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Wobbly



Iris lived a blissful life in an an idyllic village, until the day her sister disappeared. Her quest to find her sister led her to cross the line. Then, there was no turning back. Life became wobbly, and the only way to balance, was to learn on the move. Read on to find out what Iris discovered as she wobbled over to the other side of The Boundary.


  
 𝆘 𝆘 𝆘 



Dedicated to my younger daughter, who inspired the character of Iris.



 𝄻 𝄻 𝄻 


In Search of a Sister


Iris sat looking out of the window, a tear glistening on each rosy cheek. Her thick dark curls cascaded down to her shoulders hovering like dark clouds about her gloomy face. It had always upset her to hear Mom and Dad fighting, but last night was worse than usual. 


She wondered if any of it was her fault. 


Or is it all because of Tempy? she mused, pulling her thick dark eyebrows together into a pensive frown. Would she ever see her beloved sister again? Where could Tempy be? Had she been kidnapped, or was she dead? So many questions, but no answers. At first, Iris had wondered if Tempy might have just got lost, or perhaps run away, but after so long, that seemed unlikely.


Iris dabbed her dark brown eyes, with her orange scarf and sighed. Usually, she loved Saturdays. It was the one day of the week she was left to her own devices, free to indulge her inquisitive and restless mind, flitting from one curiosity to the next. But today, she just felt sad. Everything is falling apart, she thought.


Iris blinked, as the morning light filtered in through the fine netting covering the cottage window. She could feel the warmth of the sun on her honey colored skin contrasting the chill in the air. In spite of her sadness, Iris noted that it was going to be a fine day. The sky was azure, without a cloud in sight. Iris stepped out hoping the cool breeze would cheer her up. As she breathed in the crisp morning air, she had a sudden but intense feeling that Tempy had returned.


 "Tempy," Iris called out, but nothing happened. She searched the shed, and all the hiding places Tempy had used, like inside a clump of trees behind the haystacks and even inside the little hen house. She was about to give up and go back home, when she heard a rustling sound in the hedges around the cottage grounds.


The hedges were too short to hide Tempy, but as she approached them, Iris felt certain Tempy was close by.


She cupped her ears listening carefully for the sound to repeat, so she could figure out the direction of its source. This time, the sound was accompanied by a whine, and it was coming from her left. Puzzled, Iris walked over to the source of the sound and peered over the hedge. What she saw there, astonished her.


It was Toto, the stray mongrel that Tempy had adopted a few months before she had disappeared. He used to follow Tempy everywhere. No one had seen Toto since the day Tempy had vanished, and now here he was! No wonder Iris had felt so sure Tempy was back. It was Toto's doggy smell she had recognized in the morning breeze.


"Toto, where is Tempy?" Iris asked. But Toto only wagged his tail and licked her hand. 
"Where is Tempy?" Iris repeated. Toto clamped his teeth on her lose red dress that had been flapping in the breeze and tugged, before letting go and charging off westward.

"Toto, Toto," Iris ran after him. "Slow down. Wait. I'm coming," she panted, as she stopped to tie the shoe laces she had almost tripped over. Toto paused, waited for Iris to get close, and then continued at a steady pace.


After chasing Toto for a few hundred yards, Iris began to pant again. A few minutes later, she had to stop to catch her breath. Her heart raced, and sweat trickled down her neck and forehead.


She looked around and was relived to see Toto waiting, for everything else was alien. Iris had never been this far away from home on this side of the village leading to the forest. These must be the grazing pastures, she guessed. Children were not allowed beyond the yards and animal pens. If Mom or Dad ever learned she was here, they would be livid and terrified.


Toto pawed the ground and whined. He wanted to go on. Once again, he tugged on Iris's dress, urging her forward. Iris squinted into the distance. "Where is Tempy?" she demanded.


Toto tried to pull her forward while she peered into the distance. "Goodness, that's the fence!" she exclaimed pointing straight ahead. "Only the wood gatherers go beyond it, and even then they go in large groups. Toto, that place is dangerous. There are ferocious monsters. We can't go there."


