


POSTHUMOUS 
a novel about the power of belief. 

PA U L  A E R T K E R

FLYING SOLO PRESS, LLC 

PARIS | DENVER | LOS ANGELES



POSTHUMOUS
PAUL AERTKER

POSTHUMOUS © 2018 by Paul Aertker 
All rights reserved. 

This is a work of  fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either 
are the product of  the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any 

resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely 
coincidental. No reproduction without prior permission.

Aertker, Paul
Posthumous / Paul Aertker.— 1st ed.

p. 220 cm. 12.7 x 20.32 (5x8 in) — (Posthumous)
Summary: While living in Paris, Ellie Kerr’s mom penned a series of  children’s 

stories, yet sadly died before they could be published. Twelve-year-old Ellie 
decides to finish what her mom could not, but is blocked by a password on 

the computer. With the help of  new friends and a strong sense of  belief, Ellie 
sets out to crack the posthumous code and publish her mother’s books. 

© 2018, Paul Aertker
1. Travel—Fiction. 2. Language and languages—Fiction.3. Self-actualization 

(Psychology)— Fiction. 4. Cancer (Ovarian)—Fiction. 5. Mothers 
and Daughters—Fiction. 6. Fathers and Daughters—Fiction. 7. Loss 

(Psychology)—Fiction. 8. Geography— Fiction. 9. Schools—Fiction. 10. 
Europe—Fiction. 11. France—Fiction. 12. Paris—Fiction. I Title.

Edited by Brian Luster using the Chicago Manual of  Style, 16th edition | 
Cover design by Pintado | Interior design by Amy McKnight | All designs, 

graphics, photographs © 2018 Paul Aertker and Flying Solo Press, LLC

ISBN-13: 978-1-940137-99-5/ ISBN-10:1-940137-99-5
eISBN 978-1-940137-00-1

Posthumous| Printed worldwide
US Copyright Information on file 

Library of  Congress Control Number: 2017958510



Also by PAul Aertker 

The Crime Travelers series:

Brainwashed

diamonds are For never

PriCeless





Foreword

My mom used to say, 
“There’s a first t i me for everything.”

Unless of course

you die before you ever get the chance.

Like she did.

So . . .

wi th a l i t t le help from my dad

and my uncle,

I wrote this s tory—

and I’m dedicat ing i t  to my mom.

Here goes:





Dedicat ion

To Mom–

I love you and I always wi l l .

Together. Forever.

Yours truly,

Ell ie-

Ella El izabeth Kerr

Age 12 & 344/365ths





 
Welcome Home

At the front of our new house there was an old 
doormat.

It said welcome home.
I pushed the door open and stepped inside for the 

first time ever.
Home, I thought.
A lump in my throat sank like a giant pill I had to 

swallow. I turned around, looked out into the yard, 
and then down at the straw mat at my feet. The letters 
were faded and worn from wear, and, from my point 
of view, backward and upside down.

It looked like: 

As I focused on the expression “welcome home” 
and what that really meant, I realized right there in the 
middle of this jumble were M and O. The two letters 
you needed to make the word mom, which must be 
where the word home came from in the first place.

Mom and home.
To me, those two things just go together, you know.



paul aertker

  2   

Three months after Mom had died, home was still 
hard for me to say.

The American movers came early that morning in a 
big truck, an eighteen-wheeler, and it practically took 
up the whole street. Music blared from a radio while 
two men with tattoos flung open the back doors and 
clanged a long metal ramp onto the concrete.

The woman in charge of the movers was smacking 
gum when she walked up the sidewalk to the house. 
The name patch on her shirt read cookie.

My dad came out and said hello and held the front 
door open for her. Cookie and Dad toured the empty 
house and talked about where the furniture was 
supposed to go.

One of the movers came in and laid rubber pads on 
the hardwood floors.

For the next hour or so, I stood by the front door 
watching the men unload our belongings.

Out in the street, a boy with spiky blond hair rode 
a trick bike past the house. He zigged and zagged 
from the curb to the sidewalk, popping wheelies over 
bumps in the driveways. Each time his front tire came 
down, he’d look up and glance over at me.

I knew exactly what he was doing. I was officially 
the new kid on the block, and he had come to see 
who I was.

A while later the boy rode by again, but this time 
he kept his head turned, staring and pedaling. He 
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wasn’t paying much attention to where he was going. 
His bike was aimed straight at the back of the movers’ 
truck. If he kept riding, he was going to have a terrible 
accident. At the last second he swerved, the movers 
jumped out of the way, and the boy rode up the ramp 
and into the back of the trailer!

