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The Council of the Heavens will observe...

IN JULY OF THE YEAR 811, following years of fighting, Bulgaria readied a last stand against the Byzantine Empire. Emperor Nikephoros I dismissed Krum’s offers for peace and entered Bulgaria with 80,000 soldiers. As the Emperor plundered and razed Bulgaria’s capital, Pliska, Krum dispatched troops into the mountains to block the escape routes of the Byzantine army. In those narrow mountain passes, day and night, men and women built high walls and set traps.

Two weeks earlier, Gutta Sura, a conscripted muleteer for Garan’s droungos from Paphlagonia in the Opsikion Theme, was degraded by his men—first when he tried to buy a girl on the way to the campaign against the Bulgars, and next when he lost two of their mules. Garan replaced Gutta’s hand-ax with a split club and warned him to find fresh pack animals before their return to Ancyra, lest he use his own back to carry spoils and rations. Sisinnios Kabasilas, a champion cavalryman, complemented the disgrace by wrenching a heavily corroded rod around Gutta’s neck, proclaiming it a medalist torc.

The Emperor would have brought the warriors together years ago had it not been for a mutiny at Adrianople. Gutta made a joke of this betrayal, so Garan dragged Gutta from his home and volunteered him into his army as a generous offer to clarify his attitude toward the Emperor. Gutta was forced to sell his property and buy his provisions, unlike the rest of the troops, before leaving for the strange land of the Bulgars to the north through the thick and dark forests of Moesia. His unit marched into Marcellae where they pitched tents, trained and practiced, and waited for the remaining detachments of their empire.

A few years earlier, Krum “the Fearsome” slaughtered thousands of soldiers and civilians in Sardica after reneging his promise to spare them. Gutta’s mother was there, the only person who showed him any love. Whatever thoughts were buried in Gutta’s voice, Garan doubted not whose blood this animal-man wanted on his blade.

Short and wiry, but proud of strong hands and back, Gutta made his living as a subsistence farmer, sledge-maker and game hunter, recently fiddling with live-animal trade and stirring aspirations for rural slave-dealing. But this outcast drifter suffered of people, bittered by their exclusive rituals and rejections. Childhood plague permanently froze his cheek and bogged his words, an ugly face sullied as contagious to the gullible. He slept alone that night by his weak fire under the moonless black sky, alone with his old twisted face above his new twisted torc.

Morning came early with the frightful howling of a naked man high in a tree. Gutta recognized him as Evaristos, the kind stranger who the day before gave the hungry mule driver some of his own beans and hard tack. After Evaristos ignored his superior’s calls and yelled obscenities at Tengri, the Bulgars’ god, and threw his spear at someone’s tent, their droungarios ordered archers to drop him and had his gut speared. When Evaristos’s chest stopped heaving, Gutta made himself laugh so the men would misread his tears.

──────────────

﻿As Svidna’s screams inside her home ended, the screams outside began. More than a day of labor had passed bringing their baby into the world with the roar of Byzantine soldiers pounding against Shumen’s high walls.

Listit pressed the caul of their new baby and packed it away as their midwife, Sodra, frantically wrapped a blood-soaked mother and child. Fires cast the light of Hell through window and door frame, dancing to the song of cries and agony. No time to collect their property, to pack food, a sword. No time for anything. Listit pushed Sodra from his wife, swearing at her into the street to run for her life. Svidna begged Listit to take her baby, to leave her. He rolled cloth around wife and son together and carried them out into the dying city.

An instant on the street, knocked to the cobbled road by man or beast. Mother and infant crying. Listit stood back up, keeping hold of his wife as she pushed and yelled at him. He ran where he could, between and around debris, bodies, people afire. Stunned, Listit stopped and beheld his city. Sunset was letting out the stars as swords and torches spread into the southern corridors of Shumen Fortress. Svidna saw his eyes shine in the fire and put her fingers on his mouth.

Fortress guards yelled their battle cry, swarming against a torn gate, a desperate push to extricate their gentry. Arrows spat at armor, shield, neck. Listit nearly fell as one arrow cut his toes. He rushed between two buildings for cover, Svidna writhing in pain with each of his heavy steps. Listit carried on, toes split open, his whole leg aching now, working his way up the steps to an empty parapet along the fortress’s outer wall. About ten paces ahead, a Byzantine spearman hopped through a crenel off a ladder. Listit turned back only to see a string of Byzantine infantrymen behind him running up the steps to the parapet. Trapped.

He looked at the street far below and told Svidna to close her eyes. A hand reached out from the crenel behind him, grabbing his arm. Listit was spun around as a sword thrust into his chest. A pair of screams and Svidna was dropped against the Byzantine, wedged between his legs and the ladder. The soldier looked down at her, surprise and fear in his face at the squirming bulge under the woman’s wrapping. Her body’s weight against his, the infantryman lost grip of his sword as he reached forward to grab the ladder. Listit tilted onto the soldier, frozen by shock. Svidna screamed and reached out for her husband. One of the soldier’s legs slipped forward off a ladder rung and he fell, his pelvis cracking the rung open and impaling his leg. The spearman reached Listit, pulled him back from the crenel, and knocked him down into the street. Svidna rolled down the ladder a few feet, her cloth wrap catching on the broken rung sticking out of the soldier’s leg. The Byzantine yelled at both the woman and the spearman before he slid off the ladder. She dangled, the cloth tearing as it unraveled. She fell fifteen feet, landing on her back in a young Jerusalem Thorn.

Her eyes squeezed shut, and relaxed.

──────────────

Svidna lay still on her back. Her head throbbed, blood in her eyes, lungs allowing tiny gasps of chilly air. Her bare feet numb in the cold. Nausea, shakes, fever. Hunger and thirst. Between prickly branches she saw a smoky sky, its underside lit by fire, gaps revealing a black night and twinkling stars. Some hours had passed then, she realized. Her baby was cold under what wrapping was left against her chest, his crying fearfully light now. The sounds of death and clangs of metal were gone, but she could hear Greek words somewhere; sarcasm before the torture and execution of some Bulgars.

In the grass, she found some black currants and ate what she could reach. It was strange to find these berries here so far east of the Rhodopes. So she decided that they were Tengri’s portent for the Byzantines, and a little comfort from Listit.

