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    To my brothers and sisters in the Russian church—we have not forgotten you!

Special thanks to Abigail and Mac for the prompts that inspired this story and this series.

      

    

Wanted: a typewriter. Well cared for.

Anna froze in her endless scroll, finger hovering over the words as she read them twice, then a third time, not sure whether she more feared or hoped that her first glance had been correct. She’d lost hope of finding any offer that even remotely applied to her an hour ago and had only continued because she wasn’t a quitter, and because she had literally nothing else to do.

No, she hadn’t misread. The entry said ‘typewriter,’ and considering that her once favorite pastime of noting awkward phrasings, missed commas, and absurdly original spellings had been more or less eviscerated in the last few years, there was little chance that the word was a mistake.

Anna flexed her fingers, then took a deep breath and tapped the page. The date was more than a year old, but no expiration had been set. There were no additional details and no messaging link. Instead, there was an apartment number on the north side of town and suggested contact hours of six to eight.

Anna drummed her fingers for a moment, then crept through the long chain of menus until she found the option to manually bookmark the page. Ignoring the popup instructing her to connect HALEY for a better experience, she dropped the tablet and slid onto the floor.

It took a good half hour of sorting through crates and tubs before she finally found the one she wanted. Of course it was in the very farthest corner, because what use did she or anyone have for an old typewriter, except as a reminder of happier days and a symbol of the family grit and determination that was all she had left to see her through?

Resting her fingers gently on the keys, Anna closed her eyes and let the memories flow. Discovering the antique at her grandmother’s house and watching in fascination as the odd little black marks were turned into stories that anyone could read. Using it for practice when a blinking cursor seemed too forgiving for the accuracy she craved. Listening to the stories of her great-something-grandmother, who had lost a husband in a war, used her remaining savings on the self-same typewriter, and pounded the pavement until she had enough work to see all her children put through college.

Tears rose to Anna’s closed eyes, and she pressed them hard. Somehow this one keepsake seemed to have twined itself into most of her tenderest memories and nearly all of her dreams for the future. But sentiment didn’t pay the bills, let alone the collection agencies, and with her slight fever earlier in the week and the plasma center closed on weekends, she was out of viable options if she wanted to eat again before Monday.

Find the next step had been the Ellington motto since before the typewriter, and this offer was the only next step she’d found in a long time. Anna swallowed the bitter ache in her throat, straightened her shoulders, and wrestled her coat on before stuffing her key and tablet into her pocket and lugging the heavy crate down to a dingy alcove on the first floor.

“Vance?”

The teen didn’t look up from his game.

“Are you open for business?”

“Whatcha need?” His attention didn’t waver, but he sat just a little straighter. Anna set down the crate and fished out her tablet.

“A car to this address.”

“Round trip or one way?”

“One way.” Though what she’d do if the requestor wasn’t interested she had no idea. The heirloom might end up on a scrap heap, and she’d be out the car fare that was supposed to be her water bill besides. She sent up a silent prayer—not that she’d had much proof God was listening lately—and set her jaw. 

“Got the cash?”

Anna nodded, and when Vance had placed the order with a few quick words to HALEY, she took her cracked tablet again and began the laborious process of transferring the price of the ride, along with the teen’s “courtesy” fee. Not that she blamed him. She wasn’t the only one in the neighborhood trying to scrape together every cent she could. But she couldn’t hide her wince when her balance dropped to two dollars under the rent that would be due in five days.

“Ready in three minutes” came in HALEY’s smooth voice, and Anna lifted the crate and started for the street, Vance ambling behind her. She squeezed into the little white car and wrestled the bulky typewriter onto her lap as the teen gave HALEY the needed commands and waited for the car to accept them. Then he slid swiftly out of the way of the closing door and ambled back into the building as her ride joined the line of traffic.

