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AFTER THE COUNCIL

 

Tammy was tired.

The Council was long, and she was hungry because everyone seemed to think that talking was more important than eating. When Tommy was asked to tell everyone about their adventure, he pulled Tammy close. As he told a long story that included Maybelline, Juan, the Heartforge and the Luminous Caverns, also Twibbon and Rowan Bloom, Morvane and Trollo, Tammy supported him with many "yups" and "that's rights."

Tammy also filled in the parts he forgot, Quinch, the hummingbirds, Ms. Moonbeam's warnings. She admitted Tommy was the better storyteller, though she still felt important and strong as she added her pieces of their journey. And Tommy called her his "co-adventuring partner." Yes, he also complained that she hesitated too much, but it had been a good Council meeting, and then dinner and then Sleep.

Tammy realized that the council meeting was yesterday afternoon. Today seemed even more tiring. A day of sleep and a late breakfast, shopping with Mom, inventing with Dad, and watching Tommy play charades against himself. Now she was ready for bed again. That seemed to happen more often than she liked. Bedtime. Boo.

Ms. Ambrosia came into the room smiling the smile of someone who loves her children fiercely and knows exactly how to protect them.

"Hi Mom," Tammy waved. 

"My dear," Ms. Ambrosia said as she tucked the blanket under her daughter's chin, "have I ever told you the story of the Great Storm and the Quiet Helpers?"

Tammy shook her head, "It sounds long, and you know I don't make it through long stories. Then I wake up frustrated because it's open-ended."

"l know you, dear." Ms. Ambrosia kissed Tammy's nose. "I'll be fast. A long time ago, in a forest called Animal Village, Mayor Raccoon ran the town meetings and Detective Squirrel solved all the tiny mysteries. In Animal Village lived owls, foxes, deer and the field mice who worked at the deer racetrack."

Tammy perked up, "Can Tommy and I go there next?"

Ms. Ambrosia held up a gentle finger for quiet, "One day, a storm arrived out of nowhere. A massive storm; rain, snow, wind, solar flares, lightning bolts, earthquakes, unlike anything they had ever seen. When it finally passed, everything felt different."

"In the days that followed, the animals realized their riverbanks ran crooked, some trees leaned the wrong way, their taco truck had four flat tires, and the air felt a tiny bit off-balance. The animals got together and decided they needed a group of Helpers."

"These Helpers listened well. They noticed things others didn't. And they cared about keeping the forest steady and peaceful so the rest of the animals could live their lives. For many years, they worked quietly and kept the forest safe from threats. Most animals never even knew they were doing their jobs at all."

Ms. Ambrosia brushed a strand of hair from Tammy's forehead.

“I want bangs," Tammy whispered.

"Eventually," Ms. Ambrosia continued softly, "a few Helpers began to think more about themselves than about the village. They wanted to make the forest bend their way, and they started choosing what was best for them, not for everyone. The more those few pulled away, the louder the forest seemed to sigh. The wind didn't sound quite right in the branches, and the shadows felt heavier in the late afternoon. Not dangerous... just unsettled. Like when you know something is missing but can't tell what."

Tammy's eyes fluttered. "Mom, hurry, I'm getting tired."

"But here's the hopeful part," her mother whispered. "Whenever a few Helpers forgot who they were and went astray, the forest found new Helpers. Not because they were the strongest or fastest or could eat the most hot dogs at a carnival, no, they were chosen because they had the kind of hearts that could hear the forest when it whispered."

Ms. Ambrosia kissed Tammy's forehead, "And hearts like that are rare. Very rare. And very important. Just like you and yes, your brother too. Both your hearts are amazing."

Tammy blinked slowly. "First, I give that story three stars out of five. You only named two animals. And the ending was very vague."

Ms. Ambrosia laughed and hugged her, "You know the word vague? I'm so impressed."

"Mom," Tammy said, settling deeper under the blanket, "what if a girl just wanted to play around her room and help her mom clean the house and shop in town and not always go on adventures with Tommy. I mean her random older brother. Like Fred. Or Tuba?"