Throughout the chilly night, Svidna kept her baby warm best she could, quiet and calm some distance from captives begging for the lenience of slavery. Her aching back and the threat of thorns kept her still. She could move her head some, but it made her dizzy. She remained in the brush and worked to nurse her newborn.

──────────────

Garan raised his head as high as he could, looking at the morning sun’s rays drifting through black alder trees. The trickling brook behind him was barely as loud as his moans.

The rope was tight in Garan’s mouth. His hands were nailed together above his head on the moss-drenched tree far from camp, blood and urine seeping through his trousers. Gutta dragged Kabasilas’s corpse next to Garan, took his sword, and thanked him for his generosity. He then paced around Garan’s tree, stepping on Kabasilas’s head, tapping and rolling the sword along his torc while biting on his thumb. When Gutta cut off the rope in Garan’s mouth, Garan blew air at him; a piteous attempt at spitting. Gutta patted him on his shoulder, nodded and snarled. He pulled the torc apart with little effort and dropped it at Garan’s feet.

A pair of ravens twitched their wings at the gurgled scream.

──────────────

Svidna trudged deeper through the forest on bare feet, pulling out thorns when she could stand it. She let her baby cry what he could between naps. She sat on a small boulder below a large crag, petted her son’s head, and kissed his cheek. She thought about Listit, about what names he would like. She prayed for Sodra, for her mother, her long-deceased father, her friends. She closed her eyes and prayed for her son. And she slept under a warm sun between the cliff and trees.

A quick gasp raised her head. The sound of breaking twigs or branches came closer. She ducked behind the rock, trying to pacify her baby with her breast. Her son cried, and the rustling stopped. She slowly peeked over the rock, praying to see a small animal or friendly stranger. Not more than twenty paces away, the eyes on a Byzantine’s grotesque face crawled over this miserable, young woman. Svidna took off running on bloody feet. Gutta burst through tall bushes, sliding on loose gravel without losing balance.

Svidna came around a high cliff into jagged rocks, fighting through packed shrubs and dead-bare beech trees at the base of a craggy stone hill. Gutta slammed down on his feet a few steps behind her and stopped his chase. She hoisted herself over a flat slate rock, her bloody foot slipped, falling on her knee and scraping deep along her leg. Her baby fell from her hands—a dreadful cry once he hit the hard rock. Useless. All the crevices and holes she could hide in had she enough time, distance. She cradled her son in her arms, her back to Gutta, weeping.

He drew his sword and twirled it around his wrist while uttering some words in Greek. He wanted her to know the time he would use, and his name. As he ambled toward them, he stopped before a long fissure. Too far to jump. Odd⁠—this crack in the rock wasn’t obvious from his sight a few steps back. But no matter, for it was only as deep as his shoulders. He sheathed his sword and dropped down.

Gutta rolled around in dirt and leaves, crying and moaning. He got himself up loosely straight, hobbling about, swearing at everything. His foot was angled, the pain excruciating to twist it back in place. For this he decided that the little wench would take shaming honors and be made to sacrifice both of her feet.

He couldn’t see her from any place he stood. This fissure was much deeper than his eyes had told him. Twice as much, perhaps. And the curve of the rock on her side of this corridor would keep him from climbing over. He cursed his sight for missing that detail, cussing at these fitful shapes of nature. Gutta limped between the stone walls, around the rock to where he had seen a break in the open before he dropped down here.

But it wasn’t there.

The corridor walls closed in a tight V-shape and were too narrow for Gutta to climb. He looked back and turned, hastening his pace, stumbling a few times. He came around to a cave, sloshing in thin water. He hopped up, wrapping his fingers to the jutting roof of the cave entrance. Yet he could not pull himself up. Frustration squeezing into his fists, he headed back to where he started, to climb back up to the side where he dropped from.

For all the cracks in the solid rock, they were too smooth for any grip. Even a long tree root offered no assistance despite his furious efforts. He struck his sword into the rock wall. Not a scratch. Gutta swore at the sky and swore at the young woman, jumping and banging his sword against the walls.

Svidna heard nothing.

She peered over the rock and did not see her monster. Her baby was all right. His crying had stopped. He was bruised, but he looked okay. She looked around, stood up, and worked her way forward, hurrying into bushes where she paused. It was quiet. Svidna summoned her courage and some energy, and sprinted into deep woods. She broke onto a trail and in front of men on horses. Heavy Bulgar cavalry. She collapsed in tears. After she told them what happened, one of the cavalrymen summoned a pair of footmen and a scout to look for the Byzantine. They reported back with no signs of him. Svidna was clothed and fed, and they were carried off to a camp in the Balkans. She slept most of the way.

──────────────

There was a tiny light in the cave. Gutta spotted it and hobbled inside. The cave was fast dark, the sun straying inside no more than arm’s reach. The water was still and quiet and no higher than his twisted ankle. He felt along the cave walls as he walked. The tiny light reflected a sharp line in the water, quivering with his steps.

After a while, he noticed that the cave walls had become smooth and straight, surpassing Constantinople’s finest marble. And the light wasn’t getting any bigger. He turned around and fear overwhelmed him when the entrance was no longer visible. How far had he walked? He moved back the other way a few steps and lost contact with the cave wall. He moved in a large circle to find it again, but like the entrance, it was also lost. He was lost. Lost in blackness, in his confusion, his fear. Gutta called out into the void. He slumped down on the ground, discovering that it was dry and smooth. And warm. The moisture in the soles of his leather boots still sloshed a little, so he could not know how long his journey was on dry ground.

He looked back at the tiny light. And he noticed another. He rubbed his eyes and blinked, and in a moment he saw yet another. Then more. His eyes adjusted, spotting hundreds, thousands of minuscule lights. They were twinkling. Some faint, others getting brighter. These stars were all around him in the floor, walls, ceiling. He walked toward some, but he could not reach any. As he moved, they disappeared or moved with him.

