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      “…a plethora of delightful and thought-provoking stories that run the science fiction gamut from on-world to off-world to dream-world to surreal-world. Each tale is meticulously crafted and well researched, with most of the stories featuring relatable—or at least sympathetic—characters, each with something to gain and something to lose, each navigating their world as best they can and hopefully helping us learn something about ourselves along the way. I am not exaggerating when I say that several of these tales are worthy of inclusion in any best-of science fiction anthology.

      …Worthy of Philip K Dick himself. … the stories are pretty much all gems. Intelligent. Thought provoking. Each with its own unique voice, setting, tone and message. And a few delightful surprises along the way.”

      “I enjoyed all the stories, their mix of the commonplace with fantastical twists, and their incredible descriptions – just one example of the latter: “…the fog was hanging on you like a sweater soaked in snow…”. “Mani He” was my favorite of the collection, with its nice surreal feel and a number of great life-lessons. “Those Wings Which Tire, They Have Upheld Me” brought tears to my eyes. And “The Settlement” caught me completely by surprise; I had not expected that twist at all!”

      “I couldn’t put it down. I kept reading and reading. Reminds me of Stephen King’s “Night Shift,” and John Christopher’s “The White Mountains,” “The City of Gold and Lead,” and “The Pool of Fire,” or, maybe The Twilight Zone.”

      “What a mind! I like a book that grabs my interest right from the beginning. Your story telling is colorful. If these stories are built around your life experiences I have to make sure not to walk along with you. I couldn’t put the book down needing to find out what was going to happen to the character(s), how the story would end, then on to the next story and the next.

      These stories captivate you!”

      “You’ll find yourself lost in the best possible way. Joseph Carrabis draws you in with his descriptions and leads you into new worlds with each story. The real world fades away. Beautiful writing. Great mental getaway, …”

      “A Unique Book from a Great Writer - Joseph is an amazing seer of the world about him and great teller of tales…”

      “Engaging, vivid, unexpected, and amazing. - Engaging stories, vivid imagery and enjoyably unexpected narratives, Best of all, these amazing tales are wrapped up in a healthy dose of enlightenment (if you’re paying attention),…”

      “Joseph is able to hold up a mirror to other people’s experiences through his writing, letting them find themselves within the pages of his book. His short stories may be works of fiction, but they are nothing short of deeply human.”

      “For fans of the band Tool and the writing of Joseph Campbell, Gene Wolfe, and Ursula K. LeGuin - For those who want to be inspired, for those who are on the path, and for those who just enjoy entertaining, well-written stories. Reach For Your Dreams Openly and Innocently! Very highly recommended.”

      “If you like exploring oddities, swooning over otherworldly romances or thrilling to beasties in the night, this one is for you.”

      “Celestial Campfires is filled with the kind of fantasy short stories that pull you into wonderland and welcome you there with open arms, although there might be something else behind the smiles.”
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            AUTHOR’S FOREWORD

          

        

      

    

    
      You knew I always wanted to write fiction, right? I still haven’t actually, because everything written here is true. It actually happened.

      No, really, it did. I’ve seen things and been places and met…creatures…most people can’t imagine. Or wouldn’t want to. Or should. It all depends on the person and the creature.

      But much like Gahan Wilson’s “I only paint what I see”, I only write about what’s actually happened; Winter Winds (page 309) was written in the heart of a blizzard. Them Doore Girls (page 275) was written one morning in a small village on the Maine coast. The Boy Who Loved Horses (page 63) was written one night in a small town in Appalachia. Dancers in the Eye of Chronos (page 5) was written over the course of several weeks when Susan and I studied dancing.

      It’s amazing what can happen to you if you’re willing to let it.

      So sit back, relax, have something tasty near at hand or tentacle or claw. Read these when other people are around…if you can trust they’re really people. Or read them alone, when it’s dark out. Maybe. Unless you’re not sure what things go bump in the night or scurry unseen in the dark.

      I’ve learned to welcome them. None of them will hurt me, none of them want to.

      But you should hear what they say about you…
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            DANCERS IN THE EYE OF CHRONOS

          

        

      

    

    
      Hyphi and Gal parade onto the great hall’s floor, he half a pace ahead, she half a pace behind, their legs moving like a cat’s caught in headlights, their torsos straight and even. They pass the crowd among applause and hurrahs then pass the judges. Eyes focus on their clothes as well as their steps. The DJ looks to the judges for his cue. In mid-stride, the great hall rumbles as the DJ’s turntables engage.

      Hyphi and Gal rumba. Gal wears a tasteful nuevo-Italian suit. Triple pleated frost brown pants with matching European cut jacket – no vent – brightly mottled red-and-yellow-on-black wide tie with double Windsor knot, ballooned creme shirt, pocketless, white gold with diamond eye studs, brown rattaned alligator Freeds – no Capezios here – frost brown silks, slightly darker than the pants and lighter than the shoes, easing the transition from one to the other. Tall. Broad shoulders, narrow waist, legs like tapered pillars and arms strongly anguine like boas, his hands and fingers long and graceful. His hair is salt&pepper, the salt like snow and the pepper like star studded night. His eyes are cyan iris against white orb like the sky seen through a cloud at sixty thousand feet. His skin is olive smooth, colored by a heredity so obvious it can’t be placed.

      Hyphi’s head comes to just under his chin. Perfect for slow dancing. Perfect for sow dancing. Pale blue, three-ringed ruffle waisted skirt, line-thin lime green hip hugger belt, tight bodiced lime green blouse, ribbed and expanding beneath the breasts, showing the shoulders, white gold Bubo with emerald diamond eyes and hematite beak, tiny, clutching her throat on a slivered black band, finely silked scarf hinting at slipping from her softly muscled shoulders, pale earth tones of calmly pale earth scenes, dryads and naiads hiding and peeking as the scarf folds and unfolds to her dance, unnaturally natural blonde hair, eyes like his and skin the same, slightly lighter, yet the same. He smells of oceans and she smells of mists.

      They shimmy and they shake, their hips and thighs move like lovers’ but remain the proper distance apart. Their torsos and arms stable and stationary despite the gyrations and rotations beneath. The DJ flips a switch on his big board, cutting out one player and cutting in another, just as the rumba presses a beat, jumping the big speakers from rumba to jive. Several dancers stumble and don’t recover. A few cover their mistakes with exaggerated moves, sliding too low or spinning twice instead of once. Hyphi and Gal pace the music, leading it, as if their bodies are connected to the DJ’s turntables instead of their brains. Judges confer, take notes.

      When it is over, Hyphi and Gal take center stage. Gold medals. Ten thousand dollar prize. Handshakes and a kiss. No photos. Sorry, son.

      Hyphi nudges Gal’s arm, gently takes his hand and moves it towards the left a certain distance. He turns a one-quarter turn and shakes a hand, peering over the handshaker’s shoulder towards the doors of the ballroom, his eyes following Hyphi’s signal.

      The tall man is there. Tall, fair skinned, with jet black hair swept down over the ears, hair a little too long considering his dress. Blue eyes, a compassionate face. A jaw line cut like the jib on a windward cutlass. The tall man dresses in a conservative suit, too conservative in this eclectic dancing, grab-your-eyes-accentuate-the-positive-eliminate-the-negative crowd, his suit so conservative it is meant to stand out by its gray pinstripe blandness. He pulls out a pocketwatch, checks the time then looks directly at them.

      “You can’t run anymore,” he whispers. His voice carries to them over the crowd and shuffling band. “He knows where you are. You’ll start to grow old. You’ll start to age.”

      Hyphi looks at the man with the watch. “So be it.”

      Gal agrees, “Let Chronos take his magic from us. Let us grow old. Let us show the years that have given us such happiness.”

      

      Montreal. New Paris Invitational. Hyphi and Gal speak Quebécois flawlessly, seamlessly, like their dancing. Grand Ballroom. American Waltz, European Waltz, Viennese Turning, Two Step, Tango. They shock the crowd by adding some three beat Cuban movement in mid-stride. A few, the intellectual hungries, the emotional starving, fresh from the unpleasantness in Europe, leaving before the Archduke’s assassination spread into full scale war, damn themselves by applauding openly. When others turn in discorn the Europeans stamp their approval, pounding the great hall’s floor in time to the music.

      Hyphi curtsies and smiles, remembering to be demure and remembering to be haughty. The world is changing. Changing more rapidly than it ever had before. A cigarette would be too much, even for the Europeans. She gathers her red twin kick pleated skirts in the hand tied to her flounce and curtsies again; her other hand holds a yellowed string of fresh water pearls against her black-and-red-fringed bolero.

