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For Jonathan and Fernanda






Who can sing a million songs

Without any words

Patty Griffin








Steadfast

I MISS MUSIC. By no means do I enjoy all of it, let me be perfectly clear about that. But I am something of a musical connoisseur, a nuanced appreciator of your most evocative and rhythmic songs, the uplifting as well as the mournful. Tchaikovsky. Nina Simone. Phil Collins. Shania Twain. Beyoncé. In fact, I have known talented artists personally and been a cherished muse. Sometimes, I imagine that one of them has returned and is singing by the pool as I stand nearby in rapt solidarity and the redbuds glimmer in the moonlight.

Every now and then I feel the ground rumble and think someone is outside. A courageous leader seeking refuge. A compassionate visionary with inspiring plans. A new friend with whom to share a sweet slice of mango as the irrepressible spirit of wonder gently twists around the sharpest points of the cactuses, undaunted.

No visitors arrive. The gates remain closed and the walls solid. I checked them after the smoke finally dissipated and the sky shone again.

Then yesterday, a red-winged blackbird landed on a branch nearby, and we locked eyes, utterly mesmerized by the sight of another living being. This morning, a pair of blue jays appeared and proceeded to study the place from every angle while I stared, entranced. I want to believe that they are harbingers. Though the vastness of the silence drapes heavily around me, the soft breeze from feathered wings invites a dance of possibility.

You see, I have been given different names: Daisuke, Magic, Shelley, Sara, Zaagi’, Fern. Each one is special in its own way. This is my story, but it is not simply about me. Perhaps I am a prism.






Movements

I BEGAN WITH an uncontainable desire for light. Every fiber in my little body was pushing and pulling simultaneously, compelling me to dig and dig and surge upwards. Through incredible determination, I made it to the surface. Once I was quasi-oriented, I saw others like me: minuscule yet mighty. Fetching individuals positively bursting with curiosity. Despite what was surely mutual admiration, we did not feel a need to stay together. Instead, we dispersed and began to explore the symphony of flora and fauna. The shifting sand that had surrounded me was now a steady rhythm beneath my feet. The air swayed in a cooling breeze. The sunbeams sang with promise.

What happened next changed everything. The land was suddenly gone; the air and light too. I was stuffed into a cramped, dark space within which I could barely even wiggle my legs. I sensed the presence of others, their fear rippling out in waves as the distance between our place of birth and our physical location expanded, not because we were moving our own bodies, but because we were being moved. Had there been any warning, we might have been able to assemble and collectively defend ourselves and our right to be left alone, though I suspect that would have been futile. I will neither dwell on the hypothetical, nor suggest that the burden should have fallen to us.

Captivity imposes an overwhelming feeling of loneliness and angst, something I wish on very few individuals, not even the discourteous, selfish, and mocking, whom I detest. As a youngster, I understood nothing of time, so all I can say is that the duration of this indignity remains unknowable. The air became cold, then hot and dry. Those of us who remained were moved again. The light that finally appeared was so bright I could see nothing of my surroundings or captors. I was lifted, prodded by various objects, and ultimately put into a solitary void.

Then it was only me who was taken. I could see nothing at all and heard only some kind of clip-clopping.

When the movement stopped, I was finally liberated from this distressing period of forced immobility but lost and alone. The ground was hard and hot. Enormous palm trees stretched up towards the turquoise sky, and nearby was a small body of water. I marched away from it, seeking the soft richness of soil and grasses under my feet. I proceeded to undertake the exhaustive work of documenting all the details and offerings of this place. I covered significant ground, but there were limits, literal ones. There were walls.

Within them, I relished the many shades of green lyricism, accented by colorful floral punctuation marks. I located all of the coolest spots and sampled plants and flowers from every garden. Equally as important was the identification of the areas I wished to avoid, particularly the giant stone structure that was home to humans. In contrast, I delighted in the fuzzy bees who gracefully moved among the flowers, the rabbits who could shift from still as a tree to quick as a blink, the squirrels who jovially scampered about. Their presence and welcoming nature brought me comfort as my homeland felt even farther away.

I must have been in this roaming state for many thousands of suns and moons. It did not even occur to me to keep track or to consider time as something to mark. My mind expanded, as did my body, so much so that I became larger than everyone else. One morning, I unexpectedly awakened before dawn and felt the singular need to find a dark and cool quadrant, far from even the slimmest possibility of any prying eyes. I searched for a number of suns with militant focus, reassessing the varied terrains until I was satisfied with a location in the outermost extremity near the back wall that offered particularly fine-grained soil. It was there that I diligently dug a hole into which I placed my first eggs.