A swish of some sort through the air. Some of the lights left briefly. Gutta watched the lights come and go and observed a pattern: a group of these lights was disappearing in a circle around him. After a few moments, he recognized a form between the lights: a man! He pointed his sword and called out a threat but heard nothing. Gutta waved the sword and made a short lunge. A spectacle on his arm took his attention. Specks of light covered his arm, his hand, then his sword, then his chest and legs—his entire body was sparkling. He looked back at the man and jolted when he noticed the specks of light floating rapidly toward him through the air, blending into his skin and clothes. He turned from the stranger and limped as fast as he could, hand waving in front of his face while more specks came from the darkness.

When he saw his hand, he stopped in panic; his whole arm was glistening and would not bend. The lights were dissolving into his skin, leaving a thick, glassy coat and a penetrating heat. He brought his sword in front and saw the bones in his fingers, translucent and welded onto the handle. He could no longer move his arm and shoulder. When the creeping heat reached his legs, he looked down and saw that he could no longer run. A tingling noise crawled up his chest toward his neck, and his lips and teeth felt like they were cracking.

The resonance of his scream increased into echoes that shook the entire chamber for a moment. Then all became still and quiet save for a mind trapped in glass.

The lights were steady for a while before fading away. One remained lit into the morning and lit for the next thousand years, and a tormented thought nearby could never escape it.

STRETCHING

K E L L Y

Part I
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KELLY CUTTING STOOD ALONE outside Gienrus & Weisgarber Funeral Home monitoring a trio of crows harassing a gray squirrel in a big, wet tree. Beside the tree was a distant but full view of Missoula, Montana, and her own home was easy to spot from here.

Earlier, she had seen the closed casket as people entered through open doors. Too mangled a body, she supposed, demanding a modesty that would keep her from seeing her brother, Michael, one last time. She hadn’t asked yet if she could attend Shelly’s funeral. She wasn’t sure if she could stand it, let alone if she was expected to go anyway. Kelly loved her as much as she loved Michael. She couldn’t remember if anyone had told her how and where Michael and his girlfriend met. Her heart ached at the many questions coming to her now.

She opened her left hand and stared at her fingers and palm. The deep scars were smaller today.

A growing drizzle brought Kelly inside. She took a corner and dried the thick lenses of her designer Leyramme eyeglasses. Tucked loosely in a small crowd, she found her mother talking with strangers and friends. Her mother glanced at her. A black lace mantilla honored her mother’s beautiful, soft red hair—an appropriate choice for this Irishwoman. Approaching her little child, Eileen Cutting bowed her head and tucked her chin.

“Oh, Kelly. Mike is always with us, he always will—will always look over us. He loves you so much and he hasn’t left us, not at all.” She took Kelly’s hand and spread it open onto her daughter’s chest. “Your heart is—that’s where you find him. Any time you want to see him, feel him, just close your eyes and imagine a place, and he will be right there with you. Because family never leaves. He is proud of you and he loves you so.”

“But he did leave us. He’s gone!” Kelly cried.

“His body is...broken. But his spirit is right here. You are so young. Give it some time and you’ll understand.”

This nine-year-old girl had faced death thrice before, and the lessons, she realized, did not get easier.

“Kelly, do you remember when he had First Base?” Michael’s pet beagle. First Base was the posthumous name of his puppy that died a week after his adoption. “Remember when you and First Base were playing outside? You were so muddy,” Eileen said with a smile and tears. “And you were fussy and hadn’t bathed yet that morning. Remember?”

Kelly nodded.

“You two made such a ruckus. I came to see and you were so cute. I wish I could find the camera. You were playing with him and had that toy frog. And you were playing tug-of-war with it. Then Michael came out and gave First Base another toy, the one shaped like a weird plant. You asked him what that was. What did he say?”

Kelly remembered, and with a sad mix of laughter and crying, she replied, “Why, it’s a fiddlestick, smelly Kelly. Give the dog a frog.” Michael frequently confused fiddleheads with fiddlesticks, an error excused by familiarity.

Eileen’s hand wrapped around Kelly’s cheek, petting her face and hair. “That’s how you find him. No memory is more precious than your happiest moments with your family. Whenever you need someone and that someone isn’t with you in body, think back to the times when they—when they touched you in spirit. Listen with your heart and that’s how you hear them.”

Kelly did not recognize most of the people there. The soft chatting was polite enough to heed any whispers of comfort her brother could have been offering.

Kelly’s nose turned her head to an old couple standing alone by the exit. “Who are they?”

“Your aunt and uncle, Paddy and Gerard. Don’t talk to them.”

“Why?” Kelly saw her mother talking to them briefly when they first arrived. She didn’t know their clothes except that they looked expensive. Must be rich folk. That might be why she had never met them before. They were like musty mannequins in her view, hushed and static. She guessed they wanted to be left alone, that people might harass them for money.

“You want nothing to do with them, understand? They aren’t really related to you by blood. I’ll explain later. It’s okay. They’re just—they don’t want to be bothered. Had a long drive from Spokane, so they’re tired. Come sit with me.”

Eileen led her daughter to the front row and tapped the crest on Kelly’s chair, and they sat together.

Kelly’s hand held a ring she did not remember taking from her pocket a moment ago. She could almost convince herself that Michael put it there. Will he go around visiting family and friends? With this thought, Kelly surveyed the living and found sitting across the aisle a girl two years younger with both her feet flat on the floor. Little Kelly tipped her toes down to no avail.

Her father near the casket. She watched his curled hands loosen and his head turn down. Kelly slid off the chair and walked over to her father, reaching out to touch his hand.

──────────────

Birdsong accompanied a bright morning sky through the windows of a quiet home. A tiny hand inched around the open door of her brother’s old room, trying not to disturb the sleeping spirit. But things were different now. Michael wouldn’t mind, Kelly was sure. After a glance at his bed and desk, she entered slowly and headed toward the night table. Hesitation paused her return of a gift—a pressed copper wire ring—where her brother might find it. The gentle clink of metal on polished wood was a soothing token, like the reflection in the grain where she hoped to see his face.
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WHILE ON HIS BIRTHDAY TOUR of Northern Ireland, David Cutting met his future wife, Eiblín Céitinn, at a pub in Coleraine. With some trouble pronouncing her name, she permitted him the Anglicized version of Eileen Keating. A simple coincidence of shared birthdays encouraged the sharing of other coincidences that Fate sometimes lends in a game of passion.