      Gal pulls his Castillian fitted jacket down and tight. His tails lap his calves but go no lower. The sheen from his trousers’ vein catches some of the new Edison lights and bounces it back like raw yellow fire, sulfurous.

      Another couple, The Bennets, professionals who were this time second place, congratulate Hyphi and Gal. The conductor taps his stand, the strings gather, a Joplin rag comes out like a Bach two part invention. One of the conductor’s tricks. The crowd calls for Hyphi to go round once with William, Gal with Chrysanthé.

      Gal smiles and spins his wife, dipping her and drawing down to one knee, kissing her only inches above the floor. Some recognize the Colonial Quadrille moves in the midst of the Bolero.

      “Through all time,” he whispers, “I’ll have no partner but you.”

      Hyphi smiles. The polished wood floor thrums with the crowd’s approval.

      

      New Hampshire has just signed. Word has come via Mssr. Thornton through New York.

      Benjamin autocracizes that all should call him Lord Franklin. Lord of the Pennsylvania, from the northern New York to the Maryland of the south, bounded on sunrise by Delaware and sunset by Ohio. He wears a crown of flattened fish heads and calls for Fat George to declare his Independence from this Most Young Nation, These United States, The Free Americas.

      The rum flows like the Delaware itself, quick and clean. The only cup to stay empty is Hopkins’ – unless Dr. Franklin eyes not. Jefferson and Martha are the only to challenge Hyphi and Gal, and them not much, John Adams and Abigail willing but typical Boston clods in their steps. At least John has Abby to keep him sane, otherwise he’d be thrusting all who mock him.

      Hyphi and Gal are by Jefferson’s hest. “I have two wonders for you. Croppers from high in the Sound, and generously made known to me. They’ll damn them Harvard mucks when the Vienna or Fling is called to dance. I’m told they have stories of the lost Colonies, as well.”

      Franklin, one eye upon Hyphi, quickly agreed. When he asked, Hyphi blushed to him then turned and laughed. “To think the good Doctor could ask me away!”

      Gal came forward and Franklin raised his stick. Gal shook his hand and hugged him before Franklin could attack or defend. “By the gods, Franklin, your eyes are not dimmed by your age. You’ve chosen the fairest maid, and the only knowing enough to refuse you.” He quickly turned to the other guests at the Ball. “Miladies, understand a husband’s tongue is driven by his heart.”

      The room was filled with congratulatory “Yee”s from the men and titters from the ladies present.

      Hyphi and Gal, in each others’ arms once again, spun and whirled like tornadoes in flight.

      Adams nudged Jefferson. “Damn me to Hell and again, Jefferson. Franklin’s speechless!”

      

      Lord Raleigh’s holiday for our first year in this Roanoke Colony goes well. The only blight, and yeah, some consider it a sign of the tempest, are the Erinlender trappers the Massapoags brought with them.

      These two, Hyphi and Gal, dress not as Anglish and not as Erinlenders, nor do they dress as any the Governors White, Carver, or Smith have seen, nor the captains of the great slaving ships. Even the Massapoags say these two keep strong magick a’twixt ‘em.

      They dress solely in skins and quilts as the savages taught them, but with strange cuts and plies not known to us.

      There is their speech, aye. They speak the Savage well. Some say too well. It took Old Mackey a day to hear the Anglish in their speech. Old Anglish, he called it, far too old for them to know natural. They say it be due to their age and time in these Americas living and trading. The Governor asked the Massapoag regarding thus. “Before Yesterday,” said Tennechehu, the oldest Savage we Colonials know.

      Nor are the features of this Hyphi and her man Gal like the races of men we’ve known. Perhaps these be the strange men called “Chinese” or some of the heathen Bhuddans.

      When the sun set and the stars came out we started our fires, sending embers up into the nightness. Out came flutes and strings and the Savages’ drum. Then these two did dance.

      Pagan, we knew them then. Heathen. Too long away from the One God. Their dance, we saw, called others to dance with them, others to lift their bodies and plunge their souls. I felt the spirit failing in me as well and, to keep my mind on the One True God, cut myself deeply in the flesh.

      “Hail!” I called out, standing in the darkness with only the fire’s light to show me. I lifted my bleeding arm high. “Look! Look what these two’s magick has done!”

      The Massapoag rose as one to keep us from the two Hyphi and Gal as the latter made their leave, laughing at us as they did.

      It does not look good for us here. We fear as others may have in Wolstenholme Town, in Martin’s Hundred upon the James. We should travel perhaps north, beyond the Albermarle to Plymouth Colony or the shores of Jersey.

      

      Grandfather tells us Héna Túwe Wacípi, Those Who Dance, are coming to join in the Eighth Snow Moon of Manintonquot.

      I have asked Grandfather if Héna Túwe Wací-hwo and Héna Túwe Wací-he will tell their story. I have never heard it, except from Grandfather.

      Before we became the People of the Quiet Water, when we were one with the We Are Here Between Two Mountains, Héna Túwe Wacípi came to Turtle Island across the Sunrise Waters, in a long boat with many Black Shirt Men.

      As soon as they came, Héna Túwe Wacípi danced. Soon their friends the Black Shirt Men died, but Héna Túwe Wacípi remained. Over time, they taught us the Sunrise Dance, the Fire Dance, and many others.

      It is a good story to tell, a better one to hear.

      Claddagh tore off his hood and pulled back his cassock, tucking it into his waistrope. “Gal, Cha niel sibhse danns. Falbh na Dhiabhal! Dia!”

      Gal and Hyphi turn as Claddagh and his twelve monks gathered their oars and prepared for quick sail. Claddagh had hoped for a different night. The Eiren west coast was still peopled by savages, some, and a darker night would have profited them more.

      

      Claddagh thought them children at first, children whose parents hadn’t approved. But then he saw, the Evil god, the Evil One, tall and smiling and asking about the children Gal and Hyphi, the Evil One dressed like a common man with a commoner’s crop and talking common to them down by the sea.

      He followed the Evil One, to trap him as Our Lord hath said, but too late, when, into the forest, shaded by trees, the Evil One changed before him into a flying man and was away. Gal and Hyphi lay huddled in his chamber when Claddagh returned. “Am feum sinne cho luath.” The children agree. Far across the sea, perhaps to the old Viking lands, there the Evil One will not find them.

      Now Claddagh hurries his serges to make to the sea. The Evil One called upon him today.

      The she Hyphi points back to the shore. There, a silhouette in the crescent moon as it rises from the land, the Evil One, staring out to sea.

      

      St. Remigius has agreed to baptize Cletus upon one condition. Cletus was enraged by this. Sending no messenger, he came to Remy himself; Cletus, a giant among his men and he still a head shorter than the Bishop of Rheims.

      I’ve defeated the Alemanni, Cletus tells Remy. Strasbourg is mine and, now given to the church, yours. What more would the Bishop of Rheims ask of me? he demands.

      The Gauls, murmurs Remy, removing his miter and showing his ears. Cletus goes to his knees, his face hidden, begging mercy, he didn’t know in whose presence he spoke.

      There are two, of the Gallic Lines, St. Remigius continues, quietly. They spread the dance of the old ways, the ways before our Lord Jesus Christ. They continue their dance and ask others to join them. The Church must destroy them.

      He raises Cletus to his feet and stares deeply into his eyes. You must destroy them, he whispers. You must do this by bringing them to me.

      Cletus, trembling, released himself into his own cloth.

      St. Remigius only smiles. He allows Cletus to see his ring, which Cletus kissed. Remy then touches his ring to Cletus’ brow. Cletus screamed as the Bishop’s seal burnt into him.

      See that you do this for me, said Remy. For your baptism, for your children, for you.

      Cletus was baptized, for the church so ordered upon acceptance of his lands. St. Remigius went where Cletus directed, saying the Line dancers went north and west, to Allemande.

      

      I, Josephus, writing in the third year of Caligula, thirty-fourth year of Judea as a province of Rome, from Corinth, upon the erection of a temple to a new god.

      There is much confusion. There is no temple in place, merely a gathering of those who pray to this new god – I wonder at what expense. First, Rome is willing to embrace this new god as one of its own, but not willing to let this new god claim any that might be Rome’s. Second, this new god was, as a man, a questionable prophet of the Jews. The Jews are quick to say they have one god. Now, it seems, the Bethlehem Messiah makes two.

