

[image: Down From the Door]



Down From the Door

Chele Rose


The Founding


My shattered rock

Was the center of the clearing.

I would duck under the branches

Of a young oak, dodge the poison ivy,

Come up through the thorns, and climb

Onto the top of this throne

Where I could watch my family

Through the branches

And throw stones over the cliff.

Later I learned

My throne was made of shale,

And shale fractures.

Pieces broke off, one by one,

Like courtiers deserting a queen

Whose reign is over.

The weeds grew close,

And I left my clearing

Where I had ruled.

Science and math and analysis

Replaced stories I had told

To myself, and I learned

To think in their terms

Like an exile absorbing

A new culture.

I learned to shoot,

Venting my frustrations

On study guides taped to straw targets,

Too busy to notice

The day the final collapse

Turned my rock into a pile of shale slivers

Ruined remains of an overrun fortress.

Yet this summer I will return

To reclaim the kingdom

In my head, adding order,

But keeping the magic,

And with a shale paperweight
 
To anchor my work,

Prepare to invite guests,

If I can only speak clearly.
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Night Owls

My sister comes to talk
About good books, her poems, and moods,
And long after dark we curl
Ourselves on couches, though above us
Mom and Dad snore
And the hum of the furnace surrounds us,
Broken only by our words.
She won’t believe she’s good enough
In life, with poems, at school.
She looks to me for answers
To those questions Mom can’t know.
But how could I be the one
To answer all her thoughts?
She drives herself so strictly,
That I’m not equal even now.
She may believe me wise at night,
Thinking I drive her doubts away,
But why can’t she see with each debate
She does the same for me?


Family Reunion

Ezra Fulton crossed his arms and leaned against the side of his barn.  I can assure you, I’m not hiding anyone.  Go ahead and look, if you must.  Just be careful of the fruit.

The man in front of Ezra wore a broad-brimmed hat and squinted suspiciously around at the orchards while a shorter man held the horses.  Those slaves are worth more than apples, so stop complaining.

Still, as these orchards are all I have right now, I would appreciate it if you were careful.  How long will this take?  I have work to do.  Ezra had spent the past three days picking Mutsus, an early apple, and needed them sorted by morning if he was going to sell them in the city.

We’ll be here a while.  Your son

No longer lives here.  He ran off six years ago.

I see.  Well, he may’ve returned.  You’ll forgive us for not taking your word for it.  Remember, we’re lookin’ for a gal and her two children.  The gal’s tall and plump, her boy’s got a scar on his left cheek, and the other one’s young yet.  You keep a look-out for them, or your son.  The man nodded to his partner, who ground-tied the horses and headed for the orchards.

Go get your work done then, but stay here so we know where you are, the man added before following his partner.  The shorter man began systematically searching the nearest orchard, which was mainly apricots past their season, while the first stood at the edge and watched Ezra.

Ezra went back in the barn and closed the door.  His workshop was in the corner to the left.  Several different-sized crates holding fruit and tools were stacked against the back wall.  Baskets of apples surrounded the table near the door.  Ezra lifted one basket on the table and settled onto the stool to sort.  Good apples went in the basket on the right end of the table to sell.  Seconds went to the left for selling cheap.  Most of the rest he kept for animal feed, though the worst he dropped into the bucket by his feet to be dumped.  The stool wobbled as he worked, but it had been his son’s first attempt.  Stephen had left little enough the day he walked away, but this had been Stephen’s present to his father after a winter of lessons.  The stool rocked right and left in the rhythm of sorting.  Ezra quickly worked through the basket and stood to get another.

The sunlight from the window fell on a small rag doll beside a crate.  Ezra detoured from the path to the baskets to crouch next to it.  The doll was barely bigger than his hand and made from old material, but someone had carefully tied a bright scrap of blue-checkered fabric on as a bonnet.  Ezra reached toward the doll and stopped.  The farms within walking distance currently had no girls under ten.  He glanced back toward the door, then scooped the doll up and looked around.  If he put it in the cellar, maybe they wouldn’t ask questions.

Ezra walked across to the opposite corner and pulled his lantern out of the shadows behind the crates stacked there.  After lighting the wick, he went down the trapdoor to the cellar.

Sacks full of grain and seed lined the left wall and filled the space under the ladder.  The shapeless mounds gave the area the appearance of a cave instead of a legitimate room.  Boxes of tools were piled to the right, and a few baskets of plums blocked entrance to the back.  Just as Ezra stepped off the bottom rung, something rustled beyond the lantern’s ring of light.  Ezra lifted the lantern.  He lost more fruit to mice in storage than the birds ate off the trees.

A movement near the back wall was almost lost in the shadows.  Ezra stepped over the plums.  The light fell on a young man huddled against the corner of a crate, and he flinched back.

Who are you?  How did you get in here?  Ezra lowered the lantern.

The man looked up.  It’s me, Father.  Stephen stood slowly and held out his hands.  He was thinner than when Ezra had seen him last, and his face was scratched.

Ezra nearly dropped the lantern, then set it on a box to one side.  He started to reach toward his son, then crossed his arms, the rag doll crushed in one hand.   Stephen’s clothes were smudged.

Please, Stephen took a tentative step forward, I didn’t know where else to go.  We had trackers almost on us, and there was no way I could get everyone to the safe house.

It’s been six years, Stephen.

Father

Six years, and I don’t even hear from you.  Now you’re here, with bounty hunters after you.  What happened?  Did you go to the city, like you were yelling about when you left?  Doesn’t seem to have done you much good.  What are you involved in?

I I thought you’d approve.  Stephen swallowed, but didn’t look away.  Ezra waited.

I remember when I left you were upset that the Fugitive Slave Law passed.  You said it was wrong.  Stephen shifted his feet.

I did.  Ezra dropped the doll next to the lantern without looking at it.

And so you see well, I agree.  The law’s wrong, he paused, Please, Father, I need your help.  I thought you would want to help.

You’re helping runaways?

The pause stretched uncomfortably, but Ezra refused to break it.  Finally, Stephen answered, Yes.  Then he added in a rush, I thought you would support this!

And you need my support now because?

We had to go somewhere.  I thought

You’re telling me you’ve got fugitives in my barn?  There are bounty hunters right here, on this farm, right now.

The crate’s top slid off and hit the floor with a dull thud.  A young woman peeked cautiously over the top and stood, brushing dirt off her dress.  Master?  Master, we can pay you

I’m not your master, Ezra interrupted her quickly, As far as I’m concerned, you don’t have a master.  Keep your money.  I’m not turning you in.  He held the woman’s gaze for a moment then turned back to Stephen.  That doesn’t mean I’ll protect you.

Then don’t.  Please, pretend you never saw us.  I ask nothing else.  We’re just here overnight.  I promise we’ll leave at sunrise.

And until then?

Father, I thought you believed in this.  They’re people, not property.  You can’t control someone’s life, and their lives are worth a little risk!

It’s not that I disapprove.  Or at least that’s not the main problem.  Ezra paused and rubbed his face.  Where have you been?

In the city.  I found work, I made friends, and I became a conductor.

Would it have been too much trouble to contact me?  Just once, to let me know you were well?

This time Stephen looked away.

And how can you just show up here like this, dropping me into the middle of a mess you landed yourself in, and expect me to like it?

Father!

Ezra raised his eyebrows.  The woman glanced from him to Stephen, then down into the crate.  Ezra followed her gaze. A small girl lay curled against her plaid dress, and in the corner, a thin teenage boy with a scar across one cheek sat with his arms around his legs.  His bare feet and ankles stuck out of a pair of pants several inches too short and frayed at the bottom.

I’m sorry.  I didn’t know where else to go, Stephen said quietly, and Ezra sighed.

Here, Ezra reached behind himself for a basket of plums and the doll.  He handed the plums to the woman.  When’s the last time the three of you ate?

Yesterday, sir, she said with a bob that may have been a curtsy if not confined by the crate, Thank you, sir.  She took the basket and passed it down to the children.

I found this.  Ezra held out the doll.  The little girl’s eyes widened, but she retreated further behind the woman.  Ezra tossed it gently to her, and she snatched it quickly before burying her face in the woman’s skirt.

Stephen, Ezra said without turning away from the children, I just had to fend off two bounty hunters.  They’re wrecking my orchards right now.

You’re always worried about your precious orchards.  They shouldn’t even be growing here.  It’s too swampy,  Stephen said angrily as the boy claimed a plum and took a small bite before handing another to the girl.

Maybe it is swampy, but I have made this farm into a

You made it?  Or you did all the planning and gave all the orders while I made it?

Ezra turned back to Stephen.  We both made it then.  Or we could have, if you hadn’t walked out.  You left me to do everything.  I didn’t even know where you were!

You cared?  Other than losing your free labor, what did it cost you?

It hurts to lose a son, the woman murmured, and reached down to put a hand on the boy’s head.  He ignored her, but Ezra and Stephen stopped glaring and turned toward her.  She looked down.

It does, Ezra whispered, looking down at his feet.  The silence stretched between them like a barrier.

A muffled shout echoed down from outside.  Stephen sat with a sigh and leaned against the crate.  If you wanted me to stay you shouldn’t have pushed so hard.

They’ll search the barn next, Ezra reminded him.  Stephen looked tired.

We should get out.  Where are they?  Stephen had turned his face toward the back of the cellar, which was still hidden in shadow.

Watching the barn.

Oh.  Stephen pushed himself to his feet and motioned the woman to sit.  Ezra backed away.  The woman disappeared inside the crate and Stephen replaced the lid, almost knocking over the lantern.  Ezra hurried forward to take it, then jumped the plums and returned to the ladder. He put out the light and climbed up quickly. The barn was still empty, but the voices of the bounty hunters were clearer than in the cellar.

…be here somewhere.  That sounded like the man he’d talked with earlier.

Not many places left.  This voice was rougher than the first.

The barn then?

A creak behind Ezra made him turn.

Father?  Stephen climbed out of the cellar and closed the trapdoor.

Are you crazy?  They’re coming in!

I usually hide separately.  That way it’s less likely we’ll all be caught.  Stephen moved silently toward the door, staring intently at the floor and occasionally scuffing out something with his feet.

Hurry up!  Ezra began to push the nearest crate pile while leaning forward to balance the top.  Stephen circled back and took the other side, and together they wiggled the stack back and forth until it covered the cellar door.

Well.  Ezra dusted his hands.

We should probably be doing something when they come in.

Right.  I Well, I still have Mutsus to go through.

Fulton! one of the bounty hunters called, loud enough to be right outside the door.

I’ll help.  Stephen rubbed out the streaks on the floor that marked the crates’ movement.

I already told them you weren’t here.

Fulton!  Where are you?

Stephen quickly climbed into the middle of several sloppily stacked crates.  Ezra ran to the table and pulled up another basket of apples.  

Coming!  Ezra called as he hurried toward the door, which opened just before he reached it.  The man in the floppy hat entered first.

Took a while, he commented, You all right?  His eyes narrowed, and Ezra tried not to look guilty.

Sorry.  I was busy.  Sorting apples.  Ezra gestured vaguely behind himself.

I thought I heard a thump just before you answered.

I dropped a basket.

Indeed.  Someone startle you?  Maybe showed up out of nowhere, making you drop what

No.  Ezra had to remind himself to stand still.  The bounty hunters were dangerously suspicious.  Hopefully, Stephen had worked his way far enough out of sight.

No?

I don’t know what you’re talking about.  I’m the only one here.  Besides you.  And you talked to me earlier; you’re not a surprise.

No. The man looked Ezra over carefully, but continued, We’re searching your barn.  He walked in while his partner stayed in the doorway.

Ezra shifted his feet and tried to watch them both at once.  The first was dismantling the workshop’s woodpile while the shorter man leaned against the doorframe.  There was a footprint near the wall behind him that Ezra didn’t remember making.  The bounty hunters hadn’t stepped there either.

I thought you were a busy man? the one in the doorway asked.

Yes, I am.  I was just Ezra stopped himself, realizing he had no good excuse for standing there.  Is it okay to go back to sorting?

The guard waved him away.  He walked back to the table in silence.  The other bounty hunter had finished in the workshop and was inspecting the crates.  Ezra sat down, only to jump back up at a thump from the back of the barn.  The bounty hunter dragged Stephen by the collar from his place among the crates.

I thought you said no one was here?  the bounty hunter said calmly as Stephen wrenched himself out of his grip.

Leave me alone.  I didn’t want to talk to him yet. Stephen kicked the side of a crate.  Ezra tried desperately to think of something to say.

Stephen fidgeted nervously.  Sorry I haven’t seen you in so long, Pop.  I decided a week ago I wanted to talk to you, but I wasn’t sure how to start.

Ezra blinked.  You could have written.  I’d have gone into the city if you wanted me.

Forget it, both of you.  Work it out on your own time, the bounty hunter near Stephen shoved him forward, Have your son, and teach him where he’s supposed to be.  He began inspecting crates again.

Stephen took another rot bucket and stood with his back to the window, leaving Ezra the stool.  Ezra sat.  Stephen started going through the apples, keeping his head down.  He was not as fast as Ezra, but it was clear he had not forgotten what to look for.

The short man went to Stephen and leaned over.  Have I seen you before?

You may have, I suppose, Stephen looked up, but I don’t remember you.

Perhaps I saw you in the city.

It’s possible.

At the Posts’.

Sorry, who?  Stephen still sounded calm as he dropped a bird-pecked apple into the good basket.

