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The Wedding

It was a rainy evening. Two young people talked in the midst of its dark, watery curtains. After a triple-forked-lightning flash, Sestina shivered, although she realized the reason had nothing to do with the rain.

“I do not understand... you mean you will leave, just like that?”

“It is necessary for me to do so,” Ottin answered with his dark hair plastered over his face and his brown eyes low.

Was it to keep the rain from them or did he feel as bad as she did? Sestina pondered.

“My family will have the opportunity to be better off, if I do so,” he answered. His dark lashes finally rose to meet her wet face.

“Let me see if I understand you right...? You want me to stay here without you, while you go to another kingdom far way and who knows for how long?”

“It will be only for a few years, while Father and I establish ourselves, my love.”

He moved closer. However, Sestina’s broken heart made her step back and he froze.

“What about our wedding in two weeks?” she cried. “My mother just finished my wedding dress.”

The thunder competed with their conversation and she felt the need to be loud. She hugged her arms for comfort as a tremor consumed her body as fast as the drops falling down it.

“We will just postpone it... for a little while.”

“Just like that? Like your word and mine mean nothing to you?”

Through the pouring rain, her tears, rolling down her cheeks, were invisible.

“Sestina... I need to take this job in the palace at Connier. It will give me the chance to provide better for our future.”

“Is that all you care for... being better?” She stared at him. Yet, all she saw was the wonderful quiet, young man she loved. No, that was not the reason he wanted to leave, she knew him better than that.

“Your mother’s wish has finally come true,” she murmured between the raindrops still drizzling over them. “She has never liked me, or my lineage. I will never be good enough for you.”

“Please don’t believe that, Sestina. You know I don’t care about not knowing who your father is.”

“Then stay with me and let’s get married now. We’ll go to Connier together.” She touched his arms with hope.

“Sestina, I love you.... I would give anything for you to be with me. However, when I accepted my commis­sion, the chancellors told me to be there in four days. So, I need to leave tomorrow. It would not look good if I do not show up on time.”

That tore her hope apart. There was nothing she could say to make him stay.

“You had it all decided before you came to see me, didn’t you?” Her pain was so great that she could not stay her tongue from running on with her feelings right then.

“Sestina, please... don’t accuse me of that.”

“I never matter in your plans,” she cried louder. “Your mother didn’t give me a chance to show her who I am. Fine then, you want to leave... leave! I don’t want to see you again.”

She spun about and left him outside in the rain, alone with his thoughts. The three-room shack that served her and her mother as their home lacked many comforts, although it abounded in love. However, at that moment, she didn’t feel it.

“What’s wrong, child?” Marine, her mother, queried.

Sestina couldn’t respond and hurried to the bed­room. The sounds of her disconsolate sobs were almost loud enough to cover the rain falling down on the thin roof of her house. Her mother followed her and sat to caress her hair, in silence. She had been unselfish like that for as long as Sestina had memories of her. How could she tell her that Ottin had chosen to leave her behind?

“It will all work out the way it should, my girl,” she heard her whisper, after a lot of tears. “Don’t try to force him to choose, Sestina. I tried that with your father and he abandoned me, with child.”

“He didn’t let me choose, Mother, he didn’t let me give my opinion.”

“It’s disheartening to see my life being relived by my daughter,” she replied. “Ottin belongs with his people in Connier. You knew that he would return there some day.”

“But, I thought he would take me with him, Mother.”

“He is from a good family and they want the best for him. You can’t blame them.”

“And I am not the best, am I?” she cried.

“A wife and children do change the future of a man, my daughter. It alters the possibilities and the places from which they can choose. You are young and have your whole life before you.”

“Isn’t he doing the same as my father did? He is leaving me for a better future.”

“He isn’t your father, Sestina. Your father did love me enough to marry me. He never thought out what would happen in our future after our rash actions. Ten years my senior, I left the thinking to him.

“Ottin has done a lot of thinking, about your future together. I suppose his parents have too, and their conclusion is what you are seeing now.”

“You educated me, Mother. I can stand by any of them and keep my ground.”

“Your father, the son of a chancellor, had more education than me, you see. I met him when he was stationed for two years as an ambassador to Kaloma. Before we were married he taught me how to be a lady, my letters, how to eat, sit and what and when to talk. I have passed all this on to you, to give you a better future.”

“Why didn’t you go to a better place, where you could use all that knowledge to help us and our future, Mother?” She sobbed a little more.

“I never left, in case he changed his mind and came back to us,” she answered. “With the passing of the years, I lost my hope for a father for you and the place you should have had in society.”

“Mother, please tell me who my father is. Is he alive? Why did he never help you give us a better life?”

“That information won’t change our future, my child,” the woman patted her hand. “I would never take his money. The truth is, I should have done some thinking then and I didn’t. I have no excuse for delivering you into this world without a father.”

“Life would have been quite different if Father had stayed with us, wouldn’t it?”

“At your age now, he could have found a great position in the castle for you,” she conceded.

“Does he know about me?”

“I don’t know. I never told him. His family would have claimed that you weren’t his child and you didn’t deserve that, my girl. There are people we both knew who saw me with child and later with you and they could have told him. I haven’t talked with him since he left me in this house.”

“Now, Ottin is doing the same thing to me,” Sestina cried. “He left me for a better station in the castle.”

Sestina couldn’t help but cry some more.

