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Prologue

Food has always been very important to the Sneezlore family
and it features strongly in their family history. Long, long ago,
they were food tasters for rich and powerful families. Then some
local traveller and trader acquired pepper from the far east and
brought some home for the local trade. It was all very exciting and
very exotic to people in those times. Something no one had ever
seen or even heard about before then, plus, it made some of the
older and more odd coloured food left-overs taste a good deal
better. It also preserved some foods, to a degree. That was a very
big deal before refrigeration was discovered. The problem is that
pepper also makes people sneeze. That can be quite a problem for
a food taster. Particularly if your family name is Sneezlore.
Imagine what a problem that would be for a food taster named
Sneezlore who also suddenly develops ‘the difference’. It has cost
the Sneezlore family greatly. That legacy is still a Sneezlore
family problem all this time later and right up and into Jerome
Sneezlore’s house. So now we come to this very day.

Jerome Sneezlore is about to truly enter his grandfather’s
world and it has turned his life completely upside down. Up until
now, he has had a relatively normal life with only a few odd
differences associated with his family and their broader
community.

He belongs to the family Sneezlore of the ‘clan’ ructuses,
meaning those who sneeze, to the ‘folke’. His family is currently
headed by his grandfather, Oswald Sneezlore and his grandmother,
Ivy Sneezlore who is currently missing. This is not a good thing
as his grandparents have some prominent positions and
responsibilities within the ‘folke’” government. Of course, this has
very little value to Jerome compared to his love of his family
though he sometimes has questions about his grandfather.



His mother is Marion Sneezlore and his father is appropriately
called Evelyn Sneezlore. Just like his name, Evelyn is very
conservative. His conservatism may have developed because he
was a ‘latent’” and had become accustomed to being more or less,
normal or at least a ‘near folke’. That was until he had his late
‘appearance’. Before that, he had grown to distrust ‘the difference’
intensely which may have had something to do with his
disappearance. So with two members of his family missing,
Jerome is left with his loving mother who is also a ‘near folke’.
Just like Jerome is. Plus his grandfather. Who is most definitely
not a ‘near folke’. Jerome’s situation will change in a pronounced
fashion leaving poor Jerome’s head and most everything else about
him, spinning. He is very much like his father and shares an
unfriendly attitude towards ‘the difference’.

II



The Sneezlores & First Appearances

Chapter One
Pepper

Jerome Sneezlore has just pulled on his shoes so he
can make a dash for the park right after eating his lunch.
His friends should be there by now. Jerome is average in
most every way with a light complexion from his father
under brunette hair. His is a pleasant face behind a
young nose set under his light blue eyes. He has an
athletic build for someone his age even though he doesn’t
do anything to develop it. He considers working out to
be vain and a waste of time. “I’ve got a life.” is his
answer every time he is asked about his physic. All he
wants at present is for his mother to call him for lunch
and then to get off to the park.

Jerome’s mother is busy in the kitchen loading the
last lunch plate with one of her best deli sandwiches and
getting ready to set them on the table when she calls for
Jerome.

“Jerome. Go get your grandfather for lunch!”

“Ya, OK. Where is he? Never mind, I know. He’s
napping, right?” answers Jerome as he heads for
Grandfather Sneezlore’s room muttering “He’s always
napping. When he’s at home. At least he’s on the way.
Oh no.” he groans as he enters his grandfather’s room.
“Not again. Mom! He’s gone, again.”



That is just one of the odd things that can happen
when Oswald Sneezlore sneezes in his sleep. He shrinks
until he is gone. Just his clothes are left. This time it’s
his usual long, deep, green, casual jacket with thirty-nine
pockets and a gold shirt. They’re sort of sticking out of
the top of the hand knit afghan blanket on his bed. The
rest of his clothes are still under the blanket. Cuffed kaki
pants, bright orange socks and a pair of slip-on suede
shoes. There is usually a face with a dark, swarthy
complexion sticking out of the shirt collar. He has
shocking green eyes under bushy eyebrows set over a
full round nose. The whole assembly is capped off with
the most strongly salt and peppered hair in town. All
this is mated to a fast, wiry build of average height.
Everything has gone missing. Again.

It’s a bit like someone should be there, but isn’t. His
reading glasses are just sort of plopped down on the
pillow but he must somehow still have his teeth. He had
to have a partial plate made after one of his other trips.
That one was before Jerome was born. Apparently, he
came back in a filthy condition, scared and missing a few
molars on the right side of his jaw. That trip wasn’t a
‘sleep-sneeze’. It was just a regular ‘folke’ thing. No
one will tell Jerome anything more about it other than to
shake their heads and turn away, leaving Jerome none the
wiser and even more suspicious of the family legacy.

“Thank goodness! False teeth are gross. Unless
mom finds them in her purse. That never gets old!”
chuckles Jerome as he quietly thinks out loud. “The
cutlery drawer is another good place!” he adds before
being interrupted.



“Don’t touch anything!” shouts Mrs. Sneezlore, as
she trots towards the bedroom muttering, “I do hate those
things. ‘Sleep-sneezing’ is so bloody dangerous.” Then
she adds, “If you move his clothes, he may not ‘blow
back’ into them and no one wants to see that! Again.”

“No kidding.” mumbles Jerome as he involuntarily
shudders. “Once is too much, let alone half a dozen
times. I hope I never get that old and wrinkled. Uggh.
And hair everywhere.” Then he impulsively shouts,
“Why doesn't he take a sinus pill or something? One of
these days somebody might be here and then ...”

He’s cut off by his mother entering the room and
answering, “You know I’ve tried to get him to do that but
you also know how he feels about pills and about do-
gooders telling him what to do with them. Or, anything
else. Even if it is what’s good for him. Old dogs are old
dogs, Jerome. We will just have to wait for the old coot
to reappear. Just try to relax son.”

Jerome doesn’t know it yet but he is going to enter his
grandfather’s world today and it will turn his life
completely upside down. His entrance into the odd little
world of ‘the folke’ will be something that will launch
him into a very new and a very different life than the one
he thinks he wants. It will be one he has inherited from
various relatives from a long way back in his family line.
It isn’t their fault, either. They got it from older family
members who in turn got it from much older ancestors in
the very, very distant past. A very, very long way back
into prehistory. There are many families in a great many
places have this somewhat different sort of life. One ‘the
others’, or if you prefer, normal people of today know



nothing what so ever about. At some time, long ago,
everyone with Oswald Sneezlore’s special problem
formed a separate society and named themselves ‘the
folke’. A very large and a very quiet society of people
who are spread all around the world and who keep busy
blending in and staying hidden. Well hidden. Some
might think hiding like that is a big problem to have live
with. Those who actually must do it, do not think so. All
the ‘folke’ from the past and right up to today know full
well the size and nature of their peculiar problem. They
also know what happened between ‘the folke’ and ‘the
others’ and that is why they are glad to stay hidden from
the rest of humanity. Otherwise, unfortunate things can
and have happened.

If a ‘folke’ suddenly sneezes, they can be gone. Not
completely and mostly not forever. Mostly. Just to some
other time and place. Anywhere at all and at any time at
all. If you happen to share this problem and are standing
too close to that ‘folke’, you could very well disappear
along with them! Now that, can be either quite a
problem or, a grand adventure. All this depends on, if,
you manage to survive that risky beginner’s period.
Most do.

The ‘folke’ have slowly relearned much about how to
control this affliction and to expand upon it. Directing
and controlling it even, but, that takes time and enough
luck to survive those rather awkward first travels. That
riskiness sort of increases the desire to learn as quickly as
possible which can, and has led to some interesting and
unfortunate results. From time to time. With beginners,
it is usually a case of either ‘too much, too soon’ or ‘too



little, too late’, when it comes to understanding their
‘kit’. ‘Kit’ is what they call the type of problem they
have and their ability to control and direct that problem
in a fortunate way.

Jerome’s family and the other families like them, call
‘the folke’ problem ‘the difference’. All ‘the folke’ have
the same problem though, it can differ slightly from one
set of families to another. The ‘folke’ call these groups
of families with ‘the difference’ and a similar ‘means’,
the ‘clans’. The variances in the ‘means’ don’t matter as
much as some would like to make them out to because,
they all result in that one rather strange little problem.
‘The difference® and how to control it. And now, Jerome
Sneezlore is about to find that he too, has that problem.
‘The difference’, and in spades!

His mother, Marion Sneezlore, doesn’t appear to have
any of this inheritance but, his grandfather
unquestionably does. His grandmother most certainly
did, and his father had it finally show up in him when he
was a little older than is usual. These are the immediate
‘folke’ family members who who have passed their
legacy on to Jerome. It hasn’t shown up so far in his life
which leads him to be called a ‘near folke’ and therefore
not told very much about ‘the difference’ itself, other
than to keep quiet about it. Otherwise, it would be ‘too
much, too soon’ for him. This means that Jerome will,
like all the other ‘folke’” who have had ‘the difference’
suddenly show up, be left scrambling as things start
happening to him. These are the sorts of things that
some regular people and ‘near folke’ dream about while
others only have nightmares. Very few dreamers are



indifferent to what is possible with something like ‘the
difference’. That includes Jerome. He does not like or
trust this legacy. With good reason. His own father and
grandmother disappeared not so long ago and he is
convinced it was a direct result of having ‘the difference’
go rough. His father was still pretty much a novice when
he went missing. He went looking for Jerome’s
grandmother who had just simply and mysteriously
disappeared and not returned just weeks before.

Jerome’s Grandmother Ivy was a very powerful ‘folke’
so Jerome has decided that if someone as powerful as her
could have things go wrong, ‘the difference’ is just too
dangerous to have. It may even be something evil.

Jerome’s grandfather is something else again. He is
another powerful ‘folke’. The fact that he is powerful
and he has a ‘sleep-sneezing’ problem only reinforces
Jerome’s attitude. When a ‘folke’ happens to ‘sleep-
sneeze’, they shrink down until they are gone to no one
knows where. They don’t always tell because the
sufferer usually can’t remember much of anything. They
usually come back much like his grandfather has so far,
but not always. All ‘the folke’ are glad it is not a
common problem and some are trying to find a control or
even a cure. None of this helps Jerome’s attitude in the
least. Nor does knowing how his family got ‘the
difference’ in the first place.

Food has always been very important to the Sneezlore
family. It features strongly in their family history. Long
ago they were food tasters for rich and powerful families.
Then some local traveler and trader acquired pepper from
the far east and brought some home for the local trade. It



was all very exciting and very exotic to people in those
times. Something no one had ever seen or even heard
about before then, plus, it made some of the older and
more odd coloured food left-overs taste a good deal
better. It also preserved some food, to a degree. That
was a very big deal before refrigeration was discovered.
The problem is that pepper also makes people sneeze.
That can be quite a problem for a food taster.
Particularly if your family name is Sneezlore. Imagine
what a problem that would be for a food taster named
Sneezlore who also suddenly develops ‘the difference’,
and, it is activated by sneezing! It cost the Sneezlores
greatly. That problem is still a Sneezlore family problem
all this time later and right up and into Jerome
Sneezlore’s shoes. So now we come to this very day in
Oswald Sneezlore’s room with Jerome and his mother
anxiously waiting for Oswald’s return. Jerome’s attitude
is not very understanding and he vents to his mother.

“I know mom but, geeze. He’s always doing this.
It’s embarrassing.” grumbles Jerome as he adds one of
his sour faces.

“I know. I know.” sighs Mrs. Sneezlore.

“I’m scared for him. I know that isn’t what happened
to dad and grandma but, I don’t want him disappearing
too. He could you know. Disappear, | mean.” states
Jerome. “We’ve got to make him stop. Can’t somebody
help? Make him stop even.”

“I wish I knew Jerome. But, I’m just ‘near folke’ and
no one will help a ‘near folke’ interfere with a “folke”.
Especially someone as influential as Oz. Not to mention
how he’d react to anyone bringing it up again. Last time



was bad enough.” shivers Marion Sneezlore as she
remembers Oz’s reaction to her talking to family
members.

This back and forth has brought Jerome and his
mother close to each other which, 1s a most unfortunate
result on this particular day. Mrs. Sneezlore had been
filling spice and salt and pepper shakers earlier this
morning. She’s not the most careful of shaker fillers at
the best of times and a good deal of whatever she is
filling a particular container with, usually winds up
somewhere on her as well as the rest of the kitchen.
Worse. She usually asks Jerome to help her clean up.
He can’t wriggle out of it. Not with what has been
happening to the family lately. They all need each other
to lean on. Jerome is now in a precarious location as his
mother continues on.

“We just have to wait till whatever happens, happens
my son. He’ll come ‘blowing back’, full of wild stories.
Half of which I’ll believe! Though, a couple times he
has gotten himself into some nasty situations. If his
various states of disrepair are anything to go by.” sighs
Mrs. Sneezlore as she puts an arm around Jerome, who,
as anyone would, explodes.

“ATCHEEEOOQ!”

It is as if on cue that the afghan blanket starts to
move. It is like some tiny person is trying to kick it off
or something. The blanket then starts to wildly punch
out at the sides and inflate in the centre and then, that
inflating spreads up and down and across the whole bed.
The bits of grandfather’s clothes that are sticking out
from under the blanket, start to expand. Purple hands



begin appearing out of the cuffs of the shirt poking out of
the jacket sleeves, and then, Oswald’s head sort of
squeezes and pops out of the neck of his gold shirt! He

is all over purple. His eyes are big and round and,
somewhat bloodshot. His mouth starts working and
making a really big, deep and erie “O0O000!”, followed
by a loud howl of a yawn as he starts turning a more
normal colour. He seems to be in pristine condition as
they take inventory. Nothing damaged or missing.

Hair’s a mess though.

“Thank goodness!” sighs Marion as her face starts to
harden and her eyes narrow. Her nose and mouth flare
sideways as she rehearses her carefully composed
rebuke.

“He’s in one piece. I think?” blurts out Jerome as he
searches what he can see of his grandsire.

Oswald Sneezlore shakes his head grumpily and
looks around as he demands, “Who did that? Come on.
Out with it! Who did that?”” He speaks in a low growl as
he flips the afghan off and swings his legs out to the side
of the bed. That is when they find out about the teeth.
He pulls them out of one of his jacket pockets, slides
them into place and presses hard.

“Decided to keep my eyes on them. So they don’t
get around so much.” he mutters while eyeing Jerome.

“Who did what?” retorts Mrs. Sneezlore as she very
deliberately puts her hands on her hips and leans forward
while trying to appear threatening.

“Blew me back!” grumps Sneezlore in his best
irritated voice and manner. One eye squinted and the
other glaring menacingly.



“You did!”

“Did not!”

“Did to!”

“I did not!!”

“Of course you did, you old fool.” rumbles Marion
Sneezlore, hoping to end the exchange.

“Of course I did not and do not call me a fool!” slings
back Oswald as he slips on his shoes and scratches at his
scalp.

“Did to.” insists Mrs. Sneezlore. “You know full
well I can’t do something like that. Much as I’d like to,
sometimes! So, you old curmudgeon, it had to be you.
And what have I been on and on and after you about all
these years, with all this ‘sleep-sneezing’? This sort of
nonsense. It’s dangerous! And, it scares the bloody devil
out of the rest of us. And, you, know it!”

“It’s OK mom. It’s just that you always send me to
find him and how am I supposed to do that? ‘Sleep-
sneezing isn’t the normal kinda thing you know. He
could be anywhere. I mean anywhere! And why don’t
you just take a pill, grandpa?” spins Jerome onto his
grandfather. “It wouldn’t kill you, you know.”

“Don’t go there boy. I’m much older than you.”
Oswald grumbles at Jerome in his own hope of ending
their confrontation before it goes any further.

“Then why don’t you act like it?”” mumbles Jerome as
he turns away from his grandfather’s stare though, he can
still feel it clean through his back.

“Jerome! That is not your place. Apologise. Now.”
scolds his mother with a don’t-even-think-of-arguing-
warning-on-her-face.
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“I’m sorry grandpa. I just worry about you. We all
do. It’s not fair.” apologises Jerome. Sort of.

“Not even an excuse young man.” growls his mother
with a softening of her face.

“I am so glad we got that settled. Back to the topic.
‘Blowing back’ a ‘folke’ who has ‘sleep-sneezed’ is
extremely dangerous. It can be lethal, as I have told you
two on too many occasions. So fess up. Who did it?”
demands a still irritated old ‘folke’.

“Use your logic Oswald. Who of us could have.
Only you! Old fool.” declares an equally irritated
Marion Sneezlore.

“Fine. Have it your way. IfI didn’t do it and you
can’t, then please tell me, logically, who or what could
have? Where are they hiding?” smirks Oswald as he
relishes getting one over on his all too clever daughter in
law. Avoiding being wrong is even better.

“Wait just a minute.” they say together as they turn
on and look down at Jerome. “You don’t think.” they say
in unison. “Did he?”

“Oh crumb! He did sneeze. You did, didn’t you
Jerome.” whispers Mrs. Sneezlore.

“It was your fault! You spilt pepper all over yourself
again. What could I do? Anybody’d sneeze like that!
Don’t blame me grandpa. It was mom.”

They all take a look at Marion and do a quick scan of
her attire. Light patterned blouse over a light knit top,
her requisite blue jeans and canvas pull-ons sans socks.
Her dark hair is pulled back into the usual pony tail. She
is pretty with dark eyes and complexion topping off her
tall, slim figure. And pepper. All over her.
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“He did sneeze then, did he? Was it just before |
came back? Don’t fool around now. FEither of you.” asks
a suddenly very serious and concerned grandfather.

“Yes. I hugged him. Worrying about you, again!”
answers Mrs. Sneezlore pointedly as she turns and stares
at Jerome in a way that reaches straight into him and
leaves him somewhat moved and unnerved.

“Leave that for now. Jerome. Did you feel anything
a little strange or different. In particular?” rumbles
Oswald with one eye squinting. “Do not be afraid lad.
Just answer carefully and truthfully now. It is very
important that you do so.”

“No. Nothing happened. I’m normal. I told you.
It’s not my fault. Mom’s always spilling pepper. And
salt. You name it and she spills it. I’'m normal. It’s not
my fault! Don’t you go there, grandpa! I’m not like
that! I’m never going to be like that. Something else
must’a done it. Not me. No way!”

“Easy lad.” consoles his grandfather. “We just need
to suss out what really happened here. It is very
important, Jerome. You did not feel anything out of the
ordinary? Nothing at all?”

“No! Maybe. How do I know? It was just a bloody
sneeze, for crying out loud. What’s all the fuss about?
Can’t I even sneeze now? Leave me alone!” shouts
Jerome in a panic as he turns for the door. Running
comes to his mind but then sense takes over and he
realises that would do no good. Even if he is dressed for
it.

“Language Jerome. And mind your manners. Hear
me young man?” reprimands his mother before swinging
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back to Oswald. “What are you getting at Oswald?
What out-of-the-ordinary are you talking about? You
think you know something, don’t you?” demands Marion
as she instinctively reaches an arm out to shield her son.

“Calm yourselves, the two of you. Marion. The last
thing we want, at present, is for someone to get too
excited. Do we?” advises Oswald as his eyes swivel
towards Jerome.

“You mean me, don’t you? I’'m not a baby you know.
I’m not stupid either. You think I’ve got it. You think
I’ve got the curse.”

“Jerome! Listen to your grandfather. He’s the only
one here who really knows what he is talking about. Oz.
I think you should just come out with it. You think
Jerome has just had his ‘first appearance’. Don’t you?”

“It was unusual but, I think just that. And more. As I
just said, it was rather unusual though. To cause a ‘blow
back’ as a ‘first appearance’ I mean. Of course, a ‘sleep-
sneeze’ and a ‘first appearance’ at the same time could
explain some of it. Possibly. Probably even.”

“And more? OZ?” gulps Mrs. Sneezlore with her
hands returning to her hips followed by another lean
forward.

“Now, Marion! Stop right there. Don’t go off half
cocked now. It’s not exactly the end of the world, you
know. And, it doesn't mean there is one thing wrong
with the boy. He is perfectly normal and healthy! Just
with a bit more added is all.”

“I would never say anything about something being
wrong with my son! How could you even think ...”
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“Calm yourself Marion. Please. I would never
suggest anything like that about you either, but, you have
always hoped that he would not have ‘the difference’ like
Evelyne, or Ivy, or myself. And more than just you have
wished that he be passed over. Many right in this family.
I understand a good deal deeper than you think. I do
wish everyone would just calm down and take a practical
approach to ‘the difference’ rather than all this wishing
and worrying. We’ll get Evelyn and Ivy back. Never
you worry. It’s just a wee bit more complex than we first
thought. The boy will be just fine, no matter what his
‘difference’ turns out to be.”

“Hey! I’'m here you know!” demands Jerome.

“We are well aware of your presence, Jerome. As
you are aware that we ‘folke’ must constantly watch for a
“first appearance’ and properly tend to it, immediately.
You are possibly aware of some of the difficulties with
“first appearances’? Just as we all are aware of how ‘the
others', who remember nothing of ‘the difference’ or ‘the
folke’, have reacted upon seeing a ‘first appearance’.
What if they were to see too much? What if they should
find out too much? That is why we ‘folke’ are all drilled
and trained from birth, whether we have ‘the difference’
or not and even more so from our ‘first appearance’ on,
to keep it to ‘the folke’. Only ‘the folke’. No one else.
No one. Save possibly, special ‘near folke’. That is why
we are reacting as we are.

We’ve all have tried to impress upon you that some
of ‘the folke’ don’t help the situation either. They insist
it is their right to loudly sneeze where ever they are,
rather than use the more subtle methods. This does not
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further our situation with ‘the others’. Not in the least.
Understand that this controversy touches all the families.
Whatever their ‘means’. That includes all the major
clans. The rhinos, the ructuses, and all such. Even, that
other particularly rude lot, best not mentioned. The
foulers if you must. Makes one dizzy to even think of
being around a group of them. The point is, we most all
agree on this one fact. It would not be safe, a disaster
even, should any of us make our presence known to ‘the
others'. Especially, on purpose! And to repeat, that is not
all.

Most of the sensible families with ‘the difference’
insist that they are perfectly normal, only with a bit
added. Others see it as a problem to be dealt with. That
is bad. Still others see themselves as better than ‘the
others’ or anyone else. They are potentially the worst,
and, the most dangerous. They aren’t considered vane as
much as just plain stupid, arrogant and to be tolerated.
Barely in my estimation. Again, in spite of all
disagreements, it is still agreed by all thinking ‘folke’
that we must remain below ‘the other’s’ radar. That is
why we have ‘The First Rule of Folke’. To wit: We
could get burned should ‘the others’ discover us. Remain
hidden. Blend in. History has taught us this and will
teach you as well. Should you survive the learning
process.” Oswald earnestly reminds Jerome. His deep
concern is becoming more and more evident as he
watches Jerome’s face and body language. He feels he is
danger of allowing Jerome’s irrational reactions to hijack
his reasoned arguments.
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“Jerome. Son. Ozzie is absolutely right. About
everything. I didn't want you to have an ‘appearance’.
Your dad was late having his and never got the chance to
learn how to use his ‘kit’ safely. I’ve never had an
‘appearance’ so I’m just ‘near folke’. And like you, that
means that [ have a very limited understanding of what
you’re going through. What your father went through.
All I know is, I don’t want to risk loosing you too. I’'m
not alone there. All the Sneezlores feel this way about
you. It simply isn’t up to us. Up to you either. We need
you at your best.”

“Mom, I won’t ‘appearance’. I promise. I’ve seen
what can happen. How it hurts people. I won’t do that.
I don’t want it.” cries Jerome, in earnest.

“We can’t always control what happens to us,
Jerome. We just have to make the best of whatever cards
we are dealt. Try, try not to worry, Jerome. Don’t let an
attitude get in the way of you learning as much as you
can and as fast as you can. It’s your only real safety.
Oswald will see you through whatever is about to
happen. Won’t you, Oz?” sighs Mrs. Sneezlore as she
hugs Jerome tightly to her.

“ATCHEEEOO!”

He’s gone! Ozzie and Marion turn to each other as
Marion feels she is slowly falling into a very deep, dark,
cold pit. Everything in the room starts a slow counter
clockwise spin. Ozzie sets his mind and braces himself
to what must be quickly done for everyone’s sake.

“Oz! Save him!”
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Chapter Two

The Maniacs

“What the ...” thinks Jerome as he realises his
mother, his grandfather, his grandfather’s bedroom,
everything really, is gone. He starts trying to grasp what
is taking place as he takes stock of what is around him.
He doesn’t seem to be anywhere, but still somewhere.
He concentrates on his own thoughts as a way of
controlling what his mind very much wants to do. He
focuses on one of his grandfather’s favourite sayings,
“Panic makes stupid quicker.”

“Ok. Stop. Look. Feel. Think.” he mumbles to
himself.

Whatever he is standing on is a little soft but still
firm-ish. He can’t hear a single sound. It’s a rather odd
but, pleasant sensation. Comforting, in it’s own way.
Womb like. There’s no smell. Wait. That’s not quite
right. He sniffs. There is a smell. A soft and somehow
familiar smell. Not unpleasant at all. Just subtle. He’s
warm. There’s no movement of air, or anything else he
can sense. He’s surrounded by soft light that doesn't
illuminate anything. He decides to concentrate on trying
to see something. Anything. He concentrates hard and
seems to find a way, somehow, to cause what is around
him to slowly solidify, or at least come into some kind of
focus. Slowly, very slowly, he gets a sense that where he
is, has boundaries. An edge, or wall seems to appear all
around him and he can just make out a soft, warm colour
in the light?
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Yes. Itis a colour. Soft and, blue? Except, white
flashes are streaking past him. He scans around in a
circle and sees the same puzzling effect flowing
completely around him. Starting at one point and ending
at an opposite point. When he looks up and down it’s the
same thing happening and traveling in the same
direction. He seems to be passing though something.

The colour now starts changing to a greenish blue
and then immediately starts to darken. He starts talking
to himself. As a stronger way of trying to keep control of
his mind. It’s the last thing he needs right now. His own
mind running amok.

“What should I do now now? What’s going on here?
Is this what ‘the difference’ is? What it does? I can see
some edges more clearly now. I’m in some kind of
‘bubble’. Like a force field. No, it’s more solid. What
ever this really is, it must be part of ‘the difference’. I
wish I could see out. Wait! Maybe I don’t. I need help.
Really, need help. Grandpa!” he calls out hoping it may
work.

As his mind spins, the colour around him is still
darkening. It’s going into a deep blue-black and settling
there. It’s gotten so dark that he can no longer see the
edge, or even his own hand. He does have the sense that
he has quit moving though.

“Is this a good thing or, a bad thing? I wish I could
trust it.”” he mutters to himself in a soft whisper. “I better
be real careful.”

Jerome feels guilty that he didn’t call for his mother
but, he knows she can’t help him in this. He needs one
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of ‘the folke’. He’s in the dark and he needs his
grandfather.

There is a sense of disturbance in the ‘bubble’ as he
hears something that shocks the liver out of him. He
instantly freezes.

“THOP.”

“That you Jerome?”

It’s his grandfather’s voice “Yes! Grandpa? Is that
really you?”

“Easy lad. It’s me. Everything will be fine now.
Give me a second here ...”

Jerome doesn’t hear any of the last bit because he’s
launched himself at the voice in the black. The collision
startles both of them but, not before a blinding flash of
light does Jerome’s eyes in. He’s stunned all the while
he rolls to one side and blinks wildly to clear his eyes.

“What was that!”

“I said easy lad. What are you about? Tad rattled,
are you? Understandable but no need of all that worry
and bother now. I’'m here and you’ll be fine. Dandy
little ‘bubble’, you have here. Expandable. Strong.
Easy. Nice. Good work lad.”

“Easy for you! I’ve never done this before. This is
not normal. Not at all! It’s ‘the difference’, isn’t it?
We’re gone! Where are we? And what’s NICE?”
shudders Jerome.

“Yes, this is ‘the difference’. Part of it at least. This
is your normal now. If you learn. If you survive.”

“WHAT? Are you trying to cheer me up? Not
working! Please. No fooling around. Don’t mess with
me. Please. I’m way past that! Make it all stop.”
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“Slow down lad. I’m here and you will be fine. Just
calm down. You were just a very lucky young lad.
Lucky I was close. Lucky I am ‘folke’. The ‘bubble’
would have protected you, in any case. Unless you did
something unwise and dissipated it. That would have
been, very unfortunate.” smirks Oswald.

“Stop it. This isn’t funny. The only lucky thing here
is that my pants are still dry!”

“Of course, you are right. In every sense.” mumbles
Oswald while nodding at Jerome’s pants.

“Grandpa!” howls Jerome.

“Jerome! Calm yourself this instant! You are right,
of course. This is not a joke. A car is a joke. An
airplane is a joke. Even submarines. Compared to ‘the
difference’, most everything you have ever known is a
joke. This is serious. This is serious, as, it, gets. You,
and I, are going to need your complete and undivided
attention for some time to come now. Possibly years.
You are about to launch into the kind of excitement, and
possible danger, you can’t even begin to conceive of.
Places. Times. Realities. Some not so real as a dream,
or maybe, a nightmare. Your universe is practically
infinite now. You are going to have to find new places in
your mind leading to where only ‘folke’ can fathom. By
the way, don’t mention even a whisper of the danger stuff
to your mother. Neither one of us will ever see the light
of day again, in her present state of mind. ‘Near folke’ or
not.”

“I don’t think she’d believe me anyway. Wait a
minute. What are you doing with your finger? That’s
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where the light is coming from! You got me so scared, I
didn’t even realise that I could see!”

“Wondered how long it would take. You’re going to
need to get a good deal quicker and more observant if
you are not planning on a short future. This little trick
comes in pretty handy more often than you might think.
It is a sort of side benefit of learning ‘the difference’
very, very well. Took us years to rediscover it. There
was a short note about it in one of the few surviving
reference texts the archives contain. From a time before
things got hot. You interested?”

“Are you kidding? How?” gasped Jerome.

“Let’s crawl before we sprint, shall we?”

“GAAARRRR. OK, ok! I’m sorry. I’ll listen, and
pay attention, but, this is a lot. I’m a beginner, you
know. I don’t know anything.”

“Well. This is actually a very good beginning. |
understand your turmoil and disbelief. Truly. I wasn’t
born this age, or even yesterday you know. I went
through all of it, just as you will. Some things went
fairly well. Some, not quite so much. The young never
realise there was anything before, or to come after them.”
chided Oswald.

“Maybe we think we can do better.”

“Now there’s an original thought!”

“I just said something dumb. Didn’t [?”

“NO. Just young. Now, let us start at the beginning,
shall we? Stuff you must understand fully and
completely if you are to reach any sort of competence
and not get yourself or anyone else killed, or worse.

“Worse?”
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“Yes.”

“What’s worse than dead?”

“Do you not think that is something better left for
another time, Jerome? Another place as well?”

“Just tell me you’re kidding.”

“No. It exists. But, that is for later. Now is for
listening. This is the beginning of the world of
knowledge you are going to have to learn about yourself,
‘the difference’ and your new place in the universe my
lad. From here on everything you learn is for ‘folke’
only. No one else. That, unfortunately, includes your
mother and believe you me, that will not be easy. World
class interrogator, your mother. I am afraid [ must have
your most solemn word on this. Their are those of ‘the
folke’ whose job it is to ferret out miscreants and bring
them to book. A most unpleasant book and a most
unpleasant ‘folke’ you will do well to avoid. Do I have
your word?”

“Do I have to?”

“Yes.”

“What if [ don’t want ‘the difference?”

“Too late I am afraid.”

“That’s not fair!”

“Jerome. None of us ever have a choice. Never did.
Your word, Jerome.”

“I don’t like this.”

“Still. You must, lad. Give over.”

“NO!”

“JEROME!”

“OK! It’s not right you know.”
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“Yes, yes, [ know. And so will you. Intime. |
hope.”

“So?”

“So give me your solemn word. One that is the most
binding you can imagine.”

“I can imagine a lot.”

“Jerome.”

“What if I loose ‘the difference’?”

“You won’t.”

“What if I find a cure?”

“There is no cure.”

“You mean, I’ve got this forever?”

“You know full well you do. Now give over.”

“I did already.”

“NO, you did not. Now. No more dodging. Speak
it.”

“What if I mess up? Tell someone I shouldn’t.”

“That would be most unfortunate. Lethal, even.”

“WHAT?”

“Did I not just tell you this is, as, serious, as, it,
gets?”

“I didn’t think you meant THAT serious.”

“Boy.”

“I need time to think. You always say I should sleep
on serious things. I need to sleep.”

“BOY!”

“OKAY. I swear on mom and dad.”

“What do you swear?”

“You know.”

“That is it! Jerome. You will give me your most
solemn word, on your mom and dad, that you keep all
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you learn to ‘the folke’ alone and forever. Now speak it
or I swear, I will see to it that you get a crack at that most
unpleasant book. This is the most serious oath you will
ever make. And the one with the most serious
consequences. And. One that you can not get out of.
Ever. If you do not do so now, I will personally see to it
that those very unpleasant ‘folke’ I just mentioned, have
words with you. And with their thoroughly unpleasant
book.”

“I swear! I will!” and Jerome adds after seeing the
look in Oswald’s eyes, “I will keep all I learn to ‘the
folke’ on mom and dad. I swear.”

“Good lad. Your mother and I would have been
devastated if you refused. Every, and I mean every
‘folke’ is morally, legally and ethically bound to uphold
‘The First Rule of Folke’ and bare witness against any
who do not swear, at every opportunity, to uphold it. You
are going to be tested and made to swear many, many
more times. As of this moment, you suffer that same
obligation. You must turn in anyone you witness
breaking their oath. Myself, your mother, father or
grandmother. No exceptions. None. No leniency either.
None.”

“What? You mean you weren’t kidding?”

“KIDDING?”

“I’m really in it now, aren’t [?”

“For the final time, yes. I know that what you have
heard so far about ‘the difference’ is ,well, possibly
somewhat disconcerting.”

“Disconcerting? Are you kidding? You just
threatened to have me killed. Or worse.”
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“Jerome. I am desperately trying to keep you safe
and very much alive. You simply must, I repeat must,
trust me.”

“I do. I, do. But, ‘the difference’ took dad and
grandma away.”

“That may be true or not. We do not know if they
wanted it so or, why so. Do we? Now. Let’s continue,
shall we? ‘The difference’ is, as I will keep telling you
until you understand it thoroughly, a very powerful force
of indiscriminate nature. It evolved just as archaic
humans were giving way to cro-magnon and modern
humans. That’s about as precise as we can be, as yet. At
first, people were surprised by it and happy to have an
edge. They needed it!

People with ‘the difference’ were valued. Life was
dirty, brutish and short at the best of times back then.
That was even before I was born believe it or not! Being
eaten alive was a distinct possibility. Daily. As humans
became more sophisticated and technically advanced,
‘the difference’ became less and less necessary and more
and more suspect. Many reasons why. Suspicion for
one, caused by abuse of ‘the difference’ creeping in over
time. Well, that’s enough of that for now. We’ll go into
all that more, as we go. Don’t want ‘too much, too
soon’, do we. Best we get you some understanding and
some basic survival skills first. Actually, it is most
important and job one, for now.

As I said, ‘the difference’ is a very powerful force of
indiscriminate nature. It has no moral sense. You can
learn to control it and it will always find a way to control
you. The more you learn, the more it figures you out.
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Your grandmother is one of the best and most powerful
of her age. This age. Today, I mean. A joy to be with
and, to explore with. That powerful ‘means’ and ‘kit’
brought her great responsibilities as you will get to
understand. No free lunch with ‘the difference’, lad.”

“You said is. Do you know she’s alive? How do you
know? Why doesn't she come home? Why doesn't she
bring dad home? I don’t think you’re right.”

“DISCIPLINE! Keep your mind on what is ...”

Oswald launches past Jerome, as Jerome is slammed
against the ‘bubble’ yelling, “Whoa! What was that!
Was that you, grandpa? The ‘bubble’s’ gone nuts! Hey!
Stop that!” and the ‘bubble’ does. “I’m catching on!
This isn’t so hard.”

“Quiet boy. You did nothing.” At which point, the
‘bubble’ jolts up and down and Oswald adds “There is
something out there. Big. Strong. POWERFUL.” as he
puts his finger out.

“Now I can’t see a bloody thing! Where the heck are
you?” shouts Jerome as a form of panic starts to make an
appearance of it’s own. Deep and chilling in his
stomach.

“Language, Jerome. Let your eyes adjust. It’s called
night vision. You will need it. Learn to use it.” mutters a
shaken Oswald.

“It’s called I-can’t-see-a-thing-vision. Where are we?
Are we in a cave? It’s too black to be anywhere else. All
I can see is stars. In my head. Still.”

“I told you there are places you can’t conceive of.
Stop rubbing your eyes. It will make things worse.”
guesses Oswald.
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“Worse? How?” asks a flummoxed Jerome.

“Just be quiet and let your eyes do what they must. I
just need to turn the ‘bubble’ transparent and see who, or
what, 1s knocking on our door.”

“You can do that?”

“Yes. I think so. It is your ‘bubble’ lad. Not mine. I
have a pretty good notion of where we may be as well.”
fibs Oswald.

“Choo.”

The ‘bubble’ wall instantly clears and shows them it
is as totally black outside the ‘bubble’ as it is inside. Not
even star light. Nothing at all. It seems they could just
as well be outside the ‘bubble’ as inside it. Jerome’s
stomach isn’t completely satisfied with this development
either.

“A suitcase. A sewer?”

“Jerome! Be quiet! You are attracting attention that,
in all probability, you are not ready to deal with, yet.
Duck, observe and be quiet! That will keep you in one
piece, more or less, from now on. Now, be quiet and
look around. It must be large to be able to shake us like
that.”

“And lit up!”

“What are you blathering about now?”’

“Look. Over there.” whispers Jerome as he stretches
out his arm and brushes it against the back of his
grandfather’s neck so he can feel the direction he must
look in.

“Clever lad. Clever, lad. An excellent signal. Quick
thinking. I see it. Just there, correct?”” as Oswald copies
Jerome’s technique of pointing in such blackness.
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“Kinda small and faint. Jumps around a lot. That
can’t be what is after us. Can it? Too small.”

“Let us work through it, shall we? I would say that
we are in a liquid of some description. Probably an
ocean. Deep in. On earth, most likely. Hopefully, in
your case. We’ve received a sound shaking denoting that
some great power is interested in us. Did you see any
teeth?”

“No.” answers a now shaky Jerome.

“Nor me. What ever that is, it can generate a light
source. | suspect that is a small lit spot on what is likely
a very large marine cephalopod, order teuthida, genus
architeuthus. Though, one of them would hardly seem
large enough to rattle us around like that? Probably on
earth. I think. You hope.”

“WHAT?”

“Shush! A giant squid, lad. Now do not move. Do
not even breathe. That, if [ am right my boy, is one of
the most dangerous sea creatures on earth. Or anywhere
on earth really. A giant squid! Of course. It must be.
They attack first and think second. If they think at all.
Well, that is not quite fair. Cephalopods are actually
quite intelligent. Yes but, in this environment though, it
may be advantages to avoid missing an opportunity.”
Oswald whispers while he watches. “Still. We best get
out of here as quick and quiet as we can.”

“What? It’s small!”

“No. The lit bit is small and far away. For now. We
need for you to ‘desire’ the kitchen. Sooner rather than
later would be a very good thing.”

“What?”
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“Listen to me. You must ‘desire’ where and when
you want to go. Just thinking about it will do no good.
Nor will simply wanting it. You must bring a ‘desire’
from deep within you.”

“What?”

“Do stop repeating what. Am I mistaken and you did
not have any conscious part in getting here?”

“I think so. No!”

“What? Just say you did or did not.”

“Not.”

“Oh dear. That was unhoped for. Very well then.
Jerome. You must listen closely to what I am saying.
Thinking about our kitchen won’t do the job. You must
‘desire’ it. Now focus and ...”

“Too late!” shrieks Jerome.

That fascinating little light shoots straight at them
and 1t hits their ‘bubble’ hard. Plus, Oswald was most
definitely right, it is most certainly not little! Well, the
light is but, what it is attached to is not. From what little
they can surmise, it is absolutely gigantic and it hit their
‘bubble’ like a freight train. Shakes it like one too!

“’DESIRE’ boy! Hurry! HURRY!”

“You ‘desire’! I still don’t even know what that is.”

“It’s your ‘bubble’. You must do it. Control it, I
mean. [ can’t. Justdoit! NOW!”

“Do what? I don’t know what you mean! I can’t
even think! Not bouncing like this! I’'m picturing. I’'m
praying. I’m wanting really, really bad. Nothing.”

“Jerome! Think Christmas. Hurry!” shouts an ever
more worried Oswald.
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“Look! The light. It’s grown. The whole squid’s lit
up. It’s huge! Holy SHIT!”

“I know boy! Now make the ‘desire’! We’ll be
mashed potatoes soon. Blast! My pockets are emptying.
That can be dangerous all on it’s own.”

“What’s a ‘desire’? Help me! Make it clearer. Tell
me more! Hurry! Grandpa!”

“Blast and blast! There goes my wedding ring.
Jerome! You must crave the kitchen. Hurry! We’re
going to get hurt if this keeps up. Remember when you
said you needed that bicycle? Like that.”

“I’m craving all kinds of things! It’s not working!
I’m too new. I don’t know how. I’m not a craver! Did
you ever think of that?”

His grandfather isn’t new to any of this but, he can’t
seem to get his act together either. He’s lost a shoe and a
sock. His pockets are still emptying all over the place
and he always has full pockets! Coins, paper clips, pens,
gum, candy, a pocket knife or two, keys he doesn’t
remember anything about, a sling shot and bits of paper
plus an awful lot more! There goes his watch!

“Enough of this! Quick! Cover your eyes boy.”

“Oh no! Now what?” groans Jerome as he is
suddenly blinded by a ferocious light. “Where’d that
light come from.” he screams to himself. “Jeeze, that
hurts! What was it?” That’s when he realises his
grandfather has done something. “Grandpa. Was that
you? I can’t see anything. Can you turn it off?”

“Keep your eyes covered, Jerome. Just a moment,
longer. Let’s first be sure this has worked. One, more,
moment. There! I think that’s done the trick. For super
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big squids, use a super high beam finger! Ha, ha, ha!
Good one! It’s all right now Jerome. For the moment at
least.”

“What? The maniac’s gone! You sure?” and then
Jerome follows with, ““You can do that with your finger?
Light it like that? That strong? Wow! Now I really
want to learn it. I’ve just got to remember to close my
eyes. Really close them! That hurt like crazy. It’s like
getting sun burned in the eyes.”

“He 1s just over there. The light has shocked him.
Won'’t last long though.” Oswald says as he puts his
finger on low while he tries to remember where his sock
and shoe were. “Gotcha.” he adds as he hurries to get
them back on. “Not good to be without both of these.
You may want to straighten your self up a bit lad. That
shaking rumpled your feathers. So to speak.”

“Excuse me! What was that about not lasting long?
Are you talking about the squid being scared or me?
And you don’t look so good either. Look at all the stuff
all over the place! How much do you weight? With that
coat, I mean.”

“The squid of course. What else?” mutters Oswald
as he begins to scan the ‘bubble’ for the ex-contents of
his pockets. “Never you mind what my coat weighs.
Decades of experience taught me what is wise to have
with you when on a ‘swish’. Be prepared is good advice
you should take seriously.

Now then young man. What did you mean by using
that word 1n that context, eh? You were not describing
some fecal matter. [ understand you were under some
stress but that does not justify your language. Consider
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yourself very lucky your mother wasn’t within earshot.
You are not too big you know.”

“She’d probably beat me to it! That was really
scary!”

“That would not have excused you. Swearing can
become a powerful habit.”

“Why won’t it last long? He should be sore, too!”
says Jerome in hopes of redirecting the conversation. He
knows he no leg to stand on in this.

“Squids have been around since long before the
dinosaurs. Not much they haven’t seen before. Not that
any individual squid would be conscious of it of course.
I guess you might instead say they instinctively think
they own the place. The planet, I mean. That being the
case, a flash of light, even my super high beam, isn’t
likely to impress them for very long. It will be a surprise
and not much more. It’s probably just mulling over the
situation. Do not forget, they can produce a pretty
impressive light show of their own. It’s been getting
flashed it’s whole life. And, done a fair share of it’s own
flashing, no doubt. I suppose I should also inform you
that [ now feel we are, in all probably, not dealing with
the giant squid after all.”

“Is this going somewhere good?”

“Depends on what you refer to as good, I suppose.”
answers Oswald while turning away his head and
smiling.

“It’s not, is 1t?”” groans Jerome.