Cookie came running outside. “Hey, kid! Get out 
of there. We’re moving ’em in—we aren’t moving you 
out!”

She slapped her leg and started howling at her own 
joke, and the other movers laughed too.

I guess that’s humor for moving people. It wasn’t 
really that funny to me. I was actually worried the boy 
had broken some of our stuff, like my mom’s picture-
and-mirror collection or the laptop that held her 
stories.

I might not ever get my mom back, but at least I 
could have some of the things she cared about.

Inside the back of the truck, the boy spun his bike 
around and rolled down the ramp and into the street.

“Who was that?” Cookie asked.
“That was that Pete Morgan,” one of the movers 

said. “We moved the mom and him in last year.”
The other mover added, “I know you remember 

the mom. Over on Ash Street.”
Cookie nodded. “Pete Morgan!” she yelled. “Go 

home to your mother!”
Pete glanced back and looked right at me.
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All day long the movers shuttled back and forth from 
the truck to the house, sweat dripping off them. 
Packing paper and torn tape littered our front yard 
so much that you would’ve thought it was a recycling 
plant. In the grass there were a couple of dining room 
chairs, two tables, a collection of lampshades sitting 
on a piece of cardboard, and my mother’s dresser.

Cookie tapped her foot on the old welcome mat. 
She wore long cutoff blue jeans with work boots, and 
her bushy blond hair stuck out of a baseball cap that 
was backward on her head. I peeked over her clip-
board, and she stopped smacking her gum to look at 
me.

“Moving back to America all the way from Paris, 
France?” she said. “Now that there’s a long move in 
my book!”

I didn’t say anything. Mom used to say, “People are 
strange.” She was quoting a Jim Morrison song she 
liked. But she was right—most people are strange.

After a while I got bored watching furniture pile 
up in the front yard. There was nothing to do, and I 
missed my friends from Paris. So I went inside, into 
my house, to my new bedroom with nothing in it 
except a mattress with no sheets and a blinding light 
bulb on a lamp with no shade. No pictures, no stuffed 
animals, no posters. Nothing.

It was a big white room that felt empty, just like 
I felt without Mom around. I dove onto the mattress 
and stared at the cardboard boxes.
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Dad called out. “Ellie!” he yelled, his voice echoing 
against the blank walls. “Come see this!”

I sprang off the bed and ran down the hall, hopping 
over a stack of folded moving blankets. “I’m coming.”

Dad was on the floor in the master bedroom, sitting 
in a nest of plastic shrink-wrap.

He pulled a laptop out of a box. “Look! Here’s 
Mom’s computer that you were looking for.”

“Yes!” I said. “We’ve still got her stories!”
He handed me the laptop and the power cord. 

“Remember, you have to take off the little European 
adapter first, sweetie.”

The Europlug made me think about how fantastic 
our life in France had been and how quickly every-
thing had ended. We had lived in Paris for years, and 
while we were there, my mother had written a series 
of stories called Explore the World. I had read them 
all because they were the best.

Mom said I was “biased,” which meant it wasn’t fair 
for me to judge her books.

Hello! Of course I was biased. She was my mom!
She also said they weren’t books but manuscripts. 

“Books are published,” she used to say. She never got 
her books published, and it wasn’t from not trying, 
either. She had written letters and sent books—I mean 
manuscripts—to publishers all over the world: in the 
US, in Australia, and in the UK. They had rejected 
my mother’s stories so many times that she thought 
about writing a book about rejection letters. Before 
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she could get around to writing that book, she died.
I removed the adapter thingy from the cord, 

plugged the computer in, and waited for the laptop 
to boot up. I was so excited. At least I could read my 
mom’s stories. Not that that would ever replace her. 
But still, it was something.

Dad showed me a stack of papers. “Look at these 
rejection letters. Incredible!”

“What?” I said. “How many rejection letters she 
got?”

“Yeah,” Dad said. “And they all say basically the same 
thing. ‘Dear Author, We have to be very selective . . .’ 
blah blah.”

“Hey, Dad. Remember that rejection Mom got the 
day we went to the Eiffel Tower?”

“Huh?” Dad said. He had already gone into reading 
more of Mom’s papers. Since Mom had died, Dad had 
been in this fog, so that he never got too happy or 
too sad over anything. He and Mom were best friends, 
and they used to run every day, and Dad would say he 
was going to live longer than anyone. But ever since 
Mom died, he hadn’t mentioned this anymore.

And that scared me. A lot.
“You remember,” I said. “The email from the editor 

in England that instead of writing to Mom as ‘Dear 
Etta,’ the woman wrote ‘Dear Sarah’?”