David first noticed her two nights earlier in a play at the University of Ulster’s Riverside Theatre. With but ten minutes on stage, she continued her performance in his mind for the remaining hour. During her brief visit to his eyes, David noticed something tiny fall from her neck. As everyone on stage continued, David wondered if he was the only one in the entire theater who saw it fall. He decided that the keepsake’s overlooked departure was a testament to her magnetizing performance.

He tried to pay attention to everything else in A Bloke for Duncan. Her straight, shoulder-length hair was dyed bright orange-red on the ends and peroxide blonde halfway up. The bold style accented her confident voice. She commanded attention and respect, quieting the conversationalists in the audience. It was after she left that David saw the flat talent in the rest of the room. She was fascinating, and then she was gone.

The play ended and the audience clapped and stood and found the exit. David stayed for a bit. He didn’t know why he sat there, arms crossed, watching the cast and crew chatting and hugging and packing. After he finished examining his mood, he headed for the stairs. On his way out, he spotted what he thought was a tiny costume piece on the stage floor. He ventured near the stage and picked up a silver necklace with two welded crosses.

Five excuse me’s were politely answered, but no one knew where she had gone and no one would trust the stranger with her name. So the necklace stayed in his coat pocket until two nights later, in the pub, Eileen was surprised by a man she did notice in the audience at the theater and remembered. An observant American had saved her childhood relic, the only gift she had left of her late parents. She invited him to a chair with her friends and tales were shared.

A year later they married in Chillicothe, Ohio.

In a few months, Michael would be born. They almost lost him because of a prolapsed umbilical cord, but their doctor managed the successful delivery without a cesarean. And strictly by a miracle, as his mother had sworn. Eileen let herself see three angels in her hospital room, and for the coming months, the angels stayed by his crib. While not at all religious, her husband risked no sneer with these guardians.

Three years later, they moved to Montana. David advanced his career as a senior CNC programming specialist for BrinStat Industries & Solutions, providing his family with a comfortable living in a quiet suburban neighborhood. Eileen took advantage of free part-time night classes in a healthcare and social assistance course. Despite some immigration hassles, they planned and enjoyed what was becoming an idyllic life. The following year Eileen gave David their first daughter, Annabel, and then came their first great struggle: by age three, Annabel was diagnosed with cystic fibrosis. It was a new, aggressive form that researchers had identified in twelve other people worldwide.

Eileen knew well what that meant. Cystic fibrosis is more prevalent in Ireland than anywhere else in the world, and the media there reports statistics that one in twenty is a genetic carrier. Eileen’s saliva sample tested negative for the various mutations years ago, but lab tests aren’t always perfect. For Annabel this meant a short life harassed by lung infections, malnutrition, and demanding physical therapy.

Eileen was a month pregnant with Kelly when Anna was diagnosed. Had they known she and David carried the mutation, she might not have risked another child. But their doctor ordered a chorionic villus biopsy, and the results were promising. So as before, they prepared for their new baby and indulged their inner psychics with predicting her features and career goals.

On an early summer morning, David was covered in mud. Rain and wind and screaming had escorted the car off the road, and nature’s fierce argument discouraged the two passersby David saw from offering help as he tried in vain to push his car out of the ditch. Five hours in labor—without analgesics, without a cell phone—but not one minute of regret between the two for their precious baby girl. There was Kelly, and there was David and Eileen beaming, looking over her face and attributing its parts.

Kelly had turned seven the month before when her family went to Chicago for Annabel’s award ceremony. The Autosomal Recessive Disorders Research Center was to present Annabel with a medallion after she gained national recognition for her efforts to reach out to other children who know the air they struggle for. The trip was a delight for Kellyanna, the inseparable duo as they were often called, with Michael and Kelly making fools of themselves for Anna. The silly song they made up along the way and a giggling Annabel had squeezed a smile under Eileen’s pursed lips as she tried to drive without breaking into a fit of laughter.

Fifteen miles outside Chicago, Eileen safely pulled over for gas.
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Chapter Three

[image: ]




“Dry veneer.”

“Drive a near? What?” David had long ago grown accustomed to his wife’s thick Dublin English accent, but there were occasional instances when his ears juggled the sounds. She had lost little of the accent, much to his pleasure. She stood at the entrance to their garage watching him organize boxes, the remains of their son’s property.

“This desert, it’s a dry veneer,” Eileen said, making no effort this time to carefully enunciate her words. She waved her arm out a few inches to point at the horizon like a lackadaisical trade-show model on her last tired day at work. “The mountains are grand, like, but not spectacular, not like home.”

Home? David knew what was coming. He had anticipated this the day he realized he was in love, when he started wooing her across the Atlantic.

“Flowers from strangers. Do they all be like this?” Eileen asked.

“I think so. The folks here are nice. They do that.”

“Someone left in a box of sweets,” Eileen said, using a Dublin phrase for dropping candy off.

“One of the kids, I think.”

“I was meant to buy him a laptop,” Eileen said of Michael, fighting back tears.

“I know.”

“You didn’t have to bring me here.”

“Missoula?”

“The States.”

“Don’t play games with the past. Worse things could’ve happened somewhere else.”

“Worse? Kelly is all I have left. You know what I lost. I died when we lost Anna. Now Michael. Like my spirit abandoned me. Swords is waiting for me. I’m drying out here.”

“You’re not dying. It’s—”

“DRYING.”

David took a breath. He noticed an empty wine glass in her hand, hiding behind her back. “You never talked like this before, Eileen. You always told me how wonderful life was for you now, that there are opportunities you never had and always wanted. This is just that part of you still hurting. You have to give it some time. You will feel better.”

The child of her memories in Swords and Applewood and Pinnock Hill tugged at her, opening tiny hands and offering a tranquility she feared might not survive long. She watched her neighbor’s little boy, Toby, playing across the street beside his mailbox, and an uncomfortable envy wrote deals in her mind. “I’m taking Kelly with me back to Ireland. She’s never been. I think she deserves that much from us,” Eileen said, still watching Toby.

David came up behind her, rubbing her shoulders. “We’re building a future here. And you’ve made friends. We’ll build our own home before Kelly graduates. We can do a Tudor cottage, or one like Duck Island, just like you want.” 

