

    
        
          Molly's Miracle Colonies

        

        
        
          Battle Of The Cubes, Volume 2

        

        
        
          Dannis Cole

        

        
          Published by DannisWrites, 2024.

        

    



  	
  	
			Dedication

			
		
    DedicationFor all women traumatized by forced early marriage. This novel is about a fictional child marriage with very positive circumstances and with a species that does not have sex. By the time of their marriage, Molly is 18 because of a timeline switch. 
I am totally against marriages forced because of perceived family shame or misguided religious practices. If young people fall in love and want to marry early, I agree with recent laws to limit this. For any marriage before age 18, the divorce rate is about 80%. However, we need laws that allow an emancipated minor to seek remedies in the divorce courts and protection at women's shelters. 
Even emancipated minors in the US below age 18, 19, or 21, depending on the state, cannot go to a women's shelter or get a divorce. Anyone who is underage needs good advice and professional help to ensure that this is actually what the young people wish to do, that their parents are not forcing the issue because of pregnancy. There need to be more options for minors to escape abusive situations, and every case is different. 
We adults need to be well-informed on this subject. Minors also need to understand the laws in their state and how they apply. 
For more information on the problems and solutions, here are several websites that I used in researching this book, as well as too many legal sites to name! Note that 'child marriage' usually refers to marriage before age 18. Most of these marriages are at age 17, and the next highest figure is at age 16. 
UN Declaration on Child Marriage https://www.unicef.org/protection/child-marriage 
Wikipedia entry on Child Marriage https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Child_marriage_in_the_United_States 
Girls Not Brides, an international effort to end child marriage https://www.girlsnotbrides.org/articles/ 
Unchained At Last, a US organization to help us understand the consequences of early marriage. This organization has done well in lobbying for higher marriage ages across our country, and it is an excellent source of information, especially their hard work together current statistics on underage marriage in the US. https://www.unchainedatlast.org/unchained-at-a-glance/ 
I disagree with their listing of Mormons as a religion that forces underage people to get married. I am a member of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, and this is the mainstream Mormon church, as non-members often call us.  There are extremist sects in any religion, and there are some Mormons who do this outside the law. My Church believes in following all the laws of countries members live in and condemns polygamy and has done so since Utah statehood in 1898. For our Church Policy and beliefs, see: https://www.churchofjesuschrist.org/ 
Knowledge is power. For all of you considering marriage at any age, please read up. Women are likely to be on the short end of the financial stick, and I have personal experience of having to sign the divorce papers without benefit of a lawyer. It was not the best outcome for my poor daughters. Dannis Cole, Trion, GA, Oct 14, 2024
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“Don't worry, Molly, Dad'll finish the basement soon. You'll see.” Angel looks so Sarah Brightman, I expect her to start singing— 

“Yeah, and your mom's scared that if she tells her super about what's going on at home, I'll get put with some other foster home, even when they get certified. I can't choose, because I'm 12. If I were 13, maybe a judge would listen to me. That's only next month, though. Oh, it's almost ten. I'd better go home now.” I licked the last of the powdered sugar off my dessert plate. Dreaded going out in cold rain. I’ll have to be extra careful not to track anything in.

If only my mom would make Mexican Wedding Cookies! Meat and potatoes in the slow cooker. We used to eat out almost every night. Didn't I complain about all the kid meals? Not much variety there. Mom doesn't bother to learn a new recipe. They’re always dieting, and eat most of it. I sniffed the air and enjoyed the smell of cookies that lingered.

I offer to cook and she gives me a lecture about not wanting to eat my mistakes. And how much they would cost. She doesn’t know I cook my cat’s diabetic diet. Our neighbors give me food for me, not Sylvania. Who can eat, in this nightmare? What would Mom do, if she checked that refrigerator in the garage?

Toni, black-haired like her daughter,  never complained, even when Angel's apron caught on the flour canister and it went over. We were seven and I helped her sit on the counter. Didn't even fuss at me for causing the whole thing! We did help her sweep it all up. Mark came home from work, saw the mess, and offered to go get more. What a great dad he would be!

Angel sighed, and got off her bed. Such a soft bed! And her mom made the pretty quilt by hand. Matching, lacy flowered curtains. Mom got mad when Toni gave me a bedspread with rainbows on it for Christmas last month. “I wish you could just stay. They couldn't make you come home, could they?”

“Mom could call the police and ask them to escort me home. She'd do it, too! I looked it up on a legal site. Let's go.” I looked out the window at their older neighborhood. I'd rather live here than in ours, any day. Red ringlets dripped in my face. My green eyes have bags like an old—

Toni came to the doorway. She and her daughter had beautiful light blue eyes. “Molly, I'm ready to drive you over.”