“Well. There is a certain excitement and interest in
actually meeting a colossal squid you know.
Mesonychoteuthis hamiltoni, at up to three times the size
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of the giant squid, they think. Possibly larger. No one
has ever seen whole one as yet so, they may be quite
rare. Just think on it! We could be the first humans to
ever lay eyes on such a beautiful life form.”

“Oh good. It’s all sooo worth while now. Shouldn’t
you be teaching me something. Like what the heck a
‘desire’ is. Shouldn’t we be getting out of here? You
sure thought so a minute ago. Then the squid gets bigger
and worse and you change your mind! You like to eat
squid, you know. Not get eaten by squid. Colossal or
shrimpy.”

“You can be a glass-half-empty sort, can’t you
Jerome? Your grandmother would be thrilled with this
discovery. We would luxuriate in being the very first to
see one and have a toast on it. As soon as we found
something to toast with, that is.”

“You can’t drink anything if you’re dead! And. We
wouldn’t be in my ‘bubble’. We’d be in hers. AND. We
could leave at any time because it is hers. AND. How
would she feel about being lunch? Maybe that squid
knows you eat squid. Maybe it wants to return the
favour. Get even.”

“I give up. Very well. I’ll put out my finger and you
see if our friend is still around.”

“Why?”

“Just look for it!”

Jerome is staring intently at the wall of the ‘bubble’
when he pipes up “I never noticed this before. The walls
do a little sparkle dance. They kinda jump all over. It’s
kinda cool. See. There it is over there. Neat, eh?”
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“There 1s the occasional interaction between the wall
and whatever is enveloping it. Usually a change of
pressure at some point or other. It can be quite
spectacular at times. A virtual aurora bubblealis one
might say.” chuckles Oswald which forces Jerome to roll
his eyes.

“Oh groan. Oh, oh! The maniac’s lighting up again.
The light is going all down the arms. It’s bright blue
now! Oh my gosh. Look how long they are. Holy cow!
Look. Two of them are really long. Look! You see
them?”

“Yes. Those long and slightly thinner things are not
arms but, tentacles. Two tentacles and eight arms to each
squid. Unless one has been ripped off. Do not worry.
They grow back. Probably hurts, none the less.”

“Well that makes all the difference, doesn’t it. I don’t
care! They all scare the begeebers out of me and I’ve
only seen one of these colossal maniacs.” moans Jerome
as he slumps back against the wall of the ‘bubble’.

“As they should. This is a very dangerous animal.
Although, blue may not denote hostility. Perhaps we
should still try again. At getting out of here I mean. |
suggest you try ...”

His grandfather gets no farther. The tentacles have
spanned the distance between them and instead of
grabbing their ‘bubble’, they start to gently tap and rub it.
At first, the sparkly ripples created on the surface are
quite pretty. Like the visualizations people make of
sound waves only, these are real. That lasts just a couple
seconds or so before the rubbing gets more aggressive. It

34



is as if they are instantly inside a party balloon that is
being rubbed the wrong way. The noisy way.

“NOW THAT, IS TRULY AWFUL!” shouts Oswald
as loud as he can. He claps his hands over his ears
though it only just helps. Jerome does the same with the
same result.

“I CAN’T HEAR YOU!” screams Jerome. “IT’S
LIKE BEING IN A PARTY BALLOON GETTING
RUBBED TO DEATH. IT’S GOING RIGHT
THROUGH ME. IT’S HORRIBLE! MY BACK
BONE’S MELTING. STOP IT!” pleads Jerome, and it
does.

“Thank goodness that’s stopped! Jerome. That could
do one a real mischief. They say that it is possible to
stop a heart with sound. Sound consists of air waves,
after all. So too, does a bomb! My internals certainly
disapproved.”

“Never mind internals. My back bones were melting.
I can still feel it. Uuuuhhaooo! That was horrible! Like
in a microwave. I guess. I’'m going for ‘desire’!” blurts
out Jerome as he gives it a huge try.

“ATCHEEEOO!”

“Nothing!”

“ATCHEEEOOQ!”

“ATCHEEEOO!”

“Do you feel you understand the concept of a
‘desire’? Don’t try so hard. Just let the ‘desire’ envelope
you like a large, warm blanket. It should feel very
comfortable. Satisfying. Like a well needed sneeze
relieves the pressure and distraction.”
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“It could be a wet blanket for all I care. I’m trying
again.”

“ATCHEEEOO!”

“ATCHEEEOQ!”

“Jerome. Think of the feeling afterwards. The
relief!”

“ATCHEEEOQ!”

“Damn. Still nothing.”

“ATCHEEEOO!”

“Jerome! I wouldn’t even dare tell your mother of
that one. It would be accessory to murder. You must
relax. You must stay calm when you are first trying to
master your ‘kit’. Concentrate and relax and just wrap
yourself in a ‘desire’. What? What are you looking at?
Oh. Oh my. That really is something, isn’t it. Bit over
the top don’t you think?”

“It’s the biggest eye I’ve ever seen. It’s ginormous!
That thing is really sneaky. I didn’t even know it was
there.”

“ Agreed. Biggest eye anyone has ever seen. Biggest
in the world, they say. I think we can believe it now.
Whatever. It is truly impressive. Magnificent.

When you master your ‘swish’, you will learn that
your ‘bubble’ can sense an enormous range of activity
that even man’s best instruments can not. And more
importantly, that you can tune in on it. Very handy that.
Very.”

“Ya, ok. Biggest ever! Big sense. Big range.”

“Back to the eye. No. Not quite. Apparently, there
were much larger squids wandering the primeval seas.
Much, much larger. This one would hardly be a lunch.”
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“You just can’t help yourself, can you? Making
people feel better, [ mean.”

“It is a talent.” mutters Oz as he inspects his finger
nails.

“Does that mean you can stop?”

“Not very likely, I should think.” Oz mutters again as
he mimes satisfaction with his nails.

“It’s changed it’s colour again. It’s green. It’s
sending waves of colour all along itself. Look. The
colours change and speed up and slow down.”

“Rather partial to green, myself. That shade is
particularly pleasing. Don’t you think? These creatures
can produce any colour you can see and probably a few
you can’t. More than a few. That’s what I meant when I
said that my light shock probably would not last long.
These beings are masters of light and texture. Probably
more surprised that we could do such a bright thing than
by the light itself. Puny things that we are.”

“WHATEVER. I’'m going to try another ‘desire’.”

“ATCHEEEOO!”

“ATCHEEEOOQ!”

“Still nothing. It’s useless. I’'m useless!”

“Jerome! Stop that. This instant! You are not
useless. You are having a rough start. That is all. Get
over it. Do you know that your grandmother was no star
pupil? Not by a long caulk. Yet still. She became one of
the most powerful and most respected members of the
council. Ididn’t have as much trouble getting started as
her but, she eventually went much farther. Somehow, I
have a very strong feeling you may do even better.
Heaven knows why? Just do not let that go to your head.
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It was very impressive you know. The ‘blow-back’ |
mean. Not to mention this ‘bubble’. You may be having
some trouble just now but there could be any number of
reasons for that. You may have even produced a special
sort of ‘bubble’ for example. Something to investigate.
Once you get us out of here, that is.”

“Grandpa. Pep talks don’t do much for me. Nothing.
This one for sure! It’s not just yours. It’s anybody’s.
Sorry. And I’m not being half empty or negative.”

“What I am telling you is the unvarnished truth as I
know it, Jerome. It would be unforgivable of me to
mislead you, in any way, about this. Remember. This is
as serious, as, it, gets. You need truth and honesty more
than petting and coddling. If your feelings get a little
bruised or dented along the way, so be it. Same for
pride. Get past it.”

“You mean what you said then? Really mean it?’

“Of course. Your my grandson. My only grandchild.
So far. We’ll get your father home and see about that, as
well. But you see, numbers do not matter. I could have a
hundred, well maybe not a hundred, but plenty and I
would feel and do exactly the same for each one.
Including you. I mean that as well.”

“Thanks. No, I mean it grandpa. I always wait to
hear something like that. Try to, anyway. I don’t trusta
lot of compliments. You know why? Why I don’t trust
them. I just don’t like feeling like I’'m being tricked.”

“I’ve never trusted too many compliments either,
Jerome. No one likes to feel manipulated. At least not
those who know themselves and are content with who
and what they are. I simply never realised you had those
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thoughts and feelings. Many people do not. They just
never seem to learn. Good show my lad. Good show
indeed.”

“Thanks.”

“Fine. Now, back to this eye. What have you
noticed about it while we were bonding? Anything at
all.” asks Oswald as he takes note of this new aspect of
his grandson’s character. He feels they have shared
something special and that it helps with his growing
concerns about Jerome’s difficulties. He we not lying.
Just leaving out a few problematic thoughts.

“Ya. It’s creepy. Kinda. It’s like it’s reaching deep
down inside me. I can’t look away. It’s like I’'m being
pulled at from the inside.”

“And that makes you feel what?”

“Difterent. Good and scared. How can a squid do
magic or whatever that is?”

“Good. Continue. Reason it through lad.” smiles
Oswald.

“It’s like 1t’s measuring me. | mean me, me. I think
it’s trying to talk to me. Maybe see into me. Maybe it’s
trying to manipulate me. Hypnotize me. What do you
think? Is it smart? You know. I think it is. Way too
smart. Way t0o.”

“Possibly. Be wary though. Intelligence does not
equate with, nor indicate, a kind nature. The two are
quite separate traits in all entities. Some life forms are
trickier than others. Of that you can rest assured.”

“Ya. I know what you mean. Some of the worst kids
in school are the smart ones. They don’t fight or even
tell the truth. They use tricks and stories to hurt people.
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They think lying is what smart people do. They think
they can treat people like they want cause they’re smart
and better. It’s easy to trick bullies into doing things for
you. Bullies are either stupid or messed up. At least they
have an excuse and you know where they are coming
from. Maybe. At least you can do something about
them. It’s a lot harder to fight talk and lies.”

“That’s a good bit of perception Jerome, but, off
topic. Any other observations on our friend, the eye out
there?” states Oswald as he considers this other new
aspect of his grandson.

“Just the staring thing. Maybe that’s what gives me
the heebie-jeebies. There’s something working in behind
there. Something really different I mean. Something
really old. Scary too. It’s strange.”

“I take it you still refer to the eye? Yes? Well. Two
things. Cephalopods do have a surprising level of
intelligence which has it’s own outward effects but as for
the creepy bit? That can probably be somewhat
explained by the lack of eye lids. It must forever stare.”

“That is weird. I wouldn’t like it.”

“You would not know any different.”

“I guess. Look at the way it’s started moving around
us. Back and forth. Up and down. Like a giant
hummingbird. An under water giant hummingbird.”
breathes Jerome as he shifts his position for a better look.
They both are still sitting on the bottom of the ‘bubble’
for safety.

“Surprisingly graceful, wouldn’t you say? Taking
into account it’s vast size. Mind you. It does not have to
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deal with gravity. That certainly helps. It would be a
colossal pancake on shore, lad.”

“For sure. I know a little about octopus and squid
you know. Nothing, could have got me ready for this!
It’s like a giant ballet dancer. Maybe not as pretty. Well,
in a different way, I guess. It just moves back and forth
and up and down and spins really smooth. Ya. It’s like
watching a ballet.”

“True. Do you see the fins at the back of the mantle
over there? They move it slowly and with extreme
precision. That is what is giving it that grace. It is
beautiful. As you say, like a ballet dancer. One that will
eat you in a second!” laughs Oswald Sneezlore. He
shifts as well except, it is to relieve a slight cramp.

“There you go again! You just can’t stop, can you.”
sighs Jerome in frustration.

“Notice, Jerome, the funnel protruding from the
mantle, just below the head. It uses that nozzle, called a
funnel, to steer powerful jets of water in any direction.
This gives it incredible speed and control. Another
dimension of a beautiful ballet, one could say. A giant
ballet dancer with a built in jet ski.”

“I don’t think I like the ballet! Not this one. It scares
the begeebers out of me.” shivers Jerome.

The maniac has been moving gracefully back and
forth as it sizes them up. Then it’s gone. Like a shot. A
black shot that leaves them to themselves.

“What happened? Where’d it go? It’s gone! How
can it move that fast? Maybe we don’t have to go right
now. Practice time.”a spinning Jerome gasps as he tries
to find the squid while he calms down as much as he can.
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“Suddenly brave?”

“Yep! Well, no. We can’t go. I still haven’t learned
how. I’ll try again.”

“ATCHEEEOO!”

“STILL nothing. This is boring. And dumb. Why
can’t | learn this thing? Hey. What’s that? Over there.
There’s something out there. Look.”

“There 1s something there but I can not quite make it
out. What do you see?” says Oswald as he makes his
finger glow softly and narrows it to a penetrating beam
as the two of them stare at the new apparition.

“It’s coming closer. It’sa SHARK. Wait. I KNOW
that one. It’s a six gill shark. They’re not as bad as a
great white, or tiger shark. I think. Is the ‘bubble’ good
against teeth?”” asks Jerome.

“Absolutely. And, you’re right. That is a six gill
shark, hexanchus griseus or, sometimes bluntnose or cow
shark.”

“Why’s it coming closer? Is it your finger? It likes
the light! Right?”

“Most things do, down here. Mostly for eating,
though sometimes to mate. I am sure the denizens use a
great many senses to survive down here. Remember.
Nothing much grows down here except for sulfur vents
and tube worms. Oh, and the things living on them.
Guess I’'m wrong then. Must watch out for thoughtless
conclusions. Beneath me.”

“I don’t care about them. That’s a really big shark.
It’s way longer than our ‘bubble’! I bet it’s fifty feet
long.”

“Seventeen.”
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“Will it attack?”

“No. It eats things smaller than it’s self.”

“So it’s just curious?”

“I’d say so. Try another ‘desire’.”

“OK but, it won’t work.”

“ATCHEEEOO!”

“ATCHEEEOO!”

“ATCHEEEOO!”

“See. Nothing. Look! It’s back. It’s really curious.”

“Don’t stall, Jerome. It just felt something in your
attempt.”

“ATCHEEEOO!”

“But nothing happens! You try.”

“Jerome. When did you become such a quitter?”

“Im not! I want to get home worse than you do. I
don’t like ‘the difference’ and I don’t trust it either.”

“So?”

“So maybe I don’t like for a good reason. Like it’s
dangerous because it doesn’t work too good.”

“Jerome. Your are probably doing the same thing
over and over. After a few unsuccessful attempts at
something in one way, an intelligent person moves on to
either a variation or, a different approach all together. Is
that what you are doing or are you just plugging away at
the same thing, over and over?”

“Well. I guess so.”

“Which?”

“The same thing.”

“How is it working out?”

“Not so great.”

“Precisely.”

43



“So what should I do now?”

“Thinking, would be a good start. Calming yourself
and altering your attitude as well. Try turning the
problem upside down or inside out.”

“GEEESH! Turning what how? There’s nothing
here!”

“Jerome. Don’t get snotty with me. It won’t work
and you’ll only mess yourself around.”

“Sorry. It’s just that it’s hard. Doing what you say
when I don’t know what you are saying.”

“So you want a medal or to suss it out?”

Jerome want’s to say “Now who’s getting snotty?”
but knows that would be a huge mistake so instead he
mumbles “Can you give me a hint? Please?”

“That’s better. If you have even the smallest picture
of where you wish to go, it will confuse ‘the difference’
and either, nothing will happen, or, something very
unpleasant probably will.”

“That doesn't help. Being scary.”

“Saving your life doesn't help? You are going to
have to adjust your attitude young man. Remember.
This is as, serious, as, it, gets. ‘The difference® doesn’t
care one way or the other about us any more than a car
does. Now. Think of the kitchen without having any
image what so ever in your head. None at all.”

“That’s hard! A picture keeps popping into my head.
How do I stop that?”

“Focus. Concentrate. Practice.”

“I’'m focusing! I’m concentrating! WHAT the heck!
What was that?”” shouts Jerome as Oswald flies by.
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“I couldn’t see it. It was behind me. I didn’t know
anything was there until I flew across the ‘bubble’. Did
you see anything?”’

“The maniac’s back!”

“Somehow, I do not think so.”

“There it is again! Hold on ! Hey! Stop that. I saw
it! Right there. It’s the shark again. Put out your light!”
“Ah, yes. Of course. Should have expected that.

Sharks will, quite often, return several times to try
different approaches in investigating something that
interests them. We apparently interest this one. Must I
remind you of what we were just talking about? Well?
Care to take notes?”

“Hey. I’m smarter than that shark!”

“I would go with that, if I were you. Now emulate.”

“Now it’s rubbing up against us. It’s not a nice
colour. Ucky. Really.”

“I dare say it works for them.”

“Hey! You said it wouldn’t attack us. How come it’s
trying to bite through the ‘bubble’?”

“I doubt it is trying to bite through as much as get a
feel for us. Have a gander at it’s teeth. Best chance you
will ever get.”

“I don’t care. REALLY. Why doesn’t it rub someone
else the wrong way? Get lost fish breath!”

“ATCHEEEOO!”

“ATCHEEEOO!”

“ATCHEEEOOQ!”

“Don’t worry. It’s just a shark doing sharkish things.
Did you have a look at those teeth?”
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“Look out! It almost got your head! GO, AWAY!
Dumb shark!”

“Jerome. Let’s go through what you said just now.
First. The shark can not get through this ‘bubble’.”

“You’re sure?”

“YES. Second. We’ve already established that the
dumb shark is trying different approaches to investigate
an interest or, a problem. Care to comment?”

“No.”

“Thought not. It’s doing what you say you can’t.”

“That’s not fair. I’m scared. It’s hungry.”

“Wrong conclusion Jerome.”

“Why’re you lighting you finger? That’ll just make it
come back more. See! It did.” blurts out Jerome as they
get more bumps and bites.

“Take a gander at those teeth.”

“No thanks.”

“I insist.”

“I’ve gandered all I need!”

“I give up. You can be a real pill sometimes, Jerome.
It takes two to learn. One to teach and the other to do the
hard part. What is usually the hard part and not the
impossible one. The learning.”

“Okay. It came. I gandered. I gandered a lot.”

“And what did all your gandering get you?”

“Teeth. White. Sharp. Lots.”

“Jerome!”

“I’m sorry.”

“So you keep saying.”

“I am sorry grandpa. You keep forgetting this is all
new to me. People shouldn’t be down here. Unless
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they’re in a sub. I’ll keep trying to ‘desire’. I can’t
promise much. Nothing works.”

“I haven’t forgotten anything, Jerome. This is what
worries me as it should you. You are going to have a
never ending stream of new for some time to come. If
you don’t establish a sound way of dealing with new, you
may greatly reduce any future news. Everyone would
prefer to avoid that. Everyone.”

“I haven’t been a good learner. Have [? I'm
confused. I justdon’t getit. I need a break.”

“Jerome. You’ve been young. Are being young. The
problem is, young will not keep you safe. Quite the
contrary. We must get you as far along as we can and as
fast as we can, before, something bad happens to you. It
may never happen but, that is never a good plan to be
going on with. Trusting fate is usually fatal.”

“I know. You’re trying and I’m being trying. Boy. |
have a lot of work to do! Is there homework, too?”
smiles Jerome.

“I’'m trying to save you. Not kill you!” chuckles
Oswald.

“Gee. Thanks. No. No. Ireally mean it. Thanks
grandpa. What’s wrong with me?”

“Your welcome, lad and there is nothing wrong with
you. You are simply having a bumpy start.”

“What did you say?”

“Oh! That was clever, wasn’t it?”

Jerome starts to groan but then blurts out, “Oh no.
It’s baaaack. Hey, you smart fish. Watch'a know now?
Figured it out yet?”
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This time the shark does hammer the ‘bubble’. Hard.
The great fish is repeatedly slamming into them and then,
grabbing the ‘bubble’ and thrashing it from side to side.
Violently! Jerome and Oswald bounce around like ping-
pong balls. Even Oswald starts to worry though, he can’t
let on to Jerome. Jerome is just starting to get a grip on
his whole new life and his grandfather does not want to
jeopardise his progress.

“I think science is about to learn a thing or two more
about, hexanchus griseus! We need a diversion. Let me
think.” He checks that his finger is completely out and
prepares something overwhelming for the big fish.
Something the fish will not be able to ignore. Something
that may even hurt.

There is a lightening flash of red light and the big
fish buckles and vanishes in a blink. Nothing is left. The
‘bubble’ dips and swirls in the residual currents and
vortexes stirring in the water.

“What the HELL was THAT!”

“GRANDPA?”
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Chapter Three
Replay

“Oh! Sorry. Don’t know where that came from.”

“I do.”

Oswald lifts an eye brow towards Jerome and
murmurs “I won’t tell if, you don’t tell.”

“Deal. Ithought I saw a flash of red hit the shark.
Was that you or the squid? I’ll bet it was the squid. You
think it’s back?”

“That it was a squid may be a safe bet but, it could
just as easily have been a different one, lad.”

“Oh. That’s bad.”

“No. That would be good Jerome! It would indicate
that there are more of those beauties in existence than is
thought. That is good news Jerome. Very good news
indeed.”

“Oh great! We don’t need any more ‘good news’
right here. Not right now grandpa. I’ve seen enough
‘good news’. No fooling! Are you sure you can’t do
something to get us out of here. Like right now!”

“No, I can not and I fail to see how it will matter as
to which colossal squid in particular, dines on us.”

“ARGGH! It’s not the squid part. It’s the dining
part! Not much to enjoy about that!”

“You must learn to be impartial in matters of science.
You wouldn’t want to engage in faith-based or junk
science, would you? I certainly hope not!”

“No but, I’'m very picky about who eats me. You too,
grandpa. What kinda science is that?”
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“Well, it’s not really science. A nice sentiment
though. Thank you lad.”

“Is that another maniac? Look. Over there.”

“Where?”

“Over there. OH MY GOSH! There are two! OH
NO! There’re everywhere! All around us! We’re
surrounded! I’ve got to sneeze.”

“ATCHEEEOO!”

“ATCHEEEOOQ!”

“ATCHEEEOQ!”

“It won’t work. This stupid thing won’t work!”

“ATCHEEEOOQ!”

“ATCHEEEOQ!”

“ATCHEEEOO!”

“ATCHEEEOOQ!”

“Settle down lad. There is nothing to worry about.”

“What? Have you looked out there. Have you got
your glasses on? Grandpa, look. Look! GANDER!”

“We are perfectly safe, Jerome. Settle down. Listen
to me. Those little blue lights are not maniacs.”

“Whatcha mean? Those are little blue squid lights.
Little blue squid lights on great, big, hungry squids.
Look! There’s one coming to get us!” shouts Jerome as
he spins the rest of the way around to face it. His face
and jaw drop open at the sight. “UH?”

“No. It’s not the maniac, or even any of that
particular family. It is bioluminescent and slow and, it is
coming this way. Let’s just be patient shall we? You will
see. Learn and enjoy.”

“I can’t see anything much.”

“You will. Something very unusual.”
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“It’s so slow.”

“Still. Worth the wait.”

“It is small. Holy mackerel! Do you see those teeth?
Ugly or what! You’re right! That’s not a maniac. It’s
small. You don’t need to be scared. We’re Ok, grandpa.”
states Jerome and he turns away to grin.

“I am most gratified.”

“No problem.”

“Twice gratified.”

“Any time, grandpa.”

“I will hold you to that.”

“I know about these fish. I’ve seen pictures! They
are really weird. How come they look so weird?”

“First of all, they look perfect for where and how
they live. Natural selection does not make long term
errors. They are rather unusual though. Aren’t they?
Makes you think about what it is like to live in this
environment. What it takes to survive down here in the
dark. Perpetual blackness.”

“I’ll pass, if I have to look like THAT.”

“And the teeth?”

“And the cavities.”

“And your problems?”

“I’11 have to work on them.”

“I’11 give you that. Objectivity can be stretched only
so far. Now. Turn your attention to the back end of that
one, right, over, there. Melanocetus.”

“The one that looks like it only eats soup?”

“Pardon?”

“Ugly soup.”

“I am afraid that you must elucidate.”
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“You know. It’s mouth is turned straight up. Like it
likes to have soup poured in it’s mouth.”

“I suppose one could describe it that way. Odd
connection though. Very well. Do see the wee little
thing hanging off the back of it? Just there.”

“Ahaha. Ya. Uh? It’s a baby!”

“No.”

“A parasite!”

“Not quite. That is the male of the species.”

“Uuuhhh? No way.”

“Way. The male is one twentieth or less than the size
of the female.”

“Really? What’s it doing?”

“Hanging on for dear life.”

“Why?”

“Why do you think?”

“How would I know?”

“Don’t you think it might be a tad hard finding a
lover down here? Once found, one may not wish to
loose her.”

“Isn’t that harassment?”’

“Never thought to ask. It is certainly something.
Effective for one.” observes Oswald with a sideways
glance at his grandson. “The males bite into the female
and eventually, their skins grow together so the male can
feed off of the female.”

“Like a vampire”

“Not quite. The males can eventually loose fins and
such. All they are there for is to fertilize the female’s
eggs. There can be as many as eight males on a female.”

“Isn’t that over kill?”
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“I think it is. Look. See. What’s that one over
there? No. There. What’s it doing?”

“Oh. That is a jelly fish. Let’s see. Ah yes. Atolla.
So is that one over there.”

“But, they’re different shapes and colours! What’s
that about?” asks a shocked Jerome.

“Different colours but, same shapes. The blue one is
warning off the other one, and, any predators in the
vicinity. Notice how the blue light doesn’t pulse.
Instead, it cycles around the jelly, where as the red one
pulses with the swimming motion. Their version of
communications.”

“Cool.”

“Very. And there goes ol’ torpedo eyes.”

“Uh? Oh. The eyes do look like torpedoes. It’s a
real small fish with really big eyes.” gasps Jerome.

“Actually tube-eyes is the more recognised
description but, yes, it is kind of small. Most things are
down here but, not all. As we have seen. Up close and
personal.”

“If we were smaller, he’d look big and scary. Things
are really weird down here. Is it really the environment?
Must be. It must help them live down here.”

“True and, we are getting a very rare treat as life
down here is usually very spread out. I wonder if we are
somehow responsible. I hope not. Life, here, is
precarious enough without us enticing them to waste
precious energy. Thing is, the show is simply so
terrifically irresistible though! Wouldn’t you agree?”

“Let’s not get carried away here.”
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Jerome and his grandfather shoot up to the top of the
‘bubble’, then slam to the bottom. It’s so sudden that it
shocks them into stillness and silence, at first. If it
wasn’t for the protective softness of the ‘bubble’ shell,
they would probably be senseless. After some minutes,
they gradually begin to gather their wits and look around
the eternal darkness for the culprit.

“OO0FF! More of this?” cries Oswald as he vainly
ties to hold what is left in his pockets, in.

“I’ve had 1t with that shark!” Jerome finally screams.
He’s so mad that he could finally make a sneeze work if,
he could only stop banging around inside the ‘bubble’.
“When it stops, it’s had it! I’m concentrating now!”

It is Oswald that notices the differences first. The
shark had a definite pattern and rhythm. Very unlike this.
This has a great deal more variance in direction and
velocity. Instead of a curious rattling, this has an all
together different attitude and intent. Much more
dangerous. Much, much more worrisome.

“Jerome. It’s not the shark!”

“The maniac?”

“Yes! And, it’s angry. Very, very angry! Not in the
habit of loosing, I would say.”

“How do ...”

“There’s your proof lad!”

“Look at the colours. They’re so bright!”

“The brighter, the more intense the emotion,
Jerome.”

“This 1s more intense than I need!”

“Agreed!”

“You think it is the same one?”
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“Yes.”

“How do you know it’s the same one. OOOFFF!”

“Ouch! That hurt. The type of attack is past testing.
This is kill mode if I am anywhere near right.”

“Sure feels like it! Jeez!”

“OOOFFF!”

“OUCH!”

“How do you know it’s kill mode?”

“It feels like it! I can hardly keep my clothes on

“Me too! What else?”

“It came back and immediately started this! I’'m sure
it’s the same one.”

“So?”

“Next. Notice the colour. It’s getting even brighter
and redder. Reddest yet. Red is fury! OOOOFFFF!”

“That’s furious alright! Really furious! What can we
do?”

“You must find your ‘desire’.”

“I’ve got tons of ‘desire’! It just doesn't work.”

“Just a minute. It’s stopped. Where is it?”

“Down there. It’s just sitting there. Changing
colours. They’re all still red though.”

“Bottom picker!” sneers Oswald.

“Ya. I didn’t think there’s anything worse than a
back picker. Bottom pickers are a lot worse. They’re
creepy. Like those shark movies.” trembles Jerome.

“Or that shower movie?”

“I didn’t trust the bathroom for months.”

“Many didn’t.” shivers Oswald at the memory.

“Mom won’t even say.”

'73
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“Jerome. You must find the right kind of ‘desire’. It
is critical. This is getting too severe and something nasty
is going to come of it.”

“I know!”

“ATCHEEEOO!”

“ATCHEEEOO!”

“ATCHEEEOQ!”

“We must leave.”

“I know!”

“ATCHEEEOQ!”

“ATCHEEEOO!”

“ATCHEEEOO!”

“ATCHEEEOQ!”

“Then do so.”

“It’s not easy, you know”.

“ATCHEEEOOQ!”

“ATCHEEEOO!”

“ATCHEEEOO!”

“I never intended to give you the idea it is easy. It’s a
skill. It takes practice. Listen to me, Jerome. The
reason you can’t use pictures is this. How can you
picture places no one has ever seen, or possibly even
thought of. You couldn’t. ‘The difference’ would be
reduced to a shadow of it’s real self. Instead, we can go
to undiscovered places. We can explore. That is why, a
‘desire’ works and a picture never would. Well, it is
much more involved than simply that but we’ll cover the
rest later. Therefore, don’t think in terms of things you
know. Think in terms of things you may not know.
When you went to visit your Aunt Beatrice, you didn’t
know how to get there nor what her home looked like.
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Yet, you got there. It is only after, that you know what
the picture of the place looks like. Think of how you
thought before you got there. Does that help?”

“I don’t know. I think it does. I need to find
something in me to focus in a direction. Right?”

“That is as good a notion as I’ve heard.”

“Good. Can you tell me what it means?”

“Oh dear. Jerome, Jerome. Keep working and I’1l
try to distract our friend, out there.”

“Ok. Here I go!”

“ATCHEEEOO!”

“ATCHEEEOOQ!”

“ATCHEEEOO!”

The ‘bubble’ immediately turns checker board. It’s
semitransparent and wobbles like jell-o.

“That would be cute, under better conditions.”

“ATCHEEEOO!”

“ATCHEEEOOQ!”

No sooner had Oswald finished saying it, then the
checker board pattern turns opaque and solid.

“Jerome? Are you aware of what is happening with
your ‘bubble’?”

“What? Oh. Idid that?”

“As I did not, it would seem so. It does, however,
appear to be putting off our friend.”

“That’s good. Right?”

“I suppose.”

“What does that mean?”

“I doubt it will last. Keep working. I’ll see if I can
clean this up some.”

“Choo.”
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“Well that worked well enough.”

“Super! Then you can get us out of here!”

“No. That is still your responsibility. Back to work.
Just, be more careful.”

“ATCHEEEOO!”

“ATCHEEEOO!”

“ATCHEEEOO!”

“ATCHEEEOO!”

“Choo.” sneeks in Oswald. The surface of the
‘bubble’ turns into a kaleidoscope of changing and
moving colours. “Let’s see if that confuses the beggar
for now. How are you doing there, Jerome.”

“ATCHEEEOO!”

“We’re still here.”

“ATCHEEEOO!”

“ATCHEEEOO!”

“Ah, well. It may take some time by the looks of it.
You’ll do it. Eventually. After all, Jerome. You got us
here, did you not?”

“Hey! You said you can’t do things with my
‘bubble’. Are you tricking me?”” demands Jerome. He
doesn’t like the suspicion that’s rising in him from his
sudden realisation. His grandfather has always dealt
straight with him and he’s always respected and trusted
that. His suspicion just can not be true. Must not.

“I am not tricking you lad. As for tweaking your
‘bubble’? It is generally true that one should not alter
another’s ‘bubble’, Jerome. There are times, however,
when it is just possible and advisable to tinker around the
edges. As it were.”

“Oh. OK. I think I should get back to work.”
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“ATCHEEEOQ!”

“Yes. Jerome, do remember that most all of these
recent ‘bubble’ effects are a direct result of your efforts.”

“ATCHEEEOQ!”

“Really?”

“Absolutely! That gives you two things to bare in
mind. Can you guess?”

“I should be careful and, ah ... I’'m not useless?”

“Good lad. Now, back to it.”

“ATCHEEEOQ!”

“ATCHEEEOO!”

Jerome wasn’t the only one getting back at it.
Grandfather Sneezlore is also busy. He’s thinking. He’s
thinking of several problems at once and, aware of the
fact that what he does in the next minutes, is likely to
have long lasting and profound consequences for Jerome.

Jerome is thinking similar thoughts but, with very
different paths and results. He is sure he is letting his
grandfather down. And his mother. He feels that, if, he
could just get a grip on this ‘desire’ problem, the rest of
‘the difference’ would come easily. Relatively speaking.
He could get back home.

He knows it is a stupid block he is having.
Blockhead, he calls it. He also knows that blockheads
are usually the worst. Blindingly obscure problems
eventually leading to blindingly simple solutions. He
also knows that it happens to most everyone, from time
to time. Doesn’t help here and now though. If he had
the time, he’d use his best trick. Start doing something
else and the answer will usually reveal it’s self. Seemly
out of no where, and leaving him feeling somewhat silly.
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He’s used to that feeling. The conundrum here is that
there isn’t a lot of time.

The maniac has been active as well. It is determined
to solve this riddle and get it’s prize. Jerome and
Oswald. That leads Jerome to wondering if squid can get
obsessive. Like some people do at times.

“Choo.”

Oswald has made the first move. He has quietly
made the wall and the kaleidoscope, transparent. That
had the predictably unexpected results.

“You! You cheeky beggar!”

“What? Who? Where?” starts Jerome as he come
out of his thoughts. “Oh’m gosh!”

“Exactly. Prepare for impact!”

The sight they are greeted with seizes their eyes,
freezes their hearts and melts their back bones!

It’s a giant colourful sun burst of squid arms with
giant suckers and hooks lining each of them. In the
middle of that, a giant, black, parrot-like beak opening
onto a huge maw. The whole monstrosity is rapidly
expanding, and worse. It’s coming straight at them! At
speed!

It slams into the ‘bubble’ and the arms immediately
envelope practically the whole of the ‘bubble’. Burying
it in living and furious squid. At the same time, that
enormous beak closes on a section of ‘bubble’ while
pinching and pulling with all it’s might. The ‘bubble’
wall is stretched and strained by an unimaginable force
driven by primordial fury.

“ATCHEEEOOQ!”

“ATCHEEEOOQ!”
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“ATCHEEEOO!”

“It’s not working!” screams Jerome!

“ATCHEEEOO!”

He’s once again, blinded by an intense light. With
his eyes open, there is only an all consuming light. With
his eyes closed, there are only flashing spots in red light.

“He’s gone again.”

“I don’t know if this will work for much longer,
Jerome. He must be catching on, or will be very soon.
We really could use you doing your thing. As soon as
possible!”

“ATCHEEEOO!”

“ATCHEEEOO!”

“Stop Jerome.’

“What? We gotta get out of here!”

“Yes, but I have an idea.”

“Good. Finally!”

“Careful boy. Size.”

“What?”

“Size, Jerome. That may just put the maniac off.”

“I don’t think I can do that.” states a very
apprehensive Jerome while shaking his head.

“That 1s a sure thing. Look where we are. One
mistake?”

“I think you should do it.”

“Thank you.”

“What do I do?”

“Nothing. Absolutely nothing. Now. Three times
larger should just about do it. I think. Make it four.”
mutters Oswald as he concentrates fully on what he must
do. “This will be tricky. Very tricky. What I am about
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to attempt, under all this water pressure, with someone
else’s ‘bubble’, yours to be exact is not for the faint
hearted. One, two, three ... ”

“ATCHEEEOQ!”

“I worked! It really worked grandpa.”

“Amazing. It actually did work.”

“I knew you could do it. You’re an expert.
Everybody says so. I know you can drive this ‘bubble’.
Do you think it’ll scare it oft?”

“I don’t know. It should make it think twice.”

“Maybe it’ll think we’re too big to eat? Maybe that’s
what it wants. Then it’ll leave. Whatcha think
grandpa?”

“That would be wonderful. Some how I think it will
simply decide to eat us a bit at a time. Still.”

“Again with your thing! It doesn’t help you know.”

“Remember. I made no promises.”

“But you can drive my ‘bubble’ just like you made it
bigger. Then you can get us out of here!”

“NO! Jerome, I made it clear that I can not. You can
do that. You, must do that.”

“I can’t neither.”

“Yes you can. Something is interfering with your
'desiring'. Your control, Jerome. Try clearing your
mind.”

“I have. Dozens o’ times. Nothing works.”

“Try something different.”

“You keep saying that. It doesn’t help. It’s all too
hooey.”

“It 1s still an answer. Hooey or not.”
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“I am trying! The stupid thing just won’t work. Not
when I want it to. Stupid thing! Stupid, DANGEROUS,
thing!”

“ATCHEEEOO!”

“ATCHEEEOO!”

“Stop again for a moment, Jerome.”

“Another idea?”

“Possibly. I wonder if I could get the ‘bubble’ to
flash colours of it’s own.”

“Like a squid?” gasps Jerome hopefully. He is
practically at the end of his rope and desperately needs
some good news.

“Precisely. Let me think a moment. A variation.
Yes. Of course. A variation on camouflage.” mutters
Oswald.

“That’ll do it!

“I simply have no idea how to create specific colours
Jerome.” he finally admits.

“Great! Why does it matter anyway? Anything is
better than nothing.”

“True. Well. Here goes.”

“ATCHOO!”

“Well now. That is a surprise.”

“I guess we were wrong.” snickers Jerome.

“Yes, well. Fluorescent pastels are not what I had in
mind.”

“Pink! Baby powder blue? Baby pooh green?
Really? Em-bar-ras-sing!”

“I was 'desiring' more of threatening crimson and
electric blue. You understand that this is your ‘bubble’?
It is bound to be somewhat obtuse.”
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“Don’t blame me! You did it. Boy, did you ever!
Maybe [ won’t tell anyone? Maybe I will. Your turn to
be careful grandpa.”

“Perhaps, I should try again.”

“I don’t know? One good thing though.”

“Yes?”

“I’m not alone with messing ... ”

“THAT, will do.”

“CHOO!”

“Oh good lord. WORSE!”

“CHEEEOQ!”

“Ha, ha, ha, ha!” doubles up Jerome as he finds
himself on a laugh slide.

“That 1s much better. Reminds me of a time. What?”

“It’s just the funny is just catching up with me. It’s
so hippy. Old, old hippy.”

“Let it pass by, Jerome.”

“In a minute, ha, ha, ha!”

“Very well.”

“Were you some kinda hippy or something?”

“What would cause you to ask that?”

“Hot glowing paisley?”

“Yes well. You will have a past someday as well
young man.” advises Oswald attempting to regain
control.

“Choo.”

Oswald may have regained control of his status with
Jerome using the light show but another problem has had
them in 1t’s sites. They were suddenly hit blindingly
hard from the opposite side of the ‘bubble’ and violently
thrown against that wall. And then back again even
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harder. Though he is all but senseless, Jerome manages
to breathe out.

“How’d it get back there?”

“I don’t think it did.” breathes Oswald.

No sooner had he gotten it out then they were hit
once, twice, three times more. The two of them are now
completely gormless and lying, once again, on the
bottom of their ‘bubble’ while their fate is being decided.
During this brief pause in their plunging back and forth
they seem to be seeing double. Sometimes more. There
seem to be squid everywhere around them. Through the
blur of semi-consciousness and double vision they see
themselves caught in the midst of a mass of pulsating
squid parts. Terrifying arms, tentacles and beaks
squirming and thrusting everywhere around them and
then stillness.

The pause ends with them going airborne while
watching the ‘bubble’ fly by sideways without them
actually doing the moving. They each glance off a side
or something and proceed to roll along it until they meet
at some central end point. Neither has a clue where they
are in the ‘bubble’. Only that they are most probably still
in the ‘bubble’. They briefly look at each other before
they are once again traveling at speed in some other
direction. This time they land on what they think is the
bottom of the ‘bubble’ and start a mind bending tumble
towards nowhere once again.

When they can see anything even remotely clear, it is
a multiple vision that terrifies them. Two, three and
possibly more giant black beaks closing and opening into
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enormous maws leading into horrible black nether
worlds.

“Can you see anything lad?” gasps Oswald without
being fully conscious of speaking at all.

“No.” moans Jerome in his delirium.

“It’s our minds lad. Playing tricks on us. Don’t pay
any attention. Just try to sneeze! No! Wait! Not the
way you are at the moment.” groans Oswald as he enters
a deeper unreality.

Eventually all the flying about starts to slow down
and they find themselves to be still surrounded by squid.
They are grateful for the break in the bashing they
received and frenziedly try to reestablish a connection
with reality. Jerome is consumed with thoughts of
athletic concussions.

“Jerome! Remember! Panic, makes you quicker at
making things worse! Wait your chance! KEEP YOUR
HEAD!”

“Too late! Lost it back there.”

“Where?”

“There!” he points as hysterics over take him and
they both start an out of control laughing.

“At least my trousers are dry!” chuckles Oswald.

“Hey! Mine too! For now.”

“What the ...”

“Oh my gosh.” gasps Jerome.

“Did you do that?”

“No.”

“Come on lad. Oh dear. It’s getting worse. Oh no.
Much worse!”
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“It’s everywhere!” chokes out Jerome as he starts
thrashing around the ‘bubble’ looking some for
breathable air but there is none to be had.

“Marion’s Mexican, last night. Bean salad with those
delicious seasonings, onion soup with cheese and beer.
What was I thinking? How was I to know.”

“I didn’t have beer. You won’t let me.”

“You had worse. A milkshake! Fess up lad.”

“Ya but, ’'m not lactose intolerant.” gags Jerome.

“You are shake intolerant however. Both of us are
lad. And here I thought the squid would be the death of
us.” heaves Oswald.

“You really think the squid’s shaking did this?”
breathes out Jerome as he tries holding his nose.

“We were primed and ready. Oh God were we
ready.” wheezed out Oswald.

“I’'m getting dizzy.” sighs Jerome as he sinks to the
bottom of the ‘bubble’.

“You and me both. It is the combined effects. I will
plead guilty if you admit it as well. What do you say?”

“Anything. Just make it go away!”

“Easy lad. Miracles do not happen on command.
More is the pity. One would be handy just now.”

“I think the air’s better over here. A little anyway.”
whispers Jerome as it occurs to him that perhaps, this just
might help him with formulating a desire. He just has to
remember.

“I doubt it but, you cling to whatever you need.”

“No. Really. It’s getting better!”

“What ever floats you boat lad.”
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“Hey! Thanks! No, really. Stink’s gone. You did it.
How?”

“I did nothing. It is either that we are succumbing to
it or just acclimatizing. Probably the later.”

“Again. Not making it better. Hey. This is all
mom’s fault! Again! First pepper and now this. I think
mom’s can be evil sometimes. Sure seems like it.”

“I would not say any of that to her if [ were you. Not
under any circumstances! We will just keep it between
ourselves. For safety’s sake.”

“Ya. Good idea.”

“Agreed.”

“Ok but, she should be here!”

“Agreed.”

With that, they still find they are once more alone.
No sign of the squid or when they left. The ‘bubble’ is
still and the light show is as they left it. Blazing reds,
whites and blues and greens in strobe-like fashion.

“Do you think that may have provoked it?” asks
Oswald.

“Don’t know. Really.”

“I’11 take care of it.”

“ca.”

“Dark as pitch. That’s better. I never thought I’d say
that about all this black down here.” sighs Oswald as he
melts to the bottom of the ‘bubble’.

“LOOK OUT! The maniac’s all lit up again and
coming fast!”

Jerome and Oswald are hammered into the side next
to the squid. One on each side of a beak pushing and
gnashing into the side of the ‘bubble’.
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“Stay clear of that thing. It can still kill by
crushing!”

“I know! I know!” shouts Jerome as he desperately
claws his way along the ‘bubble’ surface and away from
the clutching black death.

Oswald ducks under the beak to stay with his
grandson. The two of them are pulling and clawing and
dragging them selves in the same direction along the
‘bubble’. They reach what they think is a safe distance
and decide to stop and rest. They turn to face each other
as they slump down again.

“Guess we were wrong again grandpa.”

“It does look that way.”

“What do we do now?”

“I am flummoxed. I doubt it matters.”

“There must be something.”

“A sneeze might be good just now.”