“What friends?”

“What about Chance?”

“Yer one is more into you than me, so she is. And you know why. And about all the friends you have? Your old mates, they don’t bother with you now. There are no more dreams here.” They watched as Kelly came outside and crossed the street to visit Toby. “I’d ask God where my babies are, only I haven’t the wisdom to find them now,” Eileen said as she turned around to have his eyes, hers now fully teared. “I can cheer for them. I cannot take the hurt off them.”

“They have no pain now. Except for us, maybe.”

“That’s what I mean. Let us go, just for a while. I’ll call you as soon as we get there.”

Toby was dumping gravel into the bucket of his payloader when Kelly sat beside him and assisted in part of his civil engineering project. At four years of age, he was a bit smaller than Kelly but no less the friend. Toby evicted a dandelion from his project area. “Love you’s Kelly. Will you mar–ry me?” he asked, offering her the weed.

“Maybe someday. I love you, too,” she said, giving him a big hug. Kelly had thought of him as her little brother. His family moved to Missoula earlier that year. The first time she met him, he took to her right away, as if he had always known her. He was always polite to her and such a gentleman. Whenever she thought of him, she remembered that cute tuxedo he had on when he came home from a relative’s wedding, and his unforgettable engaging smile. She especially admired his cool-amber eyes.

“Don’t worry,” Toby said, observing Kelly’s empty expression. “You’ll see Michael in Heaven someday. That’s where we all go when God’s ready to take us up there for sa–⁠savation of plans.”

“Yeah. When it’s time for me to go.” Kelly glanced over at her parents. The sight of them holding each other was a warmth she could feel from there. It became a memory she would frequently visit.

David kissed his wife’s cheek. “We can go away together for a time. It’s been a few years since we saw Spokane. I doubt Kelly remembers much of it. We’ll see the coast. Then when we come back, if you still want us to go to Ireland, I can arrange some time off.” He slipped the glass out of her hand and rested it on a shelf.

“No. You stay here. Mind the house.”

David’s brows crinkled as he shrank back.

“It’s grand,” Eileen said, taking his hands. “It’s alright, love. I’ll ring you when we land. And every night there.”

Kelly plowed a mound of dirt forward for Toby to excavate. “Let’s go for a walk,” she said.

“No! Mommy doesn’t want me going off like that no more.”

“Wanna go to the park? My dad will take us.”

Toby looked over his shoulder. “There’s a path out back. Goes to an old dirt road and there’s a field and a swing on a tree. Let’s go there after lunch.”

“Okay,” Kelly nodded. “What time does your family eat?”

“Um hold on. Mamaw!” Toby jumped up and ran to his front door. Apparently, his mother had been standing behind her storm door monitoring the two. She opened the door to hear Toby’s proposal, and Toby looked back at Kelly before his mother pulled him inside and shut her door. Feeling strangely abandoned, Kelly got herself up, brushed off some dirt, and headed over to her parents.

“C’mere inside to me. I want a word,” Eileen said to Kelly, petting her daughter’s hair.

“I want to ask Dad something first.”

“I’ll be in the sitting room.”

Six neatly stacked large boxes towered over her. A set of candles and incense, basketball hoop and other sports equipment were waiting on the floor to be sorted and put away. The weight set father and son shared looked safe from the looming storage.

“How’s Toby doing?” David asked as he tipped over a twenty-liter plastic pail and sat down beside her.

“He wants me to marry him.”

“Ha! Of course he does. And I’m not surprised at all because you’re so beautiful, honey.”

“I know dads are supposed to say that even though it’s not true but they do and that’s nice.”

“What? You are beautiful. I never lie to you. In a few years, you’re going to have boys chasing after you and—” Scenes flashed in his mind. “And then we’ll talk.”

Kelly sat down on his leg. “Are you going to put away Mike’s things in his room, too?”

“We hadn’t planned on it. We left Anna’s room the way it was, so I think we can leave Mike’s room alone.”

Kelly rested her head on her father’s chest. “Is God going to take me away soon?”

David wrapped his arms around Kelly and rocked a little. “Kelly, God doesn’t take anyone away. Accidents happen, but not by his hand. Michael and Michelle died because the brakes on a big truck failed. It was no one’s fault and it most certainly wasn’t God’s intention.”

“Then why didn’t he stop it? Mom said he can do anything.”

“Because he doesn’t usually get involved in our affairs, no matter the consequences. You can’t fix things with magic. He can see far ahead and know what can happen if he makes the slightest change in a person’s destiny. That’s what people mean when they say ‘He has His reasons.’ But that doesn’t mean we shouldn’t have a relationship with him. We have to strive to understand, to look for answers. And someday, we might recognize them. That’s a big part of your spiritual development.”

“I thought you don’t believe in God,” Kelly said.

“I do believe in God. I just don’t believe in religion.”

“What do you believe in?”

“I believe in you. You are my daughter and I love you more than anything else in the world. And I promise you that Mom and I will do everything we can to help you, to see you become the best person you can be, to do all the things you want to do. Don’t you worry about anything. We will do whatever it takes to keep you safe and healthy.”

“I promise I’ll make you proud of me. For Mike and Anna, too. I love you, Daddy.”

“I love you too.”

A quick kiss and Kelly went in to see her mother.
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Chapter Four
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PATIENT ROWS OF ASPEN hid their thousands-year-old roots under an abandoned trail freckled with daisies and thin-leaved owl clovers wriggling through a lichen carpet. The cool April wind carried the trees’ conversations through their young lime-green leaves, a sound reminiscent of a busy river. Ancient tire marks gave Kelly Cutting and Toby Beeler paired routes to their destination eleven hundred feet from Toby’s house.

“When you going back to Irand?” Toby asked.

Kelly shrugged. “In a month maybe. I’ve never been there. Mom wants me to see her homeland and find my ancestors.”

“What are those?”

“Really old relatives who died a long time ago. Is your mom going to be angry at us?”

“She’s sleeping now so I’ll ask her if it was okay when we go back,” Toby said, bobbing his head side to side. “Can I play with Sooh–than B. Anth–uhwee?”

“Susan B. Anthony. If you come over, I’ll let you play with him, but only with me, too.”

