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Chapter 1: Introductions
It was a calm, cool, summer afternoon. [INSERT NAME HERE] was sitting under a tree thinki-
“What! Where am I!? What’s this!? Who am I!? How did I get here!?”
Umm… I’m not sure what’s going on right now…
“Who said that!?”
[INSERT NAME HERE]…
“Where are you!? What’s that mean!?”
“Your name?… You can hear me?”
“Of course I can! Now come out and show your face!”
Hmm. Well, this is new…
“What’s new?”
“You. You’re new… I just…”
“What do you mean I’m new? I’ve been here my whole… life… Why can’t I remember what I was doing a minute ago? Why don’t I remember this place? Why do I have no memory of who I am or my past? You said my name was [INSERT NAME HERE]? Why don’t I remember that!?”
How do I explain this in a way he’ll understand…
“You calling me stupid!? I’m not stupid… am I? Who are you talking to anyways?”
“No, sorry, you aren’t stupid.”
“Pi equals 
3.14159265358979323846264338327950288419716-”
“Okay, okay, you aren’t that smart either.”
“Oh. Pie? Pie sounds good. I’m hungry…”
“Here, have some blueberry pie and I’ll try to explain things to you.”
A blueberry pie appeared in [INSERT NAME HERE]’s hands
“Whoa! How’d you do that?”
“My name is Evan Forry. I’m a writer.”
“That’s cool. Why are you still hiding though? Come out and talk to me, face to face.”
“I can’t exactly… you see…”
“No, no I don’t see. Because you won’t come out!…”
“I said I was a writer because-”
“Just show yourself! Stop dilly dallying around!”
“Could you shut up for two seconds? Just please shut up so I can explain what I think is going on.”
[INSERT NAME HERE]’s mouth was sealed.
“hmmfmmhh?”
“Huh, I guess that works. Now, like I was saying, I am a writer. I’m writing, well trying to write, a story. Right now… You are the main character of my story. Somehow when I started writing about you, you came to life and are able to talk back to me and have your own thoughts and reactions.”
“HHHMMMFFFMMHHMMM!”
“Oh right. I guess I should fix that so you can speak again… Umm…Your mouth is no longer closed and you can speak again. Did that work?”
[INSERT NAME HERE]’s mouth opened
“Ugah, finally! That was terrifying. Don’t ever do that to me again! So, what you’re saying is I’m not real? Just some character you made up?”
“I don’t know. This whole thing is pretty weird for me too. I’m starting to question the whole concept of ’real’ myself. You’re talking and thinking so I guess that makes you as real as anything. Just, in a different world than I am in.”
“…hmmm. Well why can’t I remember anything? And you still haven’t explained why you won’t show yourself.”
“I’m outside of your world, in my own. What I write creates your world. The role I play, I think, is just one of a narrator. I just talk about what’s happening in the story. I’m not sure how to actually be in it. Maybe that’s something I will figure out later. Again, this thing is pretty new to me too. You’re the first character I’ve created who actually came alive… strange stuff. Anyways, as far as why you can’t remember anything, I guess that would be because I haven’t written your backstory yet. Do you want me to do that?”
“…….. Wow. This is a lot to take in. So you just said, ‘[INSERT NAME HERE],’ and poof I was here. Just like that. Whatever you write happens to me. Am I in control of anything? No, don’t answer that yet. I already have too much to think about. I guess go ahead and write this backstory thing so maybe I can at least remember something about who I am.”
Chapter 2: The Backstory
“Whoa, what was that? It felt like… I don’t know what it felt like but it was new?”
“Umm, the second chapter? I just transitioned from chapter 1 which I guess I’ll call ‘Introductions’ now to the second chapter. You felt that?”
“I guess so! And it was not a good feeling! Why did you need to go and do that anyways?”
“I don’t know… It helps break things up for the reader. It marks a transition from one topic or theme to another. We were moving into talking about your backstory so I figured I’d make it its own chapter.”
“Well, can you give me some warning next time? Or just not do that again? It’s a really weird feeling knowing that the first chapter of my life is already over. How many chapters are in my life anyways? Nope, never mind, I don’t want to know that either. Can we just get on with my backstory please.” [INSERT NAME HERE] paused before continuing, “Wait, readers? So you’re saying people are going to read about me and my confused state? Great… Just great…”
“The point of writing a story is for people to read it right? Don’t worry I’ll try to write the rest of your life as cool and fun. Or maybe that isn’t in my control as much anymore… Hmm. Well, we’ll figure it out. As far as new chapters go, just think of them like birthdays!”
[INSERT NAME HERE] gave a quizzical look.
“Alright, I’ll get to your backstory now. Just sit back and let the memories flood in. Or however this is going to work…”
[INSERT NAME HERE] was born on a crisp Tuesday morning, in a town in the middle of nowhere. Who knew that someone so special would come from such a small town. As a child [INSERT NAME HERE] enjoyed playing with blocks, balls, and his imagination. As an only child who had little interest in sports, [INSERT NAME HERE]’s childhood was spent entertaining himself. His parents did what they could to play with him but they both needed to work, so he learned to prefer his own company. By himself he was able to craft the loftiest of dreams, goals and ambition. However, loneliness lacks resources. So, [INSERT NAME HERE] was left to simply dream with little hope of actually achieving anything.
Life continued on as you would expect for [INSERT NAME HERE]. In school he was picked on for being the quiet, shy kid who didn’t want to play with anyone else. His solitary life did prove useful in his school work however. [INSERT NAME HERE] was a straight “A” student despite his lack of class participation. He was brilliant. A mind forever alone can journey far, just not always in a useful direction.
[INSERT NAME HERE] was brilliant and motivated when it came to things he cared about. Problem was, few others cared about the same things he did. He could sit for hours staring at the cityscape of the town a few miles away, wondering how it all went together, how it all functioned. He had drawings upon drawings speculating the inner structure of buildings he had never seen up close, let alone stepped inside of. His parents knew of his passion and wanted more than anything to show him that world, but their struggle to make ends meet meant [INSERT NAME HERE] would likely never get to see the big city.
In high school, having no friends to distract him, [INSERT NAME HERE] decided to get a job after school to save up for college. If he couldn’t go see and live in the big buildings, he planned to do all he could to study them. He dreamed of becoming an architect. So, he found a job flipping burgers at the local diner. By the end of high school [INSERT NAME HERE] had saved up a decent amount of money. But, he now had a huge dilemma. See, he had saved up enough to pay for all four years at the small, local community college, or one semester at the big school in the big city.
[INSERT NAME HERE]’s parents, wishing to help their son as much as they could, were saving up too. They couldn’t save as much as he did but they tried. They saved enough to give him the high school graduation gift he had always dreamed of, a trip to see the big city.
When they told him of the trip they had planned he was ecstatic. He gathered all of his old drawings to compare against the real thing and they were off. They took a bus–the gas would have been too expensive to drive their own failing car–to a dingy old motel on the outskirts of the city. They stayed the night and in the morning caught the first bus into the city.
The ride from the edge of the city limits in to its bustling heart was breathtaking for [INSERT NAME HERE] and his parents who hadn’t seen it since it started growing when they were children. The bus let them off in the city center and [INSERT NAME HERE] rushed to the doors of the first building he saw. He stopped right in front and stared up in wonder as crowds pushed their way around him. He was the only one standing still in a wave of bodies. The outside was grander than he had ever imagined and more detailed than his faraway perspective allowed him to see. Amazed by the beauty of the outside he couldn’t wait to throw open the doors and have his old notes be put to shame. He couldn’t wait for all his dreams to come true.
The wait was over. He ran up to the doors, missing the sign that said “employees only”, and threw the doors back as he ran inside.
He made it about twelve feet or so and froze. What he saw horrified him. On the outside this building was grand and magnificent. On the inside it was dull, boring, and lifeless. [INSERT NAME HERE] had imagined he would see ornate statues, elegant fountains, and greenery everywhere. Instead there was an open ceiling in the middle, and an elevator shaft with stairs, which no one used, spiraling around it. Each and every floor was filled with gray plastic dividers. Each containing a desk with a person clacking away at their keyboard. [INSERT NAME HERE] didn’t know it but he had run into the biggest office center in the country. Each massive floor belonged to a different company. If [INSERT NAME HERE] had made it into the elevator he would have seen company logos, instead of numbers, on the buttons.
[INSERT NAME HERE] stood in disbelief for what felt like a lifetime. When reality finally started to sink in he heard the noise that still gives him nightmares to this day. The sound of thousands of phones ringing, keyboards clicking and clacking, and voices chattering all mixed together into one great noise. When he heard it he ran out in terror as quickly as his excitement brought him in. He was back out running, screaming, past his parents who had just now made it to the door. He fell to the ground and sobbed.
His parents, confused, rushed to console him, but nothing they could say would put back the pieces of his shattered dream. The one thing he waited all his life to see let him down and there was nothing they could do about it. They were just two parents, just as lost as their son, huddled on the sidewalk as the strange world of the big city swarmed around them.
[INSERT NAME HERE] eventually stopped crying long enough to explain to his parents what happened. They were deeply sorry for their son and tried all they could to convince him that that was just one of many buildings. They tried to convince him to try again and see that one would surely be all he hoped for. He couldn’t do it. He couldn’t bear to risk having his heart broken again. He just wanted to go home. Deep, deep down though, he desired to strike a match and burn the city to the ground. He was done with the big city, done with it for good.
Once home his education dilemma got a lot easier. There was no way he would go to the big city school. He would go to the local community college for all four years with the money he had saved. He didn’t want to, but he still studied architecture. As much as it hurt him it was all he knew to do. The only aspiration he ever had. As much as that dream was crushed, he couldn’t see himself letting go of the pieces he still had.
Architecture jobs are in pretty low demand in a small town that never changes. So, after college, with one more piece of his dream slipping out of his grasp, he settled for an accounting job. His architecture degree at least gave him the math skills for small town accounting if nothing else.
So, that’s been [INSERT NAME HERE]’s life for the past couple years. Living in a small one bedroom apartment in the same small town. Working at the same accounting firm. Sending what little extra money he has to help out his aging, but still working, parents. Same thing day after day, week after week. It’s all he knows now. The pieces of a dream to design beautiful buildings all but lost. This is his life now for what looks to be the rest of his life.
That is, until one day. Until one calm and cool summer afternoon when [INSERT NAME HERE] decided to sit under a tree in the park and think about everything that brought him there.
…
[INSERT NAME HERE] stared off with a glazed look.
“Did it work? Do you remember anything now?”
…
“Hello! Earth to [INSERT NAME HERE]. Do you reme-”
“Whoa!!! Ow! My head! Geez that hurts! Getting a life time of memories all at once is not fun!”
“Well at least it worked.”
“Yeah, about that. Aren’t you the one running the show here? Couldn’t you have written something a little, oh, I don’t know, not terribly sad and depressing? Geez, my life sucks. Thanks a lot.”
“Ha, well, I’m sorry. I just got writing and that’s what ended up coming out. Plus, the readers need some way to sympathize with you or else you just become a boring character that no one cares about. I guess I could go back and change it if you want me to. Although… I’m not quite sure what would happen. Like I said before, this whole you becoming alive thing is new to me and I’m not sure what happens if I go back and change something I’ve already created.”
“It’s fine. It is what it is. I do not want to go through that terrible experience of gaining years of memory all over again, so just leave it. Well, now that I know who you are, sort of, and I know who I am, what’s next? What do I do now? How does this whole story thing work?”
Chapter 3: A World Is Born
“Owww! Not this again.”
“Sorry, you gave me too perfect of a transition, I couldn’t help it. But, to answer your question, I don’t really know, now. Usually I introduce you as the main character. Give the readers your backstory, then introduce some other characters and begin setting up the main plot of the story. But now, I don’t know. Now that you’re alive, so to speak, I’m not sure what will happen if I introduce more characters. Will they come alive too? As far as the rest of the story goes I’m not sure the best way to proceed. Do I just let you do your thing and record it? Simply narrate this life I’ve somehow created? Or, do I take the role of puppet master and use you any way I please to entertain the readers?”
“Umm, do I have any say in this? Because I vote narrator. I don’t think I’d be too fond of being a puppet.”
“Well, I guess whether or not you have a say is up to me too… If I went the puppet master route things would probably be a lot easier. I would have full control over the story and could just do what I wanted without worry. On the other hand that is assuming I have full control over you. If you can fight back than that would just be a pain. An author fighting with their own character, that wouldn’t make for a good story, now would it? Hmm. Well, I guess I can sit back and let you do your thing for a little and if I need to intervene and move things along then I will. For now though, go do whatever you want. I’ll just sit here and relax, observing what you do. Maybe throw a few curve balls when I think the readers might be getting bored of you.”
“Thank you so much! I really didn’t like the idea of being a puppet.” [INSERT NAME HERE] shifted his head back and forth with a puzzled look on his face, “So that’s it, huh? I just carry on with my life now. With you watching over my shoulder at all times.”
“Yeah, pretty much I guess.”
“Will you always be there? Do you have to be?”
“I might go and get some snacks every once in awhile, but yeah. I’ll be here pretty much all the time. Someone’s gotta make sure this book gets finished. Someone has to pay attention to what you do and make comments every now and then that help the reader recall relevant past events.”
“Okay. Well I guess I’m off.”
[INSERT NAME HERE] turned around, and looked for a place to go or something to do.
“Umm, not to interrupt your, whatever it is that you’re doing now, but there isn’t much here for me to do. Kinda just this tree and like half a park to explore. There’s not much else going on.”
“Ha! Would you look at that. Guess I need to create a world for you to live in and explore. It looks like the backstory didn’t quite do the job. Well, I don’t even know how I made you come to life. I’m not sure how to create a world for you to live in either.”
“Can’t you just say something and it will happen? Kinda like that whole pie thing?”
“I mean I guess so. But making a pie appear is a little more straight forward don’t you think? I can say, ‘and a pie magically appeared in [INSERT NAME HERE]’s hands,’ and-”
A nondescript pie appeared in [INSERT NAME HERE]’s hands.
“-see. Pie. A world is a little more complex don’t you think? I can’t just say, ‘and [INSERT NAME HERE] magically had a world to live in.’ That just wouldn-”
What can only be described as a giant, planet shaped hamster ball appeared out of thin air.
“SEE! Look at what you made me do. Building a world isn’t simple. It takes detail, it takes care. You can’t just poof a world into existence. Building a world takes time.”
“I kinda like it actually.”
“Oh shut up.”
“So how long exactly is this going to take? You told me to go do stuff, now you got me excited to live this new life I have.”
“I don’t know. I guess anywhere from 7 days to 13 billion years…”
“Uh, say what?”
“Hey, I’m just going off of how long people say my world took to get here.”
“Well can you at least get started already?”
“Shush, I’m still trying to figure out how to go about all of this.”
“Well how about-”
“I said shush.”
“Well since you’re making it from scratch do I get any input on what my world is like?”
“No.”
“No? How come?”
“Because I said so. That’s why.”
“Oh, come on. That’s no-”
“Because, if you had any say in your world nothing would be a surprise. You would have no motivation to explore and learn new things about your world. You wouldn’t give me anything to write about. Nothing to entertain the readers.”
“Hmm. Fine, that’s fair. But what abou-”
“Actually, now that you mention it, you probably shouldn’t watch me create your world either.”
“Um, that wasn’t exactly what I was going to sa-”
“The tree that [INSERT NAME HERE] was under was actually a rare, suburban coconut tree and a coconut had just come loose, falling right on to [INSERT NAME HERE]’s head, knocking him unconscious.”
A coconut from the rare, suburban coconut tree fell and hit [INSERT NAME HERE] on the head, knocking him unconscious.
Ah, there we go, peace and quiet. Now, it’s just me and the reader. How you doing there?
…
Oh right, you don’t have any way to communicate back to me. Huh, oh well. Now to create a world. I guess I should start from what we have and build outward. That seems the most logical path. Now that I think about it, this shouldn’t be too difficult. I can build this world similarly to how a video game works. All I need to do is set up the big structural stuff now, and wait until [INSERT NAME HERE] actually encounters other areas of his world. No sense creating some detailed forest or cave that he never ends up seeing. Well, let us begin…
… Okay. This isn’t as easy as I thought. I should probably go back and double check the brief description I gave during [INSERT NAME HERE]’s backstory. I’m guessing it didn’t transfer over because things rarely look the same in the past as they do now. While I’m at it I think I’ll draw up a little map to help out a bit. I guess I’ll probably add the map somewhere for you to look at. Check either the front or back of this book. It’s probably somewhere.
Okay. Now, let’s go for real this time…
[INSERT NAME HERE]’s world is a calm and peaceful one. He currently finds himself taking a “nap” by a rare, suburban coconut tree. This tree is so rare, and so special, that the town in which he lives has been built entirely around it. Long ago the migrants who were looking for a new place to live, far away from their woodland home, discovered a palm-tree, in the middle of a forest, near a river. Wanting to have a little bit of familiarity they settled here believing a great beach lay just beyond the river. Little did they know that this palm-tree was an anomaly. Little did they know that this palm-tree was the only thing different from where they left.
Nevertheless, they were grateful for their little palm-tree. They called their new settlement, “Palmville,” and built their little town out from the palm-tree, leaving it roughly in the center of town today. Currently, there is a beautiful park around the tree, cleverly named, “Palm Park”, where the locals go to relax and take a break from everyday life. Thanks to modern advancements in transportation–anything beats a covered wagon–they even shipped in some real sand to turn their park into a true oasis. Surrounding the park is a roundabout of sorts connecting the two main roads of the town, North and South Palm Street and East and West Main Street. This conveniently–if I’m creating this world you better believe I’m going to make it convenient–separates Palmville into four main quadrants. The Northwest section is comprised almost entirely of residential homes. The Southwest is a mix of business and residential development. The businesses are close to the park and homes are further away. In the Northeast you have again a mix of business and residential buildings with the addition of the town’s school buildings being located here. Being a small town they only need one building for elementary, middle, and high school. Beside it was the town’s small community college where most of its residents attended, but not many outsiders. Finally, the Southeast is a mix of residential and agricultural development with the farms being further from the park. As you find in most cities, the majority of the municipal buildings, police station, court house, library, etc, are all located in the center of town surrounding the park.
The Western side of town is bordered by a river. Along this river live the wealthy citizens and officials of Palmville. The riverfront property, as expected, is the richest area despite the river being fairly polluted and all around not very pleasant to look at. The next wealthy area is in the Northeast, close to the school and businesses. Southeast is where the majority of middle class families can be found. The poorest residents of the town are found west of the palm-tree before the riverfront. [INSERT NAME HERE] grew up and still lives in the Northwest of town.
Beyond the river lies Palm City, the big city [INSERT NAME HERE] dreamed of as a kid. A few decades ago a few ambitious businessmen decided to capitalize on the tourist dollars that could be made using the town’s rare, suburban coconut tree. Palmville residents, however, are fairly set in their ways and would not consent to the idea of their small community being turned into an impersonal city. To the townspeople’s dismay, they couldn’t stop the city from being built across the river in the land the town never grew into. Nowadays the tourist industry subsists on hotels in the city and bus tours over the bridge to Bridge Street which intersects North Palm Street.
North of Bridge Street is mostly all farmland which provides the majority of the food for the town and a good portion of the city. The farmers that work this land aren’t as liked by the town as the southern farmers. These northern farmers came to town after the city looking more to make a buck than support a community. Still, they feed the people so the town doesn’t stay too bitter. To the northwest of these farms lies Palm-Point, a rocky overlook that provides a beautiful view overlooking the river, town, and city. East of Palm-Point is what the locals call “Palm Forest”. Somewhat ironically, this forest, in fact, contains no palm-trees. If you ask the locals they will tell you this forest is haunted by the spirits of the original founders. If you ask me, the stories are just to keep hidden an illegal bootlegging operation. But, what do I know? I’ve now seen stranger things than a haunted forest.
So that pretty much does it for Palmville. Like I said, broad details for now to get the structure of the world and finer details as [INSERT NAME HERE] actually explores specific areas. Guess I should wake [INSERT NAME HERE] up and set him off doing his own thing. Hmm… let’s see…
Chapter 4: A New Friend
“Ho! Whoa! What? Where am I? What happened?” [INSERT NAME HERE] said, dazedly shaking his head.
“Haha, this is pretty fun. I’m not sure I’ll ever get tired of doing that.”
“Did you just make a new chapter again? How many times are you going to make me go through this?”
“As many as it takes to finish your story.”
“Finish my story? You’re telling me I’m going to have to go through this until I’m dead?”
“Honestly, I hadn’t thought of it like that before. I don’t know. I’m not sure how I’d end a book where the character is actually alive inside of it. I’m not even sure how that would work. Ending it when you die is pretty straight forward. But, what happens if I end it before then? Do you just stop existing and I effectively kill you? Do you continue living your life as you were before it ended just with no one to observe you? Or do you end up just living on forever in a void of nothingness? Huh, not sure. Guess I have a lot to think about between now and the end of this book.”
“…Well sorry I asked. Jeez. This whole life thing is a mess.”
“You’re telling me.”
“…So…”
“Ah! Right. Your world. That’s why I woke you up!”
“Woke me u-. Why was I sleeping exactly? I don’t remember going to bed.”
“Never mind. Don’t worry about that. Your world is ready! It’s ready for you to explore and meet new people. Find new friends!”
“Friends?”
“Yeah, friends. You know, people with like interests and/or ideas with whom you enjoy spending time with and getting to know.”
“Uhhm. I don’t know about that. I think I should learn more about my own life and this world first. Plus, that backstory you gave me didn’t say much about ‘friends’ anyways.”
“I mean… This chapter is titled, ‘A New Friend’. So, you kind of need to make at least one. Unless… Unless you want me to end this chapter and start a new one…”
“No, no. That’s fine, thanks. I guess I’ll make a friend, somehow…”
“…”
“…”
“Are you going to go do it?”
“I’m trying!”
“What? No, you aren’t. You haven’t moved!”
“Well I don’t know what I’m supposed to do! I don’t know where friends are.”
“Ugh, fine. I guess I have to help you. This is it though, I’ll help you make one friend and that’s it. The rest are up to you.”
“Deal!”
As [INSERT NAME HERE] was sitting in the park a woman walking by saw him and-
“Wait! I don’t know if I can handle this twice. Creating one character that’s alive is already too much to handle. I’m not going to risk it happening again. It looks like just saying there is a town and vaguely mentioning its population size already safely created characters. Go find one of them to be friends with.”
“Come on, I need your help. I don’t know what I’m doing. How are you going to just create me and tell me to do something without teaching or helping me do it?
“Ugh. Fine. BUT! If I accidentally create another one of you I’m going to slam backspace as quick as I can. No regrets.”
[INSERT NAME HERE] just grinned.
“Okay, where was I?…”
As [INSERT NAME HERE] sat by the rare, suburban coconut tree in Palm Park, a woman walking by saw him and decided to come say, “Hello”. From the look of her she seemed to be a smart and independent woman. As she got closer to [INSERT NAME HERE] under the palm-tree she said, “Hey, how’s it going there friend?”
“Ey, guy, know where a girl can find some adventure in this wonderful little town?” she actually said.
“Nope! Nope! Nope! Not again. Backspace. Backspace! BACKSPACE!!! Backspace won’t work… Why won’t it work… Why? Why can’t I just write a normal book like everyone else. Why am I the one that has to put up with this weird magical crap? Ugh…”
“You going to answer me or just stare at the sky all day?” she asked.
“Huh? Wha– Sorry. Um. I don’t know. I’m kinda new to this world. Even though, I guess, I’ve lived here my whole life.”
“Wait? Why did she not respond to what I said? And why isn’t she freaking out like you did?” I said.
“Who knows, man. It’s your creation.” [INSERT NAME HERE] replied.
“Man? ‘Xcuse me? You blind or something?” the woman said.
“No, no sorry it’s just– I uh– Never mind. I’m sorry.”
“Alright well–”
“Pause”
The world paused.
“So that does work. Interesting.”
“Why is she frozen?” [INSERT NAME HERE] asked.
“Interesting. So I guess she isn’t another one of you after all. If I’m right, it seems like she’s a normal character, not alive like you and can’t hear me. I think that independent characteristic that I gave her is what sparked the unscripted dialog. So I guess she’s a little bit of a unique character that I’m going to have to deal with, but not as much as you.”
“I see.”
“Since she’s independent I guess I can’t make her be your friend like I was going to. So it’s up to you!”
“What? Come on. Any tips at least? Coaching? Anything?”
“Nah. You’ll be fine. Just be yourself.”
“But I’ve only existed for a short time. I don’t even know who I am yet!”
“Good! Then you don’t know how to not be you either!”
“What? That doesn’t make any sen-”
“Unpause!”
The world unpaused.
“-since we’re both new you wanna just be friends and explore this little town together?”
“Phew. That was easy,” [INSERT NAME HERE] said under his breath.
“Ha. You lucked out on that one,” I chuckled.
“What was that?” the new girl said.
“I-Yeah, why not. We can be friends and explore this world.”
“Cool. You’re a funny one. My name’s Pepper. Nice ta meet ya.”
“Hi, I’m [INSERT NAME HERE].”
“Pff. Ha. Ha. For real, what do I call you?”
“[INSERT NAME HERE]. That’s my name, so you can call me that…”
“Dude…”
“What? What’s wrong with my name?”
“…You’re serious… aren’t you…”
“Uh yeah?”
“BBBAAAAHHAHAHAAHAHAHAHAHHAHAHAHA!!!! Your parents not know what to name you when you were born and just never decided to figure it out or something? HAHAHAHA!”
[INSERT NAME HERE] looked up and shouted, “What did you do to my name!!!!”
“Heh. Pause!”
The world paused.
“Hmm. This is interesting.”
“Wha-What did you do to her? Why is she… everything… Why is everything frozen?”
“I paused the world. Again.”
“Well then why aren’t I froz-? Again?”
“Uh, yeah. Like two minutes ago. Short answer, I guess it’s the whole ‘you’re special’ thing. Since you’re ‘alive’ and aware, not everything I do affects you.”
“How come I don’t remember the last time?”
“Your guess is as good as mine. Well, probably not. My guess is since time has stopped your brain doesn’t have enough time to fully process memories so some things get lost. Or maybe it’s just new and you’ll get used to it. Who knows?”
“Okay, whatever. This whole thing is going to take a long time to get used to… Anyways. About my name!?”
“Ah, right. Very interesting that little thing. See, I haven’t actually given you a name yet.”
“Then why do you keep calling me ‘[INSERT NAME HERE]’ and why did you say that’s my name? Huh?”
“‘[INSERT NAME HERE]’ is just a placeholder. I used it as something I could easily go back and change once I figured out what your name will actually be. Pepper reacting to your placeholder name as if it is your actual name is a little strange…”
“You gave me a placeholder name!? Guess now I know how much I mean to you.”
“Oh please. Give me a break. I typically let a character develop first and then name them. It’s better to find a name that fits a character than to make a character fit a name. Plus this whole you being alive thing threw me off a bit as well.”
“But you gave Pepper a real name from the start!”
“Huh. Good catch. Not sure how I missed that one. Guess I’ve already seen weirder. Actually, I didn’t name Pepper. Seems she named herself maybe. I need to pay closer attention to her. She isn’t as unique as you are but there’s definitely something different about her…”
“Okay… Well then can I just give myself a name too?”
“I mean… asking isn’t what let her do it but sure, go ahead. What do you want to name yourself?”
“Thanks!” [INSERT NAME HERE] said with a big smile.
“Um… How about… no… maybe… nah… uhh… perhaps… Ugh. I got nothing…” he said as his smile slowly turned to a frown.
Starting to feel a little sorry for him I said, “Ah, don’t worry. We’ll figure something out. Do you have any ideas or thoughts about what kind of name you want that maybe I could help you with? Or well… you could help me wi– eh, doesn’t matter. Ideas?”
“See. I want a name that is cool and tough but-but I can’t think of any names. At all. The only names I can think of are ‘[INSERT NAME HERE]’ and ‘Pepper’. I don’t know any other names. I guess it’s because I’m new to this whole thing. Sure I know my backstory but that’s pretty much it. I know I know some people and I know they have names and I know I know their names, but for some reason I can’t remember what their names are. If that makes any sense. This is all very confusing…”
“I think I understand a bit. Sounds to me like you have memories of people and those peoples names but not knowledge of those names. You have memory but haven’t ever learned anything.”
“Yes! I think that’s what I’m trying to say. I think…”
“No worries. How about I use a random name generator to get a list of a bunch of cool, tough names. I’ll tell you the list that way you can learn the names and then pick the one you want. Sound good?”
“Yeah! That would be great. Thank you.”
“No problem. Let’s see here. One second, my throat is bothering me. Need to get some water.”
“Okay…”
“Ah, that’s better. Grabbed some snacks too. Where was I?”
“My name…”
“Right. The list. Okay. You ready? It’s a large list. I used a bunch of generators and made sure to use all the cool generators and settings they had. Without further ado…”
 
Abdul, Aiden, Alec, Alex, Angus, Anthony, Ben, Benjamin, Bill, Billy, Bobby, Charles, Charlie, Ciaran, Cody, Danyl, Dean, Denzel, Derick, Eric, Fletcher, Freddy, Fritz, Garfield, Gus, Harley, Hendrix, Jac, Jacob, Jake, Jamie, Jax, Jere, Jeremiah, Jillian, Jimmy, Jon, Kier, Kierce, Kingsley, Kye, Kyle, Larry, Lawrence, Leroy, Marco, Maxim, Muhammad, Oskar, Oswald, Rayhaan, Robbie, Sylvester, Tobias, Tor, Tyler, Violet, Vivek, Warren, Xander
 
“There you go. A big list of names to look over and learn. Let me know which one you want.”
