack. He'd tossed the original on his parents' bed just
before his father rushed back to get it.

Newt had spent a week going through the
program to learn how it worked. He'd had to decipher programs
within programs. He had even had to back-door into one of his
father's systems at work. It was not a particularly protected area,
but he knew that if his father's security system had been doing
what it was supposed to do he would have never gotten in. It was a
risk; he did chance getting caught. He figured that, since it was
such a low-level security area, he would be undetected, especially
since he had only breached the security one system at a time. Once
he'd figured it out, he'd spent a few months rewriting the program
into game form. He had cloned some of his games and took bits and
pieces of them to mesh in with the original game he created. The
payoff was Newt's World.

Newt loved his "game world." It had been his
only friend for the past two years, besides his mom. It had taken
him through a lot of lonely times. He had programmed the game to
search the Internet and learn through that, and he also added a
predictability and motive schematic. The computer could predict
what the characters would do, based on what they had done before
and also by their motives. In other words, what the characters had
done was carefully documented by Newt's World. The game was
always learning and changing.

At first, Newt just put himself into the
holographic worlds, surrounded by the things. It got really
interesting when he started putting in the characters. When he
started making the soldier world, he made the Captain and the
Foe-niacs. It would not have been much of a game if the Captain
could always win, so he made all of the characters have strengths
and weaknesses. It kind of humanized them. Newt had always loved
superheroes of the comics, and there was always that kryptonite or
something that was their weakness.

Newt had programmed the game to download
qualities and physical attributes from the list that had been
programmed in, with their strengths and special powers and also
with their weaknesses. Because of the predictability and motive
schematic and the Internet research capability, the Companion
heroes and Nemeses were forever altering, and whenever Newt had the
chance, he added to the list of Companion heroes and Nemeses. This
made the game different each time you played it and much more fun
for Newt. Nobody was perfect, so his Companion hero or Nemesis
couldn't be perfect either. Newt had made it possible for the
machine to add its own attributes to the Companions and Nemeses; it
just made the game more interesting, especially since sometimes the
machine would add its own weakness, like the disappearing of the
Captain and Foe-niacs without notice, which was something that the
computer had added by itself. Before, Newt had to make them appear
or disappear. He could still make them appear, it was just the
disappearing that always surprised him. But he liked that game, and
it was more challenging. In this way, no one character could
dominate, which made the worlds competitive and fun to play.

He smiled as he thought of his ingenuity and
clicked the next button.

Another image appeared on the wall of his
hologram titled: Your Companions and Nemeses.

Newt highlighted "Nemeses," and a list
dropped down:

Foe-niacs (Newt's first nemeses, these
enemies stay in the shadows and are able to multiply, but also
disappear when hit or kicked);

Alien Rock (a particularly nasty alien
who looks like a rock but is able to take minerals out of its
surroundings to grow stronger. His weakness is magnets);

Trog Marin (this alien is amphibian
and is able to morph into a frog-like creature of a reptile, but
who could not morph in very cold temperatures);

Phifer Grunt (a monstrous beast who
feeds off grunt food like worms and algae for strength, but who was
allergic to man-made synthetics);

Inferno Tree (a walking tree that can
burst into flame whenever it wants, but who, of course, would be
without power around water);

Garden Envy (a wisteria-like growing
plant that overtakes its enemies and chokes out the air, but who
loses power when oxygen is taken out);

Trans-Lucent (an invisible enemy, but
unable to hold invisibility for over an hour);

Crazy Pete (an opponent who does not
do what is expected, this enemy is very unpredictable. Newt
especially liked this enemy because Newt's World could not
predict it—sometimes this character did help Newt out.);

Shell Man (a turtle-like opponent,
slow but deadly, slowness being its weakness);

Astro-Shifter (able to shift matter,
but unable to go through gold);

FireIce (able to melt and to re-freeze
within seconds, but its weakness: If it went to gaseous form, it
had to regenerate.);

Voice Eater (steals and mimics voices,
but its weakness is laryngitis);

And Melting Pot (an alien who is able
to put ingredients into a pot and make a different form of alien
every time, but whose weakness is the unpredictability of what came
out).