Amy and Isaac Post.  They had a little meeting yesterday after we arrived in the city.  Warning people.  Might I have seen you there for that?

No.

The man picked up an apple and bit into it without looking away from Stephen’s face.

Now wait a minute Ezra stood.

Hear you didn’t like the Slave Law.  The man turned toward Ezra.

What?  I don’t Are you going to pay for that?

It’s just an apple.  Consider it an act of good citizenship, supplying those of us as enforce the law.

The man’s partner rejoined them.  Nothing.

You sure?  This un looks familiar.  I think the rumors about him are true.  What’s in the crates?

Checked ’em.  Let’s go, we can check the house.  He swept out of the barn.  The shorter man glared.

Fine!  The man kicked the stool and left.

Ezra followed him to the door and closed it before turning back to Stephen.  How often do you deal with that?

Now and again.  He had stopped sorting.  That was close, though.  It’s usually the person hiding us that has to deal with this kind of thing.

Like me.  Ezra returned to the table and picked up his stool.  One leg had broken.  He set it aside and pulled Stephen’s good basket across the table.  I noticed you were a bit distracted when you put the last few in here.

Sorry. 

Ezra pulled out a bruised apple and dropped it in the seconds basket.  Stephen started sorting again without saying anything, so Ezra returned to his side of the table.  The bounty hunters passed by the window on their way to the house.  He hoped they wouldn’t destroy anything.

If someone comes, warn me, Stephen said without looking up,  My face in the window would only attract attention.

The neighbors will certainly be curious when they hear you’re back.

I’m not back.  We’ll be leaving as soon as we can.

Right.

Ezra fell back into the pattern of sorting.  Good apple to the right, second to the left, another to the right, the next left, then down into the bucket.  No one was outside.  Stephen, lit from behind, was a familiar figure partially lost in shadow.  A rotten apple hit Stephen’s bucket with unusual force and burst.

Father, I Stephen paused, then tried again.  Did you want me to come back?

Ezra continued sorting: left, right, right, left.  Right, left, down.  I didn’t want you to leave.

I mean even if I wouldn’t help.  If I did something else.

Ezra absently inspected an apple.  I’ve been doing all right without help.

That’s good.

Ezra dropped the apple into the good basket.  You said yourself it’s a swampy area.

I know.

Ezra looked up.  Stephen was rolling an apple on the table without looking at him.  The stem was bent.  Stephen I would love to have you back.

You don’t seem too happy to see me.  The apple stopped.

Not like this.  You can’t I don’t like being forced into this.  Ezra felt like a child stamping his foot, yet he didn’t know how else to say what he meant.

Stephen looked up.  You didn’t have to

Didn’t I?

I

You just showed up.  Ezra pulled another basket over and started working through it.  Some sort of rot had gotten into these apples, and he found himself throwing a lot out.

Would you have turned us away?

Ezra couldn’t say he would have. You didn’t ask.

You never did either.

What?  Ezra stopped sorting.

You never asked what I wanted or what I thought.  You just decided, and assumed I’d be happy.  Why’d you think I left?

Ezra couldn’t answer this either.  They started sorting again.  After working through another basket, Ezra asked, Why weren’t you happy?  What did you want?

Stephen dumped the last few apples in his basket onto the table before answering.  I wanted to make my own choices.  To be appreciated as a person.  Maybe work with animals.  He lifted another basket onto the table.

I could get some pigs.

Stephen began sorting his new basket without looking up.

Not pigs?

Stephen threw another apple down and pushed the basket away.  It doesn’t really matter now anyway, he brought his head up to watch Ezra, And I doubt you’d get pigs, just like that.

A farm down the road has extras.  They’d just be turned to jerky, otherwise.  Behind Stephen’s head, the bounty hunters reappeared in the window.  Ezra nodded toward them.  Here they come.

Ezra tensed as the bounty hunters turned at the path to the barn.  Stephen glanced toward the cellar, then concentrated on the apples in front of him.  As the footsteps approached the barn, Ezra went to the door and pulled it open.

House’s clear.  We’ll scan your fields one more time and be on our way, the man in the hat said. You will keep an eye out for those fugitives?

I will, of course, report any property not my own that’s found on this farm.  Good evening, gentlemen.  Ezra shut the door in their faces before turning back to Stephen.  I probably shouldn’t have done that, but they’ve been here all day, tearing the place apart.  I hope the only thing broken is that stool. He returned to the table.

Stephen shifted his feet while watching him sort, then looked toward the stool.  I could fix that for you.

You don’t need to.

Yes I do.  It’s my fault.

Ezra looked up from the apples.  Stephen was staring right at him.  Ezra smiled.  If you want to, I’d appreciate it.

Now Stephen smiled.  He brought the stool into the corner of the barn Ezra had turned into a workshop years before and settled in.  Ezra found the last few rough apples in Stephen’s basket and returned to his own.

Sawing scraped through the air as Ezra sorted apples.  The bounty hunters occasionally crossed by the window but did not return to the barn.  Finally, as the sun was setting, two horses retreated down the road.

They’ve gone.  Ezra turned toward the workshop where Stephen was inspecting the stool in the dim light.

Good.

The two of them moved the crate stack away from the cellar door and pulled it open.  They helped the three fugitives climb out.

Can you come to the house?

No thanks, Pop.  We’ll be safer here.

I’ll bring you blankets then.  And some dinner.

Thanks.

God bless you, sir.  You and your son.  The woman smiled at the two of them.

Ezra left.  He dug the winter quilt out of storage and brought it back with some of the stew a neighbor had left for him the day before.  Not having any excuse to stay, he returned to the empty house and went to sleep, determined to get up early the next morning and see them off.

Ezra rose with the sun and went to the barn, but it was empty.  The stool sat near the table and had scratches on the underside of one leg.  Carved into the wood there was an address.  Ezra ran a finger across the carving.  He would send a letter in town asking Stephen to visit.

Ezra still had a few more baskets that hadn’t been sorted, and he decided to finish before going to the market.  He put the last few on the table and pulled the stool closer.  Good apples to the right.  Seconds to the left.  Rotten in the bucket on the floor.  As he fell into the rhythm, Stephen’s stool no longer swayed but held steady beneath him.


Vacation

The bus drives by houses
Pieced together from scraps
Of aluminum and wood. A barefoot
Boy strums his guitar and blows
Into the harmonica nailed
To its neck, in hope of earning
A few coins. Crowds surround
The embassy, all desperate
For work permits, so they can send
A living home. Grafitied protests
Mark the walls in words
I can’t translate, and the bus
Continues on while our guide
Talks of ancient Mayan gold
And holds the attention
Of all the adults. My sister points
To a man sitting with his back
Against the weathered stone
Of an old Church, yet no one looks
Except us. The images flash past
Until we reach our grand hotel
Where the signs announce, “Welcome.
Enjoy your stay in our beautiful country.”


Grounded


Alice Channing sorted through the mail as she walked back up the driveway to where she lived with her son and his family. She found three bills, two pieces of junk mail (one of which was addressed to her husband who had died two years ago), a bank statement, and an envelope from the power company.

Hi, Gramma!

Alice looked up to see her grandson, Trey, halfway up the oak by the barn. She waved.

Lunch in half an hour, Trey! she called. She cut across the yard to the house, smiling. Once inside, she threw the mail on the table and checked the fridge. The door behind her opened and her daughter-in-law, Dara, came in.

How’re we doing for lunch?

We’re out of sandwich meat. Where’s the leftover chicken?

In the freezer. But there wasn’t that much.

We’ll have soup. Alice found the container in the freezer and brought it out to thaw.  Mail’s on the table.

Paper rustled behind Alice as she filled a pot with water and put it on the stove.

Power rates are going up.

Alice froze for a second before she turned.  Can we meet them?

Not easily.

When?

They go into effect in two weeks, and the first bill will be next month.

We can’t afford to have the power cut.  Not to storage, anyway.  We’ll lose the harvest!

Alice let Dara take over the soup preparation and read the letter for herself.  Dara was right.  No way could they meet the upcoming bill without cutting costs somewhere.  Or, Alice decided, stopping the money drain Dan caused.

Trey came in, and he helped Alice set the table.  Dara had the soup ready by the time Dan arrived.  They ate in silence.  Dan finished first, and Alice prepared herself to bring up the rising rates, but Dara beat her to it.

Just a minute! she called, stopping him at the door. You need to see this.

She held out the letter, and he took it from her.

So? he asked after a quick scan.

So? So we don’t have that much money!

We’ll be fine.

If you would just be a little more careful with

I am careful; you think I don’t watch our money?  I run this farm just

Im not talking about the farm, Im talking about how you throw money away every night

This was quickly devolving into a shouting match, and Alice couldn’t get in a word.  Trey, she noticed, had already slipped out.  She followed, and found him in the barn.

Hey.

Trey, huddled behind the apple crates, jerked around and hastily wiped his face.

Hey, Gramma.

Why don’t you come on out here, and tell me what’s wrong?  I don’t think Gramma fits back there.

I’m fine.

Alice smiled, and sat on a spare crate that lay on its side by the forklift.  For a while, she said nothing.  Trey was hard to see in the shadows.  The whole barn was dim. The only light came from the door she’d left open part way and the dull windows set along the front wall.  The air was like thick wine, and calming.

Finally, Trey unfolded and came out.  Alice scooted over to give him a corner of her crate, and he leaned against her shoulder.

Quiet in here, isn’t it? Alice asked.

That’s why I came, Trey admitted.  When she didn’t answer, he asked, Is that why you’re here?

It is nice to get away from the shouting.  Alice frowned.  Your father She stopped herself and sighed.  Not two years ago, she would have said this to Dan’s face already and called him to task over the way he treated his family.  He had a problem, and the sooner he admitted it, the sooner they could get him away from the casinos.

What about Dad?

Never mind.  Don’t worry about an old lady’s complaints.  She hugged him.

You never complain.  Not even when me and Bobby broke your window.

Alice laughed.  Well, I knew you certainly didn’t mean it.  If I recall, Bobby even offered to try to fix it for me.  He was quite a little gentleman.

“But Trey shrugged and started swinging his legs. The thumping echoed a little, startling a cat, which ran out the door with a mouse in its mouth.

I brought a deck of cards with me.  You wouldn’t mind a little game to keep Gramma busy, would you?

They played Crazy Eights first.  Alice shuffled, and dealt onto a piece of plywood that made a good makeshift table.  She picked up her cards and flipped over the first card of the deck.  It was a six of diamonds.

Gramma? Trey put down a six of clubs.

What, dear? Alice asked as she looked over her cards.  No clubs or sixes.  She drew.

You won’t leave, will you? He played another club.

Of course not!  Why would you think that?

Everyone else has.  One of the pickers last year said it was Dad’s fault before he left.  And you don’t like Dad anymore.

Of course I do!  I would never stop loving your father, Trey.  And

It’s your turn, Trey broke in. Startled, Alice glanced down at her hand, fished out a five, and tossed it onto the plywood.

I’m not leaving, Trey.  And just because I don’t approve of everything your father does, does not mean I don’t like him.

You don’t talk to him.  Trey drew a card.  Alice started organizing her hand, sorting the cards out by suit.  She put down a card.

Trey played an eight and grinned.  Hearts, he said.

Alice pulled a heart out from under her thumb and threw it on the pile.

Trey she started, but then stopped.

Trey, she tried again, I’m sorry.

For what? he asked as he put the next card down.

You shouldn’t have to deal with this.  Alice tried to look at his face, but he was intent on his cards.  He shrugged.  There was a pause, and Alice realized it was her turn. She pulled out another heart and then saw that he’d changed the suit again.  They were back to clubs.  She drew a card.

Trey played the ten of clubs.  Alice drew again.  Trey played an ace, and Alice found another in her hand.  For a while, the only sound in the barn was the rustle of the cards, reminding Alice of a library.  They went through spades, clubs, and spades again.  Twice she drew a card only to realize she’d had one she could have used.  After Trey played his final card, Alice smiled.

You’re getting quite good at this game.

Thanks!  Trey gathered up the pile, which had slid into a mound, and started shuffling carefully so that the ripped edges wouldn’t catch.  Can we play again?

They played two more games of Crazy Eights before switching to Go Fish.   Trey won this too, as Alice never seemed to ask for the right cards.  They were in the middle of War when the sound of the fruit truck turning onto the stone of the driveway made Trey slide down from his crate.  He left before the truck pulled up to the barn.  Alice picked up the cards as the driver parked.  She went to the door.

Hey, Mrs. C!  Nice day.

It is, Ray.  How’s your wife?

Oh, much better, thank you.  I’ll tell her you were asking.  Where’s Trey off to in such a hurry?

He just didn’t want to be in your way.

I don’t know. That kid’s really gotten shy lately.  Doesn’t take after you at all.

And what do you mean by that? Alice smiled as she unlocked the door on the loading dock.

Oh, you always speak your mind.  You’re always right, too.  Keep folks around here on their toes, you do.  After all, they can’t avoid you at church.

Always speak my mind, hmm?

Ray made a sweeping bow.  And a right wise mind it is!  Hi Dan!  He waved at the figure coming across the lawn.

Alice turned to open the main door.  She waited while Dan and Ray loaded the truck with the apple crates and then grabbed Dan’s arm to stop him as Ray drove away.

We need to talk.

Mom, I’m busy.  I was

I’ve had enough.  Alice kept her voice even, but Dan froze just as if she’d shouted.