“I can walk, Mrs. Pedersen.”

“I worry about you walking in the dark—”

“And, I've been learning karate. Hi-jahh!” I struck my mean pose.

Toni laughed. “Honey, you're so small, he'd pick you up and run off with you!”

Mark ran to the doorway. “What's going on in here?” He chuckled.

“I've been learning karate. Want to let me practice on you?”

He laughed, but waved me after him. “You can try. Where you want me?” Mark Pedersen kept fit by riding bikes with us every day. My dad had flab.

I ran in the living room and moved the coffee table. “Here.” I stood opposite their soft sofa. “You're a bad guy. Come up behind me and do a half-Nielsen.”

“Okay.” He did. He's 6'1” and 200 pounds. I'm 4'1” and 87. Yeah, sure. But I stomped the floor by his foot. Pretended to elbow him in the ribs. Moved my right foot back. Grabbed his elbow and shoulder. Threw him over my back! His head bounced off the cushions! “Gosh, you okay, Mr. Pedersen?” His head almost missed the cushions!

Mark sprawled, upside down, on their sofa! “I'm okay. Wow! Did you take lessons?” His blue eyes blinked at me.

“I found it on social media. Maybe it was jujitsu.” I didn't expect him to go that far! The sofa creaked as he sat up.

“That, young lady, was awesome! I didn't believe you could do that!” Mr. Pedersen laughed loudly as he rolled to his feet. Rubbed his hip. Angel helped him straighten the blue quilt, fallen pillows, and lace covers on the arms.

“You proved your point, Molly, as usual. But, I'm still driving you home.” Toni shook her finger at me. Her fake stern expression was comical. Mom just looks mad all the time. Likes to shake her finger, but never kids.

I laughed. Felt awful about Mr. Pedersen's hip. He didn't limp as he walked us out to the garage, thank goodness. Faint smell of gasoline worried me. Our garage has junk, not cars. Electric lawn mower.

“Maybe bullies won't bother you at school, now!” Angel laughed.

“You know I don't dare do anything! I'd get expelled. High school's same rules about any kind of fight.”

“I miss you, Molly.” She swept her long, black curls back and opened the back door. “Marietta Middle’s just not the same without you.”

“I miss you, too! It’s harder to make friends there. Wish I had you to eat lunch with.” Half the teachers still ask me where my parents are. As if they’d ever eat with me. Mrs. Pedersen would but the school said no.

I opened the other back door. Angel’s mom smiled as she got in the driver’s seat. Used her best British accent. “I'm playing the chauffeur again! Well!” She pretended to pull a hat over her black waves, which made us laugh.

Angel made me promise to teach her what I learned. I sent the link to her phone.

The ride was too short. Drizzle made the streets shiny. Hardly any traffic. Dad's red sports car was parked in the driveway. Crooked. I didn't say anything. Mark got the blue 4-door because Toni loves blue. Dad just showed up with this car last month without asking. Mom fussed because it wasn’t black, saying the police’d be pulling them over all the time. He traded her car and his, to get it. They always fight about money. The house is in her name, so he insisted both cars be in his. If Mark wants something, Toni gets that much money.

“I'll go in with you—”

“If you do, it'll be worse. Thanks, y'all! See ya tomorrow when you get home, Angel!”

“Ok, Molly!”

Cold drizzle got my neck. I hate to get wet unless I’m swimming. Can’t cut through the grass or I’ll be cleaning. Wished I’d zipped. Rain smelled fresh, but if it has to be cold, can’t it be snow? I missed snow in New Jersey when I was little, but nothing else. Well, Granma’s singing until Grandpa yelled at her to shut up.

I ran in and shivered. Rain dripped off my jacket and backpack but the driveway was clean, at least. Checked my shoes. Mom was sleeping on the couch, and Dad pulled at her. The smell of old cigarette smoke from their coats on the hook hit. They dripped from the rain. I saw red lipstick on the lapel of Dad’s raincoat. Mom likes bronze shades. Frowned at me. “Molly, where have you been?”

“At the Pedersens—”

“You know I'll call them. I'm calling right now.” He dropped his phone.

I got my book bag from the mud room where I’d left it to dry earlier. My laptop and things are already in my room. Clear with black piping. These don’t last long. “G'night, Dad!”

He was on the phone. Mom snored. Dad swayed. I wished they'd quit going to those parties. I just went upstairs.