The trail turned right into a large field sloping down into the valley. The view of mountains near Hellgate Canyon cleared treetops in the distance. An old sugar maple, burdened to rope and tire, looked lonely and inviting.

Kelly mounted the topside of the tire swing and watched Toby dig up a Superman lunch box from under a small rock pile guarded by a rusted-dead farm tractor. After he deposited a dollar bill and some rubber bands from his pocket into the box, he pulled a nylon stocking over his head and retrieved a toy pistol. “Stick it up!” When Kelly started laughing at his new face, he pulled the stocking off and worked the tire back and forth with the strength he could offer. Then he picked a fight with an alien riding a grizzly bear. Kelly watched her fearless knight defending her, and for a moment she forgot the things that hurt.

“Kelly, I’m going to give you my retirement money next week. We’ll have a party here so bring all your friends and some snacks, but don’t tell Mama.”

“You can keep it. I get money from my parents. Besides, you might need it in case you end up getting married and have to pay for your wedding and go on your wedding holiday.”

Toby resumed his battle with an alien attack ship, throwing a grenade and launching an array of missiles into the sky. His over-the-top performance of the explosions almost sent Kelly to the ground in laughter. Then at once the war with the aliens was over and Toby walked over to Kelly, wrapped his arms around her leg, and looked up through her thick glasses to share their smiles.

Kelly took Toby’s hand and led him a little way into the field where the grass grew to their shoulders. Leading him dancing in a circle, marking a dimple in the field, she taught him the song “If All the Raindrops.” For the first few minutes, Toby followed as best he could before he broke from the lesson and started tickling Kelly. She repelled the attack by pulling him down to the ground and winning his submission. There they lay side by side, under the warmth of the sun. A gift of dandelion snow served as a little magic for the princess and her knight, nature’s confetti to celebrate their friendship.

Kelly’s bright blue eyes traveled around Toby’s face. As she considered the dark brown patch in Toby’s left iris—a sectoral heterochromia—she recalled the saying, “The eyes are the windows to the soul,” and ascribed a spiritual meaning to this feature of his eye. Each blink she observed in his eyes felt like a spirit’s heartbeat, and she thought she might hear the beats if she tried hard enough. She put her hand on his chest. An idea grew, that maybe she could find some magic to collect a person’s heartbeats. Maybe she could find Mike’s and Anna’s and keep them close to her heart. Her mother’s voice came to her thoughts: “Any time you want to see him, feel him, close your eyes and imagine a place, and he will be there with you.” Kelly rolled onto her back and closed her eyes.

She lay still to invite her siblings into this moment. Her body was feeling lighter. The wind passing through the grass softened, slowing the waves of shadowed lines that shone through her thin eyelids.

Kelly found a beautiful palace... Marble spires gilded with gold, pearl inlays, breathing carnations, and sprinkling rose petals of every color. An enormous golden crystal dragon slept behind the palace, its chest calmly pulsing. Kelly stood tall in a pure white silk gown before a double arch stone bridge with glimmering ivy wrapping its sides, flanked by blue diamond statues of great gray owls twice her height. Far ahead of her past the bridge, a unicorn slowly walked toward her and stopped in front of the bridge. As Kelly approached it, the creature turned away and disappeared. Farther ahead, she spotted a human figure standing at the immense palace gate. Kelly walked over the bridge and headed toward the gate, the owl statues’ heads turning as she passed. As the figure’s form and face were becoming clear, her eyes opened.

“Did you just kiss me?”

“No,” Toby said, his face an inch away, his eyebrows raising. His answer sounded more like a question. Kelly tilted her head and pouted her lips to tell him that she knew better. Toby mistook the expression as an invitation for another kiss and planted it accordingly.

“Stop!”

A loud BOOM! startled them. Peeking their heads over the grass, they saw an old man standing in front of a black, smoking car with its hood up. His head turned and their eyes met. The creepy frustration in his face sent Toby and Kelly running back down the trail with the thrill of running from pretend monsters. Halfway down the trail, they stopped and looked back, canceling the false alarm that they took for a little fun.
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“In the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, Amen. Bless us, O Lord, and these thy gifts, which we are about to receive from thy bounty. Through Christ, our Lord. Amen. Dear Father, Son, Holy Spirit, Amen.”

The night Annabel died, David started saying grace with his family. They held hands a moment longer as Eileen cried. Tonight, their hands had a firmer grip.

Kelly picked up Susan B. Anthony, her six-pound black Havana rabbit, and placed him on their table. David opened his mouth, but that was all. Kelly’s family usually called him Anthony, but Kelly always used his full name.

The Cuttings lived in a two-story, split-level ranch-style home in a quiet residential neighborhood. The extra-large windows of the family room allowed a wide view of their backyard and Clark Fork River in the distance. Their Crown kitchen was a chef’s prize, redesigned by David himself for Eileen’s superb cooking skills when they first bought the house. The dining room, with its inviting carved slate and mosaic-inlay walls, served as the family’s hub. And as with every Saturday night before dining, one of Anna’s many poems would be read aloud. Tonight was Kelly’s turn.

My Gifts For My Family

by Annabel Aleida Cutting

When I go to Heaven

I will paint colors on leaves

and ask stars to shine brightly.

I will send my tears in the rain

and down to the dry soil and thirsty daisies

and march the worms in a parade.

I reached out and held a cloud,

and sprinkled angel dust.

But I didn’t know I wasn’t allowed

and some rule turned it into rust.

I don’t know why life forbids magic

and why it has these strange laws.

I wish things were not so tragic,

but I guess I had the shortest of straws.

So the best gift I can give my family when I go

and everyone else I adore

is my love for all their candor.

Eileen, staring at her plate, made a sound that Kelly and David thought was the beginning of a sneeze. Then after a pause, she raised her head and smiled. “When Michael was in the ninth grade, back when he was in that play at church, the one about Jesus’s lessons? The part where the scribes and Pharisees brought the girl, the woman who committed adultery, and they asked Elvin, who was playing Jesus, what they should do. And when Elvin said his line, ‘He that has not sinned, let him cast the first stone at her.’–Oh God.” Eileen’s little smirk made her feel a bit guilty as she shook her head. “And after the guys dropped their stones one by one, what does Michael do? He walks up to Elvin, Jesus, and tries to hand him his stone while winking and nudging him, pointing at the girl with his eyes. I couldn’t believe that!” Eileen poked David’s arm while she held back a chuckle. “Everyone cracked up, and Father Rhett was not happy, especially with you laughing the loudest.”