You need to stop gambling.  You’re not going out tonight.  There’s no way we can afford the money.  Your father spent thirty years building this farm up to what it is now, and you’re ready to destroy it all in two!  Power rates are going up, and we can’t meet them.  Not like this.  They could cut our power.  Just think about that, will you?  How are you ever going to keep the farm going if the freezer loses power? 

Dan pulled away from her.

You worry too much, mother.

Daniel Richard!  Did you ever bother to add up how much money you lose in a night?  In a week?  That bill’s not going to go away.

He didn’t even look at her as he walked around to the side of the barn where the tractor was parked.

Dan! she called after him, but he started the engine, drowning her out.  He drove around behind the barn toward the Mutsu orchard, leaving Alice standing on the loading dock.



Alice groaned.  The stairs were a lot steeper than when she’d moved her things into the downstairs bedroom.  She leaned on the wall until her knees stopped aching before she continued up to the second floor.  Dan and Dara’s bedroom was on the left, and she walked in and sat on the bed.

The bedside table next to her was obviously Dara’s, as it had an earring case, an Agatha Christie novel, and a few hair ties next to the lamp.  A mirror on the side wall had replaced the family portrait Alice and her husband had received for their fortieth anniversary.  The closet at the foot of the bed was partially open, and a few sweaters were visible.

Going around the bed to the other bedside table, Alice found a handful of tokens and an old can of shoe polish.  She opened the drawer, but it was full of socks.  Trying the dresser, she found Dan’s wallet in the top drawer.  As she had guessed, Dan had refilled it the night before on his way back from the casino.  She quickly pocketed the five twenties and his ATM card and dumped the change onto the bed to count it, finding another dollar-fifty in nickels, pennies, and dimes.  She left him fifty cents and slid a note into the empty pocket for dollar bills.  After returning the wallet to the drawer, she went back downstairs to her room.

Alice put the money in her jewelry box just as the front door opened.  She hurriedly closed the lid, locked it, and left the room.  Dara was in the kitchen scrubbing her arms, and she looked up when Alice came in.

Finished spraying already? Alice asked.

Nah, the spare tractor broke down.  Dan’s going to have to finish on his own.

Alice shook her head.  And how much will repairs cost this time?

I’m not sure it can be fixed.  Something snapped in the motor, and I don’t think anyone makes the parts for it anymore.

We need a new one then.

There’s no way

We’ll have to see.

Alice spent the rest of the afternoon in the garden.  Trey helped her weed for a while and then went off on his own again.  Dara brought some of the paperwork outside and sat nearby.  Dan came in from the orchards around dinnertime.

Dinner passed quietly.  Dara kept glancing at Dan, but never said a word.  Alice was wondering when Dan would realize that she’d taken his gambling money.  If he checked in the car, he’d be fine, but she now realized that he might order his chips first and then find the note.  Perhaps she should tell him.  How could she tell him?

Dan finished his soup and pushed his chair back from the table.  He dropped his bowl and spoon in the sink and went upstairs.  Two minutes later, he came back down and without even reentering the kitchen was out the door.

Alice stayed at the table with a cup of tea.  Trey went into the living room, and a few minutes later The Simpsons floated around the corner and into the kitchen.  Dara had disappeared somewhere.  Alice waited.

An hour later, a car pulled into the driveway and the door slammed.

Hey, Dad’s back already! Trey called from the living room.

The door to the garage banged open and Dan came in, leaving clumps of dirt from his boots on the floor.  Dara, book in hand, hurried down the stairs.

Alice took another sip of tea and waited for the explosion.

What did you think you were doing?  How dare you?  You can’t just raid my wallet like you’re withholding my allowance, it’s my money!

You were not using it responsibly.  Until you learn how to, I think I had better manage it for you.

I want it back, right now.

No.

Mother!

No.

You’re treating me like a child!

You’re acting like one.  Alice took her cup to the sink.

Mother!

Alice turned.  Trey was peering around the corner, and Dara was still frozen at the bottom of the stairs.

Dan, sit.  Dara, get the account books, will you?

What do you think you

Dan, when the three of you moved in after your father died, I agreed with you.  A grown man does not need his mother hovering over him.  I’ve stayed in the background.  Perhaps I pulled back too far.  But if you want me to stop mothering you, grow up so I don’t have to!  Now sit!

Dan didn’t move, and he looked as if he was working himself up to say something else, so Alice pushed him firmly into a chair by his shoulders.  Dara brought the account books from beside the fridge and placed them in the middle of the table.  Alice gestured for her to take a seat as well and then sat at the head of the table.

There were two account books, one for household expenses and one for business expenses.  Both bulged with receipts, old bank statements, and bills.  Alice opened them and spread the recent bills in front of Dan.

Here’s what we have to pay.  Add to that your hundred dollars a night.  Now realize that we have a farm, not a billionaire corporation, and the tractor just broke down!  Each time we cut corners, we get a smaller profit.  That forces us to cut more corners, and we produce less, and it just keeps going!  You may think the money will just keep coming, but it takes some to make some!  Even on a farm!  Not to mention the opportunities Trey’s missing out on because you can’t pay for them!

Dan looked down, then at Alice, then back at the table.  The refrigerator clicked on and started humming.  Finally, Dan pushed back from the table.

I never meant—"  He caught the chair as it almost fell.  “I didn’t mean to go every night.  I just wanted—  Dan rubbed his face.  I’m going to bed.  Goodnight, everyone.

Dan went upstairs, and Dara put the books back before going to talk to Trey, who was still in the living room.  Alice considered going to bed as well but eventually stayed up working on a Sudoku puzzle.



Dan did not go out the next night.  He went down to the barn.  Alice let him brood at first, but the fourth night she followed him.  He was standing in the middle of the barn when she entered.

Dan.

He turned.  Did you need something, Mom?

You’ve folded enough boxes to last us a year.

I thought I’d just sort the first bunch of Cortlands

Apples hardly need the detailed examination you’ve been giving them.  Peaches, maybe.  Besides, it’s too dark in here now.  Why can’t you spend your evenings with your family?

You were right. I need to take better care of the farm.

You’re hiding.

Dan didn’t answer.

Winter’s coming.  Why don’t you get out your old guitar and start teaching Trey?  It will give you both something to do, and it’s free to boot.

I don’t even know if he’s interested—

Ask him.

Not tonight.

Dan was still in the barn when Alice went to bed that night.  The following morning, she tried to talk to him again after breakfast, but he left to check the orchards out by the old workers’ quarters without even looking at her.  He went to the barn after dinner.  Alice didn’t follow him again, but instead stayed inside with Trey, telling him stories about Dan’s first guitar lessons and the times he played for school events.  Dara had heard most of the stories before, perhaps all of them if Dan had talked about it, but she sat nearby and listened.

The next day, Trey asked Dan about guitars at brunch.  Dan dropped his spoon back into his bowl and looked straight at Trey for the first time all morning.  He turned toward Alice, who pretended not to notice.  That evening, Trey had his first guitar lesson.  The music lessons continued over the next week as Alice watched.  They were short at first, because neither Trey nor Dan could play for very long without their hands hurting, but by Saturday Alice was able to talk Dan into a short concert of old songs he remembered.  Trey went through the chords he’d learned, and Alice made an apple pie.

By the time the higher rates came into effect the week after that, Trey was no longer watching television at night and Dan stayed with the family until he went to bed.  During the day, curtains were pulled back as far as possible and lights were left off.  The bill, when it came, was only slightly higher than normal.

Well, can we pay it? Alice asked over her shoulder from where she stood at the stove.  Dan and Dara sat at the table looking through the account books.

I think so, Dara answered, flipping a page. As long as we have no more expenses for a while.

No new tractor then?

Actually, maybe.  Well, new to us, anyway. Dan sat back.  John’s old tractor broke again, and he said I could have it.  It may be a nuisance, but I think I can get it running and keep it running, at least until next year.  So we only need a hundred or so for material for repairs.  Hopefully we can get that much together.

Alice watched him for a moment then called Trey over to watch the applesauce on the stove.  She went to her room and took the jewelry box down from the top of her dresser.  Dan’s ATM card was under a card of earrings.  Alice held it for a moment, then closed the box and returned to the kitchen.  She dropped the card next to Dan’s elbow without a word and went back to her applesauce.


Bed Rest


The old farmer is now confined to his bed.

He left his dog at a kennel ten days ago;

Its bark has been replaced by the buzz

Of a fly trapped in the windowpanes.

A bonsai on the sill commemorates

Years spent hard at work outside.

Cancer lays siege to his body.

A framed picture of family

Hangs on the white wall 

By the door, keeping

Him company as he

Stays inside, stuck

In his shrinking

Room.


Waiting


A small boy in monster-truck overalls and a striped T-shirt sat in the candy aisle of the grocery store.  He had short, pale brown hair and lots of freckles.  People rushed by without even seeming to see him, and he tucked his legs up underneath his chin to stay out of their way.  After watching them for a while, he rose and moved silently into the video section, where he found an out-of-the-way corner and settled to watch Shrek on the display screen.

Eventually, a young woman stopped.

Are you lost, honey?

I’m waiting for my mom.

Where is she?

I lost her.

Well, what’s she look like?  I can help you look for her.

I don’t ’member.

Why don’t you come with me to customer service, and they can help you find her?

No, thanks.  She’ll find me.

The woman looked worried, but the man at the counter had finished and hurried her away.  Fifteen minutes later, a manager came down and looked around the video department.  He talked briefly with the salesclerk and left, passing the boy where he sat under the popcorn.

A tall man with grey hair and glasses came in trailing three kids just as the movie was ending.  The oldest, a girl, went straight to the back wall to look at the new releases, but the younger two stopped by the boy sitting under the popcorn shelf.

What are you doing here?  The girl had her hair back in a short ponytail.

Nothing.

My name’s Tom.  We’re going to watch a movie tonight,  The boy next to her looked like he could be her brother.

The boy smiled, but did not answer.

We’re twins! the girl added.

I’m Kevin, the boy finally said.  He shifted under the popcorn.  I can watch movies all day.

What do you mean? Tom asked.

The boy Kevin pointed up at the television.  Shrek had finished and the menu was flashing on the screen.  They’ll put a new one in when you leave.

The twins looked back at him.  Your mom lets you watch it?

Kevin nodded.

Just then, the tall man called the twins away.  They tried to tell him about Kevin, but he brushed them off and wouldn’t let them stay to watch the next movie.

The next movie was Finding Nemo, and when it came on Kevin got up and drifted off.  He slipped silently through the grocery store, staying out of everyone’s way.  Most people ignored him, though a few younger children stared at him from where they were strapped into shopping carts.

Eventually Kevin settled near a small bookrack and sat cross-legged, watching people hurry past him.  No one even glanced in his direction until an elderly man, walking slower than the rest of the customers, paused and looked down.  He blinked, and then pulled his cart off to the side.

Hey, there.  Is your mother around?

Kevin looked up at him, then back out at the store.

Is everything alright?

I’m fine now.  I just wanted to tell Mom I feel better.

I see.  So you’re looking for her?

Yes.

And did she tell you to wait somewhere?

I didn’t mean to leave.

The old man smiled.  Of course you didn’t.

She always worried.  So I want to tell her I’m better.

Where’d you last see her?

My room.  She said she had to go here.  She works here.  She brought me once, before I got sick.

I see.  The man leaned against the shelf.  He looked down at the children’s books on the bottom shelf.  Would you like me to read one of those to you?

Could you?  I always liked that one.

The man reached down and found the book Kevin pointed to, Stone Fox.  Isn’t this a little heavy for you?

I like it.  But it takes a while.

Well, if you like it, I’ll read it.  It’ll be good for me to have something to do.

So the two of them stayed there, and the old man read Stone Fox to Kevin.  The book lasted two hours.  Some of the customers passing by gave them strange looks, but neither seemed to care.  When the book was done, the man placed it back on the shelf and looked at Kevin.

How long will you wait?

’Till I find Mom.

Good luck, then.  He sighed and carefully pulled himself up from the floor.  He looked back at Kevin one more time, then left with his shopping cart.

Kevin stayed by the books for the rest of the day.  He was still there when the employees did a last sweep of the store at ten.  The lights went out fifteen minutes later, and Kevin still waited, curled up next to the bookshelf.  Outside, a soft light came on in the middle of a flowerbed, illuminating a small plaque: Kevin Lane Memorial Garden.


What Uncle Mike Took with Him


My mom’s crying. Her uncle died, I hear.

So now she stands with the forgotten phone,

Which beeps aloud its loss of dial tone,

Alone and motionless beside the mirror.

No longer does she have her normal air

Of comfort which before she’d always shown,

And this, a haunting change from what I’ve known,

Now brings a sudden flash of quiet fear.

And so despite this strange, disturbing lack,

I hold her tight and try to understand.

The hug is overwarm. My hair grows wet.

Her sweater bunches underneath my hand.

My mom was there each time I felt upset,

So now I offer all that comfort back.


Inheritance


--..--

Close your eyes,

Remember this:

The white hot rainbow that shattered in the sky

And the shards of molten glass

That rained down on our bowed heads

From the smoky clouds that smoldered above us;

Remember the pain

Of the fires that set in the palms of our hands

The struggle of the children to understand the searing colors

Of the hell that fell from Heaven

Twisted, distorted into blazing, glistening knots

Bringing a burning salvation.