“Wow, that is a good amount of options. Let me think…”
“…”
“Hmm…”
“…”
“I got it! I want my name to be ‘Tyler’!”
“Tyler?”
“Yeah!”
“You sure?” I asked, then whispered, “Not my pick for a cool, tough name. Kinda boring if you ask me. Oh we-”
“What was that?”
“I said that’s a great name. I would have never thought of it myself. Good choice.”
“Thanks!” said Tyler. “So now what? You go back and fill in your placeholders and I don’t need to be embarrassed when you unfreeze the world?”
“About that… I’ve been thinking. I’m not sure I can go back and fix your name. For one, remember when I tried and couldn’t delete Pepper? I think once I write something significant it can’t be changed. I can make small changes like typos and grammar errors but it looks like I can’t edit facts and events. Second, and more interesting, is the mess of paradoxes. I don’t know, and frankly don’t want to find out, what will happen if I create a paradox in this world. Pepper already reacted to your placeholder name being your name. So, let’s say I physically could, going back and changing the placeholder would give her nothing to cause that reaction. That would be the biggest plot hole of plot holes. It’s worse than a plot hole! Plot holes are more just gaps, inconsistencies, or loose ends. This would be a whole separated, unrelated chunk of dialog that comes out of nowhere and is completely ununderstandable!!! You can have fun with plot holes. Like splashing in a puddle as a kid. The kind of fun you have with a paradox is the kind of fun you get from sticking a fork into an electrical outlet. Sure, your hair stands up and there’s cool sparks, but in the end your whole body hurts and everyone is yelling at you. Nope. No way. I’m not risking a paradox. Your placeholder name is staying… And, not to mention this conversation, where we figured out your name, wouldn’t exist either…”
“Well then why did we just go through picking a new name for me!?”
“Oh, we can change your new name now going forward, Tyler. That’s fine. I’m just not messing with the past.”
“Oh, good. I don’t fully understand this all yet, but I really do like ‘Tyler’ better than ‘[INSERT NAME HERE]’ from what I learned from those other names. If you won’t go back and change it, how do I tell Pepper my new name? It was stressful enough making a friend. I don’t want to lose her because you couldn’t think of a name sooner.”
“Typing ‘Tyler’ is a lot easier than finding and copy pasting ‘[INSERT NAME HERE]’ every time I need it too.” I know typing it would have been easier. I was just too paranoid I’d mess it up and ‘find and replace’ would have missed a placeholder. “I guess I now have to apologize to the readers for having to read your placeholder name for so long…” Sorry! “I don’t know what you should do. That’s up to you now. Just say you were joking or something. You’ll be fine. Remember, your name is ‘Tyler’ now. Okay? Good. Unpause.”
The world unpaused.
“Wai– Jerk,” mumbled Tyler.
“Hey. No need for name calling now. I’m not the jerk here. Your parents seem like it for naming you that.”
“Huh, ha, hum, sorry. I-I was just joking with you, new friend. My name is actually Tyler,” said Tyler.
“Ha ha… You got me…. You sure are a weird one… I like strange people though! Life’s more interesting with strange people. In all my travels I’ve never met someone like you before! This is going to be fun! I can’t wait to learn all about you and have lots of fun new adventures in this weird little town!” Pepper continued, “Looks like it might have to wait though. I reckon there’s not enough daylight left to really start any adventures today. So how about we meet back here by this palm-tree tomorrow morning, at 9:00 a.m. sharp! Sound good?”
“Ye-Yeah, sounds good! See you tomorrow then.”
“Cool! Later dude.” said Pepper.
Pepper turned with a wave and left.
“You did great, Tyler, I knew you’d be fine,” I said.
“Well I guess I can say I have exactly one friend now,” Tyler said in a half excited half depressed tone.
“Poofed into existence, got a backstory, had a world built around you, and made a friend, sounds like a pretty successful day to me!”
“Hah, guess when you put it that way you’re right. It was a pretty good day. Crazy, but good.” Tyler’s tone had a little bit more excitement and a little less depression.
“So, uhh, what now?” he asked.
“Oh, well, it looks like Pepper went home to go to bed and prepare for tomorrow’s adventures. I guess you should too.”
“And where exactly is home? I have vague memories of something called home, but I have no clue how to get there.”
“Right. Umm. We’ll worry about the ‘getting’ there part later. For now just blink and you’ll be at your home”
Tyler closed his eyes and when he opened them he was suddenly standing in front of his home.
And now to write more about Tyler’s home. It’s been a long day for me too so I think I’ll be brief with this one. I can get away with it because Tyler is tired and just wants to go to bed and isn’t paying much attention to his home. Plus things will likely change later too.
Tyler’s home was a small one bedroom apartment on the second floor of his landlady’s house. He had a private entrance but his home was nothing special. Picture your typical home; living room, dining room, kitchen, bathroom, bedroom. Now, picture them all a lot-a bit smaller than you first imagined and all running together, in a sort of way, with little to no defining lines to distinguish one room from another. The bathroom had a door, as it once was a walk in closet, but that’s about it. That was his apartment.
As for interior decoration, childhood trauma cuts deep. Tyler just had the basics. His chair, where he sat and watched TV or read, a rarely used sofa for guests, a shelf for his DVDs and books, and a single family photo on the coffee table made up the living room. His kitchen, dining room, and bathroom were designed purely for function. His bedroom/office contained his bed, an unused drafting desk, a nightstand, an alarm clock, and a framed print of van Gogh’s Starry Night.
As for the exterior decorations, Tyler wasn’t allowed to decorate outside.
“This is where I live? Thanks… Why couldn’t I live in some fancy mansion or something like that, huh?”
“Most readers don’t like characters that are exorbitantly rich and live in fancy mansions. They gotta relate to a character if they’re going to like them. Plus, it’s always the villains that have the fancy mansions.”
“So, I have to live in this dump just so people will like me?”
“Ha, hadn’t thought of it like that. Maybe.”
“Great. So, how is this all going to work tomorrow? I’m going to spend the day with Pepper and she can’t hear you but I can…,” Tyler remarked as he stepped inside his apartment.
“Tomorrow I will step back and play my role as narrator. You and Pepper will go off on your adventures and I will simply describe to the reader what you are doing. From time to time you may hear me say something, or I may even directly speak to you, but you will probably fare best not speaking to me. I can’t keep pausing and unpausing your world to talk with you, and you wouldn’t want Pepper to think you are crazier than she already does. To her it would look like you are talking to the voices inside your head.”
Tyler pondered this for a moment. “Pausing and unpausing? You’re probably right though, I don’t want to lose my only friend. Do you know what sort of adventures we will go on tomorrow? I’m not really a fan of surprises and would like to be prepared.”
“Not a clue. I’m just going with the flow and taking things as they come, same as you. I’m not working with a typical outline or anything for this. I don’t see how I even really could. If I had to guess though, I’d guess you guys will just explore around town.”
“Okay. I think I can handle that.”
“Aw, you’ll be fine! Look at it this way. You were created for adventure. You’ll love it!”
“If you say so.”
“I do! Alright, get some sleep. You’ll want to be rested for your big day. Goodnight.”
“…Goodnight.”
The lights clicked off and Tyler drifted off to sleep.
Hmmm, I wonder what this is going to do…
Chapter 5: The Adventure Begins
“Ah! What! Who’s there! I’m warning you!” Tyler squawked, bolting upright in bed.
Haha, that’s what- “Calm down. You’re okay. It was just… a bad dream. Go back to bed.”
“Oh, o-okay,” said Tyler, already slipping back into a deep sleep.
A few hours later Tyler rose with the sun. “Good morning sleeping beauty!”
“What? Oh, you again. It’s too early for this,” Tyler groaned, rolling over and stuffing his face in his pillow.
“You have to be at the park by nine o’clock for your big adventure today.”
“Do I have to!”
“Yup. I created you, and I need a book to write. I’m sure everything so far has been awfully boring for the readers. Now that I’m getting over the weirdness of it all, it’s been getting boring for me too, to be honest. Plus, this is your new start. The next exciting chapter from your boring past.”
“No! Please no. Not another chapter!”
“Don’t worry. I already changed chapters while you were asleep last night.”
“So that’s what my nightmare was about… Alright, what all do I need to do to get ready for this adventure?”
“First, get out of bed, freshen up, and get dressed. It looks like it will be a fairly nice day today. You might be doing a lot of walking so I would suggest wearing something cool and comfortable. Your wardrobe should have anything you need. Once you’re finished with that I will have breakfast ready for you.”
“Okay–”
A little peak behind the curtain. I took a break from writing about Tyler’s world–he should be well rested with how long last night has been for him–to work on another, thankfully nonfiction, project. I am excited to be back to narrating Tyler’s life though. The time off gave me a chance to try and figure out this whole “alive” character thing, and I think I’ve gotten down the difference between narrating and speaking in the world. All of it has gotten me in a good mood. That’s why I’m being a little bit nicer to him. I even decided to give him a special “Whovian”/“Narnian” like wardrobe. Like both, it is bigger on the inside. Unlike a “Whovian” wardrobe, it is not a time machine. Unlike a “Narnian” wardrobe, it does not contain another world. However, like a “Narnian” wardrobe, it does contain clothes.
A few minutes later Tyler managed to pull himself out of bed. He got up and shuffled over to the bathroom and shut the door behind him.
“You know that doesn’t really do anything right? Door open or shut I see and know all that happens in this world.”
“Eehh. That’s… unsettling. I’m going to still leave it closed for some piece of mind,” Tyler remarked.
Tyler gripped the sink as he staggered in. Lifting his head he saw, for the first time, his reflection in the mirror. Tyler’s reflection bore a pale complexion with a small hint of olive undertones. His nose was of average size, only slightly wider than symmetry would have preferred. Tyler’s hair was parted on the right side of his reflection, a shaggy mop of curly brown strands that just covered his ears. Speaking of, his ears and lips could have been regarded as nonexistent. Not that they were too small to be seen, and, of course, not that they weren’t actually there. They simply were too plain to be noticed. In fact, the only remarkable things about Tyler’s reflection at all were his eyes. Looking into the eyes of his reflection, Tyler could see a galaxy staring back at him. His pupil was the black hole at the center and surrounding it were millions of solar systems dying and being born in the same moment. Surrounding this galaxy were not more galaxies, or even the empty blackness of space. Tyler’s eyes were remarkable, but they were not oddly so. Surrounding his iris, the rest of Tyler’s eyes were white like everyone else whose sober and had a good nights rest.
“Wow–,” gawked Tyler, “this is me?”
“Yup.”
“My eyes are really cool! Thank you!”
“Don’t thank me. You popped into existence like that. I have no idea why. The rest of you being plain as can be I get. I hadn’t created you with any descriptors. But those eyes, I have no clue how they came to be.”
Tyler shrugged it off and went back to the mirror. After a few minutes of being lost in his own eyes he proceeded to get ready. Teeth brushed, shower taken, and an attempt made to manage his hair, Tyler moved back to his bedroom to get dressed. As he opened the double doors of his wardrobe his jaw became unhinged. He stood aghast for a few moments, gazing into the endless expanse inside of his wardrobe. He looked around the sides of the wardrobe, mouth still hanging wide open.
“Wh-What did you do to my wardrobe?”
“Oh that? I just figured I could help you out a little and make sure you have the right attire for any situation. Go in and take a look around. I’m sure you’ll find anything you need. Oh, and if you happen to get lost, don’t worry. Just open any door you see and it will lead out of the wardrobe.”
“Th-Thanks.”
Tyler crept into the wardrobe, keeping his hand on the door for as long as he possibly could. Inside he was met by a wave of decisions. There really was anything he could ever imagine wanting, and more than he’d ever need. Thankfully, Tyler wasn’t the type to be in love with clothing and need to wear something new every day or else he would have never left.
‘Cool and comfortable,’ Tyler remembered me telling him. “‘Cool and comfortable,’” he repeated to himself.
Tyler wandered around for a while. After what felt like an hour of idly gazing at the unending racks of clothing he saw a simple pair of tan shorts. Those look comfortable and could be pretty ‘cool’, he thought. He reached out to test his theory of their comfortableness. As he tried to grab the shorts off of the shelf they slipped through his grip. What?, puzzled Tyler. He tried again with the same result. Huh. A third attempt was made. What IS this fabric!? And how am I going to get them off of this shelf? After a fourth attempt Tyler swung a fist in frustration. His loosely clenched fist connected with the shorts and they, and everything else on the shelf, fell to the ground. Well I guess that works.
Getting the shorts on was another ordeal. Tyler, still unable to fully grip any part of the shorts with his hands, resorted to kicking them around until he could place his feet inside the holes meant for his legs. A few kicks and shuffles of his feet and the shorts were securely around his ankles. Getting them the rest of the way up to his waist required an admittedly impressive use of acrobatics. Anyone watching him out of context would have assumed Tyler was an aspiring break dancer who desperately needed to win some sort of title belt.
Tyler jumped to his feet in a moment of triumph as the shorts, which he now presumed were made of a silk infused with oil, were securely around his waist. He stood in front of a mirror admiring his accomplishment with a satisfied grin on his face. His grin began to fade as he realized the shorts were on backwards. Tyler mentally prepared himself for round two.
After another bout of twitchy break dancing, his new shorts were successfully in place and he was off to find a shirt to go with them.
“Hey! Mr. You there in the sky! You said your name was Ivan or something right? What do you want me to call you and how should I get a hold of you when I need something? Could you also help me find a shirt?” Tyler shouted unnecessarily.
“Well, for one, you don’t need to shout.”
“Sorry–”
“Second, it’s Evan. With an ‘E’ not an ‘I’. And, just so you don’t mess it up again, it isn’t ‘E.v.E.n.’ either.”
“Sor–”
“Third, I’m not sure what you should call me. It feels weird having to type my own name when you say it. Also, you will need something discreet to get my attention in emergencies that Pepper or anyone else won’t notice. How about you call me Arthur. It adds respect by being a pun to ‘Author’ but still retains a level of casual familiarity. In situations where you are in public and need to get my attention without drawing attention to yourself you can simply say something like, ‘I wonder what my friend Arthur would do,’ or, ‘I should ask Arthur about this.’”
“Ok–”
“Finally, your wardrobe has a voice activated search function. You can use keywords like ‘find’, ‘search’, or ‘sort by’ followed by what ever you want.”
“Thanks Arthur! Sort by material similar to these shorts!”
The wardrobe whirled and suddenly all of the clothes around Tyler were the same material as the shorts he was wearing. Every article being made of ultra slick silk, everything in his immediate vicinity had now slid onto the floor thanks to the whirling.
Tyler paused, a bit dumbfounded, before exclaiming, “Perfect!” He bent down and picked up a shirt which made me regret checking the “infinite possibilities” box when I installed his wardrobe. If you aren’t familiar with the unpleasant sight of a tacky Hawaiian shirt or compensatingly aggressive, dragon print, silk button up, I will spare you the descriptions. If you are familiar with only one, picture something worse. If you are familiar with both then you can image what a poor combination of the two might make. The shirt Tyler found and put on, with some difficulty, was bright purple and printed on it were dull dragonflies and big flowers of neon orange, pink, and blue.
“Now, this is comfortable and cool!” exclaimed Tyler with the excitement of a toddler who just found a shirt of their favorite dinosaur driving their favorite monster truck.
“Glasses!” shouted Tyler. The wardrobe whirled again and he was surrounded by racks of sunglasses. The pair he pulled off the rack had thick, white, round frames with rainbow colored lenses.
Tyler said “Shoes!” and chose a pair of bright yellow Chuck Taylor sneakers.
“I better be ready for anything on this unknown adventure,” remarked Tyler. “Bags!” he said. This time there was more of a clunky whooshing than a whirling as thousands of backpacks, purses, and grocery totes appeared around him. Tyler smiled and grabbed a bag off a shelf a few feet away from where he had been. He found the nearest mirror and looked inside it, impressed with himself. He looked like he fell straight out of the 1980s, or, to be more specific, the 1980s as imagined by kids born in the 1990s and early 2000s. Lime green fanny pack and all.
Tyler stepped out of the wardrobe and said, “Well, what do you think Arthur?”
“You-You look… great!”
“Really!?” said Tyler like a child whose preschool art project made it onto the refrigerator.
“Ye-Yeah. Not my style, per se, but it looks really good on you,” I said, feigning a compliment.
“Thanks! It feels good being able to wear whatever I want and not have to worry about being professional at my job ev– My job! Don’t I have a job to go to or something?”
“Oh… umm… no. For one, today is a Sunday. I believe. It feels like one at least. And, two, jobs are boring. No one wants to read a story about the main character just getting up and going to their job every day. Most people read to escape their boring lives or to learn something. If they were entertained by a character doing a boring job every chapter they would just do it themselves. So, no, you’re done with your job. It’s all adventures from here on out.”
“Cool,” remarked Tyler, “I guess technically I never did do this job thing that I have vague memories of, but from those memories it seems pretty awful and I’m pretty glad to be done with it. You said something about breakfast earlier?”
“Come into the dining room. It’s all ready for you.”
As Tyler stepped out into the area that could be considered his dining room, his mouth fell agape again. This time, however, there was drool. His dining room table was covered with every breakfast food imaginable. Bacon from every animal you could think of. Eggs prepared in more ways than there are kinds of bread to choose toast from. A giant bowl of fruit overflowing with exotic selections. Steak, sausage, ham, bologna, chicken, and every other breakfast meat imaginable filled the table. Tyler sat down, fork in hand, and just gazed, unsure what to try first.
“You might want to hurry up a bit. You took much longer than I expected to get dressed. You’re going to be late for your first adventure with Pepper.”
Tyler got to the food with a jolt and within a few moments much of the food that had been on the table was now on the walls, on the floor, or covering Tyler’s new outfit. Only some of the food made it into his mouth. What did was enough to satisfy him though.
“Wow… You need to learn how to eat and not make a mess,” I commented.
“You said there wasn’t much time! I didn’t want to be late but I also didn’t want to miss out on this great looking food,” defended Tyler.
“It looks like you still missed out on a lot of the food…”
“I’ll clean it up. I swear!” he pleaded.
“Nah. Your apartment is already clean.”
All of the food suddenly disappeared and his apartment, and clothing, were spotless.
“Oh, thanks. I guess we should get going. What time is it? How late are we, exactly?”
“… It’s 8:58 a.m. You should get going. You know what, just blink again. I can’t keep doing this for you, but I don’t want to see you be late for your first adventure. But remember, you are mostly on your own for this. I’m just here to narrate.”
Tyler blinked and-
Chapter 6: The Adventure Really Begins
-when he opened his eyes he was standing under the palm-tree watching Pepper walk towards him.
“Ouc–”
“Whoa. How’d you get there so fast? Hiding behind the tree or something? That’s a little weird there, friend,” said Pepper in a tone of half surprise and half intrigue.
“Ye– Oh yeah, I-I thought you were going to be coming from the other side. I jumped around the tree just to check this side really quick. Sorry.”
“Haha, alright friend,” Pepper chuckled, “So, what are we going to do today? You’re the local. Show me around.”
“Oh… well, I was hoping you had some ideas. You seem like the more adventurous one,” Tyler said shyly.
“Ha, well let’s just explore the park then. Get to know each other a bit and go from there,” suggested Pepper.
“There’s not much to explore,” said Tyler.
“There’s enough to start! Let’s go!” Pepper said, grabbing Tyler’s arm and pulling him in front of the palm-tree. “So what’s the deal with this tree? Why does this town in the middle of nowhere have a palm tree in it? What came first, the tree or Palmville?”
“Uhh, the tree. The tree came first. And-and in–,” squinting to read the small plaque under the tree Tyler said, “-in 1867 the original townspeople stopped at this tree and settled down, believing a beach was just beyond the river and–”
“Wow, some history buff aren’t you Tyler?”
“I guess so,” lied Tyler sheepishly, wanting to be agreeable to his only friend.
“So how long have you lived here?” asked Pepper, pulling him down one of the sidewalk paths that led to the outer rim of the circular park.
“All my life,” said Tyler, kicking some imported sand off the path back where it belonged. “How long have you been in town?”
“Just got here Friday night. Got settled in at a place down the street, then yesterday I wandered around a bit looking for some places to eat, and then ran into you!”
“How long are you going to be here?” asked Tyler.
“Not sure yet. Guess however long it takes to explore this place and find most of its hidden secrets.”
“I’ve lived here my whole life and still haven’t found them all, or any. Not that I was really looking for them.”
“Haha,” Pepper chuckled. “What’s the deal with all of this sand?”
“Uhh, I think that sign back there said it was brought in from the nearest coast. So-so what do you do for work?” Tyler asked, attempting to carry on the conversation.
“Me? I’m an adventure/travel blogger! That’s what brought me to this town. I kinda wander around from town to town having adventures and writing about it! How ’bout you!?”
“I-I’m actually not working right now. I used to be an accountant. But now I’m taking a bit of a break I guess to figure some stuff out.”
“Like what? Maybe I can help,” replied Pepper with the tone of someone who’s experienced an existential crisis or two.
“I-I guess– I don’t really know how to put it. I guess it feels like I just started my life in the middle of someone else’s and I’m trying to figure out who I really am. If that makes any sense…”
“Oh, it totally does! I know exactly what you mean! I used to work in a factory that made boxes. Half of my time was spent making sure the machine that stamped the boxes was working properly, and the other half was spent stamping the boxes myself when the machines decidedly would not work. One day, after stamping the 629th of 1000 boxes for some limited edition stuffed bear, I froze in the middle of the 630th stamp. I had no idea what I was doing there and why I had been doing it for what felt like forever. So, I put my stamper down, walked out of the factory, and have been going on adventures ever since! Don’t worry about it too much. You’ll figure out what you’re really supposed to do soon enough. A few adventures with me and you’ll be out of your funk in no time!”
“Wow, thanks… That was actually really helpful,” Tyler said sheepishly. “Much more helpful than my friend Arthur has been about it all.”
“Hey!” I shouted at Tyler.
“Aw, well I’m sure he means well,” said Pepper.
“Thank you,” I said.
“Yeah I guess so,” conceded Tyler. “Well, I’ve lost count of how many times we’ve walked around this park. Do you want to head down South Palm Street and find a place to get a cup of coffee?”
“Yeah sure! I’m not much of a coffee drinker myself though–gives me the jitters–but if they have tea, that’d be great!” Pepper said with the excitement of someone who had already drank one too many cups of coffee.
Tyler and Pepper walked down South Palm Street for a few blocks casually engaged in small talk about the weather. After walking straight past a few cafes they finally stopped and looked up to find a piece of wood jutting out from the building beside them. This piece of wood happened to be cut in to the shape of, and painted like, a coffee cup. A second piece of wood above that, which the pair could not fully see as they were standing directly under the first, was cut to form the word, “TeaFee”. They entered the cafe and both of their jaws got a little bit looser. In this town where everything had been frozen in time for at least 30 years, they happened to stumble into the one cafe that was simultaneously 30 years behind the town–so 60 years behind modern day–and 30 years ahead of the rest of the world.
Once inside they found another sign. This one, simply enough, said, “Please Seat Yourself”. They found a table by the window and sat down, not realizing how grateful their feet would be of this action. After a few moments of staring at nonexistent menus, a waitress sauntered over to them. With a pop of her bubblegum she said, “Hot or cold?”
Confusion seeping onto his face, Tyler looked up with a, “Huh?”
Pop. “You want your teafee hot or cold?” the waitress replied, her patience thinning.
“Tea… fee?” he said, now thoroughly confused.
Pop. “You walked into a teafee cafe, pop, and don’t know what teafee is?” the waitress said, clearly ready to be done with her shift that had just started.
“Sorry, we’re new in town and just saw the coffee cup sign. We’ve never heard of teafee before. What is it?” Pepper interjected, saving Tyler who was too dumbfounded to continue the conversation.
Pop. Now speaking to someone she felt had a little more sense, the waitress explained, “Teafee is just a mixture of tea and coffee brewed together and served either hot or cold. So, you want it hot, or cold?”
“Interesting. We’ll each have one cold. It’s a little warm today. Something cool and refreshing will be nice,” Pepper decided.
Pop. “Here or to-go?”
“Here.”
Pop. “Alright,” and the waitress shuffled away to get their drinks.
“Well, I guess we found a place that has both tea and coffee!” Pepper said cheerfully.
“Haha, I guess so. Are you sure you will like the mixture though?” asked Tyler sympathetically.
“Oh, I’m sure it will be fine. Might not be my favorite thing in the world, but I’m sure just the experience of trying something new will make it worth it!”
After waiting just a little longer than should be necessary, the waitress returned with their drinks. Pop. “Honey, sugar, and creamer are over there,” she said vaguely pointing to a table that contained a bear of honey, a dispenser of sugar, and a nearly empty carton of instant creamer. “Need anything else, just holler.”
Both Tyler and Pepper got up and took their drinks over to the little table their waitress had motioned towards. With a simultaneous sip to see exactly what their drink needed, they both reached for the bear of honey.
“You first,” insisted Tyler.
“Thanks! This stuff is actually quite good. I assumed I wouldn’t like it much with the coffee in it, but it looks as if I’m wrong,” admitted Pepper as she drizzled and stirred her honey.
“Hah, yeah, same here. Thought the tea might cheapen the coffee flavor,” said Tyler, taking his turn with the bear.
Once they returned to their seats, speech eluded them for a few minutes. Both were transfixed on their drinks. The honey they each added turned their drinks in to a complex tonic which equally mesmerized, terrified, and astounded each and every one of their taste buds. The drink was cold and brewed as such. This gave it a velvety texture that flowed smoothly across their tongues, gracing every taste bud with its presence on the way down their throats. The coolness gave the drink a more refreshing and rejuvenating quality than the traditional relaxation associated with a brewed or steeped hot drink.
The flavor of the drink was unlike anything either of them had tasted or had imagined ever tasting. This particular batch of teafee was a mixture of roughly two thirds 100% Arabica, Colombian coffee grounds and one third earl grey tea. The coffee grounds were a medium dark roast and provided the drink with a “bright and fruity” taste as claimed by the grounds’ manufacturer. The tea, as is common with most earl greys, was a black tea which is preferred to match the boldness of the coffee. The oil of bergamont which is needed to make earl grey tea, earl grey tea, was derived from the rinds of oranges grown in Italy. This hint of orange in the tea was a catalyst in bringing to life the “fruity” taste of the coffee grounds and making them much more pronounced.
While still there, the “bright” taste promised by the coffee ground manufacturer was obscured. Something else was still needed to unlock the brightness hidden within the darkness of black tea and coffee. Bees. Yes, bees. Only the bringers of both life and terror could provide the ingredient necessary to complete this drink. The amber honey that flowed from the top of that bear’s dunce cap instantly brought out the “bright”ness and gave balance to this drink.
Bold, yet soothing. Sweet, but not too sweet. Cool and refreshing. Dark, yet fruity.
A unique taste, in a unique cafe, in a unique town, to begin a unique adventure, that would craft a unique story, of a unique pair, of unique people, in a unique book, that I have no idea how, but it brought these characters to life, out of my control. Seriously! How? How does this happen? And why can’t I just write a normal story like every one else! Uh. Oh well. I guess we’ll carry on. No sense stopping now. I’m too invested in how this will all pan out. Back to the table.
“Wow…” they both said after the full force of the drink hit them and had time to wear off.
“This stuff is really good,” said Tyler. “I can’t believe I’ve lived here my whole life and never knew this place existed.”
“I can’t believe in all my travels I’ve never heard of teafee,” replied Pepper.
They both continued to sit in comfortable silence for a while, sipping away at their drinks. After a few delightful minutes with their teafee, Pepper bolted to her feet and said, “Well, that was rejuvenating. I’m ready for some more adventure!”
Chapter 7: The Adventure Really Begins: Part 2
“Ah, why?” Tyler said under his breath, making sure Pepper wouldn’t hear.
Getting to his feet as well, Tyler suggested they continue their path down South Palm Street. They walked a few blocks before coming to an old, interesting looking shop with a sign above it which read, “Time, Tinker, Toys”.
“Wanna have a look?” asked Pepper.
“Sure!”
The door to the shop opened, and they were met by the smell of sawdust and polished metal. The next thing that greeted them was sound.
Tick-Tock, Click-Clack, Thwomb.
Tick-Tock, Click-Clack, Thwomb.
Tick-Tock, Click-Clack, Thwomb.
The sound was constant. But not irritably so. The sound invited a sense of curiosity and lighthearted joy. Upon hearing that sound one couldn’t help but want to pick up a toy and play with it, no matter what age.
The third greeting was made by Mr. Sight. “Welcome to my little shop. What can I help you with?” said a little old man looking up from his work bench. His spectacles caused Tyler to remember the entomology classroom he mistakenly walked into in college.
“Adventure!” said Pepper, “This is a neat little shop you have. What all do you do here?”
“Well, you’ve come to the right place missy. I’m what some might call a crazy old man, but I prefer to call myself a tinkerer. Here in my workshop I can fix pretty much anything you got. My specialty, however, is watches, clocks, and toys of all kinds!” he said with a gesture from the clocks hanging on his walls, to a case of various watches, then to all of the various toys pleasantly crowding his shop. “Besides fixing things, I make and sell some of my own creations.”
Tyler and Pepper were speechless as they stared around at all that this one man created.
“If it’s adventure you two are looking for, I might have something in the back that I’ve been working on. Let me go have a quick look,” continued Mr. Sight.
“This place is amazing,” Tyler and Pepper whispered to each other, their speech slowly returning.
“Here they are,” said the old man, returning from his back room. “These aren’t quite an adventure in themselves, though who knows,” he said with a wink, “They are more a tool to help the adventurous types, like yourselves.”