“ATCHEEEOOQ!”

“ATCHEEEOOQ!”

“Thought so!”

“ATCHEEEOOQ!”

“ATCHEEEOOQ!”

“I am going to put the light show back on.”

“Choo.”

Oswald is airborne before either of them feel the
impact. It is pure luck for him because along with the
impact, a huge black beak presses well into the ‘bubble’
wall before it is pushed most of the way back out. It’s
the second squid back.

“We weren’t dreaming! There are two of them.”
screams Jerome in near panic.
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“Easy lad. Trust the ‘bubble’.”

The ‘bubble’ starts to scream as the two squid pull it
in different directions. Most of the time they cancel each
other out but not all the time. When the cancelation does
not happen, the jolts and jars quickly have Oswald and
Jerome back on the edge of reality again. It is scarcely
better when the squid do cancel each other. The ‘bubble’
wobbles and bobs like a life raft in the worst storm one
can imagine. Heaving up and down all the while
flopping and slapping the two ‘folke’ into a nasty state of
nausea. They try to reach each other but that is turning
out to be a gross waste of precious energy. About all
they can do is shout to each other and do as much
signalling as they can. It is cold comfort but, comfort
none the less.

“How are you doing lad?”

“Just bloody great! How about you?”

“Peachy! Just stay away from those boy crushers.”

“Plan to. Bet they could dent you to!”

“A tough old bustard like me?”

“You’re not so tough.”

“When we get out of this, we will put the to the test.
BELCH! BURP!” smiles Oswald.

With that the ‘bubble’ does a violent spin which
leaves them stationary as the beaks tear around in the
same direction. They notice this at the very last minute
and brace for the inevitable when the beaks simply
disappear as if by magic. At the very last second, one of
the squid tries to out maneuver the other one by suddenly
yanking downwards. This allows Jerome to pass over
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and Oswald to pass under their respective beaks by far
too little a margin.

“Blast! That was close lad!”

“Too, too!”

“ATCHEEEOO!”

“ATCHEEEOO!”

“ATCHEEEOQ!”

“Work you stupid thing!”

“ATCHEEEOO!”

“ATCHEEEOQ!”

“ATCHEEEOO!”

“ATCHEEEOO!”

“At least the light show is still operational.”

“Try a blast from your finger.”

“Good idea! Close up tight!”

Jerome makes it just in time. He knows it is
happening by the burning sensation on his skin. Oswald
must have it on his highest setting. Jerome is as full of
hope as he has ever been.

Without warning, both of them are thrown to the end
of the’ bubble’. Away from the beaks. As the ‘bubble’
stretches out with them they unconsciously prepare for
the return flight, straight into that voracious, gaping
maws! Then, nothing. The ‘bubble’ simply snaps back
past them instead of the alternative.

“UH? What just happened?” whispers Jerome but
Oswald can only shrug.

“Get ready. Any time! It’s going to happen
anytime!” whispers Oswald in earnest.

“What?”

“A proper sneeze! Time to try lad.”
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“ATCHEEEOQ!”

“ATCHEEEOOQ!”

“It’s the stupid ‘difference’ thing’s fault. I did
everything I could! It just won’t work. It’s broke.”

“ATCHEEEOOQ!”

“ATCHEEEOOQ!”

“ATCHEEEOQ!”

“Jerome. Something is up.” whispers Oswald as he
points just off to the side of where the squid should be at
the other end of their ‘bubble’. “Look over there. What
do you see?”

“Is that ... No way.”

“Yes! One is ours. The other is our newest best
friend.”

“Two squids fighting! I couldn’t tell from here. Not
right away. They’re all twisted up together.” blurts out
Jerome in his release from his panic.

“Correct you are lad.”

“It was your light blast?”

“It could very, very well have been.”

“Bet it did confuse them.”

“More like my light show made each think the other
was up to no good. Suspicion and fear make bad things
happen.”

“That’s what I meant.”

“Quite so. Best not to use that trick too often. The
boy who cried wolf too often, lad.”

“Don’t tempt fate, you mean.”

“Precisely.”

“Maybe they’ll get stuck together!”
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“They do blend together somewhat. Watch the
colours. They’ll tell the tale. And our fate.”

“They’re face to face. Wonder what they’re breath’s
like?”

“I should imagine their breath would be very bad. At
least to us. I can live with that mystery and so can you.”
chuckles Oswald.

“Are we out of trouble now?”

“Temporarily. Their fights can be fatal but, usually
do not last that long. I think. Probably.”

“Oh goody. Then we’ll be back on the menu.”

“I’m afraid that is probably so, lad. Let’s not cross
that bridge till we have to, shall we?” suggests his
grandfather and he adds “I think I will just turn off our
own light show. For now. Until our fate is decided. I’ll
enjoy the spectacle while you continue trying to save our
skins. Hint, hint.”

“ATCHEEEOO!”

“ATCHEEEOO!”

That last statement hung on in the air as Jerome and
his grandfather watched the battle wage all around them.
Once again, Jerome is reminded of a ballet. A deadly
ballet between deadly ballerina gladiators! Huge deadly
ballerina gladiators. As graceful but much more
colourful than anything ever performed on a dry stage.
The gigantic dancers are flitting and spinning as if they
were as light as and the size of butterflies. Their blinding
flashes of colour from one spectrum to another adds so
much to the action that, in the blackness around them, it
is as much a shock to the eyes as it is mesmerizing to the
brain. Oswald is blissfully reminded of the psychedelic
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period of his life. A long, long time ago. A time he drifts
back to when he wishes to relive the fantasy that never
was. They are to remain his secret sins. Jerome knows
little of that time and it’s non-reality. Oswald is torn
between his efforts to get them out of there and his
fascination with the beautiful, deadly dance taking place
around him.

“ATCHEEEOO!”

“ATCHEEEOOQ!”

“Nothing! This is boring! It’s stupid.”

“ATCHEEEOO!”

“ATCHEEEOOQ!”

At times it was hard to stay upright as the jets of
water and the tidal wakes issuing from the combatants
buffet the ‘bubble’ back and forth and up and down.
Jerome’s ‘desire’ is at an all time high. He tries as hard
as he can to get his ‘desire’ to work but, it’s somewhat
difficult when your future is being decided all around
you and all too close for comfort.

“ATCHEEEOO!”

“ATCHEEEOOQ!”

“ATCHEEEEEEEOQO!”

The squid are now exchanging volleys of ever more
intense colour. This allows the victims to follow the
blood curdling silent screams of the battle. Squid style.
Oswald and Jerome have long since lost track of who is
who between the combatants. It won’t make any
difference anyway. Not in the end.

“ATCHEEEOO!”

“ATCHEEEOOQ!”

“ATCHEEEOO!”
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Each squid has their turn at directing their titanic
physical jolts of each other. Back and forth as well as up
and down. Somehow, they just manage to narrowly miss
the ‘bubble’ on far too many occasions.

Although the squid are some distance away it is still
quite punishing to Jerome and Oswald. They are getting
into a terrible state of disrepair. Jerome is often half out
of his vest and shirt. Oswald has to untangle his head
from his jacket over and over and over. His shoes have
taken to traveling freely around the ‘bubble’ and on more
than one occasion have been nearly halved by those giant
beaks just moments ago. It does not even bare thinking
about the conditions of what is still in and what may be
out of his pockets.

The victims know the break they are getting isn’t a
matter of choice on the part of the squid. Just dumb luck
on their own part. It does give Oswald a chance to
observe the skillful maneuvering and the use of their
weight to produce the brute force behind their shifting
holds coupled with the power in each’s arms. A brawn
that could rip them to shreds with barely a notice.

“Oh do look! That one just lost a good chunk of
tentacle there. That will hurt.” he says to himself as he
lights his finger on low. “Now to find that retched thing.
Always wandering off.” he mumbles to him self.

“GOOD.”

“Good for us, you mean?”” questions Oswald.

“They’re head to head and all wrapped up in arms.
Too bad they don’t loose their own heads!” answers
Jerome.

“Not feeling too charitable today, are we?”
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“Funny! Ha, ha.”

“Jerome!”

“Well, there’s nothing charitable about being lunch!
Maybe they’ll eat each other.”

“That would be quite a feat.”

“Priceless.”

“Don’t you have something rather important to do?”
retorts Oswald as he returns to the battle. He
immediately gets knocked on his fanny and his glasses
go flying across the ‘bubble’ which sends Jerome into
peels of laughter.

“I suppose I did make quite a show of myself! Teach
me for not listening to my own advice. Stay alert!” joins
in Oswald as he picks himself and his glasses up. “Sorry
for being a bit hard on you just there. Your point is most
pertinent but these are very rare and extraordinary
creatures Jerome. I dislike the thought of loosing even
one for no good reason. After all, if we were not here,
neither would they.”

“That is a fallacious argument.”

“Jerome?”

“Thought I’d catch you out! Ha!”

“You just upped your own ante now young man. [
shall expect more from you from now on. Ha on you!”

“ATCHEEEOOQ!”

“ATCHEEEOOQ!”

“ATCHEEEOOQ!”

The squid show no outward signs of tiring as they
violently shoot close past the ‘bubble’ and send both
victims across the ‘bubble’ and onto their fannies once
again. Many more and much larger pieces dislodge as
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the one squid claws and rips at the mantle of the other,
apparently weaker one. That squid does finally seem to
be gaining ground on the other as it’s colours intensify
even further and the other’s lessen considerably. At least,
the former has less visible damage.

Both of them are using their fins rapidly. It is a vane
attempt to maintain some sort of greater stability than
that of it’s opponent. If either one were be successful at
gaining stability, it would have a huge advantage over it’s
enemy. Their individual power is immense though, not
quite enough without that stability they seek as they
continue to jerk this way and that on each other’s
weakest parts and narrowly miss the ‘bubble’ with every
other thrust. Over and over and over again they lunge
and retreat and spin and circle.

“Oh shoot! One has deployed it’s ink. That means
we may loose sight of the battle. Not good. Not good in
any fashion.”

“So? Why?”

“It also means that one is loosing and about to give
up. Leaving us to the other?”

“Oh.”

“Yes. Oh. Getting anywhere, are you?”

“ATCHEEEOO!”

“ATCHEEEOOQ!”

“No. Can’t you think of anything to help me?”

“ATCHEEEOO!”

“ATCHEEEOOQ!”

“ATCHEEEOO!”

“I’m sorry Jerome. I’ve told you this is one problem
that you must figure out on your own. What will you do
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when I’m not around? It will happen you know and you
must be prepared to deal with whatever comes your way
on your own. That is why an ‘awakening’ can be so
dangerous and you must get past it as quickly as
possible.

[ am beginning to think your problem may stem from
your disapproval of ‘the difference’. That is a most
foolish attitude young man. A bit like learning to ride
your first two wheeler, without training wheels while
disliking the bike.”

“Don’t you mean swimming? Without water wings.”
moans Jerome as he gestures outside the ‘bubble’.

“Of course! Good. The best keep their sense of
humour while all the rest are loosing theirs.”

“I don’t think it goes like that.”

“I prefer my version.” gloats Oswald.

“It 1s good, I guess. At least I can understand IT.”
“Well, that’s one good thing. See. They’re both
using their fins and funnels so much that the ink is being
dispersed. The one has not completely given up yet then.
At least we can keep abreast of what our own situation

will be after all is said and done.”

“That’s not helping.”

“ATCHEEEOOo000!”

“ATCHEEEOOQ!”

“At this point, I’1l take what satisfaction I can get.
You should learn to do so as well. Helps maintain a
sense of humour which keeps the mind open to
possibilities.”

“Ya, sure.”

“ATCHEEEOOQ!”

78



“ATCHEEEOO!”

“Try it. You may like it. Somehow.” whispers
Oswald as he gives Jerome a worried sideways glance.

“I thought you said they were stopping. They’re still
fighting. They’re still nose to nose and all arms and ink.
Wait a minute. Look! I think one’s trying to get away.
The other one won’t let it. Now the looser’s changing
it’s colour! It’s almost disappeared! Do you think the
winner’ll let it go?”

“Depends. If the winner thinks the looser will fight
being eaten, probably. Neither will want many more
injuries at this stage of the battle.”

“Blast!”

“Jerome!”

“No. Look down there. It’s another squid! Just
freaking great! What’s wrong today!”

“For once, I agree. One can have too much of a good
thing. They are most certainly not so rare as all that.”
agrees Oswald and he mumbles, “I think I’ll join you in
a hearty BLAST of my own.”

“Good thing? Not for us. Not here! Grandpa. Do
you think your bright lights called them?”

“UH? So you keep asking. You know Jerome, I
believe you may on to something. It is just possible. We
needed it at the time, in any case. But it could have been
a mixed blessing.”

“What does that mean?”

“To what, do you refer?”

“I refer to the fact that they are all just staring at each
other. Look.”

“Read the colours, boy.”
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“They’re yelling at each other? The new one is
saying “I’m ready. You two aren’t! I’ll beat you up!
You’ll be my snack. Git!”

“Good!”

“The other two are worried and scared. I think?
After all the fighting, they don’t want to loose lunch or
be it either. Tough choice, eh?”

“One would be us would it not?”

“Oh. Ya. Maybe they’ll all fight!”

“Doubt it.” mutters Oswald. “Not the way this day is
going.

“Ya. They’re still arguing. That’s good. Keep it up
you idiots! Time for another smack down. That helps
me grandpa.”

“ATCHEEEOOQ!”

“ATCHEEEOOQ!”

“ATCHEEEOQ!”

“Did you see that?”

“As a matter of fact, I did.” whispers Oswald.

“The new one just attacked the weak one.”

“Yes. And the other looks like it wants to join in.”

“Do you think they’ll eat the weak one?”

“It did just join in. It’s attacking too! They may just
eat the weak one. I hate to say it but that would be very
good for us.”

“Cause they’d be full up, right?”

“I should think so.”

“Ya but, the new one is attacking the other one now.
What’s up with these stupid things?”

“As I told you earlier, squid will attack first and think
second. Ifatall. It must work for them overall.”
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“Cause they’ve been around for so long?”

“Precisely.”

“They’ve all jumped at each other now. What the ...

“Jerome!”

“They all went really bright red. Then those two
changed colour and took off! What happened? What’s
that sound? The really loud clicking. It’s getting faster
and faster. It’s starting to hurt. This is like the squid
rubbing us! Worse!”

“A last ditch effort by one of the squid, do you think
my lad?” queries Oswald. “I do not know if they can
click but, at this moment, I am ready to accept almost
anything.”

“I think we’re in trouble again.” sighs Jerome. “The
new one has gone all blue. It’s coming this way!”

“Brace your self lad! This will be the worst yet!”

“I can’t believe it’s actually bigger than the other two
maniacs. It’s gone! Where’d it go?” Jerome shouts as
the squid’s light goes out and they are left alone.

Everything goes quiet as Oswald makes the’ bubble’
and his finger, go dark. Neither of them can see a thing.
Nothing is moving, either. The ‘bubble’ is perfectly still.
Jerome is reminded of what he’s heard about what
submariners go through when they are under attack. He
doesn’t like it. Not at all. He says to himself “I’m
getting two poppies next year. I can’t believe anybody’d
volunteer for this. It’s crazy.”

“What was that lad?’

“Nothing. I was just thinking of submarine guys.”
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“Good lad. Applying learning and experience is
always the best way to go. It’s practical stuff that stays
with you.” advises Oswald with pride at what he just
learned about his grandson.

“Sometimes it’s not so easy, ya know.”

“How will we know when something is happening
and what it will be, Jerome?”

“We know something will happen so we’ve got to be
ready for anything. Especially today.”

“Good lad. So let’s just be quiet, shall we. Unless
you feel a sneeze coming on?”

“ATCHEEEOO!”

“ATCHEEEOQ!”

“ATCHEEEOO!”

“ATCHEEEOO!”
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Chapter Four

Leviathan

Jerome wants to scream out loud but is now too
frustrated with his failures to do anything but clam up
and turn his senses on high. Instead of calming him
down so he can think and reason, the dark and the quiet
seem to go on and on and on. Like his failures. It’s
unnerving to both of them.

That is when the new squid’s massive arms shoot out
of the blackness and explode in a blaze of red and white
at the same time as a blast of searing white light erupts
inside the ‘bubble’. Jerome is double blinded by the two
burning lights. He is spinning away for protection when,
out of the corner of his eye, he thinks he sees an
mountainous black shape thrust by and he is stunned by a
powerful shock wave and the thought of yet another
squid appearing. That is if it was not just one of the dark
spots he is seeing after the light blasts from his
grandfather’s finger and the squid’s body.

“This never stops! What now?”” he groans to himself.

“What?” urges Oswald.

“Did you see that?”

“See what?”

“Nothing. It was probably your light.”

“That shock wave wasn’t your imagination Jerome.
It was the strongest one yet. DID you see something
lad?”

“Maybe. Another squid? What else would we
expect?”
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“Agreed.” moans Oswald as he hangs his head.

The red and white arms seem to be ever more slowly
closing in as time appears to have put on the brakes.
Oswald shouts to Jerome “Hold on Jerome! Hold on
tight!”

“ATCHEEEOOQ!”

“ATCHEEEOQ!”

A new set of tremendous of shock waves, rather than
those from the arms, very nearly knocks the both of them
gormless as they repeatedly collide with the far side of
the ‘bubble’! Jerome thinks he will pass out if he doesn’t
consciously refuse to give in to the shock and the
following dizziness. Somehow, he doesn’t loose
consciousness for the moment and he looks to his
grandfather who appears to have weathered the impact
far better than he has. He mutters “Gosh, he’s tough for
his age!” to himself.

Again, he catches sight of a gargantuan, terrifying
and dark entity outside their ‘bubble’. it is not just
another threatening shadow circling their ‘bubble’. This
one seems to be the size of a small mountain. A
mountain that moves, twirls, turns and then vanishes,
only to reappear somewhere else and send them flying
once more. A mountain without form but still it sends
solid walls of water smashing into their ‘bubble’ and
causing Jerome’s remaining beleaguered begeebers to
completely vanish! Even the squid seems to be on the
defensive one moment and then back to attacking
something in the next. All the while, that ear splitting
and mind numbing clicking has returned and seems to
completely envelope their ‘bubble’.
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The shapeless black leviathan streaks across their
view again and hammers straight into the squid, taking it
away with it! Their ‘bubble’ is hit by another
tremendous series of shock waves and Oswald looses a
shoe once more as everything heaves from one side to
the other and then up, then down. Not to mention a
powerful, wobbly stomach twisting spin! It is impossible
to do anything but grab hold of each other and hold on as
tight as they can. The squid seems to have vanished once
again and they are completely alone with the currents.

Jerome yells at the spot where the two monsters
vanished. “Why can’t you stay gone! Just go away!
And stay away!”

“Jerome! Listen to me, carefully. As soon as this all
settles down enough, I am going to try to produce
something to hold on to. We can not go on like this.
We’l be two mashed potatoes soon. If I manage this little
miracle, you let me go and grab on to it and hold on for
dear life. Do you understand me?”

“Yes!”

“Good lad.”

“But what about you?”

“Do not worry. I will be doing the same thing. Just
you concentrate on what you need to do. Understand?”

“Got it!”

“Good lad! Here I go.”

“ca.”

Two hand rails appear on the sides of the ‘bubble’
and Oz and Jerome lunge for them. A sense of security
washes over them like a warm shower once they have
their arms entwined on the rails.
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“GRANDPA! What’s happening? What IS that
thing! It’s bigger than the maniacs. Is there a super
gigantic, hugo squid? Like from the dinosaurs or
something?”’

“I do not know lad. We’ve been bashed around so
much that I can not get my brain to focus. It’s all a bit
frightening, you know.”

“NO! RRRREALLY?” blurts out Jerome before he
and his grandfather almost burst out laughing. Almost.

“ATCHEEEOO!”

“ATCHEEEOO!”

“Please lad. Find your ‘means’ soon. Please, please
do. This is starting to concern me deeply. All that power
in you and no way of controlling it, or even safely
summoning it. Little lone not summoning it when
needed. Think boy, think. Reach deep into yourself and
gently feel for that special ‘desire’.” murmurs Oswald in
even deeper earnest.

“ATCHEEEOO!”

“ATCHEEEOO!”

Jerome’s eyes have adapted somewhat and his
grandfather has directed his finger’s light out of the
‘bubble’. He has adjusted it and is using it like a spot
light as he scans the area surrounding their refuge in
hope of finding out something. Anything.

“Come on. Let me see you. Come on. What are
you? Where are you? Come out, come out whatever you
are.” whispers Jerome. Only half meaning it. He is not
sure if he is probably better off in the dark.

“What’s that lad?”

“Nothing.”
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“Best to keep our mouths closed and our eyes open. |
feel I must see what is out there for some reason.”

What he and Jerome eventually do see, mesmerises
them. They see a gigantic, billowing and swirling pitch
black ink cloud that somehow is even darker than the
ocean around it. The edges, if that is what you can call
them, are soft threatening and very, very actively
spreading out in all directions to seemingly everywhere
at the same time. It appears very much like a universe
struggling to be born. A deep black expanse with it’s
own hidden secrets and terrors.

A flash! Then, another! That is all they see of the
inside of the growing blackness. Emerging briefly, only
to be enveloped once again into the blackness. It is at
this point that they realise that although they have been
slowly and steadily moving away from this nebulous
thing, it has been reaching out to them almost at the same
pace. Slow, soft and threatening. Promising sleep and
worse. Still the flashes, here and there, and that eternal
all encompassing clicking.

“How can one bloody squid have so much crap in
1t?” blurts out Jerome in complete frustration.

“Language Jerome.” mutters Oswald with the same
question burning in him.

“Ya but, how?”

“It is beyond my ken lad.”

“Ken you guess?” smirks Jerome at his grandfather
trying to alleviate some tension.

“I don’t know if [ ken. Ken you?” follows Oswald
with his own smirk.

“Ken it be more than one?”
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“I don’t know about that but, I think we have pretty
much run out our ken. Agreed?”

“Sounds good to me. How many do think are in
there?”

“As I said, I have no idea. There certainly is a
prodigious amount of that ink out there though. Almost
an entity of it’s own. It must have been very, very
concentrated. Or have some remarkable qualities.”

“That’s what’s been bugging me. What is it made
of.”

With that comment, a titanic ebon-hued mushroom
billows from the main body and comes straight at their
eyes.

“Look out Jerome!” shouts Oswald as he grabs the
boy and hurtles him away from the oncoming threat.

“ATCHEEEOO!”

“ATCHEEEOO!”

“ATCHEEEOO!”

“That was close grandpa!”

The words are no sooner uttered than a gigantic
lightening covered tentacle rolls out of the end of the
mushroom and slams against the side of their ‘bubble’
with a powerful glancing blow. The ‘bubble’ shoots
sideways as it spins like a mad washing machine and
pastes Jerome and Oswald to the side with immense g-
forces. As the ‘bubble’ spins and shoots away, Jerome
tries to look at his grandfather out of the corner of his
eye. Their eyes are all it is possible for them to move for
some time before Jerome is able to try to sneeze.

“ATCHEEEOO!”

“ATCHEEEOO!”
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“That was just too blasted close Jerome. You must
keep trying. Hurry! Hurry!” shouts his grandfather after
the ‘bubble’ starts to slow it’s gyrations and the travellers
are able to fidget a little.

“ATCHEEEOO!”

“ATCHEEEOO!”

“ATCHEEEOQ!”

This time, it is not a blazing tentacle that emerges,
but a gargantuan, black shape shrouded in inky blackness
and preceded by yet another tremendous shock wave.

“ATCHEEEOO!”

“ATCHEEEOO!”

“That’s not a squid!” gasps a wide eyed Oswald.

“Then, what the heck is it?”

With that question, a mountainous sperm whale
bursts out of the black entity spinning and twisting and
heading straight at them. It has the flashing and furious
colossal squid fast in it’s jaws. The whale is the biggest
living thing Jerome has ever seen. Bigger than anything
he’s ever even dreamed of. To Jerome, it’s a flexible
super silent submarine with a huge mouth and tiny eyes.
He knows what the incessant clicking is now. Sonar.
Living sonar. Wonderful living sonar.

“Oh my! Cover your ears Jerome. NOW!” shouts
Oswald as the clicks become deafening and then
physical.

“I can feel it in my chest!” screams Jerome into that
all consuming and seemingly corporeal presence. He
feels his heart will blow out at any moment as he and
Oswald cry out to try to relieve the pressure. No one
could possibly hear their cries.
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The squid is flashing every colour in the universe,
and more, in it’s murderous primordial fury. It’s great,
long arms are hammering and clawing and raking it’s foe
while it flashes and releases more and more of the
billowing black ink cloud. The arms reach around and
under the whale as they seek a vulnerable spot to inflict
even more pain. The squid’s eyes are all mystery
wrapped in primeval fury as it stares it’s death wishes
onto the whale. It is as if they could turn one into a pillar
of salt with a single evil glance. All the while, it’s mantle
is billowing as if it is a giant and powerful bellows while
it’s tail fins are both madly flapping and undulating as is
tries to control the slapping of it’s body against the side
of the leviathan that has it solidly and permanently
clamped in it’s powerful jaws.

The shock waves are almost as bad as a squid attack
on those inside the ‘bubble’. The one positive thing
about them is that they are still slowly knocking the
‘bubble’ out to a farther and safer distance from the
titanic battle. That unfortunately also makes their view
of the epic struggle less and less clear. The combatants
are at one moment enveloped in the inky presence and
exploding forth from it in the next. All the while, the
lightening show and the blackness of the cloud battle for
dominance over the battle ground.

“Thank all that’s right in the universe for that
beautiful, big beastie!” blurts out Oswald with dancing
and fist shaking, the likes of which Jerome has never
seen from his grandfather before. “We want to be a good
safe distance from all that power, Jerome. A very, good,
safe, distance indeed. That whale is the best thing that
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could have happened, lad! The very best thing. Aside
from a working sneeze on your part, that is.” he adds
while turning his gaze onto Jerome.

“ATCHEEEOO!”

“ATCHEEEOO!”

“I remember! Sperm whales eat giant squid. But
what about colossal squids? Can they take on one of
those maniacs? They’re so BIG! It doesn’t look so
good.”

“See for yourself, my boy.”

“I'am! Ican’tstop! Look at the colours on that
squid. See how bright they are! Really red. It even
lights up the ink cloud! Sometimes. It’s like one of
those puffy things way out in space! You know grandpa.
Video games are going to be pretty boring after this!
Can that much light hurt the whale’s eyes?”

“You were referring to a nebula? I do hope you get
the chance to find out just how right you are my boy.
About space, I mean. And those games.

As for the light damaging the whale’s eyes, I very
much doubt it. What a spectacle! I bet Nero would have
given his empire for this show. I know he would.”

“How do you know that?”

“Later, my boy. Just take my word for it.”

“Do whales ever loose?”

“On occasion. They need air, as you should know. If
a whale’s timing is off and the squid can slow it’s ascent,
it could turn out to be most unfortunate for the whale.”

“That’s not good. What if the other squids come to
help this one?”
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“That would indeed be very unfortunate for the whale
but, I doubt that is in the squid nature. Let us hope so, at
least. For the whale. And ourselves.”

“What’s he doing now? Looks like he’s chomping
down even harder on the squid. Too bad he’s got it
behind the head and not on top o‘it. The squid would be
lunch then! Instead of us.”

“Your lips to it’s ears lad.”

“I mean it, you know.”

“And, I agree. For once. There seem to be enough of
those beasties that we could be spared from this one.”

“Hey. That whale’s only got teeth on the bottom of
it’s mouth! How come? Is it old?”

“Old? Possibly but, teeth on the lower jaw alone 1s
all they need and so, all they have. Evolution does not
generally like waste, Jerome.”

“How do you know that? You a dentist? A whale
dentist! How long can YOU hold your breath! Ha, ha!
Another good one. I’'m good! I should go pro.”

“Oh how clever. Don’t get too smart with me, young
man. My knowledge has to do with age and a certain
understanding of evolution, respectively. Travel has
helped to round it all out some what as well.”

“You really mean that’s all they need. Really?”

“Precisely. I thought I just said that?”

“Ya, you did. Sorry, grandpa. 1 guess I confused you
again.

Oh no! The squid’s got one of the whale’s eyes
covered. Can it hurt the whale’s eye?”

“Quite possibly. But then, I’'m not a whale doctor,
am I, Jerome? AH! One for me!”
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“Even?” hopes Jerome.

“Never.”

“Ya. Ok.”

Jerome knows he has just come very close to over
stepping himself. His grandfather is the best parent and
helper he’s ever had except for mom, but, there are limits
to his patience with a smart aleck. His mother told
Jerome that being that kind of clever can be good, at
times. But. Atthe wrong times, it can be very negative
and even destructive. It takes time and practice to know
the difference. Too many use it to hide ignorance and,
that, is the one thing that his grandfather can not tolerate.

They watch the powerful, black leviathan and the
monstrous, flashing maniac are still spinning and
thrashing through the water in their continuing death
struggle from a growing distance. The ocean is swirling
and smashing in every direction and then back again.
Ever stronger and with more potential for collateral
damage and death at even this distance. Jerome is
struggling to accurately see what is going on out there.
The trouble is that he and his grandfather can’t stay in
any one position, or even upright, long enough to get a
decent look! They are reduced to surmising the status of
the two combatants further and further out beyond their
‘bubble’ refuge. Oswald begins to feel his immense
curiosity begin to compete with his acceptance of the
need for keeping a safe reach from the action.

The travellers simply bounce from one wall of the
‘bubble’ to another and from top to bottom as if they are
nothing more than racket balls. Considering the size and
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power of the combatants, that is about all they really are.
Racket balls.

“I can’t believe how much their bashing around stirs
up the water. We’re a long way away, but we are getting
banged around like leaves. Leaves in a wind. We might
as well be riding one of them! That WOULD be WILD!
WOW!”

“I should say it would, Jerome! You would never
have a chance of staying on something that violent
though. And! How long can YOU hold YOUR breath
my lad? Additionally! Water is much thicker than air.
Do you understand the significance of that Jerome?”

“That means that it sends the water faster. Right?”

“Well. Sort of, I suppose. The correct way to
express it is that water transmits energy far more
efficiently than air. What would your chances of staying
on against the water pressure?”

“Zilch!”

“Correct! Plus, we can receive nearly the full benefit
of this battle from a vaster distances than we are at
present. Much, much vaster. Think tsunami, Jerome.”

“Ya. Like a tsunami. Right! They can go right
across the ocean! Really fast and really big. Those guys
are really strong to get to us over here!”

“Precisely. I am gratified to see that encouraging you
to watch and read things educational hasn’t been a
complete waste of time. Good show, lad. But I will
grant you this. It is fun to think of a ride like that.”
admits Oswald.
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“You bet! It’s not that I don’t like educational stuff.

[ mean sometimes, it’s just done so boring. A game of
soccer instead, sometimes, wouldn’t hurt. Right?”

“Of course. Balance in all things.” agrees Oswald as
he picks himself and Jerome up, for the umpteenth time.

“We haven’t had much of that today!” adds Jerome
and he and his grandfather start to laugh uncontrollably.
It is the release from the pressure of being lunch as much
as the joke it’s self. It’s a new sense of understanding
and camaraderie born from extreme experiences that
underscores and enhances their humour as well.

“I needed that! 1 don’t think I’ve bounced around so
much since Barnum’s circus. Or, been quite as worried.”

“You were in a circus?”

“Well. I haven’t been this age all my life you know.”
retorts Oswald as he and Jerome are launched across the
‘bubble’ once again.

Jerome is endlessly glad that the walls of the ‘bubble
are so soft as well as so strong. The impact has been
more like being caught in a big, soft and enveloping
catcher’s mitt than crashing into something soft. They’d
be in need of traction beds by now, if this was not the
case but, it is the idea of a circus that has caught his
attention. He just can’t let it go.

“Really? A real circus?”

“Several, and the very best, but that is for another day
as well. Recollect. ‘The difference’ can travel back in
time as well as in space. That means that, if, and I do
mean, if, a ‘folke’ wants to and is able has the skill get
first hand knowledge of something, they can. It is not
advisable for all but a few however. Not just yet anyway.

b
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There are necessary skills and knowledge that, if lacking,
would be fatal to that ‘folke‘ and history. Just think of it
as still more perks of ‘the difference’ to come to you.
Eventually. IF, you learn to do a proper ‘means’ and get
full control over your ‘kit’, that is!”

“Grandpa?”’

“Yes.”

“Why is it inadvisable? If ‘folke’ can go back in
time, how come they don’t go back and get somebody to
teach them? You know. The stuff that’s been lost. They
can bring back books and stuff. Then we wouldn’t have
to try to learn everything again.”

“Jerome. There are many, many reasons that is no
longer done and has not for a very, very long time. Far
too many to list here and now. Let me give you one
though. We think that the knowledge was left lost for
some reason. It does not stand to reason that it would
have been as simple as just going back and acquiring
what we want. There is one in particular.”

“Then find an answer for it.”

“I should have picked a different example. Jerome.
‘The folke’ in general, have also lost the skill to do it
safely. Not only the individual’s safely, but to do it
without harming history. The ‘Commission of
Advancements’ has been working on a fool proof way of
teaching this to all ‘folke’ but, apart from nothing ever
being fool proof because they are always creating better
fools, there are also security issues. Then and now. The
reason that is most pressing however, is that we can not
actually speak to ‘folke’ from back then. It is a problem
of language Jerome. Even the same language is
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different. Evolved. Even purposely for some
individual’s fifteen minutes of fame. English is one of
the worst because it has a habit of taking in strays and
then forgetting what was.”

“Uh?”

“Stray words enter from other languages or from new
technology or worse. From military shop talk.
Sometimes at an alarming rate. Usually by those who
believe themselves above the ones they imitate. Crazy,
but there it is.

Other perfectly respectable words are abandoned or
changed. Over time, we have very different versions of
the same language. And that does not take into account
the changes, great and small, of meaning due to slang
and such. Ignorance of these could be most destructive.

We must not alter history, Jerome, and that could be
far trickier than it might seem. First, do no harm, lad!”

“So what about history. It’s boring anyway.”

“It would mean the end of you.”

“Eh? OH!”

“Yes. OH! You will not come up with any questions,
or answers, that have not been dealt with many times
before now. As you progress, you will learn and
understand. Not before. Too much, too soon, Jerome.”

“So. ‘The difference’ is dangerous.”

“It can be. It can also be your very, very best friend
and protector. And teacher and, playmate.”

“And dangerous.”

“As I have told you. ‘The difference’ in an immense
power of indiscriminate nature. It has no morals and can
be good, bad, or indifferent. It seems to neither care or
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even know. It does, however have rules. Rules it insists
be followed and if you do not, then that will be most
unfortunate. Most unfortunate.”

“Dangerous.”

“If you must.” sighs Oswald and murmurs “I fear
much from this attitude of yours. Too much like your
father’s. All too much indeed.”

“What?”

“Be patient and you will see all the wonders in the
days to come. Trust me. It will be worth the wait.”

“There’s going to be a lot of those days, aren’t
there?”” moans Jerome while worrying about the dangers
that await him.

“With luck, yes. A good deal of luck it would seem
at present.”

That answer only justifies Jerome’s suspicions and
makes him want home all the more.

“ATCHEEEOOQ!”

“They’re still fighting. It just goes on and on. You're
sure the whale only sometimes looses?”

“ATCHEEEOOQ!”

“They think so. There have been occasional findings
of apparently drowned whales at sea and it is sometimes
thought that it could have been a squid hunt gone
wrong.”

“Really wrong! That would be unfortunate for us.
Wouldn’t it grandpa?”

“ATCHEEEOOQ!”

“Things happen, Jerome. It could just as easily been
disease or old age, or even as simple as a sleeping
accident. Who’s to say without more proper study.”
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“Well, we know about sleeping accidents, don’t we.”

“Thin ice again, lad?”

“Just teasing. Whales are my new super heroes. I’'m
going to help them from now on. At least I’ll help
people who know how to help them.”

“That’s a good idea, Jerome. A great many things
need all our individual help these days. We can’t all sit
back and think smug thoughts about ourselves and our
perfection.”

“Can I ask you something. How come you could
follow me here? I mean into this ‘bubble’, down here
under the ocean.”

“ATCHEEEOQ!”

“ATCHEEEOO!”

“It is simple my boy. The ‘difference’ can tie people
together so that one person can follow the other. It is
called a ‘link’. They just both have to have ‘the
difference’ and be close enough together when a ‘swish’
1s initiated. Of course, there is a minimal amount of skill
involved in activating the special ‘bubble’ needed. The
‘follower’ does have to know how and when to initiate
the ‘link’ and maintain it. Essentially, once one knows
how, one simply ‘desires’ it before hand, Jerome.

It can to happen by accident at times though, those
are rare. We think it may take place when ‘the folke® in
question have some other form of connection. Perhaps
familial. An emotional attachment of any kind is
suspect. It would make sense to my mind. Our case in
point of fact.”

“What do you think?”

“Guess s0.”
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“Can a ‘folke’ make someone else a ‘follower’?”

“How do you mean Jerome?”

“Say I wanted someone to follow me and they didn’t
know it. Would they come anyway?”

“That is both a good and a loaded question lad.
Where to start? Very well. Yes. A ‘folke’ can ‘bring’
another ‘folke, even an ‘other’, along in a separate or the
same ‘bubble’. It is usually used by the authorities when
apprehending someone.

Do you know what the result would be of ‘bringing’
an ‘other’. Extremely unpleasant. Extremely! And not
only from the shock of the ‘other’.”

“You mean ‘The First Rule of Folke’, right?”

‘Precisely! One can ward against this of course.
Both are something to learn when one is judged as
capable and been judged to have sufficient moral
character as well as the need for the responsibility. You
see, Jerome. It has been the method of kidnapping in the
past and so, also carries an even more extreme
consequence for misuse. A life time one. No exceptions.
None save as a method of saving a life or stopping or
apprehending a ‘bad folke’.”

“Dad and grandma?”

“That is not what happened with your father and
grandmother. That we know for sure, Jerome. You
father left days after your grandmother, so, it was a
decision made by your father. He chose to go
somewhere. He also chose not to tell anyone his plans.
That, was wrong in too many ways. He is nearly as
willful as yourself. As well as irresponsible.
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Back to ‘links’. One should always consult the
appropriate authorities for permission. They are tricky at
first and one should seek the help of a competent ‘folke’
to guide one along as is always the case in the
beginning.”

“Not so simple then.”

“Well you see, after learning how to ‘link’ there is the
matter of entering the other person’s ‘bubble’ as well. It
may be necessary in an emergency. If a ‘follower’ isn’t
‘locked out’, it is of no great difficulty. However. If the
‘bubble’ 1s ‘locked’, the ‘follower’ had better know how
to bounce off and either land back in their own ‘bubble’
or, return to where they came from in one smooth
motion. Otherwise, disaster will ensue. Consider where
we are as an instance.”

“Dangerous.”

“ATCHEEEOQ!”

“ATCHEEEOOQ!”

“Oh dear. You are like your father. Far too much
s0.”

“ATCHEEEOOQ!”

“Jerome! Only if a ‘bubble’ is ‘locked’ is there real
danger. That can happen by accident but, that is why
adequate training in ‘the difference’ is so very important.
Luckily, you have me.” states Oswald in trying to
reassure his grandson and feeling he is in more and more
of a loosing battle.

“ATCHEEEOOQ!”

“ATCHEEEOOQ!”

Another massive surge smashes into their ‘bubble’
and they instinctively grab for some sort of non existing
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support. They quickly check to make sure they are still
at a safe distance and decide they shouldn’t let
themselves get too distracted again. That life and death
struggle is taking up a very large area just next to them
and it 1s still expanding in every direction they can see.
Probably in the ones they do not as well.

The battle eventually does seem to be slowing down
some which causes them to relax only just a little. It has
flared up and down before and caught them off guard
more than once, so far. That has shaken them up too
many times as far as Oswald is concerned. It is hard for
them to believe that the struggle between the giants has
been going on for just minutes.

Oswald’s grandson is far too negative about his
‘difference’ already. All these additional shocks could
easily have the same unfortunate results that his father
has had. They are so alike in so many ways and yet, so
very different in so many others. Jerome is just as head
strong as his father. Willful to pig-headed to be honest.
Like Evelyn, but usually much more cautious. Far more
cautious than other children his age for that matter. This
caution makes him seem somewhat apprehensive, even
scared and cowardly at times. He is not a coward.
Oswald knows this full well. No. Jerome is calculating.
He has a tendency to step back and try to see the whole
picture and then weight the risks against the possible
outcomes. There must be an appreciable advantage for
him to take a risk. That has even extended to having to
push him to practice climbing trees. He did not see
enough benefit at the time.
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Add to that, he must see some purpose in the first
place. He must see the result before he acts. Something
that is not always possible. He asks what the point is and
you had best have a decent answer or risk his resistance
and your nerves. It is but one of the yin and yangs of his
humanity.

“There’s a lot to know. About the ‘difference’ I
mean. [ didn’t think it would be this hard. Why is 1t?”
pries Jerome.

“Not hard at all, Jerome. No more than learning one
of your sports. It is skill needing practice and having
rules. Perhaps learning to ride a two-wheeler would still
be a better analogy. You are overlooking something.
‘The difference’ has tangible benefits after all the effort.
Just like riding a bicycle.” answers Oswald in the hope of
curbing Jerome’s legendary resistance by bringing him
back to the situation at hand through finding purpose.
His ploy failed in the face of Jerome’s resistance.

“ATCHEEEOOQ!”

“ATCHEEEOO!”

Jerome once more looks over to the battle area and
actually catches himself feeling just a little sorry for the
squid. He can’t see how it can get out of this, alive.
There is no way it is winning. Not at this point.

“ATCHEEEOOQ!”

“It didn’t look so good for the squid before, grandpa.
Looks a lot worse now. That squid didn’t think it
through. Stupid. Oh! You said they act first and think
second. Ifatall. You were right! Stupid.”

“How s0?”
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“It should have known that many squid in all together
would attract attention. Stupid.”

“NOT, stupid lad. It is squid doing squidish things.
Just as the whale is doing whaleish things. They are
being themselves just as you are now.

However. I do think that squid is done for as well.
It’s really too bad. There may not be too many of them
after all.” mumbles a thoughtful Oswald as he eyes his
grandson once more.

Jerome can’t quite bring himself to feel that much
sympathy even though he can’t help admiring the
colossal squid’s very existence. So old.

“I think it’s a goner too, but I have a lot harder time
feeling sorry for something that has had me on it’s menu.
It’s so big. And pretty. The colours I mean. How

has it stayed hidden for so long?” Jerome asks softly.

“It 1s a deep ocean Jerome. A big planet. In our
small minds. Also, we have been doing human. Wasting
more time and effort than actually making good use of it.
Humans busy doing human. So many distractions and
we are easily distracted lad.” councils Oswald. He
smiles in pride of the thoughtful notions Jerome often
has in his quiet moments.

They both slowly realise that sooner or later, their
luck will run out and other squid will return. They’ve
been dodging one predator after another ever since they
landed down here. It’s time to once again think about
going home. Even Oswald has reached that definite
conclusion.

“I guess I’ve got to try getting home. Again!”

“ATCHEEEOOQ!”
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“ATCHEEEOO!”

“ATCHEEEOO!”

“Just keep in mind that you mustn’t picture anything.
Oh! And don’t hear anything either. Forgot to mention
that earlier. You simply wouldn’t believe how LOUD,
loud can get.”

“That helps. Not.”

“It 1s simply a matter of practice my boy. You will
get it. And when you do, may the powers that be look
out! I feel you have something special about your
‘difference’.” mentions Oswald and then he decides it
would be best to not go too far down that road so soon.
It is well-nigh impossible to predict which side of that
road Jerome will choose.

“We have been lucky for the past few minutes,
wouldn’t you say Jerome?”

“About time!”

“ATCHEEEOO!”

“I was starting to think you wanted to stay here
forever.” mumbles Jerome.

“I was just about to suggest, once again, that we
leave here. We are far enough away that their reduced
struggles aren’t knocking us around too badly. It should
be easier for you to concentrate.” growls Oswald.

At which point they receive a severe knock from the
first of several new shock waves that send them
sprawling on the bottom of their ‘bubble’. Oswald starts
retrieving his pocket’s contents for the umpteenth time
and moaning as his muscles increase their complaints
and his joints come close to screaming.
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“I’m getting to know the floor of this thing too good.
The roof and walls too!” growls Jerome as he readies
himself.

“ATCHEEEOO!”

“ATCHEEEOO!”

“ATCHEEEOO!”

“We have been airborne a fair bit as of late.” adds
Oswald as he joins Jerome in trying to stand once more.
“If that isn’t enough incentive for you, try this. The
further away we get from the action over there, more
interesting we become to the rest of the audience.
Maniacs included.”