Hated my room. That bed had a really lumpy mattress from Aunt Mabel. Her oak bed. Her oak dresser. Mom's knickknacks decorated it. Aunt Mabel's curtains showed our neighborhood with all its fancy cookie-cutter houses. Stone facades. I wasn't allowed to put anything of mine on the dresser, but I had a tiny desk and red plastic goose-neck lamp. Blue padded folding chair. 

Took off my blue GSU rain jacket and hung it on the hook. Shivered. Had an old hand towel hanging in my closet, so I took the white cloth and rubbed my hair. Mom threw away my nice rainbow one. 

Didn’t need it, but I sprayed my floral air freshener all around. Love the smell of roses! I just changed the cat box at 5 while Angel and I rode bikes. Fished an art project out of the garbage, then realized it wasn’t worth it. Angel said Toni could make it smell better, and she did. It’s in her room along with some stuff from Friday art class. We got some projects back from that December art competition. Got to go down to Midtown High in Atlanta for that. 

Madison won. I smiled at him, but he whispered that he really wants to be a girl. I wasn’t wanting a boyfriend. Boys? When I’ve got a career to think about? Nobody gives skinny me a second look. Everybody wants to date Angel, but they don’t go to her Church so she invites ‘em. And they avoid her, then her friends aren’t friends any more. Religion isn’t fashionable. I love her Church. We like Brian, but it’s just friends. Somebody falls in love and it ruins everything.

On the white desktop, I had a metal organizer with a drawer for my pens. Angel had blue spray paint and we painted it at her house last week. I sighed relief that these things were still there. But, my portrait of Mrs. Pedersen was still on the desk! Carefully, I slid the top drawer of my dresser out. Taped it underneath. Slid it back into place. Maybe Mom won't think to look there. My dinosaur from the Kinder egg Angel got me was still in it. I taped it to the back with several other things. It still closed flush. The side towards the wall was very warped and curved out. When I bought it I thought, what a good place to hide stuff.

Laid out my books and completed homework on my desk. Made sure I didn't forget any assignments. All my college assignments were online. I put all the stuff to turn in Tuesday in my folders built into my 3 ring notebook. It had a new tear in the rainbow and butterfly vinyl. I sighed. I bought this thing 3 years ago. Maybe it's time to dig into my savings account again. I put a new layer of clear packing tape on it. Tomorrow’s Martin Luther King Day. I have to leave everything out so Mom can inspect. She’ll rearrange it.

Sylvania ran upstairs and jumped in my lap. I hugged her. She'll be a year old soon, and I mentally calculated that her shots and checkup would be about $150. I've got that much. She'll need more food soon. Thursday, I'll have time to shop. Maybe I'll get her shots first, then shop. My beautiful white Persian can't hear the noise of Dad dragging Mom to bed. Complaints. She whacks the rail with her hand to emphasize unintelligible mumbles. Mom glared at me with her cold brown eyes as she passed. “That cat is shedding all over my beautiful sofa! I'm getting rid of her soon. Just you wait—”

“Fern, I'll clean up the hair. A kid deserves to have a pet—”

“Kid? She's in college. She doesn't need a pet to finish her degree and graduate, does she? She'll be too busy in med school.” She rambled on until the door to their bedroom closed. They didn't argue long. Won't remember it tomorrow.

I hugged Sylvania. Got up and closed my door. Turned off my light. Covered us both with the gorgeous quilt Toni made for me. Sylvania curled up against my tummy. Hoped my sobs didn't carry. She wrapped her front paws around my arm. She knows when I’m sad. The sound of her purr soothes me.
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I got up and my parents were gone. Gave Sylvania her insulin shot and fed her. Mom never uses the refrigerator in the garage they bought when she was throwing parties at home. I made a new batch of her food, enough to last through Wednesday. And, had the last of my oatmeal. I liked to make my own from scratch with frozen strawberries in the microwave. Running out of everything. So tempted to get food out of my bank account, but Sylvania needs her vet appointment.

Then I cleaned the whole house, my usual Monday routine. Since I had the day off from school, I tackled all of the weekly and monthly list Mom had on the fridge. Changed light bulbs. Dusted the attic. Washed every window, even though they were clean on the inside. Outside was always a mess.

Took Sylvania to the litter box. Put her in her backpack carrier, and roller bladed to Angel's. She met me with a snack in the butterfly lunch bag she bought me. “Have you got a minute?” Her blue eyes were teary. I felt bad.

“I'm sorry, but I have to be on time for my volunteer job at Kennestone.” We walked to the shed where they kept my bike for me.

“I put air in your tires when I put some in mine. Can I go with you? I want to see if I can be a volunteer, too.”

I felt worse! “Angel, their teen program, you have to be 16.”

“But, you've been doing this since last year!”