--..--

~ Stephanie Brown



Chip brought three packs of tissue boxes up from the basement and dropped them in the middle of the living room.  He ripped the plastic off and let the boxes tumble into a pile.  Then he collected an armful and climbed the stairs, craning his neck to see around them.  The table by the fireplace had room for one box.  Another box went on the counter.

Chip replaced the box in the bathroom with a full one, then went back downstairs to spread more tissue boxes all around the house.  The buzzing of the lights seemed abnormally loud.  Chip’s father had gone to pick up his grandmother at the airport, and his mother was staying at his aunt’s until the funeral.

A knock interrupted Chip’s search for something else to do.  He answered the door to find Mrs. Worthington, a neighbor, with a platter of sandwich meat.  He waited for her to finish her condolences, then smiled, thanked her, and closed the door.  The meat platter went on the kitchen table while he rearranged the fridge, already overfull with all the other food offered in sympathy.  At least it was something to do.

Chip’s father and grandmother arrived two hours later.  By that time, Chip had actually fit all the food back into the fridge, cleared the top of the side cabinet, and vacuumed the whole house.  His grandmother immediately draped herself over him and started crying.  Chip hugged her and mumbled the normal platitudes about Uncle Morgan being in a better place, wondering why he hadn’t been able to cry.  Maybe it was better this way, because as long as he was okay he could help everyone else.  His grandmother loosened her grip on him and he gave her a small smile.

Chip settled his grandmother in the guest room, where he left her hanging a black skirt in the closet.  His father had slumped into a chair and was staring out the window, so Chip took his violin and slipped out the back door.

Uncle Morgan’s studio was perched on top of a green hill overlooking the town.  Chip’s usual route there cut through the East side of town to the old canal bridge, which spanned what was now Canal Park.  As he turned onto Main Street, a crash came from inside Mr. Heindrich’s grocery store.  He looked up, startled, and a man tripped over the store’s threshold and landed on the sidewalk.

Mr. Heindrich followed him out, fist raised.  Just stay out of here.  And stay away from Maria too, you crazy fool.

Chip felt he had just walked into a movie instead of his own town.  Mr. Heindrich?  The store owner had once offered a job to a shoplifter, not five minutes after catching him.  What’s wrong?

Mr. Heindrich shook his head and stared at Chip.  Then he looked at the man on the sidewalk and hurried back into his store, slamming the door behind him.  Chip offered the man a hand up, but he ignored it and stood.

Chip frowned.  Are you okay?  He tried to remember where he’d seen the man before.  At school maybe?  Before he could figure it out, the man had left.

A woman exited the shop and put a hand on Chip’s shoulder.  He spun, and she smiled nervously.  Thanks.

What?

They scared me for a moment.  I’m just glad you broke it up.  Richard didn’t mean to cause trouble, really.  He’s never lost his temper like that before.

Chip glanced behind the woman at the shop’s window.  What happened?

The woman looked away.  He threw a battery pack.  It’s just so frustrating not to be able to afford things.

And got shoved out of the store for it?

Well I may have got in the way.

You mean he threw it at you?

The woman seemed to disregard this.  Where’d he go?

Are you sure you want to follow him right now? Chip asked carefully.

Oh, everyone’s edgy these past few days.  He’s not like that.

But

I’ve got to go.  She hurried away.

Chip stared after her.  Then he realized how he knew the man.  His name was Richard, and he and his wife, Helen, had come to his uncle for advice once, about dealing with the stress of Richard losing his job.  Uncle Morgan had even done a portrait of them for free.  He had often done things like that, and most of the town had at least one of his paintings hanging in their home.

Chip continued toward the studio.  As surprised as he was by Mr. Heindrich’s behavior, he soon found that the woman had been right.  Dogs strained their leashes and barked at their own families.  Sirens burst through the air twice in the fifteen minutes it took to walk across the town.  Raised voices escaped from several houses, and on East Main he found a toddler left crying on a front porch.  When he knocked on the door to ask if everything was okay, he was told the girl was too loud and would be brought in later.  Then the door was slammed in his face.  He played a lullaby on his violin to quiet her, then slipped off the porch and watched until someone came out to investigate the quiet and brought the girl back inside.

Still trying to understand the family’s logic, Chip almost allowed habit to take him down the path to the park below the bridge.  He caught himself after only a few steps and turned back.  Uncle Morgan wasn’t going to arrive this time.  Chip crossed the bridge.

The road dead-ended soon after this, as the bridge had never really been meant for anything more than the mule teams to cross into town back when the canal still ran beneath it.  Chip turned onto a dirt path that zig-zagged its way through the tall grass to the top.  It was weird walking alone.  Chip’s uncle had never forbidden him to visit, but the small painter’s shack and its hill had always held a certain awe for Chip.  In the past, he’d usually waited beneath the bridge.  When he was really little, they’d played that he was a troll demanding payment from travelers (his uncle often paid in candy), and as he grew older it had simply become a nice place to sit.  The old stone blocks in the bridge’s foundation stayed cool all summer.

Chip reached the top of the hill.  An easel with a painting stood a few yards from the door of the studio retreat.  Chip supposed his uncle had left it four days ago, when he went down for lunch, and no one had been back since then to move it.  Uncle Morgan’s heart had given out on Sixth Street.

Chip closed his eyes as he circled the canvas, only opening them again when he judged himself to be directly in front of it.  Despite weather damage, the painting was incredible.  Whips of light whirled around a stylized view of the town.  The canal bridge, just visible at the bottom of the canvas, glowed as if white-hot, with a hint below the white of a whole rainbow of colors.  The only things that marred the painting’s beauty were several dark stains spread across the town and a small tear that started at the bottom of the canvas and continued right up the length of the molten bridge.  Chip wished he had thought to come out sooner, to save the painting.  He rubbed a finger gingerly across one of the stains, but the sun had already baked it on.  Slinging his violin case over his shoulder, he detached the canvas from the easel and brought it inside, fumbling a little when he opened the door.

The walls were covered with Uncle Morgan’s paintings.  A man and woman with a rope tying their hands together stood against a blue background.  This was a Celtic marriage ceremony, Chip remembered his uncle explaining.  A blonde baby laughed and clapped, still attached to her mother by her umbilical cord, which snaked out from beneath her shirt.  A boy, tangled in the leashes of three big Dalmatians, was captured in a perpetual half-fall outside an ice cream shop.  Then there were their own family’s portraits, which had always been Chip’s favorites.  His grandparents held the ends of a translucent jump-rope while his mother hung suspended in midair between them.  His aunt and uncle, in full Victorian dress, danced in a ballroom with whorls of color all around them.  Chip himself, with his parents, balanced on the strings of his violin, which had grown to the size of a boat and floated on a stream of light.

Chip placed his uncle’s last painting on the desk by the supply shelves and sat down.  The studio somehow soothed his uncle’s absence rather than exacerbating it.  The colors of the paintings were brighter than the world had been since the day his uncle had died.

Chip opened the violin’s case and pulled it out.  He’d thought to practice his uncle’s favorite, in his memory, but as he tuned the strings and gazed around the small room, a new tune came to him.  He tried to follow as it played through his mind, but he couldn’t quite hear it and began to hit more and more sour notes.  Finally he stopped trying and closed his eyes.  He listened, then opened his eyes again and moved the painting to the side of the desk.  He found a piece of scrap paper and one of his uncle’s pastels and began scribbling music notes.  When he was done, he read it through and made a few last changes.  Then he picked up the violin.

At the first note, Chip closed his eyes.  The music he’d written glowed on the backs of his eyelids, and he continued playing.  The piece wasn’t very long, so when he’d played it through once, he started again.  He thought of Uncle Morgan, with his big mouth stretched even wider in a huge smile, a splotch of paint on his right cheek.  Aunt Cali would miss him.  Chip was glad his mom was with her.  On the third variation, the notes burned into his eyelids started to fade.  Then he realized that rather than the music getting darker, the room was getting brighter, filling his vision with an orange glow.  He played the last line with a flourish and opened his eyes.  The painting of his aunt and uncle shone as if hung from the sun.  Rays of light reached out to each of his family’s portraits, each of which glowed.  As the light faded, Chip looked down.  The music’s score had glazed as if melted.

Chip sat very still.  Outside, the sun fell lower and lower.  Chip jumped up and shoved his violin into its case without his regular care.  It had been a bad idea to come to the studio.  He was imagining things; he had to be.  Chip raced the darkness home.

The next day Aunt Tara and Uncle Jim arrived with their kids.  Aunt Tara left soon after to join Chip’s mom taking care of Aunt Cali.  Uncle Jim took Chip’s dad aside for a discussion.  That left Chip in charge of his cousins.

All right, Chip said, How was the car ride?

Boring, Cara informed him, pouting.

Tim was jumping up and down.  I need to go to the bathroom!

I’m hungry.  Are we getting dinner soon?  Becky asked.

Ryan threw up.

An hour later, Chip had all four settled in front of the television with plates of chicken casserole and cups of juice Ryan’s and Cara’s with lids watching a Disney movie.  He’d cleaned the kitchen floor after making sure Ryan was just car-sick, and told him to ask for an open window next time.  Uncle Jim could probably have helped, but he was still in the study with Chip’s dad.  Chip had poked his head in, seen them glaring at each other with far more anger than the sound of their words held, and retreated to his room, leaving the door open so he could keep an eye on his cousins.

He dug through his violin case looking for the song he’d written the day before but couldn’t find it.  The room was so dark.  Chip went to turn the light on but realized it already was.  He turned it off.  The shadows pulsed, dimming his view of the family room.  He quickly flipped the switch back on, but the shadows did not pull back very far.  Chip felt suffocated.  A flashlight broke the darkness somewhat, allowing him to breathe.  He searched his violin case again, but the song still wasn’t there.  He must have left it back at Uncle Morgan’s studio.

Chip’s blinds were already up, but he opened the window as wide as it would go.  Then he moved to the doorway, so that he was half in the hall, and sat down with his violin.  Yesterday’s song hadn’t been bad.  Maybe he could write more.  Uncle Morgan had once suggested that he try, but Chip had never believed he was good enough.  He drew the bow across the strings carefully, trying to stay quiet so that he wouldn’t interrupt the movie.  Then he sat.  No tunes came.  He closed his eyes, trying to remember how he’d found the one the day before, but nothing happened.  He drew the bow across the strings again experimentally.  Maybe he could just work something out as he went.

Chip struggled with the violin for the whole movie, with nothing to show in the end but a ditty not unlike Hot Cross Buns and a vague feeling his room was a little brighter.  No matter how hard he tried to concentrate on the music, he couldn’t find another tune like the one from the studio.

If Aunt Tara had been there, she might have complained that Chip had spoiled his cousins’ dinner by giving them food beforehand, but she wasn’t, and Uncle Jim didn’t say anything.  Their grandmother didn’t notice, because she didn’t notice much of anything.  Chip spent a while talking to her about how great the food was, and how kind it was of Mrs. So-and-So to bring it, just to get her to eat enough.  Becky, Tim, Cara, and Ryan argued about the movie and their seats, while Chip wondered why he felt so much like an adult next to them instead of just an older kid.  Nobody else talked much.

Chip decided to go to bed early.  The funeral was the next morning, and he didn’t want to be sleepy.  He could control himself better awake.  His room was still dark, though.  It was as if the door was already shut, and the light off.  Chip checked to make sure no one was paying attention then dug his camping lantern out of the closet.  He didn’t want anyone to think he needed a night-light at the age of fifteen.  Still, he didn’t want to trip if he had to get up in the middle of the night either.

The room was still dark when Chip’s alarm went off.  The smell of pancakes came from the kitchen where his mother and Aunt Tara were getting breakfast ready.  Chip’s grandmother was on the couch in the family room with her arm around Aunt Cali, who was staring out the window at the gray day.  Uncle Jim’s voice could be heard down the hallway, explaining to Tim why he had to wear a tie.  Becky chased after Cara, who waved a necklace in the air, and Chip flattened himself against the wall to let them pass.

Chip ate quickly, then got dressed and tuned his violin.  He’d promised Aunt Cali he’d play Amazing Grace for the closing service.  He played a few scales and watched his dad and his uncle collect his cousins and herd them toward the door.  His mother was helping his grandmother find her purse, and Aunt Tara was already in her car.  Chip put his violin away.

Aunt Cali was still sitting on the couch by the window.  Chip offered the hand that wasn’t holding the violin case.  We’re ready to go.

Aunt Cali looked up.  Her face was darkened, as if all the light in the room had hit a barrier just in front of her eyes.  Small tendrils of light curled around her, but could not touch her.  When she took Chip’s hand, a flash of light escaped from between their fingers and cut the mask over her face.  The room lightened a little.  Aunt Cali smiled.

Chip led the way to the cars, where he helped his aunt into the backseat with him.  Neither talked on the way to the funeral home, though they listened as Chip’s grandmother told his mother about the last time she’d talked to Uncle Morgan.

The funeral home’s manager met the family at the door and led them into a large room full of flowers and folding chairs.  The coffin was at the front of the room, away from the door.  Chip hung back while the rest of the family walked up to see the body.  His grandmother started crying.  Aunt Cali stood frozen a long moment, then dropped into a chair in the front row.  Becky and Tim glanced nervously at the coffin and found chairs by the side of the room where they started whispering together.  Cara followed them.  Aunt Tara circled the room, reading the cards on the flowers.  Chip’s parents started a conversation with Uncle Jim, who had Ryan clinging to him.