This was undoubtedly a significant moment in my own personal development, one indicative of a shift from youth into something more mature, though not what I would call maturity by any means. But this egg-creating-and-laying process seemed normal, a new addition to my comings and goings. I promptly moved on, feeling no need to remain in place, and returned to one of my preferred shaded areas where I could dine peacefully with minimal risk of human interruption.

Back then, I would simply retreat into the thickest green spaces whenever people’s noise levels increased—that is, until I heard the wild assemblage of instrumentation that is jazz. It was the very first time I had encountered music not made by birds, and its mysterious sounds were enticing. Despite the rather substantial quantity of terrain I had to traverse, I set off in the direction of the music’s source. The sound came more into focus as I approached, adding to my enchantment. I was trying to muster the courage to get even closer when the music fell silent and all that remained was the rubble of the party in the distance and the soft light of the moon.

Despite my commitment to avoiding human interaction, I made a bold and earnest decision to enter a lush garden adjacent to the pool and linger there with the utmost discretion, hoping for the music to return. After many moons of silence, I took leave and reimmersed myself in the avian melodies.

The sonic mélange of jazz returned, what must have been hundreds of suns later, and I promptly embarked on another quixotic journey towards it. Once again, I did not make it close enough to observe anything of value visually, but I was able to hear more clearly. The music was energizing and lively. In fact, I believed it was being created here, by people. After that, I began to hear faint melodies emanating from inside the human residence more frequently. That was vivacious, big band music, yet even then I discerned that it sounded trapped, as if being boxed in. The music needed to stretch and surge out into the night air.

Thankfully, there was a continuous rainbow of birds whose enlivening harmonies brought cherished vibrancy. Most were free to come and go as they pleased, but I discovered that some poor souls had been confined to cages located in the outer vicinity of the pool. I felt their longing for freedom in all the caverns of my heart.

I stood near the caged birds as much as I could to bring them comfort. I would close my eyes and allow their music to envelop me. First, their dawn chorus, still celebrating the beginning of a new day, despite their captivity. Then their reassuring or perhaps somber refrains, shared and returned. “We are here.” “We are here.”

“We are still here.”

Ralph became a person I could not entirely avoid, the first proprietor who wandered (somewhat) farther out into the landscapes beyond the concrete, always sporting impeccably tailored suits. Among his varied activities, he would periodically emerge from the residence to provide seeds for these birds.

“Good day, old chap,” he would say, tossing some in my direction, although I was neither old nor a chap. The seed was far from my favorite, but I would partake nevertheless.

Early in Ralph’s tenure, I heard a party outdoors complete with music. I was not a great distance away from the pool area and became determined to get as close as possible with the intention of seeing but not being seen. I was able to achieve this goal and yet observed no live musicians. The music was emerging from what I then naively understood to be simply an elaborate box. How I longed to hear a big band up close, or a small band, really any sized band.

This music still summoned me, and I was so focused on listening and getting closer to the sound that I wandered into plain view. My presence was noticed and caused something of a scene. Then I was lifted. I retreated into myself with a hiss and was returned to the ground with moderate gentleness. No one bothered me further on that occasion. I realized that I could, under the correct circumstances and with sufficient strategizing, place myself closer to people and not face a litany of unwelcome interactions. I began to cautiously linger during parties, which were hosted more than ever before. The music varied and often included lovely vocal harmonies accompanied by a light, boppy sound. A popular tune was especially pleasing, and though I could not entirely decipher its words given my cursory level of education at the time, I believe it was about a sandman who brings slumber, an excellent topic indeed.

Yet as time passed, people seemed to become more emboldened. If noticed, invariably I would be lifted and someone would feel both compelled and entitled to poke me, often right on my nose if not retreated. I would then be abandoned once again, allowed to resume my movements at a pace and purpose of my own choosing or to simply remain in peace. As a result, I attempted to find locations that would allow me to listen but not be bothered. It was a challenging balancing act. The cage area often offered the best prospects, and I spent many suns and moons there whether a party was taking place or not, because there was always the music of the trapped birds.

The cluster of cages became a cacophony when Ralph arrived with a monkey who wailed through the night. I had to take leave from the area at that point as it was simply too heartbreaking. The second moon I took shelter near a sculptured pond with rigid sides and delicious water. Sadly, I could still hear Monkey, whose cries would come in bursts and then subside, only to return, a melancholy ballad of imprisonment.

When the dark blue tendrils of the dawn emerged and most of the sorrow silenced, I stretched my head and neck, stood up, and moved towards the pond. I would not normally rise so early, but this was an atypical time. One of the buoyant pink flowers had drifted to the edge, right into perfect snacking range. I reached for it but was interrupted. The sound of a groan accompanied the feeling of being partly lifted and somewhat dragged. Takeo had returned. We had coexisted but not directly interacted, this man and I. He was never impolite, so I did not retreat from his presence, yet I rarely found myself near him for long given his busy schedule tending to the gardens.