“ATCHEEEOO!”

“ATCHEEEOO!”

“ATCHEEEOO!”

“ATCHEEEOO!”

Jerome gives it his best and his last attempt turns out
to be his most successful effort since landing them here.
Thing is, not much appears to be happening. The
‘bubble’ simply, and slowly, starts rising as they watch
the continuing battle of the titans while it spins into, out
of, and back into the ever expanding ink cloud. The
farther they float from the ink cloud, the darker their
surroundings become. This only frustrates Jerome in
another way.

“That didn’t help much.” he grumbles.

“Have you looked around us, Jerome?” Grandfather
Sneezlore asks quietly of Jerome. He is still trying to
calm him. It must happen for Jerome to survive.

“You mean that it’s getting darker? So?”
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“Are you not impressed by the amount of subtle light
the squid is producing. Even enveloped in all that
blackness.”

“Maybe later. Right now, I want this stupid ‘desire’
thing to work. Period!”

“Jerome. It is not the ‘desire’ thing that is stupid. It
is the fact that you are just having a rather difficult time
connecting with it. Have you not considered that? Think
of it as not being able to quite reach the light switch.
Does that make the light switch stupid? No. Just a little
bit too far. At present.”

“Uh? Oh. That’s too smart grandpa.”

“Have a gander at what is happening around us.” says
Oswald very softly and he arks his finger to illustrate his
point.

“I don’t care what’s around us anymore. I just want
this ‘desire’ thing to work. I just want to learn how to
drive this stupid thing. I WANT to go HOME! But I
can’t go home because this stupid damn ‘desire’ thing
won’t let me! That’s my ‘DESIRE! Got it?” fumes
Jerome into a spontaneous explosion that has been
building all day.

“Excuse me? What was that you just said?”

“You heard me.” says Jerome as he turns away in
shame over his temper. He wasn’t even aware he was
this upset and angry, little lone, where it is coming from.

“No. I heard a childish tantrum. I heard a child
shouting at his grandparent. | HEARD swearing! [
advise you to try again! With your emotions under
control. Emotion, is another of the deadly sins when
using ‘the difference’. Fear is a first cousin to panic.
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Never forget. Fury is also a first cousin to panic.
Panic makes you quicker at making things worse. And
finally. Deduction keeps the speed down and quality up.

Now. Reach further for that light switch, boy!”
growls a frustrated Oswald as he draws himself up to be
as intimidating as possible. “And no more of this
childish, disrespectful behavour.”

Jerome spins around and takes one last look at the
battle. He suddenly feels even worse over how he has
just behaved than he did a second ago. He knows better
than that, and he 1s well aware of how far out of line he
went. He has just been as close to death as anyone and
lived. Without an actual introduction that is. His
grandfather has tried his best to help him keep control of
his fear and frustration. To keep him from loosing it.
Well, it’s lost now. How to get it back is his immediate
problem. He puts out more effort than he’s ever used
before to get back his self control and turns to face his
grandfather. What he is greeted with is not the
comfortable face he’s used to.

“I’m sorry. Really sorry. That was really bad. You
must hate me. I lost it and went way too far. I’ve had to
say ‘I’m sorry’ all day. I’ve meant it every time, really,
but grandpa, I just keep messing up over and over. I’'m
sorry. Again.”

“Jerome. I am your grandfather. Do you not think I
have had all the feelings and been all the places you have
been today? And, a few you haven’t been to, yet? Of
course I have. It is for each of us, our job in life, to learn
from and deal with our behaviours as we go, and
hopefully, get better at it as we gain experience.
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Some never do. Some of people do not even have a
clue as to what they are actually doing. You are better
than that. You, at least, see what you just did and realise
what it was. That, young man, is a very good sign. It is
a sign that you are capable of learning. It is your
obligation to do it.”

Oswald steps over to Jerome and puts a hand on his
shoulder before pulling him close and hugging him.

Jerome can’t believe how good this feels but will not
let himself break down any further. Control! He must
assume control!

“P’ll try harder. And, I’ll keep trying harder and
harder until I get it right. Will you keep helping me?”

“Of course. I’m your grandfather.”

“Thank you.”

“You are most welcome.”

Jerome takes a moment to think before he decides
what he needs to do next.

“First. Why aren’t we going somewhere? I tried so
hard to make something happen. I really, really did try
hard grandpa. Really, really hard.”

“Firstly. You are mistaken lad. We are going
somewhere, Jerome. Up! That is why I suggested you
take that gander around outside. Gander!” he says as he
sweeps his hand about.

“Then, why aren’t we going up faster? The ‘bubbles’
always move fast. Don’t they?”

“No lad. ‘The difference’ is not a toy, nor a machine.
It just isn’t always predicable. In this way, it is much
like riding an animal. One is generally in control, but,

109



surprises do tend to happen. Some times, very pleasant
ones, indeed.”

“And some unpleasant ones too. Mostly, I bet.”

“You truly can be a glass half empty type, can’t
you?” moans Oswald as he wipes his face with his hand.

“Did you have to say that?” asks Jerome as he
imitates his grandfather’s sweeping gesture towards the
outside.

“Did you plan that trap?” chuckles Oswald and adds
“Just remember, surprises do happen in life.”

“THAT is for sure.” states Jerome wishing he was
brave enough to embellish his feelings the way he’d like
to, but dare not around parents.

“With patience and lots of practice, you will
eventually be able to exercise more and more control.
Actually, do not think of it as control as much as
steering. Nudging. Persuading really.”

“That sounds fluky. Hinky. Even dangerous.”

“Jerome. ‘The difference’ is neither your enemy, nor
your friend. It is a fact that simply is. It is now a fact of
your life, like any other. Just a bit ... larger.”

“It’s a lot more than a that!”

“Most of the trouble you are having appears to stem
from your distrust, even dislike, of ‘the difference’. That
attitude will only compound your troubles, as it does
with automobile operators who distrust vehicles. They
are a hazard on the road BECAUSE, of their, attitude.
Not the vehicle. I would hate to see you go that route
with ‘the difference’. You will simply, MAKE, your
fears come true. That can be soul destroying and deadly
and, [ would not wish that on anyone. Even an enemy.”
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“That actually makes sense.”

“I am thrilled and gratified.” sighs his Oswald.

“No grandpa. I’m serious. I think that’s been one of
my problems. Maybe a big one! Because of dad and
grandma, I don’t just distrust ‘the difference’. 1 don’t
just dislike it either. It took them away. I hate it.”

“Excellent. Progress! Not the hate. That is always
very bad news but, understanding is solving. Do not
expect to resolve this over night Jerome. Let time do it’s
work.

Now back to our present situation. Have a look
outside and tell me what you see and what you deduce.”

“Hmm. Can you shine your finger around a bit?”
Once Oswald does, Jerome continues “Thank you.
Okay. Ah. I see some really big seals with really funny
noses. Wait! I know them. They’re elephant seals!
Down here?”

“Oh yes. They are a very deep diving seal. They
even eat squid. Believe it or not.”

“Giant squid?”

“Young ones. Yes. They would most probably and
sensibly leave the larger ones alone. The tables would
quickly be turned if they tried anything with an adult.”

“Cool. And smart.”

“Yes. The other life you see, are bottlenose whales.
And, it’s the same thing with them.”

“Double cool!”

“Yes, and where are they going?”’

“Up. A lot faster than us.”

“Would you be so kind as to do something about
that? When in Rome, you see.”
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“Ah, no. We’re not in Rome?”

“Jerome. It is a wise saying. One you would do well
to acquaint yourself with. It goes; when in Rome, do as
the Romans do. In other words, fit in.”

“Like ‘The First Rule of Folke’? Right?”

“Actually, yes. It has some general similarities.”

“Oh well. Here I go but, no promises.”

“None expected. No, slight intended.”

“None taken. Hold on.”

Just as Jerome winds up for his attempt the ink cloud
once again explodes towards them. As it jets towards
them, the whale and it’s trapped squid explode out of it
and are on them in an instant.

“ATCHEEEOO!”
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Chapter Five

Bomber

Jerome does get something to work this time. And
just in the nick of time. And, does it ever work! The
‘bubble’ is off like a shot. Pasting them to the floor once
again. All while erupting out of the ocean and careening
around the skies like a drunken and demented missile
just as the whale and it’s meal plough through the sea
they occupied a half second before.

Oswald and Jerome are then pasted to one side and
then the other as the ‘bubble’ spins, rolls and pitches
through the sky faster than the speed of sound.
Somehow, the ‘bubble’ seems to lessen the effect of g-
forces to merely very uncomfortable. Rather than fatal.

“Did you hear that blast Jerome?” gasps Oswald.

“I got it to work! I did it!” squeals Jerome with glee.

“I suppose one could call it that. Do you have any
recollection of what you may have been 'desiring'? It
may very well decide our immediate future.”

“This is great. The ‘bubble’s’ even clear. I can see
everything!”

“Yes. SO CAN I! Unfortunately. Do you forget my
age? I thought you do not trust ‘the difference’. You
said it is dangerous. Do you remember, please? That
was barely a second ago!”

“It’s Ok grandpa. You’re safe with me! Wha hoo!”
shrieks Jerome as they dive straight at the ocean. “I’ve
got it! I’ve done it! Wha hooooo!!! I’ve got ‘THE
DIFFERENCE’! At last! We’re safe!”
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“Jerome! You have had it all along!”

“Ya but, now I can drive it! WOW!”

“You’re sure of that, are you? Suddenly an expert,
are you?” grunts Oswald as he again hits the floor of the
‘bubble’. They level off just feet from the ocean surface
and Oz feels an uncomfortable loosening under his belt.

“This is great! I feel GREAT!”

“May I suggest slowing down? Just for a minute?”
suggests Oswald as they suddenly go vertical and speed
up enough to start elongating the ‘bubble’ until it is
uncomfortably thin.

“Okay.”

“ATCHEEEOO!”

“Uh?”

“ATCHEEEOO!”

“ATCHEEEOO!”

“Oh, oh. Stupid thing! It’s not working again! What
should I do now?” shouts Jerome as they just complete
an excessively tight set of twists and turns. They are
once again screaming along just barely off the surface of
the water. The ‘bubble’ is so close that it is leaving a
wake on the ocean surface.

“Do NOT think down! Try to think peacefully. Calm
and peaceful.” shouts Oswald as glances at the waves
rocketing past. Just barely beneath their ‘bubble’.

“ATCHEEEOO!”

“ATCHEEEOO!”

“ATCHEEEOQOo000!”

The ‘bubble’ instantly throws on a set of brakes, the
likes of which have never seen before, or since. This
produces a sonic boom which, goes nicely with what
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follows. The ‘bubble’ transforms from long and very
narrow tube to a very short, fat splat. This has the
unfortunate result of slamming Jerome and Oswald
forward, which, produces a pair of very, very long
narrow horns sticking out of the front of the diner plate
shaped ‘bubble’. At the end of each horn is either a flat
faced grandfather or a flat faced grandson. It is just like
being at the end of a very, very elastic and very strong
bungee cord.

“That was cool! HOLY COW! WOW!” exclaims
Jerome when the ‘bubble’ snaps back and finally finishes
bouncing them and their respective horns in and out each
end. Finally the ‘bubble’ settles down and resumes a
more normal shape.

“Holy something! I can’t even remember! Let’s just
sit still for couple minutes, shall we. Let my internals
settle back into place. If they can ever find their place
again. Good gosh.”

“Don’t worry, grandpa. Everything will be fine.
You’ll see. I’ve got the hang of it now. Your internals
are getting a wild ride. That’s all. They’ll get used to
it!”

“NO! No,please! My internals do not want to GET
used to it. At my age, Jerome, things like staying where
they are! Relative to each other. I was just getting over
the shaking the squid gave us. You really must keep my
age in mind when you are driving, lad.” blurts out
Oswald as he issues an involuntary belch.

“Ya. The squid was bad, and I was getting over it
too, but we’re good now. That trick flying made me
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forget it. Now it’s back. I wish you hadn’t said that.
BELCH!!!”

“Sorry if I’ve reinstated anything. Please no more
rocket and hard action. Not today.” mutters Oswald.

“It’s Ok grandpa. I bet we looked like a big shiny
paddle-ball with that squid shaking us. Shooting back
and forth like that. OOO. That doesn’t help either.”
swallows Jerome as he joins his grandfather in another
belch off.

“Let’s try some peace and quiet for a while, shall we.
Time to thank our lucky stars. And anything else we can
think of.”

After some minutes grandfather decides it may be
safe to try for home and his bed, once again.

“Jerome. I am not saying that you don’t have any
control, just, perhaps you should try being a little softer
with your approach. Gentle. Not so much power behind
your sneeze, for instance. What do you say?”

“Well, I can try. It just doesn't want to work right any
other way than wild. I think it likes wild. Should I try
now?’

“WAIT! Just give me another minute or two, then.
Would you? Try softer, | mean? Please?”

“Sure!”

“Thank you. Belch.”

“It’s a beautiful day, isn’t it, grandpa?”

“You’re a resilient fellow, aren’t you?”

“Guess so. Is that good?” beams Jerome.

“Depends.”

“What on?” asks Jerome.
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“On what and who you are doing things with. Let’s
not forget how you are doing things as well.”

“Oh. Hey!” realises a surprised Jerome.

“No offense.”

‘None taken. Old man. Ha, ha, hee!”

“Your a good lad, Jerome.”

“Thanks, grandpa.”

Jerome and his grandfather sit and relax while
watching the calm ocean scene around and below them.
After twenty minutes, Jerome’s young eyes spot
something curious.

“What’s that?” starts Jerome.

“What! Where?”

“There. See it. It’s getting bigger.”

“Let me see. Too far.” mumbles Oswald as he starts
fumbling around in his coat pockets. “AH! This will
help.” he says as he pulls out an old fashioned spy glass.

“What is it.”

“I can not tell yet.”

“What 1s it?”

“Patience lad. Ah. It appears to be a bird.”

“What kinda bird?”

“Diomedea exulans.”

“What?”

“Wandering Albatross.”

“Not a great one?”

“Yes. Indeed it is.”

“Is that the one they call the gooney bird?”

“No. That is the black footed albatross. Phoebastria
nigripes. Do you know why they call them gooney
birds?”
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“Because they are really funny when they land.”
“How do you know that?”

“Don’t know.”

“What else do you know? About our wanderer

here?”’

“They fly a long way.”
“That, is putting it mildly! Do you know they can

live fifty years or more?”

“Cool.”

“Very. Early pliocene to present.”

“UH?”

“Four or five million years ago.”

“Wow!” breathes an impressed grandson.

“Wow, indeed.”

“I can see it better now. It’s coming this way?”

“I believe you are correct.”

“Wouldn’t it be cool if it landed on our ‘bubble’?”
“I suppose it would at that. Excellent view of it’s

feet.”

“Here it comes.”

“I think you may get your wish. You lucky lad.”
“Really cool.”

“It’s put it’s feet down. Here it comes.”

“Watch it gooney! You almost fell off. They don’t

land any better than I do!”

“I am glad you said that. On so many levels. Pray

remember.” prays Oswald.

CCHey!’B
“Hey back. What do you think of those feet, eh?”
“Those are really, really, really big feet!”
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“Yes, they are. So are swan’s feet. Go’s with the
bird you could say.”

“I do say.”

“Anything else?”

“Look the other side of it. Up there.”

“Blast.”

“What?”

“Frigate birds would be my guess.”

“So what?”

“They are the neighbourhood bullies. Obnoxious
things.”

“You always tell me that things are what they are for
a reason. That I shouldn’t judge.”

“True. But I reserve the right to have favourites and
not so favourites. They being one of the latter.”

“Why not these?”

“Wait and watch.”

“Gooney’s seen them t00.”

“No doubt. I’d leave if [ were you.” Oswald shouts
to the albatross.

“Here they come grandpa. They’re kinda ugly. The
neck, I mean.”

“In more ways than that, [ am afraid.”

“HEY! D’you see that! That one dived at gooney.
HEY! Another one.”

“Now you see my reasons.”

“They are not nice.”

“NO. They are not. Survivors but, not nice.”

“HEY! Look at what gooney just did to our
‘bubble’.”

“Getting ready for take off [ would say.”
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“What?”

“Jerome. Flying is hard. Taking off is hardest of
all.”

“So, they lighten the load?”

“Precisely.”

“Alot!”

“Apparently.”

“They’re picking on gooney again. All of them.
They’re jumping and pecking all over him!”

“That 1s what they do.”

“What for?”

“To get gooney to upchuck any food he has on
board.”

“Ye-uck. That’s stupid, yucky and unfair. These
guys are terrible.”

“It’s their way of shopping, Jerome.”

“Take it away. It’s gross and nasty.”

“I will not disagree.”

“Can’t you stop them?”

“I can try but I risk hurting gooney too.”

“Too late. There he goes. The bullies aren’t
following. Hey. They’re attacking us now.”

“Let them. The longer they are distracted with us,
the better for gooney.”

“One’s landed on us.”

“Watch the others now.”

“They’re piling on him! Go for it turkeys! He gone.
They knocked him off! Now there’s another on us.”

“And the same result. See?”

“I think I’m with you on this one.”

“I am gratified.”
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“Hey?”

“Truly lad.”

“Ok.”

“Nature is impressive but not always nice. I think
gooney is just about far enough away. What do you
think?”

“It will knock those guys oft.”

“Probably.” smiles Oswald.

“You mean GOOD.”

“I think I’'m ready for you to try now. Please,
remember, softly, softly.”

“P’Il try!” chirps Jerome.

“ATCHEEEOQ!”

“ATCHEEEOQ!”

“ATCHEEEOOQ!”

Softly is not what happens, at all. Straight up. That’s
the way they go. Straight down. That’s the way the
bullies go. It is scarcely better for Oswald. It goes
slowly, at first, but soon they are rocketing through the
air. Then it is flat out and straight. Sort of. After that,
there are ever tightening circles. Ups and downs.
Screeching stops and air blasting takeoffs. Oswald is
forced to concentrate, with all his might, on keeping
what is in, in and down, down. He tries concentrating on
how he can he tell his only and beloved grandchild that
he, in all probability, will go down in ‘the folke’ histories
as the worst learner. Ever. That is a long time and an
awful lot of ‘folke’.

“ATCHEEEOOQ!”

“ATCHEEEOOQ!”
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As Oswald had fervently hoped and prayed for,
Jerome finally makes a fortunate mistake and the
‘bubble’ slows down, levels off and starts to behave in a
much more civilised fashion. This gives him his chance.

“Thank you! Thank you, so much, Jerome.” gasps
Oswald.

“You’re welcome, but I didn’t do anything. I don’t
think so anyway. What do you think?”

“Lord give me strength. And a truck load of luck.”
whispers Oswald as tries to keep his eyes from rolling.

“I thought you aren’t superstitious, grandpa.”

“I’m learning, Jerome.”

“What should we do now? I’m feeling better and
better about this all the time, you know. A little more
practice and wham. Got it!”

“I’m so glad for you, Jerome.”

“Thank you.”

“You are welcome and in the future, a little less
wham please? Concentrate on control. Gentle control.”

“Should we just sit here for a while again?”

“Yes. Please.” sighs Oswald. He holds his stomach
in an attempt to stop it rolling to match his eyes.

“To let your internals settle?”

“Oh yes. That would be wonderful. If possible.
Thank you. I am beginning to realise my age more than
1s comfortable.” mumbles Oz as he tries a few meditation
techniques in hopes of settling his internals down.

“Any time, grandpa. I think I’m getting to like this.
How about you, grandpa? Did you have this much fun
when you were catching on? Betchya did.”
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“Oh yes. I had some fun. Just not quite as much. Or
the same. And not as fast! It would do you well to work,
hard, on controlling speed. For starters.”

“Why?”

“Control and speed in everything. That is the key to
success Jerome. Lots and lots of control.”

“Wouldn’t that be kinda boring?”’

“Jerome? Boring? No. Not at all. No. Think of it
this way. Learning to super control something, say a race
car, is the biggest challenge there is. There are no
trophies for out of control. Only winning using control.”

“You just ...”

Jerome doesn't get any further with his comforting
chatter. The ‘bubble’ takes an unbelievably sudden jolt
forward throwing Jerome and Oswald backwards and
they once again, form two long, narrow horns, except,
they are sticking out the rear of the ‘bubble’ this time.
The front of the ‘bubble’ stretches out to a longer and
longer and sharper and sharper point which, is very
solidly hooked on the tail of a jumbo airliner!

“Where’d that come from!” shouts Jerome.

“It doesn’t matter boy! Neither it nor we were
designed for this sort of thing! The fact that the ‘bubble’
is getting longer and more aerially dynamic will only
prolong the inevitable. We must detach ourselves
immediately! NOW! Before we all crash and get killed!
Do something lad.” shouts Oswald as the horns deepen
further and to the point where neither Jerome or Oswald
can any longer hear each other.

“Great! HOW? Grandpa! WHERE ARE YOU?”
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“JEROME! IF YOU CAN HEAR ME. ‘DESIRE’
FORWARD! HURRY!”

“GRANDPA! I CAN’T HEAR YOU! WHAT?”

The ‘bubble’ is now stretched to over half a city
block and still growing. The good thing is that there is
much less drag than at first. The bad thing is that will
change when the ‘bubble’ quits stretching and absorbing
their kinetic energy and starts to recoil. Grandfather
Sneezlore knows how little it takes to bring down
aircraft. They are designed for a specific set of stresses
and having a ‘bubble’ hooked on the tail section is not
likely to be one of them. That is why he always goes
‘bubble’. Plus. It’s cheaper. The other bad thing is that
as the ‘bubble’s’ horns stretch longer, they get smaller
and smaller, squeezing Oz and Jerome into a smaller and
smaller space.

Oswald would rather not test the aircraft’s structural
strength against the ‘bubble’s’ any farther, if it can be
helped. There just does not seem to be much of any kind
of help for it at the moment. Besides. He must be the
one to do something and he can’t move. He is plastered
to the end of the horn with the wind all but pressed out of
him. There is no other choice except to ride it out since
this one is not up to him or Jerome at this point.

He can imagine what is taking place in the cockpit of
the airliner. It must be utter pandemonium with all the
warning lights and beepers going off at once. The whole
nine yards of uproar in three meters with the danger
quotient rapidly rising! He refuses to consider what is
taking place in the passenger compartments. He quickly
turns his thoughts and steels his will to what he must do.
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As soon as he can he must ‘desire’ them off the aircraft
in the gentlest fashion he can. If he is quick enough and
careful enough, no one may be the wiser to their
presence. It will simply go down as another bazar
unexplained airline incident.

The loss of some of the control of the airliner has
allowed a gust of wind to tip one wing up slightly, thus
causing the liner to gently turn to the right. What is a
gentle turn for the airliner translates into a wide swing
out to the left side for the ‘bubble’ and the travellers. It
is very similar to what water skiers do. On purpose. As
the ‘bubble’ swings out, it rapidly gains speed as water
skiers do. It is now traveling faster than the liner and
still accelerating, as water skiers do. As it gains speed,
the air pressure starts to drag the top and bottom of the
‘bubble’ backwards, causing it to flatten out at an
alarming rate. Jerome and Oswald are getting slowly
squeezed into pancakes and breathing is now starting to
be a very real problem.

Oswald sees what is going on and recognises the
opportunity. If the ‘bubble’ can keep gaining speed, it
will pass the tail section and may, just may, unhook it’s
self.

“Please. For once. Co-operate. PLEASE!” he
shouts through squinted, watery eyes and gritted teeth.

Unfortunately however, the ‘bubble’ looses speed too
rapidly and starts a painfully slow arc back and towards
the tail section. The cause is the loss of pulling stress
from the tail thus allowing the ‘bubble’ to shorten it’s self
by recoiling towards the tail. This eases the stresses
somewhat and temporarily returns a modicum of control
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to the cockpit. Temporarily. Soon the ‘bubble’ is
swinging slightly upwards as it just clears the upper rear
tip of the tail by a finger width.

“Oh for heaven’s sakes nooooo!” yells Oswald as his
posterior very nearly does not clear that tip.

Once past the tail, the ‘bubble’ starts another long
drawn out stretch as it arcs out to the right and slightly
downwards as it gets longer and longer and longer once
again. Jerome and Oswald are still isolated in their
individual horns and can not even signal each other due
to the g-forces. Each is screaming to no one but them
selves. The return of the loss of control of the airliner
brings about, in the passenger compartment, a sort of
emergency laundry situation. Two of the washrooms
were already occupied by a religiously garbed older
woman and a teenage boy. They luckily had a very small
compartment holding them in place but not ever thing
else around and under them.

While all this is going on, the flattening is reversing
but, in an uneven fashion with unfortunate results. As
soon as a cross wind catches a hold, the ‘bubble’ begins
to spin. Slowly at first. Soon it is gathering a dizzying
rate of spin. This causes a severe twisting which, in turn,
takes up a great deal of the elasticity of the bubble. The
centrifugal forces now kick in and Oswald and Jerome’s
horns start stretching out to opposing sides which turns
them into a human windmill. This is both good and bad.
It stops the eternal stretching of the centre of the point
but that, puts even more pressure on the tail section of
the plane.
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Jerome and Oswald are now beyond screaming and
barely able to recognise what is going on. Their whole
world is one g-force ridden torment with everything a
whirling blur. They no longer have the wits left to get
sick. Until, the spinning starts to slow due to the tension
from the twisting. The spinning eventually slows until it
slowly stops and that is the only second or two Jerome
and Oswald have to feel sick. It is gone in a flash
however. Literally. The return spin starts to gain speed
as the ‘bubble’ swings backward and slowly comes in
line with the liner’s orientation. Everything is once again
a twirling blur but, in the opposite direction. As the
‘bubble’ has gotten closer to that orientation, it has
slowly and finally begun another recoil. Straight at the
sharp trailing edge of the tail.

The good part and the bad parts of this become
apparent to Jerome and Oswald rather slowly. The
spinning rapidly reaches it’s top speed and just as rapidly
starts to slow. This allows Jerome and Oswald to see
where they are. It also allows them to see the tail section
approaching them at speed. Oswald and Jerome
separately prepare a desperate sneeze. If they had been
successful, it would have been the last sneeze they ever
made.

The ‘bubble’, however, has had other ideas and it
freezes out Oswald and Jerome’s efforts before they get a
chance as it begins it’s recoil, back towards the liner’s
tail. The process starts gently but, the velocity increases
at an exponential rate. A rate that increases the stress on
the liner’s tail to match their velocity. He and Jerome
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watch the whole process in slow spinning motion as they
approach the massive tail faster and faster.

“Not again. JEROME, THINK! ‘DESIRE’,
ANYTHING! How I’m going to regret that.” shouts
Oswald.

“ATCHEEEOOQ!”

“I’M TRYING.”

“ATCHEEEOO!”

“GOOD!”

“HOLD ON!”

“ATCHEEEOO!”

“ATCHEEEOOQ!”

“ATCHEEEOQ!”

“NOTHING!”

“Oh, no.” swallows Oswald as the ‘bubble’ continues
speeding forward and still gaining speed.

Neither Oswald or Jerome are aware of the gentle but
significant arcing up with their deadly approach to the
tail. Up and past the airliner’s tail. Along the roof line.
Past the terrified faces pressed against the liner’s
porthole glass along with foods and drinks dripping
around their noses. Past the pilot’s wind shields and up
and vertically away! Oswald has a spit second glimpse
of manuals, cups with coffee and other odds and sods
flying around the liner’s cockpit. At least there is no sign
of smoke.

“Good. With luck, they were too busy to see
anything. We can only hope.” gasps Oswald just before
the full realisation of what just happened and the possible
consequences from it. It is draining all feeling from his
internals.

128



“WOW!!! Holy MACKERALLY! WHAT a RIDE!”

“WHAT?”

“WHAT A RIDE! WOW!” shouts Jerome with all he
has got.

Oswald looks at him as if he just grew horns of his
own and breathes out slowly “Are you JEROME?
WHERE is HE? Are you aware of what just occurred!”

“YA! Wow!”

“Stop the WOW. Please, stop it NOW.”

“What’s wrong grandpa?”

“Jerome. We very nearly killed hundreds of ‘others’
as well as ourselves. Think boy!”

“You mean, I didn’t do that?”

“I very seriously doubt it.”

“You didn’t do it?”

“NO.”

“You mean, the ‘bubble’ didn’t do that either?”

“It may have. Possibly. Yes. I think so. It doesn’t
matter Jerome. We have just been visited by the most
extraordinary luck I have ever heard of. How we all are
not dead, I doubt I will ever know.” shudders Oswald and
then adds a shiver.

“Oh.”

“Oh is right Jerome.”

“So we’ve been lucky twice today?”

“Oh Jerome. Far more than twice.”

“But we have been lucky, right?”

“Oh yes. Very much so. To much so!”

“So. ‘The difference’ is looking out for us?”

“Oh lord.” shudders Oswald again. He is right back
in the middle of that rock and a hard place. If he does
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not get Jerome off this topic, he will never get him to
accept his ‘difference’ again. If he doesn’t get Jerome to
see the reality of what just occurred, death will be the
likely outcome for him very soon. This is going to take
every bit of guile he has to navigate Jerome to safety.

“Jerome. Let’s just say we’ve had a brake. As you
said, we deserve one. And we got it. Never look a gift
horse in the mouth. So, we shall not do so. Agreed?”

“Ok.”

“Good lad. After all, we have a good deal of work to
get done as yet, correct?”

“Yep.”

“Excellent. What are your thoughts, so far?”

“I think I’ve got forward down pretty good!”

“Yes. I see. Wonderful.” gasps Oswald as he once
again checks on the airliner’s condition on it’s way out of
their air space. It seems to have come through the whole
episode relatively unscathed if somewhat soiled. “I
imagine laundry is going to figure prominently
somewhere in their immediate future.”

“What do you want me to do now?”

“Can we try stopping again? SLOWLY! Slowly.”

“Sure! I’m good at stopping!”

“NO! NO! Not stopping. Try slowing. SLOWLY,
slowly slowing. OK?” belches Oswald.

“Make up your mind.”

“Slowing. Slowly.”

“Ok, slowly slowing.”

What happens next doesn’t exactly happen slowly as
much as slower. At least Jerome and his grandfather
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aren’t actually pitched forward as much as firmly rolled
forward.

“That was better Jerome. I can’t believe I had the
chance to say that. Please that there are more.”

“What?”

“Oh, sorry for mumbling, lad. Bad habit, that.”
whispers Oswald.

“I heard you. And I’ll remember it.”

“I’m sure you will.”

“Are you sure you aren’t getting religious?”

“Not yet.”

“Sounds like it.”

“Sounds can mean many things.”

“I don’t think I like the sound of that.”

“It will pass.”

“Let me guess. You’d like to sit here for a bit.”
beams Jerome, again. He has once again decided that he
might as well go along with what is happening and see
what the result will be.

“Oh yes. That would be lovely.”

“Are you having fun grandpa? You seem a little
edgy. Like you’re not sure of something.”

“Ah, well. I don’t think fun, is quite the right way to
think about such things, Jerome. It’s more of a learning
experience. A learning curve as it were. A long one.
With detours. Lots of detours. For both of us.”

“And surprises?”’

“Oh yes. There have been those as well.”

“Ya. It’s like I’'m showing you some new tricks.
Right?” Jerome proudly asks.
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“Oh yes. New tricks. I think I would have to agree
with that!” burps out Oswald.

“What ones are new to you?”

“New? Oh. Well. I do not think I have ever seen, or
ever heard a story of a ‘bubble’ hooked on an aircraft’s
tail before. At least, not a story with a happy ending.
Nor survivors.”

“Cool! Is that the only one?”

“It’s a start. Shall we have a moment’s peace again?
Thank you.” pleads Oswald with another burp.

“You need a lot of peace today, don’t you?”

“Apparently. All things being relative. Now, just sit
quietly, please. There’s a good lad.”

“Ok. Ican’t wait to tell mom!” sighs Jerome.

“Oh no! Not that! Give that some time and
preparation. Very careful preparation. Shall we? She is
your mom, remember.” pleads Oswald.

“Well. If you think so.”

“Oh yes, Jerome. I do think so. Quite so.”

“OK. Peace now?”

“Yes. Please.”

The two of them sit quietly for some time, this time.
Oswald contemplating how slowly and carefully he can
relate the events of today to Marion. Jerome is reliving
his delft handling of a ‘bubble’. So soon for a beginner.
Each is lost in their individual thoughts. Jerome’s are of
fame and prestige. Finally, they each have had all the
sitting and thinking that they feel is necessary and
Jerome speaks first.

“Where do you want me to take you now, grandpa?”
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“Jerome. Are you sure, are you satisfied, that you
have even a modicum of control over this ‘bubble’? The
last few episodes could be easily misinterpreted, you
understand. Very easily.”

“Sure I do! You saw how well I did everything.
Zoom! Turn and spin. Varoom! And stop. Specially
stop. Right?” squeals Jerome. He seems to be barely
able to contain himself now. “This is great! Maybe I’ll
change my mind. I’d given up. I didn’t think I could do
it. Now, WOW!”

“Do you honestly feel that you were in control? At
any time during those maneuvers? Even the stop?”

“Oh ya. Specially the zoom part too!”

“I am afraid I will have to agree with you about the
zoom part. In particular.” sighs Oswald

“You knew I could. Didn’t you grandpa? You knew
I’d be good. Soon I’ll be great! Without you
encouraging and helping me, I wouldn’t be half as good
as I am, right now!” exudes Jerome.

“Let’s just keep that our little secret, shall we? Why
don’t you take all the credit. Good lad.”

“You haven’t said where you want me to take you.
How about someplace exciting? Really exciting.”

“Exciting? More exciting? You know such a place?”
asks an ever more worried Oswald as he eyes his
grandson.

“Don’t have to. Like you said. All I have to do is
‘desire’ something. Even if [ don’t know what.”

“Stop, a moment, please. I did say that about
‘desires’ didn’t 1?7” sighs Oswald while feeling another
rock and hard place situation approaching. Memories of
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Jerome’s father are tapping his shoulder harder and
harder.

“Yep.”

“Jerome. It is important that you exercise some
caution at this point in your learning curve.” counsels
Oswald with a small burp. “You need a good deal more
training, practice and experience before making such
broad ‘desires’.”

“You think?”

“Oh yes.”

“Ok. You still haven’t told me where you want me to
take you yet.” presses Jerome.

“Ah yes. I haven’t said, have I? There are so many
places. As I just said, I just do not think that exciting is
what would be best for you at this point. Or me. Give
me some time to think, would you. Thank you.” breaths
out Oswald as he desperately searches the horizon for
some solid land. Any solid land. Uninhabited solid land.
He also quietly slips in a little something of his own
making.

“ca.”

Jerome quietly sits beside him, eagerly waiting for
the new destination. Or target. It doesn’t matter to him.
He’s practically a run-away ‘folke’. He still dislikes ‘the
difference’ but he is also torn by the adrenaline surge
from driving this incredible machine. It is a ‘bubble’ but,
it is still a vehicle and he is still a boy. The close calls
would scare the tar out of an adult but simply be a
powerful accelerant to a young person like Jerome.
“Folke’ or ‘other’.
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“How about home!” Jerome blurts out as the
inspiration hits him. “We could surprise mom.”

“Home? SURPRISE! NO! OH no! Not home. Not
yet. Your mother would kill me! Believe me.” shudders
Oswald.

“Whatcha mean, grandpa?”

“The surprise. Yes. The surprise may be altogether
too much for her. And the kitchen. Assuming that is
where we enter and then wind up.”

“Whatcha mean, grandpa?”

“Now who is repeating, eh lad? Just let me think.”

Salvation comes to grandfather in the form a small
atoll with no visible signs of life. Just now appearing on
the horizon to the east of their position. That atoll 1s a
result of Oswald’s quiet ‘desire’. A ‘kit’ and movement
so subtle that few, including Jerome, would notice. He
had nudged the ‘bubble’ into a very gentle motion in
hope that an opportunity might present it’s self. A
deserted atoll is the perfect spot. Or target, as the case
may turn out to be.

“Can’t you decide, grandpa? Would you like me to
do it for you? I can, you know.”

“No, no. I have just had an idea. Do you see that
atoll, just on the eastern horizon. Just, over there.” points
out Oswald with his slightly trembling finger.

“Do you want me to take us there?”

“That would be fine. Stop! Wait just a moment,
please. When we get there, would you be so kind as to
set us down, gently, and let the ‘bubble’ dissipate?”

“Sure. Why?”
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“Practice. I told you about ‘folke’ always needing
lots of practice. Remember? Slowly, Jerome. Complete
control. Nothing less. Please.”

“ATCHEEEOOQOo!”

“ATCHEEEOQOo00!”

“Hold on!” cheers Jerome as they start off. Slowly at
first, which 1s wonderful all on it’s own, but, it is not a
sign that Jerome is getting any kind of a handle on his
‘means’ or ‘kit’ or, how to manipulate a ‘bubble’. Not a
sliver of a chance.

“Jerome. We seem to speeding up quite rapidly.”

“It’s ok. I’ll figure it out. I’m getting good at this!
Watch
this! I just thought of it.”

“ATCHEEEOOQ!”

“Wait. What are you planning?”

“ATCHEEEOOQOo0!”

“ATCHEEEOOQ!”

“Never mind. It’s not working. These ‘bubble’
things aren’t very reliable, are they? They don’t do the
same thing twice. Not even once, sometimes.”

“ATCHEEEOQOo000!”

“ATCHEEEOQOo!”

“Perhaps, you have not got as much control as you
think. Do you think that is possible?”

“ATCHEEEOO!”

“ATCHEEEOOQ!”

“Maybe. Don’t worry. I’ll getit. I’m just learning.
It’ll be ok. You’ll see.” states Jerome. “Now that I don’t
hate ‘the difference’, I’'m learning really fast.” says
Jerome with his fingers crossed.
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“ATCHEEEOOo00!”

“ATCHEEEOO!”

“Jerome! That atoll is approaching much, much too
quickly. Slow down will you.”

“Ok.”

“ATCHEEEOOo000!”

“ATCHEEEOOo0!”

“ATCHEEEOQOo!”

“Now!”

“ATCHEEEOO!”

“ATCHEEEOO!”

“ATCHEEEOOQ!”

“ATCHEEEOO!”

“The stupid thing is not working again. We need to
get it fixed. Is that why you wanted to stop and get rid of
the ‘bubble’? You think it’s broken. Don’t you?”

“ATCHEEEOO!”

“ATCHEEEOOQ!”

“ATCHEEEOO!”

“ATCHEEEOO!”

“Jerome! Slow down. Now!”

“ATCHEEEOO!”

“ATCHEEEOO!”

“ATCHEEEOOQ!”

“ATCHEEEOO!”

“ATCHEEEOO!”

The ‘bubble’ takes a dip towards the ocean and levels
out a hair’s breadth above it. Being that close is causing
the air flowing around the ‘bubble’ to create another
wake in the surface of the water. Oswald looks back and
sees that the wake is tracing out their path and it is not a

137



straight one. It almost appears that they are slaloming on
the water. Their general direction is still towards the
atoll. The slaloming begins getting wider and more
violent as Jerome and Oswald begin to feel the
strengthening pulls from one side to the next. Worse, the
speed just keeps increasing and increasing. The atoll is
just off the ‘bubble’s’ front and a collision is eminent
when the ‘bubble’ suddenly veers to the right and just
barely brushes the atoll’s shore line.

They are not finished with it yet. The ‘bubble’ now
circles the atoll ever faster and faster and in tighter and
tighter circles until it is brushing against all the more
prominent spits. It is fairly well screaming along now
and Jerome and Oswald are now well and truly pasted to
the opposite side of the ‘bubble’ as they watch the rapid
grazing of the atoll with more and more horror.

“ATCHEEEOO!”

“ATCHEEEOO!”

“ATCHEEEOOQ!”

“ATCHEEEOO!”

“The stupid brakes don’t work. I can’t slow down!
Maybe I should do ...”

“ATCHEEEOOOOOOQ!”

The ‘bubble’ has quit it’s circling and is rocketing
straight up As it has changed direction, Jerome and
Oswald have been unceremoniously and somewhat
violently rolled along the ‘bubble’ wall towards the rear.
At times they take turns rolling over each other where the
occasional elbow elicits an oath and a future bruise. At
one point, Jerome seems to become enveloped in
Oswald’s great coat. Oswald’s pockets are once again
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emptying and spraying around in a fashion that is
sometimes rather uncomfortable and possibly, dangerous.

The travellers are finally pasted to the rear of the
‘bubble’. All they can see is blue sky and a cloud
passing into their line of fire.

“ATCHEEEOOQ!”

“ATCHEEEOQ!”

“ATCHEEEOOQ!”

“ATCHEEEOOQ!”

“Do not worry Jerome. It is only a cloud.”

“Ok!”

“Unless there is something in the cloud.”

“WHAT?”

“ATCHEEEOQ!”

“ATCHEEEOOQ!”

“ATCHEEEOOQ!”

“ATCHEEEOQ!”

“Say, an airliner!”

“GEEZ! You really can’t help your self, can you!”

“ATCHEEEOQ!”

“ATCHEEEOOQ!”

“ATCHEEEOOQ!”

“ATCHEEEOQ!”

“Just, keep, your, fingers crossed!”

“They are! For a long time.”

“ATCHEEEOOQ!”

“ATCHEEEOOQ!”

“ATCHEEEOOQ!”

The ‘bubble’ screams into the cloud and out the top,
all the while dragging some of the cloud along with it.
Very much like a jet trail. They soon puncture another
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cloud which adds it’s own vapour trial to theirs. A third
cloud adds still more vapour to the trail just before the
‘bubble’ reaches the stratosphere. At this point the
‘bubble’ does a long, slow, gentle arc until it is pointed a
little more than straight down. Back down through the
clouds it heads in another dramatic dive. All the while
picking up more and more speed and up more and more
vapour trail until it all looks like an inverted nasa shuttle
launch. The ‘bubble’ settles it’s course and aims it’s self
directly at the atoll once more. Jerome can’t help
remembering the videos he has seen of bombs zeroing in
on their target and closing at break neck speed.

“WE’RE GOING TO BOMB THE ISLAND!”
screams Jerome at sonic speed.

“ATCHEEEOOQ!”

“ATCHEEEOO!”

“ATCHEEEOO!”

“ATCHEEEOOQ!”

“NOT A FORTUNATE OUTCOME LAD!” shouts
back Oswald with narrowing eyes.

“ATCHEEEOOQ!”

“ATCHEEEOO!”

“ATCHEEEOO!”

“ca.”

Everything vanishes and is replaced by an all
enveloping soft light. Jerome is confused at first but, he
uses his senses and deduces that they are stopped. But,
where? How? Why is the ‘bubble’ not clear?
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Chapter Six

Betrayed

“I can’t see anything!” yelps Jerome.

“Do not worry.” croons his grandfather.

“How’d I do this?

“I would not know.”

“Grandpa, what did I do?” an increasingly agitated
Jerome questions Oswald.

“Something. Obviously.”

“Where are we?”

“Somewhere safe, I suspect.”

“I don’t like this!” asserts Jerome with his attitude
now solidly back in place.

“Relax, lad.” advises his Oswald in as neutral a tone
as possible. He must not excite Jerome any further.

“But! What happened?”

“We stopped. That’s all.”

“Bubbles don’t just stop! I’ve tried. I’ve tried and
tried. ‘Bubbles’ don’t just stop and turn all white.”

“Recollect Jerome. What happened when you first
found yourself in the ocean?” advises Oswald further.

“The ‘bubble’ stopped. Why’d it do that? It
shouldn’t do that.” insists Jerome.

“Why not?”

“Because!” yells a frustrated Jerome.

“Because?”

“Ya! Because!”

“You are not only approaching insolence but you are
wrong as well, boy.”
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“Sorry! Please. Tell me what you think happened.”

“The ‘bubble’ stopped in the ocean because that is
what you told it to do.”

“I didn’t. I didn’t know how.”

“Is it not possible that you did it by mistake? Or
without realising it?”’

“Ah. Ah, ok, ya, maybe.”

“Would that not explain a great deal? The very
existence of a ‘first appearance’ for one.”

“Ah, ya, maybe.”

“What maybe?”

“Some of the stuff it’s doing it is doing it on it’s
own.”

“You know this?”

“Ya!”

“How?”

“Because. You said you didn’t do it and I didn’t
sneeze.”

“Damn! Just when you think you have him figured
out, he gets that little bit smarter. Seemly out of
nowhere.” thinks Oswald while trying to keep a straight
face.

