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ALL BUT ONE IDEA HAD been sold. It sat contained in a dirt-speckled golden tin, high on top the dusty fifth shelf of the Olde Idea Shoppe.

Behind the counter stood a tattooed girl in her early twenties. She had narrow, pouty lips and plump, dimpled cheeks. Her short, black hair was pulled back into a ponytail, leaving bangs to cover her face. Her name was Sunshine Raven.  Her parents had wanted their daughter to be sugar and spice and everything nice, so they decided on the brightest first name they could think of to counter-balance her last name.

Business was slower than usual and she was bored. She distracted herself by thumbing through a book of ancient photo illustrations depicting experimental bat wings for man-powered flight contraptions. If she had been paying much attention at all, she might have noticed that the store’s inventory had run dangerously low.  

The bell at the top of the door jingled.

Sunshine looked up.

A big, sweaty man wearing an old, dilapidated hat rushed in. His unkempt nature was emphasized by his large unruly mustache and side burns, and embellished by the fact that as he entered, he was re-adjusting his belt as if he had just finished a bit of burly business next door. 

It was Mr. Bauble, one of their regulars.

As she placed the book under the counter and Mr. Bauble closed the gap between them, she suddenly realized that she had completely forgotten to place a call to Arthur, the owner, about the store’s inventory.  The Shoppe hadn’t needed to contact a supplier in all the time Sunshine had worked there and she certainly was not in a position to make such decisions on her own.  She didn’t even have the faintest idea of where to begin. 

She quickly took in her surroundings, which were mostly bare shelves and dust.  Good heavens, she thought. There’s only one left. 

Sunshine was never one to think on her toes.  Though she tried, the only thing she could come up with was to attempt to discourage the inevitable purchase.

“Mr. Bauble,” she said. “So sorry but we’re awful light these days.”

“I’ve come for an idea, miss.”

“I understand that, sir, but our stock is rather light...”

“Missy, I came for an idea.”

“Sir, please. We should have fresh ones within the week.”  She had no way of knowing if that was true, but it sounded convincing enough to her.

“What about that one up there?”

Mr. Bauble’s pointed a big, fat finger at the golden tin on the high shelf.  Sunshine dug her heel into the toes of her other foot, punishing herself for her stupidity.

“That’s a good idea.”

“I can see that.”

“But not a great one.”

“Any one will suffice. I need to work on a new novel and haven’t a clue what to write. I’d like to get started post haste.”

“Please reconsider.”

“Missy, your costumer is becoming very frazzled. Now bring that thing down, package it up and take my barter bills or I’ll be forced to report you to the high constable.”

Sunshine puffed out her cheeks in aggravation.

“Well, there’s no need to be so stubborn.”

She entered the back and brought out a collapsed ladder. She unfolded it, clicked it into place and retrieved the golden tin. She ground her teeth as she unrolled some brown paper packaging and wrapped it around the tin, tying it off with twine. She stamped it with the store seal, took his seventy-five barter bills and saluted him, pathetically.

In his huge hands, the man scooped up his purchase, tipped his floppy hat to her and left, whistling a marching band tune.

“I’m toast.” She sighed.
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“WE’RE SOLD OUT?!”

“Calm down, it’s not that bad.”  Again, Sunshine doubted the veracity of this statement.

Arthur had to steady himself on a stool near the greasy windows. He had left the shop in her charge for a week and thought she could handle it all on her own—but, apparently not.  Her distraction with silly books had been a slight nuisance before, but now it may have cost him his livelihood.  

It was only five pm and the CLOSED sign was already swinging from the door. They were normally open well into the night, but current circumstances dictated that today would be different. Arthur had taken the liberty of phoning Beverly and Turla, the accountant and cashier. They would not be happy in the slightest.

“Was he upset?” Arthur asked.

“Thought he would brain me.” Sunshine replied sheepishly.

“Oh for heaven’s sake. Well, there’s nothing else we can do now. We’ll have to call Rogerson.”

“Rogerson’s dead.”

“Dead?”

“Died last Tuesday.”

“What about Jameson?”

“In a nut house.”

“Jacobi?”

“Disappeared.”

“This is tearing me apart. Bring me the provider logs. There’s got to be someone who can help us re-stock.”

