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            ONCE UPON A TIME

          

        

      

    

    
      Once upon a time in a land not unlike our own, there lived a young woman who wanted to see the stars.

      “I gotta tell you, it’s pretty darn boring around here sometimes,” the young woman would say, even though her best friend, Blaine, was a vampire, which would make anyone else’s life interesting.

      Blaine wasn’t a dangerous vampire, and that is one of the ways the land where she and Blaine lived WAS unlike our own. In this civilized land, vampires could go to the grocery store and buy pasteurized blood in bottles, some of them flavored with flavors no one ever thought of until they did, some as obvious as cherry vanilla and others not as obvious.

      But about the young woman being bored: It was because her mother had been an explorer, although how much of one wasn’t clear until the day they found The Traveler.

      “Guinevere,” Mom would say, “this is a vast and wonderful place, and there’s more to reality than these four walls and the sky above.”

      And so the young woman wanted to see beyond these four walls and the sky above. That’s where all the trouble began, although years later she would tell people it was also where her real life began.

      But she would not ever tell anyone else that her name was Guinevere. The only reason Blaine knew was because he heard Mom call her that once, earning an embarrassed roll of the eyes and a glare that would have made Mom’s blood curdle if it hadn’t made her laugh out loud instead.

      Guinevere Prudence Thompson hated her name. Hated it. Never mind that she was named after an Arthurian queen and a Beatles song.

      “Call me G.P.,” she insisted one day. “I don’t want to be — that name — so call me G.P. instead.”

      “Jeep?” asked her incredulous mother that first time.

      “No! G.P.”

      “OK, Jeep,” Mom grinned.

      She told her friends just to call her G.P., too, but it wasn’t long until — just like Mom and the military’s “general purpose (G.P.) vehicles” before her — everyone just shortened it to Jeep. And that kind of grew on her. Eventually.

      By the time her mother called her Guinevere in front of Blaine, G.P. was rather fond of the name Jeep.

      “Mahhmmm,” she growled in a manner that would be menacing if there was anything at all in the world that could make Mom feel menaced.

      “What?” she grinned. “It’s your name. It’s a beautiful name.”

      “It may have been a beautiful name in the 14th century when you were born,” Jeep said. “But my friends call me Jeep, and Blaine is my friend.”

      Mother had a way of laughing that could disarm a stegosaurus. It was full of music and adventure and a happiness that came from living life just the way she had always dreamed. And when she laughed, even Jeep couldn’t stay furious.

      “I promise, Guinevere,” Blaine said, as soberly as he could manage as he struggled not to smile in the face of Jeep’s fury and Mom’s laughter, “I will never call you by that name.”

      “You just did.”

      “I will never call you by that name again, G.P.,” he said, quietly and sincerely, for Blaine was nothing if not quiet and sincere.

      Blaine was tall and round — no, he wasn’t overly plump, but he had an oval face that suggested roundness all over, although his softness was simply because he didn’t care to tone his body into buff — let’s just say he was tall with an oval face that always looked a little sleepy. It was something about his eyes: Blaine just never seemed to have his eyes completely open, and his eyebrows could speak volumes and often did.

      The other thing about Blaine is that he always seemed to have a little smile, as if he knew something funny about the most serious situations. The word for his face was droll. Yes, that’s it: He had a droll face. He viewed the world with a droll outlook. Blaine was unflappable. And droll.

      Jeep had long, straight red hair with a face neither too narrow nor too pudgy, not the most beautiful young woman ever, but certainly very pleasant to look at.

      Her eyes were a remarkable green color, green as the ocean on a clear, bright sunny day, and they were constantly in motion, darting here and there and seeing everything there was to love about wherever she was and wherever she was going. It was odd, in fact, that she felt bored, because she was the kind of person who found life interesting all the time.

      And honestly, Jeep didn’t worry about what she looked like. She went about life because it was fun to be alive, and she didn’t trouble herself wondering whether she was pretty or pleasant to look at. And that, truth be told, is what made her pretty.

      Now, Jeep Thompson lived with her mother in a house in, as I mentioned at first breath, a land not unlike our own. Mom rarely talked about Jeep’s father, but when she did, it was with a sweet smile and a faraway look that seemed to be replaying fond memories.

      “No, of course not,” she said one day when Jeep was 17 and asked if she ever got angry that he wasn’t there. “I will always love your father.”

      “So where is he?” Jeep insisted, because she was in a mood where it would be nice to have a dad around and she didn’t seem to have one. “Is he dead?”

      Mom sighed at that. “No, he’s not dead,” she said. “I think I would be able to feel it if he was, if you know what I mean,” but of course Jeep didn’t know.

      “Well, then, where is he? What happened?”

      “I’m not really sure where he is,” Mom admitted. “Someday, when I can, I’ll tell you the whole story.”

      “When you can? You mean when I’m old enough to understand or something?”

      Mom looked in Jeep’s eyes with an expression that seemed to say that she really, really wanted to tell her the whole story right then and there.

      “What, did he disappear on some top-secret mission and you’re not allowed to tell me? Come on, Mom.”

      “Yes, he disappeared,” her mother said. “And it wasn’t top secret, it’s not that I’m not allowed to tell you. It’s that it’s best I not tell you until the right time.”

      “That’s not mysterious or anything.”