Toto whined and begged Iris to follow. When she hesitated, he dashed over a few yards and emphatically pointed at a large stone. Iris walked over to the stone and examined it. It had a stick figure of a girl drawn on it with chalk, and a fancy T written next to it in Tempy's familiar handwriting. Her curiosity now aroused, she followed Toto. A few minutes later, she felt a shiver down her spine as she crossed the fence. What am I doing? I hope I don't die, she crossed her fingers, took a deep breath, and continued. 

"How much further?" she grumbled, as her legs ached. She wasn't used to walking on uneven forest paths, but Toto just kept going.

Iris shuddered as the forest became more dense. "It's getting cold," she complained rubbing the goosebumps on her skin. "Do you even know where Tempy is?" Iris demanded, feeling foolish about following a dog into the forbidden forest. She looked around, terrified. If Toto didn't take her back, she would be trapped through the night in the deep dark forest. Worried about monsters, she began to panic.

"I'm here," a voice called out of the shadows, making her jump.

"Wait, is that you Tempy?" Iris asked, wondering if her mind was playing tricks on her. The voice sounded so familiar and comforting.

"Yes. It's me. Come here," Tempy clasped Iris's hand to lead her forward.

But Iris would have no more. "Wait, you're okay? You look fine. What are you doing here?" she screamed. "You deserted us. We were worried sick about you. I cried for days. Mom and Dad have never been the same since you left. And you just ran away! I hate you." Iris stomped about and flailed her arms in a frenzy, flecks of hot tears spraying everywhere.


Tempy waited for Iris to finish venting. "I'm sorry," she ventured, once Iris sat down on a tree branch, exhausted. Tempy hesitated before hugging Iris. She was relieved when Iris did not push her away. "I hated leaving you all. But it had to be this way. Please come with me. I'll explain," she promised. Iris, pressed her head against Tempy's chest, and nodded between sobs.


§§§


Tempy and Iris had shared a room. Mom and Dad had read them a story every night before tucking them into bed. Once they had turned off the lights and left, Tempy, a couple of years older than Iris, would take over. She knew her little sister was scared of the dark. Tempy would whisper soothing songs, until Iris fell asleep.


"Aren't you scared of the dark too?" Iris had once asked.


"No. I find it relaxing," had been Tempy's surprising reply.


Soon after Tempy had disappeared, Mom and Dad had spent a lot of time with Iris, comforting and reassuring her that they would find Tempy soon. The village had sent search parties in every direction, but there had been no sign of the pale faced brown haired quiet girl, most noticeable in her absence. It was as though she had completely vanished. Could she have been swallowed by the darkness she loved so much, Iris had wondered.


Too scared to sleep alone in the dark, Iris had insisted on leaving a candle on in her room, and her parents had given in. Every night, she had gazed at the pencil sketches Tempy had made of each family member, including a self portrait, drawing comfort from them. Then she would close her eyes and hum the soothing songs Tempy used to sing to her until she fell asleep.

As hope of Tempy's return had diminished, Mom and Dad had started fighting a lot more, and unlike earlier, Tempy wasn't there to comfort or distract Iris while they fought.


The Sister That's Not a Sister


As the girls walked deeper into the forest, the trees blocked out most of the sunlight, so that even at high noon it seemed like evening. Iris thought she could hear people talking. She looked questioningly at Tempy.


"That's coming from our settlement," Tempy explained.


"Your settlement?" Iris raised her eyebrows.


"Yes, I belong to the Boundary People. My parents want to meet you." Tempy shuffled her feet, unable to meet Iris's eye.


"Your parents?" Iris hissed. "Your parents?" She balled her fists and gritted her teeth. Words could not express her anger. She took a deep breath. "Our parents," Iris emphasized, "love you. They cared for you, and you ran away to find new parents, here!" Iris snarled.


"Honey, Soola did not mean to hurt you." A woman emerged from under a thick canopy of woven leaves laid over a large cloth strung up between some trees. "She had no idea who she was. You must forgive her." Iris felt a comforting hand on her shoulder. She did not know the woman, but her voice was soothing and Iris felt at ease.