“Ok Jerome. Perhaps the ‘bubbles’ can do some
small things on their own. Recollect the airliner. Just
now. [ have never, ever heard of them deliberately
hurting an innocent ‘folke’. Especially during a ‘“first
appearance’. Never. Not only that. I do not know of
anyone who has heard of such a thing. Not one. Even if
such a thing is theoretically possible. Of that, [ am sure
and so can you be. On my word Jerome.”

“Really?”
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“Yes, really.”

“Are you sure it did it? All on it’s own? What if it
was something else? What if it did something else?”

“It didn’t, did it?”

“It could have done something bad. Like it did with
dad and grandma! They’re gone.”

“Jerome! It did not do that.”

“I think these ‘bubbles’ have secrets. They
shouldn’t.”

“Jerome! Answer me this. How long have you been
involved with the ‘bubbles’?”

“You know.”

“Yes, I do. Hours.”

“So?”

“SO? You think you know more than the generations
of ‘folke’ before you? More than my self? Is that really
what you insinuate and think of yourself?”” burns
Oswald. He let Evelyn get too much head and that has
become an intractable problem.

“What you know doesn’t make it safe. Lots of
‘folke’ have gone missing. You said so yourself.”

“Many, many tens of thousands more have not. And.
There are many good explanations for unfortunate
happenings. Explanations that do not involve bad
‘bubbles’. Unfortunate happenings that were not
unfortunate or happenings at all but planned for some
reason or other.”

“Not all.”

“Easy Jerome. You simply reached your destinations
with questionable ‘desires’. Perhaps a few extras. Don’t
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go jumping to all sorts of unwarranted conclusions. Stay
calm.”

“I’'m not! Something strange happened. We need to
find it out! Get it fixed.”

“Jerome! Settle down and we’ll work this all out.”
says Oswald as he starts getting somewhat more uneasy
at Jerome’s growing hysterics.

“We haven’t got time! We got to do something. We
got to do something now!”

“Jerome! Stop it! Right, this, instant. Nothing is
going to happen. We are perfectly safe. See.” Oswald
speaks softly and slowly as he makes a quiet, barely
audible sound.

g

This seems to clear the wall of the ‘bubble’ and
Jerome sees that they are some distance above the atoll.
He also sees they are hovering in a clear blue sky with
soft clouds drifting by. The realisation hits him like a
rock up-side his head.

“You did it. YOU did it those things!”

“Jerome! What makes you think you have any
answers. Your experience? Stop acting like your father.
Stop before you say something you will wish you
hadn’t.” warns Oswald.

“You did it all along! Didn’t you” demands Jerome.

“Jerome. I did not stop the ‘bubble’ under the ocean.
You must have. I was not even in it at the time.”

“How could I? I didn’t even know what was
happening! It had to be you.”
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“Well, I didn’t do it.” states Oswald very bluntly and
a hint of a threat. His darkened eyes are fixed
menacingly on Jerome.

“Okay. What about all the other times. What about
stopping just now? You did it. Didn’t you? If you didn’t
then, what did? I know it wasn’t me. Was it the
‘bubble’? It was you. Admit it!”” demands Jerome.

“That is irrelevant. All that matters is that we are
both safe and nothing of consequence has happened.
You have also done things completely on your own
today. Things you can build on.”

“How can you say that? You keep telling me that this
whole ‘difference’ thing is ‘as, serious, as, it, gets.” If
you don’t know what’s happening, that’s even more
serious! You’re supposed to know.”

“What now? Do you demand perfection? Of
yourself or just everyone else? How dare you presume.”

“I don’t demand perfection. Just that there should be
someone who knows something. Someone who isn’t
tricky.”

“You are smarter than you appear, aren’t you?”
mutters his grandfather.

“Don’t do that.”

“Do what?”

“Duck. I know that trick.”

“Very well. If you believe I did something, what of
1t?” bluffs Oswald as a last resort.

“You lied! That’s what of it.”

“Just one minute there, young man!” challenges his
grandfather with clear warning.

145



“Grandpa. You lied. You must have. To me. How
could you?” begs Jerome as tears start forming in his
eyes.

“Jerome? Very well. I did hide a few actions
because I could not bring myself to destroy what little
confidence you had finally gotten hold of. How could I
with what is at stake? You have had a very hard time
getting any handle on ‘the difference’. You know that. If
you fail to learn, your life could very well be at risk. I
will not play games with your life. I let your father down
by going easy on his attitude. An attitude all too much
like your own. Now we have to find him and bring him
home. Your grandmother is a completely different story.

I will not put you in danger by lying to you about
your abilities. I will not.”

“But, you just did!” accuses Jerome.

“No! Never! Absolutely not! Never. I interfered
only a few times. I let you believe you were doing most
of what you thought you were. Think of me as a pair of
training wheels. In time, you will improve enough for
me to back away. You will be able to protect yourself
and what has happened will be understandable to you. It
is a method of tutelage that has been used to help
thousands upon thousands over all the generations. You
are just a bit cleverer than I thought. That is a good
thing, by the way.”

“Thank you.” says a furious but grateful Jerome.

“You’re welcome.”

“That still doesn't make it Ok. How can I trust you or
me from now on? [ won’t know.”
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“How can you be so smart at times and so thick at
other times lad? It is eerie.”

“I don’t know. It just happens.”

“I’ll say. You keep secrets. Do you really believe we
do not know? Your mother and I? Do you not think of
how much worry that causes us? That is something we
all have to live with from even our most trusted.”

“Does it really spook you?”

“Somewhat. More than somewhat. Secrets are
generally bad and must be treated with suspicion.
Mostly by the one keeping them. That is why they must
always be questioned. Particularly by the keeper. And
trusted by others. A trust that is earned. So yes. Secrets
spook me too.”

“Good.”

“What?” growls Oswald as he draws himself up.

“We’re even? Ok?”

“NO. Itis not OK. You are a bright boy, but, a boy.
Inexperienced. I have earned your trust many times over.
Do not ever forget that again. Not, ever.” growls
Oswald.

“Ok, sorry grandpa.”

“Very well. Here is the deal. I tell you truth from
now on. And you will take it. No more suspicions.
They are too dangerous. Do we have a deal?” asks
Oswald quietly.

“Deal.”

“There 1s a catch.”

“What!”

“You must take it like a man.”

“But I’'m a boy!”
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“That is yet to be reinstated.”

“Uh? How? That’s going to be real confusing.”

“We will work around that. As I said, this is serious
and must be treated as such. As a man. Understood?
Good.”

“Which just shows I’'m right. ‘The difference’ is still
really dangerous. Look what happened to dad and
grandma? You know I’m right about that, don’t you.”
insists Jerome.

“Jerome. Have you not heard anything I have told
you about your father and grandmother? They have done
what has happened. Your grandmother by design and
your father by being irresponsible. Such as you are right
now.

We will deal with things as they come along. As far
as your dad goes, that is exactly what all this 1s about.
What you and I are doing right now. We didn’t act
quickly enough to teach him how to protect himself. To
handle the power he had ‘appear’ so late in his life. How
to control himself. How to curb his willfulness. That, is
what happened to your father. I am sorry to speak this
way about Evelyn. He is a good man who did it to
himself and you best learn from him. I know my son and
when we get him back, he will tell you all this himself.”

“So, you want me to learn as fast as [ can?”

“Faster. If possible. That is another reason why I
could not damage your confidence after such a shaky
start. And trust me, it was shaky. So was [.”

“Was a bit shaky. Wasn’t it?” smiles Jerome as he
mimics the squid’s treatment of them.
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“Now that, was a good one lad. Even my internals
agree with you there! Better still. You show a sense of
humour and the ridiculous. Those are the best defenses
one can have and they are invaluable as learning tools.”
laughs Oswald.

“What should we do now?”

“What do you think?”

“Do you think we’ve had enough practice today?”
asks Jerome.

“Oh yes. I do think that.” states Oswald.

“Shouldn’t we go home?”

“That could be a bit sticky.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well. Leave that for now. We do need to go over all
the events of the day first. Make them instructional.
While they are recent, fresh and clear.”

“We do?”

“Of course. You need to analyze what has occurred.
What order they occurred in. Where you could have
done better. What was done right and, what wrong.”

“That one [ know. Everything. I shouldn’t have got
out of bed this morning!” jokes Jerome.

“True. That would have led to a somewhat more
predictable day. Could have changed your future,
though. Please listen carefully, Jerome. You are now
blessed with your ‘difference’ for the rest of your life.
You have no choice but to learn to control it and keep
yourself, and all ‘the folke’, safe and unknown to the
‘others’. Above all else, that is the ‘first rule’ and all that
really matters at the end of the day. It is how you will be
judged.”
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“Keeping ‘the folke’ unknown is how we keep
ourselves safe.” confirms Jerome as he starts to realise
how some of the people he knows would react if he told
them about his ‘difference’. Worse. Showed them.
This is also when he gains some new insight to some of
that dull history in those dull history books. All of a
sudden, they have new and greater meaning.

“You know grandpa, those dull history books they
make us read in school? They aren’t so dull when you
put yourself into the story, are they?”

“Precisely. History only seems dull to those with no
unusual experiences and/or no imagination. Among
other things.” confirms Oswald.

“And lots of stuff you read can have another
meaning, too. Hidden meanings. At least I know that
now. You and mom have told me over and over to look
deeper and think some more. I think I know how better
now. And. Don’t let any ‘other’ know anything about
‘the difference’ or ‘the folke’. Not EVER.”

“And again. For what purpose?”

“Security. That’s what getting ‘burned’ really means.
It really happened, didn’t it? In the past, I mean.”
realises Jerome.

“Precisely.” The first rule of ‘folke’ is?”

“The first rule of ‘folke’ is that we could get burned
should ‘the others' discover us. Remain hidden. Blend
in. It is talking about witches, isn’t it? ‘The others’
thought we were witches and stuff. Right?”

“Never ever forget that, Jerome. Good lad. Now to
the events of this day. Your current history. Care to
start?”
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“First mistake was hugging mom. Hey! She hugged
me. Twice! That doesn't count!”

“I’11 give you those. But. I wouldn’t argue the point
with your mother. Not if you’re smart you won’t. And
don’t look to me for help with that either.” chuckles
Oswald.

“First mistake. I got scared?”” admits Jerome.

“Worse. You panicked. Then you let the panic
replace deduction. That is the most dangerous
combination there is. It is good to be scared. Keeps you
alert and cautious. Remember. Panic, makes you
quicker at making things worse. Deduction keeps the
speed down and the quality up. Again, it is a matter of
exercising control.”

“Then, I didn’t take ‘the difference’ seriously. I
thought it should be easy. Then I got mad when it
wouldn’t do what I wanted. It does what it wants if I’'m
not smart enough. It’s my job to learn to make it do what
I want. Now I know that too. But, does it always have
to make it so hard? I could have used a couple breaks. 1
couldn’t buy one today. Not at first.” admits Jerome with
a sheepish smile.

“I don’t know anyone who does not think that every
day. At least once. If they are honest with themselves.
Your particular problem was, not taking serious things
seriously which can be both arrogant and dangerous.”

“I’m not arrogant!” challenges Jerome.

“Arrogance comes in many forms and degrees,
Jerome. It can also lead one straight into panic. I think
you can see where you were just a little arrogant at
times?”
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“Like when I thought I was flying the ‘bubble’. 1
didn’t even question how I could possibly be doing it.
I’d have known somehow, wouldn’t I?”

“And what do you think tricked you?”

“Arrogance. I thought I knew more than you. I got a
swelled head.”

“Exactly. Nothing wrong with admitting mistakes
but, everything wrong with not learning from them. It’s
not the making of mistakes that’s most important. They
will happen. Even if it is just plain bad luck. It’s the
learning to recognise a mistake that is important. And
just as importantly. Learning how to correct a mistake
without making things worse. And how to learn
correctly from mistakes. Lastly. Learning to see a
mistake coming and how to avoid it, if possible.

There is one more thing. The most important thing.
You must throw away this hate you have for ‘the
difference’. It will stifle your ability to learn. It will get
you killed. Or, worse and, there is worse out there. That
is also what we are doing here.”

“This is a bit ruff! My head’s spinning.”

“Remember, ‘Better a blush than a bruise.” your
grandmother says. Over and over at times.” recites
Oswald.

“Wouldn’t work in a school yard.” challenges
Jerome.

“Granted.”

“Thanks.”

“Small mercies, eh?”

“I’11 take them.”
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“Be aware of where you are. Remember that as well.
Everywhere you are has something for you to observe
and learn. You just have to open your mind and your
senses and you will make sense of so much more
understand so much more.”

“Another mistake?”

“Today, yes. The school yard? Depends.”

“Can I try the ‘bubble’ again? I want to get this right.
I have to get this right.” asks Jerome.

“Haven’t we had enough for a ‘first appearance’, lad?
You have had a very full day, you know.”

“Yes and no! I need to learn this stuff. Can [?”

“Jerome! I can’t take much more of your wild. Are
you sure you’re not too tired. You do not want to make
even more mistakes because you are tired. That just
makes attitude and learning harder you know. Think a
moment.”

“That’s Ok. You’re here to help. You just said so!”

“I did, didn’t I. What WAS I thinking? Must be my
internals.” sighs Oswald as he rolls his eyes.

“When can we go?”

“Anytime you like, I suppo ...”

“ATCHEEEOQOo00!”

“ATCHEEEOO!00”

“ATCHEEEOO!”

The ‘bubble’ takes off at an alarming rate and throws
the two occupants aft but, without excessive discomfort.
Except for their dignity, that is. Oswald decides it would
best if he splits his attention between trying to help
Jerome gain control of the ‘bubble’ and keeping abreast
of any consequences outside of it. They have already
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shown themselves to ‘the others’ today and he knows
they may have to answer for it. To ‘folke’ he would
rather not have anything to do with.

“Jerome. We must discuss your pension for speed.
Speed is all well and good but, only if it is necessary and
controlled.”

“OK. Right. This is great! Look at us go. 1 beta
fighter jet couldn’t catch us! WOW!”

“JEROME! Did you not hear me or are you ignoring
me? Neither is the least bit acceptable, young man.”
demands Oswald.

“Sorry. I heard you. I don’t think I can slow down.
Or, start slow. Is that a real big problem? I’'m still
learning you know.” Jerome says contritely.

“What would be your guess?”

“They are big problems.”

“YES. Now, I’'m going to slow us down and you pay
attention to anything you feel. You should be able to
sense some of what I am doing because it is your
‘bubble’ after all. Understand? Fine.”

With that, grandpa does his ‘means’ as obviously as
he can. For Jerome’s sake. Unfortunately, he has
disregarded his own advice in his desire to show Jerome
how to use a ‘means’ with control. He had not calculated
how far they may have travelled with this ‘swish’.

“CHOO.”

The ‘bubble’ immediately starts to slow and Oswald
breathes out slowly to match. When he looks around, he
sees that they have unfortunately, strayed over land and
worse, a city, and worse still, a stadium. With a soccer
game in progress!
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“Look, grandpa! Another ‘bubble’! Over there!
See? It’s different than mine.” squeals Jerome.

“Oh, this is bad. That is not a ‘bubble’ Jerome. That
is a blimp. With television cameras! Gees!”

“CHOQO!”

The ‘bubble’ veers sharply to the right and takes off
as if Jerome was in control. The only difference is that
when he does it, they are not thrown around like ping
pong balls. He knows how to activate the ‘bubble’
kinetics so that it will keep the occupants where they are.
This is one of the things that keep ‘the folke‘ safe when
they encounter difficulties in their travels.

The ‘bubble’ vanishes from the sky in an instant.
Only those who are bored while accompanying someone
to the game will have had the possibility of glimpsing
them Oswald and Jerome hope. What the spectators
would have seen, if they had seen them, would have been
mostly the glint of a clear ‘bubble’ with two human like
shapes inside. Most sensible people would have let it go
for fear of ridicule. The biggest danger will be if a
‘folke’ were to see them. That would have been most
unfortunate. A report of something like that to the
‘Ministry of Securiti¢’. That would be extremely
serious.

“Securitié’ is the ministry responsible for keeping
‘the folke’ hidden from ‘the others’, thus keeping ‘the
folke’ secure and safe from any more episodes such as
‘the hunts’ and the following ‘burnings’. It can be a
tough job if they are faced with rogue ‘folke’. Worse
than dealing with aggressive ‘others’ at times.
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Over time they have developed procedures and
techniques to do their own ‘hunts’ and what needs to
follow. Much of their progress can be traced back to the
‘Appearances Commission’. The very commission in
which Oswald is a member of some standing. Position
and status is not supposed to have any bearing on a
‘Securitié’ case but, with time and bureaucrats and
politicians it is now hard to say what is the reality. This
is just one of the problems that Oswald and Ivy have
been pressing for openness and change in. It has not
made them friends in some very high places and is why
Oswald is concerned about not only the stadium but the
airliner as well. Those were serious infractions and just
what some would love to have over him.

“Let us hope we were overlooked, Jerome. Hope as
hard as you ever have hoped for anything.”

“Why, grandpa? What’s wrong?”

“I wasn’t in control. We were over a populated area.
We buzzed a public area heavily covered by cameras of
every sort. I couldn’t have made more mistakes if I had
also dumped rotten fish on everyone!” growls Oswald as
he berates himself for his errors.

“Oh. That’s not good. Is it?”

“NO! No. Itisn’t.”” mumbles Oswald.

“Am I going to get in trouble?”

“No. ButIam. You are a learner and so, for a very
short period of time, you will be given some measure of
leniency. Only some, and for a very short time mind
you.”

“That’s not fair!”
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“Life isn’t always fair, Jerome. Recollect ‘The First
Rule of Folke* and why it exists. It is up to us to do the
best we can with what we have.” assures his grandfather
with a pat on Jerome’s shoulder.

“You mean you could get into trouble over this?”

“Technically, no. I am supposed to have some
leniency under yours. As your ‘instructor’.”

“So, what’s the problem.”

“Jerome. ‘The others’ saw us. Probably. ‘Folke’ are
never, never to show our ‘difference’ to ‘the others’.”

“I know that but, does everybody have to get all
freaked out about it?”

“As a matter of fact, yes.”

“Really?”

“Yes. And a great deal more.”

“That’s too much.”

“No. No, Jerome. It is not. You will learn this
soon.”

“What do you mean?”

“As soon as you are supposed to be ready, you will
have to take some practical instruction, field trips and
pass a test.”

“What! School here too!”

“Of sorts.”

“What’s of sorts?”

“Do not worry about it.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means that it is not a test of ability so much as
understanding.”

“Is that supposed to make me feel better?”
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“Actually, yes. It is not hard in any way. All you
have to do is attend, stay awake, pay attention which has
never been a problem, ever or with anyone, and ask any
questions you can think of.”

“Why?”

Oswald draws a finger across his neck and Jerome’s
eyes shoot open with understanding.

“OH! And?”

“Listen closely to what other pupils are asking and
the answers they get.”

“You sure that’s all there is to it?”

“Absolutely.”

“Ok. Good.”

“Fine.”

“Ok. But why then?”

“Give me strength. If you knew about the sacrifices
that have been made over the centuries. Well, forget
about it.”

“Forget what?”

“Jerome! You are going to be shown why we have
the laws we do.”

“OK! Shown how?”

“Good gosh. You will literally see things you will
not forget. In someone else’s invisible ‘bubble’, of
course.”

“I think I’ve had enough of this. Ok, grandpa?”

“Of course.”

“Can we go home now?”

“Absolutely. Let’s close the book, for now.”

“Thanks. How short is short?”” asks Jerome.

“To do with what?”
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“The leniency.”

“All too short. Believe me.”

“Months?” hopes Jerome.

“Days.”

“UH! That’s not right!”

“Unfortunately, it is.”

“Because of too many mistakes?”’

“Precisely.”

“I get that.”

“Let’s go home, lad. Shall we? I’ll drive if you don’t
mind.”

“Ya. We’ve made too many mistakes today. Some
big ones. Better to be safe, right?”

“Exactly. Now. Pay close attention. If you ever get
your ‘means’ under control, this is what we’ll need you
to move on to.

Firstly. ‘The folke’, ‘rhinos’, that’s our clan, have
divided sneezes into three basic types. ‘Large’. This is
what you and almost all beginners start with. It is big,
obvious and overtly powerful. ‘Polite’. That is the
‘choo’ you have observed me making. It is not only
polite, but controlled. ‘Fine’. It’s a subtle ‘means’ that
allows you to ‘swish’ in tight quarters. Such as crowds.
It also denotes a degree of sophistication. Pay attention.
This is the ‘fine’ I just described.”

g

The ‘bubble’ gently starts a wide arc as it picks up
speed at a steady but comfortable pace. There is no
turbulence or even sound as it settles on the most direct
route to it’s destination and unknown to Jerome, they are
now invisible from outside the ‘bubble’.
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“Is that our house? Itis! You’re fast!”

“Yes. Plus, quiet and gentle.”

“I’1l never be as good as you. Or anybody. It’s so
easy for you. I’m not so good.”

“Stop that Jerome. We’ve already been over all this!”

The ‘bubble’ passes right through the roof in an
instant and there is home and the kitchen and mom. Not
a shingle ruffled. Not a drape moved or chair moved and
best of all, mom, turning around with the biggest mom
smile Jerome has ever seen on her beautiful mom face.

“Well. How are my two favourite men?”” she
breathes out just as she detects a residual odour she
seems to be familiar with. She desperately wants to
appear as calm and collected as she can. For Jerome’s
sake.

“Ok mom.” says Jerome in his way that screams the
very opposite. This is the sort of answer that she and
Oswald always dread to here as it never ends well.

“Ok? Is that all?” she asks softly as she quickly
looks up into Oswald’s eyes. “I thought you would have
had much more to say than, ‘Ok’. Oswald?” she asks as
she tilts her head while still looking towards Oswald.

“It’s quite a story, Marion.”

“It’s my fault. I’'m no good, mom. I did it all wrong.
Grandpa tried to help.” says Jerome.

“Jerome. I told you it was not your fault. Is not your
fault. Won’t be your fault. You have had a rather rough
‘first appearance’ and that is nothing new or completely
unusual. Not in the least.”

“You’re just saying that.”
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“What? Why are you suddenly acting like this? 1
thought we talked this through Jerome.” asks a newly
worried grandfather.

“You want me to feel better about everything.”

“Jerome, I mean every word of it.”

“But they’ll come and take you to jail! Isn’t that
what you meant? Maybe they took dad and grandma
too!” shouts Jerome in a sudden realisation that home
may never be as safe as it has been, up to now.

“What is this all about! What’s this about taking
people away? Oswald?” gasps a very worried Marion.
“We had a couple mishaps, involving 'others'.”

“Oh no! You don’t think?”

“Who’s to know?” shrugs Oswald.

“What did the 'others' see? Anything?”

“Hard to say, really.” Oswald shrugs again.

“Did anything happen to any of them?”

“Possibly.”

“Possibly? What have you two been up to?
Mishaps? Who’s to knows? Possibly’s?”” demands
Marion, just as there is a very solid knock on the door.
Everyone briefly leaves the floor as their hearts heave.

“I’11 get 1t.” volunteers Marion.

“No! I will getit. The two of you, please. Sit.
Listen. Wait.” advises Oswald.

“What’s going on mom?”

“Be still, Jerome. Just sit here, beside me.” whispers
his mom as she guides them to the chairs furtherest from
the door and facing the doorway.
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Chapter Seven

The Interview

Oswald walks down the hall to the door standing as
straight and proper as he can. He wants to present the
best and most confident demeanor he is able to muster.
After turning the handle, he opens the door, and greets
those on the other side with all the confidence and stature
he has available.

“Hello. Can I help you?”

“Good day, sir. May I ask to whom I am speaking?”
asks the tall, gaunt, elder gentleman. He’s accompanied
by a second man. Somewhat younger and much more fit.
Physically. They are both wearing very conservative
blue surge three piece suits. White shirts. Blue, red and
gold striped ties. Black shoes with laces and a high
shine.

“Of course. Might I first ask your names and who
you represent? If, you would be so kind?” replied
Oswald with all the authority and presence he is capable
of projecting at that moment. He is sure that these two
men are from one of the ‘folke’ authourities. Possibly
‘Securitié’.

“Of course. My apology. I am Belcher. Addison
Belcher. Appearances Commissioner and this is
Inspector Krepiteitor, Securitié. We are here on official
business. May we come in. Thank you.” the
commissioner says tightly as he moves towards the door.

“Excuse me?” answers Oswald Sneezlore without
moving and carefully extending his arm to lean on the far
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door jam. “I am afraid I must ask the nature of your
business before you barge into our house. I take it you
are new at this? Dealing with the public [ mean.”

This brings the two men up short and it is very
apparent they are not used to ‘folke’ failing to be suitably
impressed by their credentials. They had obviously not
met Oswald Sneezy. At least not in person, nor
professionally.

Oswald has a strong distaste for anyone pufting
themselves up behind authority and using it to intimidate
and abuse people. He likes to carry an assortment of
mental and verbal pins with which he pricks such
puffers. Just to watch them burst.

“Of course. As we have said, ...” Inspector
Krepiteitor tries to respond in a cold warning tone.

“As HE, has said.” reminds Oswald as politely as he
can while turning the table on the speaker. He refuses to
be intimidated by this inspector. A functionary who
clearly enjoys abusing his position and authority.

“As Commissioner Belcher said ...” continues the
inspector in trying to convince Oswald that he has
authority enough to cause him some considerable
discomfort should he not co-operate.

“Excellent! We must try to keep our all saids in line
and proper order. Don’t you agree? All proper and clear.
Much easier later on. Should there be awkward
questions.” says Oswald, with a straight face. He can
play their game as well. Should they wish to proceed
along that route.

“Sir. We are not here on a frivolous matter, as you
will find out, upon identifying yourself. Please do so.
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Now.” growls the inspector with narrowing eyes and a
visible change of physical stance and demeanor.

“Of course! Never let it be said that I exhibited an
improper grasp of the gravity in any situation. Not with
you two. I apologise should I have inadvertently given
offense. I am Sneezlore, Oswald Sneezlore.” he says as
he steps aside and waves them to enter before they can
demand it again. This all has had the desired effect
without pushing a point too far. He is now in possession
of the high ground and it is just a matter of holding it
against these two. The next step is to subtly pry out the
reality of the situation. Find out as much of what the real
purpose of this visit appears to be and actually is.

“Enter, enter. Please, leave your shoes on.” Oswald
purrs in as friendly a fashion as he can put forth. He is
fully aware that asking such men who would never think
of removing their shoes, to not do so, would have a
precise effect. Particularly with these two popinjays.

“Ah? Yes. Thank you.” responds the inspector as he
tries to retrieve as much respect and authority as
possible. A second later he realises that he had blundered
again. Clearly, the briefing he was given was not nearly
as fulsome as it should have been. There will be
questions when they get back to the office. “Alright.
Now we are more of your equal than you think, you
twirp.” he murmurs to himself. He’s already made a note
of who set him up for this and when. Another one as to
whom else to watch.

“Please. Go through. End of the hall.” guides
Oswald. Deliberately hurrying them. “Just ahead. Not
far. 1 would not want to waste any of your valuable
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time.” The two men quickly proceed down the hall with
Oswald following as uncomfortably close as is possible.

“Yes. Of course. Thank you.” blurts out the
inspector as he realises he has just let himself be
distracted. “Damn this man.” he thinks to himself as he
glimpses a subtle smile on Belcher and makes another
mental note.

The bureaucrats are desperate to regain the advantage
as quickly as they can, if they are to fulfill their
instructions. Oswald Sneezlore, being quite aware that
they are on a mission, is now prepared for their efforts.
It almost feels like shooting fish in a barrel. “Do not get
over confident you old fool.” he thinks to himself. These
two didn’t get where they are by being completely
incompetent.

“This 1s my daughter-in-law, Marion Sneezlore and
my grandson, Jerome Sneezlore.” introduces Oswald
while trying to ally Marion and particularly Jerome’s
nervousness.

“Yes. Good day.” greet the bureaucrats, in a
practiced unison.

“Good day.” responds Marion as Jerome only nods.
Nervously. He has never met these types before. They
are scary. Even without weapons.

“Would you care to sit down?” gestures Oswald.

“Ah, no, thank you.” they respond. “How dare he
show us into his kitchen. We’re not tradesmen. This
fellow needs taking down a peg or two. Your time will
come.” they think to themselves and allow a smirk to
appear on their lips which is not missed by Oswald.
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“Now, gentlemen. To what do we owe this
pleasure?” inquires Oswald while staring them in the
eyes. “Ah. Allowing a smirk are we. Give me a few
minutes and I can be ready for anything you two can
come up with. Right now, it is time for some divining.”
says Oswald in his head as he deliberately holds a poker
face.

“Excuse me for a moment. Did you say your name is
Oswald Sneezy? Husband of Ivy Sneezlore?” asks the
commissioner with narrowed and questioning eyes. He
is trying hard to be menacing in hope of buying time to
remember anything he can about these people with the
familiar names. He’s sure he hasn’t been given a full
brief on this either and he asks himself “How many
enemies do [ have? Krep and I have some chatting to
do.”

“It’s Sneezlore. Yes. I have the privilege of being
her husband.” stiffens Oswald. He is much more alert
now. This is not going exactly the way he had
anticipated and he starts thinking. “They’re shocked.
They’ve been sand bagged. Isn’t that precious. Ok.
We’ve definitely got at least one mystery person in the
background. Probably more. On top of all that, a puppet
master. Good lord! Ivy and I were right all along.
Careful old man. These two can be as misleading as
helpful. Possibly just playing at being in the dark.”

“Bloody hell! This whole thing is beginning to
stink.” realises the inspector as he holds his countenance.
“This incident investigation is just a ruse. I thought is
was possibly just another case of a miscreant showing up
or a bungled prank. Now I know why they sent me here.
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They aren’t after a miscreant at all. It’s Sneezlore
himself. The other big problem from this family. I
wonder if they would like me to throw the rest of the
family into the mix as well? Belcher! I wonder if you’re
in on this also? Time to have a pull at those strings of
mine. Something open and completely innocent.
Something no one can hold over me. Time to have some
quiet time with Belcher as well. You had better be as
vacuous as you seem.”

“Excuse us for a moment Mr. Sneezlore. 1’ve heard
gossip. Rumours. Not nearly enough. Not nearly. We
need to have a heart to heart, my friend.” whispers the
commissioner in a soft yet harsh whisper as soon as they
have turned away from the family.

“Agreed.” snarls Krep, softly.

“We need to gather information. I recall only bits
and pieces.” counsels Belcher.

The inspector slowly leans over to the commissioner
and whispers “We have a file. A large hot one that I have
not been fully privilege to. Yet.”

“Excuse me.” interjects Oswald to retain his
advantage before his own thoughts distract him for too
long. “Are you here about the disappearance of my wife,
a Member of The Council, a Securiti¢ Deputy Minister
and a Commissioner of Advancements? I am sure you
know who’s who and where in all this. We have been
trying to get someone’s attention concerning my wife’s
disappearance for far too long now. As you well know.
Given my wife’s responsibilities. More than that. We
also have some questions of our own. It has certainly
taken a very long time to get any action on this file from
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the Ministry of Securitié. I am quite sure there is one. A
hot one.

Where do we start? My questions may go on for
some time. Do you mind working late? May I ask why
you wish to do this here and not in some office or other?”

That has the desired effect of putting the popinjays
back in the shade and feeling it’s chill. This has jogged
more than a few memories loose. The file Oswald just
referred to has been one of the hottest potatoes bouncing
around several departments and threatening the careers
of any who have had it land in their laps. These two
have failed to prepare for such a senior level encounter
with this particular branch of the family headed by
Oswald Sneezlore. A Senior Member of the Commission
of Advancements. Although the Commission of
Advancements is not an enforcement body, it does have
very high ranking bureaucratic, security and political
connections which could definitely affect careers just as
easily as Securiti¢ it’s self. Someone has lumbered them
with a far hotter hot potato than either could have
imagined. They will have to be very, very cautious from
here on in.

Worse yet, their polished routine, so carefully honed
and perfected in front of mirrors all these years, is
shattered and lying scattered on the floor at their feet!
They have suddenly become intensely concerned with
that floor as they search for time, answers and a way out.

“Bloody, BLOODY hell! Somebody’s going to pay
for this.” screams the commissioner’s mind as he
immediately starts taking note of the obvious names.
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“Wait. This whole thing is too subtle for just those fools.
Time to brush up on my game.”

“I do not care who or how long it takes. Heads will
roll, eventually. Somehow.” boils a silent Krep.

They look to each other for inspiration as how to get
out of this house without putting their feet solidly in it.

“I take it that you two are here to bring us up to date,
gentlemen?” inquires Marion. “I do not mean to be rude
but, I feel it is your responsibility to start the discussion.
We have plenty of time if you need it. Tea anyone?”

“Ah, no. Thank you.” answers the inspector.

“Ah, Mr. Sneezlore, should we go into this in the
presence of ‘near folke’?” the commissioner asks,
through and down his nose. He is so used to bluffing, it
is unconscious with him. The inspector cringes at the
blunder.

“This family has had two recent disappearances and
as the only ‘folke’ left, at present, I’ve asked my
daughter-in-law to help out a little more than would be
usual. After all, one of the missing is her husband and
my son. Not to mention my wife’s position here and
elsewhere. 1 doubt we are too far out of line with all this
to consider. So if you would be so kind, please fill us in
on what progress you have made. We are more than glad
to help you where ever possible.”

“I have ‘the difference’ too.” challenges Jerome.
There is no way he intends to be left out of any of this.
Not now. Not if something is happening. “I can help
too!” he adds before he realises what he has just done.

For some reason, the bureaucrats now seem torn
between glee and worry. The boy just opened the door
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for them to get on with their instructions and just
possibly, keep their feet clean and dry. “Thank you,
thank you, thank you!” their minds shout.

“You do? May I ask when you had your
‘appearance’, young man?”’ inquires the commissioner
with a very practiced and polished charm.

“Today!”

“I see.” as he turns to Oswald and inquires further
“And when was the Appearances Commission informed?
As is expected.”

“I am afraid there simply has not been an opportunity
as Jerome was a sudden and a very complicated
‘appearance’ which has just now, been brought under
control.” advises Oswald with all due caution. “We must
not go down this road.” his mind warns him.

“I see. Complications. Just recently brought under
control. Hm.” the commissioner relates, as he looks at
the inspector. He now has hopes of unnerving his
intended victim and regaining some control.

“Just minutes ago, to be accurate.” insists Oswald.
“Therefore, he is entitled to leniency and the protection
of a tutor, instructor or a Commission Member. Plus
other tutelage, of course.”

“Of course, of course. What kind of complications
would we be talking about, Mr. Sneezlore? Anything we
might be able to help with perhaps?”” adds the inspector
so to aid his partner in their bluff and dodge.

“No, no. Everything is well in hand now.” assures
Oswald as he starts some dodging of his own. He
doesn’t like what Jerome’s impulsiveness has started. He
can not allow too close of a scrutiny of Jerome to get
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started. Too many oddities there. Jerome wouldn’t care,
but then, he has no idea how much danger he could be in,
if any Oswald’s suspicions are even close to accurate.

“Are you requesting a member of ...”

“That will not be necessary. You may relax and rest
assured that he has that protection now. He is under my
tutelage. Not everyone has a smooth ‘appearance’ nor an
easy time of it at first. I believe my position at
‘advancements’ has made me the strongest and most
appropriate tutor for my grandson. With access to more
than enough leading edge knowledge. Knowledge all
departments make much use of. Would you not agree
with myself and any number of others? I do thank you
for your obvious concern though. Would you care to do
the paper work now?” says Oswald. He hopes he has cut
the bureaucrat off at the knees and bought time for
Jerome and himself.

“No! Not necessary right now. Most gratifying. We
shall, of course, watch for your report when it reaches the
commission. I am sure it will be most interesting. Most
entertaining.” sniffs the commissioner.

“I would like a copy for my files as well.” mentions
the inspector to Belcher.

“Of course.” Addison replies.

“Good. So we are back to the only real issue. Ivy
and Evelyn. What has been done so far?” redirects
Oswald.

“That is not why we are here, Mr. Sneezlore.” the
inspector interjects to do some redirection of his own.

“Inspector Flatus ...” Oswald returns the earlier
favour.
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“IT’S Inspector Krepiteitor.” he hisses.

“OH! Right, of course. Please excuse my memory.
What about my wife? What have you found?” asks
Oswald with a most innocent and sweet face.

“We have found nothing ... ”

“WHAT! You have found nothing? What on earth
are you doing here?” questions Oswald with a frustrated
raising of his hands as if to ask for divine intervention.

“No wonder they never get any work done over
there.” the commissioner says to the inspector under his
breath. “He can’t stay on topic.”

“Excuse me? Come again, if you please.” pries
Oswald.

“Nothing, I assure you. We’ve had a long day so far.
I’'m afraid my colleague also missed lunch. Both of us,
actually and this has been a difficult and tiring interview.
All around I am sure. Our apologies.”

“Accepted. All around, I am sure.” adds Oswald.

“Now to the purpose of our visit. We have had
disturbing reports from our monitors, that there have
been two serious incidents that must be followed up
upon. Would you have any knowledge concerning
incidents?” questions the inspector with a poisoned
smirk.

“I’m not sure. How would I know what monitors and
what incidents you are referring to?” asks Oswald.

“Classified, I’'m afraid.” warns the inspector.

“Incidents or monitors?”’

“Monitors.”

“Fine. Then, I can find that out easily enough from
the office. To what incidents are you referring? The
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disappearances of Ivy and Evelyn Sneezlore? As I have
already stated, it has taken far too long for the authorities
to get any results Far, far too long. I would not want to
get either of you into any more trouble than you are in at
present.”

“That is not what we are referring to, Mr. Sneezlore.”

“What? Why ever not? These are most serious
incidents and need immediate action. Consider,
carefully, my wife’s position and sensitive internal
council information. The Council must be quite
concerned by now. What is the problem?”

“There is no problem, Mr. Sneezlore. It is a delicate
matter and we feel we must proceed with all due
caution.”

“Then why are you here and not proceeding with all
due caution?” growls Marion.

“Madam. We are not here to discuss that case or any
other with a ‘near folke’.” growls back the inspector.
“How dare someone of her position question him.”

“Then what on earth are you here about. Out with it
man.” growls Oswald.

“Exposure to an airliner and a stadium!” retorts the
inspector triumphantly. “FINALLY!” he blurts out in
extreme relief.

“Well! That sounds most unfortunate. Lots of
‘others‘ about? Not good, at all. What on earth does that
have to do with our disappearances?”’

“Nothing. As yet. Our respective departments are
treating these as separate incidences, for now. We have
been assigned to the incidents my colleague just
mentioned.” the flustered commissioner blurts out. He
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has suddenly realised why he, and Krepiteitor, were both
assigned to this case. Just as suddenly, he becomes
aware of other reasons and feels that chill again. They
are caught between two powerful factions with plenty of
allies who have their own agendas. They are pawns and
destined for some sort of unpleasantness. Now he and
Krep must talk. “In the mean time, I’ve got us away
from the atomic but we are still holding the grenade. Ok.
How do I shake myself of this idiot beside me?” he sighs
as he concludes his thoughts.

“Yes. At the moment, we are here about today’s
events. | am afraid that this is being taken very seriously.
At high levels.” smirks the inspector as he picks up on
Belcher’s lead and thinks. “Even a fool can get it right
from time to time.”

“No doubt and justifiably so. These events took
place today? When today, precisely?”” quires Oswald
knowing he must now deal with those things. Offer them
a bone to take back.

“Mid-day. They occurred over time, actually. Can
you elucidate?” presses the inspector.

“Can you tell me where these incidents occurred. It
may help my memory. I’m sure you understand.”

“Over the pacific ocean in the first instance.” offers
the commissioner.

“And the other?” asks Oswald with blank innocence.

“Just in from the coast.” offers the inspector.

“I see. And what led you to believe that anyone in
this house would have had anything to do with anything
such as that? pries Oswald as a way of stalling and in
hopes that they will inadvertently give him an out.
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“I am afraid we can not help you there. Even we are
not cleared for that information.” snarls the inspector.
“Not YET!”

“I see.” growls Oswald while his mind races ahead
thinking. “I see far more than that. You two were too
quick to take this on. You didn’t see the puppet master
behind it all. Jerome gave you a life line and now you
think you are home free. Not so fast my friends. How
and why did you NOT know of Jerome’s ‘appearance’
before you came here? Another very good question to
keep to myself.” Oswald then takes the obvious next
step and asks “Are you admitting to going on an official
fishing expedition?”

“Mr. Sneezlore! That is out of order. Most
improper!” shouts the commissioner.

“Are you daring to accuse ‘SECURITIE’ of
something improper Sneezlore?”

“I am simply and rightfully asking what brought you
here. I have a right to an correct and truthful answer
from both of you.” demands Oswald.

“We have answered that and now it is your turn, Mr.
Sneezlore. Do you know anything of these incidents or
are you attempting to interfere with a duly ordered
investigation? I remind you of your oath to uphold ‘The
First Rule of Folke.” growls the inspector with real
meaning.

“Do not presume to lecture me on ‘folke’ law sir!
growls back Oswald with even more meaning.

“Please! Let’s all just calm down. This will get us
no where. Mr. Sneezlore. Will you be so kind as to
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answer the question so we can be on our way?” purrs the
commissioner.

“I’m afraid that [ must confess that we were involved
in two similar incidents earlier today. Most unfortunate.
‘Appearance’ complications as I said. Very
complicated.” explains Oswald while thinking “There is
your bone. Now take it and go.” then saying “I was ...”

“These should have been reported. Immediately.
This is most irregular. Most serious. Most ...” interjects
the inspector as he visibly inflates.

“I believe the inspector is trying to explain how
serious these incidents are being taken.” explains the
commissioner as he tries to defuse the situation and take
the high ground.

“Understood. As I have already explained. It was a
result of complications during a difficult  first
appearance’ just recently concluded and therefore,
entitled to patience and leniency. I intend to make a full
report as soon as you have finished your business and
left, therefore, giving me the opportunity to make such a
report. We covered this some minutes ago.” states
Oswald as an admonition to them. He now has a clearer
idea of how many and how complex the problems they
are confronting are. He says to himself “Wheels within
wheels.”

“Mr. Sneezlore. This is clearly a matter that must be
reported and the correct actions taken. All under the
relevant procedures and sections of the appropriate legal
precedents, of course.” sniffs the commissioner with a
very real air of achievement. Things are finally going as
they wish.
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“Were you not listening? I just said so. The problem
here seems to be interference, deliberate or not, on the
part of two ministries. Is that what we are facing here?
If not, you can not be seriously suggesting that Jerome is,
in any way, going to be held responsible for what
precedent clearly states, he can not be.” growls Oswald.

“Of course not. We are concerned with your
involvement and your failures in this matter.” sniffs the
inspector as he seems about to explode with success.
“Thank the stars! Finally something we can take back to
our superiors and pull our necks out of the nooses.
Finally.” his mind screams out in relief.

“I see. Everything, I think. This is going to prove
most interesting and enlightening. I assume you two will
be presenting a full accounting of your concerns and
yourselves to the proper functionaries and principles
directly involved with these ridiculous and most
improper and illegal actions? Someone who is publicly
responsible and ready to answer for your actions. After
all. This isn’t even a misdemeanor and you know it. As
far as the disappearances are concerned, many will have
most interesting questions that will have to be properly
answered. You are either being used or are in some way,
complicit. I can not wait to get a complete copy of your
reports. | hereby demand an accurate copy of all
correspondence concerning all matters touching this
family. They should prove interesting reading. Most
interesting indeed.” challenges Oswald.

“Turn up the heat on the hot potato. You’re not so
bad at this sort of thing, Sneezlore.” thinks the
commissioner. “But. We’re better.”
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“Are you two for real?” growls Marion Sneezlore.
“Using a child’s ‘first appearance’ against his
grandfather. That is what you are actually doing. Isn’t
it? Are you really such lowly cowards?”

“Marion! Contain yourself. Even in front of the
likes of these two. They are simply minions following
orders?” purrs Oswald as his eyes swivel onto the two
bureaucrats.

“This sort of attitude does nothing to advance your
cases.” snots the commissioner at Marion.

“Precisely! My thoughts, exactly. Your attitude is
reprehensible, for clerks. Who has put you up to this?
What is their connection to all this?” challenges back
Oswald. “Do you wish to, at last, put your cards on the
table? Do you have any?”

“You sir, had best be careful. We are far more than
clerks! I would also have you know that we are not
acting under any undo influence. What, so, ever.” the
inspector adds hotly. He refuses to remain looking as
foolish as they have been. Not in front of someone who
clearly has a short future in front of him.

“Bullocks!” Marion cuts him off.