He chose three aliens and their subordinates.
He chose Trog Marin, Garden Envy, and Crazy Pete.
Whenever Newt chose the leader, an army of twenty just like him
would appear to make the game interesting.

"Now, some Companions, my heroes, to be on my
side."

A list of Companion heroes appeared:

The Captain (Newt's favorite, he was a
soldier, but the best of the best; he accompanied Newt on all of
his adventures. His only drawback was that he appeared and
reappeared without notice.);

Ivan Inanimate (This creature could
make any inanimate object take on people-like qualities, but his
weakness was those same people-like qualities.);

Angus Animal (This creature could
become any animal, only with souped-up powers and the animal's
strengths and weaknesses.);

Connecto (a creature with super-glue
hands and feet, both a strength and a weakness at times);

Rosy Thorn (a creature that could make
a plant life obey him, but who could be hurt by oxygen content and
weather changes);

Empathy Eve (a creature that could
feel others' emotions and control them, but when confronted with
too many emotions would become devoid of emotion until
regeneration);

Mind Bend (a creature that could make
you see things that were not there, but who also went into a
dream-like state without notice);

Mother Bear (a protector, a problem
sometimes when there was a difference of opinion about when to
protect and when to risk);

Sky Diamond (a flyer, but unable to
fly in extreme wind or heat);

Maggie Mask (a face changer, but who
could not hold shape when under extreme duress);

Cam Chameleon (a creature that could
change into its surroundings, unless water was present);

Nightengale/Dove (a creature that
changed its appearance every morning and night, but lost memory of
where it had been and what it had been doing);

And Unit Under (a creature that lived
under the surface of the earth, but unable to come out on the
surface for more than an hour).

Actually the only difference between the good
guys and the bad guys was their motive—the importance of victory
and why they were trying to win. Of course, if Newt's side won, it
was for the betterment and security of the world; and if the other
side won, it was for control of the world. This is where power and
greed can take over.

He hit a button for Companion hero #1, the
Captain, and the image appeared—an image he recognized.

"Well, I'll be," he muttered under his
breath.

 


* * * * *

 


Chapter 5 Newt's World

He stared at the image, remembering the day
he'd created it.

The computer program his father had developed
had not been easy to figure out, but giving the hologram physical
features turned out to be a seriously hard task. He'd thought of
that old movie he'd seen where two boys made up a perfect woman,
and that gave him the idea.

He'd shut his eyes and thought of a perfect
hero. He'd immediately thought of the sports article he'd read that
morning and the boy featured—Caleb. Now he was face to face with
the holographic image of Caleb.

Newt chuckled. "Bet you didn't know you were
the hero who saves me every time in this game, Caleb. Now, how
weird is that? Guess there's always a reason for everything."

The screen lit: Would You Like to Begin
the Game?

Newt added one last touch to his holographic
hero he would forever know as Caleb.

Name: CT. For Caleb Thomas.

Seemed fitting, since Caleb had been his hero
in real life. And Newt would know that, from now on, he would
always associate his real-life new friend with his companion from
the game.

 


"How was your first day at school?" Newt's
father helped himself to a big spoonful of green beans.

"Fine." Newt was reluctant to let his father
know how much he enjoyed it. He'd pleaded to be home-schooled for
the rest of his life, so now felt a little guilty about all of the
fussing. Besides, cutting his game short for dinner with a father
who was rarely home seemed hardly fair.

"Guess what, Newt?" His mom came in from the
kitchen with some bread. "I think the space program is going to
look at our holographic program. We got word today. Your father's
design is causing quite a stir."

"Really!" Newt could not hide his enthusiasm.
He knew what the implications were for game programs, but now NASA
wanted it? He was tempted to tell his father about his borrowing of
the program and how great he thought it was, but decided against
that. He wasn't sure what his father would say if he knew.