“It's a requirement for my degree. So unfair! Your mom doesn't pressure people like mine does! She called Ms. Renault every single day until she agreed to let me go to 10th grade last Fall. I think she got one of her rich friends to call her. I'm the only 12-year old at Marietta High. I think I'm the only 12 year old volunteer at Kennestone, too. 'S not fair!” And, people pick on me or ignore me because I hang out with Hispanic and Black friends. Because I turn in people who persecute ‘em.

“It really isn't fair. Go, so you won't be late. I'll see you this afternoon!” I wanted to say more, she looked so sad.

I checked on Sylvania, because she was quiet in the carrier. She's fine. Beautiful blue eyes, and neat long, white fur from her daily brushing. Loved the feel of its softness, and so will everyone who holds her! Shouldered her backpack with the clear bubble again. Someone left it at the vet's when I worked there last summer and Dr. Ashley said I could have it when I adopted her because they couldn’t figure out who left it. He's so nice! I hope he lets me do that again this summer. 

I swapped out my roller blades for my tennis shoes and noticed, the wheels are getting thin. They aren't commuter blades. All these trips to Angel's are wearing them down. Doesn't help that I'm learning dance moves. Dad complained about how much these cost. I still fit the adjustable child-sized ones. He'll be mad when they break.

Then I got on the aqua bike—just the color I would've picked—and set out. Mr. Pedersen got this bike for Angel, Christmas before last, but she thought this smaller size would fit her for a year, and it didn't work out. She got taller. So, she gave it to me. Just right for me. So grateful for my friend and her family! Her dad bought her another one for Christmas. He was hoping for a table saw to help him finish the basement, so I might be able to live down there. I felt bad. If it really can happen. He keeps these cheap bikes in top shape. Puts better parts on ‘em.

I always got nervous riding on Whitlock Avenue. Traffic! But that prayer before I left helped me again. Got into the left turn lane and found a gap, because people had to wait for the light. Sometimes, rush hour is a good thing! The shopping center parking lot got hairy sometimes. But, the trip went faster today than last Monday. Lots of people are off for Martin Luther King Day. Most of the stores are closed.

It was nice to take Sylvania around to all the elderly folks. Pretended Mrs. March was my granny, somehow ported to the future from Little Women. She looked like me with her green eyes and round face. Her hair used to be red like mine instead of silver, she said. How she loves Sylvania! My cat loves everyone. 

I can't take her in the Pedersens 'cause Angel's allergic. Toni leaves a lint roller on the porch so I can get all the cat hair off. It’s easy. Why does Mom think a little hair on the sofa’s hard? When I do my daily cleaning, I make sure to spend extra effort on that sofa. How does she see white cat hair on that white leather, anyway? Poor Sylvania spends all day in my room with her cat box. When Dad doesn’t let her out. He loves her. I keep my folding table at the window with a lap blanket on it. Mom threw out my butterfly one. This one’s plain brown.

Today I left on time so I could get back to Angel's. She was waiting, already on her bike. I decided to bike, too, so she wouldn't feel left out.

We headed to my house to drop off Sylvania. Traffic was lighter now. “Molly, they put me on probation in the Gifted Program.”

I had to wait for someone to back out of their driveway. “What? But, Angel, you're smart! I need to help you with earth science more—”

“I've got an A in that. No, it's algebra that's killing me!”

“Just do more problems, like I did—”

“I can't do more, because I can't get how to do any of 'em! Dad explains, and I just can't.” She got quiet. “Mom’s good with accounting and checkbook math, but not quadratic equations.”

We fought traffic and I had to pay attention. But, what to say? It's not easy for her. I have to remember that.

Finally, we pulled into the driveway and Dad's car was there. Uh oh. “Wait here—”

Mom came out. “Where have you been? Playing, when you should be doing your homework?”

“Mom, today's a holiday. I just went to my volunteer job—”

“And, you took your friend and that animal with you?”

“Sylvania's my Pet Therapy animal. I showed you her certificate—”

“If your good little Mormon friend likes her so much, she can have her!”

“I can't!” Angel went all stiff, like she does every time Mom talks to her.

I got off the bike. “I need to put her in the house, Mom. I can't take her in Angel's house.”

“Fine. Put her in the garage, and get busy on your homework!”

I went in and she followed me to it. “You always goof off. I hadda pull a lot of strings to get you in the FasTrack Program, and I expect you to study. You wanted to grow up fast, and now you don't like it?”

Gently, I took Sylvania out and put her down. She looked around, then clung to my leg.

Mom ripped her off my jeans and shoved her away. “Get to your room, Girl, right now!”

“Mom, my homework's done. I can show you all of it.”

“All right, bring it up. I haven't got all day!”