      Third, and this I find strangest of all, are the man and woman dancing here, clearly Greek, clearly from around the Thermaikós Kólpos. I remember them from the day Pilate saw to the man-god in Jerusalem. That day, as the Galilean writhed on his cross, these two danced for the guards and others who waited beneath him. Now they dance here, praising this prophet Jew, although like many who call out to him, in secret.

      It is perhaps the greatness of this new god, and those who worship him, that all are accepted, despite their pasts, and protected through this underground brotherhood, moved and shuttled so that their enemies can not find them.

      Inquiring, I found this man and woman, these two dancing, were spirited here. It seems some enemy sought them in Judea, even as they danced beneath this Christ’s cross, apparently oblivious to the god-king who danced above them.

      

      Chronos smiled sunshine to the earth below. “Come, Hermes. Look upon these two; Hypheria and Galaxus! Never have two mortals delighted so much in their movement!”

      Hermes came and stood beside Chronos’ throne.

      “Ho! A riddle for you, Messenger. Clio has taught those at Cnossus to remember their words, and Ramses in Memphis makes me think Thaleia has taught the Egyptians to laugh. Now these two ask for a gift. What is left for them?”

      “Why not gift them from Terpsichore, Lord Chronos?”

      “What is returned to me?”

      “They call out to you, they cry upon your name. Give them the gift, then take them as your own.”

      “How would I do this? To gift them from Terpsichore, such beauty to be among men?”

      “Wrap them in the tears of one eye, my Lord. Thus you will always see the beauty of their dance before you but not be blinded from the rest of the world in the other.”

      “Ha! Ha and done. Terpsichore, muse your magic upon them. Make it so!”

      

      The knock on the door startles Hyphi and Gal from their embrace. They take their headphones off. Hyphi helps Gal to his chair. They won’t stop dancing, although it takes so much out of them now. The walls of their room are bare, not even a mirror, not even a calendar to mark the days. Only the top drawer of the lowboy can be opened, which is enough because they don’t have much clothing between them. That, their bed, the mattress sagging to show where they play spoons each night, two hardback chairs, and their music box is all there is in their room.

      Hyphi opens the door. A nurse stands there.

      “Mrs. Kólpos? Mr. Kólpos. Sorry to disturb you.” She looks past them into the room, not seeing them, never seeing them. They are more troublesome than the others. They refuse to be separated into the men’s and women’s wards, even though the state promised they could see each other whenever they wanted. That is trouble enough, as Mr. Kólpos always stands guard at the lave door when Mrs. Kólpos has to go. Which is often, by the way. Then there is their radio which they played loud because they were both going deaf and needed to hear it to dance. That was handled by taking their radio away at first. Instead they sang and, by god, no one wanted to put up with that. Then their dancing. Always dancing. Thank god they were light. Frail in their old age. Wrinkled and tiny, although they moved together so well and even Dr. Fortin recognized that and decided, hell, it makes them happy so we’ll look the other way. Okay, let them be happy, but did he have to give them that damned music box, even if it was just a Walmart mpg player with a tinny speaker, and the remote headphones? It was against regulation and that wasn’t right at all at all at all.

      The nurse moves past Hyphi and turns the music box off. Red receiver lights fade on the two sets of headphones and Gal, the music fading around him, searches for Hyphi with rheumy eyes, his hand reaching as his voice cracks, calling her name.

      “You won’t need this,” the nurse says. The side of her mouth crinkling in a smile. “Your son’s here.” Thank god, she added to herself. She didn’t even know these two had a son.

      “Our son?” says Hyphi.

      “What did she say?” asks Gal.

      Hyphi goes to Gal and rests her hand on his shoulder, rubbing him there. “She said our son is here.”

      “Son?” He looks from the nurse to Hyphi.

      Hyphi smiles and they nod to each other. They nod and a single tear comes from each, each from one eye. She kisses him then and the nurse turns away. Two old people shouldn’t carry on so.

      “Show him in,” Gal says. As the nurse leaves they put their headphones back on.

      A moment later he stands there. He thanks the nurse and she leaves, and he waits until they stop dancing before he enters. Tall, his hat still on, jet black hair and blue eyes and compassionate face and crystal cut jaw. He looks around.

      Hyphi takes her seat beside Gal as he takes his. In this small room, in its unrelenting sameness, they are daised as King and Queen.

      “Sorry there’s no place to sit,” says Gal.

      The tall man closes the door behind him and takes off his hat. His ears are pointed. “The room is bland and vacant except for you. You bring so much love and light into the room decorations are meaningless.” He opens his pocketwatch and notices the time.

      “Thank you, Mercury. Or Hermes. Or Michael, Bruhan, Cyllen… What are you called now?” asks Hyphi. Her words are not bitter. They bear the sound of relief.

      The tall man shrugs. “Chronos chose you to dance only for him, for he so delighted in your movement and love for each other. He chose to keep you eternally young so that you might dance in his eye forever. But you fled. Why did you flout the god’s gift?”

      “Because of what the gods could not know,” says Hyphi as she turns to Gal and takes his face in her hand. “The joy in counting the wrinkles of your lover’s face, of knowing a life spent loving another, of growing old and growing stronger in another’s love. The joy of waking up in the morning and seeing more to the person beside you than was there the night before.”

      Gal kisses her hand. A wrinkled hand on a shriveled arm reaches around long fallen breasts and holds her near him. His other arm goes around her back and keeps her close, there.

      “These are the reasons we fled,” says Gal. “We could not stay young forever. It might be the way of the gods, but not of us. Men and women are meant to grow old, to grow wise, to grow stronger in love even as their bodies grow weaker in time.”

      The tall man nods, understanding, possibly in agreement, then snaps the watch shut and rubs the signature of Olympus with his thumb. Hypheria and Galaxus crumple before him into two piles of dust.

      The tall man’s form mists slightly and he stands before their dust in his true form, prepared for flight, when his god-keen ears hear distant, quiet laughter. He kneels, not breathing, and strains his ears.

      There is no wind, no rain, no stirring of the earth from below, yet what remains lifts in tiny whirlwinds, swirls into and around each other’s ashes, and again he hears their laugh.

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: Cover: Those Wings Which Tire, They Have Upheld Me]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THOSE WINGS WHICH TIRE, THEY HAVE UPHELD ME

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        SPRING

      

      

      Cowan was walking in the woods the first time he saw Angel. He was really looking for a haunted house the real estate lady told his parents was back there and he’d walked further into the woods than he’d ever gone before.

      There was an inch of snow on the ground except where the sun came through the trees for most of the day. In those places the ground was muddy. Cowan felt the crisping of the snow under his boots and looked at his footprints, wanting to remember what they really looked like when he could really see them.

      He took off the wrap-around sunglasses he wore to hide the holes where his eyes had been, thinking maybe the sunglasses stopped what he used to see from getting through. He still smelled the woodiness of the trees, still felt the cool air on his face and his breath misting as he exhaled. His breath didn’t look right, though.

      That was because of the Cap.

      Dr. Hargitay said the Cap was best at least until they were sure the cancer didn’t come back. After that, Dr. Hargitay told Cowan’s parents, maybe they could transplant.

      But until then it was the Cap.

      Cowan didn’t like it. It itched.

      Cowan’s family moved closer to the hospital that previous winter. Mom and Dad wanted to be with him more and this was the only way to do it. Cowan knew there were lots of other kids whose parents had moved closer to the hospital, but few of those kids ever came out.

      He sniffed and wiped his nose on his sleeve.

      When Cowan showed up in his new school after Spring vacation, Kevin, who wasn’t even in his class and had stayed back twice, followed Cowan all over the playground, just walking behind him and sing-songing “I can’t See, I can’t See” until Cowan ran back into the school. Ms. Sanborn heard him in the boysroom and sent in Mr. Horly, the janitor, to see if everything was okay.

      Because Cowan couldn’t cry – Dr. Hargitay explained that when they removed his eyes they had to take lots more out. The cancer, he told Cowan, had done more than attack his eyes – Mr. Horly told Ms. Sanborn everything was okay.

      The next day Kevin and three other boys, their arms locked over each other’s shoulders like high school football champs, walked behind Cowan all of recess, their four voices singing Kevin’s “I can’t See, I can’t See” song. Cowan knew the playground monitors and teachers were around. He could see them. Maybe they didn’t help him because they didn’t know if he really could see them. Maybe they felt if they were really, really quiet, he wouldn’t know they were there because of the Cap. It was brand new. Not many people besides Dr. Hargitay and his friends understood it. Cowan heard Dr. Hargitay talk about light being electric and magnetic vibrations in space and how the brain didn’t need eyes to sense those vibrations, that the Cap could do it, but Cowan didn’t understand.