His father grabbed his mother's hand, and
Newt watched them. His parents did not seem to go together. His
father was a nervous type. He didn't shine in social situations,
but was the genius behind their company. He had a very quiet and
reserved way about him.

Newt always figured that his dad's mind kept
going all the time. He must have so many thoughts that he's not
able to express them. Maybe he's like me—thinks no one will
understand him; that his mouth can't catch up with his mind, and
the words would just come out all gibberish!

His mom, however, was a "Latino" as she
called herself: outgoing, with dancing dark eyes and flying dark
hair. He'd seen her in action at times when she'd hosted parties.
She could change an uncomfortable moment into a comfortable one
with just a glance or a word. She was the complete opposite of Newt
and his father, and Newt wondered sometimes why she'd married his
dad.

Amazingly, together they made it work. She
had the money to start the business and the personality to sell the
product. He was the brains. They just worked together.

The phone's ringing killed Newt's thoughts.
Phones—they could always kill a family moment.

His mother rushed to the phone with a look of
disgust. She hated to be interrupted with a phone call during
dinner.

She picked up the phone with determination.
Newt half expected her to light into the person on the other end of
the phone. But instead she looked at him, raising her eyebrows and
smiling.

"Newt, it's for you."

 


* * * * *

 


Chapter 6 The Confession

Newt wheeled to the phone, aware that his
parents were listening. He never got phone calls!

"Hello."

"Hi, Newt. Just wanted to get on that game
site you told me about."

"Who is this?" Newt didn't recognize the
voice on the other end of the line.

"Oh, sorry. This is Marcus." There was a
pause. "Remember? I sit with you at school."

"Oh, right! Hi!" Embarrassed, Newt began to
tell him all about where to go and what to type in for the site.
Marcus listened intently, obviously sitting at his computer and
typing in the words and instructions Newt gave him.

When at last Marcus had successfully
maneuvered himself to the beginning of the game, he sighed. "Got
it. Hey, thanks, buddy. See you tomorrow."

"Okay. See you," Newt muttered, as he heard
the click of the phone.

His mother took the phone. "So, you did make
some friends at school." She smiled. His mother smiled a lot, but
it seemed a long time since she'd smiled with and for him. He felt
that "feel good buzz" he got inside his brain, like when he won a
game or did something extra special in therapy.

He'd liked the conversation with Marcus, too.
He had forgotten what kids his own age were like.

In fact, he'd liked the whole day so much he
wheeled into his father's study to tell him about the disk
"borrowing" incident. Only fair! He surprised not only his father,
but also himself as well.

"Dad."

"Yes." His father put down his papers.

"You know the holographic program you've been
working on?" Newt stopped his chair.

His father nodded and leaned forward. He
seemed involved in what he was doing.

Newt needed to get his attention, so he
unlocked the chair and wheeled over to the desk. He hit it a
little, probably on purpose, but it worked, and his dad looked
up.

"Quite by accident one day, I found the
program." Newt fidgeted in the chair.

His dad's eyebrows furrowed, and he stared
intently. Newt could tell he wanted to say something, but he
didn't. He just sat there with his arms crossed. His father could
be a patient man.

After a few uncomfortable moments, his dad
said, "Is there something you need to tell me about it? As far as I
know, I've always had the original."

"That's true, you have." Newt slouched down.
"But I copied it." He scrunched his face and sat for what seemed
like forever. Finally, he opened one eye and then the other.

His father was sitting looking at him.
"Well?"

Then, as if a faucet had been opened, Newt
told the whole story: how he copied the disk; the weeks spent
deciphering it; the months he spent rewriting it. He shared the
problems he'd had with the program, turning it into a game. He
threw in a few words about how impressed he was with his dad's
inventiveness, and so forth.

His dad seemed to hang on every word, asking
very few questions, as if he were truly interested, and maybe, Newt
thought, maybe his dad thought he could gain insight into the
program he'd not thought of.