Ms. Ambrosia replied, "Hmm. That sounds like a girl who has boxed herself away from the world. She only wants safety. How boring her life must be. What's her name?"

Tammy thought. "Umm... Maybelline. She's trying different lifestyles."

 

Ms. Ambrosia kissed her forehead. "You know a boy named Tuba?”

 

Tammy laughed. "l wish I did! It's a made-up name. But I love it. Maybe I'll name my first son Tuba. Tuba Turner."

 

"Well," Ms. Ambrosia smirked, "l would love a Tuba Turner, but usually the wife takes the husband's last name."

 

"Not in my world!" Tammy said, giving her mom a high-five.

 

They laughed together, said their goodnights and I love yous, and Tammy eyes slowly closed.

 

 

 

Tommy's eyes opened. He stood on one of Saturn's rings, and thought I'm on a ring of Saturn, again. And it was true. The planet Saturn was right in front of him, and it didn't just fill the sky, it was the sky, a swirling marble of gold and amber clouds so close that Tommy could taste it. Storms, the size of ten thousand elephants, drifted beneath him while the other rings arched away in pale ribbons of ice and dust.

 

"Wow Saturn," Tommy gasped, "Is it real this time?"

 

"Does it seem real, Chief?" a manly voice said behind him.

 

Tommy turned to see Cowboy Twip, from the old TV show Rocketship Flip and Cowboy Twip, standing with his leg up on a space rock. Cowboy Twip was in all his Western gear; boots, cowboy hat, six-shooter, lasso, he had all the cowboy trimmings but a horse and guitar. He even talked with a Texas twang as he asked Tommy, "Hey cowboy, y'all remember a time before freaky adventuring?"

 

"Ummmm..." Tommy looked around and got lost in the vastness of space. He was on one of Saturn's rings again, his favorite planet, and an absolute #7 on his bucket list. The last time he was here with Sammy the Salamander seemed more real. This time, it felt like a dream. "Sorry, Cowboy Twip, I fell asleep in my safe space, and I really don't want to have a conversation with a make-believe old TV character."

 

"Old, ouch. Are you calling me outdated or out of touch?"

 

"No, I'm saying you're an intrusion."

 

"A what?"

 

"Ms. Moonbeam said Sammy the Salamander was an intrusion in my dream life. Now you seem to be an intrusion into my dreams too."

 

Suddenly Cowboy Twip shrank and became plastic as he transformed into a doll, falling onto his back, silent and still, staring up into the black emptiness of space.

 

Tommy picked up the Cowboy Twip doll and shook him hard, as if he were a squirrel detective and Cowboy Twip was a suspect. "Answer me! Are you an intrusion? And if you are, what point are you trying to make to me?"

 

Suddenly Tommy was falling into darkness streaked with lava. He let go of the Cowboy Twip doll and it floated upward.

 

"That's not gravity!" Tommy yelled.

 

Tommy fell and fell, as if he were sliding down the rockslide from the SeaGate to the Luminous Caverns, except this time he was falling into darkness, as if he had jumped out of a rocketship in deep, dark space without a parachute.

 

"What good would a parachute be in space?" Tommy thought.

 

Tommy's feet hit solid ground. He looked up to see a deep pit stretching across the ground, wide enough to swallow a city block, and at its center burned the Abyss Gate. It was a whirl of molten light and black smoke that spun like a tornado trying to suck in the world. Sparks rose and fell like dying stars. The edges of the pit cracked open, veins of glowing rock spilling rivers of light into the darkness.

 

"The Abyss Gate," Tommy said to himself.

 

Trollo stood on a jagged outcrop near the edge of the pit, wearing a long trench coat over his suit. He looked in shape, like a silhouette of an evil football coach named Coach Overcoat. He held his magical umbrella, glowing red, and seemed to be speaking to himself, "These battles, skirmishes, wars, have been going on for eons. They have won some. Now they will learn what it's like to lose. That's a Trollo promise."

 

Tommy stepped towards Trollo. "You talk like you've beaten them before."