Finally Chip moved forward, keeping his eyes on Aunt Cali instead of the coffin.  The room darkened around him, narrowing his vision to his aunt, the back of her chair with the remains of a scraped sticker, and a vase of lilies behind her head.  He sat next to her.

Aunt Cali sighed.  Did you want to say good-bye to him?

Maybe, Chip answered, but he’s not there.

You can go up; there’s no one there at the moment.

It’s not him.  I don’t want to look at a body.

Aunt Cali shifted in her chair.  You have to say good-bye somehow.

He’s not there, Chip slid his violin under the seat and studied the thin, slate-colored carpet.  He’s in the studio, he whispered.

Aunt Cali raised her head slowly.  Perhaps yes, that’s true.  She put a hand a Chip’s shoulder.  Would you go there with me tonight?

Chip raised his eyes from the carpet and met hers, bright with tears.  Unable to speak, he nodded and tried to smile.  His aunt seemed to relax for the first time in days.

Slowly, the room began to fill.  Chip had never realized his uncle knew so many people.  He couldn’t make out faces in the dark, so he stayed put and covered for his aunt whenever she teared up during conversations with well-intentioned neighbors.

Chip was talking to Mrs. Worthington when a woman’s voice rose above the grumble of the crowd.   haven’t a clue what you’re talking about, have you?

In the general quiet that followed, Chip recognized his science teacher’s voice raised in answer.  I happen to have done my doctorate on

Lies and guesswork? the first woman interrupted, You think you’re such a great teacher, but what happens now?  What hope do you offer?

The funeral manager gracefully cut in at this point with a polite excuse me and escorted them outside, but conversations were slow to restart.  Many people stared after them, and a few even followed in hope of witnessing the rest of the argument if it restarted.  A little later, Mr. Canler stopped to pay his respects and pass on the news that Mrs. Janson, head of the high school’s science department, and Ms. Stenson of St. Maria’s outreach committee had had a shouting match over the nature of the soul.  Chip thanked him, but welcomed the arrival of his grandmother’s bowling friends.  Aunt Cali brightened a little as they fussed over her.

Finally a chaplain shuffled to the front of the room and led a short service.  Chip stood to play Amazing Grace, while his tunnel vision zoomed in and out.  He tuned his violin carefully and played the first few measures.  A shadow surrounded him, like an inverse spotlight.  The slight glow around his violin wasn’t enough to break the dark veil over his aunt’s face.  He let his eyes drift over the faces of everyone who’d come to pay their respects.  Several were crying; all seemed completely alone in their grief, despite being crowded into the room.  He could barely see his aunt through the gloom and wished he was sitting next to her again, rather than playing in front of the coffin.  Mrs. Worthington had taken his chair.

Chip couldn’t hug his aunt or cry himself, not while he was supposed to be playing.  But he could let the violin do it.  He closed his eyes and put his desire to give and receive comfort into the music.  He opened his eyes again as something loosened inside him.  A spark cut the veil over his aunt as Mrs. Worthington leaned over and patted her hand.

Chip mentally berated himself for being distracted.  He’d hit a wrong note hadn’t he?  Where was he?  He let instinct guide the next few notes, frantically trying to figure out where he was in the song, but it wasn’t Amazing Grace anymore.  His bow screeched, and he stopped.

Aunt Cali was smiling at him, despite the tears on her face.  So was Mrs. Worthington, who had her arm around Aunt Cali’s shoulder.  Chip started playing again without taking his eyes off them.  The music didn’t need to be Amazing Grace.  A new melody drifted from them, and Chip captured the notes with his bow.  The violin glowed so brightly Chip wondered why no one reacted.  Mrs. Worthington was glowing too, and the dark veil over Aunt Cali’s face was lifting.  Chip put the hope her smile gave him back into the song, and the room brightened.  People sat straighter and began to smile sadly at each other.  Packs of tissues were passed around, and Cara climbed into their grandmother’s lap.

Chip brought the song to a close and lowered the violin.  Conversations started around the room, and people began drifting out.  Most of those who had come to pay their respects were going home, but some would pull their cars into the procession behind the hearse.

Chip walked over to where Aunt Cali still sat in the front row.  She’d wanted him to play Amazing Grace, and he hadn’t but 

Thank you, Aunt Cali whispered.  She sighed and stood, putting an arm around his shoulders.  We need to talk.  She steered him to one side.  The rest of the family was filing out, some glancing over to where Aunt Cali stood with Chip, but none disturbed them.

Aunt Cali still had her hand on Chip’s shoulder.  Where did you get that song?

Chip shrugged.  I just made it up, I guess.  I’m sorry.

Don’t apologize.  Aunt Cali tilted his chin up, but he still wouldn’t look at her.  It was a wonderful song.  She seemed to be examining him, looking for something, but he pulled away.

It was just a song.  The room was almost empty, and the darkness closed in on him.

Was it?  She caught his arm as he started to leave.  Chip I I think you’re following him.  You’ve inherited.

Chip finally met her eyes.  Inherited what?

Aunt Cali seemed to be searching for the right words to say something, but the rest of the family was waiting.  She followed his glance to where the funeral procession had lined up, and the intensity seemed to drain out of her.  Ride with me?

Chip glanced at the funeral director, who held the door to the limo that would follow the hearse.  His face offered no clue how Chip should respond.

Please?

I guess I can, Chip handed his violin to Tim and asked him to tell the others that he was riding with Aunt Cali.  Then he climbed in the limo with her and his grandmother.

The procession started.  Chip’s grandmother described how hard Morgan’s death was for her, but neither he nor Aunt Cali responded and she eventually grew quiet.  They drove slowly, through town and along the old canal.  They passed the bridge to the studio and the Canal Park.  After a few more miles, the road dipped into the canal bed, then wound up the hill on the other side.  The cemetery was on the side of the hill.

The sky was even darker when Chip stepped out of the limo.  He wondered if it would storm.  Those who had stayed for the burial gathered around the grave near an old maple.  The ground was black.  Chip approached carefully, as if the dirt could give way beneath him, and stood next to Aunt Cali.  The rest of the family filled in around them, and the chaplain said a few words.

Aunt Cali sighed.  Chip reached for her hand and closed his eyes to prevent himself from crying.  The darkness caught in his throat and clogged his lungs.  He needed to concentrate.  If only he’d kept his violin, though what that really would have accomplished, he didn’t know.  Carrying it would have at least given his hands something to do, but

Chip?  Aunt Cali whispered.

He opened his eyes and blinked.  For a second, the world seemed a swirl of light and dark, more solid than the grass underfoot.  Then the cemetery came back into focus under the dim light of the sun.

Chip, Aunt Cali turned her nephew to face her and paused.  Thank you.

The funeral home manager waited patiently by the limo.  Most of the other cars were leaving.  Chip’s dad turned onto the street, followed by Uncle Jim.  Cara waved out the car window.  Chip watched them go.  For what?

For your music.

Chip shrugged uncomfortably.

Come on, Aunt Cali started toward the limo, We shouldn’t keep Grandma waiting.

Chip followed his aunt back to the limo, where his grandmother sat with a few roses in her lap.  She handed each of them a rose.  I know a good florist who can freeze-dry them, she explained.

Chip stared out the window all the way back to the funeral home while his aunt and grandmother discussed the service.  He switched back to his parents’ car without answering any of their questions about Aunt Cali’s well-being.  Tim, who had asked to ride with them, tried to talk him into a word game, but Chip tuned him out as well.  His vision dimmed.

Back home, Chip circulated among the many people who had shown up to express their sympathy, then escaped out the back door with his violin.  He bumped into a passing jogger, who started swearing at him.  The dark was suffocating and the light stung.  He started running.  A car horn blared, and Chip jumped forward, finding a wall to lean against as he heard the screech of the car’s brakes and running footsteps.

The darkness swirled around a dimly glowing figure.  Hey, kid!  You okay?

Chip nodded and tried to catch his breath.  He blinked, but the swirls of light and dark still blocked his view of the man.

Watch where you’re going I could have hit you!   Are you sure you’re all right?

Yeah, Chip blinked again, Sure.  Sorry about that.  He stood up straight and faced the spot where the flow of light and dark was disturbed, hoping the man would go away.  After a moment, the spot faded, and Chip allowed himself to lean back against the wall.  Rough bricks caught his shirt.  He kept one hand on them and followed the wall until he reached an empty space.  Feeling around in the air and hoping no one was watching, he found a lamppost.  From there, he made his way to a rough wooden bench and sat down.  He hugged his violin case.  No matter how many times he rubbed his eyes, he saw only light wrapped in darkness.

Chip stayed where he was until car brakes squeaked in front of him.  The door clicked open, then slammed shut again.  Chip squinted, and a tendril of light strengthened.  Aunt Cali’s voice called his name.  He looked in the direction of her voice but couldn’t find her.  He stood carefully, without letting go of his violin.  I can’t see.

Aunt Cali tilted Chip’s chin up and touched his face gently.  What happened?

I don’t know.  I just can’t see!

Nothing at all?

Chip felt a breeze on his face as Aunt Cali waved her hand a few inches from his nose.  He caught it.  Just darkness.  I could feel you doing that, though.  He also saw patterns that wiggled and changed like a kaleidoscope, but didn’t want to explain that.

What were you doing?

Nothing!  It just keeps happening, and this time it won’t go away!  Chip shifted his grip on the violin case and remembered the song in the studio.  I guess the first time was when I played a song I made up.

Aunt Cali put her hand over Chip’s.  Did you play this time?

No, Chip jerked the instrument away from her.  I just wanted to get away from everyone.

Breaking ties, Aunt Cali murmured.  Then she spoke normally.  Give the violin to me.

Why?

Because maybe then you can turn this off.  Morgan never actually explained how it works.

How what works?

Aunt Cali sighed.  Just try?

Chip handed her the violin and blinked again.  The darkness deepened.  I don’t think it worked.

Well, come on.  Aunt Cali guided Chip to the car. Just stick close to me, and hopefully we can figure this out before anyone notices.

Chip fumbled with his seatbelt but eventually found the latch.  But we’ve got a whole houseful of people!  I’ll run into someone!

We’ll go to the studio.  Aunt Cali started the car.

Chip leaned back as the car moved through the familiar turns of the route to the studio.  A hollow rumble told him when they crossed the bridge.  Aunt Cali parked the car, and he felt for his seatbelt.  Aunt Cali’s car door slammed just as he found the release.  He got out, and Aunt Cali was there.  She led him up the path.

They sat on the hilltop, faces into the wind.  A bird sang overhead.

Finally, Aunt Cali broke the silence.  At the funeral home, while you were playing, and then later at the grave what did you see?

See?  Well he hesitated, not wanting to sound crazy.  It’s dark out today, so I guess just shadows.

It was noon.

Chip shrugged.  Well, yeah, but I mean it’s just dark you know, cloudy or something.  He could feel the sun on his face and realized that he had not actually looked up at all that day.  Well, he had gone blind.  It’s not cloudy, is it?

This may sound strange, but have you seen, Aunt Cali paused as if searching for the right words, ties, lights or something that’s different?

Chip shrugged.  Have you been inside here?

I used to bring your uncle his lunch, when he would lose track of time.

But since?

No.  Aunt Cali’s hand brushed Chip’s.  I hadn’t really thought about it until you said this was where he was, she whispered.

I might have seen something strange there.

Ropes of light?

Well, not exactly ropes, but wait, you know what it is?  I’m not just, I don’t know, losing it?

Aunt Cali sighed.  No, she put an arm around Chip’s shoulders, You’re taking over for Morgan.

Taking over?  What do you mean?  Taking over what?

Aunt Cali smiled sadly.  Morgan never told you, did he?  He used to have this ability.  He said he never could fully explain it, but he held people together.  And in holding them together, he held back something else.

Chip remembered the many conversations he’d had with his uncle about talking people through problems.  Held back what?

I don’t know exactly

But you mean how he always helped people, right?  We talked about that.  He said I was good at pointing out compromises.

Well sort of.  But he did more, through his paintings.  He painted the bonds he saw between people, and in doing so, strengthened them.  I can’t explain any better than that.

But how could he do that?

He just did.  Aunt Cali hugged Chip.  And now you are following him.  I suppose I could arrange to have the studio signed over to you 

But I can’t paint!  Chip pulled away.

Aunt Cali let him go.  You don’t need to paint.  How do you see the ties?

Well lights, like you said.

Grass rustled as Aunt Cali moved to face him.  And that’s it?  There’s nothing else?  She put his violin in his hand.  What about during the service?

I guess I heard music.  Near you and Mrs. Worthington.  That’s what I was playing instead of ‘Amazing Grace.’

Was that the first time this happened?

No, I I actually wrote a song while I was here before.  That’s what I meant before, about the darkness starting while I was playing.  Only it wasn’t actually dark.  The notes kind of glowed, which was really weird.  I wrote it down, but I think I left it here.

Wait a moment.  Aunt Cali brushed by Chip as she stood.  Her footsteps moved toward the studio, and the door creaked.

Chip waited.  He wished he could see the view of the town; he’d always found it relaxing.  Chip closed his eyes and imagined his uncle’s last painting.   The view of the town was captured in paint, with the bridge a strange, glowing rainbow at the bottom.

Aunt Cali returned after a few minutes and sat beside him.  She pressed a piece of paper into his hand, and instinctively, Chip looked down.  The score he’d written the day before burned in the blackness.

Can I play it?

Why are you asking me?

Chip heard the smile in Aunt Cali’s voice.  He tried to tune his violin, but his fingers fumbled with the pegs.  He let the violin slip.