Finally, Newt stopped talking when he had
told all he could tell. With his most sincere look he said, "Well,
if you're not too mad, I . . . I was wondering if we could put our
heads together and make the hologram talk. Not just repeat, but
give it a voice and maybe some ideas." It was a bold move. Newt
shifted in his chair again.

"I must say, I'm disappointed and intrigued
at the same time, Newt. You know you shouldn't have copied the
disk." His dad frowned.

"Yeah, I'm sorry, but—" Newt cowered.

"No, really," his dad began, "I am under
close scrutiny with this program. Remember the guys who came and
visited me?" He waited for Newt's nod. His dad continued, "Well, it
seems as if there's more than one use for my program. Sometimes I
have my head so far up in the clouds, I forget that inventing
things can sometimes be dangerous."

"I don't understand," Newt interjected.

His father patted him on the knee. " I know
you don't, but I need to tell you anyway. Some very bad people are
searching out this program. These people want to use this program
to hurt the United States. Now, we don't want that to happen, do
we, Newt?"

Newt suddenly felt small. "N-n-no," he
stammered.

His father started again in a calmer voice.
"Then I need to know all of the sites you have visited and what
you've done there."

Newt began to tell him the sites he had
visited and what he'd done, and his father paid particular
attention when Newt told him about the back door into his father's
own communication system. His dad muttered, "That'll be fixed
tomorrow."

When Newt finished the story he shakily said,
as he headed to try to escape out the door, "I know, I'm in big
trouble, right? What I was thinking about was silly. I just wanted
to add a voice to the system."

His father held up his hand to stop him and
laughed a little. "Actually, adding a voice is what I'm working on
now. The space program wants the hologram to be able to talk, not
just to mimic physical movements."

Then, as if trying to decide if he should
punish Newt or just be impressed that he'd accomplished so much,
his father simply said, "Look, I really don't think an espionage
ring is going to be watching what a kid does on his computer. I
tell you what, maybe we could work on it together. You show me what
you have, and I'll show you what I have."

It ended up being a simple process. They took
apart a processor chip that was in one of Newt's robots, modified
it, and embedded it in the program.

They then used the Internet to mimic voices,
using actors, themselves, and other recorded voices. By the time
they'd finished, they had, in essence, made a voice-mode that could
sound like thousands of different people—a southern or northern
accent; a foreign accent; all the spectra for the emotional
realm.

But the clincher was a program that neither
of them had thought about. Since the program, as rewritten by Newt,
allowed the computer to search for programs and to download
information and "guess or predict" based on information given to
it, the computer could initiate and actually carry on a
conversation. For example, when they first programmed it, Newt gave
the program information about the different languages and accents.
Newt asked the computer various questions, like where in the United
States do they speak with a southern accent. The computer answered
in a monotone voice and listed the southern states. Newt then
programmed the computer to search for various accents in the
southern realm and mimic the voice while the computer answered.
Once this initial program was loaded, the computer could download
and search its database and use that information to answer
questions. When the computer program actually asked permission to
download a site it had found on the Internet, Newt and his father
did a high five. The computer was, with the limitations given to it
by its programmer, actually able to broaden its own scope of
voices.

The two worked on the program into the wee
hours of the morning. Newt's mom had looked in from time to time,
muttered something about "bonding," and left them alone.

Newt was sad when his night with his father
came to an end. But in reality, he couldn't wait to try the new
voice out in the game.

He yawned wide and stretched. "This is great,
Dad."

"Pretty impressive, if I do say so myself,
but it's late. Time to hit the sack. Here's your new disk. You do
understand, in the wrong hands this could be dangerous for our
country as well as for you and me. So, Newt, keep this game a
secret, understand?"

"Okay, Dad. Goodnight." Newt took the
elevator to the third floor and looked from his bed to his
computer. He could hardly wait to play the game, but knew that
would have to wait. He would only get a couple of hours of sleep
before morning as it was. He dropped the new disk on his desk and
turned out the lights.