David nodded with a smile. “Do you remember why he was wearing a blue coat, yellow breeches, and top boots? I guess they decided to let that go.”

Although Kelly did not remember the play, nor understand the humor, she laughed with her parents. And the three of them realized that a new tradition had started to celebrate their dearly departed. A pattern emerged in Kelly’s mind, and she wondered what her parents might do with her own departure.

As David began carving the meat and serving dinner, Eileen touched Kelly’s hand. “Are you going to be okay tomorrow at school?”

Kelly nodded.

“I rang Mrs. Yamamoto. If you have any trouble, you can excuse yourself. Just be sure to ring me, okay?”

Kelly continued her nod. “I will. Thank you, Mom.”

David took a quick look at his wife and then said to Kelly, “You can call me, too, hon. Any time you need. For any reason at all. You know I’m always there for you.”

“I know. Thank you. May I have some gravy, please?”

David raced Eileen to hand the sauce boat to Kelly.

“Would you look,” Eileen gently said, taken aback.

David asked, “What?” and returned to serving. “Is it just me or has it been raining a lot lately? A real lot.”

“Is there something we need to talk about?” Eileen asked.

“I need to practice my martini advert.” David looked over at his daughter, admiring her graceful, delicate effort with fork and knife. “You’re a rare, special kid, you know?” He rolled his thumb at Kelly and said to Eileen, “She’s the only kid I know who would turn down candy or ice cream for a piece of broccoli. Her eating habits beats everyone I know. Beats mine.”

“How come we didn’t have any real relatives at Mike’s funeral?” Kelly asked.

As David started working an answer, Eileen replied, “Because your father has only the one.”

“I have more than one,” David said sharply. “They’re scattered, but there are quite a few.”

“A cold cousin and an adopted aunt doesn’t exactly make ‘dozens and dozens’ of relatives, love,” Eileen said, scratching quotation marks in the air with her fingers.

Six o’clock, and David’s media computer floated in the air the third movement of Johannes Brahms’s Piano Quartet in C minor, Opus 60, ‘Andante’. David had programmed his PC to play a random selection of three classical pieces every evening. Earlier that year, Eileen happened upon a reproduction of a daguerreotype of Brahms at a yard sale, and hung it on the wall near the computer. Less than two months later, another forty portraits of great masters had joined the chorus. Then Kelly found a picture of Mickey Mouse conducting Fantasia and added it to the collection.

David made a few noticeable clangs with his knife and fork as he began eating. “Well, when you and Kelly move back to Ireland, you can call that two more relatives who have nothing to do with me. Someone somewhere is whittling notches right now.”

Kelly’s jaw dropped. “What is he talking about, Mom?”

“Your mom is very beautiful,” David said.

Eileen’s eyes narrowed politely as they shifted. “He knows that is not true. He is only upset that we are going alone together.”

David put his utensils down, folded his arms on the table, and gave Eileen a brief stare. “I never knew my father, my mother left me with my cousin when I was twelve, it’s the story of my life. It’s all I know.” He looked over at Kelly. “I’m sorry, honey. That’s not what I meant. I know it’s not your decision.”

Eileen slid her hand around David’s shoulder. “Ah, I lost my family when I was young, too, you know. You know well.”

“Not the same thing. It’s not at all the same. Your family didn’t reject you. They didn’t leave you behind.” He rubbed his palm over his forehead. “I have lots of relatives. They don’t have me. It’s all I’ve ever known.”

“No one’s rejecting you. Not here, not us. We will come back to you. I need this. You need this. Kelly and I will be home with you again. Soon, I promise.”

A chilly quiet for a time as they ate and then, “I don’t need this. I need my family, I need you here with me,” David said.

“I married a puppy!” Eileen said to herself as she looked at Kelly. Her daughter responded with a hiccup.

Dinner ended with Beethoven’s Seventh Symphony, Opus 92, second movement, ‘Allegretto,’ lighting a mood much like their conversation.

Despite her tiny stature, Kelly always did her part to clear the table and help with dishes. She stood on her mahogany two-step folding step stool, rinsing and drying the dishes her mother passed to her.

Kelly checked on her father over her shoulder a few times, him sitting at the table, hand in fist under his chin supporting a somber face. Through the window over the sink, she thought she saw snow settling on the three-ride carousel in their yard. Then another flash from the wet dishes her mother spun in her hands, reflecting on the glass. Kellyanna once successfully wheedled Mike into riding the carousel with them a few years ago, when their dad first acquired it. Anna took the mermaid, Mike squeezed onto the chameleon, and Kelly claimed the unicorn. It was a short, but strong, memory. Now their merry-go-round lay pale behind high grass.

Laughter broke into the kitchen, startling Kelly when she heard it. Eileen had dabbed suds on Kelly’s nose, a perfect ball which inadvertently gave her a white clown nose. Kelly wiped off the soap suds and blew out a few bubbles from her nostrils, sharing her parents’ laughs. David brightened up, asking Kelly, “Are you my goofy-giggly girl? I want your jelly-belly, Kelly!” and darted his fingers at her belly. Kelly screeched between her giggles, running for cover under the sofa. David grabbed her legs, pulled her out, and blew raspberries on her stomach. Eileen finished the last of the dishes while she glanced back at her husband and daughter, and for a few seconds, she saw Michael playing with Kelly.

Bedtime came past due, so David gave Kelly a piggyback ride up the stairs to her room. He returned to his wife while Kelly got ready for bed, and they looked for a few words when they were alone in the kitchen. David held her a while and whispered “Okay,” and Eileen nestled her head on his neck for a few minutes. Then she went up to tuck Kelly in.

“I can’t wait for you to see Ireland. You’ll fall in love with it. I’m going to show you the house I grew up in and where I went to school. We’ll see where your nana and grandad lived as well.” Eileen stroked Kelly’s cheek with the back of her fingers.