How am I supposed to play blind?
Aunt Cali slipped the violin out of his lap.  You’ll figure it out.  Do you really have to look normally?

I guess not.

She pulled him to his feet.  Come on.  The kids all want to go to the fireworks show at Canal Park tonight.  I said we’d meet them there.

They made their way back to the car in silence.  Aunt Cali drove back across the bridge and parked a little way from the canal.  A slight glow lit Chip’s sight where she was.  She helped him out of the car and he kept his hand on her arm as they started toward shouts and laughter.  He still carried the violin.  Then the ground dipped, and he stumbled.  He caught himself against a cool cement block.

Someone called from the direction of the crowd, and Aunt Cali paused.  After Chip insisted that he’d be fine where he was, she left.  Her glow receded and disappeared, leaving the world black.  Chip carefully felt beside him and found the cement.  He leaned against it and breathed deeply.  The air was cool and starting to smell wet.  The sun was going down.

Muffled scraping to Chip’s right brought his attention back to the show.  Several voices, separate from the main crowd, started arguing.  Chip listened, but only caught a few words.  Then one man started shouting.

You set it up then!  See if I care!  Just wait ‘til I’m well away before

Another voice, lower, cut in and the first speaker quieted.  More scraping followed, and then there was a splintered crack.

Now you’ve done it.

Me?  You were the one

Chip began to wonder if the town had hired amateurs for the fireworks display.  Surely professionals wouldn’t argue so much when they knew they were playing with fire.  More talking and the rustle of grass indicated that the people were setting up the fireworks just before the bridge on the opposite side of the park.  Chip slid his back along the concrete and moved around the corner.  Under the bridge, the fact that he was a little closer to the fireworks than the rest of the crowd shouldn’t matter.  Any stray sparks should land on the road above, blocked off for the occasion, and not on him.  The technicians were closer.  Their voices echoed against stone.

A shrieking whistle split the air and ended in an explosion high overhead.  The crowd cheered.  More followed, and soon the air was thick and sharp.  Explosions overlapped, and Chip felt a little light-headed.  He resettled his violin in his lap.  A yell echoed from the area the technicians had retreated to, and the next explosion was so low that Chip dropped to the ground.  Fire lashed his cheek and left a hot mark.

Another firework exploded on the ground and screams came from the crowd.  Another explosion brought thumps, yells, and crying.  People were running, but Chip lost the crowd in the explosions that followed as the first few errant fireworks set off a chain reaction.  He dodged a shriek and ran toward where the technicians should be.  He didn’t need to see, because he’d walked this path so many times before, waiting for Uncle Morgan.

Another whistle crossed right in front of Chip’s face, leaving a trail of light and heat.  He slowed as the ground rose and put his hands out to feel for the bridge supports.  The light trail was still in front of his face, like a rope.  A rope of light like Aunt Cali had said.  Chip froze.

Someone grabbed Chip’s arm and wrenched him down beside a cement block.  What is wrong with you? the man yelled, Are you trying to get killed?

What happened?  Chip squinted.  The rope of light had blurs moving through it.

They were too close when that one went off too low, it blew the other stands sideways and set a few off.  Then they set off others.  He yanked Chip backward again and raised his voice.  You people need to get out of here!  They may not be reaching you now, but those rockets have long range

Chip pulled his arm free and crouched low, running his hands over his violin.  It seemed intact.  Can’t you do anything?

“What am I supposed to do now?  I can’t go near that!

Chip squinted toward the glow and realized that within the light strip his sight was returning.  The strip of vision twisted and expanded.  A hose lay near the fireworks, already too burned for use.  His vision blurred in and out with each explosion, and some of the light stayed.  Sparks circled him and reached for calmer members of the crowd who were trying to control the mass panic.  A red and blue firework went off straight toward a family running for the side of the canal.  They pulled each other down and it flew over their heads, exploding a few yards further on.  The concussion vibrated through his ears like an orchestra warming up with the microphones on full.  His fingers brushed the strings of his own violin.  You must be able to do something aren’t you trained for stuff like this?

The man didn’t respond, but he brushed Chip out of his way and stood.  Suddenly Chip could see him lit by a back glow as he lunged for the firework set-up.  The man hit the ground with his arms out, spinning the stand away from the crowd just as a bright orange rocket shot into the air.

A huge explosion overhead threw Chip to the ground and he dropped his violin.  Chunks of metal and concrete rained down, and Chip rolled out of the way.  Another firework went off far too close to his head, and he rolled again.  His vision was full of light.  The bridge was collapsing, surrounded by patches of darkness flecked with the rainbow colors of the fireworks themselves.  Ropes of light twisted through everything.  Someone shouted.  He pulled his violin back to himself and curled around it.

Aunt Cali had said that Uncle Morgan had strengthened bonds between people, and that now Chip was seeing the same thing.  The lights revealed kids so close to the bridge.  He hoped that his cousins hadn’t sat so close.  The town had been much more divided since Uncle Morgan’s death, but they needed to work together now.  Get his cousins out.  They needed to get everyone out.

Light flared to Chip’s left.  He flinched, but there was no heat and no whistle.  In the glow, Aunt Cali held a toddler in one arm and guided an elderly woman with the other.  They were headed away from the chaos, but the light streamed between and behind them.  Chip could hear a high C ringing where they’d passed.

Chip listened as music played in his head, and he began to follow it.  He followed the thread of music, imagined the fingering he would need to play it, and began to hum along.  He straightened with his violin and tuned it automatically.  Then he drew the bow across the strings and waited.  The music was there.  It flowed out of him into the swirls of light and he reached for them.  He wrapped it around his bow and pulled it to the violin, holding it to the neck.  He paused again with his bow on the strings then began to play.  Everyone had their own tune, which he wove carefully into his theme.  They needed calm; they needed to work together.  The darkness dripped out of Chip’s sight as the sound increased.  Here was his talent, in what he knew.  Chip concentrated.  A discord vibrated around him, as if played with a snapped string.  He mentally shook himself as he realized how much he’d been blocking.  All the strings were needed to play the best songs.  He changed his own chord and added it to the music, which he sent back out into the crowd.

Mrs. Janson helped a mother gather her children.  They passed Ms. Stenson, who supported a limping man.  The music swirled around them and returned stronger than ever.  The melody grew more complicated and the explosions and shouting faded behind it.  He finished the last movement and sat back, ears ringing as if he’d just been at a rock concert.  He was surrounded by rubble.

Aunt Cali was running toward him.  Chip!

He slowly uncurled his throbbing fingers from the violin.  I did it.

She ignored this and dropped to the ground beside him.  Are you okay?  You’re so close I should never have

Chip cut her off.  It’s okay.  I did it.  He held out the violin.

Aunt Cali stared.  Several chords rolled off her at once, and Chip flinched.  She took the violin from him and waved a paramedic over.

Chip leaned forward and whispered, I made it mine.  I can see now it’s music!

Aunt Cali frowned and looked as if she wanted to reply, but it was too late.  The paramedic had already reached them.  She took the violin and backed away so the man had room.

The paramedic bent to look Chip in the eyes.  Scrapes and bruises, obviously minor burns does anything hurt?

Chip held out his hands and the paramedic hissed in sympathy.  That looks like a pretty bad burn.  I recommend a hospital visit, though I’m afraid you don’t merit a ride in the ambulance.  You should try Mercy Hospital Good Hope’s going to be busy with everyone we’re sending.

Aunt Cali leaned toward them.  Was anyone hurt badly?

Worst’s a broken and burned arm and burned face, he collected his things, Possible broken nose.  But there’s still enough to fill the ambulances.  And there’s a bunch o’ little kids who need to get checked for smoke inhalation.  Someone waved and he left for his next patient.

Aunt Cali sighed.  All right, come on.  I’ll take you.  We’ll see if we can find your parents first, but their car’s probably blocked in.

Chip grinned.  Maybe now Mom will be able to convince Dad to park further back instead of by the pond.  She’s always hated the mosquitoes.

They made their way carefully through the crowd.  Most people did seem okay aside from singed clothing.  They found Chip’s parents with Aunt Tara, Uncle Jim, and the kids.  Ryan was crying, and Becky had a broken arm.

Early the next morning when they finally arrived home from the hospital, Aunt Cali and Chip finally had a chance to talk.  The rest of the family had gone to bed, allowing them the best privacy they were likely to get for a few days.  Aunt Cali claimed the sofa.  Chip perched on the coffee table and explained what had happened as best he could.

Finally Aunt Cali seemed to run out of questions.  She leaned back in her seat and stretched.  But your hands will be in those bandages for weeks!  You can’t play like that.

No.

The town’s in pretty bad shape.

I know, Chip sighed and rubbed his head.  They’re giving me a migraine.  But maybe this will be good.

How do you mean?

Chip yawned.  Well, if they have to do their own maintenance for a while, maybe they won’t be so lazy about it.  People can sort themselves out.  I think I think Uncle Morgan was too removed on that hill of his.  He didn’t need to do so much.

You’re just going to let

I was experimenting a little.  At the hospital.

Aunt Cali almost looked amused.  What now?

I can I don’t know sort of guide it, I guess.  Just hum a little to set the pattern, and people can usually follow it themselves, especially if whatever problem there is hasn’t been allowed to stew a while.  He yawned again.  Besides the studio’s going to be a lot harder to get to now, without the bridge.

Well, yes but the offer still stands if

I may use it as an escape sometimes, especially if it gets loud.  It will certainly be hard for people to follow me out there.  But, generally I think I need to be here.

Good luck, Chip.  I think you’ll do fine.

Yeah.  Chip stood.  The town’ll be back to normal in no time.  He waited until his aunt had disappeared down the hallway before moving again.  He flinched.  For the sake of his headache, he hoped he was right.


Crumpled Poems


The wolf on the poster above me glares

Down to where I lug

Ideas from my brain, but drunks

On the porch and punk rock

Bursting through drum-skin

Walls undercut my thoughts.

A puzzle lies undone, its pieces

Flung about me on the rug.

The guide on its box cover

Used to show a field of budding

Wildflowers, but dumped coffee

Has smudged it past recall.

Surrounded by attempts that turned

To junk, next to a mug of cold

Chocolate, and under wolf’s eyes,

Urgent deadlines fade until

I want to run on open ground

And leave this room behind.


La Plaza Mayor


“Wish you were here” the postcards all say.  I wish you really were here beside me, to see what I see.  I wish you could go where I go. 

Come, walk with me down the steps from the apartment and out the glass front door.  Turn right off the front step.  But wait!  Just stop and look.

A stone tower rises against the sky, master of the hill.  It’s a water tower designed for some king of the past, surrounded now by the red and purple flowers of a park.  A beautiful sight but not our goal for tonight.  This way, Mom.

Walk with me.

Walk with me to the Plaza.

The street narrows as we approach.  Feel the wind on your face, funneled through the archway.  The stores on either side reach for the sky.  See the people streaming past us, both young and old, some strolling and some hurried.  Wait a moment.  Is that music?

Look, Mom, look there, beneath the carved flowers in the old stone wall.  See him, with his violin?  Ave Maria floats through the air.  His old dog has heard it all before, though.  See him there, sleeping at his master’s foot?

Walk with me.  Listen to the violin and feel the wind blow through your hair as if you rode your bike.  We’ll enter debajo del reloj, a well-worn meeting place.  See all the people waiting?  A dark-haired student crosses his arms and leans against a pillar.  A tired mother stops to chat with a friend.  And see those girls over there with their chokers and wristbands?  They could be Steph and her friends, meeting up for an evening together.

Careful, Mom.  Don’t walk into the magazine stand!  To your left.  We’re having helado tonight; my treat.  Here: Café Novelty.  Wait a moment.

Dos pequeños, por favor.  Queso con mango, y Manzana verde.  Muchas gracias.

These are my two favorite ice cream flavors.  Here, Mamá.  Mango cheesecake for you.

Walk with me.

Walk with me to the center of the plaza.  Careful!  That niño has lost his ball.  Don’t trip on it!  Let’s toss it back to him.  Oh, see that lady’s little spaniel?  Isn’t he adorable!  He must have done something wrong though, for her to be carrying him by the scruff of his neck like that.

Watch your step!  There are groups of students seated everywhere.  We’ll take a bench, shall we?  Here’s a free one.  Go on have a seat.  I’m sorry the stone’s so cold.  Now turn this way.  I’ll sit next to you, and we’ll wait.  You like your ice cream?  Make it last!

Look up there in the sky!  It’s a giant bird, silhouetted against the sun.  See its great wingspan and long beak?  Oh, if only it would hold still for a photo!

Watch with me, Mom.

Watch with me in the Plaza.

It’s warm out, but there’s a light breeze.  Voices surround us as we sit on our stone bench in the Plaza, but none are loud enough to stand out.  See that niña chasing pigeons?  How her little pigtails fly behind her!

The sky is growing darker now.  Look, see the colors?  They don’t look like much yet, I know.  They’re not strong enough.  But just wait.

The light dims.  The Plaza, which glowed in the sunlight, is now turning dull.  Keep watching with me.

There!  You see it?  The lamps are starting to glow.

The air is growing cooler.  Here, I brought your jacket with me.  Stay where you are on the bench; if you move it will be cold.  Still have some helado left?  Have another bite.  Ah!  There was a bit of mango in that one, wasn’t there?

Look up.  See the statues rising into the sky?  See the stone lace around the clock?