“Oh yeah!” Dad said with a half smile. “Didn’t Mom 
write her back?”

“I did,” I explained. “Mom told me to. I didn’t like 
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it that she called someone Sarah whose name was 
actually Etta.”

From outside there came another loud sound of 
the metal ramp hitting concrete. Then Cookie and the 
other movers burst out laughing.

Dad looked at me. “So . . . what did you end up 
doing?”

“Mom told me that agents and editors were busy. 
She said the person might have just made a mistake.”

“Your mom was wonderful.”
I looked back at the computer screen. It was taking 

forever to load.
“Hey, Dad, this is kind of random, but, um, do you 

think I could publish Mom’s books even though she’s 
not . . . I mean, do you have to be alive to publish 
something?”

“It’s done all the time,” he said, putting a box on the 
floor. “There’re plenty of writers, artists, even busi-
ness guys, who don’t get recognized for what they’ve 
done until they’re gone. Van Gogh died poor, without 
a franc to his name, and now more than a hundred 
years after his death his paintings sell for millions.”

“Really?”
Dad grabbed another stack of papers. “Some things 

don’t make it for a reason, though. I’m not in the book 
business, and given her track record with editors 
and agents, it seemed no one wanted to publish your 
mom’s stories.”

“I’ll show them,” I said. “I’ll print up the whole 
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series and give it to my friends, and they’ll like it. I 
know they will. Then I’ll tell the publishers, and we’ll 
start printing the books.”

He touched my shoulder. “Ellie, I’m so sorry.”
“Huh?” I said, looking up from the laptop.
“I’m sorry about Mom,” he said. “I miss her too.”
“Yeah, Dad, I know you’re sorry. You’ve told me 

about a million times.”
He stared at the ceiling. “I know. It’s all I know to 

say. I’m just trying to make sense of everything that has 
happened to our family. So at least I can say I’m sorry.”

“Me too.” I bit my lip. “Me too, Dad.”
“You do what you need to do with those stories,” 

he said. “And if showing Mom’s stories to your friends 
helps you deal with what you’re going through, then 
so be it.”

“You really think it’s okay for me to publish them?”
“Belief makes the imagination come to life,” he said 

as his mind drifted into a fog.
The login screen on the laptop had come up, and a 

cursor blinked in the password box.
There was something odd about using my mom’s 

password now.
“Did you forget her password?” Dad asked.
“You told me the brain never forgets.”
“True.”
“And I’ve known the password since I was eight.”
I typed it in: 123Iamme.
The code was silly, like my mother. She had told me 
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that a password should make you feel good when you 
type it in. That way you always start out on the right 
foot.

The computer made a sound. Blip.
The screen read the password is incorrect.
“What’s going on?” Dad said. He raised his eyebrows. 

“Try it again.”
I clicked ok and tried the password again.
Blip.
Dad saw my frustration, and he got on all fours and 

curled his lips like he was pouting. He scrunched up 
his face and flipped his glasses upside down. It was 
ridiculous, and I couldn’t help but giggle.

“Hmm. What’s the matter with this computer?” he 
said, trying to be playful. “It’s got an upset stomach. Is 
it going to start burping like your mom?”

He fake-burped.
I knew he was talking about Mom’s “incident” at 

the Eiffel Tower. But right then I didn’t want to think 
about the funny stories about Mom. I wanted to get the 
stories she had written. And they were locked in the 
computer.

I snapped, “The password’s not working, Dad.”
He fixed his glasses. “Did you put in 

one-two-three-I-am-me?”
“Twice.”
“Give me that thing.”
I handed Dad the laptop; his fingers clacked on the 

keyboard.
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Blip.
“I don’t get it,” he said, looking honestly puzzled. 

“We’ve had that password for ten years—since you 
were two. It was one of the first things you ever said 
in your whole life.”

“What?”
“Mom read Dr. Seuss to you, something like Fox 

in Socks or something. And you kept repeating the 
words, and then you made up ‘One two three I am 
me.’”

“I’m so smart!”
“Didn’t you use this computer when we were still 

in Paris?”
“I just told you about the email from the 

woman in England. And the password was 
one-two-three-I-am-me.”

Dad tried the same password a fourth time, and 
then this crazy and scary-looking screen came up! I 
wrote down some of what I saw.

password = false;
  //attempts remaining = 
0
  //Data is encrypted. 
Target hash denied   
 
while ((attemptCount++ < 4) & 
(password == false))
  {     
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 //::invalid::
  }  

  << std::endl
  {
Error. Password is incorrect. Perma-
deletion and data destruction of 
entire disk will begin in 10 seconds, 
9 seconds, 8 seconds

In a split second Dad’s expression flashed fear. He 
jammed the off button with his finger and left it there, 
killing the power. He set the laptop on the mattress 
and shook his head.