      But that didn’t matter to Cowan. On the third day, what mattered was Kevin and his football buddies spending half the recess following him around.

      Cowan turned to face them. Kevin laughed and his buddies laughed and they sing-songed louder, “I can’t See, I can’t See.” Cowan took off his glasses and unhooked the Cap. Only Dr. Hargitay, Mom and Dad knew what Cowen looked like without the Cap. Dr. Hargitay said it didn’t matter and Mom and Dad never told.

      Two of the boys screamed and ran. One got sick and wet himself. Only Kevin stood his ground, staring at Cowan but saying nothing, swallowing hard and snuffling until Cowan walked away.

      Ms. Sanborn called Cowan’s parents. Cowan, she told them, was terrorizing the children on the playground. Cowan, they told her, would be punished.

      That night, after dinner in the kitchen, Mom said he must never take off the Cap. Dad rearranged cookbooks on the shelf over the stove but said nothing, only nodding at things Mom said. They took him to Dr. Hargitay who did something so Cowan couldn’t take the Cap off again. “For your own good,” Dr. Hargitay said.

      The next day Cowan caught some kids staring at him. He wasn’t sure which hurt more, the Cap or the other kids’ stares. Every time he caught them staring they’d quickly turn away and watch him from the corners of their eyes, facing front, their hands on their books and their heads towards the board, but their eyes over to the sides or their heads tilted just enough so he could tell.

      He got back at them, though. When he caught them staring, he’d hiss at them or growl. Sometimes he’d spit. A few times he’d tense his fingers until his hands looked like bird claws and he’d scratch them.

      Nobody, not even Kevin, dared fight him. They were frightened of the Cap, with its red, yellow, and turquoise lights flashing, the light-guides glowing on and off, and always the black holes, hidden by his wrap-around sunglasses, where his eyes used to be. Nobody wanting to fight him made Cowan feel a little better.

      Sometimes, when Cowan felt alone or angry or like he wanted to cry and knew he couldn’t and even if he could no one would let him, he’d show them.

      He’d take off his glasses and show them.

      He’d show everybody.

      Except Leonard Houde. A few days after Ms. Sanborn sent Cowan home, when Cowan was standing by the fence on the playground and keeping to himself, Leonard walked up to him.

      “Hi,” Leonard said.

      Cowan growled and hissed.

      Leonard said, “Yeah, well, hi,” and walked away.

      Ms. Sanborn was always sending Leonard into Mrs. McDonough’s office. It seemed to Cowan Ms. Sanborn sent Leonard to Mrs. McDonough’s office whenever anything happened Ms. Sanborn didn’t like. It didn’t matter if Leonard was the one who did it or not, Leonard was the one who’d go. She sent Leonard to Mrs. McDonough’s office the first day Cowan came to class. Cowan remembered that. Cowan walked in and Ms. Sanborn introduced him to the class. Somebody laughed and threw a wad of paper at Cowan. It didn’t even come from Leonard’s direction but Leonard say “Hey” and Ms. Sanborn said, “Mr. Houde, get your things and get out” so basically Leonard walked out as Cowan walked in.

      Cowan wanted to say something but Ms. Sanborn said “We behave in this class, Cowan.” Was Leonard being punished for Cowan’s being there?

      Leonard waved and smiled at him as he walked out.

      It bothered Cowan that Ms. Sanborn always sent Leonard to Mrs. McDonough’s office because Leonard was the only kid who’d been anything like nice to him. Cowan figured Ms. Sanborn hated Leonard. She was nice to Cowan but only because he wore the Cap, not because of anything else. He figured if he’d been another kid, somebody without the Cap, he’d go see Mrs. McDonough pretty often, too.

      So because Cowan didn’t have any friends, and because even the grown-ups were afraid of the Cap, Cowan walked in the woods behind his house all by himself that Saturday the first time he saw Angel. His mother said he had to be at the hospital in an hour so he could go play until she called him.

      The house, when he found it, didn’t look haunted. It looked like a dump; big and green with brown trim, most of its windows broken and a wrap-around porch. The highest windows had no glass in them at all.

      “Hey, is there anybody in there?” he yelled. “My name’s Cowan Barnes and I came out here to play.” He waited. “Hey, anybody home?”

      Nobody answered. Cowan picked up a rock and threw it at the house. It bounced off the side.

      “Stupid house.”

      A big, old spruce stood in front of the house. He folded his sunglasses in his pocket and leaned against the tree, taking deep breaths of its Christmasy smell. He remembered, where he used to live, he leaned up against a spruce tree and his mother yelled at him because his hair got all sticky. He patted the tree and felt the sticky sap on his hands, then got angry because he didn’t have any hair left to get sticky. All he had now was the cool metal skin of the Cap, its blinking lights and glowing little wire guides where curly blond hair used to be. There was no one around for him to growl at so he smashed the Cap against the spruce. The bolt of pain reminded him of the cancer and he cried, which hurt even more because there was nothing left to cry with.

      He lifted his head. Something was wrong. His vision blurred, but not like when he had the cancer. Back then things just got fuzzy and never cleared. Now he saw two pictures of everything; one like always but only black&white, the other one a mash of different colors and a little to the right of the first. It was like when he first woke up with the Cap and Dr. Hargitay had to make adjustments.

      Cowan waited for the mashed color images to blend into the black&white. When they didn’t, he got scared. He wanted to cry again but that hurt too much, so instead he reached for the black&white spruce. It was there and it was solid. then he reached for the mashed color tree. It wasn’t there. His hand went right through it, except he saw a black&white hand go through the colors and saw a mashed color hand go through the air a little to his right.

      He laughed and experimented. Soon he got the hang of it. All the mashed color things were like shadows. He could walk through the colored shadows like they were nothing at all, only the black&white things were real.

      He started back home, careful to walk through the colored shadows and not the black&white things. Most of the time he wondered whether or not to tell Dr. Hargitay.

      This was fun.

      That’s when he bumped into Angel.

      Cowan saw what looked like a blurry, mashed black&white dead old tree trunk with two scrawny branches to his left and a clear, multicolored, almost burning tree with two huge branches full of glowing leaves to his right. He walked into the multicolor tree and fell back onto the ground. When he looked up, the multicolored tree was staring down at him. Only now it had huge wings which reached up and out behind it. It looked like it was kneeling down, trying to figure him out. Over to the left, Cowan saw what he thought might have been a blurry, black&white, dead old tree bending like it had knees. That was wrong. Trees didn’t have knees. When he really looked at it, it didn’t look like a tree at all, it looked like a tall man’s shadow with wings.

      To his left, what might have been a scrawny, dead branch reached down to him. In front of him, something with three fingers, no thumb, and which seemed to be on fire, came towards him.

      Cowan got up and ran. Between the things he could see, between what was real and what was not. All the way home.

      Cowan’s mother said nothing except to ask him if he had fun in the Woods.

      When they got to the hospital, Dr. Hargitay hooked a computer into the Cap. “The external representation and the internal reality are out of synch.” He patted Cowan’s shoulder. “Wow, I’ll bet that must have been scary for a while, huh?”

      Cowan said nothing.

      “I’ll bet you could still remember which was which, huh?”

      Cowan looked at Dr. Hargitay with black sockets where his eyes use to be.

      “Okay, Cowan, tell me what you see.” Dr. Hargitay turned back to his computer and made adjustments without waiting for Cowan to speak. “That’s right. The black&white is the object, but just the shape and form, the blur of colors is what the object is, content and context.”

      Dr. Hargitay typed at his keyboard and the real image and the mashed color image came together again, the colors swarming over the black&white like moss climbing a rock. When Dr. Hargitay finished everything had a single, colored image again. He and Cowan’s Mom talked while Cowan played in the waiting room. There were some other kids there with their parents. Kids who weren’t in Cowan’s school, with parents who didn’t live close by.

      Cowan didn’t go into the woods for a week. When he did, he saw Angel. Cowan yelled, “Who are you? What’re you doing here?”

      If Angel noticed, it didn’t respond.

      “Hey, you! Hey, Turdhead, I’m talking to you!”

      Angel stood still in the forest without acknowledging Cowan’s presence. Cowan made his hands into claws, took off his sunglasses, growled and ran at Angel.