Mr. Tom Sight, as the pair now saw printed on his name tag, held up two identical devices that, most easily, could be described as wrist watches. However, no one who actually knew what they did would waste the time to describe them as wrist watches. The devices were round like a watch and had a strap that looked like its best use was attaching them to a wrist, but it didn’t actually keep time, so the similarities ended there. There was nothing else “watch” like about it. The devices were sleek, but were much bigger than a typical watch. The devices were a dull, brushed, metallic grey and had a light brown strap attached to them. -While I am American and understand that the American spelling is “gray”, “gray” and “grey”, as I’m sure most would agree, are two very different colors (not colours). And the devices were, in fact, “grey”.- The devices had two silver nobs jutting out from them set 90 degrees apart. On the face of the “not watch watches” was a blank, soft gray screen.
“These doohickeys just appeared on my work bench one day,” said Tom with a glimmer of wonder in his voice, “I don’t have much use for them in my old age. Maybe you two can put them to good use on your adventures.”
Catching the devices that were just tossed by Mr. Sight and seeing a blank screen, Pepper asked, “What are they? How do they work?”
“Well, now. That’s for you to discover,” said Tom with a wink, “The only clue I’ll give you is that I’ve been calling it a Tang-A-Sketch.”
“Cool! An adventure to discover a tool to aid in our adventures! Thanks!”
“You are welcome young lady. Happy an old man like me can aid young adventurers like you two.”
“You have such a cool shop. I can’t believe I’ve lived my entire life in this town and have never been here. How long have you been open?” asked Tyler absentmindedly picking up and examining a whirling toy robot.
“Oh, I’ve had this little workshop for about forty years now.”
“Wow,” said Tyler, a little sad he hadn’t met Tom sooner. “Thanks for the… Tang-A-Sketches? What do we owe you for them?” Tyler said, pulling out his wallet.
“Oh, you don’t owe me anything that can come from there,” Mr. Sight nodded towards Tyler’s wallet. “All that you owe me is to discover their use and use them well.”
“Aw. Thank you so much,” the pair said with the the type of gratefulness that only comes from an interaction with a gentle soul at least two generations older.
“We promise to come back with stories of our adventures as payment,” smiled Pepper.
The pair stepped out of the shop together leaving Mr. Sight with a gentle wave.
“That man was so nice!” remarked Pepper. “This is what I love about small towns; the people you find are so genuine.”
“Yeah, this really is a nice place to discover what it means to be alive…”
Pepper glanced at and around Tyler with a sense that there was more to his statement than it seemed, but without any certainty as to what exactly it actually meant she let it go. She instead asked, “Where to next?”
“How about we keep exploring this street and all the shops along it, then head back towards the park for one last stroll around the tree before heading our separate ways? Maybe stop along this road for lunch too?”
“Sounds like a wonderful idea! We can save the adventure of these Tang-A-Sketches for tomorrow!” Pepper exclaimed.
So they did just that. It is a bit boring, but, typically, people do do the things that they say and plan to do. While predictability can be nice, it isn’t very suspenseful. And, there isn’t really any room for me to frame things suspensefully. For instance;
Tyler and Pepper continued down the street. After passing over a few blocks of sidewalk with varying degrees of crackedness they were itching for some shop that was worthy of entrance. Coming up they saw a sign for a used book store that looked like it had some promise. As they approached they were excited to see what adventures awaited them in the shop of old and treasured memories. They reached the door, ready to bust in and experience the smell that only comes from old books. Pepper grabbed the door knob, she twisted her wrist, and the knob did not twist with it. The shop was closed.
See, window-shopping doesn’t make for entertaining literature. Also, it creates a situation where disappointment is more entertaining than successful ventures. I want to convey mostly happy and positive feelings to you. Not depressing negativity. So, I will simply summarize the rest of today’s adventure.
Tyler and Pepper continued down South Palm Street, stopping in shops here and there, on and off the main street, interacting with the shop keepers and having a generally great day. Once they became hungry in the late afternoon, they stopped by a food truck for lunch. Tyler had a burrito and Pepper ate two potato tacos. After lunch they continued window-shopping until they made it to the end of the street near the edge of town. From there they crossed the street and headed back to the park on the other side. Coming back was much quicker than heading down the street as there were fewer shops for them to stop in. This side of the street was developed to be primarily residential, though a few nice shops and snack spots were still on the main street. On the way back Pepper pointed out the road down which she was staying. Tyler suggested they part ways then so she wouldn’t have to walk all the way back, but Pepper insisted they both walk back to the park and part ways there. So they did. They made it back to the park around early evening. Before heading home, they stopped in a fast food restaurant close by, had a quick bite to eat, said their good-byes and see-you-tomorrows, and each headed home. Once Tyler got home he…. wait, where is he?
“Tyler?”
“Yeah?” he replied.
“Where are you? Why aren’t you at home like I said you should be?”
“I’m still at the park. You never told me how to get home, remember?”
“Ugh… Just go a few blocks up North Palm Street, take a left on… on… to Prince Place. Go a few more blocks and take another left onto Maple Mews and you’ll see your apartment on the right side of the street, second building.”
“Thanks!” Tyler said and began heading home.
Let’s try this again…
Ahem…
Once Tyler got home he felt a sudden wave of exhaustion having finally settled down from a long day. A long day which happened to also be his second day of truly being alive. Not having the energy to even change, Tyler fell asleep in the clothes he was wearing and slept like a baby. Like a two day old baby.
Chapter 8: The Tang-A-Sketches
The next morning Tyler woke with a start.
“Ehug!” he said. “What do I have to do to get you to stop doing that?”
“Nothing. A book’s gotta have chapters. Sorry. Plus, it seems to work nicely as an alarm clock, don’t you think?”
“Nicely isn’t the word I’d use…”
“Welp, good morning! How was your day yesterday?” I asked him.
“Good! I saw so much of the town, so much that wasn’t in my memories at all. She’s still a little weird, but it was fun getting to know Pepper. We ate a lot of good food and met this lovely old man who gave us this Tang-A-Sketch thing to help with our adventures. He didn’t tell us what it does though. We’re going to figure that out today. Do you know what it is? Can you give me any hints to help me figure it out?”
“Wow, that does sound like a fun, full day of adventures. Tang-A-Sketch? Sorry, I have no idea what that is. I guess I’ll get to discover what it does by observing you guys.”
A shocked expression came over Tyler’s face as if he was only asking if I knew what it was to be polite, “Isn’t this your world? How do you not know what it is?”
“Beats me. I wasn’t exactly expecting you to happen either. This world is weird and I’m starting to not be surprised by it. It’s throwing me just as many curve balls. I’m just along for the ride. I guess I’m now more of a reporter than a writer…”
“Huh, oh well. What time is it?”
“Umm… what time do you want it to be? I haven’t quite set that as the setting so I think I can say it’s what ever time I want to.”
“Well, I’m supposed to meet Pepper in the park again. This time at 10:00 a.m. So what ever gives me enough time for that.”
“So let’s call it 8:37.”
“Cool,” Tyler said as he jumped out of bed and headed into his wardrobe. He popped back out a split second later and darted for the bathroom. “I guess this comes first,” he said with a chuckle. After taking care of his digestion and hygienic needs, Tyler returned to the wardrobe. Having, unwisely, given the wardrobe a “recent” and “recommended” section right inside the door, Tyler was back out and fully dressed in no time looking somehow even brighter than he had in yesterday’s attire.
Providing him a similar spread, Tyler gulped down breakfast just as he had done the day before. Once finished, he got up and headed out the door. With a wave in no particular direction he said, “Thanks, see you tonight. Later,” and hurried away with 19 minutes to spare.
Now knowing his way to the park he walked briskly along the sidewalks, enjoying the cool, late morning air and the sound of the birds who were still out chirping away. With some waves, smiles, and “good mornings” to anyone he passed, Tyler was in the best mood of his entire life. His entire, three day long life. But still, he was enjoying himself.
He reached the park at about 9:56. Looking around and not yet seeing Pepper, Tyler found a bench and sat down to fully admire the strange, out of place beauty of the park. The sand all around him glistened in the sun. The wind whirling around the mini dunes produced a present melody. The warm shadow of the palm-tree blanketed Tyler, protecting him from the full intensity of the sun but warming him all the same. Tyler closed his eyes and tried to take it all in.
“You didn’t sleep here all night did you?” came a voice which broke him from his trance.
Opening his eyes Tyler saw Pepper staring back at him. “Oh, no,” he said, “just enjoying the morning. Trying to take it all in.”
“Ah, a fellow morning person I see. I like morning people. I like night owls too, but morning people are my favorite.”
“Are you ready for today’s adventure?” continued Pepper. “Here’s your Tang-A-Sketch.”
Taking the device from Pepper, Tyler asked, “Have you figured any of it out yet?”
“No, silly. I haven’t tried anything yet. This is an adventure we have to do together. I wasn’t about to rush ahead and do anything without you.”
A small grin crept over Tyler’s face. “So how do you think we should start?”
“My best guess is just to put them on and see what happens. If nothing, then maybe we fiddle with these buttons.”
They each placed their Tang-A-Sketch onto their wrist and secured the strap. After a few moments, nothing happened. After a few more moments, still nothing happened. After a few more moments, Tyler exclaimed, “Wait! There’s a dark dot going across the screen!”
The dark dot moved from one side of the screen to the other. Once it reached the other side it leapt out of the device and onto the ground. Once on the ground it continued to move in the same direction. A startled look on his face, Tyler asked, “Do we follow it? Is it supposed to lead us to an adventure?”
With a slight look of puzzlement Pepper glanced left, right, up, then down, and then back up again. Pointing into the sky she said in a gentle tone, “Uhm… I think it is just the shadow of that bird up there… Let’s try the buttons,” she quickly added.
“Oh… Alright.”
They each began fiddling with the two buttons on the device. A series of random lines appeared on each of their screens.
“Whoa!” they both exclaimed. “Something just appeared on my screen,” they said simultaneously. “You too?” they asked in unison. “Let me see,” still talking over each other.
Tyler and Pepper put their wrists together and stared from their own watch to the other’s and back again. They stared, back and forth, for what felt like 12 minutes, but was really only 176 seconds. The random lines weren’t quite as random after all. They were random, just not completely random. It isn’t like they stared at the grouping of random lines and when they put each other’s random lines together it created some coherent picture that wasn’t actually random at all. No. The lines were still random. Just not completely random. What kept them from the coveted and prestigious status of “Complete Randomness” was that they were identical.
Tyler and Pepper were not all together surprised by this in the moment. They didn’t really think much of it. They simply thought along the lines of, “Oh hey, that’s cool,” or, “Huh, interesting.” You may be thinking the same thing. Well, stop it. “What’s so special about two devices showing the same image?” you might be asking. Everything. Think about the statistics! Think of the math! Ahhh! I’m terrified. Two people fiddling with unknown buttons independently and producing the same random scribbles? That’s like locking a pair of toddlers in separate rooms for hours with a pack of markers and white walls, then opening the doors to find they’ve created identical murals of toddler level skill. It’s impossible! But it happened. These devices freak me out. But, I am intrigued. So, let us carry on.
“What does it mean?” asked Tyler, actually expecting an answer.
“I have no idea. Maybe we should try again and see what happens?”
They both turned each knob to and fro, watching lines magically appear as they did so. After about a minute they compared watches again. Again, the devices looked exactly the same.
“I still have no clue what it means,” Pepper said in reply to Tyler’s inquisitive look. “Third time’s the charm?”
And again they went back to their assault of the knobs. Their comparison this time was exactly the same. The random lines were so many that the image was more a large black dot than coherent lines, however.
They stared. Thinking. Trying to figure out what any of this could mean.
In frustration Tyler jerked his arm away and huffed around in a circle.
“Wait!” said Pepper with excitement. “What did you just do?”
“Uh, nothing?” replied Tyler, looking down at the Tang-A-Sketch.
It was blank, and so was Pepper’s.
“Maybe when you pulled your arm away they reset?” suggested Pepper.
They tested the hypothesis. Twisted the knobs once more and saw identical scribbles.
“Now shake your arm a little,” instructed Pepper.
Tyler’s arm vibrated in front of Pepper, and both scribbles disappeared.
“Let’s try it again. This time I’ll shake my arm instead.”
They both furiously turned the knobs until, again, they saw identical blobs of scribble. Pepper shook her arm, and again, both screens cleared.
A “Hmm” came from Pepper while Tyler stood motionless with a look of ununderstanding on his face. He was clueless. Honestly, they both were. Pepper was just a little bit better at hiding it. They both stood there for a few moments not knowing what to do next.
A light bulb turned on above Pepper’s head. She lifted her arm with a pointed finger, ready to say something profound. Her mouth opened, and no noise came out. The light bulb when out as quickly as it came on. They both stood in thoughtful silence for a few more moments.
Then that second batch of a few more moments turned into just more moments. And then, curiously enough, those more moments turned into most moments. Don’t ask me how, but they did.
Well, I guess maybe I should step in and try to help before things get weird…er. Let’s see; what do I think they should try next?…
Ah! I got it!
“Psssst. Try turning the knobs separately instead of at the same time.” I whispered to Tyler. Partly for effect and partly to not scare him, as I knew Pepper couldn’t hear me anyways.
Looking a little startled but a little less confused, Tyler said, “What if we turned the knobs one at a time instead?”
“Brilliant!” said Pepper, and they went to it.
Holding their wrists together Tyler began twisting one of the knobs on his Tang-A-Sketch. A straight line appeared. The very same line appeared on Pepper’s Tang-A-Sketch. Tyler twisted the other knob. Another straight line appeared, beginning at the end of the first and leaving perpendicular from it, creating a perfect right angle. The exact same image appeared on Pepper’s wrist. Tyler twisted both knobs at the same time, slowly and as consistently as he could manage. A squiggly line appeared connecting the two previous lines creating a triangle. Pepper’s device contained the same triangle.
“Whoa,” they said in unison.
“Your turn,” said Tyler.
Pepper twisted one of her dials. Nothing happened.
“Wait,” she said, “I think your line got darker.”
“Try turning it the other way,” suggested Tyler.
She did so and the line got even darker. The line then began to grow but with the lightness of the original lines. Just as before, the same image appeared on both devices. Pepper began turning her second knob. This time making sure to turn it in the opposite direction as Tyler had done. Another perpendicular line, now in the opposite direction as Tyler’s, but again, on his screen as well. Finally, Pepper turned both knobs and created a similar wiggly line. The image on both screens now looked like a very triangular bow tie.
“So I guess these devices are connected somehow. It seems any changes made on one will affect the other. I wonder: how are they supposed to help in our adventures?” said, then asked, Pepper.
“I’m not sure. Well, it won’t be the easiest thing in the world, but we could probably use them to communicate. I wonder how far apart they will work.” Tyler spoke with the tone of someone impressed with, and proud of, themself for thinking of something useful.
“That’s a great idea!” said Pepper, understanding and affirming Tyler’s tone. “Let’s test it! You stay here by the palm-tree, and I’ll go to the other side of the park. I’ll make something appear, and if you can see it, make something back. Oh, let’s reset it first,” and with a flick of her wrist the screens went blank.
Pepper crossed to the outskirts of the park, gave the knobs a few turns, and created a nondescript squiggle. A few moments later a similar nondescript squiggle appeared. It worked.
“Now you go to the other end and try it!” Pepper shouted.
The screen turned blank, and she understood that he got the message. Now standing on complete opposite ends of the park, about the size of a standard “block”–city block, not a children’s building block…–away, Tyler made his own scribble on the Tang-A-Sketch and received one in return. They worked even from this distance.
I wonder just how far they reach? Actually, how do they even work? That distance is a little bit too far for Bluetooth. WiFi maybe? Nah, not likely. They aren’t really sending messages back and forth. It’s a deeper link than that. Like they are the same device almost. Maybe. I don’t know. This is weird. Isn’t this my world? My universe? How do these devices exist without me knowing what they are? Just when I thought I was getting used to this whole ordeal it throws me another curve ball.
What was it that the old man called them? He seemed to know more about how the device works and named it based on that knowledge. He called it a “Tang-A-Sketch”. Tang. A. Sketch. Hmm… Oh! Well “a-sketch” makes sense. The device works a little like an Etch A Sketch. The knobs to draw lines. The shaking the device to clear the screens. Alright, that part makes sense. “Tang”. “Tang”. “Tang”.
The orange drink? No…
It must represent a larger word that has “tang” in it. Or it’s an acronym… If it’s an acronym, then there is no way I will figure it out… Let’s find a list of words with “tang” in them and hope one makes sense…
‘Arctangent’. Maybe. I guess. I don’t think so though. There isn’t much “arctangent” would have to do with a device like that. At least not enough to warrant naming the thing after it.
‘Bostangi’? I have no idea what that word means… “imperial guard of the Ottoman Empire”. Umm, no.
‘Cotangent’. More geometry. Next…
‘Disentangle’. Hmm… I don’t think this is it, but it seems like we’re getting closer. “Tangle” seems like it might be the root word here.
‘Entangle’. See, the next word continues the theory.
‘Entanglement’. I think this might be it… It makes sense. The devices are quantumly entangled! It makes sense. The devices are linked; a change made on one device instantly causes the same change in the paired device. Yup, I think this one is it. Let’s continue with the list a bit just to be sure though.
‘Intangible’. Nah.
‘Kawanatanga’. It has something to do with the New Zealand government. Maybe the devices are a part of some New Zealand spy program?
‘Mustang’. Not likely.
‘Octangular’. The device is a circle… infinite is more than just eight sides.
‘Pentangular’. The device is a circle… infinite is more than just five sides.
‘Rectangular’. The device is a circle… infinite is more than just four sides.
‘Tangle’. Close, but not quite.
‘Tango’. Interesting, but I think not.
‘Tangy’. They haven’t licked the device yet…. so maybe…
‘Untangle’. No. I’m pretty sure if this happened, then the devices would stop working.
Well, that’s the end of the list. It looks like the best candidate is “Entanglement” and the theory that the device works off of quantum entanglement. Tang-A-Sketch, a quantum entangled Etch A Sketch used for communication. Fascinating. If done properly, as it looks it has been, I would assume that the distance that separates the devices will be irrelevant. It will be interesting to see how well the pair ends up using them. It seems a bit of a design flaw to place something that requires both hands to operate dials simultaneously on a wrist. They did seem to manage when making their triangles though. We’ll see. Speaking of, I should probably get back to them.
Tyler and Pepper were back in the middle of the park next to the rare, suburban coconut tree. Looking down at their Tang-A-Sketches. They were practicing drawing with the awkward controls and discussing methods of communication which took advantage of the devices strengths. To solve the issue of needing a third arm to effectively use the controls, Pepper suggested either flipping the watch upside down or placing it on their left wrist instead. This allowed the knob on the side of the device to be nearer to the palm and reachable by the fingers of that hand.
“This is really tough to draw complicated shapes much less write full words,” sighed Pepper.
“Yeah, I don’t know if I’ll ever get the hang of this,” agreed Tyler.
“What if we created a code of sorts? Make symbols and shapes that are easy to draw mean something longer and more important?”
“That’s a great idea!” said Tyler, relieved that he wouldn’t need to master writing with the Tang-A-Sketch.
“Wow,” said Pepper glancing into the sky, “How did we spend all day figuring out this device? I guess we should head home and try and come up with some symbols and important messages. We’ll meet here again tomorrow, same time, same place, and get working on our code system.”
“Sounds like a plan!” said Tyler.
With a wave and a bidding of “goodbye”, they each set off towards their own home. Once home, Tyler, forgetting I see everything, excitedly told me all about his day figuring out how the Tang-A-Sketch worked and how to use it effectively. He thanked me for my help and continued to be ecstatic that he was able to contribute himself and actually do something for once in his–three day old, let me remind you–life that he felt had meaning.
I shared with him my realizations about how exactly the device worked and that it was a quantumly entangled Etch A Sketch. However, I’m not sure he understood a word that I said. Afterwards he asked me for help thinking of helpful messages that would be useful for him and Pepper to use and help with their adventures. The only suggestion I could think of after he asked was that an image of random scribbles should mean “help”.
Chapter 9: The Tang-A-Sketch Code
“AAArrrraggg,” groaned Tyler as he came back to consciousness.
“Morning.”
“MMMuuunninn.”
“Figure out any more of that code stuff you and Pepper were working on?”
“No,” he sighed, finally managing to at least sit up in bed. “I stayed up as late as I could, but I have nothing. All I came up with is that we should have some way to quickly communicate ‘yes’ and ‘no’.”
“Umm…how about just using ‘Y’ and ‘N’?”
“Oh, that makes sense. Thanks…,” a sullen smile crawled across his face.
In an attempt to console him I said, “Ahh don’t worry about it. All sorts of things get forgotten when you’re up past your bed time. I even forgot your and Pepper’s names last night and had to wait until this morning to continue writing.”
“Couldn’t you just go back and look though…”
“See! A lack of sleep does weird things!”
The grin of someone who was feeling better but wasn’t quite sure they wanted to yet snuck onto Tyler’s face. Conceding to my consolation he got out of bed and began getting ready for today’s adventures. Again he caused me to regret the “recent” function of his wardrobe. Looking as 80’s as ever, he finished breakfast and got ready to head out for what today had in store for him.
As he was about to leave he checked the “watch” which now never left his wrist. The image on the screen said “HI”. Tyler smiled. He shook his wrist to reset the device then drew “HEY” in response. As he did so he realized another code that they could use.
Today Pepper made it to the park first. She was sitting on a bench next to the palm-tree watching her wrist with an equal mix of excitement in seeing Tyler’s “HEY” and confoundment at just how this device worked. She noticed Tyler approaching and got up to greet him.
“Hey! Any luck with the code?” she said.
“A little. But not much,” Tyler admitted.
“That’s alright. I couldn’t think of much either. Looks like this might be more of a ‘make as you go’ thing. So what do you have?”
“Well, all I could think of was we need some way to say ‘Yes’ and ‘No’. Then it came to me that we could just use ‘Y’ and ‘N’. And then this morning, thanks to your message,” he said with a smirk, “I thought we could use ‘H’ for general greetings like ‘hi’, ‘hey’, ‘howdy’, or ‘how’s it going’.”
“Brilliant!” she said. “Those are really good ones. All I could come up with were arrows like; ‘&#8592’, ‘&#8594’, ‘&#8593’, and ‘&#8595’ for directions; left, right, up, and down.”
“Awesome!” exclaimed Tyler, “Those could be really helpful on an adventure.”
“Thanks! Were you able to figure anything else out about how these devices actually work? I was up all night trying to figure it out.”
“Yes! I think I may know how they work.” And Tyler began explaining to Pepper my theory on how their Tang-A-Sketches must work.
“Hmm. Interesting. It makes sense. I wonder… If they really are quantumly entangled…” Pepper slapped her wrist hard, jabbing the device into her wrist.
“Ooouuuch!” shouted Tyler.
“Yes.” grinned Pepper.
“What’d you do that for?”
“Testing a theory. It looks like any force applied to the device also transfers to the other device.”
“Alright, cool. Why is that useful?” Tyler said with a little bit of an attitude from the pain he still felt.
“It’s a way to let each other know a message has been sent. Like an ‘over and out’ with a walkie-talkie or a cell phone on vibrate.”
“Oh… Well, that is pretty useful.”
“Thanks,” Pepper said with a smile. “So, since we’re going to figure this code out as we go, where are we going next!?”
Chapter 10: The Pool Party
“Well, we’ve explored one of the main streets in this town. Do you want to just try another one?” suggested Tyler, rubbing his forehead.
“Great idea! Let’s try East Main Street.”
And they were off. Tyler and Pepper headed through the park towards East Main Street. They stopped on the northern corner of Palm Circle and East Main at a small coffee shop that was simply called, “Coffee Stop,” and was, quite literally, a hole in the wall. The shop looked like it could have been a painting. Except the barista inside this painting was moving and working. Coffee Stop had no tables or chairs for idle chitchat. It was simply a window in the side of a building where you could stop, get a cup of coffee, and leave.
Thankfully for Pepper, Coffee Stop also sold tea.
Warm drinks in hand, the two carried on their adventure of the east side of town. Soon they came to the Education District of Palmville. Within a three block area there were two big buildings. The buildings were not the same, however both were three stories at their highest. Though, not every part of the buildings was three stories. On the first building was a sign which read “Palmville School.” The second building had a similar sign reading “Palmville College.”
“Did you go to school here?” asked Pepper.
“Yup, both buildings,” sighed Tyler. “I thought about going to college elsewhere, but that didn’t pan out.”
“I’m sure these are great schools.”
“Yeah, I learned enough and got a decent job. But, it wasn’t a great experience, and I guess it just didn’t set me up for the life I wanted.”
“I know how you feel. My schooling didn’t even get me a decent job…,” Pepper lamented. “But look at me now!” she continued. “Yeah, schooling is important, but don’t expect the world from it. It isn’t the end-all-be-all-see-all-do-all-learn-all-know-all that it’s made out to be. Schools help build a foundation for learning and can teach you valuable fundamentals about how to learn, but stopping there is selling yourself short. There is so much more to learn in life than what twelve years of school can teach you. We should spend our lives learning new things and not let a twelve to sixteen or more period shape the rest of our lives.”
Tyler and Pepper stared at the buildings. The air around them was calm, cool , and crisp. Though neither knew what more to say, they both felt relaxed and at peace in silence.
“Thanks,” said Tyler after listening to the birds chirp and letting enough time pass to reflect on what Pepper had said. “Thanks a lot.”
“No problem! Where to next?”
A few blocks past the school Tyler and Pepper continued walking in near silence. This was, now, not a reflective silence. No, the silence between them now was due to neither of them being able to shut their mouth for any significant time that would allow understandable words to be formed. They had reached the rich area of town.
I’m not sure what it is about schools, but it seems that the most expensive real estate is always close to the schools. Whether it’s the chicken or the egg here, I cannot say. But, I can say that Palmville was no different, whatever it is.
On a purely monetary level, these homes would be fairly average compared to what could be found in the city. However, they had a quality of wealth and value to them that far exceeded anything that the city had to offer. There were numerous reasons for this. For one, they were all unique. In the city, at the very height of luxury and opulence, options become limited. If you want the very best of the best in say, shutters, then your shutters will be nearly identical to your neighbors who want the same quality. The second difference can be seen from the first. There is a different attitude. In expensive homes of a small town, you see more character and personality. They are expensive not merely to be expensive and show off one’s wealth, but they are expensive because every part of the home serves a purpose and was designed with intention. As the second with the first, so the third reason can be seen through the second. Life. All of the wealthy homes in Palmville are actually lived in by people, by families. Every tennis court and swimming pool is actually used, regularly. There was a time when you would be lucky if 10% of the most expensive homes in the city were occupied. Thanks to tourism and third-party lodging services, that number is now closer to 63%. Hooray.
These differences add up to an overall sense of beauty that can only be found in a place like Palmville. I myself prefer to find beauty in simplicity and minimalism. I tend to find anything built by humans bigger than 1500 square feet to be an eyesore. These homes, however, had a level of character to them that is hard for even me to ignore. Just looking at the outside of one of these homes would tell you all that you need to know about the people who live inside it. Now, the homes in the city will do that too, but not in a positive way and with far less nuance. The homes in the town are just so finely and meticulously crafte-
“I have an idea!” interrupted Pepper.
I guess she gets a pass since I wasn’t writing out loud, and she couldn’t hear me even if I was… And, I guess, to be fair, I was getting a little boring, I concede.
Pepper grabbed Tyler by the elbow and pulled him to the front door of the nearest house. This front door was the most elegant piece of wood a tree could have ever dreamed of becoming. This round topped door was masterfully carved and inlaid with stained glass that sparked in all angles of sunlight. The door, minus the glass, was immersed in a dark walnut stain and soaked for three weeks. The door was then framed by a large, ornate home built in the 1930s. The home’s wood siding was painted a pale, emerald green. Clothing the windows were coral pink shutters and planters full of golden daffodils.
Pepper grabbed the beautiful silver knocker, and with a du-clunk, du-clunk, du-clunk she gave a little skip and clap of excitement, waiting for the adventure she foresaw before them. Tyler stood thoroughly confused and a little scared of what might happen next.
The door slowly swung open to reveal a balding, middle age man in a light blue golf shirt, tan khakis, and moccasins.
“Hello?” the man said. “How can I help you?”
“Hi! My name’s Pepper, and this is Tyler. We’re exploring the town looking for adventure. Do you think we could use your pool?”
Tyler shifted his gaze from the man who opened the door to Pepper in astonishment. Today was not going how he had imagined it would. Today is going very differently than he would have liked it to go. He couldn’t ask to swim in a stranger’s pool. Heck, he couldn’t even swim in a stranger’s pool if given the opportunity. He didn’t have anything to wear. He had his adventure bag, but it didn’t really contain anything useful as he didn’t know the first thing about packing for an adventure. At least he did have a towel he thought. He couldn’t remember where he heard it, but that was one thing he knew was important, even though he was unsure why. Even if he did remember to pack a pair of swimming trunks he would be far too self conscious to actually get in a stranger’s pool, all exposed without a shirt. He could leave his shirt on. Would Pepper think that was weird? But he couldn’t be around Pepper without his shirt on either. They were friends, but not close enough for her to see him without a shirt in any context.
Tyler’s head was already swimming as he stood staring at Pepper waiting, hoping that this stranger would scream and yell at them to get off his porch and stop bothering him.
In the same instant that the words, “Sure! Come on in. Susan just made a pitcher of tea,” hit his ear drums the realization that none of his worries about what to wear or if he would swim mattered. It now hit Tyler that he couldn’t swim.
At least, he thought he couldn’t swim. He had no memory of ever swimming and he hadn’t swam in the past four days of his existence. But he didn’t have any specific memory that he truly couldn’t swim either.