He didn't worry about pajamas. He just pulled
himself out of the wheelchair and clunked in the bed, ready to
sleep as soon as his head hit the pillow.

"Yip, yip!" The loud sound pierced the
room.

He jumped and yelled as he felt something
alive and moving in the bed next to him.

 


* * * * *

 


Chapter 7 Maverick

Searching frantically for any kind of light,
he flung himself off the bed. He switched on the light with his
remote. Slowly, he pulled himself up and peered over the edge of
the bed. Suddenly, he came face to face with a brown, squirming
puppy with a large, red bow tied around its neck.

His mom chuckled from the doorway. "You were
supposed to have found him at a reasonable hour."

His father nodded in agreement. "We decided
that you should have a puppy. Mind you, you have to take care of
him yourself. No leaving that to your mom."

"Oh, I get it," Newt said, laughing when the
pup licked him in the ear. "Responsibility time, huh?"

"He knows us too well," his mom said.
"Goodnight, son. Or should we say good morning?"

"Leave the boy alone, Charlotte." His father
looked at his mother playfully. "We were doing some creative
business together."

"Okay," she smiled back at his father.

His parents walked back down the stairs, and
Newt smiled at the puppy . . . his new puppy.

"And who couldn't love those big, brown eyes
and floppy ears? I'll just have to be careful with my equipment
with you around!" He hugged the puppy.

Newt pulled himself back onto the bed and
laid his head on his pillow. In just a moment the puppy snuggled in
the crook of his arm and went fast asleep. Newt had to admit he
liked the softness of the puppy and the beating of his heart.
"Nice," he whispered, and drifted off into a sound, happy
sleep.

In the morning, Newt was awakened by a gentle
wetness on his cheek. The puppy was licking him.

"Good morning, sunshine," his mom called from
the stairs.

"Come on up," Newt yelled back.

"I think the pup needs to go out!" His mom
came over to the bed and gathered the puppy up. "I'll take him this
morning. You get dressed. You don't want to be late for
school."

Newt raced through his morning ritual getting
ready for school and went down to breakfast. The puppy and his mom
were waiting.

Newt tied the leash to his chair arm. "What
should I name the puppy?"

His mom bent down to pet the squirmy puppy.
"I don't know. It's entirely up to you. Sometimes if you just look
at an animal, a name will come to you. Some of my animals have been
named Sugar, Duke, Maverick, and Boogaloo."

Newt laughed at the last name. He pondered
for a moment. "Maverick—this dog will have to be a maverick to be
with a kid in a wheelchair anyway. Hey, Maverick!"

The puppy took a flying leap into Newt's lap
and then onto the table, where he sat sprawled out right in the
center of his breakfast plate, spilling orange juice all over the
floor. His mom and Newt were stunned for a moment, and then burst
out laughing. Newt untied him from the chair and held onto the
leash.

His mom grabbed a towel and started dabbing
the juice and cleaning up the spill. She did all of this while
giggling. "Think he likes his name. We might be in for some spills
and thrills with Maverick around. We'll keep him in the back yard
while you're at school. Maybe he won't get in too much trouble
there."

As soon as Newt reached his table at school,
he told Caleb and Marcus about the puppy. "He's a cross between a
Yorkshire Terrier and a Cocker Spaniel." Newt turned on his laptop
and searched for web sites on both breeds.

"My dog's a Rhodesian Ridgeback. His name is
Brute. Bet he could eat your dog." Caleb laughed as he looked up
his breed, too.

Marcus found an ocean site. "My little
sister's allergic to animals, so we have a big fish tank. Pretty
cool, too. Has sea water and . . . well, you guys just need to come
to my house to see it."

"Sure. What time? Sounds like a plan to me.
Right after school. I can ride my bike." Caleb pointed to a picture
on his monitor that looked like his dog. "That's what Brute looks
like."