Any second now.  It never takes long after the lamps come on.  Wait for it…

There!  All at once the lights are on, and the buildings glow once again as if under the sunlight.  But instead of sun look at the sky now!  Rather than lighting the sky, the glow has enhanced it.  The blues!  See there, the color of Cancún’s ocean!  See there, the deepest blue of dark water!  And there, blue as only the sky can be!  Look to the right now.  Remember the pale pink cloud that rested just above the building?  See it now?  It is the purple of kings!



The sky deepens.  Every color is one new to this world and yet older than the seas.  You will see it once and never again.

Behind us, children play.  Here them laughing?

Have you finished your helado already?  No matter.  So have I.

See the sky now, Mom?  A bottomless black spreads from the horizon.  See how soft it looks?  See the Plaza in relief against it, a thing of light, yet still sharp-edged, not glowing or hiding the night.

Walk with me, Mom.

Walk with me from the Plaza.


The Ridge



  The rutted road runs
       along the top of the ridge,
   tree-lined and time-tested;
 a piece of history, holding many memories.
An Indian trail, the road to town,
   now a short stretch to nowhere
                  yet still there.
    Deer pass through, heading for the orchards
 a dog barks; back to the woods.
   Cats hunt, sliding through the tall grass.
         Down below, the river runs
  as it did under the Half Moon
       as it does now, past the man asleep twenty years.
          Behind, the house, the castle
    high atop the hill, Church's paradise.
   Bugs creak high up in the old, old trees.
         A breeze rustles the leaves.
    Time stands still.
          Past and present collide.
I learn to drive
           where others have raced.
I walk
           where others have ridden.
I find quiet
           where others have fought.



Stand by the Shore

Prologue

Thunder rolled.  Giant waves tossed the tiny ship across the ocean like a toy.  The storm swept around it, tugging at sails which, against all logic, remained unfurled.  The ship seemed to fly over the waves, leaping from crest to crest.

Grim-faced sailors fought to keep the boat on course.  All hands were on deck, adjusting sails and taking turns holding the wheel, which threatened to wrench out of their control at any second.  The roar of the waves drowned the sailors’ shouts and the ship’s groans.  Down below, a small boy huddled on a bunk, curled around a small cedar box with figures carved into its sides.  Engraved on the lid was a ring that enclosed a double sail billowing before a crescent moon.  Fit between the moon and the sails was a thin, crossed arrow.  The ship heaved and the boy clutched the edge of the bunk.  He started to cry, adding his own screams to the howling of the storm.



Chapter 1

Ryan hiked up the rocky bluff searching for the sail he’d caught a glimpse of while hunting.  It was a beautiful day, warm and sunny with a brisk breeze blowing in his face as he stood beside Dylan’s grave.  A seagull in the distance dipped down to the water and flew up again.

Ryan squinted, shading his eyes against the sun.  The sail was still visible on the horizon.  Not much could be made out, but if he was lucky the ship might come a little closer before cutting back east.  Most ships Ryan had seen only appeared briefly on the horizon, but he liked trying to identify them anyway.  Ryan knew all the different classes of ships, and, in theory, how to tell them apart, though he had only been able to test that knowledge a handful of times. He wished that they actually could have had a good look at one, but none had ever come close enough.  Dylan had seemed to understand this wish, but had cautioned that they were lucky most ships stayed away.

The waters here are tricky to navigate full of reefs and sandbars, he’d explained, But there will be one ship, someday.  Small and fast, with one blue sail in front and the rest white.  That ship, we will meet, and it will be time for us to leave at last.  But if any other ship puts in here, you must hide and come straight to me as soon as you can.  Whatever happens, you must not be seen.

The sail on the horizon grew into a full ship, long and thin, with many more sails than most ships its size.  It also had a pointed bow, unlike the rounded ones Ryan knew.  Dylan had hinted that such a thing was possible, but had never gone into detail.

In what seemed like no time at all, the ship was gliding over the water in front of Ryan, coming straight toward the island.  Now that it was so close, he could see that the top most sail and this ship had more per mast than Ryan had names for was a light sky blue.  He ducked behind the rocks and started down the path to the cove.



Evan and the rest of the crew on his father’s ship, the Ronian Hope, gathered on deck as the island drew closer.  His father was at the stern, steering them through the rocks and other obstacles that kept most other ships from landing there.  Or, as sailors whispered while in port, sank those that tried.  Evan wasn’t worried though.  His father was one of the best sailors he knew and his family had maps of more than one area that the Carkuls considered uncharted.

The green blur of the island grew and sharpened into treetops rising above rocky cliffs.  Evan went to the wheel and stood beside his father.  He couldn’t wait to meet the two people they were about to pick up his father’s old friend from before the war and Ryan himself!  Finally, his curiosity overcame his reluctance to interrupt his father’s concentration.

Where are we headed?

His father glanced toward shore, checked the map in front of them, and turned the wheel slightly before answering.  A small cove to the south.

Evan nodded, and began scanning the shore for signs of a cove.  Does he know?

I suspect we’ll have been spotted by now.  His father made another adjustment and handed Evan the map, tapping the cove with his finger.  We’re through the worst of it.  Chart our course and tell me when we need to turn.

Evan eagerly accepted the map and began carefully following the ship’s course.  His father may have taken them through the worst, but he was still being entrusted with the safety of the whole crew!  This was a sign of trust in his competence that Evan had been hoping for since he’d become an official apprentice, but he knew better than to make a fuss.  He checked one more time to make sure he had the course correct and went back to their conversation.  But does he know… well, why we’re coming?

Not the particulars how could he? but Dylan knows what this means.

No, I meant I mean Ryan.

Father and son were silent for a while, except for when Evan called out course adjustments.  According to the map, they were almost there, and Evan became absorbed in watching for the small jut of land that would come just before the cove.  When his father finally spoke, he almost missed the answer.

He may not.  In fact, he probably doesn’t.  I don’t know when or even if Dylan was planning to tell him.  He was so young, at the time.



Ryan slowly worked his way across the island.  He stayed mainly in the woods, some distance back from the shore, as irrational as it was.  This ship was the one with the blue sail the one he was to meet, not hide from.  And no one on board would be likely to see him, even if he stood on the cliff and waved.  It was too far out.  Still, Ryan could not remember anyone besides Dylan, and Dylan had warned him away from strangers.  What was so different about these?

Ryan reached the cove before he’d even realized it.  The trees seemed one final shelter, and he hesitated in their shadow.  If it had been up to him, the sight of the strange ship’s sails growing steadily nearer on his left would have made him retreat to the far end of the island, but Dylan had not wanted them to stay forever.  Ryan moved carefully into the sun, crossed a field and stepped onto the sand.  Once there, he felt as exposed as a rabbit that knows somewhere high above there’s a hawk circling the sun.



A lone figure waited on the beach when the Ronian Hope sailed into the cove.  Evan saw a slight frown on his father’s face, but did not comment.  Instead, he made one last check to be sure the ship was on course, handed the map back to his father, and hurried to help furl sails and bring the ship in.  He didn’t dare assume the trust he’d just been shown meant a permanent elevation from his status as the lowest-ranked sailor aboard.  The ship slowed, the anchor was lowered, and a boat readied to go ashore.  Evan stood back with the rest as his father and the other officers came forward, but then

Evan. Join us.

Startled, Evan hurried forward.  His father looked worried, but he’d meant what he said.  Evan wanted to ask why he was included, but he was afraid to lose his chance.  Don’t question orders was a good rule to live by in situations like these.  He could always ask for an explanation later, maybe during his lessons.

With a sudden creaking, their boat was lowered over the side.  Evan was so excited he almost wanted to twist around to see everything like a little kid.  But he was being given an honor; this was not the time to be anything but professional.  He sat quietly and stared straight ahead until the boat splashed into the water.

Evan found his paddle under the seat and rowed with the others.  His stomach felt the way he imagined some landsmen’s felt on the open sea, based on their descriptions.  He’d never been shipsick himself.

The figure on shore was a boy about Evan’s age.  He had withdrawn a little as the boat came closer, leaning back toward the forest, whose shadow stretched out to meet him.  He looked as if he was ready to bolt, but had not yet started moving.

When he felt the boat scrape the bottom, Evan jumped out to help haul the boat on shore.  Once there, he stood back as the officers, including his father, stepped out onto the sand.

The boy in the shadows did not bolt, but neither did he come forward.  Evan’s father took a few steps toward him and bowed.

Ryan?  I’m Jadon, an old friend of Dylan’s.  We my crew and I have come to bring you both home.

Ryan it must be Ryan, he was too young to be Dylan and there wasn’t anyone else on the island seemed to start at this, then stepped forward with a slight bow of his own.  Evan shifted his feet in the sand.

I’m sorry, then, but I I have bad news.  Dylan died on Tosach.  He’d been sick, and held on just long enough to welcome the new year.

There was silence at this.  Evan knew his father must be reeling.  Even he was shocked.  He’d grown up on stories of Dylan, of the trouble he and his father had found as kids and the trouble that found them years later in the war.  Evan felt he knew Dylan, despite having only been a baby when Dylan left.  Glancing around, Evan saw that most of the officers were still in shock; they were all old enough to have known Dylan and, considering the secrecy of their trip, all probably had.  So Evan stepped forward, quickly rehearsing what he could possibly say.  Someone had to do something before Ryan disappeared.  The whole situation felt unreal, as if the entire island would dissolve into smoke any minute, taking Ryan with it.

Ryan? he bowed, We had meant to sail with the next tide, but perhaps m- the captain would like to pay his respects.  If he could be allowed to know where Dylan was buried, perhaps he, and the others, could say their good-byes.  I can stay here to answer any questions you might have, and we can sail tomorrow morning.  Evan didn’t dare look to see what his father thought of this audacity, but Ryan seemed to relax slightly.

He he’s on top of the bluff.  He always liked the view… Ryan’s eyes seemed to focus for a moment on something only he could see.  Evan could feel the island slipping away.  Then Ryan blinked, and the ground felt solid again.  Just follow the shore there’s a path, and you won’t miss the stones.  I got the biggest I could carry.  Ryan blinked again, but otherwise seemed fine.

Evan still didn’t dare look back, but after a long moment he heard the officers start to move behind him.  His father stopped to squeeze his shoulder before leading the others toward the path Ryan had indicated.  They headed west, into the setting sun.



Ryan waited, but after the first burst of speech the boy in front of him didn’t seem inclined to say anything.  Finally, he broke the awkward silence himself.

Now what?  It probably wasn’t the best thing to say, but he felt completely out of his depth.  At least there weren’t so many of them now.  It was just him and the other boy, and one-on-one he thought he could handle.  It was less formal, somehow.

The boy finally looked up again with a half smile.  You really don’t know what’s going on, do you?  Sorry.  Um I’m Evan.

Ryan nodded.  The boy Evan shifted a little, then seemed to realize that Ryan was still waiting for him.

We I mean, recently he stopped, looked down at his hands, then back up at Ryan.  Look, Ryan… Do you know who you who your parents were?  I mean, how much did Dylan…?  he trailed off again, clearly confused, and glanced toward the bluff.

Ryan looked out at the ship one more time, then turned back inland.  Come on, he invited Evan, If they’re not going anywhere, I guess we can talk in the cabin.  He led the way back across the field to a trail that wound uphill through the forest.  Despite his curiosity, he was more comfortable once he had again put trees between himself and the ship.  At the top of the hill was a clearing, where the little cabin Dylan had built stood as if guarding the small patch of garden beside it.  He didn’t speak until they passed the door, and Evan asked no questions.

Dylan didn’t tell me much about our own past, Ryan answered finally, as if they had not just interrupted the conversation for a hike.  He offered Evan one of the rough-hewn chairs with a small gesture, and they sat at the table.

He was teaching me history, but he said he’d tell our part of the tale when we came into it and not before, Ryan continued.  That had always seemed slightly odd to him, but he hadn’t questioned Dylan about it.  He wondered if he should have.  We started at the journey of Ronan the Pathfinder and had reached the death of King Jessie when he took sick…  He waited, not knowing what else to say.  It had been so sudden.  What seemed like a normal cold had grown overnight, leaving Dylan too weak to talk.  He had died two days later, despite everything Ryan could do.

Finally Evan leaned forward, crossing his arms on the table, and spoke again.  Well, then I guess the best way to do this is just sort of condense the history lesson.  I’m no scholar, and I doubt I’m supposed to be the one to explain it, but he paused as if collecting his thoughts, then took a deep breath and continued without raising his eyes from the table, Jessie was succeeded by Rylan, who was followed by Darren and his wife Shannon.  Dylan was one of their most faithful guards, and when the war came when it looked as if they’d lose he agreed to take their son and raise him in hiding, so that the royal line would not be completely wiped out when the Carkuls overran the palace.

Ryan felt numb.  It was impossible.  After his quiet life on the island with Dylan, to hear that he had once been a royal guard had been in battle had agreed to that could not mean what he suddenly realized it must mean.

Wait, me?  he asked, barely able to get the words out.  You don’t mean I’m

But it all made sense, it really did.  Raised in hiding… What better place to hide than an island few could reach?  And how else would they have a true part in the history Dylan had been relating, except to have been involved in important events?  Or at least, Ryan corrected himself, been related to important people.  And his other lessons suddenly they made more sense, having no focus on a particular trade but learning the land, history, and people of a country he’d never seen, at least not since he was old enough to remember.  Learning organization, how to talk to people despite their   isolation how to lead, he realized now.