“Omoi,” he said, straining to place me in nearby shade before returning to the pond and sliding the elusive snack back to the center, out of reach, and ever so gently stirring the water.

I kept an eye on him as the violet waves of the sky transformed into beaming orange, and the heat somehow both rose up and descended. Monkey cried, but less often. Takeo came and went with his shears and hoe. I dug a shallow hole in the cool soil and tucked into myself to rest. I had drifted off into light slumber when a soft fragrance enticed me to awaken. In front of me was a cherished item, one as beautiful as it is delicious: the magenta flower of the prickly pear cactus.

“Kyoryoku shitekurete arigatō,” Takeo said to thank me for not dining on his lilies, offering me the bud instead. I graciously accepted, savoring the flavor while chewing voraciously. I did not care for being moved or denied the floating treat, but Takeo had provided me with a suitable alternative, and I appreciated that gesture. He seemed to understand my sophisticated palate.

That was a turning point for Takeo and me. I began to watch him work, most effectively when he remained in a specific region and moved less quickly to and fro. Takeo would rarely take breaks, but on some occasions, he would find me and sit nearby for a few fleeting moments. When logistically possible, I would position myself beside a bench or somewhere similarly suitable with shade nearby to make it easier for him. Some days he had no time to rest and had to swiftly move off to tend to a different cluster of hedges or the flowers that needed far more to drink than these lands and the sky provided. Flowers that, like me, had been taken from somewhere else and expected to survive here. Even then, people knew the flowers needed extra care as a result of their transfer.

I learned that for Takeo, this daily toil was about beauty and pride. I understood the amount of sweat he had poured into that pond where I had first tried to sneak a lily, that his blood fertilized every garden. He truly cared for this land and its inhabitants, far more than Ralph did, early proof that ownership is not always synonymous with genuine affection or duty. Takeo would share the fruits of his labor and not deny me culinary pleasures, but there were certain exceptions. I honored his requests because I witnessed his devotion; even when he cut, it was done deliberately, to help sustain life, not take it away. He was a garden artist.

I learned a little bit of Japanese but not enough. One word was monumental: Daisuke. He would often start a sentence with the word, or end with it, and its meaning became clear. I was Daisuke. It was his name for me. This was the first time a person saw me and understood that I am someone.



On what seemed like an ordinary morning, I spotted Takeo in one of the gardens near the cages. He was adding little trees that looked like puffs on stilts and were not the least bit appetizing, but this was his assignment, and I would support him. The birds were in their daily recognition chorus. Monkey was silent and still, slumped in the back corner. I closed my eyes in anger as I passed.

A woman and man from the residence were outside by the pool. They went back inside, then the woman returned. By the time I arrived in the vicinity, she was gone again.

“Ohayō, Daisuke,” Takeo said when he saw me. Along with the stilt puffs, he was planting a blanket of tiny, delicate purple flowers.

The woman reemerged with two others. It became clear what was going on: They were setting up for a party. Due to my evolving grandeur, even if I was spotted during an evening of frivolity, the lift-poke was happening less often, and I felt comfortable remaining near the cages. Because the truth is that there was some good that came from Ralph’s festivities, beyond the music. They introduced me to human laughter. Laughter was different from words; that I knew right away despite my then elementary grasp of the English language. Laughter was more melodic. I enjoyed it, although I still generally preferred to be on my own or near only Takeo. Yet this particular party was my introduction to something else, one of the central contradictions of human life, in fact. The very same acts that bring enjoyment to some can cause pain to others.

I watched from a safe distance under green cover near the cages as people arrived. Guests lingered in pairs or trios. Some formed a circle around Ralph and laughed a great deal at his antics. One woman in particular spent a lot of time near him. The music got louder, and people danced. It was an unusual sound, markedly different from the typically smooth songs Ralph would play by the pool. This music brought a more raucous sound I came to learn was rockabilly, a genre I quite enjoy.

A group of frolickers broke off and wandered towards the cages. Regrettably, a man noticed me and marched right in my direction. His comportment and overall demeanor signaled pending disrespect, and I swiftly pulled into myself. He tried, unsuccessfully of course, to lift me, so recruited a partner in crime. They managed to hoist me and proceeded to run around in circles as others laughed. This was not laughter I liked, not one bit. Laughter is not pleasant when the reason for it is unadmirable.

They set me down with a thud when they realized the women in this splinter group were now watching Monkey, who was huddled in the back corner. The men went right up to the bars and reached through, trying to draw Monkey forward with words and gestures. The birds, interrupted from their slumber by the tomfoolery, sang strange notes I had not heard before.

“Just leave it,” one of the women said.

Monkey was a she, not an it, but I appreciated the intention behind the statement nevertheless.