 

"l talk like someone who finally stopped pretending!" Trollo snapped, still not looking behind him. "You see, I never fit in. I was smarter than they were. I had ideas on how to make things better. I was more powerful. They were jealous of my potential."

 

"They probably didn't like your evil thoughts."

 

"Ohh Tommy, you're so naive. I knew you were there without even turning around. I knew you were coming. I felt your energy. I feel their energy. I am far stronger than you. And far greater than them. You all underestimate me."

 

"I've heard you were good once. You could do good things again. You should always use your powers for good."

 

"l make the most of my time to use my powers for what's good for Trollo. I thought you understood that."

 

"l do. But I can still try to get you to do the right thing."

 

"And I can try to get you to do the right thing." Trollo smirked.

 

Tommy's eyes opened. It was morning. He was awake. The Cowboy Twip doll lay at his feet, face down, not talking. It had been another dream. He wasn't on a ring of Saturn. He wasn't near the Abyss Gate. He was alone in his room. No intrusions. No Cowboy Twip. No Trollo.

 

What did Trollo mean by that last line, "And I can try to get you to do the right thing?" What was he talking about? Tommy and Tammy were both doing the right thing. Weren't they?

 

Tommy hopped out of his bed and went to his vision board, which he had turned into a clue board, as if he were a big city detective solving a big case. "First Cowboy Twip was an intrusion into my safe space. Then Trollo. I'll write that down. And we were on Saturn, then I fell and went back to the Abyss Gate."

 

Tommy found his sticky notes with alligator faces on them. The alligator faces were very subtle so you could easily see the words you wrote over the faces. Tommy enjoyed writing on the alligators and trying to count their teeth at the same time.

 

"Mental gymnastics," Tommy's dad would say, "should be an Olympic sport instead of tiddlywinks or lawn darts."

 

Tommy wrote notes and put them on his vision board that was now a clue board.

 

Tommy's eyes caught on the word "Twibbon" and then the phrase "Twibbon is missing." Then Tommy stepped back and the word "Morvane" caught his eye.

 

"Morvane," Tommy whispered to himself.

 

An idea hit Tommy like a lightning bolt had struck Bruce in the driveway, and Bruce got so excited he jumped up on his two tire tires and honked the horn. Tommy smiled.

 

"That's it!" Tommy said as he ran from the room.

 

Tommy ran down the hallway into Tammy's room, yelling, "Ms. Moonbeam! Ms. Moonbeam!"

 

Tommy ran into Tammy's room, even though she was still sleeping. He opened the flap of her tent and ran inside, still yelling, "Ms. Moonbeam!" and instead of the tent tunnel continuing onto the mountaintop meadow, Tommy ran smack into the wall, bumping his head and nose as he fell back, landing on his butt.

 

"Ouch," Tommy groaned.

 

An awakened Tammy stuck her head out of her blankets,

 

"Why did you run into my wall?"

 

"l wanted to go see Ms. Moonbeam."

 

"Why didn't you just ask me? She's my BFF."

 

"She is not."

 

"She is too! We made a pinky promise!"

 

Tommy sat up. He looked at Tammy with a very serious look, as if he were going to deliver hard truths like Ms. Moonbeam, "l think I figured out what happened to Twibbon."

 

Before Tammy could respond, Ms. Ambrosia's lovely morning voice rang out, "Children, breakfast. No adventures without eating today."

 

 

 

On the kitchen table was an array of food. It was like a birthday party breakfast buffet with oatmeal, passion fruit, kingnuts and granola bars, leftover strawberry pizza, yogurt with mango butter and cheese sticks, ham rolls, and egg salad snack bowls.

 

Tommy and Tammy ate like they had to store energy for winter hibernation. Turner drank strong coffee with bee milk, which most people call honey, and he hummed Beethoven's Third Symphony to himself. He had an invention idea simmering in his big brain.

 

Ms. Ambrosia sipped her camel-flower tea, “I know it's seemed like your father and I have been uninvolved in your adventures so far."

 

Turner nodded. "Well, we have been. Uninvolved."

 

Ms. Ambrosia gave her husband a stern look. "We have not been uninvolved. We just haven't been very participatory."
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