“Of course not. I am sure you two have all the
evidence, weight and authority you need to proceed
without having any additional cover.” retorts Oswald,
coldly. He sees that his allusion to their possibly
precarious situation has finally reoccured to them. They
probably are proceeding under verbal, and therefore
deniable orders. “Produce your papers and instructions

or have you allowed your selves to proceed empty
handed?”
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“We do NOT need to show you anything, sir!”

“So you get duped. I almost feel sorry for you.
Almost. If that is all, gentlemen, I’ll see you to the
door.”

“That, will not be necessary. We do not need cover.
This is a purely routine inquiry.” states the commissioner
before realising he has just been out maneuvered, placed
in the line of fire for someone else and is about to be sent
packing.

“I see. Then I shall expect all your reports in a far
more timely fashion than the ones that have not
materialised concerning our missing ‘folke’. I shall
prepare my report concerning this day’s events and pass
it along. A good deal quicker than Securitié has moved
so far. I may just beat you to it. This way, if you
please.” insists Oswald as he uses his hand to herd the
popinjays towards the hall and then, the door. As he
ushers them through the door he probes them with, “I
shall expect this matter to be dropped fairly soon then?
It would be best for everyone involved. If not...”

“I have already told you. This is a purely routine
investigation into some serious infractions. It will take
it’s course, what ever that may be.” huffs the
commissioner.

“Then the hearing will be when? Considering your
pace on the more important files? The two
disappearances.”

“Mr. Sneezlore! We have already made ourselves
clear. This is a purely routine investigation into some
serious infractions and I know of no hearing.
Preplanning a hearing would be most improper.”
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challenges Commissioner Belcher as he shifts to join the
inspector who is already turning and walking away.

“Yes. Of course. How absent of me. You really
have so little practice planning? Someone is getting
nervous.” murmurs Oswald as the popinjays leave. Their
gait leaving the yard suggests some discomfort which,
only adds to Oswald’s convictions.

“I can tell you one thing, Krep. If half of what I
suspect is going on here, nothing can save that family.
This file must be dynamite. A career killer.” mutters
Belcher to the inspector as they prepare a ‘swish’ back to
the office. For that chat.

“Agreed. I doubt we have the smallest inkling of
what is really afoot here. I just do not want to be in the
line of fire when all this is loosed.”

“Agreed. Absolutely. Forget having eyes in the back
of our heads. We best develop eyes clear around our
heads.”

“Agreed.”

As he re-enters the kitchen, Oswald murmurs to
Marion, “This may not go away as easy as it should.
There is far more and far deeper than our couple
incidents to it, Marion. Something is up. Something
evil. Those were just front men. Pawns, really. Fishing
for someone else. Someone who needs to stay hidden.”

“Well of course there is more. A dead man could see
that, Oswald!” seethes Marion.

“What are you guys talking about?”” searches Jerome.

“Jerome. This is for your mother and I to discuss at
present. It’s best you listen and learn. Particularly, learn.
Remember our deal? Are you now going to keep your
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word, like the man you promised as? All right? If
something confuses you, ask us about it when we are
finished. Thank you, lad.”

Jerome nods his head but, he does not like it. He
always feels he is being shoved aside. He is, of course,
and when he cools off, he can usually see why. Itis in
the present that he always has difficulty controlling his
resentment. Being young, is so frustrating.

“Oswald. You’re not planning to take this lying
down. I can see that too. Don’t you think you should
tell me what you are planning. I may not have the
‘difference’ but, I do have a brain. And, two are better
than one. Even if one is just acting as a sounding board.
Plus, how can I help, or stay out of the way, if [ don’t
have a clue to what’s going on? We are still a team
Ozzie. Remember?”

“Of course Marion. When have Ivy, or I, ever
excluded you, or Evelyn but for when we had to. Even
before he had his ‘appearance’. No. I simply have too
many thoughts competing for weight just now. Perhaps,
you could help me with that. Are you game?” asks
Oswald.

“Sure, dad. I’ve got a few thoughts of my own and
they’ve been hanging around for too long. We mention
and talk but never seem to decide anything. It’s like we
are trying to fill the emptiness with noise. In a nut shell,
I think I’ve settled on the most important few. How
about these?

Ivy didn’t just wander off. She didn’t make a
mistake either. Plus, why has so little, nothing really,
been done about it. She knows too much to have her
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disappearance be ignored as it has been so far. There is
no way that it is safe for ‘the folke’ or anyone else to
have someone with her knowledge disappear without a
ripple. Either someone has decided to isolate her or, she
has gone walk about to isolate herself. She isn’t staying
away for nothing, either. I know her too well to believe
that! More to the point. Why is Securiti¢ doing nothing?
Or are they? I am not sure they aren’t throwing smoke,
for that matter. That would make it doubly hard to find
her. It could be what she planned all along. She is more
than clever enough to plan this. Could this be somehow
connected to her position?”’

It is at this point that Jerome pointedly stands up and
starts to stomp out of the kitchen.

“Jerome?’ asks his grandfather with a stare.

“What?” challenges Jerome.

“Jerome! Watch it. What have I told you about
respect? Now, say you are sorry.” admonishes his
mother.

“I’m sorry.”

“Now. What is your problem?” demands his mother.

“You keep going over stuff like this. Mostly when
I’m not around. I don’t think grandma went away on her
own. [ don’t think she can come home. I don’t know
why, for sure why, she can’t but, I think you two do and
you’re not telling me. I think it’s ‘the difference’. I
think I was right all along. It’s not safe. I don’t care how
good somebody thinks they are with it.”” snarls Jerome as
he stands there in fear and fury.

182



“Jerome. What have I told you about ‘the
difference’? It is neither good nor bad. It is simply
indifferent. It is what one makes of it.”

“That’s just as bad. The same. If grandma didn’t
have ‘the difference’ she’d still be here. If dad didn’t get
‘the difference’, he’d still be here too!” charges Jerome.

“Where’d you get these ideas Jerome? We’ve never
discussed or even mentioned those sorts of beliefs or
attitudes. They are absolutely preposterous.” asks his
mother in shocked disbelief.

“I got them on my own. Where else? Nobody tells
me anything.” seethes Jerome.

“Jerome. We have already talked this to death today.
You made it seem that you understood and were
reconciled to ‘the difference’. You really must put your
attitude in line with reality Jerome.

You know we didn’t tell you everything because it
would be ‘too much, too soon’. You couldn’t be told too
much before your ‘appearance’ because you wouldn’t
have had a chance of understanding it. Not in any
meaningful way and that, could very well have had
terrible consequences for you during your ‘first
appearance’. Think of how bad you feel about it now
boy and then add that all on. Think of your preconceived
attitudes and how they would have influenced you. We
have told and told you that ‘too much, too soon’ is bad
news and that is why ‘the folke’ have this policy.”
explains his grandfather with rising frustration.

“That’s what you say. But then those men come and
threaten us. They say it’s you that’s wrong. They’re
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lying and you know it. Everything about ‘the difference’
is bad. It makes people bad.”

“I thought that you were enjoying yourself when you
were trying to control the ‘bubble’. Weren’t you?” asks
Oswald with true concern and trepidation.

“For a while. But when I found out it was all a lie, I
knew I was right all along. I just decided to go along
until we got home and see what would happen but, then
those men showed up. Ifit isn’t ‘the difference’ then it is
people with ‘the difference’ who go bad. It’s bad for
people.”

“So. What is your solution?”

“I want ‘the difference’ to go away. To leave us
alone. I want to be cured. You too!”

“What about your father and grandmother? We’d
never get them back.” gasps Marion at the ferocity and
indifference to the consequences that the normally
conservative Jerome is now displaying. She is fearing
that it could all turn into panic and then foolish action.

“They aren’t coming back. ‘The difference® won’t let
them. You know that. You just won’t say so. You won’t
even think it. Why not? It’s true.”

“Now just one minute! I will not have you dismiss
them as so much flotsam.” growls his grandfather.

“I’'m sorry. I didn’t mean that. That way [ mean. It’s
just. If they aren’t coming back then I don’t want to
loose you too. ‘The difference’ could take you. Those
men want to take you. It’s all way too dangerous. We
have to get away from ‘the difference’. We should do it
now.”
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“Jerome. You are over reacting, in the extreme. I’'m
not going anywhere. And! I intend to help your father
and my wife to come home. As soon as possible. That is
the truth. That is a promise. That, is a fact. It will be so.
Let me add, you take too much on your self thinking that
you know more and are more honest than your own
family. And, where has this deceitful aspect of your
character come from? Eh?”

Mrs. Sneezlore joins at this point with, “Jerome. I
don’t have ‘the difference’. You know it. Even so, I
agree with your grandfather. ‘The difference’ has always
been with ‘the folke’. It will always be with ‘the folke’.
We can not ignore it. We have to find ways to live with
it. It’s as simple as that. You know it.”

“NO! No I don’t. I know that everybody with it gets
hurt or turns bad.”

“Jerome. Are you saying your grandfather is bad?”
gasps Mrs. Sneezlore as she looks to Oswald. Half afraid
of his reaction to Jerome’s irrational behaviour.

“NO! Not grandpa. But bad things happen around
him. I’m scared about him.”

“JEROME!” shouts Marion Sneezlore. “Your
grandfather may be a bit eccentric but has never put any
of us in any kind of danger. At least not on purpose. You
know that!”

“Well. Thank you. I think.” mutters Oswald.

“Grandpa. Why don’t we just get rid of ‘the
difference’. We don’t need it. Do we mom?” pleads
Jerome.
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“Haven’t you been listening, Jerome. Pay attention
for once in your life. There-is-no-cure-for-‘the-
difference’-period.” scolds Mrs. Sneezlore.

“Jerome. Your grandmother is not bad. Your father
is not bad. Only some people with ‘the difference’ are
bad. Those people would be bad in any case.
‘Difference’ or not. We are no better and, no worse than
‘the others’. This is something you must learn. Here is
another. There are a finite number of character types in
this world, but, an infinite number of variations. Learn
to see the differences between them. You are in danger
of heading down a very bad path. No good will come of
it.” instructs Oswald.

“You’re trying to confuse me. I don’t trust ‘the
difference’. I will never trust ‘the difference’. I want it
to go away. That’s all. That’s it!” states Jerome as he
stomps out of the kitchen and off to the living room.

Marion lurches after him but Oswald takes her arm
and shakes his head. “He’s refuses to understand,
Marion. He does not want to accept any of this. He’s
fighting it. Don’t fret yet! We all have to learn in our
own time. I suggest that we let him cool off before we
try to reason with him any more. Perhaps some of what
we have said will sink in. It is up to him now.

Let us return to what is our most pressing problem. I
agree with your thoughts. All of them. I also believe
that we have not even scratched the surface of what is
going on. Wheels within wheels within wheels. This
mystery has been planned and waited for, and for some
time now. There is a depth and a clouded nature to all
this. We may think we have some small grasp of it but, I
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wager that no one is going to have a clear and true
picture of what is going to happen until it is well under
way or is all but over. Jerome may yet be proved to be
closer to the truth than we want to know. That is a
sobering thought.”

“Oswald. You don’t mean that. It would mean lots
of powerful people are up to something very wrong.
That many involved, and no one slipping up? No one
noticing anything? No one saying something? No one
doing anything? It’s just too incredible. Although. It
would explain a lot.” she starts to mumble to herself.

“True. However, I can not bring myself to believe it
is more than power corrupting and a little absolute power
corrupting, a little absolutely. Surely it can not be worse
than that. Are you sure you understand the meaning of
what you were saying Marion? That not only are there
those actively involved but that there are that many
passively standing by?”

“Yes. When I think of all the ‘folke’ history I know,
and then I think of recent ‘folke’ history, I realise it has
been some time since we have had a meaningful shakeup
in the powers-that-be.” answers Marion.

“O000! I feel that expression again leaves my
internals a little uneasy.” quips Oswald.

“Excuse me? What about your internals?”

“Nothing. Nothing at all.”

“Ya. Right. You know I’ll get it all out of you,
sooner or later. You two had quite a day. If I’m any
judge.

You know I’m right, don’t you? Don’t you know
people, Oz? Haven’t you talked about this with anyone
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else? I can’t believe you have been sitting on your hands
all this time as well. Answer me this one question. Have
you seen or heard anything that is more serious than we
have already discussed?”

“Snippets. Ivy and I have not been totally idle
Marion. We’ve each been sniffing about here and there
for some time. We’ve just been doing it as quietly as we
can. That may even be the reason for her making herself
scarce. | am sure that is what it is. It’s time for me to get
a little more active, I guess. One does dislike being
presumptive, though. It is not completely inconceivable
that we may be wrong. Just very highly improbable I’'m
afraid.” admits Oswald with a shiver.

“I know, so just be careful. I don’t want another visit
from those stuffed shirts any time soon. You know they
are on to you, don’t you? You and Ivy have certainly
stirred things up at some point, haven’t you? Or possibly
just been noticed which would be very unfortunate if any
of what we fear is close to truth. So being careful isn’t
enough, is it? Not if they are that alert to what’s going
on. They must have spies everywhere.

Be that as it may, there is no way that this is all
because of you either. It’s bigger than that. No matter
how important you think you are. Unless, you have
stumbled in between two rival factions! That would
explain that much vigilance. Twice as many mine fields
too. Other ‘folke‘ are probably doing something similar.
Probably a great many. For one reason or another.”

“That would also explain the heightened vigilance. If
those popinjays were sent because of what happened
today, then we are being closely watched. They may
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have known it was us but it could just as easily have been
a couple events that someone decided to use to have a
stab at stampeding me. Those two weren’t told who |
am. Just to get to me. Using those events. They didn’t
even seem to know about Jerome’s ‘appearance’.”

“That’s right Oz. Let me continue. They didn’t
know but I wonder if someone else did? Otherwise we
would know they were fishing. Can Securiti¢ monitor
‘swishes’ and ‘first appearances’ Oz? No wait. They
said they had been working on this all day.”

“Before Jerome’s ‘appearance’! Of course! Give me
a minute.”

“og?

“Nothing. A quick sweep hasn’t turned up anything.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Some sort of monitoring ‘bubble’. Could be a
device though.”

“I’ll turn on a tap. There.”

“A last minute update would do it. Recap. First.
The powers that be and whoever else are getting nervous
about events getting out of hand and in danger of getting
out to the public. The events of the last long while have
piled up and that has also gotten the powers that be
nervous. I shouldn’t tell you this and you must never
repeat it. Thirty-five years ago ‘The High Council’
approached the ‘Commission of Advancements’ with a
request to develop a much better and more full proof way
of detecting a ‘swish’. Then they wanted a better way of
tracking it. Then a stronger way to enclose a ‘bubble’,
trap it, in another stronger ‘bubble’. All this was to aid
‘the folke’ in controlling bad ‘folke’. Apparently it was
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an epidemic of dangerous behaviour and the old ways
were not up to snuff. It was a turbulent period.

That was when I mentioned it to Ivy. She knew
something about it but didn’t know how much I knew.
She was getting pretty well spooked by then. Some on
the council did not like the way things were happening.
Various council’s members being asked to resign or
being given responsibilities out in no man’s land.
Usually after bringing up the topic of the lack of
‘finders’. It was then that she got wind of high ranking
members of Securitié spending a great deal of time with
certain members of the various councils.

She then found out that this may have been building
for a very long time. Perhaps generations. It was too
preposterous. That’s when Ivy started spending more
and more time going back. To observe. I am sure she
found something out. She wouldn’t say. Jerome comes
by some of his behaviours very honestly Marion.”

“So that is why you are sure she is alive. She gone
walk about. To protect us. To continue her
investigations. But what about Evelyn? Was that just an
accident?”

Oswald nods yes and they go quiet for some time.
They are sitting and thinking and looking at each other
when Jerome eases back into the kitchen.

“Well, son?”

“Well, what?” Jerome asks sulkily.

“What have you got to say for your self and what
have you been doing?”” asks his mom.

“I went on line for a while.”

“And?”
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“I’ve calmed down. I’m sorry if [ was rude.”

“Jerome. You weren’t just rude. You were
disrespectful and childish. How could you speak about
your father and grandparents such as that? After all
they’ve done for you. That was unforgivable! They are
at least trying to deal with ‘the difference’ and what’s
going on and, trying to help you.”

“I was upset. Mad. Those men have no right to
come into our home. To threaten grandpa. None!”

“Jerome.” interjects Oswald, “Those men may not be
very nice. Or very bright, for that matter. But! They do
represent the people we elect to keep us safe. Their job
1s to make those ‘folke’ who refuse to be careful, be
careful. That goes for the rest of us, too. We all must be
very, very careful or we all could get burned. You have
been taught some of how ‘the folke’ have been treated in
the past. Would, most likely still be treated again, if we
became generally known to ‘the others’. You simply did
not realise it at the time. Or were not listening again.”

“That’s what [ mean. ‘The difference’ is dangerous.
We should get rid of it. Somebody should find a cure!
Or, make one.”

“There is no cure, Jerome. Never has been! You
must stop with this silly fantasy. You are not stupid but,
if you persist, it will be you that causes to happen, that
which you most fear! No one will be able to help you if
you do. We simply do not wish to see that occur. We
will do whatever is necessary to protect you from
yourself. You are a smart enough lad but, you haven’t
the experience to properly use that intelligence. Your
extreme willfulness in this matter doesn’t help, either.
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As for a cure? How many ‘folke’ do you honestly
think would take it? EH? Precious few. You can bank
on that. I’ve been around a good deal longer than you
and [ know. Just as all the ‘folke’ who have subdued
their fears and taken advantage of the opportunities
presented by our gift know. You know nothing compared
to the thousands of generations before you. Think for
once! Use your head, not your fear.”

“Ya. I know. Most who have learned it, think it
makes them special. No way they’re going to give it

up.”

“At last! Was that an admission I just heard, lad?
Just give your self time. Time enough to get used to your
new life. You will see, Jerome. It is not bad at all.”

“I still don’t believe there’s no cure, though. I bet no
one’s even really looked because they really don’t want
one. ‘Folke‘ think it is so cool to be different. It’s not!
I’'m tired. I’m going to bed. Good night?”

“Good night, son.” sighs Marion as she shakes her
head in real concern for her one remaining close family
member.

“Good night Jerome.” says Oswald with as much of a
positive spin as he can get in his voice.

After he has left the room and gone up stairs Marion
and Oswald turn to each other and Oswald shrugs as
Marion sighs again. They are getting more and more
worried about Jerome’s convictions. They don’t want to
loose him. It is ignorance that makes ‘the difference’
dangerous and the only cure for that is education and
experience. And gaining more maturity.
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There are plenty of people who would be more than
willing to exploit his attitude. That would be even
worse. The young are each generation’s best hope and
their biggest danger. It all comes down to wisdom and
experience. These are the thoughts that keep them awake
at night over Jerome’s attitude.

“I’m starting to really worry about him Oz.”

“Starting? He is taking his natural stubbornness
beyond the point of willfulness. Pigheadedness. If he
has the potential I vaguely suspect, he’ll be a target for
all kinds of groups. Few of them as nice as myself.”
smirks Oswald as he grins at Marion.

“All we can do is keep trying to reason with him and
keep a close eye on him. I try to watch his friends. That
is something I can call on a few friends to help with.
Good that it is a ‘folke’ honour to be asked to watch out
for another’s young. The burning did achieve that much.
And too much more.” sighs Marion.

“Good. It’s that and, watch for signs that he is
deciding he has had enough of reason and reality. That
would then be very serious, Marion. That is how
extremists are born.” whispers Oswald with a shudder.

“Don’t say that Oz. Don’t even think it. Ever!”
shudders Marion and they both go silent. “Well. I’'m off
to bed. Goodnight and better dreams.”

“I think I will turn is as well. I’ll do some thinking
till T fall asleep. Goodnight Marion.”

“Ozzie. No ‘sleep-sneezing’, ok Oz? Not tonight.”

“I’ll do my best love.”
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Chapter Eight

Snuff Said

Everyone did get a very good night’s sleep.
Considering. They definitely had over extended them
selves the day before. They all arose for breakfast and
tried to ignore the elephant in the room. Marion and
Oswald watched Jerome for untoward signs and found
him a little too compliant for their comfort zone. For
such an occasionally gormless child, he had many layers
and facets. A real mixed bag. Other than that, the day
proceeded and ended much as any other day. Oswald
went to his office and then the lab. He did some poking
around while Marion kept an eye on Jerome and tried
desperately to keep everything as normal as possible.
Normal for ‘folke’, that is.

“Beak. How are you?” Oswald greets his old friend,
Beak Snortum. They have been best friends since they
were freshmen at college. Beak is in his usual long coat
with exactly the same number of pockets as Oswald has.
Just the colour is different. Beak is partial to brown. A
version of raw umber with a subtle woven pattern. “Just
as good for camouflage as your green. Better. More
versatile.” he always retorts to Oswald’s friendly banter
over his sense of style.

“Just grand!” Beak smiles broadly.

“Excellent!”

“Lost another house key. And a button.”

“Really?”

“Doubt they are connected though.”
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“I agree.”

“I think I should look for the key first. What do you
think?”’

“Absolutely not. Where is the button from?”

“Some where down here. Oh now where is that
thing? There! Nothing unusual exposed.”

Oswald inspects his friend’s clothing hoping to avoid
yet another embarrassing moment with his good chum.
Beak dresses well enough. Clothes of good quality as
well as versatile and rugged. He just has bad luck with
buttons. And keys.

He is nicely decked out in an off white shirt and tan
tie that goes well with his light brown cuffed twill pants
and dark brown socks and slip-on suede shoes. All this is
hung on a short, stout frame that can, and has, delivered
considerable power when he has needed it. He is no
runner though. His respectable paunch and lack of
exercise holds him back as much as his large bones. He
is full of face with hazel eyes well shaded by massively
thick bushy eyebrows mounted over a very prominent
nose that somehow goes nicely with his slightly buck
teeth. His full mouth is surrounded by a black mustache
that hangs down to join a slightly graying goatee which
he frequently brushes while in thought. The very picture
of a character but with the character to back it all up.

“How many is that now, Beak?”

“Of which 0z?”

“Each.”

“Can’t remember. Too many.”

“I agree.”

“You would!”
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“Just being supportive.”

“I think more keys though.”

“Beak, old friend.”

“Here it comes.”

“Now don’t be like that, old boy.”

“That big eh?”

“Now that, was unkind.”

“That’s me. Unkind Beak.”

“Beak. Jerome has just had his “first appearance”.
“Oh! Congratulations to the boy!”

“That may be somewhat premature, I am afraid.”
“Oh. Not happy about the results so far, eh? It
happens in every family Oz. Not to worry. He’ll grow

out of it.”

“That’s not the nub I’m afraid.”

“And continuing?”

“Two popinjays dropped in to ruin our day even
further.”

“Who? What? Why?”

“‘Appearances’ and ‘Securiti¢’.”

“What! Appearances I can understand but, Securiti¢?
Something go sideways with Jerome?”

“I am afraid that Jerome’s attitude rather got in the
way of a smooth ‘appearance’.”

“You are being kind now, aren’t you?”

“Singularly.”

“So, yesterday was not one to repeat.”

“Exactly.”

“And the young lad attracted attention, did he?”

“It did not end well. Either time.”

“Ouch! More than one. Care to elaborate?”
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“Suffice to say, it all has only strengthened his rather
negative views. He is his father’s son in this [ am
afraid.”

“I am sorry Oz. How is Marion taking this.

“As expected. Stoically.

“That would be the case with most decent ‘folke’ Oz.
But she has had Evelyn and Ivy disappearing, her being a
‘near folke® and now ‘Securiti¢’ dropping by, I mean ...”

“It also became very apparent that Jerome was just a
pretence to get to me. Or worse.”

“Bustards! Of course their type would. You saw
them off? Correct? Of course you would.”

“I do not believe that they knew what it was really
about. They didn’t even realise who we were, at first.”

“Really? Wheels inside wheels? And second?”

“They recovered fairly quickly.”

“You tried to get something out of them, didn’t you?
Any luck, Oz?”

“Mostly indirectly but, very instructive. Apparently,
we are, or were, a taboo subject till just then.”

“Do tell.”

“I reminded them of Ivy and Evelyn.”

“Reaction?”

“Shock and discomfort, I should imagine. I should
also imagine that they will be taking us into the spot light
as soon as possible. As a defensive career move I mean.
It was obvious that they weren’t at all happy with being
sand bagged like that. There is bound to be some
rustling in those departments soon. Too obvious if they
are tagged while holding us well out in light, you see.
Best performed in shadow.” warns Oswald.
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“So now we know what has been going on
concerning vy until now. Nothing. As many heads in
the sand box as is possible. As we thought, though,
confirmation is comforting. Pressure has been applied to
keep Evelyn and Ivy’s cases under wraps. Obviously.
Files being tossed around like hot potatoes. A certainty.
Careers at risk. Probably. Alliances as well, I wager.” is
Beak’s analysis.

“You’ve a first rate brain Beak. Ivy and Evelyn also
came up in reference to Jerome and myself. Somehow
they seemed to think that this whole thing can be
leveraged through us.”

“What! I do not believe it! That is beneath
contempt.”

“Beak. Iletthem go on. As I said, it had become
obvious that they were being set up. It nonplussed them
and I used it to wheedle out what I did get.”

“Good! Not so good. You will feature prominently
in their thoughts now. Jerome as well. Who the devil
have you and Ivy ticked off Oz?”

“Someone, or plural, very well connected I should
think.”

“No mystery there.”

“Beak. Ifthey are interested in me then ...”

“Are you trying to ruin my day Oz?”

“Prolong them chum.”

“Here I thought I was being careful enough all this
time. Have to redouble my efforts, I guess. I have a few
to chat with as well. Now. May shed some more light.
Must find out who is behind all this and why Oz. How
many too, if possible.”
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“Best not be too obvious.”

“And quiet.”

“Quite.”

“That 1s not all?”

“Not surprised.”

“I need help keeping tabs on Jerome.”

“Say no more. That all?”

“Tell me Beak, have you ever heard of any ‘folke’
experimenting with venting a ‘bubble’?”

“Not that ended well. Why? Oh. Marion’s
Mexican?”

“Beer and a milkshake added I’'m afraid.”

“God lord! That is depraved! OH NO! It wasn’t....”

“Bottom of the ocean too. Jerome and [.”

“Well, you’ve kept your colour where many would
not have. Myself included. Makes one imagine
‘foulers’. Let’s not.”

“Yes, it was. A real paint peeler.”

“Won’t have helped our young man any, [ am
guessing.”

“No.” mutters Oswald as he enters into discussions
and some brain storming with his old friend as they
proceed down the hall and into a side office adjoining a
small quiet lab.

The day after that, however, begins with a pair of
mysteries. It starts with a cryptic call to Oswald from the
‘Commission of Advancements’ inquiring about other
puzzling calls from other commissions and ministries.
Ivy’s name is on many lips, as of today. The rumour mill
is working over time. Even ‘THE Folke STANDARD’
has put reporters on the story. If they ever figure out
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what the story is. Or care for that matter. It seems that
the whole of ‘The Folke Council’ is suddenly whispering
of Ivy’s whereabouts. And not in a comfortable way for
anyone.

“So much for staying below the radar.” Oswald says
to himself. His next thought is of Beak. “No. [ must
stay clear of him at present. On your own old friend.
My best help is to stay away. Do be careful Beak. Wait.
An ‘m-bubble’. Tonight”

Oswald decides to ask a few questions of his own, all
the while being very careful of what he asks about and
from whom. He tries to do everything with naive
bewilderment in keeping with the rumours and his loss
without over acting the part. He gets some answers but
they are disjointed and sometimes, rather contradictory.
A few of his confidants volunteer to act as his eyes and
ears. The people who do volunteer, do not surprise him
as they are all friends of Ivy and Evelyn as well as well
as himself. He asks them to be very cautious and not to
contact him more than is necessary. He does not want
them added to any undesirable lists. The whole of the
‘folke’ establishment seems a tinder box just now. No
one 1s sure of much of anything any more. As he had
deduced, it seems that Ivy’s disappearance is outed by
the attempted threat against Oswald and Jerome and the
popinjays attempt at defensive maneuvers.

“Oswald. What ever is going on with your family?
Ivy and your son being gone for this long and no one was
doing anything? And Ivy on ‘The Council’, ‘Securitié’
and ‘Advancements’? Not to mention yourself? Are
they on drugs!” exclaimed Uptum Growler. Oswald and
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his department’s head facilitator have had their share of
disagreements over time but, it was always department
focused and never seemed to extend beyond that. Even
Jon Sniffle, a distant relative, contrived to contact him
with his condolences and an offer of help.

“Anything I can do, Oz. Anything at all.” he said.
That was more than he had said to Oswald in the past
three years.

Oswald and Marion think it best to keep as much of
this away from Jerome as is possible. They need to see
where he will wind up heading with his attitudes. No
small worry with Jerome. Not any more.

The second mystery involves an unexpected parcel
that unexpectedly arrives at mid morning. There is a
knock on the front door. Nothing unusual in of it’s self.
What is unusual is what happens next. Jerome chooses
to answer it for the first time in years. Even more
unusual, is the way he answers it. In all their years,
Marion and Oswald had never, ever seen Jerome slide
down the bannister. It simply is not something he has
ever shown the slightest interest in doing. Much to the
relief of the adult population of the house. Today,
however, Jerome chooses to not only to use the bannister
but, to launch himself down it. All the while shouting
loud enough for the neighbours to hear.

“I’1l get it! Never mind! I got it!”

The poor courier probably wonders what sort of
house she is faced with. Couriers are certainly used to
adolescents ordering questionable items from
questionable companies but, few with quite the
desperation displayed by Jerome. Unless it is a particular
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sort of magazine or video game, that is. There is nothing
of singular interest about the package or the addresses as
far as the courier can see. It was Jerome’s display that
piqued the woman’s interest enough to double check.
She has sons of her own and has developed a certain
caution through experience.

No sooner has Jerome collected his parcel and
somehow paid the COD for the delivery then he
disappears back up the stairs even faster than he had
managed to come down using the bannister. Marion and
Oswald are in different rooms of the house. They each
think Jerome’s behaviour to be a little out of the ordinary
though, nothing to get too excited about. At first. Then
they each remember it is Jerome they are contemplating.
That is when the slow realisation of something being not
quite right slowly settles into their conscious. They meet
in the hall at the bottom of the stairs. Questioning looks
and shrugging shoulders all round.

“Jerome!” calls his mother.

“Ya?” is the reply.

“Who was that?”

“Nobody.”

“What do you mean, nobody?”

“Nobody!”

“Jerome! Nobody can not knock on the door.” shouts
Marion in a gotcha moment.

“It was a delivery woman.” offers Jerome.

“A delivery woman eh? What was she delivering?”

“It’s nothing.” answers Jerome while not liking the
way this is starting to go.

“Nothing?”
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“Forget about it. It was just something. Nothing.”

“Jerome?”

“What?”

“Was it something or nothing?”” asks Marion as she
gives Oswald a crooked smirk and he rolls his eyes.

“Ah, ummm. It was something.” shouts Jerome. All
the while realising, once again, his mom is better at this
than he is.

“Was that something for us?”’ continues Marion with
all the innocence she can put in her voice.

“No!”

“Jerome?” shouts Oswald as he joins the game.

“Ya.”

“Who was it for?”

“Who knows.”

“What! Bring it down here then.” butts in Marion.

“Why?”

“Because I just asked you to, young man.”

“Wait a minute.”

“Jerome!” answers Marion with a growing edge to
her voice.

“Ah, it’s for me.”

“What is it?”” asks Oswald.

“How would I know?”

“What does that mean?”” asks an exasperated mother
with crossed eyes and gritted teeth.

“I haven’t opened it yet.”

“Come down here.”

“I can’t.”

“Why?”

“Cause.”

203



“Are you naked?” asks Oswald with all the
seriousness he can while smirking at Marion.

“NO!!!” shouts out a now very red Jerome. This is
getting way out of hand and he is desperate to put an end
to the torture.

“Did you order something?”

“Why?”

“Jerome! Stop it this minute.”

“Stop what?”

“You are not fooling anybody.”

“Who’s fooling.”

“You are and it’s over right this minute!”

“I’m not doing anything.”

“Yes you are! You’ve ordered something, haven’t
you?”

“Maybe. Don’t worry!”

“What do you mean don’t worry? Worry about
what? What is this nothing?” butts in Oswald.

“It’s for me. It’s private. Don’t worry.”

“What do you mean, ‘don’t worry’? Worry about
what? Jerome, get down here and bring everything that
was in that parcel with you. This is not up for debate
young man. Now, Jerome!” orders Marion.

“In a minute!”

“Now! Or we’re coming up there.”

“NO! Don’t. It’s my room! Keep out!”

“You are coming down NOW or we’re coming up.”
as Oswald places a foot heavily on one of the creaky
steps and pumps it.

Jerome knows he’s blown it. He’s never been
particularly good at this sort of thing. Never needed to
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be. Until today. He does still have his favourite fool
proof stall, though. So he plays it.

“I’ll be right down!”

“I don’t hear you.”

“I’'m coming. Just a minute.”

“JEROME!”

“I’'m coming! Just got to finish this.”

“JEROME! We’re coming up right now! Let’s go
0z.”

“Done! I’'m coming
“We’re waiting. [ want to hear foot steps. Now
Jerome!” says his mom as she and Oswald smile at each
other and make for the kitchen and a cup of coffee. “I

guess we’ll soon find out what act two is going to be
about. If only they could see themselves at that age.
Feel the frustration.” she growls.

“Careful what you wish for Marion.”

“With my son, ignorance is not bliss. It’s
incompetence. Or worse. He’s just smart enough to get
himself into real trouble. I KNOW, I know! He avoids
trouble more than most boys his age. That also just
means he hasn’t the practice at getting out of it, or not
getting into it in the first place. I just don’t know if he is
lucky enough for ‘the difference’, Oz. You know what I
mean.”

“True, for any child. Jerome however, is essentially
true hearted, if a little over cautious and, as stubborn as a
mule. Pig-headed even. Childhood is when we usually
make our most benign mistakes and therefore start to
learn how to learn. Just as we are about to learn some
more about Jerome’s particular learning process.”

'3,
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mumbles Oswald as he nods towards the hall. There are
just the very softest padding of feet in the upstairs
bedroom indicating the approach of act two as the
trepidation starts to build downstairs.

“That’s what I’m afraid of.” sighs Marion.

It just then that they hear the further stirrings upstairs
and the very softest padding of sock feet preceding
towards the stairs, indicating the opening of act two is
near and the trepidation continues to build downstairs.
This is followed by the occasional creak of certain steps.
Ivy had counseled Evelyn and Marion to not tighten
them up when they bought the house.

“Keeps track of comings and goings.” was her sage
advice. “Works for years, until they catch on. You can
tighten them in time. Until then, hold on to your
advantage is my advice.”

Jerome is taking his time along the hall. He’s never
done anything like this before. Other kids have and most
managed to live and brag about it. They don’t have his
mom.

He knows he is cautious and is proud of it. That has
saved him more than once from doing stupid things with
his friends. Even if the other kids tease him, it is still
better for him in the long run. Those other kids
eventually run afoul of something that was too big for
them and then spend years trying to blame anyone and
everything else they think they can get away with
blaming. Some of them actually begin to believe their
own silly stories. It usually gets much worse if the
parents insist on going along with the charade. Even
after all that, they usually need their parents help to get
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out of the trouble. So far, that is something he’s
managed to avoid. That’s his badge of honour. An
independence, of sorts. It’s worth it too. It’s been hard
won and he plans to keep it. Thing is. That is going to
be rather tricky under these circumstances. He’s gone a
long, long way out on a very slender limb and now, he’s
got to see this through. Either he saves his mother and
grandfather and puts a stop to what’s going on around
here or they are all doomed. He has rehearsed his speech
for a day now. It’s perfect, he hopes against hope. He
recites one more time.

“Mom. Grandpa. I have something to tell you and
you have to listen carefully. Please.

I know things are looking bad for us. Those men
want to hurt us. Dad and grandma are gone. We have to
protect ourselves or it will happen to us. You are caught
up in the lies from the past. I’'m not. I knew I could do
something so I tried new things.

I know it is supposed to be impossible, but, I did it.
You just have to be brave enough to follow me. Then
we’ll be safe. Then we can help all the others. The ones
brave enough I mean.”

This is the most desperate thing he has ever done.
The most desperate thing he has ever dreamed of doing
and he is out of time. It’s going to be a real test of his
will and courage.

As he enters the kitchen, Jerome conscientiously
takes in the lay of the land. Mom has just left the counter
and sat down on a chair across and to the right of
Oswald. He has his elbows on the table with his hands
clasped just below his chin. His eyes look serious and
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even dangerous with his eyebrows sitting so low over
them. Mom has just put one of her elbows on the table
and the other hanging at her side with her fingers in a
white knuckled fist at her side. She is coldly looking
clean through him and that always gives him the
begeebers.

He even catches himself checking out the doors. His
big surprise is in both hands hidden behind his back. If
he drops it, his whole carefully rehearsed bomb shell will
be explode in his own face instead of theirs. Humiliation
has started taking a larger and larger roll in his life and
he is finding it to be quite a conundrum. He can’t learn
without making mistakes but, the mistakes make him feel
foolish. Humiliated even. Now he has this stupid
‘difference’ thing. It is going to kill them all. There is
no time left for him to be embarrassed.

“Well. If it isn’t himself. In person. You took your
sweet time when I asked you not to, young man.” teases
his mom with a chilling seriousness that can turn in an
instant.

“I see that you have something secreted behind your
back. Are we to be rewarded with a surprise of some
sort? A birthday present, perhaps?” smirks Oswald with
an obvious impatience.

“Are you being smug, grandpa?”

“Of course. Please. Proceed. I shall remain silent
and observant to a fault.” he says in a cold monotone.

“Ya, right.”

“OK. Out with it, Jerome.” demands his mom.

Jerome’s carefully worded and rehearsed speech is
completely and utterly gone. He created a bad
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atmosphere by procrastinating far too long. Now it is
going to be four times as hard to sell his plan. “Stupid!
Stupid, stupid, stupid!” he thinks.

“You told me there is no cure for ‘the difference’,
right.”

“Yeees?” his mom and grandfather intone as one.
They suddenly feel a little more apprehensive as they
lean forward.

“WELL! You were wrong. You’re all wrong.
Everybody is wrong and I’am right! I found it! I was
right and, I, found the CURE!” pronounces Jerome with
all the pomp and circumstance he has rehearsed for the
last two days. At least he kept that much.

“WHAT? What are you blathering about, boy? Out
with it!” demands Oswald with urgency.

“Oh Jerome! What have you been up to?”” gasps his
mother as a cold fear grips her in the stomach.

“I found the cure!”

“IMPOSSIBLE. Jerome there isn’t one. We’ve
told ...” starts his mom.

“You’re wrong and I’'m right! I found it!” puffs out
Jerome with all the flowery confidence he can manage.

“You haven’t taken anything, have you?”

“NO!”

“Very good. At least there is that Marion. Where did
you find this miracle?”” Oswald begins his interrogation
on a cautious note.

“On line!”

“Balderdash! You know it is most foolish to trust
claims on that thing. Rubbish!”

'73
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“You just don’t know the net. I do. You just don’t
trust things you don’t know.”

“Neither should you, boy.”

“I have an open mind.”

“When did that happen?”

“I’ve always had one. You just never see it.”

“WHAT! How ...” retorts Marion.

“There’s new stuff all the time is all I meant.”

“Wise answer boy. Now. New does not mean better.
You know what I am talking about.”

“It doesn’t mean no good either.”

“It also does not mean trust worthy, either.” Marion
interjects.

“Why not?”

“I do not trust things unvetted. It does not matter
whether it 1s in a real book, a comic book, or, on line.”
continues Oswald.

“You’re just superstitious. That’s all.”

“You mean suspicious. And wrong again, young
man. [ trust things that have been around for extended
periods of time. Generations, preferably. I trust proven
track records. I keep an open mind but refuse to be
mindless! Gullible! Gormless. Oh dear. What have you
done you little fool?” growls Oswald.

“You should know Oz is right, Jerome. You have
more than a little of that trait yourself. Mr. Cautious.”

Jerome now knows he has over stepped himself.
He’s made boastful claims. He’s been disrespectful of
those who care most for him, but, he made a solemn
commitment to himself before he came down stairs. He
has lost the initiative but he is determined to see his plan
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through because he knows he is right. It is all up to him
and him alone. For once, he is not going to question
himself into paralysis. Not this time.

“Ok, maybe you’re right grandpa. But I’m just as
right, because, here is the CURE! And I found it!”
beams Jerome as he pulls the package from behind his
back and thrusts it forward in triumph.

“What cure?” growls Oswald.

“THE CURE!”

“There 1s no CURE, Jerome!”

“You’re wrong and I’m right. Here it is.”

“And you just went on line and immediately found
what thousands of others have failed to do?”

“Yep!”

“Are you serious?” challenges his mother.

“Jerome? Where did you get the money for that?”
demands his mom.

“From Aunt Angela and Aunt Biddie.”

“Would that be Angela Honcker?” asks Oswald.

“And Biddie Sniffle?”” adds mom.

“Yes. They said I can do what I want with it.”
justifies Jerome while he asserts his independence.

“Well. I doubt they would approve of this!” declares
Marion. “What is that you’ve got there?”

“It’s my choice.”

“FINE! But what have you got in your hand? And
do not tell it is the cure again. What is it made of?”

“How would I know?”

“What does it look like then?”

“I don’t know. Just powdery, kinda.”

“PowderY?”
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“Ya. It’s mine and I paid for it. It was my choice.”

“Yes, yes you’re right, of course. Just remember this.
Everything we do affects how we are going to be looked
at and treated afterwards. Your choices will reflect on
you, and, affect how you are perceived and trusted from
now on. Now, let me see what you have purchased, lad.
I’m just curious.” suggests Oswald. He first, wants to
remove any possible danger from Jerome and second, see
what he has brought into the house. There is something
not quite right about Jerome and he wants to find out
what that is as well.

“No. It’s mine. I found it. I bought it. It’s mine!”

“Jerome. Enough of this! We’ve been very patient
with your rude behaviour. Up until now. It ends now.
Do you hear me? Now!” demands his mother.

“It’s mine. You just don’t like me being right!”

“Oh give me strength!” mutters Oswald as he tries to
find a way of getting that package away from him.

“Jerome. You have tested my understanding to the
breaking point. Stop being so willful. Stop it this very
instant! Hand it over.” growls his mother.

“We just do not want anything to happen to you,
Jerome. That ... that substance you bought could harm
you. We must determine what it is. If there is any
danger. That is all, [ promise lad.” purrs Oswald as he
positions his feet.

“How would you know? Are you doctors or
something? It’s mine. You can’t take it.”

“Jerome!” gasps his mother.
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“Jerome. If it is harmless, I PROMISE, I will give it
back to you. We just need to know.” Oswald says as
softly as he can as he puts his hand out, slowly.

“See. You don’t know what it is but, I do. It’s
STUFF. Says so right on the label. Cures all.”

“Yes, yes, okay. We just need to determine what kind
of stuff it is. What it is made from.”

“I told you! It’s STUFF! And it cures all.
Guaranteed.”

“Jerome. How can anything cure everything? Use
your head son.”

“This can. It says so. On the front even.”

“Yes, yes, we know. Let me see it for myself,
Jerome. Just to be sure.” Oswald quietly asks.

“It also says ‘Safe for all ages.’, right beside STUFF.
They can’t lie. It’s against the law!”

“It dose not matter what the manufactures claim,
Jerome. They can be willing to say anything and all too
often do! We must see if it has been tested.”

“It has! It says ‘Safe for all ages.” and it couldn’t say
that if it is dangerous.”

“Oh, Jerome. We’ve been over this, over and over
and over. You should never trust the word of strangers.
Especially, if they are trying to sell you something. Do
you know where it was made? Who made it?”

“Jerome. Haven’t they been teaching you in school,
about being cautious? Haven’t [?” quires Oswald.

“I am cautious. I need to be cured. I need it now. So
do you. It says it’s safe. You just don’t want to be cured.
‘The difference’ has you fooled.”
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“What are you thinking, Jerome? You are one of the
most cautious individuals I know. You’re acting
irrationally. Can’t you see that?” pleads his grandfather.

“No, I’'m not, and I’ll prove it!” shouts Jerome as he
reaches into the package and the envelope inside it. He
pinches some of the contents between three fingers and
slowly and carefully withdraws his hand.

Mrs. Sneezlore panics at the sight of what her son is
doing and lunges at Jerome in a last ditch desperation.
She just manages to grab the package from Jerome as he
removes his hand and a large cloud of the powder puffs
up and onto her nice, clean blouse. Without fully
realising his danger, Jerome instinctively lurches back
and narrowly misses the mysterious cloud and his
mother’s grasp. He manages to keep hold of the powder
though.