I went to the Georgia State University login page and let her see. Every one of my seven classes had proof that I turned it in. As she looked, Sylvania slipped through the door. She'll hide in my room. Good. Then, I brought up my grades at Marietta High. My assignments. Mom sat on the sofa while I ran upstairs to get it.

Dad came out of the kitchen with a sandwich. “Molly, did you eat?” Like I can afford Sandwich Shop food? I see wrappers in the garbage when I throw it out. Can’t touch Mom’s crock pot meat. I have my stash in the garage refrigerator and ration it. No quick stuff in there.

“Angel gave me a snack, Dad.”

“That's nice. You going over there?”

Mom scowled at me.

“Fern, let her go. It's obvious she's done all her work. Can I see?”

I took it to him, and gave him my permission slip for the museum trip next month for art class. He signed without reading it. “High Museum Of Art? Nice.” He wrote out a check.

“Another field trip? We're not made of money, you know. Next one, we're not paying. Schools just want to bleed us dry! Last week it was chocolate. You didn't buy any, did you, Jeffrey?”

“No. We're both on a diet.” Like I need to be on one. I look anorexic. “But, I have enough calories left for a glass of milk.” He smoothed his blonde hair as he opened the fridge.

“Not that milk! I'm cooking this weekend.” Great. Ms. Pedersen always offers me a second glass when I eat supper with them. Hope I’m not running their grocery bill up.

I sighed. “See you later. I'm going to Angel's. She's waiting for me—”

“Don't stay long. You'll pick up their bad habits. How many wives does he have now, anyway?” Bad habits? Toni taught me to cook. And, how to budget before I got my first paycheck last summer. She took me to that second-hand store to get my study desk. Put up with Mom’s fussing that it didn’t match Aunt Mabel’s furniture. White goes with everything. Not a scratch on it and it still looks new after a year.

Knew better than to argue that they’d never be unfaithful to each other like my parents. I put my homework up and Sylvania was on the bed. With a kiss, I put her in her cat bed underneath and pulled the quilt down. Ran to my bike.

Angel was still waiting. We rode off, fast.

When I got home, the car was gone.

Tuesday went too fast. Lots of homework. I got it all done at Angel's, as usual. Tried again to help her with that algebra. She was inconsolable! We worried that someone brought a gun to our friend’s school this morning down in Atlanta. Brian Black. We both miss him. What if they don’t catch the next one? Belle Richardson’s down there, too, and I’m wondering, who moves mid-year? Tried to text her and her number’s not good now. Brian moved last summer and we knew long before that. Belle worries me, too. They moved in November and I forgot to call her over the holidays. So little time.
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Like I usually did every morning, I roller bladed around my neighborhood. Mom and Dad are snoring in their bed. They’d never be up before 9 or 10. Today I woke up at 4 am, wide awake. Decided to get in some extra exercise on my roller blades. Sylvania’s in my backpack, purring. I feel it at my shoulder blades. I sewed in angle braces so I can’t squash her if I fall. The padding Greg gave me is that stuff that absorbs impacts. Very expensive stuff! A science experiment from a study he authored, and they didn’t need it afterwards. He’s so kind, to save it for me! I had enough to do my helmet, Sylvania’s backpack, and even my wrist and knee braces.

Nobody’s up this early, not at 4:15 am. Quiet, gradually curving street. Two-story houses with cold stone. Long driveways. Big, wasteful lots. That’s my parents all over, but this house was Aunt Mabel’s. All that money didn’t last when she got cancer. Mom doesn’t talk about that time in our lives. Or her sister, who was nice to me and helped her clean up after Mabel, but she had a fight with her and I never saw her again.

Enjoyed the full moon in the dark sky. Won’t be dawn until 7:41 am. Lots of trees in people’s back yards. Ours is mud but the huge deck’s nice. I like to do my homework out there but I can’t stay warm. It’s in the 30’s now, but I won’t get hot, at least. Got to the straight part of the street near the Bruce’s.

Pretended I was an ice skater and did a spin. Took off for a wide loop. Nothing in my way, so I sped up a little.

Suddenly, a couple appeared in a flash of green light! I leaned back and did a T maneuver. “Oh, hi!”  Dumb, but he looked up and saw me coming, fast. The wheels screeched. Tried to swerve but the skates are wrecked! Skidded into the man. Whump!

He didn't budge a bit! At that speed, we should both be on the ground!

“Are you well?” I expected him to be mad. His arms went around me for a hug! The streetlight by their house snapped on. Sylvania’s purring, loud!