“Come on in. Come on in. I’m Patrick and this is my lovely wife Susan. Welcome to our home! Have a seat.”
Tyler and Pepper sat down as Susan handed them each a sweating glass of iced tea, garnished with a lemon.
“So what brings you two to our lovely town?” Patrick asked with a smile that was delightful but looked too big for his face.
“I’ve been traveling all over the country looking for adventures in small towns like this one. Tyler here is a local I met the other day who never had the chance to explore his own town much. Today we were just strolling down East Main Street seeing what’s to see and looking for an adventure. We stumbled into this gorgeous neighborhood and upon seeing your lovely house I thought that only the nicest of people could live here. I can never pass up the opportunity to meet nice people!”
“Oh, well, we are so glad you stopped in! And for Tasty Tuesday! We’ll be having more friends and family come over for games, swimming, and the most delicious food you have ever tasted. All thanks to my Susan here,” said Patrick putting an arm around his wife who had just returned with a tray of cookies.
Du-clunk. Du-clunk. Du-clunk.
“Ah, here they are now!”
While Mr. and Mrs. Barnavitts were turned away, greeting their new, expected guests, Tyler began fiddling with his watch.
He gave it a little tap and then a flick with his finger.
Pepper felt something move on her wrist and looked down to see, “?” displayed on her device.
“What?” she whispered to Tyler. “Don’t worry, it will be fun.”
“But I don’t have anything to swim in,” Tyler said in a hushed yell.
Patting her bag that was sitting on her lap Pepper said, “Like I said, don’t worry.” She winked and-
“Come, come. Meet our new guests,” Mr. Barnavitts said to the pile of people inside his door way. “This is Tyler and Pepper. They are adventurers who were in the neighborhood and could join us for Tasty Tuesday. Isn’t it wonderful!”
A chatter of agreement erupted from the crowd.
Mr. and Mrs. Barnavitts took turns personally introducing each friend or family member to Tyler and Pepper as they sat–comfortably in Pepper’s case and uncomfortably in Tyler’s case–on the couch.
“Well, who’s hungry?” Susan announced, followed by a boom of vocal warm ups. “Then what are you waiting for, head out to the patio!”
Once outside on the patio, Tyler and Pepper’s senses conveyed that the Barnavitts were experienced entertainers. In order of the speed they experienced each sense; they first saw a string of brightly colored lights, inviting furniture that looked as if it would please the sense of touch quite well, and finally a table filled with the largest selection of food that Tyler had ever seen. Pepper had seen a similar spread in a past adventure. Next, the pair heard the sound of speakers playing the perfect party playlist at the perfect volume. They heard the low, but surprisingly pleasant humming of the pool filter. They heard birds singing along to the music. Next were the smells. Their first whiff came from the pool’s chlorine but was almost immediately overpowered by the smell of the food. The scent from the food was like none other and can not be described with words. (Sorry, I know that’s kinda my job, but it just isn’t possible.) The only comparison that brings the imagination close is the smell of being in an indoor market that is impeccably clean and devoid of any other patrons. As markets are never empty and never clean, this exercise is entirely imaginative.
The next sense Tyler and Pepper got a dopamine rush from was touch. They sat down in the chairs at the table and felt like they fell through the chair, through the cement patio, through the earth under the patio, through the earth’s crust, through the earth’s mantle, through the earth’s core, through the other side of earth’s mantel, through the other side of the earth’s crust, out into the air, down through the air, and then landed gently in a cloud on the other side of the world. It was a very comfy chair.
Finally came taste. The food was your classic suburban style, backyard barbecue. Grilled meat from any animal and any part of said animal imaginable. Grilled veggies. There was every kind of salad you could think of; veggie, fruit, egg, broccoli, pasta, mushroom, bread, cheese, green, potato, mayonnaise, and dessert. There was even a pasta salad of pasta salads made by combining every type of pasta noodle. However, what made this feast so wonderful was not the type of food. Typically, backyard barbecue, while fantastic for what it is, is an amateur cuisine. Any Joe Shmoe can grill up a few burgers or hot dogs and have their wife make a refreshing pasta salad. This was not a typical backyard barbecue. This barbecue was 7 star restaurant quality. And no, that isn’t out of 10 stars. That is a 7 out of 5 stars restaurant which far exceeds fancy. Those who can afford to eat at a 7 star restaurant could afford to live on another planet if they so chose and would do so if they could find another planet with a 7 star restaurant. The chicken was wonderfully moist and tender as well as charred to just the right amount. The beef was beautifully pink and juicy. The hot dogs existed only for the children, in order to keep the 7 star rating. What qualifies as 7 star food changes with age you see. The veggies were perfectly balanced between tender and crisp. Mr. Barnavitts used a secret blend of seasonings and marinades to flavor all the food before cooking. Then, during grilling, everything was smoked and steamed while the charcoal burned and boiled the remainder of the blend.
Similarly, all of the salads used the freshest of ingredients mixed with the most tantalizing blend of spices and dressings. Trust me, I know I’m only a writer, and I am only able to view and narrate what goes on in this world and not actually taste anything, but having watched her make it, and having seen all of the neurons light up in Tyler’s head, I can confidently say that Mrs. Barnavitts’ Asian sesame ginger dressing was to die for. In fact, Tyler almost did. As soon as it tickled his taste buds his brain got such a dopamine rush that it got confused and thought it had received the signal that Tyler was about to die and started shutting down. I had to materialize an anchovy inside his mouth to shock it from peaceful bliss to horrific disgust. I guess his brain figured that was the happiest it would ever be and wanted it to end that way.
Tyler tried to taste the lemonade and iced tea that Susan had made. However, every time he took a sip I changed it into water as to not risk losing my main character this early on in the story. From what I could tell by Pepper’s reactions, one, her brain was more accustomed to pleasant tastes and experiences, and two, the lemonade, iced tea, and mixture of the two were all excellent.
For dessert the Barnavitts provided an assortment of cakes, cookies, and pies. No one at the party saved room for dessert other than the children, who only ate dessert.
After a satisfying time of food and fellowship, getting to know their hosts and fellow guests, and the hour between eating and swimming recommended by everyone and factually supported by no one, Pepper suggested they all go for a swim.
“Great idea!” agreed the Barnavitts in unison.
The kids rushed to the pool house on the other side of the pool to get changed. Before the adults could get up and clear the table-
Splash! Splash! Splash! Splash! Splash! Splash! Splash! Splash! Splash! Splash! Splash! Splash! Splash! Splash! Splash! Splash! Splash! Splash! Splash! Splash! Splash! Splash! Splash! Splash! Splash! Splash! Splash! Splash! Splash! Splash! Splash! Splash! Splash! Splash! Splash! Splash! Splash! Splash! Splash! Splash! Splash! Splash! Splash! Splash! Splash!
The kids were jumping in and out of the pool Splash!ing around and, simply put, having a blast. It took a few more minutes for the adults to catch up, but they eventually all joined in the “pool” part of “pool party”.
Tyler and Pepper were the only ones still outside of the pool. Pulling a spare pair of swimwear out of her bag Pepper said, “Here you go! This is going to be so much fun!” She handed them to Tyler and went into the women’s side of the pool house to change.
“Yeah… fun…,” murmured Tyler who reluctantly entered the men’s side.
Tyler changed and sat on a bench unable to muster the courage to face the uncertainties of the water. He heard a door open and close. Nothing happened on his side of the pool house.
“How? How am I going to go out there and tell everyone I can’t swim? Or worse, how am I going to go out there and try to swim, fail, and need someone to save me from drowning? I can’t,” he said to himself. “Nope. I’m not going to do it.”
He sat for a few more moments, anxiety building, knowing everyone must be out there waiting for him, wondering what was taking him so long.
Thoughts raced through his head.
They must think I don’t know how to dress myself or something…
I need to do something, NOW.
But my legs won’t move. They can’t move. They– I can’t swim. I can’t do this.
I don’t know what to do. I-I need help.
Arthur?
“Arthur?”
“Sup? How’s it going? Today’s adventure looks awesome. I wish I could have tried some of that sesame ginger dressing. And that chicken… it looked so tasty. Aren’t you going to go swim with Pepper and everyone else?”
“I-I don’t think I know how to swim. I need your help.”
“Yeah, I’m just playing. I’ve seen your dilemma. I think you might be right about not knowing how to swim. I don’t remember that being a part of your backstory at all. It doesn’t look like you would have had any opportunity to learn.”
“Can’t you just add it in that I can swim? Or just say that I can now at least?”
“No, I don’t think that would be wise. If I say you always could that will pretty much contradict your backstory. With your family not able to afford a vacation until you graduated, there isn’t any room for an opportunity to learn. I guess technically I could just write that you can right now, but that wouldn’t really be satisfying to the readers. It’s a bit of a cop-out, and I can’t keep doing that to get you out of every situation. You need to actually overcome some things yourself. People want to be able to root for you.”
“I don’t care about your readers. I care more about my life right now, not catering to what they want.”
“Sorry, it is what it is.”
“You can’t do anything for me?” Tyler pleaded.
“Well–,” I started.
Tyler perked up.
“Well,” I continued, “I could teach you the more traditional, if not theoretical, way.”
“I’ll take anything, thank you!”
“Alright, well first, get into the pool at the shallow end. Use the hand rail to steady yourself down the steps. Once in the pool, the water should only come up to about your waist. Just walk around and get a feel for the water. If anyone questions you just say that you’re getting used to the temperature. Next, make your way into slightly deeper water, up to your chest will do, and try jumping around a bit. When you jump kick your feet to try and get some extra height. Now, keep going further and further kicking your legs as you go. Soon, with some steady leg kicks and a few arm twirls you’ll be able to keep afloat in water that is deeper than you are tall. And there you go, you’re swimming. The rest, going under water, holding your breath, swimming with speed, are a little harder to describe and are more something you need to learn by doing anyways.”
Tyler looked like he had been doing mental gymnastics to remember everything. He said, “Do I let go of the hand rail before or after jumping?”
“Oh, don’t worry about it, you’ll be fine. Just go out there and have fun. Experience life and today’s adventure. I know it is difficult, but if you stay in here, you’ll never learn. You can do it.”
“Okay…,” he said and hesitantly got up, headed towards the door. “Are you sure?” he asked sheepishly.
“Positive,” I said with a tone of encouragement.
Tyler reached out and pushed the door open, warm sun illuminating his face.
“Come on in! The water’s great,” shouted everyone in the pool, which was everyone at the party.
Tyler crept forward, past the ladder into the deep end, to the stairs in the shallow end.
He grabbed hold of the hand rail and stepped down the first step. His feet were wet. He stepped down the second step. His shins were wet. Then he went for the third but found the fourth. He tripped. He fell face first, mouth open, and was now wet all over, inside and out. He panicked and flailed about, terrified of death.
Meanwhile some of the kids stood by him, staring.
Suddenly Tyler found his footing and bolted upright. He was alive. He didn’t drown in three feet of water. Now standing waist deep in water, but fully wet, he breathed deeply.
Assuming it was all a prank, the kids around him and the adults at the other end began laughing at, though they assumed with, Tyler’s misfortune. Slowly but surely understanding their intentions he chuckled along with them in an attempt to seem cool.
Tyler stood there unmoving for a few moments before realizing this behavior wasn’t normal. He tried to remember my advice on how to swim so he could start making his way to the rest of the adults. The rush of adrenaline from the fall had completely wiped his mind of everything, including, most importantly in this moment, my advice.
He was now stuck in the middle of the pool, frozen, with no thought as to what to do.
“You got this. Just take a few steps and walk around. Get a feel for the water,” I whispered to him.
He began walking around in a tight circle with his hands straight in the air. While looking absolutely ridiculous and causing quite a few chuckles, this did give everyone around him the impression that he wasn’t quite used to the water temperature. Slowly he became aware of his appearance and lowered his arms into the water, feeling it on his hands as he spun in a still ridiculous circle.
Tyler gradually got used to the feeling of water rushing against his legs with each step. After adding in a few hops and skips to his spinning he decided to venture into deeper waters.
Slowly inching his way down the slope of the pool, the water crept up from his waist to just above his chest. Bobbing a little to try and stay calm while taking everything in, Tyler crept a little bit further. The water was now just above his shoulders. As soon as the water level touched his throat Tyler was struck with panic. This time his response was not to freeze but to run.
Tyler turned and made his way as quickly as he could back to the shallow end. In his haste Tyler began kicking and flailing his arms resulting in him actually swimming, unbeknownst to him of course.
Back in the shallow end Tyler mustered up the courage and made the decision to simply tell the rest of the party that he couldn’t swim.
Tyler made his way to the steps, grabbed the hand rail, and exited the pool.
Everyone in the deep end was shouting general, “Hey, what are you doing?”s and “Where are you going?”s.
Tyler jogged towards them to break the news and share his embarrassing fault.
As he was rounding the round corner of the pool Tyler slipped and tumbled face first into the water… again. This time he was in the deep end…
Chapter 11: Tyler Drowns
A sudden rush of fear, pure panic, a splitting headache, warm water, peace, and clarity hit Tyler all at once.
With a jolt he stopped falling.
Tyler opened his eyes.
Water.
Closing his eyes he felt around him. The ground was coarse. He was laying on the bottom of the pool.
He opened his eyes again and looked around him. He could see nothing.
He could hear nothing but his own heart beat.
“I can do it. I can swim. I can do it! I can swim!” Tyler chanted to himself. “I CAN DO IT! I CAN SWIM!”
And with a bolt Tyler placed his feet under himself and shot up through the water, his legs flailing with purpose.
He breached the water like a whale, shimmering in the sunset, and gracefully landed, floating on the surface of the water.
Everyone around him had an expression of terror on their face. When he first slipped they began to laugh, thinking it was another joke. Then he took far too long to resurface. Slowly they each began to become more and more afraid of his fate, inching close to where he fell with each level of concern. As soon as a few of the adults’ concern transferred into action, and they went under to save him they saw him bolting to the surface, startling them backwards.
“We… I thought you were a goner,” said Pepper from the back of the group. “That wasn’t funny!” she shouted at him with a splash.
Silence fell over the pool. Even the children ceased their splashing to listen.
“I… I’m sorry. I-I really couldn’t swim. I swear. I was trying to get the hang of it over there in the shallow end. But, when I didn’t think I could, I decided to walk over and let everyone know that I’d be sitting out of the pool instead. And then… and then I was swimming. I-I don’t really know how it happened. I thought I was a goner too. I just said to myself that I could swim because it was my only option. And then I did… I’m sorry.”
He was treading water in the deep end with the rest of the adults.
“Well… well, I’m glad you’re alright,” Pepper said, holding back tears.
“Yeah.” “Yeah.” “Us too.” “Gave us a scare there.” Everyone else was now releasing their tension by chiming in, patting him on the shoulders.
A single tear escaped Pepper’s eye. She hoped no one noticed and tried to pass it off as pool water. In all her adventures nothing dangerous or scary like this had ever happened. All her adventures had just been her, by herself. She never had anyone else to look after. She had no idea how to handle this.
Time out! Let’s pause here real quick. I guess I have to apologize for that deceptive chapter title. But, I really did think Tyler was going to drown… When he fell in and everyone started laughing I figured there was no way anyone could save him in time, and I decided I wasn’t going to step in to save this boring, klutzy protagonist. I know, it’s bad, but I was just going to let him drown, be done with this story, and move on to writing a simpler book, one where the characters are under my control and not alive. I have no idea how he got out of that. Is this just an example of the power of believing in yourself or something? Who knows. Who knows with this crazy world I’ve created. Well, crazy world I guess I’ve created. It seems more like it created itself at this point…
Alright, back to the story.
Terror tends to spoil parties just a little bit. Everyone was now out of the pool, drying off and getting changed. The party was over. Everyone stayed to sit around the fire pit, roasting marshmallows and finally enjoying other desserts. But the party had left the party. The happy cheerful atmosphere was gone.
Feeling bad for being the cause of the mood change, Tyler and Pepper got up and, thanking their hosts and new friends for an otherwise great time, were the first to leave Tasty Tuesday this week.
The two of them sauntered back to the park in silence, occasionally allowing themselves to admire the beautiful night sky with its glittering lights.
“Hey, again, I’m sorry about what happened back there. I-I’m sorry,” Tyler said, finally breaking the silence.
Pepper tried but couldn’t find any words to respond.
Back at the park Tyler hesitantly asked, “So, same time, same place?”
Pepper said nothing.
“We can go explore West Main Street, and maybe even the river. No swimming though,” he said encouragingly with a forced chuckle.
Pepper paused for a moment then reached for her wrist. She played with the dials and then tapped the Tang-A-Sketch with the slightest upturn in her lips.
Looking down at his wrist, Tyler saw an “S” printed on his device that he took to mean, “Same time, same place.”
As he looked up Pepper turned with a wave and headed home, mentally and physically exhausted.
“Thank you so much, Arthur!” Tyler said as soon as he stepped into his apartment.
“D-don’t mention it.”
“So I guess I can swim now. That’s nice to know and not worry about.”
“H-how was the rest of your day?”
“Well, in the moment it was pretty stressful if I’m being honest. All of that stress was about not knowing how to swim though. Now that it’s all over, I guess I can remove that filter and see it was a pretty good day. I did a lot of new things, ate a lot of new food, and made a bunch of new friends!”
“That’s great!”
“I think I might have upset Pepper a little bit though…”
“How come?”
“I’m not sure. She hasn’t said anything to me since the pool where you helped me to swim. I think she assumes I was just playing a cruel prank and she’s mad at me for it.”
“Oh, I don’t know about that. She could just be scared of what didn’t, but could have, happened.”
“You think so?”
“Yeah, I wouldn’t worry about it too much. I think a good night sleep will be good for both of you.”
“Alright, If you say so.”
Tyler went into the wardrobe and pulled out a pair of warm pajama pants and a t-shirt. Changing into them, he threw his dirty clothes into a growing pile on his floor. He climbed into bed, snuggled under the covers, and drifted off into a deep, dreamless sleep.
Chapter 12: A Change of Plans
The next morning Tyler woke with a yawn. He rubbed the sleep out of his eyes and the pain out of his forehead. He got up refreshed and energized by the smell of fresh coffee I had “brewed” for him. He was ready and out the door a little earlier than he had been the previous days. His triumph over his fear and uncertainty of swimming the day before invigorated him.
Tyler arrived at the park and, knowing he was early, took a seat on a nearby bench. He enjoyed being there a little early. Today he had some time to enjoy the crispy, dewy, morning air and listen to the pleasant chirping of the native–or not so native if you consider that the seagulls were shipped in to the town along with the sand–birds.
Tyler looked down at his wrist. The screen stared back at him blankly. He hoped, but didn’t expect, there would be anything on it. He smiled and went back to soaking in the morning sun.
About 43 minutes passed since Tyler arrived at the park, and there was still no sign of Pepper. Tyler didn’t want to look silly wearing two watch-looking devices so he had no idea what time it was or how much time had passed, but he was beginning to get antsy. It is common knowledge that, regardless of material, though in this case metal, all benches become uncomfortable after sitting for about 22.7 minutes.
After a few more minutes of trying to get comfortable, again to no avail, Tyler decided to stand up. He paced around the park waiting for Pepper, getting more anxious with every minute that passed.
Maybe that ‘S’ last night meant, ‘Sorry, not this time,’ instead of ‘Same time, same place,’ like I thought, he thought.
It was now more than an hour since Tyler first sat down on the bench.
“Excuse me officer,” Tyler said to a passing policeman.
“Call me Ted. How can I help you son?”
“Do you happen to know what time it is?”
Responding to a quizzical look Tyler added, “My watch stopped working.”
“Ah, of course. It is… 9:06, on the dot,” the officer said, checking his watch-clad wrist.
“Oh, thanks. Guess my friend isn’t as late as I thought. Thanks again, have a good day.”
“I will, you do so yourself.”
Astonished, though relieved, that he simply came to the park much earlier than he thought, Tyler found a different bench to sit and wait for Pepper on. After 23 minutes, this bench became uncomfortable as well.
“Well now I know for sure that Pepper is pretty late,” Tyler irritably thought.
“I hope she’s okay,” he added, feeling bad for feeling irritated.
“I’ll give her a few more minutes,” he said to himself, uncomfortably shifting on bench number two.
After “a few more minutes,” Tyler looked at his Tang-A-Sketch again to see if Pepper had left him a message. Blank.
He fiddled with his device and sent her a message instead, “?”.
WRREEEEEKK
That is supposed to be the sound of a vinyl record being scratched to interrupt the current flow of the story and interject some sideline information. It’s a weird noise to write out.
But, now that I have your attention, I would just like to inform you that I think I will switch from putting Tang-A-Sketch messages in quotes to putting them in parentheses instead. I don’t want the messages to be confused with dialogue and I feel the vague circle parentheses create will help add to the visualization of the messages on the device.
That is all.
KKEEEEERRW
He fiddled with his device and sent her a message instead, (?).
He clapped the device to hopefully let her know about the message and carried on waiting, now onto his third bench.
21 minutes later, after checking it for the 17th time, his watch read, ( ). Pepper must have gotten his message and was about to reply. He stared at his wrist waiting. And waiting, annnddd no, still waiting. Frustrated, Tyler flung his arm to his side. Maybe he shook the message away from checking it so much. He decided to send it again. As he lifted his arm he felt the device push it back down. He lifted his arm again and there it was, finally, an indication that Pepper was, in fact, alive.
(SRY)
Okay, I see now that the visualization doesn’t work quite as well as I thought. But; I still think it is better, so the parentheses stay.
Tyler shook his wrist to let her know he got the message. A few seconds later his wrist felt another jolt. This time when he looked down he saw, (N).
“That’s it? She couldn’t have given me anymore information?”
“Well, I guess there isn’t much more you could do on this thing,” Tyler corrected himself.
“Does that mean she’s not coming today?”
“Arthur, what should I do?” whispered Tyler.
Thank goodness. This was getting pretty boring. Now that he’s asked, I can suggest something more exciting for him to do and not feel like I’m interfering too much, as I’ve already done.
I suggested, “Why don’t you just go on an adventure by yourself instead? Like you had planned, you can go explore the river. You can even swim in the river without worrying Pepper.”
“Thanks! That’s a good idea. The other day Pepper said she lived a little off of South Palm Street. I think I remember where she pointed it out. I can go and try to find her. Make sure everything is okay.”
“Wwhhaaa? Excuse me? Did you listen to a word I said?”
“Yup! Every word. Thanks for the advice! See ya!”
And just like the old saying goes, the third bench was the charm. Tyler jumped up with a smile on his face. He was on a mission. Before I could understand what just happened–which, let’s be honest, I still don’t–Tyler was headed down South Palm Street.
On his way to try and recall the street that Pepper lived on, Tyler stopped and grabbed two teafees, to go. He crossed the street and tried to retrace his steps from a few days before. He walked all the way down to the end of the street, not recognizing anything. He jogged back up the street, nothing.
Why couldn’t he remember where it was that Pepper said she lived?
You know what, I think it’s because I never actually described it. What I write must be tied to Tyler’s memory. I guess we’ll see if he can figure out how to find her.
He ran back down the street hoping to find the spot she pointed out. Out of breath and at the end of the road Tyler was still lost. He turned around and saw Ted standing on the other side of the street. Tyler ran across the street to him and said, “Good morning again officer.”
“Haha, hello. Need the time again?”
“No, I’m alright. My friend never showed up, and I’m kinda worried about her. You wouldn’t have seen a-a-a girl. She’s… about my– umm…”
Uh-oh. Did I never describe what Pepper looks like? Really? How could I have skipped over that! I am SO sorry…
Tyler paused and thought hard. He drew on every ounce of memory he had of the past few days.
I really can’t believe I never described her. I guess I just got a mental image in my head and never wrote it down… This is so embarrassing.
Chapter 12.5: Pepper
Pepper was a somewhat tall girl. Above average, but her height didn’t make her stand out. She had long, bright red hair, and from the look of her it wasn’t hard to tell she lived a fairly active lifestyle. She was pretty, but not necessarily noticeably so. If you paid attention you would notice, but most likely she would be over shadowed in a room by someone flaunting intentional beauty. Pepper didn’t need, and didn’t care for, the attention.
Being an adventurer, Pepper always dressed sensibly. She nearly always wore jeans, but occasionally her adventures required shorts. For her top, Pepper typically wore a solid color, flowy t-shirt. A sweater or jacket was worn as needed. Her shoes were always the same pair of brown, functional boots.
Pepper also carried a sizable backpack with her everywhere she went. She lived out of this backpack. She never knew where her adventures might take her and wanted to always be prepared. She carried the necessary clothes for any situation, survival tools and equipment, food for at least a week, and anything else you could think of ever needing.
Pepper was the perfect blend of spunky and bubbly. The girl who could go through hell and come out with a smile on her face.
Chapter 13: Back to Chapter 12
With a sudden rush of realization Tyler shouted, “Have you seen a girl around here, who’s about my height, maybe slightly taller? She has long red hair and carries a backpack? She’s new and would have just arrived a few days ago?”
Ted, the officer, who had been leaning into Tyler’s stuttering, was a little taken aback by his sudden shouting. He thought for a moment before replying, “You know what, I think I have seen someone like that, yeah.”
“Where!? Can you tell me where she comes from or where she goes?”
“Well, past few days now, while doing my morning rounds, I saw her on this street, walking toward the center of town. Towards the park I guess?”
“Did you see how she got onto this street? Where she might have come from?”
“Now that you mention it, I think I did see her during my night rounds one night. Looked like she was headed down Cutoneejo Court. She might live down there somewhere.”
“Thank you so much!” Tyler said, patting the officer on the shoulder with enough force for it to be considered assault, as he ran to look for Cutoneejo Court.
Cutoneejo Court was the third offshoot up from the end of South Palm Street. Between Banana Boulevard and Disco Drive. While the town was nice enough to put their roads in alphabetical order and use alliteration where possible, the creative naming department went a little bit overboard.
Tyler, picking up on this naming convention, found Cutoneejo Court rather quickly.
Headed down the road he believed Pepper to live on, he realized he didn’t have any reason to believe this at all. All he knew was that she lived “down” this street, not on it. He had no idea if she lived down a side street off of Cutoneejo Court, or, even if she was on this street, what type of place she was staying in. Did she have a house? Was she staying in a motel? Was she staying in one of those fancy lodging share places where someone will rent out a closet in their home for you to sleep in? Tyler had no idea.
Suddenly, Tyler spotted a motel up ahead. An old, dingy motel. A feeling of certainty hit him in the face. He knew he would find Pepper here. He just had to. As he approached the motel excitement welled up inside him. He had done it. He found where Pepper was living. He had a successful adventure all on his own. Tyler got to the motel building and decided to walk to the end, into the management office, and ask what room Pepper was staying in. He figured this was a better plan than simply knocking on every door and annoying a lot of people.
From where she sat Pepper saw Tyler as he walked by.
“Hi, I’m looking for a friend of mine,” Tyler said in tune with the bell that rung as he opened the door of the motel office. “Tall, bright red hair, carries a backpack. Can you tell me what room she’s in?”
“Sorry sonny, I don’t remember anyone like that coming in anytime recently. You sure that friend of yours is staying here?” said the front desk clerk.
“Well, not exactly. She was seen heading home down this street and-and this is the only motel I’ve seen. She’s gotta be here. Are you sure you haven’t seen her?”
“Positive. There are plenty of places on this road and off this road for someone like your friend there to stay for a few days. Sorry, can’t help yah.”
With defeat creeping onto his face, Tyler said, “Alright, thanks anyways…”
“No problem. Good luck.”
Disappointed, Tyler headed out the door to continue his now hopeless search.
Outside Tyler stopped and looked up, tired and frustrated. That desperate glance into the expanse of the open sky, wishing, praying for answers.
And there it was. There she was. As if spotlighted by a bright and shining beam of sunlight, there was Pepper. Just sitting there. She was just sitting on a second story balcony across the street, staring, watching Tyler. A smile, unintentional and obscured by distance, forced its way onto her face as their eyes met.
Blindly crossing the street and almost getting hit by a car, Tyler made it underneath Pepper’s balcony. “What are you doing up there?” he shouted.
“Just having a cup of tea,” she yelled back.
“I thought we were going to explore the river today?”
“Sorry, I can’t today.”
“Well why not?”
“’Cause”
“’Cause why!”
“’Cause I can’t.”
“Why not? What’s changed?”
“This tea is just too good to leave,” she said with considerable sass.
“Well, hurry up and finish it, or just bring it with you,” he said obliviously.
“I’m not going and that’s that.”
“But– Wh– Ca-Can you come down here or let me up there so we don’t have to keep shouting?”
“Door’s open.”
Tyler walked around to the side of the house. He opened the door, numbered ‘117B’, to a flight of stairs. At the top of the stairs he found a cozy little living room and a functional kitchen. The place didn’t look too dissimilar to his own apartment. It did, however, look nicer and more cozy. Tyler opened the sliding glass door and joined Pepper on the balcony.
“Alright, listen, I-I just need a break.”
“From me?” asked Tyler.
“No, no. From adventures. You almost drowning yesterday was more intense than any adventure I’ve ever been on. I-I just need a day or two to recuperate.”
“Oh… Okay. Yeah, that’s fine. I understand. Do you need to relax alone or do you want to do something simple like getting coffee or seeing a movie or just relax in a park?”
“Well… what are those?” Pepper asked, pointing to the cups in Tyler’s hands.
“Oh… right… here you go,” Tyler said as he extended his left arm to present the cup of teafee to Pepper.
“Thanks. A movie might be nice. This place I’m staying in has an interesting movie collection, and I’ve never seen The Wizard of Oz.”