Quick as a flash, Sunshine darted to the back and emerged seconds later with a large tome sealed shut with a lock buckle. She placed it in his lap where he unlocked the heavy thing with the itty bitty key that constantly dangled from a long chain around his neck.

He combed through name after name.  Just like his first choices, none of the remaining suppliers registered with the Inspiration Nation were in a position to provide stock.  Finally, he reached a section they never had to use before: In Case of Emergency. There was only one name listed.

Arthur sighed.  “Francis Blake. It’s finally come down to this,” 

“Who is Francis Blake?”

“Dreadfully sensitive fellow. A bit spooky. He’s nervous and rather weird. We’ll have to do our best to keep him comfortable and not scare him off.” Arthur ran a hand through his hair as he committed to his new hire. “We have much to do. We have to clean this place up and lay carpet.”

“Why a carpet?”

“He detests slippery floors!”
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THE NEXT MORNING, RUMBLING black clouds layered the sky. Heavy raindrops began splattering against the Shoppe’s windows.  

Everyone was busy.

Sunshine signed for the rug delivery at the back door as Arthur carried an ancient, heavy black typewriter to the table and positioned it close to the edge. He turned over a wooden chair, laid a cushion on it and slid it into place in front of the table.  Beverly detested manual labor, but before she could protest someone had thrust a broom into her hands.

Sweat dripped from his back as Arthur painstakingly scrubbed the windows within an inch of their lives. As he cleaned, a face popped into view.  The shock nearly knocked him off the ledge.

“I need one!” The man on the other side yelled, banging on the windows for emphasis.

“We’re closed, sir.”

“I don’t care! I need one this instant!”

“Sir, as much as I’d like to open that door, we’ve come to complete stand-still. We should be up and running within the week.”

“But I need it now!”

Arthur glared at the man.

He continued to bang on the glass.

“Go ahead!” Arthur shouted. “Make all the noise you like. That won’t get you an idea any faster. But hear this, old man, if I so much as see a crack in this window, you’ll be repaid with a crack in your head.”

The old man stared, grumbled, and walked away.

“Arthur,” Sunshine said from behind him. “That wasn’t like you at all.”

“What do you expect?” he said as he climbed down from the display window. “When you’re short of ideas, you’ve got to work with what you have.”

He had a point. The Olde Idea Shoppe had been going strong for forty years, starting with a handful of writers who were generous enough to donate their old ideas. These were the ones they could do nothing with or lost interest in, so they donated them with the hope that someone else might find value in them. Since then, the Shoppe had had a number of writers on staff who provided them a steady supply for a long while, but with business being as slow as it had been for the past few years, idleness and old age had gotten the better of them. 

Not once had Arthur ever needed to bother Francis Blake. He was unique: his ideas were profound, but abnormal.  Here in Olde Country, new ideas tended to be risky. Change made people sick with worry and hesitant to act, but now he was the Shoppe’s only hope. 

Within moments, large bolts of lightning flashed and crackled. The rain turned into a downpour.

“Good grief, it’s begun.” Arthur murmured.  Sunshine ran to fetch the roll of carpet. 

“Quickly,” Arthur said.

Sunshine made her way into the store and rolled out the rug. It covered the room perfectly. 

Suddenly, the door burst open and everyone shrieked.

“My word!” shouted Turla as she closed the door behind her. “It’s raining like the dickens!”She slapped at her emerald green dress and shook her umbrella.

Everyone turned and went back to work.

Slightly amused by the scare she had worked up in them, Turla whistled her way to the counter where she took out five large binders, unwound her spectacles and began balancing the books.  

There was a low rumble of thunder.  Had Arthur not been paying attention, he might have missed the three subtle knocks that accompanied it.  His eyes met Sunshine’s. Without a word, she turned slowly and crossed the room to open the door.

Shielded from the rain by the awning, there stood a slim figure with broad shoulders dressed in a heavy charcoal overcoat. His face was cold and statuesque under an incredibly thick and curly black mustache. Wavy ribbons of his dark hair peaked out from under his bowler hat. His eyes, visible under half-open lids were green with specks of gold. Sunshine thought they were the only pleasant thing about him.She gulped.

He nodded, tipping his hat to her.

She backed away, giving him a wide berth.

Francis Blake quietly stepped upon the rug as Sunshine closed the door behind him.

He stood dripping on the newly laid carpet.  The storm outside filled the silence of the room.  For a long time, Arthur sat on the ledge of the window display
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