      Angel didn’t move until Cowan ran into him and fell down. When Angel did move, it was as before, kneeling down and reaching out to Cowan.

      This time Cowan didn’t run. He’d done his best. It’d always frightened the kids at school and sometimes even made Ms. Sanborn turn away and leave him alone.

      So Cowan looked. Angel was all red. It had a head and there were two black eyes. At least Cowan thought they were eyes. They were two large black ovals that touched at the top of Angel’s head. Each went down the side of the head to almost where ears might be, except Angel didn’t have any ears and no nose or mouth. Angel had the shape of a grown-up, but skinnier, which Angel wasn’t, but Cowan didn’t know how else to describe it. It was like somebody had taken a Gumby and pulled it too much and the Gumby never went back to normal.

      Angel’s hands were three pointy fingers which didn’t have any knuckles, nor did Angel have any feet. It looked as if its feet were buried because its legs ended in spikes which punched into the ground. What Cowan liked most were the two huge bat-like wings which came out of Angel’s back. Angel wasn’t really tall – Cowan thought it was only a little taller than his Dad – but Angel’s wings looked big enough to cover both his Mom’s and Dad’s cars if they were parked end to end.

      Angel reached down and wrapped a hand around Cowan’s arm.

      Inside his head, Cowan saw himself walking into Angel the first time, then running at Angel this time. It was the first time he’d seen himself without his sunglasses, saw the two empty eye-sockets looking out.

      He turned away but the image stayed in his mind. He couldn’t blink it away and the more he saw it, the more it made him want to cry, which he couldn’t which made him want to cry even more.

      Angel’s eyes changed color. They were blue, deep, deep blue.

      Suddenly Cowan saw the woods as they were in winter, quiet and snow laden. The pictures went light to dark and back quickly. Deer made their way through the snow and rabbits and squirrels ran about. Quickly the snow melted and trees and flowers bloomed. Insects buzzed. Cats and skunks and raccoons wandered in and out of view. The trees’ leaves changed color and started to fall.

      Cowan looked into Angel’s face. “You’re showing me the seasons, aren’t you.”

      A moment later Angel’s eyes were black again and there were no more pictures in Cowan’s head.

      “Who are you?”

      Angel’s eyes turned blue.

      “Hey, Cowan? Who you talking to?”

      Cowan jumped and Angel let go. Cowan fumbled for his sunglasses before getting up.

      “Who you talking to, Cowan?”

      Leonard wore black high-top Keds with broken laces. His jeans needed patching, as did his jacket. His hair needed combing and there was dirt on his face and hands.

      “What d’you want?”

      Leonard shrugged. “Nothing. Just walking. Saw you running at something and thought maybe somebody might be trying to beat you up. Thought maybe I could help you.”

      Angel walked away.

      “Nobody wants to beat me up. Everybody’s scared of me.”

      Leonard looked down and kicked some dirt. “I’m not.”

      “That’s because you’re stupid.”

      Leonard, never looking up, kicked some more dirt. “Lots of people say so.” He looked at Cowan and held his fists up. “But nobody ever said I was afraid.”

      Cowan took his glasses off and growled. Leonard hit him on the jaw. The punch knocked Cowan to the ground. When he looked up, Leonard had his hand out, offering to help him up just as Angel had earlier.

      “You going to knock me down again?”

      “You going to make me?”

      Cowan shook his head, no, and took the hand Leonard offered. They stared at each other a few moments then Leonard said, “Can I touch your Cap?”

      “You really want to?”

      “Yeah. I think it’s neat.”

      Cowan leaned his head towards Leonard. Like a blind man reading someone’s face, Leonard ran his tiny hands gently and carefully over Cowan’s Cap and through the lightguides. Not even Dr. Hargitay’s touch had been as soft. When he was done, Leonard asked, “Do you think I could get one?”

      “I think you have to have cancer first.”

      Leonard didn’t answer right away. “Oh.”

      “You hungry?”

      “Sure.”

      “Want to go back to my house and get something to eat?”

      “Great.”

      They talked about kids at school until they got to Cowan’s yard.

      “So who were you talking to back there?”

      “I don’t know.” Cowan described Angel to Leonard.

      “Wow, neat. You saw your guardian angel.”

      “You didn’t see it?”

      “Nope. That what lets me know it’s an angel. You tell anybody else about your angel?”

      “Yeah. Not! Everybody knows I’m sick. You want them to think I’m stupid, too?” Cowan winced. “I don’t think you’re stupid, Leonard.”

      “I know. Neither do I.”

      “I mean crazy stupid. I don’t want people to think I’m nuts. Don’t you think I’m nuts?”

      “Nope. Maybe it’s that metal on your head. My Dad’s got some metal in his head and he’s always hearing stuff. He’ll be walking along then grab us and knock us to the ground and shout ‘Incoming’. My Mom said it’s because of the plate in his head. She says it’s not so bad. She says sometimes, if she rubs his head just right, it’s like being on one of those dime rides at the grocery store. I’m not sure what she means by that, but it sounds funny.”

      “Did he have a cancer, your Dad?”

      “Naw. This happened when he was in some war. I think my Mom told me it was a grenade. Can you see your angel now?”

      Cowan looked around and back into the woods. “No. I think it left when you came.”

      “Gee. I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t worry. If it’s really my angel, it’ll come back.”

      Three weeks later there was no snow any more and most of the buds had turned to leaves on the trees. Cowan’s Mom and Dad were grateful Cowen’d finally made a friend and Leonard, in return, had become a regular guest at the Barnes’ house.

      Cowan and Leonard were out in the woods when Cowan stopped them both.

      “What is it, Cow?”

      “My angel,” Cowan whispered. “It’s over there.”

      “Where?”

      Cowan pointed. “See it?”

      “Nope. Looks like it’s all yours. Want to go over and say hi?” Leonard didn’t wait for a response and walked in the direction Cowan pointed.

      “Hey, wait up. It’s my angel.” When they were close, Cowan took the lead and touched Angel.

      Angel’s wings unfolded and his eyes turned blue as he returned Cowan’s touch. In his mind, Cowan saw stars burning in the rich blackness of space.

      “What’s going on?” Leonard asked.

      “It’s giving me pictures.”

      “Oh. Hey, ask if it’s an angel.”

      “Are you an angel?” Cowan asked.

      Angel’s eyes went from blue to gold. Pictures of all sorts whirled in Cowan’s mind, each stopping for a moment then moving on. Cowan felt as if Angel were skimming through some huge encyclopedia in its head.

      “What’s it say?” asked Leonard.

      “I don’t think it knows what an angel is. I’m getting all sorts of pictures, but nothing like an angel.”

      “Tell it what one is, Cow.”

      Cowan began picturing an angel in his mind. The only one he’d ever seen was on an old CD his parents had by somebody named Dan Fogelberg. On the CD, the angel was a woman with blond hair, a white robe, white spots where her eyes should have been, big white feathered wings, and, what Cowan remembered most, gold handcuffs and chains. As he remembered the only angel he knew, the picture grew in his mind.

      When he got to the handcuffs and chains, Angel’s eyes went from gold to red, not quite the same color as its skin, but close, and in Cowan’s head the handcuffs and chain grew coarse and large. The pictures of the CD angel blended with an image of Angel for a second. Cowan felt sad and wanted to cry. As quickly as the pain came, it was gone, the picture in his mind replaced by the CD angel, without chains, flying in the black, starred night. As he watched the picture in his head, the CD angel turned into the one in front of him.

      “Well?” asked Leonard.

      “I still don’t think it’s an angel, but that’s as close as we’ll get.”

      “Find out if it’s from Heaven.”

      “Yeah, I think it is. It always shows me pictures of outer space. That’s where Heaven is, isn’t it?”

      “Hey, maybe it’s an alien. Ask if it’s an alien.”

      Cowan showed Angel all the pictures he knew of aliens from comic books and movies.

      Angel’s eyes twinkled until Cowan was done.

      “Nope, nothing like that.”

      Leonard considered, nodded, then giggled. “Hey, find out if it’s a guy or a girl.”

      Cowan giggled, too, then thought of his mother and father. He made the pictures go back an forth in his mind. Angel’s eyes went brown then back to blue. Inside Cowan’s head, the pictures of his mother and father merged. All their features unique and separate, yet somehow Angel managed to make them into one beautiful whole.

      “I don’t think it’s either. I think it’s both.”

      “Can’t be.”