Chapter 14: Thursday
Tyler woke with a groan. Yesterday was his most exhausting adventure yet. He didn’t get to bed until much later than normal.
They started with watching The Wizard of Oz and ended with King Kong, six classic movies later. All of which were brand new to Tyler and Pepper. They had a good time, and it was nice, for both of them, to rest and relax a little bit. As Tyler was leaving they decided to do it again today.
Tyler floundered out of bed, grabbed some clothes out of his wardrobe, ate some breakfast, and headed out the door towards Pepper’s place to catch up on some more classic movies that they missed, having not been born when they came out.
Tyler made his way down Palm Street, past the park, and back down to Cutoneejo Court.
He made it to where Pepper was staying. This time she had a cup of teafee waiting for him, as well as a box of microwave popcorn she planned on finishing today.
They began with Disney’s Fantasia and ended with Nosferatu, a Symphony of Horror, seven movies later with a few breaks for food other than popcorn.
“Ahh, that was oddly relaxing. Just doing nothing for two days,” sighed Pepper. “But, I think that was enough. I’m ready for some more adventure. What do you say we meet at the park again and explore the river like we had planned to do?”
“I like that idea. I think I might pop if I eat another piece of popcorn,” Tyler said, throwing away the empty remains of the final bag of popcorn.
Tyler packed up and headed home, excited for the adventure ahead of him.
Chapter 15: The River
I’m sure by now you’ve gotten tired of me repeating Tyler’s morning routine. So, let us skip ahead to the park, shall we.
This time when Tyler entered the park Pepper was sitting on a bench waiting for him. She didn’t want to worry him.
“Good morning!” he said with a wave.
“Mornin’. Ready to explore the river!?”
“Absolutely!”
And as simply as that, they were back adventuring, together. They said their goodbyes to the palm-tree and were off, down West Main Street. They didn’t get too far when they saw a grocery store. Pepper had the idea to stop and buy some sandwiches from the deli to have a riverside picnic.
Tyler came out with a bologna and cheese while Pepper had an Italian hoagie.
At the end of the street they saw a house so massive that Tyler wouldn’t have been surprised if a passenger jet flew out of it to take the owners to lunch in Hong Kong. The Barnavitts had ‘old town’ money. This was clearly big city money, earned elsewhere at the expense of who knows how many people and brought in to be put on display. And on display it was. Tyler and Pepper didn’t realize it was a house until they got close. From the end of the street it just looked like a mountain in the background of the scenery.
I’mma be real with you for a second. I’m a writer. This is my first real book. I have no clue what kind of house this kind of money can buy. All I have to go off of is movies and my brief time in Los Angeles. The Barnavitts’ neighborhood I could describe because I at least live close enough to spend a Sunday driving through a neighborhood like that. This? No clue. Sorry. I know as a Sci-Fi writer and lover of the absurd I should be pretty good at describing things that are ‘alien’, but this type of money… it’s just too ridiculous. It’s solid gold toilet levels of ridiculous.
Tyler and Pepper finally closed their mouths and made a right up River Road. They walked for what felt like miles only seeing mansion after mansion with ‘KEEP OUT’ signs blocking any access to the river.
Coming to an overpass Pepper asked, “It feels like we’ve completely left Palmville. Where does that road lead?”
“The city…”
“Have you ever been there?”
“Once. It wasn’t fun. I hate the city,” Tyler said dismally.
“Oh, I’m sorry ’bout that. I’m typically not a fan of big cities either. Makes deciding if we’d do that adventure easy!”
“Haha, yeah.”
Once they made it under the overpass there were a lot fewer houses blocking their view of the river. Enough to still make getting close to it difficult, but at least they could now see it. Continuing on they eventually came to the end of the river front properties, where they could finally get to the river.
The pair made their way through tall grass, past scattered oak trees. At the river’s edge, nature came alive. They suddenly heard birds singing, water flowing gently over rocks, the pecking of woodpeckers, and even the thumping of a beaver’s tail constructing a dam. Looking around they saw wild flowers of all colors, bathing in the sun light. The water of the river was a deep, yet clear, blue that glistened as the sun reflected off of it. Looking down into the river Tyler and Pepper saw a large school of fish swimming past them. I won’t exaggerate and say these were particularly pretty fish as very few river fish are lookers, but fish are still a cool sight to behold nonetheless. As they watched the school swim out of sight, they saw a silver otter swimming the other way, leading a family of baby otters behind it.
Tyler and Pepper sat down on the river bank and dangled their feet in the water, simply taking in all that nature had for them.
“Wow, this is beautiful,” said Tyler.
“It is,” responded Pepper, “My adventures do get me in nature from time to time, but not nearly enough. This is wonderful.”
And they both continued taking it all in not needing the other to be there, but glad nonetheless that they were.
Pepper chuckled as the sound of Tyler’s empty stomach interrupted the peaceful moment.
“Yikes, how long have we been sitting here?” asked Tyler.
“Haha. Maybe a little too long. Sounds like it’s time for lunch.”
Pepper reached into her bag and pulled out a sizable blanket for them to picnic on, as well as her hoagie. Tyler did the same, minus the blanket. They sat and enjoyed their peaceful lunch by the river.
“So,” piped up Pepper, “It seems to me that we might be getting close to the end of exploring this town. I’d love to stay longer, but my job, and aspirations, require me to keep moving, see more places. So, what do you think you’ll do when that time comes? Will you stay and discover the finer details of your home that I simply don’t have time to enjoy, or, will you come with me?”
“Oh, uhm, hmm. I guess I haven’t really thought that far ahead. I’ve been enjoying this adventure a little too much to think of it ending, much less what I’ll do afterwards. I don’t know. A part of me really wants to continue on with you and see the rest of the world outside of this town, but then another part wonders how much more I missed out on my whole life, and want to stay here and see everything here…”
“Makes sense. Don’t worry about having to decide now. That time is still a little ways off. I was just curious, that’s all.”
“Thanks. It is probably something that I do need to consider and start thinking about. Do you have any preferences as to what I should do?”
“Oh me? What I think? Umm let’s see here? Well?… It’s up to you really. Don’t get me wrong, I’d be glad to have you along with me, it’s been fun having an adventure buddy to hang out with instead of just doing things alone, but I couldn’t tell you to abandon your home, especially now that it’s just starting to become home. So yeah, sorry I can’t help you too much.”
The two sat in silence for a little, each lost in their own thoughts.
What Pepper was thinking I’m not quite sure, I can’t really see into her mind for some reason. Tyler on the other hand, he was thinking hard about what Pepper had just said. She was much more helpful than she realized. She was right; he was, for the first time in his life, feeling at home. But, what she didn’t get right, and what Tyler was now realizing, was that ‘home’ for him had nothing to do with this town. Tyler felt at home with this life of constant adventure. He felt at home with Pepper.
This thought equally excited and terrified him.
Tyler and Pepper eventually escaped their trances, packed up, and continued up the river bank.
Chapter 16: Palm-Point
Walking along, admiring the beauty of the river, plant life, and wildlife, they came to a large rock face. Looking around at it Pepper spotted a trail marker beside it.
“Come on!” she said, grabbing Tyler by the arm, “Let’s see if that trail leads to the top! I bet the view is amazing!”
Tyler was less eager to follow Pepper up the trail. He had an idea as to the kind of view they might find. And he didn’t like it. Some synaptic pathway deep in the back of his mind, which had been dormant for years–despite not being alive for more than a week yet–were beginning to turn on again. Something in the back of his mind was coming to life, and it made the hair on his spine stand up.
Pepper continued to pull, oblivious of Tyler’s resistance, until they were nearly at the top.
“Stop!” Tyler shouted, “I don’t want to do it.”
“What? Why not? Afraid of heights or something?”
“N– Yes, heights, that’s it. I’m terribly afraid of heights… and large open spaces. I can’t stand to see either. I can’t.”
“… Aww, I’m sorry about that…,” Pepper said, looking at him with a look of deep worry. Whether she was extremely sorry for hastily bringing him all this way, or she knew deep down that something else was going on, I’m not sure she even knew, but her face showed it regardless.
“I-I’m sorry. Heights don’t actually bother me. Well, a little bit. But no, heights have nothing to do with why I don’t want to keep going…”
“I’m sorry… Then-Then what is it?…,” Pepper asked sympathetically.
“It’s– I’m not quite sure actually. There’s just something about this area that is causing me to feel this overwhelming sense of dread. It feels like there’s some forgotten memory of this place buried. It feels like a… not so good memory, like something I chose to forget a long time ago, but I don’t know. It’s fuzzy now, but I think it’s going to get clearer and clearer with each step toward those trees. I’m not sure I want that to happen.”
So first he can’t remember Pepper’s street because I didn’t describe it, but now this new place is triggering some weird suppressed memory? This makes no sense.
“Al-Alright,” Pepper said timidly, realizing maybe she could have used another day to recover from the swimming incident. “What do you want to do? Do you want to just leave and not bother with it, or do you want me to help you learn the truth about this memory?”
“I don’t know. Let me think for a minute.”
Tyler sat down on the ground to think and whispered, “Arthur, what should I do?”
Oh, that’s my cue.
“Hmm well, let’s see here. Should you face the potentially scary memory or ignore it and go home? My first bit of advice would be to tell you that the memory itself isn’t scary yet. You think it is, and it very well might be, but you don’t know for sure. What’s scary now is the uncertainty of whether the memory is scary or not. Second bit of advice, I think if you don’t face it and see what it really is, then that uncertainty will always be there, and it will always be scary. If you face it, you will know if it really is a good or bad memory. If it’s good then, well, good. If it’s bad, then at least you know what it is and can work to overcome it. But, that’s just my two cents.”
“Yeah, I think you’re right.”
“You do? Well, of course.”
“Yeah, thanks,” he said.
“I think I want your help facing it,” Tyler said to Pepper as he got to his feet again.
“Okay, how can I help?”
“Ca-Can you just hold my hand as we step into the clearing, and keep me from running away?”
“Of course I can,” she said with a smile.
Pepper grabbed Tyler’s hand as he reached out for hers, and they both walked toward the rocky clearing. As they brushed aside the foliage in their path, a wave of emotions came rushing towards Tyler along with the extra sunlight. Tyler felt as if he was struck by lightning. In the moments just before pressing through to the clearing the hair on Tyler’s arms stood straight with anticipation. Once in the clearing Tyler felt punched in–no, through–his face with the return of an old memory, suppressed by intention and time. Standing at the precipice of Palm-Point Tyler was stunned by the pain of his past.
Pepper, on the other hand, had a wholly different experience.
Entering the clearing Pepper saw nature and human invention blended to perfection. She was standing at the peak of a large rock wrought with time into a natural observatory. Out beyond the cliff of this observatory Pepper looked down and saw the river trickling below her, flowing through a small forest. It looked like a blue snake slithering through a wild field of cabbage from up above. Past this blue snake, Pepper could see the big city. She could see Palm City. It truly was a beautiful city. The skyline was adorned with architecture of all styles and was designed with purpose, meant to honor the styles of the past while still innovating and allowing for the architect’s individual creativity. The homes Pepper saw on the city side of the river were fascinating. Their design added the kind of beauty one typically only finds in a Dr. Seuss book. The final ingredient in this surreal landscape was the orange-violet sun setting behind the city.
Pepper was so in awe that she let Tyler’s hand slip from her own as he came crashing, face first, onto the rocky ground.
“Oh my word! I am so sorry! Are you okay there? I’m sorry! Here, lemme help you up.”
“Huh, whuh?”
“Here, sit on this smoother rock. I’ll get you your water, and I think I have a pack of crackers in my bag.”
Tyler simply stared off at the city, fixated on one building in particular, trying to bring his mind back into his body. He was also trying to either regain or forget feeling in his nose, though he wasn’t quite sure which would be more helpful.
“Here, eat some of these,” Pepper said, handing him the crackers, “You need to eat something to get some strength back after passing out.”
“Wha– Alright,” Tyler said, shoving a cream cheese and chive cracker into his mouth.
Pepper gave Tyler, and herself, a few minutes to regain composure before asking, “So what was that all about then?”
“The memory came back, and I saw my childhood hopes and dreams die before my eyes, again,” Tyler said bluntly.
“Wo-Wow. I’m sorry.”
“I spent a lot of my childhood right here on top of this rock, drawing that skyline, imagining the inner beauty of the city. I would come up here and dream of one day contributing to that beauty.”
“Can I ask what happened that that dream never came true?”
“It was all based on a lie. Those buildings might look beautiful on the outside, but inside they are diseased. Those towers are hollow shells of their potential.”
“So what?” said Pepper. The beauty of the scenery and the need to help her friend was rejuvenating her. Her spunk was beginning to return.
“Excuse me?” replied Tyler, a little offended. “So, the buildings are made to look amazing on the outside but boring and lifeless inside.”
“So? You called them ‘hollow shells of their potential.’ So that means there’s plenty of potential for you to fulfill your dreams with. Sounds like a great situation to me.” Pepper shrugged as she finished her statement.
“What– But– No, the people want them to be lifeless.”
“What people? Did you ask anyone?”
“Well, no… but–”
“Nope, no ‘buts’. You can’t base the destruction of your dream, and live in the pain of that destruction, on an assumption. That’s just silly.”
“Well, I mean– I guess…”
“Huh?”
“I-I guess you might be right. When you put it like that…”
“Of course I’m right,” she said, patting him on the shoulder. “I’ve lived and learned my fair share of life. The most important thing I’ve learned is that excuses are a waste of time and don’t never help nobody!”
Sorry to interject, but I just have to say, one, amen, and two, to clarify Pepper’s triple negative, that translates to always helping no one, or never helping anyone. Take your pick. It reads weird but is valid so I’ll allow it.
“So, if you really want your dreams to come true, stop creating obstacles for yourself. Stop killing your own dreams,” continued Pepper.
“Wow. You make it sound so easy and simple. It doesn’t feel that easy though,” Tyler sighed.
“Easy? Who said anything about easy? I’ll give you simple, but no, not easy. I guess it does sound easy, me just saying it like it’s nothing. It’s pretty difficult though. All good lessons are. It took me until I quit my old job to learn a piece of it, and I’m still trying to master it.”
“I guess that makes me feel a little bit better about it all.”
“Good!” she said with a huge grin, “Just think of this moment as your first big step toward your dreams coming true. This is your first step, and I’ll be here to help you with the rest!”
A smile snuck its way onto Tyler’s face. “Thanks,” he said.
“Come on, let’s head back before the sun’s fully down and we get lost in the woods.”
The two adventurers made it back to River Road and then back to West Main Street just before twilight. They walked up West Main hand in hand, staring at the stars. Tyler was lost in the thought of finally placing the pieces of his dream back together. Pepper knowingly kept quiet.
Back at the park they said their goodbyes and parted ways. Half way home Tyler checked his Tang-A-Sketch to see, (S). Tyler smiled. Tomorrow would have a new adventure in store for him, and, who knows, maybe he’d take another step toward accomplishing his childhood dream.
Chapter 17: UNP
“Mornin’. So, whatcha thinking for today?”
“Well, I don’t know. I guess the only big area we haven’t explored is down–or I guess up–North Palm Street. I live down–up–that way. It’s pretty similar to South Palm actually. We might find some cool shops like we did a few days ago.”
“Sounds fun! Ha, maybe we’ll find something to replace these Tang-A-Sketches. They’re cool and all, but we haven’t really had much use for them yet,” Pepper said, shaking her wrist.
And, just like that, they were on a new adventure.
A little ways up the street they stopped at a food truck selling oatmeal bowls. They had each eaten breakfast before meeting at the park, but they couldn’t pass up a unique meal and decided to share a bowl.
These oatmeal bowls were actually pretty cool. Typically, when you think of an oatmeal bowl you would think of something sweet. Oatmeal, a lot of sugar, fresh fruit, and maybe even a drizzle of chocolate. Don’t get me wrong, this stand absolutely had those kinds of bowls, but the bowl that Tyler and Pepper couldn’t resist trying came off the menu to the right of the “sweet” menu. They ordered off of the “savory” menu.
So, first off, this bowl was round, as bowls typically are. I feel the need to clarify because I do own a set of square bowls. Too much useless detail? Just get on with what was in these savory oatmeal bowls? Fine. Here’s the description from the menu:
“The Southwestern: Egg, Salsa, Shredded Cheddar Jack Cheese, Avocado, Corn, Beans, Lime Wedge”
Obviously there was also oatmeal.
I have not tried it, but I think it sounds lovely. Tyler and Pepper thought so too. They spent a few minutes enjoying this round bowl of oatmeal and other goodies before carrying on up North Palm Street.
“So what’s your street name?” asked Pepper.
“My street name? Umm, well, I guess, ‘T-Money’, or something like that.”
“…,” Pepper glared for a second, “Hahahahhababababababwbabwawawaawawahahahahahahahahahahahaaaaaaaaaaa……..hhhhheeeeeeeeeeeeeeezzzzzzeeeezzezezezeze….”
Pepper went a few moments without breathing.
“Hahaha…Whooo, wow. That was great,” Pepper said, wiping a tear from her eye. “You’re hilarious.”
“Wha-?”
“Street name, as in the name of your street. As in, what is the name of the street you live on?”
Tyler had some trouble making out what she was saying through her constant giggling. Then, “Ooooooooooooooooooooo. Oh my goodness. Wow. Alright, haha. Wow. I’m gonna blame that on the oatmeal bowl. It was so good that it fried my brain for a little bit there. I live on Maple Mews. It’s off Prince Place,” he finished quickly.
Still struggling to contain herself, Pepper said, “Okay.”
She was really struggling.
I’ll be right back. I am going to go get some more tea and a fresh bag of popcorn. That should hopefully give Pepper enough time to get it together.
Alright, where are we?
Tyler and Pepper were still standing where I left them. Pepper still had a tear trickling down her cheek, and all of the muscles in her face were contracted.
It was pretty funny, but not that funny. Come on Pepper, get it together here.
Four minutes and thirty-seven seconds later–I timed it–Pepper was able to carry on their adventure up North Palm Street.
Walking a few blocks, the two of them came to a used book store. They opened the rattling old door, glad that the store was open, and entered into a rain forest of inked trees, barked by leather, other trees, and the pressed juices of fellow trees…
Wow, sorry about that… I was going for a thing where I compare the adventures of books to the wild adventures of a rain forest, using the idea that books are made of paper, which comes from trees, to paint an elegant word picture… But, then I got to book covers… That’s where the analogy breaks down and things get a little dark if you carry it through… Sorry…
The shop had the sweet smell of aged pulp and dried ink. Pepper felt instantly at home. She wasn’t much one for material possessions. Though, given her adventurous lifestyle, it wouldn’t be too risky to assume that she had some sort of trinket to remind her of the places she’d been. If you’ve taken that risk along the journey of this book, then congratulations, you were correct, technically. If you decided things were a little too risky and you opted not to make that assumption, well, then congratulations, you were correct, technically. Pepper had her blog and a camera to remember the places she’d been to and people she’d met. She didn’t need, or want, trinkets. However, she did like books. She did like to collect a (preferably used) book from each town she visited. On the inside cover she would write where, when, and with whom she got the book. To relax at night before bed, she enjoyed drifting into a fantastical adventure. Falling asleep to the adventures on the pages prepared her for whatever the next day had in store for her.
Pepper bent down and picked up a book, glancing at the back cover. She thumbed the pages, releasing that sweet pulpy aroma, as she turned the book over to see the cover. The title read, “New Palmville ~ Evan Forry.”
What the-! Huh? How? That’s– What!? No!
Pepper put the book under her arm and continued browsing the store.
Chapter 18: New Adventures
“Can I help you sir?”
“Who, me?” said Tyler pointing to himself, “I’m just looking around.”
“What sort of stories do you enjoy reading?”
“I-I don’t really– I’m not much of a reader. I’m with her,” he said, pointing to Pepper, “She’s the reader.”
“Oh, but she doesn’t need my help. As you said, she’s the reader; she knows what she’s doing. She knows what she’s looking for. It’s you who needs my help. You’re the one that needs my guidance. What do you like? Give me something to work with.”
“I-I like architecture, architecture and design. I’m new to it, but I’m beginning to like adventure too.”
“Hmm, interesting. Let me see,” the shopkeeper said, rubbing his chin, “Yes, believe I have something. This way.”
Tyler followed the man’s hand wave, passing through towers and towers of books.
“Ah, here we are. Yes, this will do,” he said, running his fingers over a series of books. “Now which one to begin with. Let’s see. Ah, here!”
The shopkeeper handed Tyler a small book with a sci-fi cover.
“The DD Series is a good read for anyone, especially those who aren’t super into reading. It’s light and accessible. I think you’ll like it. The order of the series isn’t really important. You can pick up any book and enjoy it.”
“Th-Thanks.”
“Feel free to look around. Let me know if anything else stands out. I can probably assess if you’ll really like exploring its world or not.”
“Al-Alright.”
Tyler was uncomfortably uncomfortable. He was grateful that the man took the time and energy to find something he might like, but he didn’t really care. Reading wasn’t something he enjoyed and wasn’t something he had idealistic aspirations of enjoying. He didn’t want to find a book that he’d enjoy because even if he enjoyed the book, he wouldn’t enjoy reading it.
Tyler knew he’d feel bad not buying the book, so he held onto it to at least humor the old man. Tyler tucked number 42 of the DD Series under his arm and wandered the literary labyrinth looking for his love.
Okay, Pepper isn’t his love. I just got carried away with the alliteration. I’m not sure what his feelings are towards her. I more or less know his thoughts, but feelings are something entirely different. So, I can only go off the same clues you have.
Tyler found Pepper huddled in a cave of books skimming through a pile she collected, trying to decide which book would be her keepsake where she would write, “Palmville / 2nd Saturday / Tyler.”
“There you are. Find anything cool? Wanna help me pick one to keep as a reminder of this town?”
“Sure, the shopkeeper said I’d like this,” Tyler showed her the book under his arm. “What sort of books do you like?”
“Every kind! Mystery, thriller, sci-fi, fantasy, romance, adventure, especially adventure, sometimes horror, mainly near Halloween, fiction, non-fiction, short, long, poems, anything. If there’s words, I’ll read it! My favorite is collecting local books though.”
“Cool, so what have you found so far?” Tyler asked, kneeling down by her cave.
“Well,” she said, “I’m torn between a book about this town that has a weird description and this new spooky horror book by one of my favorite authors. Also, the local book is a sequel and I can’t find the first in the series.”
“We are getting close to Halloween; the spooky one seems like a good pick to me.”
“You’re right, the spooky book seems like the right answer, but it’s so hard for me to pass up something local.”
“Why don’t you ask the shopkeeper about the local one? Maybe he can find the first book for you. And I’m sure he’d know a little more about it to help you decide.”
Pepper jumped up, creating a tumbling book cave-in.
Tyler gritted his teeth. “Are you okay?” he asked.
“Yeah, I’m alright,” she said, shaking her head. “Who knew reading could be so dangerous?”
Tyler and Pepper got in line behind a customer who was nearly finished checking out with a large stack of books.
“See you next week Carol,” the store owner said with a wave. “Ah, find anything else that interested you?” he said, turning to Tyler.
“No, but my friend here has a question for you.”
“What can I do for you, honey?”
“Can you tell me a little bit more about this book and where I might find the original?” Pepper asked, placing New Palmville ~ Evan Forry on the counter.
“Ah, what a lovely, strange little book. What would you like to know about it?”
“What is it about mainly? What sort of genre is it even? The description on the back didn’t help me much in deciding between these two books,” holding up her other option.
“Ah, deciding between the two, now that is a problem I can solve. Much easier than describing this book. Get both!”
“Well, you see, I travel around a lot and have a bit of a tight–”
“No, no, no. I’m sorry, you misunderstand. Buying the one gets you the other for free. I’m running a little promotion of this local book, it’s free with every purchase!”
“Oh, that does make things easy. Well then, here, how much for this one?”
“That one will be four dollars and twenty-five cents.”
Pepper gave the man a piece of paper, and the man gave her some pieces of metal in return.
“Have a good day you two! Enjoy the adventures those books give you,” the shopkeeper said with a smile.
“Sorry, sir, I haven’t paid for my book yet,” Tyler said, placing his item on the counter.
“Oh, nonsense, that’s my gift to you. I just love being able to introduce someone to the wonderful world of reading.”
“Oh, thank you,” he said shyly.
“You are welcome. Now get out and have a wonderful day.”
“Thanks, you too,” the pair said in unison.
Out on the sidewalk again, they glanced at each other in a disbelieving amusement.
“That was fun,” laughed Pepper, who learned a long time ago to enjoy every adventure and not question things as much.
“It was an interesting experience, I’ll give you that. I’m getting hungry. Want to look for a place to get lunch?”
“That sounds like a great idea!”
Tyler and Pepper found a random side street and ventured down it, looking for a place to eat.
“I think I’m feeling a burger,” said Pepper.
Not too far, but far enough, off the beaten path they found a quaint little pub. Tyler had the impression that this pub only felt quaint because they were here for lunch. He had the feeling that, had they come later, after or around dinner time, this little pub would have a much rougher atmosphere.
Still, they entered and found a seat at the left arm of the “U” shaped bar.
“What’re you having?” asked the seasoned bartender, placing a coaster in front of Tyler and Pepper.
“Can we see a menu, please?” replied Pepper.
“Sure thing hun. Here you go. Lemme know when you’re ready.”
“Another one?” she continued, grabbing a glass and shouting to a man at the end of the bar.
“Sure thing,” he replied.
After a few moments Tyler and Pepper made their decisions and got the bartender’s attention.
“I’ll have an iced-tea and the mushroom Swiss burger,” said Tyler.
“What about you hun?”
“I’ll have a plain cheeseburger and a water, thanks.”
“Comin’ right up,” she said, scribbling on her order pad.
“Oh, look who it is,” Tyler said half to himself.
“Hey, Officer Ted, how’s it going? Are you off duty today?” Tyler continued to the man at the end of the bar.
“Ah, hey there kid. You end up finding your friend?”
“I did. Here she is. This is Pepper. Pepper, this is Officer Ted. He helped me find you Wednesday.”
“Nice to meet you, sir,” said Pepper.
“Uh-huh.”
“I don’t know what all Tyler has told you, but we’re adventurers. We’re always looking for new places to explore. Would you know of anywhere interesting in town that we should check out?”
“Have you been to the cave?”
“No, I haven’t been to any caves in this town. Have you, Tyler?”
“No, I didn’t even know we had caves.”
“Not many do. Palm Caves are down at the Southwestern corner of town. You take a left onto River Road and follow it to the end. At the end of the road you have to keep going and hike through the woods a little bit. Just follow the river and you’ll see the cave after awhile. There will be a few large boulders covered in graffiti, can’t miss it.”
“Awesome! Thanks, are there any dangers in the cave that we should know of before exploring it?” asked Pepper.
“Nah, it’s fairly safe. You have your typical creatures and critters to watch out for that should be the worst of your issues. Now, you do need to be more careful in the spring. With all the melting snow the cave tends to flood. Oh, and it is still a cave, so expect the temperature to drop a good twenty degrees.”
“Here you go,” the bartender said, dropping a mushroom Swiss burger in front of Pepper and a plain cheeseburger in front of Tyler. “Anything else?”
“Do you have any barbecue sauce?” asked Tyler.
“I’d like some ketchup too,” added Pepper.
“I’ll have another,” said Ted, lifting his glass.
Once her back was turned, fulfilling everyone’s request, Tyler and Pepper switched plates.
“Here y’all go.”
Pepper added some french fries and ketchup to her burger and drenched the rest of her fries in ketchup. Tyler made a mixture of ketchup and barbecue sauce, added some to his burger, and left a puddle on his plate to dip his fries.
“Huh, that’s a good idea,” he said, adding a few fries to his burger as well.
Ted quaffed his drink.
“Wow, these fries are really good. Both in general and in the burger. Thanks!”
“Haha, yup. Little something my mom taught me when I was a kid.” Pepper continued, “That cave sounds awesome, any other places you would recommend?”
“Not really,” Ted replied. “The only other advice I have is whatever you do, don’t go to Palm Forest.”
“Why not?”
“Because it’s haunted!” answered Tyler. “My parents warned me about it. Scary, scary stuff has happened there.”
“Yup,” confirmed Ted, “You don’t want to know all of the weird calls I’ve received about the Forest. And you don’t want to know the number of people who have gone missing or come back injured after deciding they didn’t believe it was haunted. Few come out, but of those who have, none have ever been the same.”
“What? Ghosts aren’t real,” contested Pepper.
“Well here in this town they are, deary,” said the bartender, joining the conversation.
“Trust me, you do not want to go near the Forest,” said an old man from across the bar.
“There’s no way,” said Pepper.
“Trust me, I’ve seen it all in this town,” said Ted, “I don’t know what exactly it is, but that forest is no joke. Promise me you won’t go there. You seem like nice kids, I don’t want to have to pull your bodies out of there. If I could find them, that is…”
“Oh, believe me, you won’t catch me going in there, ever,” Tyler said with a shudder.
“I still don’t see what the big deal is, but alright, I promise we won’t go,” sighed Pepper. She couldn’t stand being told of an adventure she couldn’t go on.
“Good,” Ted said rather firmly.
Tyler spooked, Pepper frustrated, and their bill paid, the pair made their way back to North Palm Street.
“I can’t believe this; hauntings aren’t real.”
“Real or not, I’m not going to risk it. I’ve heard too many stories.”
“But that’s it, they’re just stories. Stories told to children to keep them safe from the dangers of a forest. We’re adults. And we know how to take care of ourselves.”
“Speak for yourself.”
“Fine, I can take care of myself, and as long as there aren’t any extremely large animals and you don’t freak out, I can take care of you too.”
