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War Memorial

- 1947 -

The rain sloshed against the streaming window, and in the sudden quiet the wind could be heard swishing through the bare branches of the trees outside. The radio stood silent, its voice of a moment before switched abruptly off, and in the dark the family were complaining.

“It had to go off just there!”

“Sit still, it’ll be back on in a minute.”

“No, it won’t.” (This with gloomy certainty.)

Pete tried the light switch: off, on, off, on; and abandoned it with resigned disgust. “It’s dead.”

“What do we do now?” said Matt.

“Don’t whine, Matt,” said Susan Donnell, getting up and feeling her way past the sofa, bumping into various sets of knees along the way. “Judy, where’s the candles we used when it went out last summer?”

“On the top shelf in the pantry, I think. Don’t knock over my butterfly jar, Mom, it’s up there too!”

Allan Donnell had also gotten up and felt his way through the dark hall into a back room, where the oldest and least-used items in the house had a way of ending up. He came back with a small ancient oil lamp, frail-seeming as it rattled to the touch but still in working order, and set it in the middle of the living-room table. Susan brought a short stub of candle in a green glass candleholder whose mate had broken long ago, and lit it from the last in a tattered book of matches. A tiny wavering circle of light shone on the table, but it did little more than make looming black ghosts out of the five people gathered just outside its radius.

“I don’t like sitting in the dark,” said Matt discontentedly.

Allan held up the empty matchbook with a questioning glance toward his wife. “Any more matches?”

“No, I think we’re all out. Wait, there might be some in the old box—Judy, will you check?”

Judy groped through the dark to the piano and felt along the top until her fingers touched the small wooden box sitting on the end of it. She took it down and brought it to the table, setting it down beside the candle. The box was older than the oil lamp, mahogany, with a pattern of once-pink needlepoint roses long since faded to a palette of pale tan and olive on the lid. It opened on tiny hinges too thin and small even to squeak. Inside was a motley collection of small things, also pale, faint and faded, but things that would reveal exquisite detail to anyone who looked closely. A cameo pin without its backing…a blue button with a pastoral scene hand-painted on the surface…a tarnished silver watch chain…a bit of broken china…at the bottom a bed of old colored postcards and the rustle of a folded letter or two.

There was a book of matches stuck in a corner of the box, put there at a later date during some rapid tidying-up of the living-room. Allan struck one and lit the old lamp. The children gathered around and watched in spite of themselves as the bluish-orange flame slowly formed about the wick, and then Allan turned the lamp up and a surprisingly bright glow filled the room. The little relic had strength yet.

Matt climbed up on a chair, on his knees with his elbows on the table, and dug through the contents of the old box with small exploring fingers. He looked critically at the triangular bit of china and dropped it for something more interesting. His hand rustled among the papers at the bottom and brought up another small object—a lump of some dull gray metal, distorted but still a vaguely recognizable shape, and heavy for its size.

OEBPS/cover.jpeg
NN

A SHOliT STORY

ELISABETH
GRACE FOLEY