“Why can’t Dad come with us?” Kelly rolled to her side, hands together between head and pillow. Her mother kissed her cheek.

“He doesn’t need to. Besides, he’d eat the head off the muppet I have to deal with.”

Kelly recognized her mother’s Irish slang, but it did arrange a funny sight in her head.

“My child, these are hard times for you—for us. I am so sorry, but we’re together. We’re always together, right, love.”

Kelly’s voice cracked a little. “I closed my eyes today and wished to touch them. I thought I felt their hearts.”

“You can. Put your hand on your chest and you will feel the same beat. You will feel.” Eileen pulled the blanket to Kelly’s neck and left her daughter with the door wide open.

“You will feel,” Kelly whispered after her mom.

Kelly wished the night to bring dreams of Mike and Anna and Shelly, with clear color and tight hugs. A memory of a fawn licking her face came from somewhere. The tears on her pillow were cold.

──────────────

The next morning, Kelly’s third-grade teacher, back from maternity leave, was glowing. Kelly’s eyes were wide in front of the dozen baby photos neatly fixed on the wall behind Mrs. Jillian Yamamoto. A thought of reincarnation came to her mind, a silly hope she quickly dismissed.

Kelly kindly ignored the glances of concerned classmates. Most of that went away when they each began reading to the class their writing assignment, What You Feel You Do Well. When Kelly stood up in front of everyone, the attention nearly froze her with the first line. The silence was patient, a little reassurance in the smiles of friends trying to carry her through. And once she made it through the rest of the words, she returned to her desk to wait for the shaking to stop. She thought now might be a good time to call Mom.

“Kelly, can you come with us, please?”

A woman and a policeman were standing by the door. Their arrival was unnoticed, politely waiting for Kelly to finish—or to put off a task. Kelly’s lips opened slightly. She felt numb when she rose, seeing nothing as she navigated between desks. They took her down to the principal’s office and told her that her parents were dead.
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Her tiny fingers slide over his palm. His hand trembles for a second, then wraps around hers. He lifts her up and she puts her arms around his neck, her head on his chest. She braves a glance at the casket, listening as tears from the heavens tap the roof.

“Daddy?”

He rocks her in his arms and says, “It’s time to say goodbye, Kelly.”

Her father leans her forward. She takes out a pair of tiny crystal owls and puts them in her sister’s cold hands. The glass cracks into a spiderweb fracture and she screams when she hears the gunshot again.

──────────────

Kelly watched dust swim in warm sunrays through the large windows of an empty office room. Two office task chairs were left here for four conference tables. She couldn’t make out the cursive pastel remains on the dry-erase board hanging a little crooked. There were no other people in here. No papers or posters or even a waste bin. There were a few brown leaves and a dried-up fly on the windowsill. Kelly sat motionless in a torn fabric pneumatic chair waiting for her tears.

“Where are we going?”

When the social worker brought her here, the only people Kelly saw were a secretary sitting at the front desk and a janitor wheeling a bulky floor buffer down a dimly lit hall. The woman and little child held hands on their way to some room in a quiet building. If the smoking, twitching, white-haired woman mentioned her name, Kelly missed it. She sat Kelly down and uttered lies of comfort.

“Can I go to my home, please?”

When Kelly moved her chair in front of the window to get some warmth, the sun left and water started sliding down the glass for two cold hours.

“No.”

Kelly wondered if she would hear her parents screaming in her sleep. Was there any way to find out how long they suffered? Maybe they passed out before the worst. Maybe they were together in each other’s arms at the last.

“Please? Just for a minute? It’s right down the road.”

It was past lunch and there was still no one to see her, to talk to her, to tell her what was going to happen. She wasn’t hungry. She was thirsty, but she didn’t look for a fountain.

“No, child. We’re very sorry about your folks. You can’t go back there. It’s dangerous for little girls. You’re going to live with us. We’ll take care of you now. Time to be a big girl.”

She looked for her tears, but her eyes were dry like the fly in hibernation above her.

“Kelly. Kelly. Let’s go.”

Paddy Vensthlyschler waited by the door as Kelly raised her eyes, then herself. She followed behind her aunt outside to an old, door-dented car where Paddy’s husband, Gerard Plunt, waited behind the wheel, his head drunk-tilted against the window, nervously checking his pocket watch while chewing a toothpick.

“May I get something from my house, please,” Kelly pleaded.

Paddy strapped Kelly in herself and engaged the child safety lock on the door.

As soon as Paddy got in, Gerard slammed the column-shift, pushed the accelerator, and spat his toothpick at Paddy’s feet. Kelly noticed crusted stains stiffening Uncle Plunt’s pilled sleeves, and the cuff on his right was torn off. She could see his bony elbow through a rip. For all his skittery twisting, his flimsy body barely moved his seat. 

Paddy’s heavy perfume vented a sharp funk under her muddy-red sweater dress. The overfilled faux-leopard-skin satchel under Paddy’s thick arm was bigger than Kelly.

These were not the rich folk she remembered from the funeral.

“Where are we going?” Kelly asked.

“Our house. In Spokane,” Paddy said.

“Can I go to my home, please?”

“No,” Paddy said.

“Please? Just for a minute? It’s right down the road.”

Kelly watched out the rear window at the world she knew. She saw the Starbucks, and the great oak at the corner of 39th Street close to Michael’s old elementary school. She saw that slow, old man who was always in his frock coat and top hat, walking with a cane, always highly polite. She saw the smoothie cafe where Beatrice always gave her a free treat, the car wash and its peeling paint, and another middle school. And she watched it all leave her as they passed the bridge over Clark Fork River, over the wide train tracks, to the north of Missoula, into the Rockies, away from Toby, away from home... away from everything.

“We’re coming back for the wake, right?” She wanted a hug from her dad. She turned around in the car again to look at her aunt and uncle. And turned around again. “Wait, we have to go get my rabbit. Wait!”

Gerard threw his arm up with a loud “Dammit, geez!” about something as Paddy shook her head and stared out her window. Kelly heard her own breathing, her chest hurting, pressed between the mountains, the road darker under more clouds starting to bust. She had been up this way a few years ago, but she remembered only the mountains and trees and a restaurant somewhere.
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