The woman urged Iris to sit on a flat rock under the canopy. Iris looked around, and noticed a pencil sketch of herself hanging next to one of the hammocks under the canopy. She instantly recognized it to be one of Tempy's drawings, just like the ones on her wall at home. With the memory of home, her rage returned. "I must? Who are you to tell me what I must do? You have kidnapped my sister, you wretched woman."


"I am sorry, but you must let me explain. This hasn't been easy for me." The woman sighed.


"For us," Iris heard a man say. She looked up and saw a man with sad eyes, leaning against one of the trees holding up the canopy.


"My .. my Dad," Tempy stammered, worried that Iris would punch her. "Please Iris. Let us explain," she begged.


Exhausted, Iris sighed. Determinedly looking away from Tempy, she nodded.


"As soon as Soola was born, I had to give her up." Sooti choked, and in spite of her anger, Iris turned to look at her. She could see that the sadness was real.


"Give her up! What do you mean? Tempy, she is Tempy, not Soola, and she is my sister. You stole her. And now you've brainwashed her. Goodness knows why she thinks you are her parents!"


"Because we are. She was born right here, and I can prove it to you. Look," Sooti thrust a closed walnut shell in front of Iris's face.


It looked familiar. Iris took it in her hand and gasped, as she recognized the tiny hand crafted hinges. She pried it open, just to be sure. Inside, were three smooth shiny red seeds the size of pomegranate kernels. Iris was livid. "How dare you?" she shouted. "How could you take this from Tempy? A gift from your mother, Mom always said. How could you take this from her?"


"I didn't," Sooti replied, and Tempy stood in front of Iris wearing her red thread necklace with the intact walnut shell hanging from it. Iris looked at it skeptically. The hinges she noted were the same. She looked questioningly at Tempy.


"Go ahead," Tempy nodded.


Iris pried open the walnut shell hanging from Tempy's neck. There she saw another three red shiny seeds. Iris blinked a couple of times, before staring at Tempy in bewilderment.


"See, she really is my mother. These red seeds are not from any tree we have ever seen near our house. But it does grow right here. Tempy pointed to one of the trees, the hammock next to the sketch of Iris was hanging from. Besides, Mum always said, it was a gift from my mother." Tempy fingered her walnut shell pendant. "Those were always her exact words. A gift from your mother, never, a gift from me. Iris, she never gave you one either. Did you ever wonder why. I think she wanted me to know that the pendant was from my birth mother, but could never bear to tell me I was adopted."


Iris sighed. Everything Tempy said was true. "Mom gave me a baobab pendant, just like every other girl in the village had," she admitted. It had always bothered her that she couldn't have a special pendant like Tempy. "She wanted me to have the protection of our Life Tree, but she did not offer it to you. She said your pendant too protected you in its own way." A tear trickled down her cheek.

"I know. I hated her for that. The girls at at school teased me for having a different pendant. I couldn't understand why Mom would not let me have the normal one. Now I know."


Iris nodded. "They're still fighting about it, you know. Dad thinks you ran away because she wouldn't let you have the normal pendant." She glared at the woman. "You may be her birth mother, but you are a despicable person. Soola? Is that what you named her?" Iris asked. "Why would you give her up? You abandoned her, and now you want her back, even if that means hurting everyone who loved and cared for her. You're a horrible selfish woman!" Iris fumed.


"Yes. Soola, daughter of Sooti and Latim," the woman replied calmly. "I did not abandon her. She was chosen. Soon after she was born, she was taken away from me. I did not even get to kiss her until she returned some months ago." A tear trickled down Sooti's cheek. "She never cried, though, not even a peep as she was hurried away from here. Tempy is what you call her, right? It's appropriate."

"My mother thought so. Tempy, short for Temperance, because she is so calm. But if you abandoned her, then you can't have her back. I won't let you hurt my family, Sooti," Iris declared, her eyes blazing. She turned to Tempy. "My parents took you in when these monsters abandoned you. They gave you all the love and care you could imagine. Yet, you selfishly ran back to these losers. You broke their hearts Tempy." Iris lashed out.