Both boys looked at a huge, menacing image of
a dog and said in unison, "Wow! Good name!"

Newt was not sure if Marcus had realized he
had invited him over. "Well, I dunno about coming over after
school. After all, even though I have wheels, I can't go
everywhere. Getting places is a big ordeal." Newt patted his
wheelchair to try to illustrate his point.

Marcus ignored Newt's comment. "Did you know
that the Rhodesian Ridgeback was bred to bay lions? It runs around
and chases the lions. Amazing! I saw it on a television show one
time. I think it was on Animal Planet."

One thing they'd already learned about Marcus
was that he knew a little bit about everything. Newt thought he
must have seen every television show there was, and his favorite
channels were History and Discovery. There was no doubt in Newt's
mind, if Marcus were on Jeopardy! he would be able to answer
most of the questions.

"Hey, where do you live, Marcus?" Caleb
pointed to the clock: 2:59 p.m. "One more minute. Almost time to go
home."

"Have a nice afternoon, see you tomorrow, and
don't forget your homework," Mrs. Silver signaled for the boys to
gather up their things.

"We can all go together. You are coming,
aren't you?" Marcus looked at Newt, who was surprised because he
thought he was out of the invite.

"I'd love to go, but I can't ride a bike.
Remember?" Newt looked down at his wheelchair.

"Guess I'll be the only one without wheels.
Let me borrow yours, Newt. We'll share. I'll push you, and Caleb
can walk his bike." Marcus grabbed the back of Newt's wheelchair
and started pushing him out of the classroom.

Newt could hardly believe it. He was going
someplace new! He couldn't hide his excitement. He quickly picked
up his cell. "Hey, Mom, I'm going to visit some friends," Newt
spoke into the cell phone. Pausing for a moment, he continued.
"Marcus—Marcus Silver—the teacher's son." Another pause. "Thanks.
Please, pet Maverick for me. I'll call you about when to come pick
me up. . . . Yeah . . . yeah, I'll be careful. Thanks, Mom.
Bye."

"Hey, Caleb, what are you doing hanging out
with the gimp and the teacher's pet?"

Newt recognized Mike Barrett's voice, even
though he couldn't see him.

"Come and play baseball," Mike continued.
"We're hitting it around."

Caleb surveyed the two boys with him, Marcus
and Newt. He seemed to be thinking it through.

"Be back in a minute." Caleb handed Marcus
his bike and headed for the company baseball field across the
parking lot.

Marcus and Newt followed, and by the time
they got to the field, there was quite a crowd. Newt thought the
others must have been expecting a show. Was Caleb that good at
baseball that he would draw a crowd?

Marcus and Newt stopped next to the fence and
had a great view of the field. The others filed around and
surrounded the area, filling in every blank spot along the fence.
It was going to be quite a show, or so Newt thought.

Caleb charged home plate with a determined
look on his face. "Give me that bat." And with that, he jerked the
bat out of Mike's hands and picked a ball off the ground. He took
his position, ready to bat.

"This can't be good." Marcus whispered what
Newt was thinking. They didn't know what would happen, but they
didn't have to wait long to find out.

Thwap!

"Uh-oh!" they said in unison.

 


* * * * *

 


Chapter 8 Caleb's House

"Who hit who?"

"Is anybody hurt?"

"Was that a fight?"

"Who was that?"

"Is it over?"

The voices just meshed together. Everybody
was trying to get a good look. Boys were jumping from behind at the
fence. Marcus stood by Newt, their mouths dropped open.

Mike was on the ground cowering, covering his
eyes as if to protect himself. He was whimpering, "Don't hurt
me."

All of the boys were laughing. Mike didn't
like that one bit. He rose up, mad as fire, still red-faced, and
bolted like a cat shot out of a cannon. If he had been a cartoon,
there would have been a puff of smoke behind his heels.

Some latecomers in the crowd kept asking what
was going on.