      Angel’s eyes continued blue. Inside, Cowan saw pictures like in science books, one-celled creatures dividing themselves in two, then other animals, things like flowers, only flowers that moved, with parts reaching out to other parts, and where they touched things like seeds were being sent into the wind to become other walking flowers. Next he saw things from the oceans, things he didn’t know he knew, but seeing, understood, things growing large until smaller versions of themselves separated from the original and left, leaving the original free to begin the cycle again, and lastly, Angel showed Cowan itself, its wings folding, its belly swelling, until a second Angel grew out of the first; head first, wings folded, eyes sparkling all different colors at once.

      “No,” said Cowan. “Some things are both. They have kids that way.” Angels’ eyes flashed like a signal beacon – gold, brown, blue, then black. “I think it’s okay if we call him a boy though. He doesn’t seem to mind.”

      “Oh.” Leonard strained to see something of Angel but nothing came. “What’s he doing here?”

      Cowan made a picture of Angel in his mind. Next he made a picture of Superman flying around the Earth, coming through the clouds and landing.

      Angel’s eyes flashed red. It let go of Cowan’s hand and moved off into the woods. Cowan sniffed and wiped his nose on his sleeve.

      “You okay, Cowan?”

      “Yeah. Just a little sad. Angel didn’t tell me why he’s here. I think it’s not a good thing, though.”

      “Ask him.”

      “I can’t. He left.”

      

      
        
        SUMMER

      

      

      Leonard sat in Dr. Hargitay’s waiting room. Mr. and Mrs. Barnes sat with Cowan in the examining room.

      Cowan had drawn a picture of a human brain, rough but accurate and detailed. Cowan drew lines. “Here,” he told Dr. Hargitay. “From here and here to here.”

      Dr. Hargitay straightened up as he stared at Cowan’s drawing. “The visual cortex, from pre-optic ganglia straight back to the occipital lobes.” He looked over at Mrs. Barnes. “You’re right, Cowan. that’s an excellent guess.”

      “It wasn’t a guess.”

      “Cowan,” hushed his mother.

      Dr. Hargitay shook his head. “No, no. He’s quite right. It’s too accurate to be a guess. How did you know that, Cowan?”

      Cowan shrugged.

      “What grade are you in now? Second? Third?”

      “I’m starting third grade this fall.”

      “Where did you learn about the Cap?”

      Cowan shuffled on the examining table. He looked towards the door. “I read about it. Online.”

      Mrs. Barnes apologized, “He’s been doing a lot of reading lately.”

      Dr. Hargitay thought about that then unhooked the computer feed and helped Cowan down. “Well, keep it up, Cowan. I can use the help. Would you mind waiting for your folks outside, please?”

      Before Cowan was out the door Dr. Hargitay said, “He’s a clever boy, Mr. and Mrs. Barnes. Very clever. He’s got some good ideas, he does.”

      Cowan cleared his throat as he opened the door. “Don’t patronize.”

      Dr. Hargitay paused and stared at him. “Yes. Quite.”

      Mr. Barnes said, “I’ll wait outside with the boys.”

      Cowan sat beside Leonard. “So?”

      “I think we either have to stop seeing Angel so much or we need to be careful who we share what with.”

      “With whom we share what.”

      “Yes, exactly.”

      “What did he say, Cow?”

      “He said Angel’s right about the modifications to the Cap.”

      Mr. Barnes sat across the room and picked up a magazine.

      Leonard nodded at Cowan’s father. “You didn’t tell them about Angel, did you?”

      “I’m blind, Leonard. I’m not nuts.” Cowan looked at his father and spoke up. “Hey, Dad, how long do you think Mom’ll be with Dr. Hargitay?”

      Mr. Barnes looked at Dr. Hargitay’s door as if he’d never seen it before. “I don’t know, son,” he sighed. “At this point in my life, I’m just along for the ride.”

      A few hours later Leonard and Cowan were out in the woods. They walked side by side. Leonard had a backpack on. In it were two books Angel wanted the boys to read. One was Robinson Crusoe. The other Pilgrim’s Progress. “Where’s Angel?” Leonard asked. “I’m getting tired. Doesn’t he know about ebooks? Use to be every week new books. Now it’s every day new books.” He sang “I’ll never be your beast of burden.”

      “If I had eyes, I’d roll them heavenward.” Cowan stopped then strode in a new direction.

      “What is it? Did you see Kevin or something?”

      “Naw. My Mom found out Kevin goes to live with his Dad each summer. It’s Angel. He’s over there.”

      “Hey, Angel!”

      “Cut it out. You know he can’t hear you. He can only talk when he touches you. and then only if you can see him.”

      “I know.” Leonard kicked some dirt.

      Cowan placed a hand on Leonard’s arm. “I’m sorry, Leonard.”

      With neither boy realizing it, Angel came over to them and touched Cowan’s shoulder. His eyes flashed blue.

      Leonard yelped and fell to the ground.

      “Lenny, you all right?”

      Leonard shook his head. “I don’t know, Cow. that was real weird. Kind of like, all of a sudden my mind had all these pictures.”

      Inside Cowan’s mind he felt the blue-eyed quiet and rest, Angel’s ‘Hello’. He focused the thought as Angel had been teaching him to focus, concentrating until each thought became a picture in his head. He made a picture of Angel’s ‘Hello’ and shrunk it down in his mind, placing a distinct black abyssal around it as a border. The feeling of Angel’s greeting remained, although Cowan felt it smaller in his head.

      “Here.” He held his hand out to Leonard.

      Leonard’s eyes glazed over but didn’t shut. “Wow. this is great. What is it?”

      “What do you see?”

      “I’m not sure. Clouds, I guess. Like in a movie, when you fly through them in a real bright sky.”

      They moved through the clouds and far below the ground was orange but only in patches. Everywhere else the ground was mottled gray.

      Angel flew into the picture, a brighter and more colorful Angel than what Cowan saw and Leonard imagined. Angel flew and dove and landed on an orange part of ground. Little angels came to him and surrounded him, jumping and flying, their little angel eyes blinking like little rainbow caps on all their heads.

      Other grown-up angels entered the picture. They flashed but only black and white. They pulled the angel children away, eventually getting to Angel and flying him high into the sky, higher and higher until they passed through the clouds. As they took Angel further and further away from the little angel children he grew somewhat less colored, less distinct than the Angel Cowan saw and the one Leonard imagined.

      Cowan, his voice quiet like in a theater or a church, said, “Why didn’t you fight them, Angel?”

      But nowhere did Angel fight them or struggle. They lifted him so high that none of them could travel higher, then threw him into the stars. Multicolor, twinkling stars. All the black and white angels folded their wings and dove back to their slate colored planet.

      The pictures in Cowan and Leonard’s minds showed Angel’s world again, but now colorless save the slate shaded ground.

      The Angel in their minds stretched up into an earth-like sky, his wings opening and closing until his spear-like feet came loose from the ground. Higher and higher he flew. The Angel in their minds began to fade.

      Leonard frowned. Cowan saw the blue sky and clouds breaking up and sliding into the surrounding abyss. Angel’s eyes flashed from blue to red and he knelt on the ground, as if tired, exhausted.

      Both Cowan and Leonard felt it. Leonard kicked at some grass. Cowan sniffed and wiped his nose on his sleeve.

      Angel stood up and rubbed Cowan’s back. His eyes flashed all their colors and it felt like Angel was tickling Cowan inside Cowan’s head. Cowen tried to shrug Angel off but Angel held on until Cowan laughed. then Angel took Cowan’s hands and placed them palm up with Cowan facing Leonard.

      Leonard said, “It’s getting late.”

      “I know. I think Angel wants us to play a game, though.”

      “Hey, I know this one.” Leonard placed his hands palm down, lightly on Cowan’s. As he did, Angel placed both his hands on Cowan’s shoulders. His eyes went to blue.

      Cowan’s mind filled with colors. Leonard’s legs went soft. He clenched Cowan’s hands for support. The colors resolved into blue mountains heavy with pink and orange clouds. The mountaintops were buffeted by sun-bright snow and winds. Both boys recognized bird songs but from birds neither knew.

      Angel held Cowan. Cowan, glancing on either shoulder, saw Angel’s hands turn blue and his wings open. Without knowing why, he shouted, “Hold on, Leonard,” and, as if Angel had given them a cue, they flew into the night.

      

      
        
        AUTUMN

      

      

      Kevin and some of his friends were huddled on the playground the first day of school, waiting. Leonard and Cowan sized up the opposition from the playground entrance.