But why I mean, if this is all Ryan paused, then thought of another detail about Rone’s royal family, do I have a tree?  It can’t have bloomed, I’m too young!  Why bring me back at all?

Evan took a deep breath and finally met Ryan’s eyes.  Because you’re Ryan, son of Darren, and that makes you hope.  Hope.  It’s something we desperately need.  The Carkuls are settled in now, and there’s talk of us all becoming slaves in another few years.  If we’re going to act, we have to do it soon.

It was too much at once.  Ryan might not have had any memories of Rone, but he’d learned so much about it from Dylan that he’d always considered himself a Ronian.  He’d been vaguely worried that Dylan’s history would end in some disaster from which they were the only survivors.  And now that disaster was real, but it was only just arriving.  He found that a past disaster would have been easier to deal with.

Ryan stood abruptly.  If he wanted to do anything, he would have to leave with the sailors now, and worry about who he was later.  This could be his only chance to truly be of Rone.  He began pulling books off shelves and stacking them on the table.  Evan looked so relieved at this that Ryan almost laughed.

I don’t know about the whole ‘son of Darren’ thing, but I do know I’ve always wanted to see Rone, and if you think I can help  Ryan glanced around for something to wrap the books in and pulled a blanket off the bed.  Well, come on.  You can tell me everything you know about this war and what’s been happening recently while we pack.  What in the world possessed Carkul to invade?  They’re that country to the East, right?  Bottom of the map?

The captain was waiting for them when they brought the first load down to the beach.  He bowed to Ryan, who stopped.  Evan looked back at them and put his box down.

The captain glanced between them.  My men can get the rest of your things

Captain Jadon? Ryan interrupted, It’s okay.  I mean, you don’t have to to bow and stuff.  I’m no king unless my tree blooms, anyway.  It felt strange to say that, ‘my tree.’  But I will come back with you, if you’ll have me.  I want to fight the Carkuls.

The captain straightened slowly.  Then he nodded.  As you wish.

Ryan, not knowing what else to say, continued toward the boat.  Evan brought his box and showed him where to store everything under the seats.  This was harder than it looked with the large bundles.  By the time Ryan finished, the captain had already organized his men and sent them up the path toward the cabin, with Evan in the lead.  Ryan followed. It was getting dark, and having so many men trampling the grass of the path seemed unreal.  They were all bustling in and out of the cabin like bees from a fallen nest, carrying the little Ryan had decided to take with him and boarding up windows.  Ryan had meant to help, but the chaos forced him to retreat from the clearing.  He returned to the beach, where the captain had lit a torch and was signaling the ship.  A tall man with a dark beard passed him to leave a bundle of Ryan’s clothing in the boat, and then retraced his steps toward the cabin.

Ryan walked along the shore to Dylan’s grave.  The stars were coming out.  The mound of stones that marked where Dylan had taught Ryan so much about ships and nature and where, just months ago, Ryan had buried Dylan, still sparkled slightly in the light seeping from the stars and moon and amplified by the sea.  Ryan sat down quietly next to the mound and gazed at the horizon.  He was leaving the island.  He would finally see Rone.

Ryan?

Ryan jerked out of his trance and turned to see Evan behind him.

Father was wondering where you were.

Ryan frowned.  Your father?

Evan ducked his head. I’m sorry.  The captain.  I I’m not supposed to be anything more than a low-ranking sailor’s apprentice when we’re at sea, but I forget, sometimes.

Ryan got to his feet.  The captain’s your father?  he started back toward the beach, and Evan followed.

Well, yes, but it doesn’t mean anything out here.

What do you do on the ship?

Help wherever I’m needed, do whatever I’m told, and take lessons with father in my free time.  Such as it is.

Ryan laughed at the expression on Evan’s face.  So when do you sleep?

Evan smiled.  The rest of my free time!

When they walked out onto the beach, Ryan slowed and resisted the urge to bow.  That would only start a whole dance of politeness that he wouldn’t know how to handle.  The captain stood in front of the boat with his officers behind him.  Ryan glanced toward Evan, who met his eyes with a small smile before turning to salute.

All present and accounted for, Captain.  What are our plans for the night?

The captain seemed to relax a little.  I thought we’d send the boat back with Ryan’s things and whoever can fit to row.  The rest of us have shore leave.

All Ryan’s life had been boxed and stored on the boat.  Wrapped up in bundles of clothes were his books, the case that held his rosestone, Dylan’s carvings, and all the other bits and pieces he’d collected over the years.  Ryan stood still as most of the officers found room between the boxes, and his life took off without him.  When the small boat was lost in the shadow of the ship, Ryan turned to see only Evan and the captain had stayed with him.

Well?  You know the area best.  Shall we go back to the cabin, or is there somewhere else that you think would be better?  Captain Jadon had relaxed his formality somewhat, though Ryan was still uncomfortable.

There’s room in the cabin.  Ryan seized on this suggestion and then mentally ran through what he had left.  The captain could take his bed.  He’d burned Dylan’s in order to thaw the ground enough to bury him, but that had left floor space by the wall.  If he’d kept enough blankets, he and Evan could wrap up in them and be fine on the floor for the night.  Ryan was glad for the warmer weather.  Two weeks ago, and he’d never have been able to sleep on the floor without freezing.  He led the other two back to the cabin.

Inside the cabin, Ryan felt like he was in a dream.  It still looked like his and Dylan’s cabin, yet the personality was gone.  The floor and bed had been cleared of clothes, the shelves stood empty, and the carvings they’d made to pass the time in winter were gone.  Everything that showed the years they’d spent had already left the island.

Ryan dug through the pile of things that had been left until morning and came up with two blankets.  He put the best on the bed, then checked the trunk at the bed’s foot for another.  There had been a blue one which they stopped using after Ryan had dropped a candle on it and burned a hole through one end.  He found it at the very bottom of the trunk.

When Ryan turned around, Captain Jadon and Evan stood in the middle of the cabin watching him.

Where would you like us for the night?  Is there anything we can do to help?  the captain asked.

Ryan blinked.  Oh, right.  He tossed a blanket to Evan, keeping the burnt one for himself.  I thought you could take the bed, captain

Just Jadon, Ryan, please.  Allow me equality if you will not accept my service.  Do not put yourself below me.

ah, Jadon.  And Evan and I should have room on the floor there’s plenty of space by the window there.  Ryan pointed to where Dylan’s bed used to be and resolved to avoid addressing the captain directly as much as possible.

Evan shrugged and spread his blanket out where Ryan pointed.  Sounds good to me.

The captain glanced between Ryan and the bed and sat with a sigh.  The bed creaked a little, then stopped.

Well, Ryan said into the silence, I didn’t get as much of a chance as I usually do to prepare it, but who wants supper?  Evan and the captain both said that they did, so Ryan stirred the coals in the fireplace and threw in a few logs and all the kindling he had left from his last foraging trip.  No point in saving it now.  Evan reminded him of their offer to help, so Ryan sent him out back to fill a pot with water while he pulled the last of the dried meat from the winter stores.  Finding a few carrots and a potato that had also lasted from the year before, he brought them up to the table to be chopped.  This he managed with Dylan’s knife, which he always kept on his belt.  Evan brought the water, and Ryan scooped meat, carrots, and potato into the pot and set it over the fire.

Ryan accepted the captain’s offer of help by giving him a spoon to stir the soup and telling him to make sure it didn’t boil over.  That would keep him near the fire without any special treatment, and he knew that Dylan, at least, had needed the warmth at night or the side of his leg and his right shoulder would remember their injuries from the war.  He wondered if Jadon had also fought.  Probably, if he was a friend of Dylan’s.  Ryan tried to picture them both young and in the army, then remembered that Dylan had been a favored royal guard, not a foot soldier.  The image dissolved.

Evan sat at the table with Ryan while the captain pulled a chair next to the fire.  A log snapped, and the captain checked the pot.  Evan was tracing a cut in the table with his finger.

So,  Ryan said.  The captain left the soup alone to look at him, and Evan’s finger stopped moving.  According to Evan, I am the son of Darren, the last king of Rone, who was killed in the fall of 1903 during Carkul’s invasion.  My mother Shannon gave me to Dylan and we left the country soon after.  Carkul has controlled Rone in the fifteen years since, correct?  Ryan was amazed at how easily these facts slid off his tongue.  He felt like he was reciting another history lesson instead of anything pertaining directly to him.

Correct, the captain answered.  He glanced toward Evan, but said nothing more.

The Carkuls made Llawnder their new capital, Ryan continued, which they call Yeni-merkez.  It’s the town in the valley below Òbryn.  And they think we’re below them, useful only for work, which was why they invaded in the first place they though they deserved the land more than us.  As of last year, there was talk of making that official and having everyone conscripted as slaves.

The captain grimaced.  Indeed.  And that is why we decided it was time to recall you, he lowered his head toward the soup, I see Evan’s been very informative.

Evan jerked his hand away from the crack on the table but did not look up.

I suppose, the captain continued, that he was sort of thrown into the position.  He looked up again.  Sorry, Evan.  I’m glad my instinct to include you in the landing party was correct.

Evan’s head came up.  I tried my best.

You did fine, the captain stirred the soup again and looked toward Ryan, This seems near boiling.  How long do we want to cook it?

A little longer.  Ryan stood to find bowls and spoons.  Two were easy, but the third set would have to be improvised.  The salad bowl was a little shallow, but it would do.  Being wide as well as shallow, it would probably hold the same amount.  He put the salad bowl at his place and set the other two in front of Evan and the captain.  As for spoons, the captain could use one of the bigger serving spoons without too much trouble.  Ryan set these out then glanced into the pot over the fire.  It seemed about ready.

The captain swung the pot off the fire and they each filled their bowls, Ryan careful not to tip his at all.  Ryan set the salt he and Dylan had collected from the sea on the table where they could all reach.

What Ryan really wanted was to ask the captain about Dylan.  They’d been friends.  He’d know about Dylan’s position before the war, and what he did in it.  He’d know old stories and jokes.  But he’d also just found out Dylan was dead, and Ryan couldn’t bring himself to ask.  Instead, he listened as Evan commented on the weather and then got into a discussion with the captain of the best sailing conditions for the morning.  Despite Dylan’s teaching, most of this went over Ryan’s head.

After super they got ready for bed.  The captain said they would be up early in the morning.  Ryan sat on his blankets as the captain climbed into the bed.  I never got to finish earlier.

The captain, who’d been about to lay down, folded the blanket back to sit forward again.  Finish what?

So I’ve got the basic history.  But when you say ‘we’ when you’re talking about deciding to come get me who are you referring to?  Is there any current resistance?  If not, why not?  And if so, who, what, and where?  What exactly am I coming back to?  Does this (single quotes)“we have a plan?”

The captain leaned against the wall.  Good questions, all of them, he rearranged the blanket, ‘We’ is a small group of those who were closest to your parents.  There isn’t much active resistance at the moment, but we have a passive association that is essentially dormant and waiting for you.  Most of the country is simply continuing some, especially in the East, under direct Carkul control, and so able to do little, others with the hope that as long as they keep their heads down the Carkuls will continue to ignore them.  Up West is still mainly free except for yearly tax collections; our ship is from a fishing community in the far West.  We have a larger than normal percentage of people who held higher positions than the Carkul realize and are still ready to fight, if I do say so myself, and we have so far managed to conceal our true sailing capabilities from the yearly tax representative.  I believe the Carkul are under the impression that we have only a few small fishing boats that cannot go out of sight of the shore, and that I myself am only one of the more accomplished fishermen rather than an old lord.

Ryan nodded as he took this in.  He felt there was more he wanted to ask, but he didn’t know what part to question.  The captain was watching him.

Behind Ryan, Evan propped himself on an elbow.  Higher positions?  You never told me about that.

The captain shifted his attention to Evan.   You were too young.

I’m not now, Evan challenged.

The captain hesitated, then sighed.  You know Derrick?  He was captain of the guard.  Learned his sailing skills so as to be able to go out with any member of the royal family who chose a sea vacation.  He never wanted to entrust any part of their safety to anyone else, always had to know as much as anyone near them, if not more, the captain turned to Ryan with a half smile, “Don’t be surprised if he attaches himself to you.  In fact, perhaps I should introduce you when we get back on the Ronian Hope.

Then there’s Kinsey.  She was the Lady of Akrine, and a good friend of Shannon’s.  And I, of course, was, and in a way still am, the Lord of Seol.  We’re the three highest, I suppose, though many of the families in the village now have at least one member who used to be a guard, soldier, or servant.  I believe Lesly, Brian’s wife, was either the cook or housekeeper for the royal family.

And they all support me?

Well, not all of them know the details, but everyone’s heard rumors you escaped.  Not just at Seol.  All over the country, people are waiting for your return, looking at it as one last hope.  And everyone at Seol helps hide what our community truly is, so I think you’ll find that all will follow you in revolt.

They’re expecting me to just show up and lead a revolt?

The captain shifted on the bed and glanced at the floor.  Er… that’s the basic idea, yes.  Don’t you want to?

Not immediately, no!  I wouldn’t know what I was doing!

Ah.  Well yes.  We can guide you, of course,  the captain lay down and began arranging the blanket, Anyway, we should get some sleep.  We sail with the tide tomorrow.

Ryan twisted around to look at Evan, who smiled, shrugged, and lay down.  Ryan pulled his blanket up and got comfortable.  He wanted to help but he hoped that they weren’t expecting the impossible.

OEBPS/cover.png
Down
From the

Door