“Jerome. Just let me see what this is. Don’t do
anything with what’s in you hand. Just stay still and give
me a chance.” breathes Mrs. Sneezlore. Her hands
tremble as she fumbles with the package while she tries
to find the label. Oswald has frozen himself in place.
There is far too much in play for him to chance moving.
He’ll just wait his chance.

Jerome doesn’t know what he wants to do. He
freezes for a few moments while he makes up his mind.
He knows he is acting recklessly. He knows he is in an
irrational panic, but, he is so very desperate. He is lost in
himself.

“OH NO! You little idiot. That word is not STUFF.
It’s smudged. Let me see.” mumbles Marion as she
twists the package in the light. “It says, ... SNUFF!”
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“Oh lord, no. Do not move boy. Marion! Let me see
what kind it 1s. Quickly Stay absolutely still Jerome.
Do not move a muscle. Not even one.”

“Isn’t selling that poison over the internet illegal, Oz?
It’s tobacco. The stupidest kind! Oh Jerome.”

“That doesn’t look like snuff to me. Nothing like any
I’ve seen, at least. Let me see. OH! The beggars!
Marion, this is not snuff. It’s PEPPER!”

“Jerome. Drop that on the floor! You’ve been
conned.” orders mom as she spins towards him, but she’s
too late. She and Oswald look up just as Jerome sniffs it
up his nose. He hasn’t heard a word they’ve been saying.

“Boy! You are an idiot!” shouts his grandfather as
his eyes begin to tear up. He tells himself it is the pepper
all over the kitchen but, it’s not. It is far, far worse.

“Grandpa. It’ll cure me. I needit. I need it.” groans
Jerome as his eyes too, begin to water. “This STUFF is a
lot like pepper. Grandpa?”

“Jerome, listen carefully. We don’t have much time.
[ won’t be able to follow you. It’s going to be bad. Very
bad. Just relax and ride it out. Trust the ‘bubble’. Don’t
... stammers Oswald as fast as he can.

Jerome is staring at him with the dumb realisation of
the condemned. “Grandpa? Mom?” he croaks as his
nose starts to wrinkle and flare out. Immensely. His
upper lip follows his nostrils and bares all his upper front
teeth. His lower lip starts to curl up and out. It has

reached out as far as the tip of his nose as he stammers
“MOM? GGGGGRANDPA?”
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Oswald Sneezlore reaches for Marion without even
thinking. Marion Sneezlore collapses into his arms as
Jerome continues his long wind up.

“MOM?” gasps Jerome as his shoulders start to
follow his nose. They curl up and in as his head and
neck seem to recede deeper and deeper into them. His
arms fold along with his wrists and hands into a praying
mantis position across his chest. When those shoulders
virtually touch his ears, his mouth starts to slowly open
and his eyes cross behind a veil of tears.

Marion is watching the distortion of her son in slow
motion and can do nothing about what is about to take
place. He is morphing right in front of her and she is
helpless to stop it.

“0OZ! Help him! OZ! Do something! Please! He’s
my son! Ohno! NO! NO!” she moans as her body
looses control.

“Mom?” sniffs Jerome as his back starts it’s curl and
his right leg starts to lift and swing round in front of him.
His left leg begins to slowly buckle under him.

“Jerome. Don’t do anything hasty. See where you
are first. Trust the ...”

n

“... ‘bubble’.”

Marion collapses to the floor. “JEROME! My boy!
MY boy. Ican’t. Not him too.”

“Easy Marion. He’s on his own now. We must wait.
Trust the ‘bubble’. Trust he’ll regain his senses.”
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“OZ. DO SOMETHING! ANYTHING! OZZIE!
GO AFTER HIM! NOW!” she pleads through tears and
desperation as she claws at him in her disconsolateness.

“Marion. There is nothing anyone can do now. He’s
on his own. IfI could, I would. Anything. Anything
what so ever.”

“You MUST go after him!”

“That would, in all probability, kill us both.”

“0zZ?”

“Marion. Think of the power he is just now
unleashing. If I were to unbalance it, in the smallest way,
the result could be catastrophic. If I’d only had a second
more. [ could have told him to ‘desire’ safety.” Oz
whispers as he holds Marion closer and firmer. Trying to
quell the immense power her emotions are now building
up. He, on the other hand, is drained, cold and empty.

“Oh Oz. He’s my son.” sobs Marion “My poor, poor
son. All alone. Terrified. OH, Oz!”

“And my grandson as well Marion. We loose too
many in this family, Marion.” murmurs Oswald as he
takes on a blank stare. “It must stop. It must stop, now.”

They lay together, on the kitchen floor, for most of
the night. Not noticing the coming dark. Never noticing
that the lights are not on. The house is dark. All they are
aware of, for the longest time, is that the house is loosing
all it’s heat. It’s life. As this happens, the walls move
closer and grow darker still. The house is empty and
dark and bleak. Not even the noise from the street can
get in. They are isolated, alone and terrible.
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Later that night Marion rouses herself enough to ask
Oswald “Are you sure there is nothing you can do for
Jerome? Please think again!”

“There is one thing but as I told you, it would likely
have catastrophic consequences.”

“We can’t do nothing. Is there anything you could do
to make it safer?”

“You did not hear this. I am going to try an ‘m-
bubble’. I will make it very weak so it should not have
much effect but that will also lessen the chance of
success. Hopefully, it won’t even enter his bubble.”
Oswald says as he gets up and detours to flip on the
lights.

“We have to try.”

“I just had a thought. I wonder if I could make it
bounce back if it can not deliver it’s self?”

“Would that tell us much?”

“Just that it found him.”

“That’s enough for me, for now.”

“Very well. It is dangerous but I will try. I need
some paper and a pen. I will have to keep it very simple
and clear. I am afraid that our lad may be very powerful
and I know he is completely out of control. There, that
should do it as safely as possible.” says Oswald as he
shows it to Marion.

“If you think so.”

“Very well then.”

“og?

“Now, we wait.”

Time passes slowly for Oswald and Marion as it
would for any parent. They decide to sit on the kitchen
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chairs and wait for a while when Marion glances a
familiar piece of paper on the floor.

“Oz. Isn’t this your note? I thought you sent it. I'm
sure I saw you.”

“I did and yes, this is my note.”

“What happened?”

“It came back.”

“So it found Jerome? Is that all we know from this?”

“Probably. Yes. And that it is possible to do what I
hypothesized. That is something. Possibly something
big and, it may help us at some point. Let us be positive,
shall we?”
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Chapter Nine

Consequences

There is no cold nor dark for Jerome. He’s in a
‘bubble’. A clear one. A different one. As he slowly
regains awareness after his eruption has somewhat
subsided, he notices that he is moving so fast that the
sides of the ‘bubble’ are glowing and quivering. He is
unnerved at first because this is another new piled on all
the other new’s he has had to take in so quickly. His first
instinct is to go with his emotions but then he remembers
that panic, makes you quicker at making things worse so
he forces his emotions down and goes for observation
mode.

This ‘bubble’ has a shimmering wave of warm and
sparkling, streaking light. It travels from what appears to
be the front to the rear of the ‘bubble’. It is also all
around the entire ‘bubble’. He remembers his
grandfather’s joke. ‘A virtual aurora bubblealis one
might say.” He notices something else. The walls of this
‘bubble’ are substantially thicker, and softer yet they
seem many times stronger and safer. He decides that this
is a good thing and relaxes as much as he can.

“You were right.” he whispers. “It is beautiful and
really strong. I think. I hope, or it could be that the last
thing I see is pretty. Maybe it’ll be quick. STOP IT!
Stop being so negative. No reason, yet.”

He can see through the shimmering lights, which is
cool and what he sees is just as beautiful. It’s a full
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moon out the front of the ‘bubble’. Bigger than he’s ever
seen before. As he watches, he suddenly realises that it’s
getting bigger and bigger. And fast!

“Oh my god!” he shouts. “I’m going to crash. I’'m
going to ‘bubble’ the moon! Turn! Turn! Turn, you
stupid empty headed piece of crap! Oh great. Look what
I’m calling empty headed. The biggest, emptiest headed
thing in the universe calls the one thing that is keeping
him alive, names. Sorry. All this sorry-ing is really
getting old. Shape up man.

I gotta stop. I keep making things worse. Panic,
makes you quicker at making things worse. If I get out
of this, I’ll never behave like that again. I can’t believe I
was so stupid! Idiot! Panic freak! Grandma always said
‘Deduction keeps the speed down and quality up.” And
what [ said about her.

Grandpa said to trust the ‘bubble’. I think. Don’t do
something. I think I know what I should do. Think first,
act last. After thinking three more times for me. I’ll do
nothing. I’ll wait and see first.”

The ‘bubble’ veers slightly and it now looks like it
might graze the moon until it changes course again to
head straight in. Much to his own surprise, Jerome
quietly braces for death as he watches the moon come
straight at him. He is shocked by how he is staying so
calm. He should be in full freak mode by now but isn’t.

His mind recalls the pictures from the first moon
landing. This is going to be a whole lot clearer and a
whole lot faster. He can’t watch and so, he closes his
eyes at the last minute as he turns around into a
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protective crouch. Not that will do any good at all but he
can not help himself.

Jerome doesn’t hear a thing but he feels something.
Not death. No. A very slight settling under him and
decides to open his eyes. One at a time. It’s dust. Dust
everywhere! It’s like pepper. That’s what he was
thinking about! Pepper dust? Can’t be! He wasn’t
desiring it. He was trying to get away from it. What’s
with that? Too flukey. Too weird. On one had he is
faced with the fact that the ‘bubble’ saved him from a
crash and yet on the other hand, it seems to have taken
him some place that is, nothing but dust. This is just too
hinky.

“I don’t know what happened or if I did it but, like
grandpa says, ‘Don’t look a gift horse in the mouth.” So,
I won’t.

What do I do now? I have to be very careful. Very,
very, very careful. If I make this ‘bubble’ go, so do 1.
Not in a good way either. Think you block-head.

I can sit here for a long, long time. Think first, act
last. Ok. Thinking. Nothing. Think some more. Nope.
Keep thinking.”

The ‘bubble’ shimmers and sluffs the dust off like a
dog shaking it’s self. Why does this ‘bubble’ seem to
have a mind of it’s own. Is it supposed to? He looks
around.

What he sees is pretty stark, but, eerily beautiful.
The horizon looks odd though, till he gets it that this is
the same view as that famous picture of earth, way off
out there. He’s just getting to the point of enjoying it
when his lip starts to curl again.
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“NO! NO! NO! NO! Breath in. Through my nose.
Harder! Harder! Now out, fast. Back in. Harder!
Nooooo ...”

The flight is over so fast that by the time he has
cleared his eyes from the sneeze, he’s standing in tall, tall
grass under a bright, clear sky. His thinking has
produced one thought. He starts talking to himself as a
way of focusing his mind. He knows this will help him
clearly vet his own thoughts and deductions without the
aid of another person to listen and critic his thoughts.
With focus he can control panic.

“Where? What? Hey! No ‘bubble’? What’s this?”
Jerome looks around saying “Trust the ‘bubble’? What
‘bubble’? Wait. It must be safe here. What now?” as he
notices some scrub and some odd looking trees. Kind of
like the ones you see in geographic magazines. The sky
is the right colour. A few clouds in the sky and dust
clouds blowing over the hill.

“Sky’s good. Air’s good. Plants look ok. I guess.
Bet this is home. Earth, I mean. I hope so. It’d be easier
for them to find me. Wouldn’t it? Got to!

Just stay put. Don’t go off half-cocked. And do not
sneeze! That could get me anywhere. That would be my
fault. ‘The difference’ is just doing what I sneeze it to
do. I gotta start believing that. I really screwed up this
time. Do not let panic replace deduction. That’s what I
did. That’s why I’m standing here looking stupid.
Because I'm stupid. Really, really stupid. 1 wouldn’t
listen when they tried to talk to me. Well, now I really
look stupid talking to myself. Better a blush than a
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bruise. If it stops me from panicking, good. Panic,
makes you quicker at making things worse. I know
things can be worse so, stay up. Half full. Huh. This
ground feels funny?”

This is when he slowly but increasingly becomes
aware of a soft vibration coming from the ground. Not
much of anything yet but, growing and it feels kind of
good on his feet. Like a kinda massage. 00oo. They are
nice.

“Oh no. Another stupid thing. I don’t even have any
shoes on! Stupid, stupid, stupid! How didn’t see that
before? Stupid, that’s why.”

There is a very soft rumble wafting around on the air
now. He continues his observations. Everything looks
ok, so far.

“What’s that? A SNAKE! NO SHOES! Calm
down. Stay still. Check things out. It’s heading that
way. Good. Keep going. That’s right. Bye, bye.”

Jerome looks around again. He’s trying to get some
kind of bearings when he notices a dust cloud over his
shoulder. That dust cloud is getting closer. Slowly, but it
is. Just over the other side of this hill as a matter of fact.

“I’ve had enough of clouds for now. Any clouds.
That one’s getting wider. Higher too. Pretty dirty
looking. Oh no! Just what [ need. A storm. A big dirty
dust storm. And no shoes. Great! Think I better think
about some new clothes. Grandpa’s coat doesn’t look so
silly now. Thing one. Spare shoes, and socks. I should
be able to find some to go in pockets. Maybe I’ll wear
shoes to bed too. This is nuts.”
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The rumbling and vibration slowly start to build
under his stocking feet.

“Boy. I can really feel it with no shoes on. Maybe
olden day trackers used their feet. Probably. They’d use
anything. Had to. No grocery stores back then. Not
much of anything I bet.

Wow. I can really feel it a lot more now. Oh no.
Earthquake! Just my luck! Maybe I should lay down.
Can’t fall that way. It’s getting stronger even.”

The ground does start to shake much, much harder.
As a matter of fact, it explodes under him as a massive,
wide, dark shape crests the hill and heads straight at him!

“It’s no earthquake! Avalanche? No. It’s a
stampede! What of? Of gnus! And they don’t look so
funny in real life! Not when they are coming straight at
you. Thousands and thousands of them with hooves and
horns! GEEZ! No shoes! Stupid, stupid, stupid.
Damn!”

Jerome starts running, but soon realises it’s hopeless.
They’ll be on top of him in moments. Pepper! He needs
pepper, and now! He doesn’t have any.

“That’s not fair! Not FAIR! How come the shit’s all
over the place when it shouldn’t be. Now? NOTHING!”
The thought seems to have triggered something in

him as his lip starts another curl. The stampede is
closing in on him far too fast for him to escape this time.
He can almost feel their breath almost as soon as he
starts to smell them. They are getting closer and closer
and closer and a way too fast. Whoo! They really stink
when they are up this close. They’re on top of him!

“THEY’RE TOUCHING ME!”
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“ATCHEEEOOOOOQOoo00!!!!”

This time it 1s an instant flight. To where? Right into
the worst thing yet. A classroom! A math class! In sock
feet and with older girls everywhere! Why are there girls
anyway observes Jerome? Other than that. They make
things so, girly. And they make fun of guys like him
worse than knuckle dragging boys.

“They’ll find out who I am. My life will be awful!
Where’s a SNEEZE?” murmurs Jerome. All Jerome’s
observations, thoughts and murmurings come and go in
less than a flash. He doesn’t even realise he is still in his
‘bubble’ and apparently on auto pilot.

The teacher is leaning back on her desk and looking
at the ceiling. She’s reciting some boring explanation of
an even more boring formula. The students all have their
heads down and their pencils going as fast as they can
make them move. Some of them are even snapping the
leads. Jerome is so hyped up that he manages to take it
all in almost instantly.

“Probably an exam coming.”

Thank goodness he appeared at the back of the class
when he came through a window. It’s also not so much
an entrance he is doing as a passing through. He’s in and
across and out the door before anyone looks up.

When they do look up, they get a very rare sight
indeed. Where the teacher was just a moment ago, there
are now heels attached to legs. A pair of them sticking
straight up from behind the desk with papers wafting
around them in a picturesque sort of dance. Her chair is
spinning across the floor and some papers are fluttering
on the peg board off to the right. Some of the students
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jump and others spin out of their desks while diving
towards the floor. To them, Jerome was nothing more
than a strange wind that manages to cause havoc.

Once he 1s threw the door, the ‘bubble’ makes a
severe left turn which pastes him to the ‘bubble’s’ wall.

“This is getting to be too much.” he whispers to
himself as he realises he is still in his ‘bubble’ as it starts
to rocket down the hall.

“Please nobody be in the hall. I’1l flatten them!”

Those halls seem so wide when you are at school.
Not so much when you are flying down them in a
‘bubble’. The ‘bubble’ does another violent turn, to the
right, and Jerome sees what he never wanted to see just
now.

“Arailing! A foyer! A two story foyer. People!” he
gasps as the ‘bubble’ goes vertical and out through the
sky lights.

“ATCHEEEOOOQOo000!!!!”

“Wonder why the ‘bubble’ stayed around? Going too
fast probably. Gotta be.” says as he speeds towards his
next destination. “It’s gotta be better than that.”

The first thing Jerome is aware of is a smell. A
strong bad breath smell. A morning breath type of smell.

“God this stinks!”

He seems to be sitting on something soft and plush
and, damp? No. Wet. When he reaches down, it feels
kind of knobby. Slimy?

“Geez!” breathes Jerome, “That’s gross. And sticky!
Where’s the ‘bubble’? This doesn’t seem like a place to
be without your ‘bubble’. What’s that goop dripping
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down the walls? Geez. The stink. That’s so rude! Let’s
get out’a here.”

The walls start to slowly move slightly more apart.
Slowly cracking open across the horizontal plane and
allowing in more light and a sickening view of some sort
of goo oozing and dripping down from above. It’s a very
jagged horizontal opening. With great, white pointed
edges.

“It must be some kind of weird window and blind set
up. Maybe it’s a cave! A stinking cave. What’s that
deep rumble? Oh, that was just plain awful! OMG!
That stinks even worse! That was like a really bad burp.
Where is this place? Where’s my ‘bubble’!”

The room starts to turn. Slowly at first but, gaining
speed and tipping down in a gentle swoop. It’s like
watching a view fly past a narrow window and between
those weird blinds.

“That smell is going to kill me. What is that? I’'m
going to puke! I know it. It smells like puke too.” says
Jerome as he starts to feel dizzy. “It’s so bad, I bet |
can’t even sneeze. The floor of this place is like a giant
tongue.” As he’s furiously talking to himself, he gets a
glimpse of huge ferns and he realises what the white
blinds are.

“Those white things are teeth!” he screams as the
tongue throws him backwards and away from those
teeth. Down he goes. It’s all taken just seconds.

“ATCHEEEOOOQOQOo00!”

“Again with the no ‘bubble’!” Jerome is starting to
get very attached to his ‘bubble’.
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“I’d like you it to stay around. Actually, I’d love you
to stay around! I wouldn’t stink so bad. We should be
friends. Really!”

There is a certain security in it being all around him.
Like a blanket. A temperamental blanket but, his
blanket.

He stays low because there’s no real grass. Just big
house plants without the pots. The ones with big, wide,
green leaves and they flower once in a mom’s life time.
It’s supposed to be a really big deal. Except, they don’t
have the buzzing that these plants have.

“Mom’d love this place. It’d be plant heaven to her.
She’d need a transport truck to get all her stuff home.
Whoa! Not that. That spider is huge! She’d freak.
FREAK! Geez. Look at all the bugs. Some are really
cool. Lots’o colours. Big! The kind girls really like.
Ha.

Lots’o trees too. Lots of really big trees and vines.
Big flowers too. Holy crap! Look how big that fern is.
And that thing. That’s a cockroach? Ginormous! Put
that in somebody’s desk. Ha. That’d be cool. Big
Vern’s to start. See how brave he is then? He’d have to
go home and change. Twice!

I think this is a path. UH? Huts? Pretty big huts.
Big, heavy looking beams. And, the floors are raised.
Way up off the ground. Like the houses are lifting their
skirts up off the ground for some reason. This place
must flood. A lot. Maybe snakes. Geez. No shoes!
Geez! I’d need boots. Up to my butt!” he says as he
quickly looks around. Then back at the huts.

229



“I see feathers. Lots and lots and lots of feathers.
Weird feathers. Short. Long. Really long. Really,
really, really long. Look at the curls. Some are really
curly! Round and around. Long skinny ones. Some got
round puffy things on the ends. How’d they stay
straight? Some’o them look like head dresses. Really,
really fancy head dresses. Full of colours. Some’o the
colours change. Hey. They flash.”

There are animal hides stretched out helter-skelter all
around and in between the huts. A really big fire pit in
the middle of every thing with smoke whisping up from
it. The smoke kind of drifts this way and that but never
gets very far off the ground. Every where it wanders, the
bugs scoot off in various directions.

“People at home have smoke makers around their
back yards that do the same thing.”

That’s kind of comforting to Jerome. We’re not so
different after all.

“Maybe they’d help me? Can ask. Couldn’t hurt.”

While Jerome is making up his mind about asking for
help and looking for the path that leads to the huts, he
keeps checking them out at the same time. He is not sure
what he is looking for, just something else. There is
something in the back of his mind that he can’t quite
reach. Then. He sees more.

“Weapons and food hanging in and all over the huts.
Weapons aren’t strange. This is the bush. They’re
hunters. Da. Decorated shields every where too. Da
again. Feathers on spears. Feathers on their own.
Feathers here, there and more feathers everywhere. It’s
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cool. What do you expect? Disco? Yuk! Nothing
weird. It’s all good.”

Jerome looks back at the huts and scans for more
detail.

“This place feels like earth. The roofs are thatched.
Goes with the thatched walls. Big pieces of wall being
held open with sticks. For air. Ventilation. Small dangly
things here and there. Hanging from different beams and
stuff. Small, dark, roundish things with black stringy
stuff on top. They look like they’ve been carved. Into
shapes with a lots’o small detail. They look like
something. Sort of. Can’t say. This is too far away.

HEADS? Shrunken heads? SHRUNKEN HUMAN
HEADS! Oooh OH! NOT GOOD!”

This is probably earth but, not any place on earth that
Jerome wants to be. He ducks down and forces his panic
to do the same.

“Where is this? When is this?” he blurts out.

Jerome hears loud and angry shouting. It seems to be
directly behind him. He spins around and looks, and sees
that there are a bunch of scared and agitated people
shouting at HIM!

“Maybe not so scared!”

They are very angry and the men are shaking their
weapons as they shout to each other and point at him.
Some of them have head dresses on. That just makes
them look even scarier. A lot scarier! Even without
clothes! The women are starting to throw things at him.
It is definitely the time to get out of here!

“I’m carrying pepper with me from now on!” Jerome
yelps to himself as he starts to run. A stone just clips his
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ear and another gets a piece of his shoulder as he keeps
going. Faster and faster.

“I’ve gotta get the hang of this thing. And I’ve gotta
get it now!” he yells out loud as he hears something
sharp whiz close past his other ear.

“ATCHEEEOOOOo0!”

“Black again. Not exactly. There’s the earth over
there. The earth? EARTH! What the ... ? This isn’t the
moon.

Oh great. In space again. Way in space. At least |
still have the ‘bubble’. Earth’s so small. I’ll never get
home at this rate. I’ll probably smack right into dad.
Probably run him over. Smooshed dad. Sorry dad.
Actually, I’d love to find him. At least I got my ‘bubble’
back. This can’t go on. It’s got to stop. I want’o go
home. Please Buddy.”

The ‘bubble’ isn’t moving very fast. Jerome turns aft
and sees a massive cloud of sparkly stuft spreading out
as far as he can see.

“I’ve never seen this much sparkle before! Not in my
whole life. It’s really cool. It’s wild! Ya but, what is it?”
he mumbles as he tries to take it all in.

He looks down. What! The ‘bubble’s’ landed on
something. Something dirty. Really dirty! Filthy.
Under the dirt, there’s some kinda whitish stuff.

“Is that? Ice? Where have you put me this time,
Buddy? A comet? Ya! A COMET! I'm doing a Haley!

How COOL is that! Hey everybody! Look at me.
I’m surfing a comet! Hangin’ ten on Haley! Okay. So |
can’t hang ten in a ‘bubble’. What can [ do? Wait.
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Nobody can see me. Bet I’'m not even as big as one of
those sparkles.

Who cares! I’m one with the universe. A cosmic
wonder. On top of the world! Better even! Maybe a
trick. What?

Ah com’on. Not yet! I finally get to have some fun
and now another sneeze. A sneeze now? Get real! Get
lost! No!”

Jerome resists sneezing as hard as he can. For as
long as he can. This is just too much fun. It has even
buried his fear and loathing of ‘the difference’ for now
and he is seeing other, more interesting aspects of it. He
feels he 1s more willing to listen to the other side. A
little. Maybe it’s not all bad after all.

“Just a little bit more. 1. I can’t hold it back Buddy.”

“ATCHEEEOOOOQo!”

“Another jungle? Weird night. Not even stars. The
plants are blue? Even the trees. If that’s what they are.
That’s a sun, I guess? Buddies gone but, this is not earth.
It’s got air though. At least. Not any freakin’ near to
anywhere on my earth though. Freakin’ dark too. Can’t
see hardly anything.”

Jerome starts to slowly and carefully walk around to
take as much in as he can. Everything is weird about this
place. Even the dirt. It’s kinda like a fine sand mixed
with rocks.

“Never get these socks clean. Not ever. Stuff flies
all over the place. Oh no. Mouth breathe! Can’t hold
my nose. Can’t see right if [ do. Gotta be on my toes
here. This is one strange place. Ya. Like I haven’t been
to some already!”
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He feels somewhat safe because his ‘bubble’
dissipated but, that’s supposed to mean you have to keep
your eyes wide open and don’t fall into something.
‘Bubbles’ have a weird sense of humour.

“There’s probably a lot to fall into here. Scientists
would go ape in a place like this. A big play pen to them.
Lots to poke and pry and sniff here. Just better if you’re
not alone. Like me. And have shoes!

I’m on a hill. Ithink. There’s another one way over
there. What else? The horizon looks a bit small. Not as
long. More curvy. I think. Probably a small planet or a
moon of some kind. Hang on. That’s the biggest bloody
planet I’ve ever seen. Fast too. Just popped up. Bang,
it’s there. I think I can actually feel it. Na. No, ya.
Weird.

Oh right. Greeeat! Goop! And still with the no
shoes. If there’s anything anywhere even a little close,
I’ll step in it. It’s all oozy. Ah come on. It’s soaking in.
Between the toes! Are you serious?” he says as he stops
for a minute.

“Wonder if I can wring some o’ that crap out?” he
mutters as he starts to bend over.

“STOP! Dumby! Think first, act last. Maybe not
such a good idea to get that stuff all over your hands, eh?
I gotta get it together. If I don’t, I won’t get home. Not
even any farther than right here.”

His next thought is to get his bearings and decides it
really isn’t necessary. Buddy’s always with him after all.
Some where. As he takes his next step, he finds himself
falling flat on his face before he knows what to think!
One minute upright and the next, not.
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“Damn! What the ...? ’ve caught my foot on
something. Obviously fool. What the .... A root’s
wrapped it’s self around my ankle. At least this crap
doesn’t make me sneeze. Not yet.

OMG! It moved. It moved again. It’s still moving.
It’s ALIVE! Holy crap. Buddy! Get me out-a here!
NOW!”

Nothing happens. No Buddy. No help. Just this all
consuming blue darkness and whatever these plants are.
The plant has begun speeding up it’s climb along
Jerome’s leg towards his groin. He grits his teeth as he
pulls and punches and gets one of his fingers caught too.
Jerome feels himself vacillating in his attitude towards
‘the difference’ once again. No. That is back to bad
news again.

A separate shoot starts up his arm and another up the
back of his shirt and Jerome’s now about to loose all his
begeebers all over again! There is something decidedly
creepy about this vegetation. It’s warm. Warmer than
the air. That is just not right.

“Can you hear me plant? Hey! Talking to you!
Knock it off! Now! You dumb? I’'m not dirt!”

The plant has slowed it’s progress but only just.

“That’s better. Stop would be a bunch better.”

The plant stops proceeding any further. However, it
is getting a better and tighter hold on him though.

“Ok. Getting some where. Hope. How about not
thinking of me as lunch? Been that already. A bunch o’
times. I’m skinny and tough. Smelly too!”
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Jerome is aware of some sort of movement from
behind him. It seems to have something to do with the
plant holding him.

“Is that you? Can you talk? Anything? Besides eat.”

The plant continues whatever it is doing. Only
tighter.

“You know. I’'m getting the idea that you are up to
something. You wouldn’t be. Would you?”

The plant is slowly starting to move up him again.
The warmth of it is unnerving. If it is not a plant, then it
is the strangest animal he has ever heard of.

“Hey. That feels real creepy when you do that on my
back. You are starting to make me think you are a bad
plant. Are you some kind of plantenstein?”

The plant is now squeezing his leg and finger to the
point that it hurts. Really hurts. Like it is digging in.

“Ok. No more mister nice guy. GET OFF ME!”

The plant lets go as Jerome senses it rearing up
behind him!

“Buddy!”

“ATCHEEEOOOO!!!”

The moment Jerome is aware of where he is, he
quickly turns around and grabs the nearest thing at hand.
His eyes tightly shut.

“Buddy. What is up with you? I know I wanted to
keep from getting killed by that plant, but, this is even
worse! [ am on the top of some building. Some bloody
awful high building.”

Jerome glances over his shoulder and sneaks a quick
look. All he can see is sky. Miles of it in every
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direction. Even through this antenna. The one that is
keeping him where he is.

“I am on the very top. With my luck, I bet there isn’t
even a door! Even if there is, how can I find it? I can’t
move. Ok, ok. Calm down. Breathe. Fear makes stupid
faster. I’ve gotta open my eyes again and keep them
open. One, two, three. Nope. Ok, again. Ok. So far, so
good. Now for the other eye.

Let’s see. Not one building as high as this one. Big
lake. Maybe not. Can’t see the other side. Harbour.
Big. Those are big ships. Some are cruise ships. Ocean.
Again with an ocean.”

He closes his eyes for a minute.

“Eye closing helps. Not too much at once. Too
much, too soon. Works here.”

He opens his eyes again.

“Ok. Other way. Nothing but city. Everywhere.
Look down. NO! NOT DOWN! No down.”

His eyes had clamped shut instantly.

“Look at the roof I’'m standing on. Not any further.
Keep it close. Slowly. There’s a ladder on the roof!
Other side of this antenna. No problem. I’ve survived
worse. Around I go. Oh geeezzz. Socks are slippery.
Now I know about internals. Rest.”

Once around, he closes his eyes and rests again. He
has been though so much today, he has to start
conserving his strength because he has no idea how long
this could go on. His churning stomach has reminded
him that he not only left without shoes but also without
food. Without his grandfather to help, getting home is
still optional.
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“Ok. The ladder goes over to the edge. Maybe
there’s a door just down there. Gotta be. Rest time! No
looking down. Eyes on the prize. Focus.”

Jerome rests and calms himself down. He must build
up to what he’s going to have to do. A lot. Bend down
and let go of the antenna. Grab hold of the ladder and
use it to climb down across the roof.

“Find another ladder. Better be one. No down
looking.”

He decides more rest and eye closing would be a
good thing just now. He can not allow his head to start
spinning.

“I make it sound so easy. Guess I’'m a liar.”

He breathes again. Deeply. He closes his eyes again
and takes his time relaxing.

“At least there’s no wind. Can’t believe that. No
wind? Up here? Bet I'm higher than the clouds. Don’t
look at the gift horse. Stay cool.”

He rests a little longer.

“Getting time to go. One hand then the other hand
and then the other. Slowly, slowly.”

Jerome bends his way down the antenna. Bit by bit,
his hands gets closer to the ladder on the roof.

“Here I go. Slow, slow. Ok. Do not let go of the
antenna. Reach for the ladder. Gotcha. Other hand.
Good. Doing good. Just don’t get cocky. Nice and slow
we go.

Rung by rung. Ok. Bit by bit. Ok. I’m there. The
edge. Can’t see anything. Do not look down. Have to
feel over the edge. Get closer. Rung by rung. Slowly
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put one leg out. OK. Bit farther. Good. Bend leg down.
Good. Rest.

Swing leg one. Find the ladder that IS there. Good.
Make sure. Solid. Yep. Check again. Good. Leg two.
Good. Rest. Rest best. Whoo. More rest. Here’s me.
Butt to the wind and hangin’ on like heck. Rest more.
Focus. No shoes.”

That is as far as he gets. A sudden and severe blast of
wind picks him up bodily and hurtles him off the edge
and out into space and he is gone.

“BUDDYYY Yyyyyyy!”

“ATCHEEEOOOOO00000000000!!!!”

“OO0O0F!!” sputters Jerome as he goes face first into
the ground.

“STEWY! UuuK! STEW! STEW! BUDDY! Not
a nice landing, Buddy! Watch it. I break, you know!
STEWY! What’s that? Oh no! Hey! Buddy! You
almost put my face into that! That’s pooh. I’m sure of it.
Even if it is round. Some of it anyway.” shouts out
Jerome as he takes a little sniff and crinkles up his nose.
That’s when something else comes into view.

“At least it’s ground here. Hey! Those are sheep!’
blurts out Jerome as he hauls himself up. He quickly
spins around and takes everything in.

“There’s ocean everywhere. Mountains too. Brown
on one side and green as heck on the other. I can’t see
any people. Think. Think. Lots’o sheep, mountains and
no people. And ocean. I think this is New Zealand!
Really. Still home. Home! Earth, I mean. No
cannibals! No gnus! No math class. Alright! Things
are looking up here. Ok Buddy. You’re forgiven.
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Home. Almost. Again. And sheep everywhere. Lots’o
friendly, safe sheep.”

As Jerome is praising his luck, the extended flock
starts moving in on him. He doesn’t think twice about
this. Sheep are harmless. Nice even. Friendly.

“Hi there.”

The flock starts bleating.

“Watch’a doing?”

The flock is still bleating and still coming.

“Boy. Alot’oya.”

The outside of the flock starts rotating around Jerome
in a counter clockwise motion.

“More and more. How many are you?”

The sheep next to him are getting closer and closer.

“Wow. You guys are really friendly.”

The closest sheep are now almost touching him.

“Wow. Really, really friendly. But your breath?
Man! Phew! Double phew.”

Some of the closest sheep start rubbing up against his
legs with their heads.

“A bit close, guys.”

The rubbing gets a little harder.

“Ok. Girls. Forgot you’re girls.”

Jerome gets a little nudge on his left cheek.

“That’s, a bit too friendly.”

Another nudge. A little stronger this time.

“Hey. I said not so much.” states Jerome as he turns
to see the offender.

“Oh. Aboy. Sorry. Ram.”

At which point, he gets another goose from behind.
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“Okay. It’s been fun but, time to stop. I’ll just go
this way.”

The flock suddenly turns to match his course.

“This 1s not what I thought you guys were like.
What’s up? Not much company?”

Suddenly his pants decide to go sideways! The tug is
nearly strong enough to yank him off his feet. This
bothers him because even though he is home, on earth,
he has also had his fill of landing flat on the ground. And
manure.

“Uh? Hey! No teeth.”

Another sudden jerk. From behind.

“Hey! Ouch! That was more than pants. What’s
with you guys? Sheep don’t eat meat. Specially live
meat. Specially me!”

More pulling.

“Stop that. Hey! Enough!”

The sheep finally stop pulling and Jerome is
flummoxed by what just happened. He is sure he is on
earth but what’s up with the sheep? He is no farmer but
he is sure this is not how sheep behave. Not on earth,
anyway. That’s when the thought comes to him like a
flash.

“Oh. Ithink I getit. You think I’ve got salt? No
luck Chuck. See? No salt.” he says as he extends his
right hand. At which point he gets his hand solidly
licked.

“Ok. Some sweat but that’s all your goin’ to get.
Sorry. Mean it. 1 don’t even know how you can smell it.
Not with what’s all over me.”
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This is when he sees something different out past the
flock. It’s moving fast. Like lightening flowing over the
ground. It’s a kind of physical poetry moving
effortlessly over nature. The flock spins to face the
threat and that accidentally sends Jerome sprawling for
the umpteenth time today.

“HEY! Not nice! Get away. Give me some room
here.” growls Jerome as he hoists his backside up and
starts to stand up straight.

“OOO0FF!!!” he blows out as his stomach contacts a
small rock after something else contacts his backside.
He’s just glad that he broke the fall with his hands
instead of his face.

“THAT is IT! Who’s the smart ass? Ouch. You
could’a broke my wrist or something.”

Standing before him, now, is a very large ram. He
even looks like he is smiling! At him! It’s now that he
remembers that sheep, rams in particular like butting
things, including people, as their version of a game.

“You! You think you’re smart? I’ll show you!”
growls Jerome as he punches the ram on the forehead.

“OUCH! That’s hard!” he shouts as he gets another
shove from the ram.

“Push off!” growls Jerome as he shoves the ram on
the forehead. Nothing. It’s Jerome who moves
backward.

“I’1l show you who’s strong!” he shouts as he shoves
as hard as he can with both hands. Nothing. Not a hair’s
width. Just a bleating laugh and another smile.
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“Ok? You’re strong. Really strong. Tell you what. 1
won’t beat you up if you don’t back pick anymore.
Deal?”

“Bleat.”

“Look. I’'m offering you a way out of this.”

“Bleat.”

“Ok. Deal?”

That’s about as far as the negotiations get. The
outside threat is now too close and all attention turns to
it. It’s one of the best things Jerome has seen all day.

“It’s a bleeding dog, fools! Your dog!”

The flock ignores him and readies it’s self.

“You know what’s up. Come on. It’s hardly a wolf.
It can get me home. Give me a break.”

The flock suddenly spins and moves as one. A flock
that now includes Jerome. In sock feet. Resistance is
futile as they carry him along at greater and greater
speeds.

“Hey! I’ve sock feet. Hey! Stop!”

The flock continues to ignore him as he is very nearly
swept off his very sore feet over and over again in the
head long dash.

“Oh crap! You think this is fun! Don’t you. It’s a
game. Try it in no shoes! Not fun!”

Jerome has no choice. The flock is pressed in around
him so tight he has to go with the flow. That’s what it
looks like. From a distance. All the animals flow over
the terrain like liquid mercury. Except one tall red and
blue sheep that is very out of it’s depth.

“That dog was supposed to get me home, you know!”
shouts Jerome as he tears along as fast as he can. There
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are sheep passing him on all sides. Running and bleating
and having a bleating ball. All but one who’s backside is
getting ever more tender with each additional bump from
behind. Faster and faster they go.

The flock suddenly turns as one, just like a school of
fish. Except the one, of course. Jerome is so busy
watching out for his toes that he misses an important turn
and finds himself on an extremely steep down hill slope.
Full of rocks and dips. Very much a bad route to find
one’s self on. In sock feet or other wise.

“OH CRAP!!!” he yells as his body starts to pass his
feet. It is now that his toes and a badly placed rock come
together, sending him on an air borne cartwheel.

“ATCHEEEOOOQOO!!”

“OKAY. Now where are we, Buddy? If Buddy’s
here, it’s not good out there. Not earth then. Trust the
‘bubble’ grandpa said. Ok Buddy, I’m trusting you.

This looks like the pictures of Australia at night, eh
Buddy? Nothing green, anywhere. The sky’s all wrong.
Too dark. Horizon’s weird, too. What’s this?

What a cool toy! Look at the size of it. Looks like a
weird insect on wheels. And a number five head! I don’t
know this toy. I don’t know it’s show, either. Never seen
it. Where’s the ...? Hold on. Wait a minute. That’s a
ROVER!

A MARS ROVER! This is mars! Hey! I’m the first
man, ah, boy, on mars. And I can’t tell anybody! Steve
and Neil would go fourteen shades of green. Fifty kinds
a green! I’d love to see that. This just wrecks
everything. What’s the point of being so bloody cool, if
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nobody knows about it? Hang ten or anything! Hang it!
This is just crap. Not fair.”

Jerome flops down totally sunk. It’s the first time
he’s ever been the totally most cool of all and only he
knows. Or ever will know it. What’s the use of that?
All the kids dream about being as great as he is right
now. Half as great. They even plot and scheme and strut
all the time. It’s all fantasy. This is for real. This would
blow them away. Forever!

“Whachou doin’ number five? Where ya goin’?
Don’t come at me! Number five! You’ll get hurt. Stop
it! STOP IT! Stop it right now!”

“ATCHEEEOOoo0!!!”

“Ah for cryin’ OUT BLOODY LOUD! This is sick
BUDDY! Get back here! Don’t you go buggerin’ off.
This isn’t funny you fat bag. You dumped me here! IN
A MANURE PILE, you ... ! You’re a big pile a ...
yourself!

I’ll never get flippin’ clean. I’ll stink forever.
Nobody’ll come near me. MY LIFE’S OVER! Oh
geeeaaaaad! Not in my hair, too.

I can’t even get up. Every time I put my hand down,
IT SINKS DEEPER, and, STINKIER! All of me does.
Buddy! You stink pot. This is not funny! GET ME
OUTA HERE! I'msomad I’'ll ...”

“ATCHEEEOOOO!!”

Jerome’s eyes are shut tight as he lands but, at least
he knows he’s off the manure pile and in a small room.
It’s got steel walls and, ... toilet paper? There it is. The
bus. He’s in a toilet.
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“Same theme. At least this is better. Look at me!
Don’t need to. People will smell me. For blocks! At
least I’'m in the right place. Maybe I can get some of this
crap washed off. Even a little. Wonder who’s here?” he
mumbles to himself as he opens the door, a crack. He
shoves his head against the steel wall and moves his eye
closer to the gap between the door and the frame. He’s
trying to be as quiet as he can.

That was as much a lucky move as smart on his part.
As he peeks out, he freezes solid. No urinals!
Anywhere. Just some weird dispenser.

“Better, my butt! This is a GIRL’S WASHROOM!”
he mumbles a scream in frustration even, as he whispers
to himself.

His head starts to spin as he finally gives in to
desperation and slides to the floor. What else can he do?
He peeks again and the place looks empty enough. His
desperation slides away as he thinks some more.
Understanding is solving.

“Sinks are sinks, right? Better than nothing. At least
some of me won’t stink. Not as much, anyway.

Love to see the next girl’s face when she comes in
and breathes. Bet she’ll think somebody died in here.
Until she looks in the sink. That’d be hilarious! First
things first. Drop and check it out. Just don’t cheek the
floor.”

He drops to the tiles and checks both directions and
then out under the door. Clear? YEP. He whips open
the door, just as half a dozen girls come spinning into the
washroom. They’re so busy talking and swinging their
arms, they don’t notice the boy ducking back into the
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cubicle and closing the door. They do notice the stink,
though. Impossible not to.

“How rude!” the red headed one sniffs.

“You’re not kidding! How ugly! GAG! Hey!
Talking to you! You die in there? OMG! Worse. Who
are you?” shouts the tall black haired girl as she hits the
door with her hand. It flies open but Jerome is behind it
and immediately slams it shut and pounds the lock.

“Hey! Who do you think you are. You don’t know
who you’re messing with. OK witch! We’ll wait for
you. Anytime you’re ready, stink pot! We’ll beat the
stink off you and then back on! Come on out, chicken.”

“Where’s a sneeze when I need one?” murmurs
Jerome to himself. “Grandpa is right. It isn’t Buddy. Or
‘the difference’. It’s me! Me all along. Bad attitude.”

“Waiting!”

“This 1s getting monotonous. | gotta get home!”
whispers Jerome in ernest. “Focus.”

“I can’t stand it in here.” howls one of the girls.

“Then check under the door.” orders the black haired
one.
“No thank you. Get Cheryl.”

“Shut up!”

Soon all the girls are arguing at once.

“YOU do it! I’m not getting down on this floor.
YOU look. Ifyou dare.”

“No way. Get Cindy to do it.”

“She’ll do anything.” two laugh and pinch their
noses.

“Shut up. Will not.”

“Cheryl.” growls the black haired girl.
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“You can’t tell me what to do!”

“Want to find out?”

“Forget it!”

“You forget who you are talking to. Not a good
idea.”

“Don’t threaten me! I pull my weight.”

“I’ll say. Ha!” several girls laugh.

“Take that back!”

“Make us.”

“Shut UP! All of you.”

“No fair! She ...

“I SAID shut up.”

“Why should 1?”

“Just for that, you’ll do it.”

“I didn’t start this.”

“Don’t care. Do it!”

“Ah come on. Not that.”

“Do it.”

“Ok. But this is not right.”

“Looks right to us.”

“Jeez!” thinks Jerome as he jumps up on the toilet.
He desperately tries to sneeze, but, all he getsisa...”

“BLATCHOO!”

“What was THAT!” he thinks as his eyes almost pop
out of his head. “UUHH!”