"Oh, man, you missed the whole thing! It was
classic!" Marcus told them. "Caleb went up, grabbed the bat, threw
up a ball, and hit it. I don't know why Mike thought he was going
to hit him, but he did. About the time the bat made contact with
the ball, Mike hit the ground and stayed there. It was pretty
funny. A big guy like that so scared of the bat."

Marcus was having a hard time telling the
boys about it and keeping a straight face.

Newt looked to where Caleb was standing. His
breathing had slowed and he was calming down.

"I hate to say it," Marcus leaned over and
whispered to Newt, "but two years ago, Caleb would have been the
one picking on everybody. He's starting to mellow, but he still has
an awful temper."

Newt nodded. "Well then, let's try not to
make him mad, okay?"

After shaking a few of the boys' hands, and
giving them their bat back, Caleb came over and got his bike,
Marcus grabbed the wheelchair and began wheeling his friend
again.

"Hey, Caleb, that was great. You really
scared him." Newt was helping push his wheels, trying to catch up
with Caleb.

"Don't tell my mom. I'm supposed to be
working on controlling my temper." Caleb looked a little
worried.

The boys walked down the sidewalk from the
baseball field and turned onto a street with a row of houses with
neatly manicured lawns.

"Mike grabbed my shirt and tore it," Caleb
said. "I want to change it. Do you mind if we go to my house
instead? This is it."

Without waiting for an answer, Caleb headed
for a cream-colored door decorated with a rust-colored leafy
wreath. Caleb opened the unlocked door to a hardwood-floored foyer.
A large grandfather clock stood on the right wall, and there was a
table with a few crystal pieces scattered about.

"Mom, I brought some kids home. Can we have a
snack?" Caleb dropped his backpack on the foyer floor in front of
the table. The boys followed suit.

"Sure." The answer came from a room to the
left.

The boys headed down the hallway past many
family pictures. The hall was full of images of a smiling Caleb in
various ages of his life. Some photos had big groups, and some were
individual shots. Newt thought to himself that he could follow
Caleb's life by studying the photographs in the hallway.

The aroma of cinnamon permeated the air. The
house breathed warmth, and Newt knew you could overcome a bad day
in this house. It just felt loving and warm.

Caleb led them to his room. His door was
pulled shut and had a sign on it: Enter At Your Own
Risk.

The room was plastered with posters of
baseball greats, football schedules. There were plaques, trophies,
jackets and shirts with all different types of team logos on them.
Every kind of sports equipment was in every nook and cranny of the
room.

Now, this boy likes sports. Newt
fiddled with some of the equipment and read the plaques on some of
the trophies: First Place All-City League; Most Valuable Player,
and such. Most of the trophies had a standard cast of a baseball
player in the throwing mode.

"I remember when you got this MVP plaque,
Caleb. You had a great year. How're ya gonna play this year?"
Marcus tossed a baseball in the air.

"My mom and I have a deal. If I study hard
and control my temper, then she'll let me go out for the baseball
team this spring. I can only practice with the city league football
this fall." Caleb turned on his computer and walked over to
Newt.

"Well, Newt, now that I have you, the boy
genius, here, can you show me how to get this thing online at home?
Sure would like to play some games." Caleb wheeled Newt in front of
the computer.

Newt spent the next few minutes pulling and
hooking up lines to and from the computer.

"There, all hooked up. Let me show you some
good games." Newt hit keys in rapid fashion.

In a few moments, the boys were all taking
turns playing computer games. Caleb's mom had brought up
snacks—salt-vinegar chips, a delicacy Newt figured he'd have to
develop a taste for, milk, and chocolate chip cookies.

"If you don't mind me asking, how did you
hurt your legs?" Marcus put his hand on Newt's shoulder.

"Car accident. I broke them both in a lot of
different places. I wasn't able to use them for a long time, and
now they're just weak. I do physical therapy every night, trying to
get the strength back in them so I'll be able to walk again." Newt
talked and played the game at the same time.
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