“Sorry, this adventure thing is great, and there are so many new things that I want to see and do, but testing out if the Forest is really haunted isn’t something on that list. I’d rather play it safe so I can see everything else.”
“Uhgh!” Pepper sighed in defeated frustration.
The duo carried on their exploration of North Palm Street, stopping in different shops here and there. However, the tone had changed. The day had lost its wonder.
So, instead of drudging through, miserably exploring simply for the sake of it, they decided to call it a day earlier than normal. They both headed home and enjoyed a peaceful dinner alone in their respective homes. Each heading to bed a little earlier than normal to hopefully be rested and ready for a full day of exploring Palm Caves.
Chapter 19: Palm Caves
Tyler and Pepper each got up, packed the necessary supplies, and once again met at the park. Reminiscent of a few days ago, they strolled down West Main Street.
Coming to River Road, Tyler said, “I’ll never get over these houses… It’s a left, right?”
“Yu… Yeah.”
They carried on, mostly in silence, to where the houses ended, and then, a few more yards down, to where the road ended.
“Alright, now here’s where the adventure begins,” said Tyler excitedly.
“Yup!”
Tyler climbed over the rickety wooden barrier that marked the end of the road while Pepper walked around it. They made their way into the woods towards the sound of the rushing river.
At the river’s edge they turned and followed it for a few miles. Eventually pushing aside some brush and entering into a clearing, they quickly realized Ted was right, they couldn’t miss it. In front of them stood a few large boulders covered in graffiti. Tucked behind and between these boulders was a dark black portal, leading to the unknown. This spot was an adventurer’s dream.
“Looks kinda trashy, don’t you think?”
“What!? It looks amazing!” said Pepper, running off to examine every piece of artwork.
“I mean, it’s sad to see something that was so beautiful, created by nature, be destroyed by selfish humans.”
“Oh, it isn’t so bad, really. Sure, I could definitely do without all the obscene text and images, and it absolutely would be beautiful without any of this, but there’s still something about humans leaving their mark on nature that has a beauty all its own. Someone took the time, energy, and skill to come here and make this,” rubbing her hand across the face of a green alien with big black eyes, “and I think there’s something beautiful in the absurdity…” She trailed off, examining a purple giraffe with teal spots.
“If you say so,” agreed Tyler sarcastically.
Pepper finally joined Tyler at the mouth of the cave. They each pulled a torch out of their bags and shone them into the dark abyss.
So, they’re really using ‘flashlights’. I just think the British way of saying ‘torch’ is way cooler. Plus, I like that using ‘torch’ gives you a different mental image of the scene depending on where you’re from.
“Ladies first,” Tyler said sheepishly.
“Don’t worry, anything in there will be too afraid of you, and our light, to harm us.”
Pepper took a step into the cave, and Tyler hesitantly followed. As he crossed the threshold of the cave and their lights illuminated the throat, a cloud of bats swarmed above them out of the cave.
Tyler was glad Pepper was in front of him and did not see him jump at least three feet into the air.
A smile creased Pepper’s face. She knew.
“You alright?”
“Y-Yeah.”
“Cool, which way do you want to go?” They were at a crossroads.
“Umm… Let’s go left.”
Pepper led down the left corridor, cautiously continuing straight ahead.
“Wat–”
“Ah, gross!” Tyler shouted after stepping in a puddle, his voice echoing throughout the cave.
“-Ch…”
Continuing past the puddle they came to a large cliff.
“Do you want to try and climb it or head back and try a different way?”
“Climb it!? Um, let’s try another way,” insisted Tyler.
RRRoooooaaaaarrrrrrrr
“What was that!?”
“It sounded like it came from behind us. Sure you want to head back?”
“Uhh… I guess we could try climbing.”
“Don’t worry, it’ll be fun,” said Pepper, pulling ropes, two helmets, and headlamp straps out of her bag. “Here, use these straps to attach your torch to the helmet,” she added, handing him his helmet and the aforementioned straps while she got to work with the rope.
Tyler blinked, and Pepper was at the top of the cliff reaching down to help him up. Tyler placed his foot against the wall and tried to jump up and grab Pepper’s hand. Tyler reached with his left hand, Pepper was reaching with her right. This meant Tyler’s aim was very much off, and even if he had been on target, that would have been a difficult grip for either of them to maintain.
Pepper said, “You need to actually climb. I appreciate the confidence, but I’m not strong enough to fully lift you up this ledge.”
“Okay, I got this,” he said to himself.
Tyler made a second attempt. This time he grabbed Pepper’s rope setup and lifted himself a little. He found a hand hold and grabbed the wall. Dangling with his hands desperately holding fast to the wall, he flailed his feet around until he found a firm portion of the rock face that would support his weight. He did it. He did it! He was really climbing. He took his lower hand and reached up above his head and found another hand hold. Tyler swung his other arm and grabbed more rock. Dangling again, he did the most intense pull-up of his life and found more foot holds and stabled himself. Using his legs for extra force he pushed himself up, swung his right arm, and caught Pepper’s hand. She held on tight and pulled Tyler up and over the ledge. They made it.
“Phew, you were right, that was fun!”
Up on top of the ledge the cavern made a right turn, and they followed it.
“What!? We just made it up that ledge just for this!?”
Around the corner the cave narrowed into a small crack.
“What? Oh, don’t be so dramatic, you can fit through that.”
“You are grossly overestimating me here.”
“Nah, you’ll be fine. Just follow me.” Pepper turned sideways and shimmied through the crack without any issues. “Alright, your turn!”
Tyler’s eyebrows met his hairline, “Alright, if you say so…” He copied her motions and slid into the crack. He made it about half way and suddenly a scream echoed through the cave piercing both of their ears.
“What!? What is it!? Are you okay?”
“There’s a spider!” Tyler yelled, running out of the crack and storming past Pepper, splashing through another puddle.
“Are you alright?”
Bent over, hands on his knees, panting, Tyler said, “Yeah, yeah, I’ll be alright. Do we keep going forward or head down this offshoot?”
“Okay… We might as well keep heading forward and hit this offshoot on the way back.”
A few steps forward Tyler stopped, and seeing the obstacle ahead, asked, “Are you sure you want to continue? I’ve already stepped in two puddles, so I’m fine to wade or swim across this pool. If you want to stay dry, that’s fine with me.”
Pepper bent down, picked up a rock sitting on the ground, and tied some rope around it.
“Step back,” she told Tyler. She swung the rock around in a tight circle and flung it into the middle of the pool. She waited a few moments, holding the rope with a gentle grip as it slowly slid through her hands. The rope stopped moving and she pulled it in, counting every arms length pull she made.
“If I did the math right we should be okay. Swimming through unknown waters can be very dangerous. Wading isn’t the greatest, but it’s doable. It looks like the water will be up to my shoulders in the middle. We’ll just need to watch our footing, and it should be fine. I say we press forward.”
Pepper was incredibly accurate. The pool of water was up to their shoulders at its deepest. There were a few spots where Tyler almost lost his footing and went under, but Pepper kept hold of him and made sure he stayed upright. Tyler wanted to just swim across, but Pepper was adamantly against him swimming again. She convinced him by claiming she needed his help to make it across.
Out of the water they dried off and carried on deeper into the cave.
Another offshoot. “Straight,” they said in unison.
Pepper led Tyler, for the first time, around a third puddle.
Past the puddle they came to their first–true–dead end.
“Well, I guess we try that offshoot!” Tyler said as he backed into the puddle.
Pepper chuckled, “Guess so.”
The pair turned the corner and headed down the offshoot they had just passed. Suddenly the ground disappeared from underneath them, and they slid twelve feet down a steep rock face.
“You alright?” Pepper said, dusting herself off.
“Yeah, how ’bout you?”
“I’m good. Hope this cave loops around and we don’t have to climb back up that. Let’s keep going.”
Another few steps and they slid down another ledge.
“That one was strangely fun,” said Tyler.
Dusting themselves off again and moving forward, they came to a crossroads and decided to turn left. One step around the corner and they heard another, ‘RRRoooooaaaaarrrrrrrr’, echo through the cave ahead of them. Their shaky light illuminated the dark outline of a yawning bear just up ahead. Silently they both backed into the crossroads and continued straight instead.
They came to a second crossroads, marred by what looked like a previous cave-in. They carefully and cautiously took their time making it around the rough terrain and tried this left turn. They passed an offshoot and hit a dead end.
“We keep hitting dead ends. I think we should probably head back and try some of those right turns. If my mental map is correct, that should take us to the exit of the cave. I’m getting tired and really don’t want to climb back up all that we slid down,” said Pepper.
“Aw, alright. You’re probably right. I was just starting to get used to this whole cave thing and enjoy myself a little more.”
“There will still be plenty of exploring needed to find our way back, don’t you worry.”
“Can we at least check out this offshoot first? If it doesn’t start heading toward the exit we can turn around, please?” pleaded Tyler who was, surprisingly enough, really starting to feel at home deep in the cold, damp, twisting intestines of Palmville. There was something to overcoming challenges that excited him, and once he got going, he couldn’t help but want to tackle more.
“Oh, alright,” she agreed.
They turned and headed down the offshoot. Immediately they saw a right turn, back towards the exit.
“See! I know this is the way. I can feel it in my gut!” Tyler said as he took off running, ahead of Pepper, anxious for what obstacle would face them next on their quest out of the cave.
“Wait for me!” Pepper shouted. “We need to stick to–”
Suddenly, the whole world began to shake. She wasn’t sure who or what it was, but someone somewhere did not like something she said. Pepper stretched her arms out against the walls of the cave to brace herself. Tyler did the same, though he had vain intentions of steadying the cave rather than himself.
“Settle,” he said.
And just like that, it did. The shaking and the quaking began to stop.
Tyler looked at Pepper with a curious but satisfied grin.
“That was lucky,” she said. “Ouch.”
A pebble bounced off of Pepper’s head. She looked up. Tyler didn’t need the glow of his torch to see the terror erupt from her face.
A second to blink and the sound of one train slamming into another, even bigger, train. A mound of rocks and a rising cloud of dust now occupied Tyler’s vision. His vision which was previously fixed right where Pepper was standing.
Chapter 20: Escaping the Cave
“Pepper!” Tyler shouted. He rushed to the pile of rubble. “Pepper!”
Nothing.
He began picking up stones and throwing them to the side. “Pepper!”
This time he heard a muffled moan. She was alive. But, for how much longer? He continued moving rocks as fast as he could.
He was moving so quickly that he only saw it for a flash as the light of his headlamp danced across the debris. It was a tuft of Pepper’s bright red hair. Or was it blood? Tyler kept digging. He now had an idea where to focus his efforts.
Lifting a large pointed rock, Tyler looked down in relief. He found her; he uncovered her face. She began to cough. She was alive. Her injuries were still uncertain, but she was alive and she could breathe, so at least it might stay that way for a little while longer.
“Don’t worry, you’re alright,” he said in a panicked whisper, more to comfort himself than her.
“Wha-What?”
Tyler was frantically moving rock as quickly as he could and didn’t stop to answer.
“I-I can’t feel my leg… And my arm– Ah– My arm is the only thing I can feel!” She was still in shock, but it was subsiding. Pain rushed in to take its place.
“It’s alright, you’re going to be okay.”
Tyler was only halfway to the point where he could stop digging. With every stone he lifted, Pepper simultaneously felt a little more at ease and in a lot more pain. With every stone she would cry out. Tyler knew that he couldn’t give her screams any attention. He had to free her. He had to stay focused. She was going to be alright. He wasn’t going to, couldn’t lose his only friend. He couldn’t lose the one who showed him his dreams could still live. He kept digging.
The concept of time meant nothing to Tyler. It could have been 30 seconds or 30 minutes; he had no idea. But, she was free from the weight of the stones. She laid limp on the cave floor.
“How are you doing?” Tyler said with the last ounce of hope he could muster.
“I– Half my body won’t move, and the half that does hurts to do so.”
“Alright, it’s going to be okay. I can carry you out. We’ll make it to a hospital. You’re going to be fine.”
Pepper gave him a painful smile. Tyler knelt down and placed one arm to support her neck and another under her knees. As he lifted, she let out a scream that chilled his bones. Then his bones froze and shattered, to match hers. Pepper was silent and limp.
Terrified of what he might learn, Tyler contorted and placed two fingers firmly on her neck. He felt something! She had a pulse. She was alive! She must have passed out from the pain, he reasoned. He couldn’t waste any time; she needed to be in a hospital bed immediately.
Tyler turned from the rubble and made his way further through the cave, headed in the direction of the exit. He immediately hit a right turn that brought him back to the spot of a previous cave-in. As he crept over the rocks he didn’t want to think about what or who might be buried underneath, just like they both could have been, and still might be…
Stepping down the path they had yet to explore, he saw another bear laying restless up ahead. From his light he could see that the cave made a left turn, but he couldn’t creep past a sleeping bear on his own, much less carrying a limp body. He turned around and traversed the rubble again, heading towards the last unexplored section of cave, begging that it would lead back to the exit.
Through the rubble and back in the crossroads, Tyler looked up the mountainous cliff they slid down. He couldn’t carry Pepper up that. It was impossible. What would he do if that was the only way out? Would he leave her behind and save himself? No, he would rather die with her than live without her.
With resolve he turned left, determined they would make it out of this cave.
Tyler’s head was turned, taking one last look at the cliff. As the rest of his body rounded the corner, his head, and the headlamp, caught up with the direction his body was moving, and his light illuminated two large black eyes, a foot from his face.
Thankfully his feet reacted before his brain. He turned and ran as a roar erupted in his ear. He knew his only option meant running straight towards another bear.
This thought was punctuated by two roars greeting the first. Tyler now remembered the first sleeping bear they encountered.
Tyler made it to the rubble of the past cave-in just as the restless bear, now wide awake and hungry, did the same. A bear to his immediate right and two gaining behind him, he decided to dart left, remembering the cave looped back to this point. It was his only way to maybe lose the bears.
A quick right turn. He quickly glanced back and saw the two bears reach the middle of the rubble just as the one made it across towards him.
“Please let them not go straight!”
He climbed the rubble that had pinned Pepper in large strides. He felt confident that he was a little more agile than a bear. Hopefully the rubble patches would at least slow them down a little bit. On top of the rubble pile he made another right and leapt to the cave floor. Right again and he completed the loop.
No sign of the bears. Tyler scrambled across the rubble that was beginning to feel all too familiar, taking the path to his left. He heard another roar. Glancing behind him he saw the two bears, who had just traversed the rubble, catch on to his ruse. He bolted forward and rounded the left corner, now free of the bear. His feet came out from under him, and he slid down deeper into the cave.
Getting to his feet as quickly as he could, Pepper still held tightly in his arms, he crossed more rubble and made a quick right. He splashed through running water, nearly slipping and falling forward. Panting, he came to another crossroad. He stopped for a split second to catch his breath and think where to go. His feet were cold, soaked, and sore. He looked down to see where he could step out of the water that was flowing over his feet.
“Wait! The water is flowing! If I follow against the flow I will be headed uphill! Up and out of the cave!”
He heard a roar behind him and turned right to follow the stream. Ignoring an offshoot he continued following water. He came to a crossroads and saw a faint shimmer of orange light and heard the sound of pounding rain coming from the left path. He moved into a full sprint; the mouth of the cave was right in front of him. He did it; he found the exit.
Tyler erupted out of the cave, into the dreary sunset. He lifted his head to the sky and let out a roar himself that could rival that of the bears he just evaded.
Pepper lied motionless in his arms as the rain bounced off of her face.
Chapter 21: The Hospital
Tyler carried Pepper’s limp body back to the hospital in the center of town. The automatic sliding doors opened as a bolt of lightning crashed behind him. This dramatic illumination of a man holding a limp body immediately grabbed the attention of the nurses waiting in the lobby, and they rushed to him with a stretcher. They took Pepper from him and placed her on the stretcher. Beginning their preliminary examinations, they wheeled her through their saloon-style doors.
Tyler absentmindedly explained the situation to a nurse who was asking more questions than he could comprehend. Once the nurse finally let him go, he collapsed onto a chair in the waiting room and did the only thing he could do in this room, wait. Hoping, begging that she would be alright, he said to himself, “Just let her be okay, please,” and then drifted off into a dreamless sleep.
Hours later Tyler woke to a doctor cautiously poking his shoulder with her pen.
“-r, Sir, I have some good news for you.”
“Wha– Yes?”
“Your friend is going to be alright. It’s kind of miraculous really. I haven’t seen anything like this in my 17 years here. She seemed to be in a coma, and we expected extensive internal damage, both to vital organs and to her skeletal structure. Frankly, I didn’t expect her to survive the night. However, just as we were taking her in for x-rays, she came out of her coma and sat straight up on the table, asking what happened and where she was. We did our assessments, and she has a broken right humerus and left tibia. Internally she has some bruising that we would like to keep an eye on, but other than that, and a few more cuts and scrapes, she’s in good health. She’s a very lucky girl. She will just be going over a few administrative things with the nurse and then will be brought out shortly. Have a good rest of your evening.”
Tyler sat there, bathing in the relief that was washing over him. She really was okay. No matter how much he told himself before, there was still a part of him that didn’t truly believe it, but it really was true.
Minutes later the saloon doors swung open, and Tyler stared at Pepper’s face as she was wheeled along by a nurse. Despite everything she was smiling. Though, I would too, knowing I lived through being buried alive.
Tyler glanced around at the rest of her injuries. The doctor was right: she looked great. A cast on her arm and leg, a few scrapes in various places, but she looked good, considering.
He rushed toward her and gave her the biggest hug he could muster.
“Ah, a little too tight,” she said with a smile.
“Huh, sorry,” he said. The realization caused his cheeks to turn bright red.
Looking over her shoulder, “It’s alright, I got it from here, thanks,” she said to the nurse.
She reached to move the wheels of the chair herself. She could have done it herself–the cast on her right arm made it a little clunky–but she could have done it. Seeing the mix of shock and relief on Tyler’s face though, she let him take over without protest.
“So, how long until you’re better?”
“Doc says it will be about seven weeks until the casts can come off, then a few more until everything’s fully healed and I’m back to normal.”
“Seven weeks! Wow… I– That’s rough…”
“Eh, at least I’m alive! What all happened anyways?”
“I’ll tell you the whole story once we get you home.”
“Okay! Can we stop and get something to eat on the way though? I’m really feeling a burger, again.”
“Haha, sounds like a plan!”
Tyler and Pepper left the hospital and picked up some dinner. Tyler walked Pepper home and carefully maneuvered her chair up the stairs into her temporary apartment. Sitting in her living room, eating their burgers, Tyler recounted the afternoon and filled in the gaps of Pepper’s memory.
They watched a movie, and afterwards her exhaustion finally caught up with her, and Pepper headed off to bed. Tyler stayed and slept on her couch. He couldn’t leave her alone; he wanted to be there in case she needed anything, even just a glass of water.
Chapter 22: Nine Weeks Later
Wow, that was a long, boring nine weeks. I’ve decided to cut them all out and just give you the highlights. Trust me, it was very boring. All they did the entire time was watch movies and TV. They even watched a few things twice.
Pepper’s time where she was staying was up about a week in. Most of that whole first week she didn’t leave due to the difficulty of navigating stairs in a wheelchair. So, Tyler came over early every morning and kept her company all day. Pepper was glad when she needed to find a new place to stay. She opted for a first floor room at the motel across the street.
From there on Tyler and Pepper would alternate days at each other’s place to watch their daily movies and television. Pepper was glad to be out and about, even if she was still confined to a chair. Occasionally they would explore the town and visit some of the shops and eateries that they were familiar with.
Tyler enjoyed staying in. He grew to like the safety of the indoors again. The movies and TV were his ideal way to pass the time. He thoroughly enjoyed Pepper’s company, but something was off. He liked staring at a screen for hours because he didn’t have to communicate with her much. It wasn’t that he didn’t want to talk to her, per se. He just had no idea what to say. No matter how much she reassured him, and no matter how much he saw that she really was alright, he couldn’t get rid of the guilt he felt. His carelessness caused the cave-in. He felt he was the reason that she was stuck in that chair. It ate him up inside, and he had no clue how to make it better, and even if he did, he wasn’t sure he wanted to feel better.
At week seven Pepper went back to the doctor’s and had her casts removed on time. She was still weak and needed to go to some rehab sessions. It wasn’t until the eighth week that she was finally able to get rid of the wheelchair for good. Since the fourth week, she was beginning to get antsy and wanted to get out and go adventuring again, despite all that happened on their last journey. Once she finally got rid of the chair she was nearly bubbling over. She would bring it up every now and then, but each time Tyler reminded her that her physical therapist said she still needed to take it easy and give herself a little bit more time to fully recover.
I’m bringing you back in now, in the middle of the ninth week, because I think things are about to get interesting again. Pepper looks like she is about to explode. Let’s see what happens.
Oh, and Tyler has a cat now.
The pair were sitting on Tyler’s couch, mindlessly watching Jaws 2 for the second time. Well, Tyler was watching it. Pepper was facing the TV, but her eyes were bent sideways in Tyler’s direction. Her leg was bouncing anxiously, and an unbecoming scowl was growing on her face.
“Can we please do something, anything, else tomorrow?” she said, just barely masking her frustration, “I am exhausted with this nonstop, brainless waste of time.”
“Hold on, this is the good part.”
Pepper’s eyes pirouetted.
“The doctor said you sti–”
“I don’t care what the doctor said!” The stray cat that Tyler let into his apartment and began feeding jumped from the pile of blankets he laid out for it. “I feel fantastic physically; now I’m just bored. We haven’t done anything worth anything for over two months!”
“But– Well–,” he said, eyes still fixed on his television set. “What about what happened last time? You wouldn’t want something like that to happen again, would you?”
“I’d rather that than sitting here doing nothing!”
“Well,” he turned and placed one eye on Pepper, still keeping one glued to the TV, “What would we do anyways? We’ve explored most of this whole town.”
“There’s still the forest.”
“No, I’m not going there,” his eyes were now fully fixed on hers.
“Why not? It’s just a normal forest, like any other. There’s no way we could get hurt there.”
“Everyone says it’s haunted, and people have gone missing in the forest. That doesn’t sound safe to me. And anyways, woods aren’t totally safe; there could be bears and all sorts of other dangerous animals lurking, waiting to eat us.”
“It’s winter; everything that could harm us is hibernating now. You saw the bears in the caves.”
“Exactly, it’s winter, it’s cold, it isn’t safe to be out in the cold all day in general, much less in the middle of an unknown, possibly haunted forest where anything can happen that prevents us from leaving and we just freeze to death.”
“Can you stop being so dramatic about everything!? We’ll be fine. If you are too scared to go in the woods, fine, we’ll just do something else. Can we please just do something?”
“No.”
“No?”
“I like it here, safe and warm, indoors with Skittles–”
That’s what he named the cat…
“–watching movies. We can go on more adventures in spring, when it’s warmer.”
“I am literally going to go insane if I have to watch one more bad movie with you.”
“Then don’t. You can leave if you want to.”
“What is wrong with you!? I’m the one who was almost crushed to death. I’m the one who should be scared to get back out there, not you.”
“Yeah, sure, you were the one who almost died, but you aren’t the only one who got hurt!” Tyler began channeling the rising pain into anger. “I carried your lifeless body out of that cave. While being chased by bears! I didn’t know if you were dead or alive until the doctors said so. That isn’t something I can just ‘get over’ as easily as a few broken bones. I need time to recover too…”
Pepper’s eyes glazed over. She had never considered the effect that the accident had on him. He never wanted her to.
“I-I’m sorry, I-I had no idea…”
Tyler did feel relieved. He finally got out what he was keeping buried inside himself since the accident. Now that he said it out loud he felt he could finally begin to recover.
“It’s alright,” he said in a muted tone, “We will definitely adventure more–I’m still not sure about the forest though–but I just need a little bit more time, that’s all.”
“Okay, I understand, I’m sorry. You take all the time you need,” she laid her head on his shoulder, “So what’d we miss?” she said, looking back at the TV.
Chapter 23: The Next Day
Tyler got up, grabbed some clothes from the mountain on his floor, got ready, and headed to Pepper’s.
He passed through the park and nodded to the old man who feeds the seagulls who struggle to find food in the winter. He stopped at the ancient video store and picked up the day’s entertainment.
He then stopped and grabbed two to-go cups of teafee and some breakfast for the both of them, before finally getting to Pepper’s motel room.
Tyler knocked and then opened the door. Inside Pepper sat, ready for breakfast and to begin the day. They ate, then started on the stack of movies and television seasons Tyler brought. Around mid-morning, they took a break, got up to stretch, and made some popcorn before getting back to the pile.
They stopped for lunch, and Pepper made them lunch meat sandwiches. After lunch, it was back to staring at the television set.
A few hours later, the pair took a break for dinner. Aware that their days were far too sedentary, they opted to walk and pick up some take out instead of having it delivered. Today they got Chinese food.
Back at the motel they sat down and ate dinner while watching a few TV episodes. A few more movies later, and it was time for bed.
Once home, Tyler threw his clothes back on the mountain, plopped into bed, and almost fell asleep before his head hit his pillow.
Chapter 24: And the Next Day
Tyler got up, grabbed some clothes from the mountain on his floor, got ready, and set his kitchen table. He straightened up his living room a little bit and made sure he had enough popcorn to make it through the day.
He heard a knock at his door and turned to see Pepper walking through it with a bag of breakfast in one hand, a tray of caffeine drinks in the other, and a stack of movies tucked under each arm.
They sat down in his living room and began enjoying Pepper’s selection of visual entertainment and morning food.
As was routine, they had their mid-morning popcorn break and after, four more episodes, stopped for lunch. Today they had bowls of tomato soup and grilled cheese.
Three movies later they went for a walk and brought back dinner, this time a pizza, half ham and pineapple, the other half empty of toppings.
They stared at the screen a little while longer until, once again, it was time to get some sleep. Pepper got up and headed home, back to her motel room. As soon as she left, Tyler locked his door and threw his clothes back on the mountain as he plopped into bed. Tonight he didn’t have the walk home to lull him to sleep. So, he stayed up until he saw the (M) on his Tang-A-Sketch denoting that she “made it home” safely.
Chapter 25: And the Day After That
Tyler got up, grabbed some clothes from the mountain on his floor, got ready, and headed to Pepper’s.
He passed through the park and nodded, again, to the old man who feeds the seagulls that struggle to find food in the winter. He stopped at the ancient video store and picked up today’s entertainment.
He then stopped and grabbed another two to-go cups of teafee and some breakfast for the both of them, before finally getting to Pepper’s motel room.
Tyler knocked and then opened the door. Inside Pepper sat, ready, once more, for breakfast and to begin the day. They ate, then started on the stack of movies and television seasons that Tyler brought. Around mid-morning, they took a break, got up to stretch, and made some popcorn before getting back to the pile.
They stopped for lunch, and Pepper made them peanut butter and jelly sandwiches. After lunch, it was back to staring at the television set.
A few hours later, the pair took a break for dinner. They opted, again, to walk and pick up some take out instead of having it delivered. Today they got sandwiches from the same pizzeria they went to the night before. Tyler got a chicken Parmesan and Pepper had the eggplant Parmesan.
Back at the motel they sat down and ate dinner while watching a few TV episodes. A few more movies later, and it was time for bed.
Once home, Tyler threw his clothes back on the mountain, plopped into bed, and, again, almost fell asleep before his head hit his pillow.
Chapter 26: And the– Oh, That is Enough of This
Tyler got up, grabbed some clothes from the mountain on his floor, got ready, and set his kitchen table. He straightened up his living room a little bit and made sure he had enough popcorn to make it through the day.
He heard a knock at his door and turned to see Pepper walking through it with a bag of breakfast in one hand, a tray of caffeine drinks in the other, and a stack of movies tucked under each arm.
They sat down in his living room and-
Okay, that’s enough of all this. This has gotten very boring and repetitive. I think I’ll spare you and skip ahead, probably to Spring I guess, where they actually start adventuring again. Wish me luck, I still have to sit through all of this, remember… This story better have a good ending and be worth all of this…
Chapter 27: The Accident
It’s been a few months since I last updated you. It’s been a few months since Tyler and Pepper did anything worth talking about. Actually, they still haven’t done anything worth mentioning. There are a few variations to their day, here and there. Like one day they ran out of popcorn and had to snack on pretzels instead. After that, they made sure to always have popcorn. Personally, I would have preferred the pretzels. Occasionally they skipped the walk and just had dinner delivered. Riveting stuff.
I’m at my wit’s end. I’m absolutely bored out of my mind watching these two do absolutely nothing, day after day. We are now well into Spring, when Tyler said he would be recovered and ready to go adventuring again. Pepper is antsy and will quietly bring up the issue every now and then. But she doesn’t dare push it. Tyler immediately gets defensive any time anything about adventuring is mentioned.
Pepper is handling this much better than I would. I’m about done with these two. I was about to just stop watching them, stop writing this book, and move on to some other project. Ideally one where I’m completely in control of the characters… Well, instead I’ve opted for one last ditch effort before leaving these two behind to carry on their lifeless existence. I’m going to step in and spice things up a bit. Hopefully forcing a tragedy will wake them–correction, wake Tyler–up and ignite his sense for adventure again.
I know it’s a little bit drastic, and I should probably try talking to him first, but from how he responds to Pepper, talking to him isn’t going to do much. And, from a little bit of probing I have done, I’m not so sure he can hear me anymore. I’m not sure what exactly happened. It seems he’s completely forgotten about my existence, and any minor attempts I’ve made to make myself known and spur him on have gone unnoticed.
So, all I can think of is to get a little adrenaline pumping through him, and maybe that will be a big enough spark to relight his fire.