The next day, Ottin came to say good-bye. Sestina refused to see him. 

That night, her mother developed a cough that steadily got worse with the passage of the days.

“You need to see the healer, Mother,” she told her, two weeks later. “I will get him for you tonight.”

“There is no need; I am doing better, Sestina. Besides, the honey you gave me is working, why bother the healer?”

“We do have a little money to pay him, Mother,” she insisted.

“Give me a few more days. If it doesn’t get better, we will summon him.”

“I need to go to work now, Mother,” she handed her a cup with warm honey and lemon. “Will you be all right?”

“I have some mending to do and that will keep me busy. Go, don’t worry about me.”
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A Real Job

Sestina’s normal work consisted of being a compan­ion to an older couple whom she entertained by reading to them. That day the couple had a caller.

“I will get the door for you,” Sestina offered.

“Top of the hour to you,” she told the woman who waited at the other side of the door. “How may I help you?”

“My name is Mrs. Tearson and I heard you telling a story to someone. I wondered if you were reading it?”

“Yes, I read to my friends from these papers.”

“Do you know all the letters? Well, I should say you do. After all, I heard you myself. Are you employed, or would you like to earn some money by helping my sons read better?”

“I’d be delighted. When would you like me to start?”

“This instant. You only have two weeks to have them ready.”

“I see. May I know where you live?”

“An hour from here. You will have to move in for the time you work for us.”

“Who is us?”

“My husband and two sons. Eleven and nine.”

“Do they know their letters? Two weeks is not long enough to start from the beginning.”

“We had a tutor for them and they progressed well with him. We want them to get much better but we only have fourteen days to do so. I will pay you well, if you do a good job for us.”

“I don’t live here, though I can meet you somewhere in Lexin. It will take me an hour to collect my things and be ready.”

“I need to call upon the healer and I can meet you back here in an hour or so. If I’m not here, remain until I return. I shouldn’t be long.”

Sestina told the couple about her new job and they gave her their blessing. They were poor and usually paid for Sestina’s services with a little food.

Back at her house, “Mother, I have to leave for two weeks.” She hurried to her bedroom and took her two dresses out of a chest and folded them carefully. “Lady Tearson is giving me a job to tutor her children, and I will be paid for it. They live one hour from here and I will have to stay with them for the two weeks.”

Her mother found her shawl and opened it on the bed, so Sestina could place her things on it.

“Praises be,” she cried. “I knew it would help you some day.”

“This could be a break for us, Mother. I will be able to find more work. Now I will be exposed to more opportunities with this family.”

“I am so happy, Sestina. Don’t forget your manners and be firm though kind with the children.”

“I will, Mother.” She hugged her tightly and left.

Sestina’s life soon became a ritual of attending to the children. They took turns reading for her while she corrected their pronunciation. They read in the parlor, seated on silk couches. Sometimes they retired to the garden when the days were warm and clear. They read in their chambers before they prepared for bed. When they ate, their father would have them read a page each before they could start their meal.

“Sestina, we are very pleased with your results,” her employer commented one night. “Our children will be the best when we visit our friends.”

“I am not sure I understand,” Sestina told her.

“You see, our friends so like to crow about their children doing this and doing that that this year we wanted to brag about our children knowing their letters,” the father explained.

“I am pleased you like their progress,” she told them. “How much longer will you have me help them?”

“Oh dear, I thought...” the mother looked at her husband.

“I thought you told her,” the father stared at the mother.

“Told me what?” Sestina asked.

“We leave in the morning. So, today we will give you your salary and say good-bye.”

“I recalled you had told me two weeks,” she replied. “I just wasn’t sure when the two weeks ended.”

“You are welcome to stay the night and travel back home in the morning,” the wife offered.

The next morning, with a letter of recommendation and a handful of currency in her purse, Sestina gathered her few belongings and travelled back to her mother.

“Mother, I am back,” she cried.

Not a sound did she hear.

“Mother? Are you here? Mother?”

A cough drew her toward the bedroom.

“No... Mother, what have you done?”
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Chapter Three
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A Death In The Family

On the dirt floor of her home, she found the prone form of her mother, splattered with blood. The older woman lay unresponsive. Sestina called for her neighbor’s son to run for the healer. By the time he came, Sestina had helped her mother into clean clothes and she lay asleep in her bed.

After examining her, the small man reproached, “You should have called me sooner.”

“She would not let me, when I resided here. I have been gone for two weeks and didn’t know she hadn’t requested your presence. Mother felt that we had spent too much money on my wedding dress. She thought we didn’t have more to waste on her.”

“Sestina, how old are you?”

“I am sixteen.”

“Are you getting married?”

“No, I...we split up a month ago.” The tears she hadn’t let fall flooded down her eyes and cheeks.

“I see. Do you have relatives close by?”

“No, my mother’s family resides far away and she doesn’t know if they still live. After my grandparents died, she married my dad and when he left us... she stayed here.” More tears fell and she dried her face with the back of her hands.

“By your accommodations, I gather that you are not well off.”

“We do well with what we make,” she responded.

“The two of you perhaps.... Sestina your mother is very sick.... She will not make it.”

She stared at the healer and closed her eyes before more tears fell.

“You will need a way to take care of yourself,” the man continued. “What can you do to earn a living?”

“I will manage,” she retorted, more sure than she felt. “How... long... does she have?”

“Very little, I will be surprised if she makes it through the night.”
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