      “You know,” said Leonard, “this’ll be the third year he’s stayed in the same grade. He’ll be in Mr. Evans’s class, same as us.”

      “Really.”

      “Yep.”

      Half the playground away Kevin and his friends started, “I can’t See, I can’t See.” Their chant continued until they stood next to Cowan and Leonard, Kevin towering over both them and his own friends. “My Dad told me about you, Barnes. He said you’re just a freaky little blind kid and I’m not afraid of any freaky little blind kid. Do you hear me, Barnes? I’m not afraid of you anymore.” Ms. Sanborn and Mr. Evans turned and walked away.

      Cowan stood and looked at Kevin and his friends, neither saying nor doing anything. Leonard shuffled off and left him alone.

      Kevin pushed himself up against Cowan. “Hey, you too stupid to know when I’m talking to you?”

      “I know you’re talking to me, Kevin. I just don’t know what to do about it.”

      One of Kevin’s friends offered, “Going to take your glasses off again? Huh, freaky Mr. No-eyes? Going to take your glasses off again?”

      Cowan looked at him. “No. I wouldn’t do that.”

      Kevin pushed Cowan. “So what you going to do?” He started the chant again, pushing Cowan with each emphasized syllable. “I can’t See, I can’t See.”

      Cowan, measuring the beat of the other boy’s words, stepped aside as Kevin pushed and Kevin fell to the ground.

      He got up with fists clenched. “You’re dead, freaky no-eyes. You’re dead.” He started dancing around Cowan, his fists up and ready to strike.

      From deep within the playground Leonard screamed, “I can see. Mr. Evans, Ms. Sanborn! I’m watching you walk away.” He took out his mobile. “I can see and I’m documenting this.”

      Kevin and his friends turned. Cowan took the opportunity to move past them onto the playground. Close to the middle of the playground stood Leonard, facing Cowan and Kevin, his little index finger extended and pointing at them. Immediately in front of him were Mr. Evans and Ms. Sanborn, their backs to Cowan, Kevin, and his friends but facing Leonard.

      “Look, Mr. Evans. Look, Ms. Sanborn. I can see and soon the whole world can, too.” He watched his mobile’s screen.

      Even from where he stood Cowan could see the expressions and colors of the two teachers faces as they turned.

      Mr. Evans grabbed Leonard’s outstretched hand. He and Ms. Sanborn walked briskly, Leonard in tow and hopping all the way. They gathered Cowan, Kevin, and the others and brought them into the school, dropping the horde in Mrs. McDonough’s office. “So begins another fine year,” Ms. Sanborn mumbled as they walked out.

      “A little dramatic, don’t you think, Houde?” Cowan said. He turned to see Kevin staring at him, staring at the Cap, his eyes bright and curious, not dull and malicious.

      When he realized Cowan was staring back he said, “I’m not afraid of you, Barnes.”

      A few Saturdays later Cowan and Leonard stood deep in the forest by the haunted house, Angel behind them, one wing over each of them, protecting them from the cold, autumn rain and wind, the three of them staring into the sky. Angel’s eyes were deep brownish-red, the color of dried blood. Cowan saw Angel’s thoughts clearly and hand-in-hand gave them to Leonard.

      “You know what he’s telling us, don’t you?”

      “Don’t say it, Leonard.”

      Angel, his eyes still red, gave Cowan a picture of his colors fading, washing away, until his image against the sky and woods dissolved.

      Cowan pushed Angel’s wing away and stepped out into the rain. “No!” He knocked off his sunglasses and started thrashing at Angel’s wings as the rain splashed the Cap and ran down his face. “I won’t let you. I won’t let you!”

      Leonard reached for Cowan’s arms and Cowan fought back. They were rolling on the ground, covering themselves in cold mud and wet leaves, their little fists and tiny feet striking out wildly as they screamed at each other.

      Suddenly they were apart and hanging in mid-air, two wet kittens being carried by an invisible cat. Angel, his eyes flashing all their colors, held Cowan and Leonard each in a three-fingered hand.

      Angel’s eyes steadied, changing slowly from blue to gold to red and back. In his mind, Cowan saw the black and white angels throwing Angel out, banishing him from their world to this one.

      “I’m sorry, Len.” He reached out. When he and Leonard touched, Angel put them down.

      Leonard picked up Cowan’s sunglasses and handed them to him. “I don’t think Angel wants to die, Cowan.”

      “Yeah. Well.”

      “Everybody’s gonna die. My Mom told me that.”

      Angel’s wings reached back out and over the boys. He drew them in close until both boy’s could feel him against them, the heat of his body keeping them warm and dry despite the storm. Slowly, he motioned them back to where Leonard’s bookbag lay.

      Keeping them under his wings, his eyes went from red to blue as he opened one of the books and handed it to Leonard.

      “The Mysterious Traveler” started Leonard, “by Mark Twain…”

      That next Tuesday, as Mr. Evans formed reading circles. Kevin shoved something into his desk.

      “What was that, Kevin?” Mr. Evans stared at Kevin, sitting in the back and cramped in the desk she’d given him. “Kevin? I asked you a question, Kevin.”

      “Nothing.”

      Mr. Evans walked over to Kevin’s desk. “Please give me your ‘nothing’, Kevin.”

      Some of the kids chuckled. Kevin’s face got red. Cowan, watching, saw Kevin retreat into his already too small seat.

      Mr. Evans stood over Kevin, one hand on her hips and the other palm up in front of his face. “I want that ‘nothing’ now.”

      Slowly, almost mechanically, Kevin reached inside his desk and pulled out a rolled up comic book. His eyes remained fixed forward and vacant as he handed it to his teacher.

      “You know I don’t allow this silly trash in my classroom, Mr. Sumone,” she said.

      “What comic is it?” Leonard asked.

      “Something wrong with your nose, Mr. Houde?”

      “It’s an honest question, Mrs. Shea,” Cowan said. “What comic is it?”

      Sighing and staring at the ceiling, she unrolled it. A man in an 18th Century European soldier’s uniform in some kind of treasure room graced the cover. Three moon-eyed dogs sat before him, each one larger than the last. Behind the three dogs rested three chests of coins. The smallest dog’s chest held copper. The middle dog’s chest held silver. The largest dog’s chest held gold. The title read “Classic Comics Presents ‘The Tinder Box’.”

      “That’s a good story, Kevin. You should read Anderson’s original version,” said Cowan.

      “Oh my yes,” added Leonard.” ‘Fyrtøiet’, from his ‘Eventyr, fortalte for Børn’.”

      “You can find it in the library, Kevin, in ‘The Classic Fairy Tales’.”

      Kevin growled quietly, “Fuck you.”

      Mr. Evans grabbed Kevin by the collar and shook him free of his desk.

      “I’m witnessing this, Mr. Evans,” yelled Leonard.

      “Good. Good.” She dragged Kevin to Leonard’s desk and pulled him free, as well. “Go. Go right now. You, too, Cowan. All of you. To Mrs. McDonough’s office. I don’t have to put up with this.”

      She threw them out the classroom door and slammed it behind her. Cowan and Leonard shook themselves off and looked back in through the window. Kevin looked into the classroom too, turning away only after Mr. Evans threw his comic into the trash. As he turned Cowan met Kevin’s eyes and wondered if there was something wrong with them, something that wouldn’t let Kevin cry, as well.

      Mr. Evans looked out the window, saw them standing there, and yelled at them to get to Mrs. McDonough’s office.

      Mrs. McDonough hung up the room-phone as they ambled in. “You boys wait right there for me, understand?”

      Leonard said, “If you’re too busy right now – “

      “Sit.”

      She picked up the outside line and stared at Kevin. “Who’s home today, Kevin? Anybody going to be able to come and take you away?”

      Kevin stared at the floor and shrugged. “I don’t know. I have to go pee.”

      Mrs. McDonough sighed, “Go ahead. Just come straight back.”

      Cowan watched the door close behind Kevin. “Last year I hated him. Now…”

      “I know,” nodded Leonard. “Me, too. What’s Angel doing to us?”

      

      
        
        WINTER

      

      

      Angel’s scarlet body glowed less brightly than Cowan remembered. They sat on the ground, one boy on each of Angel’s legs, an arm around each boy, his wings covering them like an amphitheater shell, their audience the western horizon and setting sun, warming them, Angel’s wings protecting them from the cold while catching and amplifying the fading light.

      Leonard carried three books: Posner’s Economic Analysis of Law, Hyde’s The Gift, and Ingpen’s An Encyclopedia of Things that Never Were, the last open on his lap as he read aloud.