The day just began and Tyler just locked his front door. Let’s follow him and see what we can do…
Tyler turned from his door and made his way towards the park. As he approached the park he was lost in thought. The light turned green, and he began to walk across Palm Circle into the park. Half way across the street, he heard a noise that jarred him out of his head and into reality.
“Huh, that’s odd. It’s Tuesday; they normally don’t collect from that dumpster until Thursday. It is Tuesday right?”
Tyler looked to his left just to make sure that the screeching sound he heard was in fact coming from the garbage truck he’d heard every Thursday for the past few months.
Instead of the evergreen garbage truck, he saw a purple PT Cruiser with wood paneling skidding straight towards him.
His brain downshifted causing his heartbeat to skyrocket. The world around him froze as the adrenaline coursed through his veins. His thoughts hit on every single possible action.
Run. Not enough time to get away. Death.
Jump. The cruiser is too tall; I might make it over the grill, but at this speed, that would be a roller coaster climb up into the sky followed by a free fall to asphalt. Slim chance of survival. Probable death.
Jump away, not up. That’s little different than running. Death.
Lay down. Fitting safely between the wheels and under the car will be tricky. Likely death, survival possible.
The car is slowing. Maybe jumping is the best option. Yes, landing on the hood will be my safest option.
Tyler rushed back to reality. Fear overcame logic, and he was now the one frozen.
He screamed, “STOP!”
The car stopped. The screeching stopped. The driver, an elderly lady who was too blind to see the color of her red light, stopped. Everything involving that car stopped, instantaneously, without any hint of momentum.
“What just!? How!? That’s-That is not possible… I was a goner. That car was going to hit me, and I would at least be in serious pain, if not dead. I’ve taken enough physics classes to know that that car could not have stopped that quickly,” Tyler said out loud to no one in particular but making eye contact with the driver, who, he knew, had no chance of hearing him.
He stood blank and frozen for a few moments. The old lady behind the wheel sat watching him, thinking he was a character on her television. Racking his brain, Tyler finally came to a realization.
“Arthur! It was you!” he shouted into the sky, “Thank you so much!”
“Um, yeah, don’t mention it,” I said back.
“Thanks for watching out for me, I’m sorry I’ve kinda forgotten about you…”
“Aw, it’s alright, it’s my job to be in the background and go unnoticed. I’m just here to observe you and your adventures.”
His head dropped, “Guess I haven’t been giving you much to observe, have I?”
“It has been a slow few months, but you’ve needed time to recover, I get it. I would appreciate some more action, but when you feel up to it.”
“Okay, I think I’ll go talk to Pepper about doing something. Almost dying myself now kinda puts things into perspective, and you saving me does kinda remind me why I’m here to begin with.”
“Oh, well, alright. Just as long as you’re ready yourself. I don’t want to push you into anything you don’t want to do. That would feel wrong.”
“No, I think I’m ready. Thanks again. It’s nice to hear your voice.”
“You’re welcome.”
Tyler turned from the car and headed straight to Pepper’s. No need for all of the usual stops today.
Okay, I’m going to leave out some of the details of him going to Pepper’s and instead update you on what just happened. That went WAY better than I could have ever planned. My plan was to actually have him get hit and suffer minor injuries. I wanted the adrenaline of the moment to shock him out of his slump, and then for his recovery time to make him antsy as it did with Pepper. Now, he sounds like he will be back to adventuring right away instead, injury free. Although, I’m not exactly sure how he made it out injury free. I didn’t stop the car. The old lady didn’t stop the car. So, he must have stopped it… There were some indications earlier, but now I think it’s undeniable: Tyler has some sort of creative powers himself…
“I have what? You didn’t save me? Your plan was to have me hit by the car!?”
What!? He’s not supposed to be able to hear me talking to you!
“Well, apparently I can!”
“How?”
“I don’t know, how about, why did you plan on running me over with a CAR!?!?”
“Ha, well, you see, when you put it like that… No, you’re the main character of the book, and main characters never die. I knew you’d be fine, battered maybe, but alive. The book was getting very boring. Something interesting needed to happen or else people would stop reading the book, the book about you. You never truly die until someone stops reading your story, regardless of your physical state of existence.”
The old man who fed the seagulls stared at Tyler, who was speaking into the air at no one and was blankly staring at nothing in particular. “You tried to have me run over by a CAR!”
Resigning to the fact that he would never understand the scene unfolding in front of him, the old man turned back to the normalcy of his winged friends.
“I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have done that.”
“Yeah, you-you better be. Okay, so, wait, how exactly am I alive then?”
“I don’t really know. I guess something in this world is protecting you or something.”
“What was it you said about me having powers or something?”
“Umm, yeah, I was letting the readers know that there must be some sort of power protecting you, other than me.”
“More like protecting me from you it sounds like.”
“Hey, I’d rather you die bloody than be forgotten, and that’s where I’ll leave it.”
Tyler thinks on this for a bit, “No, wait, you said specifically that I have, ‘creative power.’”
“No…”
“I’m pretty sure you did. What does that mean?”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“Fine, then I’ll go ask Pepper what she thinks about it all.”
“Okay, fine. I don’t really know what it is, but I was going to let the car hit you, you told the car to stop, and it did. I don’t really know what that means. Maybe you did it, maybe it’s a coincidence of something else in this world keeping you alive, I have no idea. There’ve been a few other oddities that I can’t explain as well.”
“But you specifically said ‘creative powers’… You think I can create things in this world just like you can!”
“I don’t know what’s going on, it was just a word.”
“Well, we’ll just have to see. Cherry pie!”
A cherry pie appeared in Tyler’s hands.
A mischievous grin grew on Tyler’s face, “Cool!”
Well, I didn’t see that coming.
Chapter 28: Adventure Returns
Tyler spent the next half hour making various foods appear out of thin air.
“Alright, I know you’re having fun, but is there any chance you could let this old lady go?”
The old woman whose car Tyler had told to stop sat watching him with a growing look of terror. It seemed that whatever he did, not only did she stop, but she was unable to move at all. Other cars were honking and had to drive around her, giving various rude gestures as they did so.
“Oh, carry on,” he said, stepping aside and waving her along.
She mouthed, “Thank you,” and was gone.
“So it seems I can create objects and issue various commands in this world,” Tyler said as he dropped a persimmon to the ground that he had just conjured.
“Looks like it.”
“What did you say earlier about dying of boredom?”
“Oh, I was just talking about legacy and the idea that you don’t really die until the memory of you dies.”
“So, what you’re saying is, here in my world, this book thing, I have these powers to create whatever I need, and I can never truly die while someone somewhere is reading about me?”
“Umm, I guess so. That’s how it sounds like things are going.”
“What about Pepper? Can I keep her safe?”
“I-I don’t see why not.”
“Then, despite your awful methods, I will do as you wish and continue our adventures. If I can keep us safe, if as long as these readers are interested we can’t die, and if adventure is what keeps people interested, then adventures we will take.”
Tyler decisively headed towards the motel that Pepper was staying in.
Hearing him barge through the door, Pepper asked, “What took you so long?” Then turning to see him empty-handed, she added, “And where’s breakfast? And the movies?”
“I had an interesting morning. Some lady almost ran over me.”
“Oh my goodness, are you okay?”
“Yeah, yeah, I’m fine. It was kind of scary in the moment, but afterwards, when I knew I was okay, I realized I’ve missed our adventures. Sitting around watching movies isn’t really living. Neither is living in constant fear of dying. Nearly being killed made me understand that you only truly live when you face death head-on.”
“Oh, al-alright.”
Umm, okay. What magic hat did you drag that rabbit out of?
“So, do you want to go explore the forest today?” asked Tyler.
“Wha-What? You want to go to the forest?”
“Yeah, why not!?”
“Are you sure you don’t have a concussion or something?”
“I’m sure.”
“Okay, you just seem super different. I thought you never wanted to go into the forest.”
“We all have to face our fears eventually. Fear just keeps us from living.”
“Alright, well, I’m in! Do you know how to get there?”
“Yup, I remember where it’s at. It’s Northeast of town. Kinda far though; we should probably get a car if we want to get there and back in the same day.”
“I just take the bus between towns. Do you have a car?”
“Nah, this town has always been too small to bother with one. I guess I’ll have to go buy one.”
“Do you have the money for that? I can help a little if you need it.”
“Nah, I’ll be fine,” Tyler insisted. “Do you know where any car lots are around here? I’ve never had the need to look for one; maybe you’re more observant than I’ve been.”
“No, now that you mention it, I don’t remember ever seeing one.”
“Oh well, we can just head out and ask around town if anyone knows where to buy a car.”
The pair left Pepper’s motel and grabbed a quick breakfast at a nearby cafe. After breakfast they made their way to the park to start asking around.
“We should find Ted. I’m sure he’d know where to get a nice car,” Tyler said.
Across the street Tyler spotted Ted and ran to meet him.
“Hey, how you doing officer Ted?”
“Oh hey there, I’m doing well, how about you?”
“I’ve been having a great day. Say, quick question. Would you know where I could buy a nice car? Me and Pepper were looking to head out on an adventure up north a bit, out of comfortable walking distance.”
“Yeah, sure. There’s Larry’s Lucky Lot just off West Main Street. There are a few more dealerships in the city, but Larry’s place is the only one in town still. Up north you said? There isn’t much up there other than farmland and the forest. You two aren’t headed up to the forest are you?”
“Yu–” started Pepper.
“Nope, we want to visit some of the farmers and listen to any interesting stories they have to tell,” interrupted Tyler.
Pepper gave him a suspicious look.
“Well alrighty then. Like I’ve said before, that forest is dangerous stuff that ain’t worth messing with.”
“Ten-four, no forest adventures for us any time soon. Thanks again, hope you have a great day.”
“You too, and good luck with your car,” Ted said with a wave.
“What was that?” Pepper asked once Ted was out of ear shot. “Why did you lie to him? If there is actually some danger to it, wouldn’t it be good to have him know where we were? You know, just in case.”
“What? Are you afraid of the forest now or something?”
“No, I know it isn’t haunted, it’s just… I don’t know. I feel bad lying to him, that’s all.”
“It’ll be fine. I didn’t want him to worry about us going when we know it isn’t haunted and nothing’s going to happen.”
“Okay…”
Down West Main Street they saw a sign for Larry’s Lucky Lot that they must have missed the previous times down this road.
“Afternoon! What can I help you two with?” asked Larry Luck. Yes, he actually had his surname changed to ‘Luck’.
“I’m looking for the coolest, fastest car you got.”
“Ah, a man of good taste. I have exactly what you’re looking for, right this way.”
They walked around the side of the building, and Tyler immediately said, “I’ll take it.”
It was a vibrant, cherry red, convertible, 1965 Ford Mustang with white racing stripes.
“You wanna take it for a test drive?”
“Nope, I’ll just buy it.”
“Don’t you want to know how much it is first?”
“Nope.”
“Well, alrighty then. I like me a straight shooter. How would you like to pay?”
“Cash. I should have enough here in my pockets.”
Tyler reached into his pockets and pulled out giant wads of one-hundred-dollar bills.
“This should be enough,” he said, handing Larry the bundle of cash.
“Wha– Where did you get all of that?” Pepper asked.
“I’ve had it,” Tyler lied.
“Okay, that should do.” Larry commented, wide eyed. “Come on in to the office here, and we’ll get all the paperwork situated and have you on your way.”
The three of them headed into the office, and a few minutes later Tyler came out holding the keys to his new (to him) car. Smile on his face, he jumped into his convertible, not bothering to open the door. He placed the key in the ignition, turned, and listened to the roar of the engine as his car came to life.
Pepper hopped in and asked, “Do you even know how to drive? I thought you said you never bothered getting a car.”
“How hard can it be? I’m sure I can drive.”
Tyler peeled out of the car lot and sped down West Main headed toward the river. He drove up and down River Road to get a feel for the car–and driving. The car ran beautifully, and as for Tyler’s driving skills, well, he was a ‘natural’.
“I think exploring the forest will be a full day’s worth of adventure. I don’t see much point heading there today. Do you wanna head back to your place and watch one last movie, then go see the forest tomorrow?” asked Tyler.
“Yeah, that sounds like a great idea!”
The pair headed back to Pepper’s motel room and, on the way, picked up dinner and a DVD. They relaxed and enjoyed their last evening of doing nothing. They were each glad to be doing something new, but there was still something bitter-sweet about it. There was a part of them that would miss this time of living life lackadaisically.
At the end of the evening they said their goodbyes and shared their hopes for tomorrow. Tyler decided Pepper lived in a nicer part of town and left his car there for the night.
“You know what, I don’t feel like walking all the way home. I think I’ll just get one of these houses and stay closer to Pepper.”
He walked across the street and knocked on a door numbered ‘117A’. The door creaked open, and a pudgy, middle-aged man stood in the door way.
“I’m not buying anything, goodnight.”
“What are you doing in my house?” asked Tyler. “This is my home.”
Tyler blinked, and the pudgy man was gone, along with all of his belongings. He blinked again, and all of Tyler’s things were in his new house.
“I think I could get used to this,” he said, closing the door to his new home behind him.
Chapter 29: The Haunted Palm Forest
Alright, while he is sleeping I think I have some time to talk with you, privately, about what’s been going on. This is crazy. This isn’t what I had in mind when I sat down to start this book at all. Tyler is starting to scare me. I have no idea how he has so much power. I feel it might be starting to go to his head. I guess this will make for an interesting story at least. Or maybe not. I hope he doesn’t end up creating more plot conveniences like that pocket full of money. Oh well, it looks like he’s beginning to stir, so let’s get back to him.
Tyler woke before the sun. He got ready, this time preparing for an adventure. He didn’t do much to prepare, however. He didn’t bother packing a bag of supplies that they might need. He figured he would just summon anything that they ended up needing.
Once out the door, he hopped into his new car and headed into town to pick up some breakfast. Food was the one thing he learned he preferred not to summon. There was something about food poofed out of thin air that just didn’t taste quite right. Poofed food was pure and untainted by human hands or cookware. Ironically, that level of purity gave it an unnatural taste.
Tyler picked up two cups of teafee and two egg sandwiches from their favorite cafe and headed over to Pepper’s motel room. They quickly ate breakfast, jumped in the red Mustang, and headed off towards Palm Forest.
Tyler drove up South Palm Street. Reaching Palm Circle, he headed around the roundabout towards North Palm Street. As he was rounding the circle, Tyler saw Officer Ted standing in the park and gave him a wave as they drove by. Ted gave them a wave back, mouthing the words, “Nice car!”
Tyler sped off and headed up North Palm Street. They stopped at a traffic light and crossed over Bridge Street. Once across, the small town of Palmville began to disappear, replaced by farmland stretching out beyond sight. Behind them, a quaint town. Beside them, cabbage fields. Ahead of them, more cabbage. Tyler was driving fast. If they squinted, they could see the green bushy tops of trees on the horizon up ahead.
They met the trees quicker than Pepper thought they would have. Tyler drove along the tree line that hugged the right side of the road until finding a small open grassy area. He pulled off and came to a stop next to an old rusty car that nature was reclaiming.
“I wonder how long that’s been there,” said Pepper.
“Dunno.”
“Maybe this isn’t such a good idea. From the looks of it, I’d say whoever’s car that is, they went in, but didn’t come out…”
“Oh, don’t worry. I’m sure someone just dropped their old car off here hoping to scare people. As a joke.”
“If you say so,” she said, closing the door with a clunk of metal hitting metal and latches engaging.
“Come on, this will be fun!”
They stepped through the tree line and were transported into another world. Being early spring, there was new life all around them. They heard the buzzing and chirping of insects, the tweeting of hungry baby birds, and the rustling of squirrels and chipmunks darting through bushes and scurrying up trees. The budding flowers and foliage brought with them wondrous sights and sweet smells.
“This is beautiful,” Pepper said.
“It is,” Tyler said in wonder. “Not what I was expecting at all.”
They wandered around the forest taking in all of the sights, sounds, and smells. Around noon they stumbled upon a small pond that was fed by a waterfall. They sat beside it and had a picnic lunch that Pepper had prepared.
“I’m sorry I was so stubborn and scared to get back out and do this,” Tyler said, “And sorry I was originally scared to come here. There’s no way this place is haunted. Today has been wonderful.”
“And it’s only half over! Sorry I ended up being apprehensive about coming here too. I don’t know what I was thinking. What do you want to do next?”
“I guess just walk around a little more. I think I want to relax in a hammock at some point.”
“That sounds great!”
They finished their sandwiches, packed back up, and set off to explore the forest some more. They decided to climb up the waterfall and follow the river that fed it. Following the river would let them keep their sense of direction, and life is always centered around water. It was Pepper’s suggestion.
They trod softly in silence hoping not to scare away any wildlife that might be drinking from the stream. Eight minutes in and they saw something. Across, on the other side of the river, was a golden fawn lapping the water while its, presumably, mother, father, and sibling patiently waited.
The pair stood speechless, enthralled with the scene.
The fawn quenched its thirst, and the deer family carried on through the woods, never aware of their admirers.
“How could anyone ever think this place is haunted? There’s nothing here but beauty!” Pepper exclaimed.
“I have no idea. I guess it’s just one of those rumors that someone starts, and, in a small town, it just sticks.”
“Huh, you’re probably right. Some selfish jerk probably didn’t want to share all of this with everyone else,” Pepper said, waving her arms in a large gesture.
“Ha, yeah. Wait! What’s that?” Tyler said, pointing at the horizon down the stream.
“Yea– What is that!?”
Ahead, barely visible from where they currently were, the trees looked dark and charred. There was a distinct line where the life of the forest stopped and death began.
As they got closer, Tyler and Pepper moved slower and slower.
Stopped 17 feet from the line between life and death, Pepper said, “Umm, I don’t know. I don’t think I want to go in there. Let’s just stay in this part of the woods.”
“Come on, it’ll be fine. We have to see what caused this. It looks like it’s probably just an old forest fire. It could be an asteroid that crashed though. That would be cool; I’d like a space rock souvenir.”
Pepper followed hesitantly. They reached the line, and Tyler took a cautious step over. The dead leaves crunched under his feet. His second foot crossed the line. He was in the the dead side of the forest reaching out to grab Pepper’s hand in the side full of life. She grabbed his hand and stepped across the line, joining him.
Pepper exhaled. Everything in front of them was dead. But they weren’t, “At least not yet,” she mumbled to herself. “I really don’t think this is a good idea.”
Tyler silently walked forward, and a loose grasp on Pepper’s hand pulled her along with him.
Something rushed past the corner of their vision. They froze.
WWWWeeeeeeeRRRRRlllllllllloooooooooOOOOOOOooooooRRREeeeeeekkkkKKKTTTTTT
“What was that!?” They both jumped.
Something rushed past again. They spun around. Pepper grabbed onto Tyler’s arm with both hands, her nails leaving an imprint.
“TTTTuuuuuuuuUUuuuwwrrrRRRRrrnnnnnnnnNNNNNNn BBBaaaaaaAAAAaaaAAAAAaaaaackkkk,” an eerie voice echoed.
Everything in Pepper’s brain told her to run, but her nerves were frozen. Tyler stood, a little unnerved, but still calm. He was looking around intently and listening for something.
WWWWeeeeeeeRRRRRlllllllllloooooooooOOOOOOOooooooRRREeeeeeekkkkKKKTTTTTT
Tyler caught sight of something white flutter past him. This time he heard an unnatural whirling sound.
“TTTTuuuuuuuuUUuuuwwrrrRRRRrrnnnnnnnnNNNNNNn BBBaaaaaaAAAAaaaAAAAAaaaaackkkk,” the voice said again.
Tyler’s eyes followed something above him and locked onto a tree. His lips straightened out to a slight frown, his eyebrows lifted, and his head tilted. He pried Pepper’s nails out of his arm and walked to the tree without breaking his gaze. He rubbed his hand across the bark. He placed his ear on the tree and knocked his knuckles in two slow rasps. He ran his hand down to the base of the tree.
WWWWeeeeeeeRRRRRlllllllllloooooooooOOOOO–
“AAAAAAAAHHhhhhhhhhh!!!!!!” screamed Pepper.
Tyler stood holding an electrical plug in his hand. Pepper was huddled into a ball on the ground with a white sheet hanging in mid-air above her.
Chapter 30: The “Haunted” Palm Forest
“You’re okay,” Tyler said, helping Pepper to her feet. “It’s just a prank. It isn’t real.”
“Wha– You sure?”
“Yup, see, it’s just a sheet attached to some pulleys. The sound came from a speaker system somewhere. That tree is fake. It’s what provided the power for everything.”
“But– Why? Why would someone go through the trouble of setting this all up?”
“Beats me,” Tyler said with a shrug. “Come on, let’s look around and see if there’s any more.”
“Sure. Wait, this still doesn’t explain why everything around here is dead.”
“Good point…”
They continued through the woods along the line separating life and decay, perpendicular to the river, pondering what strange occurrence they might have stumbled upon. As they wonderingly wandered, they discussed scenarios that ranged from a forest fire and teenage pranksters to aliens. As they discovered more and more ‘haunted’ traps, their confusion grew with the realization of the amount of work that was put in. It was too complex to be a simple prank and too juvenile to be anything otherworldly.
“Let’s head back to the river and follow it deeper into the woods,” suggested Pepper. “I’m starting to get a hunch that all of this ‘haunted’ business is just to keep people out of something, and I’m getting curious what it is.”
“Good idea,” agreed Tyler.
As they followed the river, they encountered more and more elaborate contraptions meant to scare anyone in the area. There was a fake bush that was made to rustle when the sound of a wolf growling played through a speaker. An inflatable witch cackled with glee. Best of all was a small shack with a man in ragged clothes and a mask, clutching a butcher knife in his lap, rocking steadily in a chair on the front porch.
“I guess whoever put all this here didn’t expect anyone to come to a haunted forest in the day time. At night these must work wonders,” said Pepper.
“Definitely. These are all obviously fake when seen in the light of day. Whoever set all this up knew what they were doing. Saying it’s haunted keeps most people away. Most who do want to check it out would come at night,” Tyler replied.
“Whoever did this put in a lot of work. This shack seems well enough built, not just a prop. And the skin on this butcher looks so lifelike! He even has detailed arm hair.”
Pepper reached out to touch the mannequin, and they heard a familiar but snarled voice say, “I wouldn’t do that if I were you, Pepper.”
Chapter 31: What’s in the Forest
Ted stepped out from behind a tree, revolver pointed in their direction. “Marcus doesn’t like it when people touch him. He doesn’t like people trespassing in his woods either.”
The masked butcher grunted.
“I told you these woods were dangerous. I also said most people don’t make it out alive,” he said with a haunting grin, waving the pistol.
Tyler and Pepper had both subconsciously raised their arms at the sight of the gun.
“You did all of this? But why? Why are you scaring people away from the forest?” Pepper asked.
“I did, honey. Haven’t had to use them in a while though. The town seems pretty set on this place being haunted. No one ever bothers to test the theory. But then you had to come snooping around town with this ‘adventure’ nonsense, infecting our good citizen here,” he waved the gun at Tyler. “I’m really surprised the bears didn’t get you in that cave. Shame. Glad I get to finish you myself at least.”
Ted pulled back the hammer on the revolver and trained the sights onto Pepper’s forehead.
“Psst, Tyler, before he kills you guys, ask him about his plan,” I said. “Apparently it’s a common thing in stories that the protagonist (you) does to buy themselves time to figure a way out of the situation, and it clues the readers into the villain’s plan.”
“Wait!” Tyler shouted. “Won’t you give us the decency of answering her question before killing us? At least tell us why you’re killing us.”
Marcus sat, uninterested, rocking in his chair.
“I apologize, where are my manners?” The gun was still pointed in their direction, but Ted lowered it from Pepper’s head as he spoke. “I have to kill you for the simple reason that you’ve been into the forest, and you’ve seen that it isn’t really haunted. We can’t have you blabbing to the people in town about it. Wouldn’t want any more visitors.”
Tyler wasn’t listening to a word Ted was saying. He was listening to me and trying to figure out a plan. He needed a plan to save Pepper.
“But why don’t you want people to come here? What are you hiding!?” Pepper was desperate for answers more than anything.
“Ha, this one’s feisty. Ain’t she, Marc?” Marcus just grunted. “I’m a fair guy. So, I’ll tell you how it is.” Ted slid the hammer back in place and placed his revolver back into its holster. “Me and my brother Marcus there came to town a few decades ago. Marcus is a little, let’s say, ‘slow’. People tend to make fun of him. So I built us a little cabin out here in the forest and would go into town every now and then for supplies. There was one important supply that I couldn’t get in town though. Booze. This old-fashioned town doesn’t know they repealed prohibition.”
Ted grabbed a pack of cigarettes out of his breast pocket and pulled one out with his teeth. There was a sound of clinging metal, and Ted took a slow drag. He exhaled, and Tyler coughed at the scent.
“So,” Ted continued, “I just had to take matters into my own hands and make some. Me and Marcus set up a distillery and made our own supply. All was good for a few months, but the townspeople started getting suspicious of the guy who lived in the woods. So, I took a job mopping floors at the station to gain their trust. Eventually I was able to work my way up into the police force when they were short-handed. Once kids started snooping around, we set up the traps and spread the rumor that the forest was haunted. With less people snooping around, we ended up making more booze than we could consume. So, I started selling it to Gracie who distributes it at her pub. That being my district, she doesn’t get much trouble from the cops. We’ve had our hiccups–Marcus almost burned the entire forest down a few years ago–but business has been good. So, long story short, we’re making a killing with our little bootleg operation, and sometimes, you need to kill to make a killing.” Ted grinned and drew his gun again.
“Run!” Tyler shouted. “They can’t hit us!”
They both jumped off the porch and made a break for it. They split up to avoid running straight into Ted. Tyler turned left, back towards the car. Pepper made a right and headed around the cabin, deeper into the woods.
Caught off guard, Ted fluttered for a moment between the two. He made his decision and took aim at Pepper’s back. He confidently squeezed the trigger.
PPUUUHHHHHHMM
He missed.
“Don’t just sit there! Grab the shotgun and go after him, Marcus!” Marcus got up and grabbed the gun that was propped against the door. He chased after Tyler while Ted ran towards Pepper.
Tyler darted through the woods. The section of woods that had been burned didn’t provide much cover. He jumped behind trees as much as he could, still moving forward as quickly as possible.
PPPWWWWOOOOOOOOOOOOHH
PPPWWWWOOOOOOOOOOOOHH
Marcus’s shotgun rang out.
Tyler was okay. He kept running, headed to the end of the burn patch. He made it into the cover of shrubbery as he heard the sound of the shotgun again. This time it was a little more distant. He kept running.
And he kept running. He let his brain go into auto pilot. He was fueled by adrenaline and survival instinct. He kept on running.
Pushing aside some brush he barreled into a clearing. There it was, the red Mustang. Parked next to it was Ted’s polished police cruiser. Tyler examined his car and noticed his tires had been slashed. The lack of an escape plan caused reality to crash into him.
Pepper.
He left Pepper behind. How could he leave her behind!?
“I was confident she would be okay! They can’t shoot us. I said so!”
“Don’t be mad at me. I don’t know any more than you how all this works. If I had to bet, I’d say you’re right. Although, they could still capture her and find some other way of killing her…,” I said.
His head swam, “Oh no…”
He bolted back into he woods.
“Pepper!” he yelled.
Tyler dashed around a tree and stared down the barrel of Marcus’s 12 gauge.
PPPWWWWOOOOOOOOOOOOHH
PPPWWWWOOOOOOOOOOOOHH
Buckshot peppered the tree behind him.
Ears ringing, Tyler pushed past a confused Marcus and ran towards the cabin. He crossed the line into the burned zone and heard a gunshot. Ted’s revolver. He heard a bullet whiz by his ear. Tyler dove behind a tree for cover.
“Don’t come any closer! I have your pretty little friend here, right where I want her.”
Tyler peaked out from behind the tree. He couldn’t see Ted. He thought he knew where his voice was coming from, but he couldn’t see him anywhere. He couldn’t find Pepper either.
“They must be behind the cabin,” he thought.
PPUUUHHHHHHMM
“Get back here!” Ted shouted.
PPUUUHHHHHHMM
PPUUUHHHHHHMM
Pepper screamed, causing wildlife to scatter. Tyler felt an agonizing stab in his wrist. He looked down to see his Tang-A-Sketch crumbling into tiny fragments. He could still hear Pepper’s scream. Terror filled his eyes.
PPUUUHHHHHHMM
Silence blanketed the forest.
Chapter 32: Escape
“Wha–,” Tyler’s head spun. His eyes pooled with tears. “Sh-She’s– She must be… dead…”
He was sick to his stomach. He mustered all the strength he had, but it wasn’t enough. He couldn’t help it. He leaned over and plastered the tree with vomit.
“She couldn’t… How…!?”
“Ha. Ha. Oh Tyler, come out, come out, wherever you are,” Ted said with a slow, confident draw. “Coward couldn’t save his little girlfriend, and he thinks he can save himself? Ha, pathetic.”
Tyler took off running. He didn’t know what else to do. Ted would find him soon enough. He couldn’t stand to be here anyways, so close to where Pepper’s limp body must lay. He had to get back to the car. He had to get out of here.
“He can’t hit me. He can’t hit me,” Tyler chanted as he covered his head and ran.
PPUUUHHHHHHMM
A tree branch exploded on Tyler’s left. He kept running. He kept chanting. No more shots came.
One foot in front of the other, he kept moving. Dashing back into the clearing, he jumped in the Mustang, turned the key, and shouted, “My tires are swapped with the police car’s!” He stepped on the accelerator and sped towards town, tires squealing.
He drove to his old apartment, completely forgetting the house he commandeered the night before. When he opened the door he found it to be completely empty.