"Do you know who we are? Do you know why we live here?" Latim asked. His voice was soft, yet gruff. Iris looked that him. He was bare chested and wore a simple knee-length dull white cloth around his waist. Sooti was wearing a gown of the same light material, Iris noted. Tempy was wearing the black dress she had disappeared in. Latim was lean, muscular and had scars. He had a lot of light brown facial hair. But his eyes were no longer sad, Iris realized. They were distant, as if he was looking into another time.


Iris shook her head. "No. I didn't know anyone lived here. Tempy said something about Boundary People. Is that who you are?" 


"Yes, that's what we call ourselves. We are knowledge seekers. We spend our entire lives learning."


"What has this got to do with you abandoning Tempy?" Iris asked, feeling impatient.


"We did not abandon her! Your parents send you to school, don't they?" Latim demanded.


"Yes they do, but what has that to do with anything?"


"When they drop you off at school, do they not abandon you for the day?"


"That's not the same!" Iris was outraged.


"It is the same." Latim thundered. "They temporarily leave you in the care of some other people, so you can learn things they can't teach you." Latim pointed out. "We did the same. Just like your parents, we too made sure Soola would be with good people who would take care of her. It's how we learn about another culture, through the unbiased eyes of our young."


"It's not the same," Iris insisted, "because my teachers know they are only temporarily substituting for my parents, not permanently replacing them . My parents gave Tempy their heart and soul. You broke their hearts and left them feeling empty. You hurt me too." Iris glared at Sooti and Latim.


Sooti stared at Iris. "I'm sorry, Iris. It had to be this way. It was the only way. But I suppose we did not realize the extent of pain we would be causing you and your parents," she admitted.


"Of course, not. We're just curiosities to you, aren't we? Something to be studied and discarded." Iris raged.


"That's not fair. You don't understand our circumstances," Latim objected. "Our motives are not selfish, but we must survive. It is for your sake, and that of the others too, that we did what you so ignorantly call monstrous. We are all on the brink a catastrophe, and our ways will save many."


"Fair! After what you put my family through, you have no right to talk about what's fair." Iris glared at Latim. "Tempy, don't you miss Mom and Dad?" she asked turning to face her sister.


"Of course, I do. But there are some other things to consider, Iris. If you knew what is happening, you'd understand their ways. You still wouldn't forgive them. I don't. But I must do my part, and as you will soon learn, so must you. Perhaps, they were doing their part too. It's what they hold sacred."


"Other things to consider? What madness! Do you think you are some crucial piece in a cosmic conspiracy? That's a bit conceited, isn't it?" Iris snorted.


"Not a cosmic conspiracy, just a critical moment in our history. Do you know why they call themselves the Boundary People?"

"Because they live at the boundary of civilization, Duh!" Iris rolled her eyes.

"And what, Dear, do you think lies beyond our settlement?" Sooti asked.

"The forest, animals, trees, the end of the world, who cares!" Iris shrugged, irritably.

"We do," Latim replied to her rhetorical question. "Sooti and I will leave you two alone. You have much to catch up. We know you have no reason to trust us, but the two of you grew up together, and that just might save us all." He looked significantly at Tempy who gulped and then nodded.


As Sooti and Latim left the canopy, Iris and Tempy looked at each other in silence.


A Glimpse of the Devil

"I know you have a lot to be angry about," Tempy acknowledged. "But Iris, the nicest thing about you is that you have an open mind. Won't you even listen to this side of the story?"


"Okay," Iris sighed, consoled by the fact that Tempy had said this side of the story, rather than my side of the story, but then again, Iris shook her head, Tempy always weighed her words and spoke carefully.


Tempy took a deep breath. She was about to tell Iris about the world beyond the boundary, but her emotions got the better of her, and she gushed like a river that had broken a dam. "How is Mom, Iris? I really do miss her sweet voice and soft touch. I miss her sparkly eyes and the way her nose twitches when she has a sneezing fit."


Iris stared. "Tempy, are these people keeping you against your will?" she asked, the horrifying possibility occurring to her for the first time.


"Um, no. It's not like that. I know I have to be here. But that doesn't mean it's not hard for me. I miss you all, but especially Mom. I hate that I left without even telling her."
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