A miniture ‘bubble’ the size of a jawbreaker has just
formed and is idling. Right in front of his eyes. Like
death in miniature. A pretty little death though. All blue
and swirling and twinkling.

“Aahjeft” comes from nowhere.
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His attempt to make the miniture ‘bubble’ dissipate is
going horribly, horribly wrong. The mini ‘bubble’ has
now become something like a mini ball of the musket
type. It ricochets off the stall door and then the wall just
above his head. It smashes a mirror and then on through
a tap and sink before driving into the floor. Leaving the
floor, it thwacks the ceiling and on to total a toilet three
stalls down from Jerome’s. That’s lucky for Jerome
because the water explodes up and outward before
gushing off the ceiling and walls and then spiraling and
spraying around at head level as it manages find every
hair on every girl’s head. Every ear and nose as well.

“We’re going to kill you. You’re dead meat!”
screams the black haired leader in her rage.

“Ya. Meat!” scream the other girls in fury.

The shrieking, howling and screaming of the girls
should have frozen the water into ice, but, no such luck.
The geyser even seems to gain power from their panic
and fury as it continues to flood around the room.

This massive fountain is joined by the smaller
geysers from the destroyed taps, which, is ricocheting off
the floor at a forty-five degree angle over an ark of one
hundred and eighty degrees. Bad when wearing pants
but, much worse when wearing short, short skirts! This
increases the girl’s volume to a crystal shattering pitch as
their sense of violation seeps in as the stunningly cold
water produces it’s shocking effect. The girls start
hopping around trying to protect themselves through
rapid leg movements. Their arms wrapped tightly around
their chests.
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None of this slows the mini ‘bubble’ down in the
least as it ploughs through the streams of water creating a
fine aerosol spraying everywhere, which completes the
drenching. Two more toilets and a sink fall victim in
rapid succession before a stall door absorbs enough
momentum to finally stop the mini engine of destruction.
The door suffers a deep and sizeable dent before the
‘mini ‘bubble’ finally dissipates without a trace.

The girls were oblivious to the mini ball all though
this. The gang are just as oblivious to the disappearance
of the mini ‘bubble’ and any further destruction. Only
the never ending supply of freezing water is reality to
them. They redouble their howling and shrieking and
gyrations as the water continues it’s work on them. How
the girls stay upright is a mystery. The floor is flooded
and as slippery as ice. With more than a hint of manure
to add slip and more atmosphere.

Jerome is now both cold, soaking wet and even more
smelly than before. All the water has done is liquified
the manure even more and thus, enhanced it’s pungent
qualities as it soaks in ever deeper.

The girl’s shrieks have brought students, teachers,
janitors and security guards bolting into the washroom.
They are ready for anything, except what awaits them.

The first people in, have their feet fly out from under
them and they bowl over a couple of the girls as they
slide across the floor, only to get up and fall again. Some
gag as others reel away and crawl towards the door. Still
others who have managed to stay upright howl in
laughter that soon reach hysterics as they try to bolt for
the door. This condition is extremely contagious and
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soon most of the onlookers are soon equally wet, helpless
and limp from laughing so hard. They are waiting for the
water to be shut off before they are willing to reenter and
risk getting any wetter. The girls continue to scream in
impotent rage and violently point at Jerome’s stall door
demanding blood!

“She did it. The witch. In there! There’s a witch in
there. She attacked us. Look!”

“Kill her!” comes a howl.

“Jim!” orders the most senior janitor “Turn this water
off. Now. Hurry!”

“SHE DID IT! IN THERE!” the black haired girl
howls.

“Get her!” scream the rest.

The geysers disappear and all that is left is water
dripping from everything and everyone left in the
washroom. The laughter however, continues unabated as
the rest of the audience files back into the washroom. All
they can do is gape at the devastation.

“EE-NOUGH!” orders a senior teacher following up
with “Out! EVERYONE. OUT NOW! NOT, you lot!”

“Look what she did to me! No, don’t! Stop it!”
shrieks one the girls as they all suddenly try to cover
themselves. Being that wet, things are showing that no
girl that age wants showing in this condition.

“Nobody look! Turn away. Now!” they screech as
they try to kick and hammer at the stall door while also
trying to regain some of their former status. Not to
mention staying upright.
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“Guards! Get these people out of here. Take them to
the first aid room. Do NOT let any of them slip away.
Not one!” orders a vice principle with a fearful scowl.

The teachers mercifully allow the security guards to
hall the girls away to the first aid room where, they find
themselves confined with just their rage and sodden
condition as company. This lessens their volume only a
little and does nothing to lessen their rage.

After the crazed girls are removed, the school
authorities start ordering the witch to present herself.
Each ensuing order is accompanied by greater and more
dire threats when their coaxing fell as flat as their orders
just have. They are perplexed. The girl’s story is so
ludicrous they feel silly having to try and follow up on it.
Talking to a stall door.

“This is ridiculous. There is no one in there. Let the
staff clean up the water, and get lots of pictures. I feel
we are going to have quite a time trying to explain this to
the insurance company.” grumbles the vice principle. He
leaves rubbing his hip after falling in front of the stall
door.

“Not to mention the parents and the board.” adds a
teacher as she scurries out and down the hall hiding a
smirk. “Thank you so much. So very much.” she
whispers to the ceiling.

Jerome is so frazzled that he decides to give it all up
and confess when a final powerful gush of cold water
hits the back of his neck and he gasps for breath as he
tightly closes his eyes.

“oq”
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Chapter Ten

The Drowning

“JEROME!” shudders his mother grabbing the
counter as his grandfather croaks out.

“My boy! Thank goodness! Thank, goodness!”

Jerome doesn’t hear or see anyone. What he does see
is the kitchen counter, which he lunges for. He peels
back three finger nails grabbing the edge but does not
feel a thing. He wouldn’t care if he did. His mind is so
dizzy from bouncing between terror and relief and trying
not to sneeze again that it is numb. It just kept
happening over and over and over and over again.
Cannibals, carnivorous plants, sheep and girls.
Screeching, howling girls. The sneezing just would not
stop!

“HOME! HOome. Home.” he sputters as he
clutches ever harder and harder at the counter.

His eyes are so tightly closed and he’s wishing so
hard that he never sneezes again, he fails to see his
mother and grandfather desperately lunging for him. He
hears just garbled voices and the pressure of hands
locking onto him. He doesn’t care anymore. He just
wants it all to end and their holding him makes him feel
anchored and safe. Just let the sneezing stop!

“Grab his head!” shouts his mother.

“Got it!” shouts his grandfather.

“Tip it back!”

“Done that! Hurry! HURRY!”

“Hold tight!”
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“HURRY!”

“COMING!”

Jerome’s eyes open just in time to see a very large
pickle jar full of water and his mother, coming straight at
him with a look of clear and utter determination!

After that, he finds he has to struggle wildly to keep
from drowning. There’s water in every orifice in his
head. His ears are plugged. He can’t see a thing. He
can’t even breathe! The worst is that they’ve actually
turned his mouth and nose into fountains! He’s
drowning in his own kitchen! Water. More water! And
still more water engulfing his head.

They let go of him and he lunges forward while
curling up his arms, head and neck as he goes. Jerome
realises he could very easily break either his nose, or his
neck, or just everything at once but he doesn’t care. He
must escape the ‘bubble’ of water. Instead, he feels the
strong arms of his grandfather wrap around him again
and hold him just off the floor.

“What, are, you doing?”” he gasps through the water
issuing from him as he watches the tiles on the kitchen
floor slowly rotate.

“Easy lad! You’re safe now. We are saving your life,
boy!” whispers Oswald with an edge to it.

“Drowning, me?”

“Not drowning, Jerome. Saline solution to rinse
away the pepper. Just breathe easy and relax.” croons his
mom as she sinks to the floor and the pickle jar is
released to steamroller across the kitchen floor. The
sound is at once empty and relaxing.
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“You need a whole ocean?”” coughs out Jerome as he
goes limp once again.

“Better a bruise than a break.”

“Grandma’s.” he whispers.

“Yes, lad. By the way, where HAVE you been?”

“Oh JEROME! What have you been up to? You
stink something AWFUL! OH, MY, GOD! You’re
totally awful!” gasps Marion as the stench brings her
back from the blackness.

“Thanks mom.”

“Manure. Four flavours, I believe! Mixed farm, lad?
Hard to say where or when Marion. A little something
else too.”

“OZZIE! Who CARES! He’s home. He’s alive.
And he’s heading for the shower. Now! You reek! You
next OSWALD!”

“Oh, yes. I see what you mean. Still. The hug was
worth it.”

Jerome looks at her like he’d seen her on the blue
planet. Her second thoughts are to get him even wetter
after trying to drown him! Didn’t she see how soaked he
was when he got home! MOMS! They never change, or
run out of soap.

“Come on Jerome. Move it. You’ll feel much better
in a few minutes. We all will. No more drowning. Off
you go. AND DON’T TOUCH ANYTHING! AND
STAY OFF THE CARPETS!” shouts his mother just
before she follows him as far as the stairs. “Here, wait.”
she shouts as she dives into the hall closet and reappears
with three plastic shopping bags. “Here. Put these two
on your feet. Hurry. Your dripping. Now take this one.
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Put those clothes in this and bring it down with you. Do
not let those things touch anything! Off you go. OH MY
GOD! That smell is awful!”

“Die well grandson!” calls Oswald as he turns away
with a monumental and self-satisfied smile followed with
a deep chuckle. He finally lets out a massive sigh as his
heart restarts. He had hoped more than believed that this
would be the outcome. It had taken all he had to keep it
from Marion. She has suffered too much already. He is
just glad that his worst conclusion, did not happen. The
boy made it. Somehow and we may never know.

Marion waits at the bottom of the stairs until she
hears the shower running before she sneaks up and grabs
his clothes off the floor. Oswald barely hears her feet as
she barely touches the floor in her scramble to get those
clothes into the laundry tubs. As she reenters the kitchen
she finally breathes out and checks her heart.

“I told him to put them in the bag. So naturally, they
go on the floor beside the bag. I'll decide who cleans up
later. Who am I kidding. My son’s home. In one piece.

Not a chance those are going into my new washing
machine. Not before they get a total scrub down first. 1
just don’t know how I’'m going to do it while holding my
breath for so long. GAD!

Oh Oz. I'll cry later but [ was almost convinced
we’d never see him again. I was absolutely torn between
despair and wanting to kill the little beggar myself. At
least he’s home and safe Oz. If somewhat the worse for
wear. And reeking. Gadzooks what a smell! Uhg. It
could not have been worse!”

“Do not place money on that love.”
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“What?”

“Later. It can wait. I’ll do his clothes Marion. Best
not let them soak. You’ll want to replace the tub next, if
you do!” chuckles Oswald.

“You, are, right. I don’t think I’ll ever get my sinuses
to work right again. Where, has, that child, been?”

“Best we don’t know. Not just yet anyway.”

“You’re probably right there too.”

“Leave that to me as well Marion.”

“0Oz? I may be a little off here, but, what if those two
popinjays didn’t know about Jerome’s ‘appearance’
because no one did? Is that possible?”

“You little sweaty!”

“What?”

“I think you just may have hit on something. And not
a small something either. I’ll have to check it out of
course. That boy of ours is not of the ordinary mould.
Oh dear.” injects Oswald as a new wrinkle appears.

“What Oz?”

“That means that those two will most likely be back.”

“What! Why?”

“It was my ‘swish’ that brought us home Marion.

Not Jerome’s at all.”

“OH! If they were watching us, and they probably
were, then when did you leave? They didn’t know you
had left to came back. Can’t you sneak around
somehow? Couldn’t you claim you were trying
something new?” blurts out Marion.

“Experimenting you mean. Possibly. Beak and I
were discussing something like that the other day. It
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could have gone sideways on me. They would know or
at least be somewhat suspicious I am lying.”

“But, wouldn’t it deflect them from Jerome?”

“Possibly. There is still the lack of Jerome’s
‘swishing’ in and out. And if Jerome did have his ‘first
appearance’ they’ll be wondering about that too and that
is the one thing we don’t want them thinking about.
Particularly if my suspicions are right.”

“Don’t people mess up at work?”” asks Marion.

“True. Actually, there would be just the one missing
‘swish’. We’ll claim they missed it. Hint they were too
preoccupied with something else. That is what you
know. I have an explanation for the rest. That will do
it.”

“We’d best get our stories together. What each of us
should know and not. We should just tell Jerome what
he needs to know. Nothing else. He’s too easy to trip up.
Good and bad again.”

“True. We need to work on this.”

“At least I can claim ignorance. And they can’t do a
thing about it. Nothing.” smiles Marion.

“Right. You are dumb.”

“You enjoyed that too much!”

“Give an old man his simple pleasures, won’t you?”

“Not very often dad. And there is nothing simple
about you and do not play that one too often either.”
chuckles Marion as they hear feet on the floors upstairs.

“When I told them that Jerome’s ‘appearance’ was
complicated, I did not know the half of it I suspect.”

“That’s my boy!” sighs Marion.
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“They must never know more than that about
Jerome.”

After a warm shower which felt much better than
Jerome would ever have believed possible and a change
into his second matching outfit, he reluctantly heads
down stairs for the verdict. He hasn’t even noticed the
missing clothes. He is in it. Up, to, his, neck, now.
Probably worse and deeper than ever before. Before he
took the pepper.

“Wait! Shoes. Never be without shoes!” hisses
Jerome as he runs back to his bedroom and desperately
tries to find his spare shoes. “Down stairs!” he
remembers. “Hall closet.”

He tries to distract himself. He is thinking of how he
likes matching outfits. No decisions to make. Only the
dirty bit to change. No going back to suit mom. They
also have a constant familiarity and stability. Something,
considering his recent behaviour and immediate future,
he now appreciates tremendously. Everything stable and
constant is just one more breath of new life to him since
he has survived his ‘appearance’ and the stupid thing he
did next. No more of that. Even if his parents are unable
to forgive him, he is determined to make it all up to
them. Even if it is but a little by little. This will be hard
for everyone. He went far, far past the boundaries of
acceptable behaviour. He blew everything wide open.

Jerome knows he is headstrong. Willful, stubborn
even but, he went well past that too. His stubbornness
has been a great touch stone for him after loosing his
father and grandmother, but, it can and just did send him
reeling over the edge. He abused his parents. He very
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nearly got himself killed. Over and over and over. He
very nearly got his grandfather killed. Over and over and
over. These are the dark thoughts competing for his
attention as he makes his way to face the worst music of
his life. He doesn’t even hear the stairs creak on his way
down. He makes a quick stop at the hall closet to put on
shoes and then proceeds to the kitchen and his fate.

He does faintly hear a news flash on the radio as he
enters the kitchen. It is about a vicious gang of girls
being detained after destroying a washroom at a
prestigious local separate school. The Academy. Not
just any academy. The Lord Baldric Belcher Academy
for Young Folke. Belcher is the ‘Head of Clan‘ for all
the ructuses. Jerome’s heart sinks. They will have to
know what happened and who did it. They have ways.

“Maybe they won’t find out it was me. I don’t think
anyone saw me. Maybe the big shots won’t believe those
bullies. Maybe they won’t look too close. Ask too many
questions. Oh, please. I’ve got to stay cool about it.
Great! Stay cool about that and get a hiding for
everything else I’ve done. GEEZE!” murmurs Jerome as
he braces himself even further. There they are.

The report continues with the revelation that
apparently the gang had been terrorizing other students
for some time but, no one was brave enough to come
forward until the gang had been caught red handed.
There were too many witnesses and pictures for this to be
ignored and an investigation is being called for. Loudly
called for. By too many parents.

It is speculated that part of the reason for peoples
unwillingness to press this gang problem before is that
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one of the girls is a niece of Lord and Lady Belcher.
They are a family of wealth and privilege with contacts
everywhere. Thus, not to be trifled with. Lord and Lady
Belcher are declining comment at present other than to
say there will be no coverups. The other girls come from
powerful families as well though, not so distinguished as
his Lordship’s. The announcer claims there will be
further reports to come as the investigation continues.
That fools no one as the cries for answers continue to
mount.

“This will go away. Fast. Doesn’t matter who or
how many voices are heard. Too many important futures
are riding on it.” murmurs Oswald Sneezlore as he sips
his coffee and looks up at Jerome. “Funny how that
works. For those inside.”

“You are right, Oz. Too bad.”

“And we wonder why nothing changes. Piffle. And
here is one rather large change-at-large in our family.”

“Looking much better, I might add.” sniffs Marion.

“And smelling even better than he looks.”

“Maybe he should wash those clothes?”” asks his
mother with a smile.

“Let us not kill the boy. Not just yet.”

Jerome feels the best response for him just now is to
go along with their ribbing. He feels he deserves much
more.

“Here Jerome. Take this.”

Water! Jerome jumps back as an instinctive measure.
It was enough for him to get through that shower The
memories were palpable the whole time. Like from that
movie with the shower.
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“Just water. To drink son.”

Jerome takes a glass of water from his mother as his
grandfather stands up and moves close to make a quiet
suggestion that Jerome knows he can not refuse.

“Come with me, lad. Finish that first. Slowly now. 1
can wait for you.

You need to see the other side of ‘the difference’
Jerome. What you have now is a badly skewed version
of reality. Don’t worry. This is not a punishment. Much
as you deserve it. No, just relax and let me do the
driving. You look, listen and learn. No turning a blind
eye. No closing of the mind. We’ve all had as much of
that as we will take. Understood?”

Jerome carefully puts down his glass and nods.

“oq”

Jerome is instantly in a ‘bubble’ with his grandfather
as it sails along as smooth as silk. With another subtle
command, Oswald has the ‘bubble’ form clear wing
chairs and ottomans. He gestures for Jerome to sit and
relax. Put his feet up. Take in and enjoy what he is
about to experience.

“Ask what you will. Benefit me with your
observations and opinions. When you are ready.”

“This is different. Better.” says an almost completely
unnerved Jerome. No yelling? No blood? “I didn’t
know it can be like this.”

“I am glad that you approve. Our ancestors were not
barbarians, after all. Most of them survived their ‘first
appearance’ as well as living with ‘the difference’
Jerome. The vast majority were very happy with their
‘difference’ and used it sensibly and for good.
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You were spooked, Jerome. At first, by what has
happened with your father and grandmother. Remember
this. Fear makes stupid faster. Refusing to understand
and learn about what is frightening you is one of the
greatest and stupidest evils. Many people, ‘folke® and
‘others‘, have never cared to see this fact and we all have
to live with the consequences. Wars are only one small
outcome of this form of self absorption. Think on how
some people are demonised for being different or
thinking different. I know that you believe it is ‘the
difference’ and ‘the others’ who are at fault for our
having to remain hidden.”

“They’re why we have to hide. Everybody knows
that grandpa. Even ‘near folke’ say that. ‘The
difference’ is why they hate us.” groans Jerome as he
feels an agitation building again.

“Do not, be so sure young man. And be very careful
about listening to ignorance. The more adamant, the
more dangerous. That is a good measure to use. How
would your view explain ‘others’ against ‘others’ or,
‘folke’ against ‘folke’? This situation did not come from
‘the others’ solely. Many ‘folke’ helped to give them that
very bad attitude.”

“I know. I know. Bad ‘folke’ tricked them and used
‘the difference’ against ‘the others’ and they didn’t like it.
They also acted like they were better. ‘The folke’ |
mean. Isn’t it all still the same?” says Jerome. He just
can not shake such a long held belief so quickly.

“You are too sure again. Now, now. Itis
understandable with the young. I am afraid that your bad
‘folke’ did considerably more than swan around putting
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on airs and pulling practical jokes, Jerome. Some were
near monsters. There were also unfortunate alliances
between ‘folke’ and ‘others’. Some stupid and dangerous
and others that had considerably more evil to them.”

“I’m not sure I know what you mean by meat.”

“You will. In time. With experience.”

“I wish you wouldn’t say that.”

“Then you must grow up as fast as possible. I know
it is not fair. Of course it isn’t but, unfortunately, it is
one of the sacrifices that comes with ‘the difference’.

“That’s what [ mean. ‘The difference’ takes away
stuff.”

“‘The difference’ 1s not what makes these demands,
Jerome. No, no. Listen to me. It is not ‘the difference’
that makes these demands. It is the nature of our
existence. How things are. In the world as a whole.

Contemplate having been born to high status.
‘Others’. An extremely rich and powerful family for
instance. Not the baby’s fault but, there are going to be
consequences for it. Everything that family and that
baby do can have much greater effects on everything
around them than the rest of us would. This means that
they, should, be taught to mature quicker and be more
open minded and careful.” explains Oswald in as earnest
a manner as he can. If he can do this right, his grandson
will understand, learn and act upon this lesson.

“That’s not right either!” moans Jerome.

“So what is your answer? Kill all the rich? Take
what they have and give it to those with less? Jerome. If
the answer was truly simple, it would have happened by
now. Time would have insisted on it.”
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“How do you know? Those might be the right
answers.” Jerome asks in desperation.

“Have you never read a history book, boy? They are
full of such simple minded answers. And, the results.
You are offended by those with status but are quite
content to have others behave just as badly just because
they do not have status? Worse even. Would you really
condone them acting with extreme prejudice and
violence. What then, separates the two sides? Nothing.
Not in results. Not in reality.”

“So you say that we must learn to love things like
they are?”

“No! That is not what I am saying, at all. I am also
not condoning wealth and privilege being abused. I am
saying that we must let nature take it’s time while we
resolutely continue to push and prod and guide as best
we can. Evolution is the natural process that created all
that we know, and a good deal more. No different for
society. Nor a person’s moral character. Anything else,
for that matter.

When an individual, or a group, takes on the
privilege of insisting on having their way at any cost, it
usually leads to unfortunate results and even extreme
violence. It may lead to a revolution. If that sounds
appealing, consider this. If those so privileged do not
achieve the desired goals, more and greater violence is
usually applied out of frustration, or desperation. As |
said, history is rife with examples for those who wish
understand and learn from it. Remember this.
Revolution almost always changes the players. Not the
game. People are people. Do not be swayed by
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ideologues. The more fervent they are, the more
dangerous they are.”

“So we’re all dead then.”

“Do not try me, boy!”

“What then?” Jerome feels himself weakening and
embarrassed.

“Jerome. What you just went through was your own
version of the scenario I just described. Are you telling
me, that, you can not even learn from your own history?
I refuse to believe it!”

“I don’t get it.”

“Listen then. You became afraid of what you
perceived as a bad thing. ‘The difference’. Correct?”

“Ya.”

“You then blamed that bad thing for taking away
your father and grandmother, which makes it evil.
Correct?”

“Ya. I guess.”

“When that evil touched you, you reacted
emotionally rather than trying to understand and learn
about it. This led to unfortunate results as well.
Correct?”

“Ok?”

“Those unfortunate results were not understood
either, so, you upped the ante to a rejection of your own
family. You decided to over throw the evil. Even if that
meant the loss of the very people you were most
concerned about. Your father and grandmother. You
convinced yourself they were irrelevant by virtue of
being gone already and by the virtue of your cause. That
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was a violent conclusion leading to a violent act.
Correct?”

“Umm.”

“Do not umm me. Answer.”

“Okay. But it wasn’t like that.”

“Explain why.”

“I just wanted to help.”

“And out of frustration, you wrote off your father and
grandmother. Who was next?”

“No body. I wouldn’t do that!”

“You already did. Your father and grandmother. You
even decided that your mother and myself were
becoming irrelevant. You defied us. What would have
been next?”

“I don’t like this. I wouldn’t do that.”

“Really? Facing one’s self is never easy lad.

Judging one’s self by the standards you apply to others is
harder. But. You will be judged on how well you do it.
That is because it will come out in your character and
behaviour.”

“That’s rough.”

“Tough. After that. You closed your eyes, your ears,
and worst of all, your mind. You have a good one, you
know. When you choose to use it calmly and wisely.”

“Really?”

“Do not interrupt. This now left you in a box of your
own making. That led you to the conclusion that the evil
turned others bad. That people were bad because of the
evil. Correct?”

“Yes.”
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“Louder next time. Let us see if we can summarize.
You were then convinced that ‘the difference’ is evil.
Everyone with it is bad. Your father and grandmother are
dead and you are going to put all this right or else. Or
else. You then almost kill yourself, your mother with
worry, ‘the folke’ by possibly exposing them, and very
possibly destroying a good deal else. Correct?”

“Yes.”

“How does that make your decisions any different
than some of the worst blunders in history?”

“I didn’t kill anyone! How dare you say that!”

“I didn’t. I simply asked you a question that led you
to that assumption. You could have. Now I have
another. What are you going to take away from all this?
Anything?”

“That I am useless. Stupid and useless. I should
have died!”

“Jerome! Why do you insist on getting wrong, the
things you know full well to be right? You are young.
You need experience. You need to use that wonderful
brain of yours. You need to stick your self righteous
indignation in your back pocket and leave it there!
Understanding is solving. Are you too lazy for that?

Now! Tell me each of your mistakes and what you
should have done. Out with it.”

“I have to stop reacting.”

“Excellent!”

“I have to start to understand ‘the difference’ and
learn how to control it.”

“Perfect!”
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“I have to accept that ‘the difference’ isn’t good or
bad. It doesn’t care. It’s up to me. It’s my fault.”

“Wonderful! You were listening. Keep going.”

“I have a responsibility to ‘the folke’. And ‘the
others’?”

“Fantastic! I could kiss you!”

“NO! YUCK! Grandpa, you’re not controlling
yourself now!” yelps Jerome in a panic.

“Then continue.”

“UMM. I’m not smart enough to know what’s good
for everybody else? Or me.”

“Close.”

“No body is smart enough to know what is good for
everybody else. Not every time.”

“Absolutely correct in every respect lad. Now [ am a
proud grandpa. Very proud, indeed.”

“I still don’t think we know if dad and grandma are
alive. You don’t either. Say so, grandpa.”

“I say they are still alive. You must trust me. I can
not prove it to you at present, but, I know it none the less.
We will find them. We will bring them home. You must
learn, Jerome, that things can and often will, take their
own time to come about. Some feel they are most clever
if they get away with forcing issues. They may be lucky
for a time. Then it will cease. They will not recognise
this fact at first and continue. The damage is always
greater than the gain. Learn to recognise the difference
between luck and good planning. The need for both. Do
not tempt fate. You have just been given a rare second
chance when things should have turned out so very, very
different. I believe you now see that much. Even if you
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refuse to acknowledge it, yet. Enough of that and let us
enjoy what we have now.”

“I’m not sure about seeing. I think so. I’m going to
have to think about it a lot. Homework!”

“Give it time, Jerome. If you care to notice, you can
easily see through the chairs at any point. From inside
the ‘bubble’ but, not from outside. The ladies insisted on
that condition, and, that it become absolutely immutable.
That took some time to figure out, let me tell you.”

“Would have been more fun the other way though!”
chuckled Jerome.

“You see, they knew boys would be boys, even that
long ago.” sighs Oswald with a smirk.

“Does that mean you too?”

“Shush up now.” chuckles Oswald.

“You sure are a good driver. Practice?”

“Thank you, Jerome. It does take practice. Patience
and subtly as well. Something you and I are now
positively bound to get you to master. Do not give me
that look, or attitude. You will master it. You will also
survive mastering it. That is because, I, will make
absolutely sure of it. It is well within my power to do so.
You are not so special as you think, young man. Others
have had problems as well.”

“But I’'m more fun!” Jerome sneaks in and Oswald
smiles in spite of himself.

“Fun is a subjective judgement, on your part. At least
you see that all is quite manageable and safe. No more
talk of death and destruction. No more internet. It is
now lesson upon lesson upon lesson for you, my lad.
This is the only thing that matters to you, and to me, until
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we succeed. We must develop your ‘kit” and gain control
over your ‘means’. You have seen the alternatives.”

“Ya. Not good.”

“There is one other aspect of your particular ‘means’
that we must discuss, Jerome.”

“Oh, oh.”

“No. Not anything like that. Jerome. There appears
to be a slight quirk in your ‘swishes’.”

“It 1s an oh,oh.”

“Do not start anything again. Your mother and I have
discussed this and we are of the very firm opinion that
you must be very careful about the ‘swishes’ you take. If
you ‘swish’, you must be sure that no one sees you while
you are away. That is not all. You must always be the
one to return your self to where ever you started. No
other place. Do you understand?”

“You don’t think that they can see me. Right?”

“WHAT! HOW? Jerome!”

“It’s ok. I figured it out. In the shower.”

“How? You are an enigma. I better make sure your
mother is sitting down for this one.”

“Can I tell her?”

“YOU! You are devious.”

“Shouldn’t we keep her on her toes?”

“I disavow any knowledge of this. If you implicate
me, [ shall deny it most vigorously.”

“Chicken!”

“Discretion.”

“Ok.”

“Then, we are agreed are we?”

“Ya. But my head hurts. You’ve told me a lot.”
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“Good.”

“Would you do me a favour, grandpa?”’

“If it is within my power and a wise thing for you,
yes of course lad. What would you like?”

“Can we cruise around home? The whole town, 1
mean. [’d like to see everything from the air. Bet it
looks pretty different from up here. Is that ok?”

“Of course. I'll just take a few precautions.”

“ca.”

“What precautions?”

“Never mind for now. All in good time. Too much,
too soon lad. Patience is a virtue.”

“ca.”

“Did we just turn?”

“Yes. And. We did it faster and gentler than you
managed with your careening around earlier.”

“Really? Really.”

“Yes. We are also traveling far faster than you
managed most of the time. Believe it or not.
Observations?”

“Ya. I’'m really not so good at this, am 1?”

“That is no longer a consideration, Jerome. You will
be. Period. It will be so. My word on it.” assures
Oswald as he crosses some fingers.

“Is that my school?”

“Yes.”

“It’s so small from up here.”

“Most things are from a ‘bubble’, Jerome. Including
problems. Particularly problems.”

“Like running away?”
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“Not so much ‘running away’ as gaining some
distance and a new perspective. Stepping back. Taking a
walk, if you will.”

“And time.”

“Correct, my boy. Very good.”

“It’s kinda like blowing it in a game. I get all mad
and stuff and then I think, it’s just a game.”

“It would disturb you to realise how many supposed
adults do not get that point. Or choose not to.
Remember. Your grandmother uses this trick to great
benefit. For more than just us. Recollect her positions
and responsibilities.”

“Oh.”

“Oh, indeed.” smiles Oswald as he has seen that
point strike home. Finally, acceptance.

“Look! There’s the ball park. And the soccer pitch.
Somebody’s practicing! D’you see that kick. Man!”

“That was impressive! Another thing I need you to
understand Jerome. Most important.”

“Ya?”

“One good anything, does not make you proficient.
You must be able to repeat it with reliability. Over and
over and over again.”

“Or it’s just luck. Right?”

“You have taken the day’s lessons on board, haven’t
you, my lad. I am so very glad to see that. And relieved.
So will your mother be, when I brag to her.”

“You’re going to brag?”

“Of course. You deserve it for learning so many
lessons on your own. And surviving. For tolerating my
rather blunt and unkind lecture just now. For learning
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the proffered lessons. For somehow, getting the insight
to see that quirk in your ‘means’ and what it may mean
for you. On all counts, congratulations!”

“Thanks, grandpa.”

“Best stand up now, Jerome. We will be home
directly.” cautions Oswald.

“Why bother with chairs?”

“Should we ever wish to watch an event of some sort,
we can. In comfort.”

“We can do that?”

“Of course. We have all of history, sport, human
endeavour and nature at hand. To watch in comfort.
When ever we wish.” exudes Oswald.

“Cool. Battles and stuff?”

“And fireworks, concerts, space. Whatever!”

“AND no tickets!”

“You do grasp my meaning then, Jerome?”

“Grandpa. I learned a lot when I went out of control.
Scared it into me. I don’t think it was any of my stuff on
my pants but could’a been. I’m sure. It’s just that, you
taught me so much more. When I listened. I promise to
always listen. No more crazy. Promise.”

“Ah well, it is an ill wind that blows no good.”

“Grandma?”

“NO. Someone almost as wise. Ah. We’ll be home
directly. Stand, please.”

“So. Did you see anything to change your mind?”’
asks his mom as they reappear in the kitchen.

“Yes. I’m going to have to get used to ‘the
difference’ and learn to live with it. It is part of me and I
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can’t cut it out. Grandpa showed me how that would be
wrong. Dangerous.

Actually, when grandpa is driving, it’s really cool.
He can do so much and you don’t feel a thing! I should
have listened to him before. I will from now on! All
ears.”

“For now though, it’s learning, learning and control
for you. Plus. Being closer to your grandfather than you
have ever been before. You understand that, do you?
Jerome?” demands his mom with that particular mom
look.

Jerome just nods and agrees. He knows he’s been
very, very lucky. He has admitted it to himself. He
knows that there is no other choice for him. At least not
for now. He knows that his grandfather will teach him as
well as it is possible to be taught. He just has to learn as
well as it is possible to learn. After his solo, he
understands that rebelling will only get a lot of people
hurt. Mostly, himself. He is just going to have to grow
up fast and make the best of a bad lot. His grandfather
made sure he learned that. That and a lot more about
himself. Tough stuff.

“I guess lots of other people have it a lot worse than
me. [ have you and grandpa. That makes me pretty
lucky. Not pretty lucky, VERY lucky.”

He reaches out to hug them both. Unfortunately, no
one notices his mom’s blouse is once again, covered with
pepper. His pepper. The Stuff.

“ATCHEEEOO!”
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End of Book One

Continued in Book Two

The Sneezlores & Tooth & Claw

also in Book Three

The Sneezlores & Here & There
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The Sneezlores & Series

GLOSSARY

Academy, The Academy, The Lord Baldric Belcher
Academy for Young Folke

The prestigious complete school for ‘folke” only.
Grades kinder garden to university levels. Day or
boarding placements.

Costly.

Alfa, Alfa Finders

‘Finders’ with enhanced ‘Means’ and ‘Kit’. Better at
what they do. ‘Folke’ the government would like to find
and use them in their operations. None officially known
to exist. see: Finder, Beta Finders and Super Finders.

Appearance, First Appearance
First awakening of ‘the difference’. see: Difference

Appearances Commission

A governing body responsible for overseeing ‘first
appearances’ and the subsequent training by accredited
officials, instructors, tutors, or, skilled practitioners.

Beta Finders

Regular ‘Finders’. None known to exist. see: Finders,
Alfa Finders and Super Finders.



Black spot
A black hole

Blow back
The return and waking from ‘sleep-sneezes’.

Bring, Bringer, Bringing
A “folke’ that attaches someone else to their ‘swish’.

Usually in the same bubble but not always. see: Swish

Bubble, The Bubble

The protective vessel containing someone traveling
with ‘the difference’. It can be clear, opaque,
camouflaged, invisible or stealth. see: Difference, Stealth
and Super Stealth

Bubble Tent
Stationary ‘bubble’ that is extremely strong. Same
options.

Bubble Kinetics
The ‘bubble’s’ ability to absorb kinetic forces within it,
saving travellers.

Burning, The Burnings

The end result of ‘the hunts’. ‘Folke’ were considered
to be witches and warlocks and dealt with 1n that fashion.
Burning at the stake or beheading. Same treatment as
witches and warlocks. see: Hunts
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Capture Bubble

A ‘bubble’ devised to surround a third party or
‘bubble’. Used to either to immobilize or transport the
contents. see: Bubble

Clan, The Clans
The groupings of families with similar ‘means’ as
distinct from those with a different ‘means’. see: Head

of Clan and Clan Names

Clan Names
‘Rhinos’ - sneezers. ‘Ructuses’ - burpers. ‘Foulers’ -
farters.

Commission of Advancements

The governing body responsible for overseeing the
investigation of ‘the difference’, it’s uses and powers and
setting of rules and procedures. A very powerful
commission without legal powers. see: Difference

Council, Folke Gouncil, The Folke Council

Elected. The government of ‘the folke’, world wide.
Passes laws, taxes, etc. and represents ‘the folke’. Three
year terms. see: High Council and Regional Council

Council, High Council, The High Council
Elected. A governing body responsible for overseeing

all the ministries and commissions of ‘the folke’. The
executive branch of “T'he Council’ elected by ‘the folke*
and serves the longest term. Five year terms. see:
Council and Regional Council
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Council, Regional Council, The Regional Council
Elected by a regions ‘folke’. Regional representatives
to the other councils. It enacts the laws, taxes, etc. passed

by the other councils. Two year terms. see: Council and
High Council

Desire, Desires
The method of directing and controlling a ‘swish’
singly or by a group effort. see: Swish

Difference, The Difference

The condition that affects ‘“folke’ like Jerome. The
ability to travel through time and space by ‘the folke’
using their ‘means’ and ‘kit’ to create a ‘bubble’. see:

Bubble

Drill, The Drill
When first landing after a ‘swish’ a ‘folke’ should
duck, listen, observe. see: Swish and Folke

Finder, Finders

‘Folke’ with extraordinary ‘means’ and ‘kit’.
Principally to find things. Anything, anywhere, anytime.
None have appeared for centuries. There have been
many rumours about them and what else they could do.
None known to exist. see: Folke, Kit, Means. Alfa, Beta
and Super finders.

First Rule of Folke, The First Rule of Folke
We could get burned should ‘the others’ discover us.
Remain Hidden. Blend in. see: Others
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Folke, The Folke
Those people with ‘the difference’. This includes near
‘Folke’ and new ‘folke. see: Near Folke and New Folke

FOLKE STANDARD, THE FOLKE STANDARD
The oldest news paper within ‘the folke’ community.
Generally trusted.

Follower

A ‘folke’ who 1s ‘linked’ or ‘links’ to another as they
‘swish’. Can enter the ‘swisher’s® bubble’ or use a
separate ‘bubble’. see: Bring, Capture Bubble and Link

Fresh Folke

Members of ‘the others’ who are born with ‘the
difference’. A very dangerous thing to happen to an
‘other’ and for the “folke’ as it could expose their
existence. One of Appearances’ major responsibilities is
to find and rescue (kidnap) these people and bring them
to the safety of ‘the folke’. Usually they are placed with a
foster family and sent to the ‘academy’. Their natural
parents are made aware of the situation and watched
carefully. They may have to be discredited should they
prove dangerous. Usually they have a hyphenated name
to show respect for their birth parents.

Gravity Shield
Another name for a light shield. see: Light Shield




Head of Clan, The Head of Clan
The chief administrator and spokes person for each
clan or sub-clan. see: Clan

Hunts, The Hunts
The term for the attempt to capture and exterminate
‘the folke’. see: Burning

Kit
A “folke’s’ personal knowledge of and control of ‘the
difference’. see: Folke and Difference

Latent

A ‘folke’ that has an ‘appearance’ late or develops an
extraordinary ‘means’ later than usual. Sometimes, even
as a ‘finder’. see: Appearance, Finder, Folke and Means

Light Disc
A more powerful version of a light shield. It rotates
and acts as a light saw. Can turn into a twirling nova.

see: Light Shield and Twirling Nova

Light Shield, Gravity Shield
A powerful version of a ‘bubble’. An aspect of ‘the

difference’ used by Oswald, Jerome and Pricilla to escape
a black spot’s gravity. Can turn into a light disc or a
twirling nova. see: Light Disc and Twirling Nova

Link

The connection between two travellers. Uses a special
‘bubble’ or shares a ‘bubble’. see: Bubble and Follower
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Lock, Locked Out
‘Bubble’ security locking others out. Blocks ‘bringing’
or ‘followers’ from entering. see: Bring and Follower

m-Bubble

A form of ‘mini bubble’ used by ‘folke’ who are very
well placed and controlling a powerful ‘kit’. It can carry
messages inside it. They are considered secure but no
one knows for sure except the few who have found out
how to make it so. see: Folke and Kit and Mini Bubble

Main Reference Library

The library in the ‘High Council’ chambers
containing copies of all reference files and records for
the ‘folke’. Contains the Recondite Repository see:
Recondite Repository

Means

The trigger for ‘the difference’. Contains a ‘folke’s’
power and is the way a ‘folke” activates ‘the difference’.
see: Difference and Folke

Mini Bubble

A variation of a regular ‘bubble’. Small and very
powerful. Can be used as a tool or weapon. Sometimes
unpredictable. Can be made into a ‘m-bubble’. May be
a universal translator though this is unproven. see: m-
Bubble and Universal Translator
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Ministry of Securitié, Securitié

A legal body responsible for overseeing ‘the folke’ and
their security and enforcing the blending in. Can and
does supply new identity papers, if necessary. Runs

confinement and rehabilitation facilities. see: The First
Rule of Folke and Folke

Near Folke
Members of ‘folke’ families who do not have ‘the
difference’. see: Difference and Folke

New Folke
‘Folke’ that have just recently had their “first
appearance’. see: Appearance and Folke

Novel Folke
‘Folke’ with odd, obscure or quirky aspects to their
‘means’ and/or ‘kit’.

Others, The Others
Those without ‘the difference’. Non ‘folke’. see:
Difference and Folke
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Out of Place, OOP

The reason that one ‘folke’ can not find another that
has ‘swished’ or is in a ‘bubble’. When a “folke’ is
‘swishing” or in a ‘bubble’ they are slightly out of phase
and ‘the difference’ can not locate them, unless, the
‘folke’ searching is a ‘finder’ or a trained operative.

A special version of a ‘bubble’ or ‘swish’ that only a
particular kind of ‘finder’ can create or use. Only
rumours of such things existing. see: Bubble and

Difference and Finder and Folke. also: Super Massive
Time Bubble

Recondite Repository
Ultra secure ‘folke’ storage facility under the Main

Reference Library for storing ancient and or sensitive
saved documents see: Main Reference Library

Shutter, Shutters, Shuttered
Opaque condition of a bubble. Can be camouflaged.

Sleep-Sneezing
An unconscious activation of ‘the difference’ while

sleeping. Not the usual ‘swish’ but a shrinking of ‘the
folke’ first. It has been found that the sufferer travels to
the spaces between the spaces. No one remembers the
‘swish’ clearly. Can be brought back by anyone if woken.
see: Difference and Folke and Swish
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Sneeze types:

Large - loud, powerful, full blown

Polite - controlled, publicly acceptable

Fine - subtle, very soft, can be hidden

Similar divisions exist in the other clans and the terms
are interchangeable among them. There are various
slang expressions that change regularly and one must
maintain flexibility.

Sneezlore sayings:

There 1s no cure for stupid and nothing you can do
about it.

Do not let the panic replace deduction.

Think first, act last.

Fear makes stupid faster.

Panic makes stupid even faster.

Panic, makes you quicker at making things worse.

Fury is a first cousin to panic.

Suspicion and fear make bad things happen.

Deduction keeps the speed down and quality up.

If you place your morals and character in the closet to
achieve a goal, when you return, you will find they have
leaked out
and are gone.

Understanding is solving

You need not wish peace onto hypocrites. They can
provide that themselves.

Hypocrites believe I should do onto you as I please
and you should do onto me as I please.




Super Finders

Theoretical kind of ‘Finder’. Extremely powerful.
Able to achieve feats no other ‘Finder’ can. No record of
one existing. see: Finder, Alfa Finder, Beta Finder.

Stealth, Stealth Mode

Where the ‘bubble’ and it’s contents are invisible to
ordinary people at any wave length. Very hard to detect.
see: Folke

Super Massive Time Bubble

A theoretical ‘bubble’ that can be massive on a solar
scale and move through time and dimensions or between
dimensions.

Super Stealth, Super Stealth Mode

A very high condition of sophisticated and complex
stealth attributes where even the ‘bubble’s’ sensors are
non-functional. Impossible to detect or track by anyone.
There have been rumours of a third type of ‘stealth’ only
the most powerful ‘“finders’ could use. see: Finder and

Stealth and Out of Place

Swish, Swish Off
To travel in a ‘bubble’. Where suggested to go

Trips, Day Trips, Field Trips, Teaching Trips
Mandatory group sessions that involve new ‘“folke’

learning, first hand, about their history and the reason
and meaning behind their government and laws by going
back and witnessing events. see: Folke and New Folke
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Too Much, Too Soon

Knowing too much before understanding what is
involved can lead to over confidence or panic. Letting
near ‘folke’ and new ‘folke’” know only as much as is

necessary for their age, position and security status. see:
Near Folke and New Folke

Tutelage
The act of being taught about ‘the difference’ and

personal ‘means’ and ‘kit’ by a qualified and accredited
‘folke’. see: Difference, Kit and Means

Tutor, Instructor

A ‘folke’ accredited by “The Appearances
Commission’ as a teacher in the art and control of
‘means’, ‘kit’ and the control and use of ‘the difference’.
see: Appearances Commission, Kit and Means

Twirling Nova
A very powerful version of a light disc. Can sever
gravity, light, electromagnetism and time. Forgotten until

Jerome, Oswald and Priscilla discovered it. see: Light
Disc
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