Tyler said, “The Mustang is blue. The bedroom floor is a bed.” He then went into the bedroom and collapsed. The sound of muffled sobs echoed throughout the empty apartment until emotional exhaustion stole his consciousness.
Chapter 33: Shock
I-I don’t know what to say. I don’t know what just happened. It all happened so fast. I feel like I missed so many details. Okay, let’s just– where is everybody? Tyler is here, on his floor-bed thing. Pepper-Pepper is-is dead… Ted killed her. Somehow. I would have assumed she was safe because of Tyler’s powers… Where’s Ted? I don’t know. That’s weird. Last we knew he was by the cabin. He didn’t seem to continue chasing Tyler. So he might still be there. That leaves Marcus. He seems to have disappeared. I’m surprised Tyler didn’t run into him as he was running out of the woods the second time.
Well, what do I do now? This isn’t at all how I thought things were going to go. I guess I should talk to Tyler once he wakes up and make sure he’s doing alright. Maybe there’s something good that will come out of all this…
Tyler woke up around eleven in the morning.
“Hey, how are you doing?” I asked.
He just grunted, rolled over, and went back to sleep. When he woke again, around a quarter past two in the afternoon, I tried again.
“Hey there, are you doing alright? There’s a table out in the dining room with brunch prepared for you.”
Without a word, Tyler pulled himself out of bed. He grabbed a piece of toast from the table, ignoring the tray of butter, and went back to laying on his floor-bed. He laid in silence staring at the ceiling, occasionally taking a bite of toast, for hours.
He got up again around seven-thirty, downed a glass of orange juice, grabbed another slice of toast and a piece of turkey bacon, and laid back in bed. When he finished nibbling on his cold food he went back to sleep.
I guess I’ll try again tomorrow.
Chapter 34: Let’s Talk About It
“Tyler.”
“Whhaaaaaa,” he groaned without opening his eyes. “What do you want?”
“I just want to see how you are doing.”
“How does it look like I’m doing?”
“Well, not the best, I’d guess.”
“There you go.”
“Is there anything I can do?” I asked hopefully.
“Maybe not kill my only friend. You are the one running this show, aren’t you?”
“Well, I’m not ‘running it’ per se. I can influence a few things here and there, but my main job is to just observe and write down what happens. I’m really sorry about what happened to Pepper, I truly am.”
“Sure, right,” Tyler’s eyes were open now, and he was laying on his back, staring at the ceiling. “If you really cared you would have done something.” He rolled over to hide that his eyes were glossing over.
“Shut up!” he shouted, rolling back over. “See! You know everything! You had to have known that she was going to get shot! You had to have known she would die! You could have saved her! But you didn’t.”
“I’m sorry. Pepper was different. Kind of like you, I couldn’t control her. I don’t know how, just like I don’t know how you came to be alive, but Pepper was special too. She could never hear me and never questioned her existence. But, just like you, she made her own choices and did whatever she wanted to.”
“She was special…,” he said in a quiet voice. “Well, what about Ted!? Couldn’t you control him!?” he shouted.
“… I-I’m sorry. You’re right. I probably could have… I hadn’t even thought of that until now. My goal was never to control anyone. I just wanted to observe. I forgot that Ted was under my control.”
“You didn’t forget when you tried to have me run over by a car!” Tyler was on his feet now, shouting at the ceiling fan.
“I’m sorry. There was nothing new to observe. I got desperate.”
“Now that Pepper’s dead you aren’t going to have anything to observe. Happy!?”
“You can’t just do nothing.”
“Watch me.”
I watched Tyler sit cross-legged for 21 hours…
Chapter 35: Action
“Alright! What do you want? What can I do? My book can’t just end here. There needs to be some big conclusion or something to your story. Some big action or event that resolves everything, wrapping it up and placing a nice bow on it so the readers can leave feeling satisfied, and, ideally, leave me a positive review on Amazon.”
“Vase.” A vase appeared in Tyler’s hand.
He thrust his arm downward and released the vase, shattering it into hundreds of pieces.
“Broom.” A broom materialized into Tyler’s hands, and he swept the pieces of the vase into a neat pile.
“Bow.” He placed a big, red bow on the pile.
“There. Happy?”
“…”
“You don’t get it! It’s too late. This can’t be fixed, like that vase. There will be no neat and tidy happy ending. It’s over. Just put your bow on this mess and be done with it. Be done with me.”
“No, I’m not going to give up on you. I’m not going to abandon you.”
“You want to do something? Then bring Pepper back! Do that.”
“I– Alright, I’ll try… I don’t think it will work, but I’m going to try……”
Pepper came back to life and was here, standing in front of Tyler…
… … … … … … … … … … … …
Tyler blinked a few times, but nothing interrupted his vision.
“Let me try,” he said. “Pepper is alive and standing in front of me.”
She didn’t appear.
“Vase,” he threw the vase at the wall and listened to it shatter. “Ahhhh!!!!”
“Vase, wall,” he said to the vase with a wave of his hand.
Without him touching it, a vase appeared and flew into the wall, shattering on contact.
“Vase, wall. Vase, wall. Vase, wall. Vase, wall. Vase, wall. Vase, wall. Vase, wall.”
The wall had a visible dent in it, and the floor was littered with shards of glass and porcelain of all colors. Tyler jumped, and as he landed on the floor-bed the shards flew into the air. The early morning sunlight shone through the window and made the scene look quite different than the atmosphere of the room. It looked beautiful.
Tyler walked out to the dining room and said, “Move.” With a flick of his wrist the cold food slid off the table. “Glasses.” A pyramid of stemmed glasses appeared on the table, full of orange juice. “Baseball.” Tyler stood with a baseball in his hand. He leaned back, wound up, and threw the ball straight through the center of the pyramid. With a clash, glass and orange juice splattered the whole room.
“Okay, okay, you’ve made your point. I can’t fix things. I can’t put them back together. While this whole show is admittedly entertaining, and you aren’t hurting anyone, I think that’s enough destruction. I can’t put things back how they were, but can I at least try and help put you back together?”
“What for!? I’m nothing without Pepper. My life was a pitiful mess before she came along.”
“But look how far you’ve come! You went from being a brand new life, lost and uncertain, to someone who confidently walked into a place they used to be scared of, free from the fear, and faced the adventure head on. She absolutely was crucial to you getting where you are now, but you’re still there…”
“That was when I thought I had the power to save Pepper no matter what…”
“You still have that power. You just… overestimated it a bit…”
“Pepper was the adventurer. Not me.”
“Life is an adventure. Just live it, and see where it takes you.”
Tyler’s face dropped, “I guess that’s one adventure Pepper won’t be taking anymore.”
“I-I didn’t mean– I’m sorry…”
“It’s fine. I’ll just carry on, a pawn in your story, without my only friend, without my only sense of purpose and direction.” Anger filled his throat, “Sorry, I forgot I’m not allowed to mourn and process the loss of my best friend. Sorry, I forgot I need to be entertaining for you and your readers.” A fire ball formed in Tyler’s hand that he threw through his front window. “There, is that enough action for you? Is that entertaining enough!?”
“Whoa…”
“You know, I think I’m starting to get the hang of this whole power thing.”
The grin on his face terrified me.
“Good. I think it should. And you know why? Because you killed Pepper. I don’t believe any of your nonsense about, ‘she’s special.’ You’re supposedly the author of this story You could have done something. You could have stopped Ted. But you just sat back and watched it happen. Even if there really was nothing you could do. You created this world, you created this mess. So guess what? Since you took Pepper from me, I’m going to take this world from you. We’ll see how you like it.”
Tyler lifted off of his living room floor and levitated for a moment before gaining elevation and phasing through his roof. Tyler was flying, and he was doing so without any concern for the environment around him.
Chapter 36: Chaos and Destruction
He flew down the streets of Palmville tossing fire ball after fire ball at every car he saw. The citizens were in a panic. At first they gazed in wonder as a man, dressed like them, flew down the street, then, suddenly, their car erupted in flames.
I need to stop this. All of these innocent people… I have to get creative…
As he continued tossing fire balls down the next street, they began curiously bouncing off of the cars. Luckily for the owners and occupants of those cars, a man named Jim Opaltern donated his traveling, flame-repellent, car wash services.
“Really? Okay then,” Tyler said as he began targeting the windows of buildings instead.
But it turned out Mr. Opaltern’s car wash malfunctioned and a loose hose sprayed the buildings as well.
“Urrggg,” Tyler growled. He began flying at lightning speeds all over town, leaving a trail of destruction wherever he went.
First, he made a stop at Patrick and Susan Barnavitts’s home and moved all of the water from their pool into their house.
Next, he sent a tornado through the door of “Time, Tinker, Toys.” Thankfully Mr. Sight was in the back room when it happened. All of the toys and knickknacks in the front of the shop were left blown, scattered, and destroyed all throughout the room. Tom didn’t hear the initial incident, but, a few minutes later when he walked out, he had a heart attack at the sight of the destruction.
Luckily though, a paramedic happened to be walking by and saw the old man collapse and immediately rushed in to help, saving his life.
Speaking of “lucky,” Larry wasn’t so. Tyler placed a sign out front that said, “It’s your lucky day at Larry’s Lucky Lot! All inventory must go! Every vehicle is Free! Free! Free!” The keys were in the ignition of every car. Three minutes later Larry heard the bell of the office and looked up to see a customer who asked if there were any cars left for the sale.
After that Tyler went and stole all of the tea from TeaFee. He snapped his fingers, and the sign out front read “Fee.”
He then flew over to River Road and sent an earthquake along it that split all of the fancy homes in half, crumbled Palm-Point to a meager mound, and collapsed Palm Caves, turning it into a retention pond.
Okay, this is getting way out of hand. “Tyler, you need to stop this! You are killing innocent people!”
“What, these guys?” he said, tossing a boulder on a couple who were running out of their halved house. “They aren’t people. They are just mindless characters in your story. They don’t matter. They don’t mean anything.”
“They– Yes they do! And even if they didn’t, it matters that you are killing them!”
“Nah.”
Tyler flew off with a dismissive wave. He flew to the house that Pepper was staying in when she first came to town. A-A giant shark… Yup, that’s a giant shark. A giant shark jumped out of the ground and swallowed the house whole. Beside it, at the motel that Pepper stayed in after she had her accident in the caves, a giant gorilla was snacking on drywall, smashing and biting piece after piece.
“There. That about takes care of it all,” Tyler said, dusting off his hands. “Now for the finale. It’s time to finish the park.”
Chapter 37: The End of Palmville
In a blink Tyler was hovering above the park. He floated, perfectly still, pondering what he would do to the park. He was considering what exactly this park deserved for all that he felt it had done to him. The park itself didn’t do anything to hurt Tyler–he knew that–but it was a symbol. It was a symbol of the town that haunted his memories. It was a symbol of the reason for the biggest disappointment in his life; without the park there would be no city. He could have dealt with that pain though. These weren’t the reasons he felt the park should cease to exist. They were simply the breaking and entering charge added to the murder sentence. He needed to destroy the park because it reminded him of Pepper; it was a symbol of freedom and adventure that was no more.
Tyler snapped his fingers. The rare, suburban coconut tree turned into a simple oak tree. He blew, and the tree burst into flames. He twisted his hand into the shape of a claw and turned his wrist as if turning a volume nob. The blaze began burning hotter and hotter, but the tree was not consumed. Tyler continued turning his wrist until the tree was glowing white hot. The sand in the park began to melt and liquefy. He snapped, and the tree was extinguished. The molten sand rapidly cooled, turning the park into a giant sheet of glass that had a gradient of clear, to green, to black beginning where it was hottest around the tree.
Tyler swept his hands downward, diagonally across his body. Dozens of large meteors followed his command. They crashed into the park, spectacularly shattering the glass. The orange of the setting sun glistened with indescribable beauty.
It’s unsettling how much beauty can be found in destruction…
Tyler remained floating, arms crossed, just looking at the masterpiece of chaos he had produced. A sly smile grew on his face. A low, maniacal laughter bellowed from the depths of his stomach. Tyler vanished.
 
Chapter 38: That Was the End of the Town. The Book Still Goes On
“It’s getting a bit dark here,” Tyler said in a looming voice. The forest surrounding the shack that housed Ted’s bootlegging operation burst into flames.
Fire likes to spread. Shortly after setting the trees on fire, the shack caught ablaze as well. Tyler smiled.
This is beyond out-of-hand. “Tyler, you need to stop this!”
“They need to pay. Even if they aren’t real.”
He’s gotten too fast. I can’t keep up. I don’t have enough time to think of a counter solution to his destruction. I think he’s blocking me out of his mind.
“Ah, you’re catching on.”
“Pause!”
The world paused.
Tyler snapped his fingers.
The world unpaused.
“Really? This is my world now,” Tyler said.
Alcohol is a flammable liquid. Especially the high proof, bootleg stuff. With a deafening boom, the shack exploded, and the flimsy planks that made up the walls were blown off their structural posts, returning shards of wood to the forest.
Ted and Marcus ran out of the burning rubble like they were on fire, because they were.
“Yes, they’re on fire, but the fire won’t kill them. I want them to suffer a bit. They should feel some of the pain they caused me when they shot Pepper.”
A deluge poured from the sky, quenching the flames.
All that was left of the shack were three structural posts, a few support beams, and half of a shoddy roof. The porch and Marcus’s chair had been reduced to ashes. Ted and Marcus were curled on the ground in the fetal position next to the derelict structure, soaking in the cooling effect of the deepest puddle they could find.
“Why won’t you let me have any fun? No matter, I’ll finish off these two, and then I’ll be off to bigger and better things.”
Tyler stretched out his hands and the–now blue–convertible 1965 Ford Mustang hovered in the air with him, bobbing with his gestures.
“You know, bigger is better.” Tyler drew his hands apart, and the car grew proportionally until it was as large as a supermarket. “That’s better,” he said.
He gave his hands a dismissive wave, letting go of his invisible grasp on the vehicle. His crooked grin said their lives weren’t worth the effort of forcing the car down; gravity could do the rest of the work. He reached out a single finger and gave the car a gentle flick that caused it to spin, ensuring that it crushed whatever it landed on. There was a chance that, at this size, the shack and its residents could have survived safely under the undercarriage of the car.
A high-pitched scream pierced the scene and caught Tyler’s attention.
“Hah, ain’t so macho now, are we Ted?”
“Help!” a voice yelled. The same voice that had just let out the scream.
“Huh, that didn’t sound like Ted.” Tyler looked and noticed Ted still curled in a puddle, unaware of the mass of metal and upholstery falling towards him. “Marcus?”
Just as the roof of the shack began creating the tiniest scratch in the blue paint, Tyler’s eyes widened with understanding. “Pepper.”
The ’65 Mustang connected with the earth and sent a shock wave that shook the surviving citizens of the town.
“Pepper!” Tyler shouted, lifting the car and tossing it to the side, creating a second shock wave that toppled those still recovering from the first. “Pepper!” He descended to the ground and ran on foot to examine the scene.
Amid the wreckage of ash and flattened wood, he found three distinct piles of blood and human tissue. A look of horror contorted his face as reality began to sink in and he realized what he had just done. He killed Pepper.
The townspeople braced for a third shock wave as they heard a scream of desperation reverberate in their ear drums.
Chapter 39: Snip-Snap
“Reform!”
…
“Revive!”
…
“Re-Re– Come back!”
…
Tyler burst into tears.
“She-She must have been bullet proof…” he sobbed. “I can stop things from hurting her, but my powers wouldn’t work to teleport her to me!” He flung a charred piece of wood aside.
Once again, I have no clue what to say to him… I-I should have known…
“Absolutely you should have! You turned me into a monster! You’ve done a pretty crappy job of being the architect of this world here. Actually, you know what? I don’t think I believe a single word you’ve said to me! You-You are evil. It’s just now dawning on me. You really are the architect of this whole thing, aren’t you? You’ve been controlling me this entire time! You’re the puppet master that’s been pulling all of my strings, of Pepper’s strings, of everyone’s strings! It’s all been you! Everything! You wrote my backstory, you wrote all the pain in between, and you wrote this! You made me believe I had free will, but this whole time, since the beginning, you’ve been pulling the strings!”
“I– No, I-I mean technically, I wrote it all down, yes, but in a reporting sense. We’ve gone over this. I’ve only written about what I observed. Sure, I might have embellished a few things here and there, but I haven’t been maniacally pulling the strings behind the curtain.”
“Liar! You took Pepper from me, made me think she was dead. You made me kill so many innocent people! Then, for a split second, you finally let me know Pepper was alive,” Tyler snapped his fingers, “And like that you forced me to kill her! All to entertain your ‘readers’! You are sick!”
“I created the world, and it began running itself. You chose, in your grief, to turn your pain into violence. Let me help you make things right. We can’t bring back Pepper, but there is still good that you can do. You can choose to create instead of destroy.”
“You’re still doing it! You’re still manipulating me! This is your plan? Force me down into a dark place where I end up killing Pepper, then use that event to turn me around and use my powers to do good? Blame it on the grief to make your readers feel bad for me, then give me some crappy redemption arc so they feel all warm and fuzzy at the end and give you good reviews? Yeah, I’m not buying it. I’m gonna snap the strings you’re pulling me by and do my own thing!”
Tyler conjured a giant pair of scissors and snipped them above his head. Strands of what looked like fishing line fell down and tangled around him. Tyler glared up into the sky.
“Those aren’t mine,” I said. “In your mind you said you were cutting strings. So, of course your powers made it so.”
“Whatever you say, master. I’m not following your plan. I’m going to go have some more fun. You said something about survivors in the town earlier? I’m disappointed in myself. I’m going to take responsibility and go fix my mistake.”
Tyler blinked and was floating above a sea of shattered glass and crumbled earth.
He clapped, and the entire town below him blipped into a void of nothingness.
“Ah, that’s better,” Tyler said. “Whoops, I meant to stop at the Earth’s core. Looks like I went all the way through. Oh well.”
Everything, everyone, south of Bridge Street was just gone.
Chapter 40: Palm River Bridge
Tyler stayed motionless, gazing into the abyss, observing the Earth slowly rotating beneath him. He looked horrified and pleased with himself at the same time. Coming to, he flew to the bridge that crossed over into Palm City and conjured his giant scissors again.
He took a dramatic snip at one of the cables supporting the suspension bridge and…
and…
…
He missed. “Oh, come on,” he said. With his palm facing skyward, Tyler lifted his hand and raised the sun from its slumber. “That’s better. Now stay there.”
He closed the scissors around the cable and freed the tension supporting the bridge. Suddenly, a large, bright orange orangutan lept from the bridge and caught the separating wires.
Tyler growled and cut a wire at the other end of the bridge. Another orangutan jumped and caught each half of this wire at the apex of its grasp.
A large pile of bananas appeared in the middle of the bridge, and the orangutans rushed to their feast.
I can’t let him keep on like this, destroying everything in his path. But it is becoming more and more difficult to stop him. It’s taking all I have just to keep up with him now. I have no idea how I’ll ever fully stop him.
Feeling the rumble of the bridge on the edge of collapse, a giant spider crawled out from its home under the bridge and shot webbing that caught the severed cables and stabilized the bridge.
Tyler groaned, “Looks like I need to figure something else out. If you won’t let me cut the wires then–,” suddenly thousands of fish were leaping out of the river onto the bridge. Tyler snapped, and the fish that were flopping like, well, fish out of water, were now standing at attention on their tail fins. In their pectoral fins–the ‘hand’ like fins–were various weapons. Most of the smaller fish held tiny toothpick swords while the larger fish held various plastic utensils. Tyler smiled, “–then try dealing with this. Charge!” His fish army loyally followed his command and attacked the cars and civilians on the bridge who were running for their lives.
Maybe I should just let him go. Maybe he’s right; maybe it really doesn’t matter if he kills the people in this world. They really don’t have souls or anything, right? No, it’s still wrong, for his sake. Even if they don’t have souls, it’s clear that he does, and I can’t let him damage his own soul like this.
The aroma of the fish army got the attention of a few animals nearby. Out of the woods came a lion, a tiger, a bear, and a stray house cat, all ready for a feast. The cats and bear charged the fish’s front line, breaking through with vicious bites. Survival instincts kicked in, and the fish broke ranks, dropped their weapons, and began diving back to the safety of the river.
“That’s cute.”
I still have no idea how I am going to fully defeat him and put an end to all of this though…
At each end of the bridge giant hunks of metal grew out of the ground. The metal was oddly humanoid in shape with what looked like a blinking antenna on top. The thirty-foot metal statues animated and began digging at the ends of the bridge. They broke through the asphalt before the concrete slabs that made up the suspension bridge. They dug down deeper through the dirt and gripped the underside of the concrete. In unison each robot lifted the bridge into the air. They quickly swiveled at the hips, spinning the bridge ninety degrees to the left and dropping it into the river as all the cables snapped under the tension. Everyone who was left on the bridge either drowned or froze to death.
My goodness… “Tyler! Stop! You can’t keep on like this! What would Pepper think of what you’ve become?”
“Oh please, don’t try and get me with that line. Pepper was a figment of your creation and you know it. She was never real. Nothing I do matters. It’s all meaningless. Let’s go Rob and Bert,” he said to his new robotic companions. “It’s time to finish off Palm City.”
Chapter 41: Palm City
Tyler floated behind his robotic entourage as they marched down the center of the city destroying cars, buildings, and civilians with their lasers at his command. Rob produced a red laser from each of his fingers, blowing up a news stand, while Bert used his eyes to shoot green lasers at a street lamp.
I need to put an end to this. How far should I go though? Should I, ‘shoot to kill’? Does Tyler deserve to die in order to be stopped? Can I justify killing him as a way to save him from himself? No… I can’t kill him. I just can’t. Killing is never the correct answer. Anyways, what if he’s too strong and I can’t kill him even if I tried?
“Go ahead, try and kill me,” Tyler threw a fireball onto a taxi. “I deserve it, don’t I?”
“No, you don’t deserve to die, you need help. You aren’t a lost cause.”
“Of course, how can something be lost if it doesn’t want to be found?” Lightning struck a hot-dog stand, and Bert stepped on and flattened a bicycle as its owner sprinted away.
“Tyler! This isn’t you!”
“Who are you to say who I am? You poofed me into existence, gave me a depressing backstory that I had to come to terms with instantly, and then, you sat back and watched. You have no idea who you created. You didn’t even give me time to figure out who I am. Guess what, it looks like this is it.” Rob smashed his fists through the display window of a small boutique, sending shards of glass into the mannequins.
I think he’s heading for the building from his childhood… This won’t be good. Mayb-
“No, it’s going to be wonderful.”
Maybe I should fight fire with fire.
“Well, this sounds like fun, bring it on!”
As Tyler and his robots were making their way towards the center of the city, a giant fifty-foot penguin rounded the corner in front of them, flippers poised and ready for a fight.
Rob and Bert stood, trembling in terror at the sight of Eeudy.
“Terror? You think they’re scared of this over-sized, flightless bird? Ha.” The robots began to glow as they vibrated. They erupted in a ball of lightning, sending a surge through the entire block. When the light and smoke cleared there was only one robot standing: one, sixty-foot, hulking hunk of metal. “Meet Robert,” Tyler said smugly.
Eeudy stood black and white with a patch of orange near her ear as you’d picture any normal sized penguin. Extending from her flippers were three sharp talons. Eeudy’s beak was long and slender like a rapier.
Robert was positioned in the middle of the street, one giant rectangular block of a foot in the middle of each lane. His legs extended upward in a straight line only interrupted by a round knee joint before reaching his large triangular torso. His right arm fell down past an elbow joint and formed into a large mace while the left turned into a large broadsword. Robert’s head was a perfect sphere connected by a small, typically obscured neck. On top of his head extended an antenna with a blinking light which verified the connection to Tyler’s brain. Robert’s face was devoid of any features except for a slit that functioned as his eye. His entire exterior was a highly reflective chrome that caused him to give off a radiant glow.
Robert performed the robot version of ‘flexing’ and showed his hidden weapons. His eye slit glowed red as a laser beam flew from it, vaporizing a pigeon that happened to be flying by. Jets flashed under his feet that propelled him a few inches off the ground. Finally, his chest opened up revealing a giant, glowing, purple core. He charged his core for a few seconds, stopping before it reached full power, and allowed the charge to naturally diffuse. Robert closed his chest and let out a menacing, robotic laugh.
Wow, umm… Just looking at the size difference in the text of those descriptions, I think Eeudy is in trouble…
“Yup.”
“Don’t worry, you can do this Eeudy! You have one thing he doesn’t: a heart!”
Eeudy let out a deafening squawk of approval and charged forward. Robert stood motionless in a stance that suggested he was bracing to be smacked by a pillow. Eeudy hit him with a pile driver and a loud clang rang out, scattering birds from the surrounding roofs. Robert was on his back fifteen feet away while Eeudy stood absentmindedly watching the birds.
Oh.
“Get up!” Tyler shouted, “You bucket of bolts!”
A jet burned in Robert’s back that lifted him to his feet. He regained his footing and marched forward, mace-hand at the ready. Eeudy centered herself and shook off the distraction of the birds. She watched Robert wind his arm back, preparing to smash his mace full force, and waited for her chance to dodge the assault. As Robert was about to bring his mace down on top of Eeudy’s skull he shot his laser eyes into her face, disorienting her.
She recoiled from the blast and took the full force of the mace to her right shoulder. With her left flipper she scratched at Robert with her talons. The scratch dulled the chrome but left no damage to the hard exterior.
Robert stepped back with a laugh that was mirrored by Tyler. Eeudy got to her feet, dazed and sporting a bright red scorch mark on her right cheek. Robert crouched and engaged his jets. He flew high into the air, his mace trained on Eeudy, ready for the kill.
Eeudy flapped her flippers in a desperate attempt to escape his trajectory. Using her injured shoulder caused her to let out a painful screech that disrupted the birds who had just begun to relax and enjoy the show from the power lines.
Eeudy cocked her head with a look of realization. She pushed through the pain and flapped her flippers harder than before. She lifted off the ground and fluttered backwards just in time to watch Robert crash into the earth, leaving behind a crater where she had just been. Adrenaline coursed through her body, dulling the pain in her shoulder and increasing her resolve.
Robert let out a robot grunt and shook the dust off. Facing Eeudy, he beckoned her with his sword-hand, tempting her to a duel. She accepted. Crouching, ready to charge, she cocked her head, pointing her beak towards him. She lept off her back foot and dashed towards Robert. She thrust her head, lunging her beak toward his knee joint.
Robert swung his arm, and his sword-hand caught her beak, parrying her attack. His metal clanged against her bony beak. He rounded his swing and brought it back down, aiming for her vulnerable neck.
She pulled her neck out of the way, bouncing her beak off his blade. She used the momentum of his swipe to regain her guard. Noticing that he lacked his, she went in for rapid jabs, looking for any weak point that she could find.
Robert’s mace swung upward and caught Eeudy in the gut. She recoiled with a squawk. The blow must have ruptured something internally. Eeudy was bent over, flippers covering her midsection. Robert let out that same robotic laugh, this time letting it ring a few extra times, certain of his victory.
Robert stepped to his victim, prepping the stab that would silence the squawking. Eeudy looked up at the empty face of her death, her eyes begging for any sympathy.
“Squawk…”
“Finish that pathetic bird,” commanded Tyler.
“Now!” I shouted.
Eeudy lept with all the might she could muster from her tiny legs while flapping her flippers as hard as she could. The tip of her beak slid under Robert’s round head and connected with his neck. It slid up his neck and found the primary joint, dislodging it. Eeudy swung with her good flipper and sent his head flying with a slap across the face. Robert’s body slumped to the ground with a hum.
“What! How did you!?… You tricked me!” complained Tyler.
“What can I say, I realized if I was ever going to beat you I couldn’t just tell you my plan. I now know what I must do to end your rampage.”
Tyler asked, “…Well? What’s your big plan?”
“Ha, nice try.”
“No matter, I have a few tricks up my sleeve as well.”
Eeudy was standing in the road doing a little waddle dance, pleased with her victory. Robert’s chest opened up. His core began to charge.
“Eeudy! No!”
“Squawk?”
“Run!”
The core reached full power and released. Eeudy and every building in a straight line from the laser were instantly vaporized.
“Eeudy!”
“Ha, ha. This is my world now. One last thing and this city will be leveled, a blank canvas ready for my creation. I know I’ve come a long way in my abilities, but why don’t I do things the old-fashioned way?”
“No! I won’t let you destroy this world.”
“Whatever you say,” Tyler retorted. As he was talking, he drifted away from the scene and came to the foot of the large sky scraper from his childhood. He landed and stood in front of the building, staring at it with an evil grin.
“Fins!” he shouted. Large fins appeared on each side of the square building.
“Boosters!” Large rocket boosters appeared, wrapping all four corners of the building.
“Payload!” Fifteen tons of nuclear payload were fitted to the roof of the building.
“Three.”
“Two.”
“One.”
“Lift off!” The building that was now converted into a rocket broke free of its foundation and rose into the sky. It rose in a parabolic arc tight enough to allow it to return exactly where it left from, accounting for the rotation of the earth during its travel time. The building continued to steadily climb. It reached its apex around 501,968 feet and began descending back down to earth.
On its descent pieces of the building began burning away, but there was still enough material for the missile to remain structurally sound. The rocket came barreling down towards the city. The few citizens that still remained stared, transfixed, at their imminent death. The building broke the stratosphere and–
“And Tyler, I’m sorry it’s come to this, but this is the only way I can think to save all of these people. The only way to stop you is to stop writing.”
The End
Thanks!
Thank you for reading my first book! I hope you enjoyed it! If you would like to stay up to date on my most recent projects, subscribe to my blog at evanforry.com. 
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