I looked up into totally orange eyes, a head taller than I. “Depends on your definition of ‘well’. I hope I didn’t bruise your arms. Have you got a fever?” His skin felt warm through my elbow pad and wrist braces! In this cold? Through our jackets!

“O, I am well, thank you. My doctor tells me it is not an illness. Some people have higher temperatures than others.” Not that high!

I leaned forwards and he held me up. “Oh, I’m not falling, I just have to lean forward a little so I don't roll backwards.” I lowered my voice. “I saw that light. You two just appeared in my neighborhood. Don’t worry, I won’t tell anybody. We should move over to the sidewalk in case a car comes.”

We walked, and my skates weren’t rolling. He smiled. “You are ne afraid?” His orange eyes opened wide.

“I’ve always wanted to meet someone from another planet! Can I go with you? I’m not very happy at home.” I sighed. Sat on the sidewalk. My wheels are melted. Oh, no! Dad’ll kill me!

“How old are you, Child?” Those wide orange eyes—like a parrot—seemed kind. She had blue, also wide. Wider than I could open ‘em. He waved, and my roller blades repaired themselves. Better than—still pink but commuter skates!

“I’m 12. When I’m 13 next month I might be able to convince a judge—but I don’t want to go into foster care. My parents are going to all these parties all of a sudden. They leave me at home. Dad gets mad at me if I have any friends outside the neighborhood. Toni and Mark said they’d try to adopt me, but they’re scared I would get put in foster care anyway, and I can’t choose who to live with. Social workers can decide stuff, and nobody can do anything.” I pulled at a red ringlet. My curls bounced as I shook my head. That full moon above us in a clear sky. Appropriate. The crisp air burned as I breathed.

Ms. Derick always checks in with me. Everything all right at home? Sure. School’s fine. She worries that I’m so skinny, and all the pressure of high school and college at the same time. Complains that my parents miss parent-teacher conferences and ignore her phone calls.

The lady with him also had red hair, but deeper red than mine. “Do you want to learn healing?” Such bright blue eyes, more intense than Toni or Angel’s!

“Healing? I want to be a doctor. Mom got my high school to put me in an accelerated program, since I was taking college classes. I just started the FasTrack Program at Marietta High School last fall. It’s a lot of work, but I don’t mind. At 16 I’ll have my high school diploma and a four-year college degree in pre-med. I just got an associate’s degree that I started at 9 and I could work as a registered nurse if anyone would hire someone my age.

“Because of the COVID epidemic, I’m staying at home. But, Dad and Mom go to so many parties because he’s into real estate now, they bring everything home. We all had Alpha, then Omicron. I won’t have any intelligence left—”

“We can give you an aandat. You will get immunity and telepathy and be able to learn Zheien Healing.” Adia, the man's wife, showed me with her mind. Had to slow it down twice! Wow! “We need permission from your parents.”

I looked down and poked at grass by the sidewalk with my skate. “They’ll never give me permission. Mom always bugs me to dress like she does, ‘cause she’s into fashion. But I guess if you gave me an aandat, I could make sure I never wear a tank top or short shorts and they wouldn’t know.

“I want to dress like my friend Angel. I think she’ll look like Sarah Brightman when she grows up, with that long, black hair and striking light blue eyes. You know, Sarah Brightman, who sang in Phantom of the Opera? ‘Forget these wide-eyed fears,’” I sang. “I can’t sing like her, but Angel can. She’s been giving me singing lessons.”

“Many will enjoy your voice.  Healers sing as they heal.” She took my hand, and showed me my future. The dark neighborhood faded to bright hallways at Marietta High.

We got to the Nurse's office and an elderly lady saw my look. Suddenly, it wasn't so loud, and when she got her wrinkled hands on my head, it all stopped. My record floated by my head. “Hello. Molly Brown. You just got your aandat yesterday! How is it you have telepathy so soon?” She smiled. I liked her, but never needed healing from her. “This is your Golden Day. Sit here.” She hummed pleasantly. Her eyes turned very light blue when I relaxed. Like a grandmother. I never knew mine, so I adopted everyone else's in whatever neighborhood we lived in. She’s sweet. Her tag said Healer Sunasch. Most Elshars are mean but they have rough lives— 

“Okay. This is the Outer Circle. Now you get to know what all that Telepathy Training means, that you've had for two years in homeroom.” I felt her mental hands around my head. It was easy to find!

She barely touched a stray thought. I wish she was my grandmother. “That is your Inner Circle, and I won't do that again, but you needed to learn. Thanks! I wish I had grandchildren like you two!”

I giggled. “You can adopt us!”

Angel giggled, too. “I'd like that! I miss my granny. She died when I was only 6. I never knew Dad's mom. He talks about her a lot.”