Sometimes it was hard to believe just how short a time it had been since the Heuristic Automated Language Engine - Yeoman Model had burst upon the world. Anna remembered hearing the news bulletin on the train home from college, reading the press releases during endless hours in waiting rooms, even joking with Mom about how nice it would be to order her favorite meal with only a word or two. But there had been dozens of virtual assistants and voice recognition programs with similar promises, and by the time HALEY had begun to move from an entertaining novelty to an essential tool, Anna had no thought for anything beyond her mother, or the desperate fight for her life.

With a shake of her head, Anna wrenched her mind from the past. Find the next step. Always forward, never back. Resting her arms atop the crate, she peered up at the sleek, modern lines of the buildings around her, so different from the crumbling brick facades surrounding the little hole she’d managed to creep into. The car stopped at the curb before one of them, and Anna squeezed herself and the typewriter out and tried to assume a confident air as she strode into the stylish lobby.

Her bravado lasted until she reached the elevators. Of course she’d forgotten that a high-end building wouldn’t still have call buttons. Mind racing, Anna set the crate on the edge of a planter and bent down, pretending to fix her shoe while she considered her next step. Attempt six flights of stairs with her unwieldy burden? Or try to convince the desk clerk that a nameless individual in one of his suites truly wanted the piece of antique junk that was all she had to offer?

Before she could make up her mind, a woman stepped up beside her, murmuring “level six,” and Anna’s heart gave the first thrill of hope that she’d felt in weeks. Such a small but perfectly timed coincidence—was it the faintest possible sign that God was still there? She straightened, lifted the crate as casually as she could, then stuck to the woman’s heels as she entered the elevator and exited it again on the sixth floor.

A few moments in a maze of side corridors brought her at last to the number she wanted, and Anna set her burden on the ground and lifted a hand to knock, a fresh rush of worry suddenly overtaking her. Did people in this part of the world even knock anymore? Just how far beyond her depth was she?

“You may come.” The voice that answered her weak tap was male and softly accented. Anna pressed on the latch, and it opened. Hoisting the crate and offering a last silent prayer, she stepped into the room.

An overwhelming impression of white greeted her—white flooring, white walls, white wicker furniture on the porch outside. There were a few accents—a heavy wooden desk along one wall, a chocolate couch and footstools in the middle of the room, a glimpse of dark cabinets around a corner. But the decorating felt only half done, the room nearly bare and scrupulously clean. Its one occupant, a man in sunglasses, had risen as she entered but said nothing for a moment as her gaze swept the room.

“Who is this, please?” he asked finally, and Anna came back to herself with a little start.

“Anna. Anna Ellington. I brought—that is, did you—” She lifted the crate with the clearly visible typewriter, but the man only waited. Something in the way he held his head—the dark glasses—her eyes darted toward the door and immediately found the hook holding a white cane, stark against the black coat behind it. “I’m sorry. There was a want ad, but—it was old. I should have known—”

Before she could retreat, the man inhaled sharply.

“An advertisement? For a typewriter? You have one?”

“You want one?” Anna couldn’t help her incredulous tone, but the man only smiled.

“Very much. May I?” He reached out a hesitant hand, and Anna set the crate on the low table in front of the couch, watching as his fingers slid lightly along the edge before moving inside to brush the knobs, the roller, the keys. “It has been so long. I can hardly believe. It still works?”

“The last I tried it. It might need the ink refreshed, but that’s all.”

“It is a very old one, yes?” The accent was almost certainly Russian, but he appeared only a few years older than her. After a moment of examining the case, which had acquired a fair number of scuffs and scratches over the years, he suddenly turned and motioned to the couch. “Sit, please. Tell me how you love it.”

“How I...” Her mind scrambled to make sense of the request. Did he want to know how it had been cared for? He had specified that, but she had hoped good working order would be enough. He shook his head with a smile.

“This word means such different things, yes? Love pizza, love kittens, love husband...”

“Oh, I’m not married!” Anna blurted, then was uncomfortably glad for the dark glasses as her face flushed crimson.

“For me also.” The man shrugged, seeming to take the comment as a matter of course. “But the typewriter. Do you keep it for love? Or collect it only?”

If he suspected how much of her heart was wrapped up in the old machine, would
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