      Angel turned shapes and colors into dancing images in Cowan’s mind, explaining what Leonard read. A thought peeked out from behind a newly formed griffin. Angel expanded the griffin to hide the thought but Cowan shooed the griffin away and brought the thought forward.

      Angel’s eyes turned blue to red, then finally to black. He put both boys down and walked away.

      Leonard asked, “What happened?”

      “Angel is dying.”

      “Is there anything we can do?”

      “We can stop learning.”

      “What?”

      “I never understood until now. He wasn’t willing to share it until now. He teaches us and he survives in our environment yet he never consumes anything. Think about that; He expends energy without gain.”

      “Impossible. That goes against everything he’s taught us. It violates economics, commerce, Shannonistic and Semiotic Information Transfer, Fair-Exchange Theory, …”

      “Do what he taught us. Think bigger. He can’t give without getting something. We know what he gives. What does he get? His values aren’t ours. What does he value?”

      Angel kneeled behind them, his hands hovering above their heads, the boys so focused on their discussion they didn’t notice him there.

      Leonard closed his eyes. He leaned forward, slightly rocking. His little hands forming claws to grasp and hold the answer. “He values learning.” He inhaled deeply. His nostrils flared.

      “He values teaching.” He screamed, the realization so painful tears wet the pages of the open book.

      “He’s killing himself to teach us all he knows, all he’s experienced, before passing. He’s racing death so we’ll be greater.”

      Cowan’s hands worked into his lightguides, tightening on them, preparing to pull them out, The Cap’s vision now too painful to see.

      Angel’s hands came down on their heads, gently. They looked up. Angel glowed brighter than ever before, so brightly Leonard could see his outline.

      He showed them themselves, talking to each other, talking to others, and each time little angels danced around them, leaping from their minds and mouths to the minds and mouths of others.

      “He’s teaching us so we can teach others. So his knowledge will continue. That’s why he had to leave his world. They didn’t want his knowledge to continue.”

      “Nicholas of Cusa,” Leonard said. “All we really have is our knowledge of ourselves. It doesn’t matter what you teach, Cowan, what the subject matter is. You’re always going to teach who you are.”

      Cowan looked into Angel’s eyes. “That’s it, isn’t it? You’re not a teacher like here. You’re dying because you teach who you are. You share yourself, literally, so what you are - your knowledge - can continue. It’s okay for you to pass on because you’ve given everything you ever had away.”

      Leonard sniffed. “That’s why he isn’t afraid of death. That’s why he welcomes it.”

      Angel sat on the ground. He lifted the two boys onto his lap, holding them close against him.

      “Cowan?”

      “Yeah?”

      “What does Angel smell like?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Ask him.”

      Cowan filled his mind with pictures of everything he could think of which he could smell. He smelled dog fur, wet and dry, then his Mom’s makeup and perfume. Dad’s aftershave. Peanut butter. Fresh mowed grass. Garbage. The ocean. His hospital room before he got The Cap. Grandpa’s pipe. When he went to visit a farm. Cookie dough. Spaghetti cooking. Pizza. Ice cream. School paste. Crayons. Dog and kitty poo. Everything.

      When Cowan finished, Angel placed his hands on him and turned his hands brown. Both boys inhaled deeply, their breaths a sigh of recognition, as if the air around them was filled with the perfumes of familiarity.

      Angel held them like that, his hands staying brown until Cowan sneezed. A moment later, Leonard wiped tears from his eyes. Angel stood and the two boys slid from his lap. He went back into the haunted house and they followed.

      They sat together in Angel’s attic, going over some proofs which Angel had explained to them, their backs to a western facing dormer trying to capture the last rays of light before the sun set. It was difficult, not because the proofs were complex but because Angel could barely send pictures into Cowan’s mind anymore.

      Something crashed downstairs.

      “What was that?”

      “If we were at my place I’d say my Dad again. I’ll go check.”

      Before Leonard got to the door they heard Kevin calling up the stairs. “Hey, who’s up there? Could it be my two best pals, Lenny and Freaky Cowan No-Eyes?”

      Other voices laughed.

      Cowan looked around them. “This isn’t good, Leonard. I don’t think we can talk our way out of this one.”

      Leonard leaned out the window and came back in. “Give me the papers.” He folded and stuffed what he could in different pockets. “We’re over the bathroom, right? The window’s knocked out of that room and it’s right under the cornice.”

      “We’re three stories high, Leonard!”

      “Come on, come on. This window’s a dormer and you can reach from the sill to the cornice. Just hold on to the edge and swing in. We can do it when they’re right at the attic door. Then we’re out and away before they know what happened.”

      “What about Angel?”

      “If I can’t see him you think they will?”

      Kevin and his friends banged their way up the stairs.

      “Guess not.”

      Kevin et al stood in the doorway. Leonard swung out the window.

      Cowan sat on the sill, waiting his turn.

      Leonard splayed his arms and easily caught the ledge. “See, Cowan. No problem.”

      Cowan swung out, one hand holding onto the sill. Kevin grabbed his arm. Cowan pulled diagonally and down, using Kevin’s strength against him.

      Kevin gripped Cowan’s arm tighter, rolling out the window and over Cowan, holding on all the way.

      “Cowan!”

      Their combined weight moved them too fast and to one side. Leonard reached for them and missed by a foot. Cowan screamed.

      He fell in slow motion. Leonard’s voice came to him over a great distance, Leonard’s words slowed and paced by Cowan’s own heartbeat.

      He watched Kevin’s friends fill the attic as they fell, Kevin’s friends’ eyes wide and their voices as dulled as Leonard’s. Somewhere beside him Kevin screamed and clutched him.

      He heard everyone’s breathing, loud and volcanic. Bracing winds of cold slithered past him, moved through his clothes and found his skin as he fell. He wondered when he and Kevin would plop in the snow.

      Then he felt himself stopping, staying stationary in the air. Kevin was suddenly pressed tightly against him. Cowan felt great arms around him, supporting him. He heard the constant, steady whoosh of great wings above him.

      And his mind filled with pictures. Colors. Places. Words and thoughts. People. Beings. Creatures Angel had seen over a hundred thousand lifetimes.

      Slowly, the bright pictures began to fade as Cowan saw the ground slowly rise to greet him. Beside him, Kevin snuffled and tears iced his face.

      The pictures in Cowan’s mind continued to fade. The sound of the wings grew soft as he felt the snow compress beneath his feet. He heard sounds in the house and felt more than saw Leonard standing beside him. He began clutching at Angel, trying to hold him, trying to find him. “Don’t go away. Don’t go away. Please don’t go. Please.” He sank to his knees in the snow, holding onto the tips of Angel’s wings as Angel shared the brightest stars in the Universe, the greatest lessons, the strongest colors as his body dissolved away.

      Cowan had a single picture then, a single overwhelming picture filling his mind. He saw Angel’s world, colorless, lifeless, just moving through space, black&white even though the universe around it was filled with colors; blue, red, brown, gold and others Cowen’d never seen in Angel’s eyes before. He saw Angel walking towards another black&white world, another Earth, an Earth of only shape and form, devoid of context and content. Then there was Angel, looking different in his mind but Cowan still knowing it was Angel he saw.

      As he watched, the Angel in his mind gave birth. Two smaller Angels emerged. He looked and, even with his Cap, he recognized the young Angels as himself and Leonard. The Earth was going dark, like Angel’s world. Angel motioned his children towards the black&white Earth and the universe of colors filled it until there were context and content to support the shape and form.

      At the door to the house Cowan heard people breathing. Leonard, behind him, whispered, “My god.”

      The picture in Cowan’s mind blazed bright and a small picture of his father formed in the corner. “Ride, not.” The picture of his father faded away. “Participate, Journey, Life.”

      The blazing picture faded. Nothingness. Emptiness. Angel’s wings slipped gently from Cowan’s fingers.

      Cowan fell forward and cried.

      Sometime later it was dark. The stars were out and could be clearly seen above the trees in the night sky.

      “Cowan? You okay?”

      “Yeah. Kevin still here?”

      “No. He told his friends to go home, to find friends their own age and to leave him alone.”

      Cowan nodded. “Angel’s gone.”

      “I know. We saw.”

      “How?”

      “Right before he died, you could see him. I never really knew what he looked like until the end.”

      Cowan sat up in the snow. Their breaths wisped above them in tiny, moisture laden clouds. He patted the snow and listened to the sibilance of its hard cracking surface beneath his hand.
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