She led me into a white place and pulled Angel in there, too. Think about your Granny. You can make an Outer Circle look like any place!

Angel remembered her farm. They had a cow and a huge garden. Granny took her hand. “Here's a carrot plant. The carrot's underground. Don't grab the green stuff, Dear, or the carrot can't grow!” She giggled.

My hands were little. I smiled and looked at them. Touched a frizzy green frond. Giggled more. “Okay, Granny. I'll touch gently.”

As we enjoyed Angel's memory of the farm, Healer Sunasch guided me to use my telepathy to keep the images formed in my Outer Circle and bring them in. She made it easy. 

I enjoyed that, but I thought about Ron convulsing on that table.

Healer Sunasch gasped! So did Angel. I'm sorry!

Where was that?

I let her see Dr. Schmidt talking about our students—former slaves—and us taking them home. Hours of physical therapy with them. All six needed a lot of healing at Grady Hospital. Mom refused to go with 'em so I went. Ron needed terminals removed, and it was awful!

Dr. Schmidt taught me how to be a healer! So, you want to be a healer? Let's get started! Something just happened in the gym! She took my hand and we ran down the hall! Everyone stared at us.

We ran in, Healer Sunasch with her white robes flared, and a girl I knew on the floor holding her ankle. Auel Petty. She liked to make fun of me. Oh, no! Years of torture—

She dragged my hands on Auel's forehead. What's she doing? I don't want her here!

Auel, Molly just got telepathy. I'm teaching her. Let her listen while I see your points, okay?

I don't want her in my head! You do it!

Let her or I'll tell your father what you did with Danny.

I saw where she touched him to embarrass him but I didn't laugh. He goes to Angel’s Church. Sunasch helped me concentrate on not listening. Filled my head with Zheien Points. I already knew them, which shocked her.

The girl's Points Three were red, and I felt that pain in her ankle.

Imagine cool breezes to make the red blue. Hum, or sing something.

I thought about that dumb RelieveAll commercial. It had a goofy looking duck, a horse, and a donkey that stepped on this man's foot. They danced around him singing.

When you have an oops

And the commotion brings the goose 

[I'm not a goose, the duck complains]

Take a little RelieveAll

Duck: And rub it on the wall

The wall? No, silly duck!

You're running amuck!

You put it where you hurt it!

You put it where you hurt it!

The wall doesn't feel

But it does where ya kneel

So put it on your heel and RelieveAll!

I felt dumb singing in front of the entire PE class, but I did. It amazed me how the pain eased right up! I felt bones creak in her foot as if it were mine! Sunasch finished up and I stopped singing.

“Wow, Molly, thanks! I'll never say an unkind thing to you ever again!”

I laughed. “Healer Sunasch did it!”

She didn't. “I thought I was going to have to call Grady and bring a Master Healer! I need to teach you fast. The first day is always the best for anyone learning telepathy. You can increase your telepathy many fold just by learning enough skills, that first day. It's never the same after it. Kell! C'mere!”

That red-haired basketball star limped over. He'd been our star player, but recently had surgery and they told him he'd never play again. “Yes, Healer Sunasch?”

“I want to look at you. Molly's got a skill I haven't seen before. Sit here by Auel.”

More people noticed that something was happening and crowded around us.

Sunasch put my hands on his forehead and I spread my fingers out to Points One. His knee hurt bad, and other injuries throbbed. He was cold. He felt like an old man! How awful! His Points Three were so full of red I hardly saw anything. Sunasch coached me through all of his points, then a second time. A third time, like I'd seen Tonan do. He's our students' healer from Thorde and taught me a lot.

Sing, Molly. This is just like Auel's ankle.

I sang the same thing. Bone creaked in his knee. I broke out in a cold sweat. It hurt. His shoulder quit hurting. His left elbow. Both his ankles! I wanted to do more but it all stopped and Sunasch pulled my hands off him. “I just wanted you to heal his knee, Dear! You can't heal old—”

Kell bent and unbent his knee. “Awesome! Hey, my shoulder doesn't—” In awe, he got up fast and moved his legs. Held up his hands and someone threw a basketball to him. He ran around the court dribbling. Everyone cheered!

Healer Sunasch stared at me. “I can't teach you anything else or you'll hurt yourself! Go home now. Angel, go with her. Don't let her heal anybody, not even a cut, until she's had some sleep! You, Girl, are going to be a great healer! I can teach you a lot, but no more today. Kell! Go up to my office. You need to nap if you want to stay healed.” He started to argue, but Coach ran to him and dragged him away. They’ll have to call his parents, after that kind of healing! He’ll sleep all night.