      It was quiet for a very long time, and then Mom repeated, “Someday, Gwin, when I can, I will tell you the whole story.”

      “Do you promise?”

      Then Mom smiled a very, very, very strange smile and said something very odd.

      “Not only do I promise,” Mom said, “I already have told you the whole story.”

      “When?! I think I would have remembered something like that.”

      But Mom just kept smiling that very, very, very strange smile.

      “I love you, Guinevere Prudence Thompson.”

      “Don’t call me that!” Jeep said. “I love you, too, but I don’t remember you telling me about Dad.”

      “I know,” was all Mom said. But then, a moment later, she said something that was even odder.

      “I want you to know,” Mom said carefully, “that it’ll be OK. You will go through so much, but you’ll be OK — and I’m so sorry for what you have to do.”

      “What do I have to do?”

      “It’s a long story, and I can’t tell you now, but I have already told you what you need to know as you go along.”

      “That doesn’t make any sense at all!” Jeep said.

      “Not today it doesn’t,” Mom agreed. “You got angry — you got very angry at first when I told you — furious, actually — but when you hear what it is, at least you’ll understand.”

      “I don’t remember any of this.”

      “Of course you don’t, because I haven’t told you yet.”

      “Um, going in circles a little much, Mom?”

      A big, sad smile now. “You’ll figure it out, I promise, and then you’ll save the worlds. I’m so proud of you.”

      It appeared at the time, however, that Jeep would have to figure it out for herself, because shortly after her 18th birthday, her mother died.
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      Jeep never got used to the hospital bed in the living room, against the wall where the Christmas tree stood every December. Mom, who always had been full of life and energy,  had aged daily, it sometimes seemed, until now she looked like a shriveled little imitation of herself lying there, hooked up to monitors with an I.V. inserted in the back of her hand to keep her hydrated or something.

      The visiting nurse finished taking Mom’s vital statistics, double-checked the intravenous drip, and smiled blankly at Jeep.

      “Sorry to interrupt,” the nurse said, a hand brushing back Mom’s hair. “I’ll be in the kitchen for a while before I have to go, so holler if you need me.”

      “Thank you,” Mom said, and after the nurse was out of earshot, added to Jeep, “She’s one of the good ones. I wish they were all like her.”

      “She does seem nice,” Jeep said, although she couldn’t really tell the difference between this nurse and any of the others who came to the house twice a day to monitor her mother’s deterioration.

      She managed to laugh at one of Jeep’s lame jokes and then something dark seemed to pass over her eyes.

      “Honey,” Mom said, “you need to know something, something important.”

      “OK …”

      “Out in the garage, under the tarp —”

      Jeep relaxed a little. “Yeah, Mom, what IS that thing? Some old classic car from the ’70s or something?”

      The woman lying in the bed widened her eyes and then laughed softly.

      “You little snit,” she said. “When did you look under the tarp?”

      Jeep shrugged. “I don’t know, it was a really long time ago. They made cars a lot bigger when you were a kid.”

      “Yes, they did, but it’s not a classic car from the’70s. You’re close, though,” and Mom coughed from laughing. “The design is based on a 1965 Buick Riviera — the designer had an impish streak — but it’s more than a car. Much, much more than that.”

      “Huh.”

      “We called it The Traveler,” Mom said in a half-whisper. “It’s how I traveled between worlds over the years.”

      OK. This was something new. Jeep knew Mom was involved in some sort of scientific research she wasn’t allowed to talk about, and now she was talking about it. And she traveled — wait, what?

      “Between worlds? Like you went to Mars?”

      “And Venus, and —”

      “Oh my gosh, Mom! This is ridiculous!”

      “And by ridiculous you mean —”

      “Awesome! You went to Venus and Mars and what was it like? Howcome you’re not like famous? Why doesn’t everybody know? Why is your spaceship sitting under a tarp in the garage?!”

      “It wasn’t as —”

      “Oh, Mom,” Jeep said, her eyes suddenly wet, “Why didn’t you ever take me with? We could have had so much fun together.”

      “I know,” she said, patting her daughter’s hand. “But you have to be very careful. I was waiting for the right time; I guess I thought we had plenty of time.”

      “That’s OK,” Jeep said, although of course it wasn’t OK. To walk with her Mom on Venus — or Mars — it would have been incredibly special.

      “Like I said, you have to be very careful calibrating your settings,” Mom said. “We lost your father that way.”

      “What? My dad went with you, too?”

      “No, he went out in the first Traveler, and we lost him because we —”

      “Wait. You and Dad worked together on this? You have to tell me everything!”

      “Yes, I think it’s time. Slow down and I’ll tell you,” Mom said. “What I was trying to say is you have to be careful with your calibrations when you decide where you’re going — and when you’re going. That’s what got you in trouble.”

      “What does that mean? What did I do?” Jeep said. “I never did more than look at it, I swear.”

      “Oh, I know. It’s nothing that you did, it’s what you’re going to do.”

      “No, you said that’s what ‘got’ me in trouble, like I already did something.”

      Mom smiled. “Right. It’s my past, your future. Oh, Gwin, I’m so proud of you.”

      This was now not only confusing but embarrassing. “So I’m going to get in trouble, but you’re proud of me for doing it?”

      “Oh, the places you’ll go —”

      “OK, cut it out
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