From his bedside table he grabbed the small 
wooden box that used to contain Mom’s ashes, and 
he tapped his fingers on the top.

He mumbled to himself. “That doesn’t explain why 
the password doesn’t work.”

“Maybe she changed it,” I said.
“What?” Now Dad was snippy with me. “She battled 

cancer, and then right before she died she changed 
the password on her computer?” He opened his eyes 
wide and looked right at me. “And she didn’t tell her 
husband of nearly fifteen years? Why didn’t she tell 
anybody? It doesn’t make sense!”

“Don’t get so upset with me, Dad. It’s not my fault. 
I didn’t change it.”

“I’m sorry,” he said and calmed down. “You really 
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didn’t mess with it?”
“No, Dad. I’m serious. I don’t even know how 

to change the password, not on that homemade 
computer.”

“If you didn’t switch the password, then who did?”
I let out a frustrated sigh. “I don’t know. I didn’t do 

it. . . . Maybe Munda did?”
Munda was a woman from the French West Indies, 

and she was our cook in Paris who became Mom’s 
nurse while she was sick.

“Not possible,” Dad said. “That woman is a saint.”
“What about Henry?” I asked. He was Dad’s assis-

tant, and they had worked side by side in our apart-
ment in Paris. “Maybe he did something to it.”

“Henry is a computer genius,” Dad said. “So that’s 
possible, but there’s no logical reason he would do 
this.”

“Why are you so freaked out?” I said. “Anybody can 
hack into a computer. Give it to any IT guy; give it 
back to Henry. He wrote the software. I bet he can 
break into it in about two seconds.”

“Normally that’s true,” he admitted. “But this was 
one of my work computers that I backed up financial 
information on—like undisclosed bank accounts of 
royal families. So the data is encrypted.”

“A computer guy couldn’t figure it out?”
“Yes and no,” he said. “It’s protected by a secret 

program, like a blockchain that Henry developed 
just for my company. Henry used to work for the IT 
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departments at MI6, the CIA, and the NSA. He made 
a code that is virtually unbreakable and the data 
completely inaccessible.”

“Can’t Henry just copy one of Al Gore’s rhythms?”
“Algorithm,” Dad corrected. “He built the system to 

prevent tampering by that kind of math program.”
“But there are kids on the Internet who could hack 

into it.”
“Yes and no,” he said. “But worse than anything is 

that the security codes are written to destroy the data 
if someone tries to log on more than three consecu-
tive times with an incorrect password. On the fourth 
attempt, the software thinks it’s being hacked, so it 
begins destroying itself. The bank account numbers 
and your mom’s stories would be corrupted. 
Unreadable.”

“Whatever,” I said. “We still have the printouts of 
her stories.”

Dad set his glasses down on a box. “The day we 
went to the Eiffel Tower, your mother had Munda 
recycle all of the printed copies of her stories.”

“Why did she do that?” I asked.
Dad shook his head. “Mom must have known she 

was going to die soon. But why would she change the 
password? Why would she want to make it difficult, if 
not impossible, to get into her computer, and to get to 
her stories? Now that, Ellie—that’s a mystery.”

“Maybe . . .”
“It doesn’t matter, sweetie,” he said, putting the 
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ashes box back on the bedside table. “The results are 
the same. Without the code, we don’t have access to 
her stories.”

“You mean,” I said, “if we don’t get the correct pass-
word, then we can’t log on to the computer, and if we 
can’t do that, then Mom’s stories are lost forever?”

“Forever,” he said. “Forever.”



Paris

The apartment we lived in in Paris looked out onto 
the Eiffel Tower.

The City of Light was a great place to live. It 
seemed everything was alive. And there was choco-
late everywhere.

To be honest, I didn’t really want to move to 
France, but my dad took a job there. He worked for 
the king of France. I know, I know—I’m almost thir-
teen now, and I know France doesn’t have kings and 
queens anymore, thank you very much. But honestly, 
there is some French guy who lives in Spain and is 
the real heir to the French throne. Or so he claims. 
No kidding. Look it up. Dad and Henry called him 
“the Dauphin.”

My father said the Dauphin’s family might not 
technically be royal anymore, but they had more 
dough than all the baguettes in France. Dough was 
what my dad called money, and this ex-royal family 
had hired him to manage their secret fortune they 
still had in France. And that’s why we moved.

Like I said, I didn’t really want to go. I mean I 
wanted to go there and see the Eiffel Tower and all, 