I rubbed an eye. “But you said I had to learn as much as I can today! Can't I learn stuff and not heal people?”

She laughed. “You only have your Golden Day until you use it up. Don't worry, you can still learn, but not as fast. You don't want to hurt that skill. An Earthan can lose her telepathy by overusing it, without pain. We did enough. Be happy! Look at Kell. You did that! Grady's healers told him he'd never be able to play again.”

I felt awe that I did that! But, it was her skill, not mine.

I heard someone singing. Oh, Adia has the Diplomatic Link, and she brought Pas, a healer, to sing healing on me. Sharing those memories—she thought she hurt me—but I'm okay. Wow! Memories kept coming. In them, I left Earth on a slaver ship and bought all of them! Started a healer colony!

I smiled. “I still sound like a little kid singing. People think I’m like, eight until they hear me yak, ‘cause I’m so short. My parents will get home late tonight. I never know when. But, I could introduce you to Angel’s parents. Mark and Toni are great people. Will—”

Adia hugged me. Wept. I rubbed the back of her head and she stopped crying.

Ryee shook his head. “By Alliance or Unified rules, we must have her parents’ permission. Even though Earth is neither, we are bound by them.”
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“My parents will never give permission! You saw all my memories, too, didn’t you?” Tears burned behind my eyes.

Adia shook her head. “I would not invade your privacy so!”

“But, I want you to see! That’s not invasion of privacy because I’m asking for help.”

Ryee smiled. “If I put my hands on your head, you may think of whatever you wish us to see, and I can share these memories. In this way we collect telepathic evidence for TS Inspectors, to keep our trade honest.” I already knew. He's Zheien. They are all honest and never break laws. Memories kept coming.

Mom throws away my stuff, things she knows I want bad, to hurt me. Criticizes me constantly. Dad doesn't try very hard to get her to stop. My best friend Angel keeps whatever she wants in her room, and her parents do not mind if she has stuff in other rooms. They display her school projects everywhere. My mom ruins them or they vanish. I thought about that gallon of milk. It was yellow, so I know she left it out all night.

Ryee brought up a telepathic display. Mom's pouring that spoiled milk all over my bed, right now! I smelled that milk and felt sick, but he ran a prog to port all my stuff to a cube. He left duplicates so she won't know. I felt a little better. He didn't show Adia, but he'll tell her later. She gets upset.

Then he brought a lawyer for me! The green glow didn't startle me at all. I kept remembering things from that other future. 

This fella had blonde hair and blue eyes. Smiled. He offered his hand and I shook it. “Hallo, I am Tan Links. I saw all your memories, and I have been studying Earthan laws of the United States, Georgia and all counties of metro Atlanta. You still have a bank account from your summer job last summer with most of your earnings. You are in a very accelerated school program with college credits and high grades. Our problem is your young age. Georgia stipulates that a minor must be 16 to be emancipated.

“Your father worries that you will become pregnant, being around older boys. What if we used his fear to our advantage? You will marry Binneas. If they offered for you to live with them, that fear might sway them. Your parents might agree to your marriage, and we must ask a juvenile court judge to allow it. Then you will be an emancipated minor, with most rights of a US Citizen of legal age. Mississippi needs a form signed by a parent, in the presence of a notary.” He paused to let me think about that. How I’d get either of them to go that far—

My stomach hurt. “Oh, I dread what my father will say! If he saw me with Greg Wenh Cet, my neighbor, he would be accusing him of things. He teaches chemistry at GSU and helps me with my college chemistry homework. Lets me take his lab and do marathon sessions on teacher workdays. He comes to the Bruces often, they’re right there, and I ask him things then.” With a smile I pointed behind them. Deb’s car is in the driveway. She’s finishing up grad school this year and still lives at home. The front door opened. Mrs. Bruce walked to the mailbox. She didn’t notice us.

“But I could get on with my life. That might work. Mom would never get over the shame of it and she might agree. Do you think Binneas would want to pose as my naughty ‘boyfriend’? Especially if he was rich. All Mom thinks about is the next expensive item she wants. Oh, my.” I smiled bigger.

“Let us ask him.” Ryee looked towards the end of the sidewalk and he ported to us. He bowed to me. Oh, my, he's handsome. Blonde curls, yellow-green eyes, friendly smile. A head taller than me and a good bit wider, but not a bit overweight. Muscular, but most Zheien are. “I shall be happy to pose as your ‘naughty’ boyfriend!” 

We both giggled. “You’re going to be my husband IRL! Now that I know Zheien don’t get naughty, I’ll let you be romantic.”

His happiness tingled on us and we laughed harder! “This pleases you that I am nae naughty, then?”

“Very much! I don’t 
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