Yet the men kept trying to lure Monkey. One rolled a bottle into the cage, its contents pouring out on the ground. Monkey somehow inched farther back.

The women retreated, making their way back towards the pool, and mercifully the two men followed. Ralph noticed his guests who had wandered and said something funny to the women, then joined the men. They rubbed their crotches in a most undignified manner on the stilt-puff trees, finding all of this hilarious, indifferent to the fact that they were stomping all over Takeo’s delicate purple flower bed. Even Ralph stepped carelessly, without any regard for the damage he was doing. I closed my eyes to escape from it all.

The next morning, Takeo’s face betrayed no emotion when he saw the state of his fledgling petals. He salvaged those he could, replanting them gently and supplementing the gaps left by those he could not save with an assortment of simple green choices, their appeal different from the intended violet tapestry but still lovely, in my view.

Takeo was examining the results of his repair work when an unusual sound extended from the island of cages. Monkey was rolling the glass bottle along the ground, back and forth, back and forth.

“Sore wa abunai,” Takeo said, noting the risk of what Monkey was doing, as he strained to reach the bottle and remove it. Monkey sat down in the back corner.

Takeo did not join me midday when he would normally tend to his own sustenance. I hypothesized that he might have sought complete solitude to process the flippant disregard for his garden that had taken place the night before. He had responded with stoicism upon seeing the destruction, but this was undoubtedly a well-worn mask. As the sun was beginning its journey west, Takeo reappeared carrying a blue ball. He squeezed it through the bars and gently pushed it towards Monkey.

Monkey did not approach the ball at first, but instead studied the scenario and Takeo, who sat down in the shade on the ground near me. Monkey gingerly moved towards the ball. At first, she tested to see if it was edible. Then, realizing that this item was not for eating but rather for playing, she began to roll the ball along the concrete. She gently bounced it against the wall and watched the ball roll back. I heard a sound I had not heard before, but thankfully, it was one I heard more often thereafter. A simple chord of joy.

The ball was not a friend. It was not a family. It was not Monkey’s homeland, or freedom, or anything resembling a normal life. But it was something. It was a small gift, “chottoshita okurimono.” Takeo was smiling. He even laughed.






A Spot of Magic

ONE MORNING I was making my way towards the cages, now finding that area somewhat less woeful yet still in need of my unwavering support, when I heard a distinct and almost guttural yell slicing through the trees. It was behind me, then it was gone. Back again in the direction of Takeo’s favorite pond. Next a long, impolite call extending along the path to the cages and pool.

“Emmet, please stop being so loud.”

This was a voice the likes of which I had never heard before. It was gentle but far from hollow—musical, really. I began to turn myself around so I could see its source.

“Scram,” Emmet shouted as he suddenly appeared, tearing along with a plane in hand.

“Oh, let him play, Lucy,” a woman said.

Lucy shone like a ray of sunshine. She was even smaller than Emmet and wearing a yellow dress.

“Don’t linger out here too long. Uncle Ralph will be home for dinner.” The woman retreated in the direction of the residence.

Lucy walked towards the cages. She did not get too close and simply studied the birds, her face revealing a mixture of curiosity and concern. I began to approach. She moved around to the side, having noticed Monkey, who was peering back at her.

“Hello there, little one. Are you okay?”

Someone called for her and Emmet from the house. Lucy said goodbye to Monkey and the birds, then was gone.

How I wanted her to stay, to see me too.



Thinking and hoping she would return, I moved under a cluster of nearby bushes, planning to emerge and march towards her in a grandiose manner. However, only Emmet reappeared that evening, unaccompanied, and there was neither sign nor sound of Lucy. He still had the plane and proceeded to noisily fly it around, crashing through various gardens and jumping over hedges. The free birds took leave, choosing to settle elsewhere in preparation for the moon’s arrival, somewhere with less disruption, undoubtedly.

From inside myself, I could see part of Emmet’s face. He began poking me with a stick! Thankfully, he quickly lost interest, and I opted to move farther away from the cages as a precautionary measure.

The next morning, I again hid when I heard his bluster. He zoomed past me, and I thought I was home free, but then I was struck by something from the side. It was a rock. Admittedly more of a small stone, but Emmet had thrown it right at me. It happened again. I had done absolutely nothing to deserve this barrage.

“Hello.” It was Takeo. He seemed to be trying to distract the boy and spare me from this shameful display.

“Hello,” Emmet replied, rather curtly.

“Will you swim in the pool?” Takeo asked. “It is going to be a very hot day.”

“Oh, probably. I’m a good swimmer. My grandfather has a pool.”

“Ah. Well, I wish you a pleasant day,” Takeo said.

Emmet said nothing further, but the rock tossing also stopped. I peeked my head out tentatively and he was nowhere to be seen.

The following sun, I awoke to hear Emmet bustling around the pool. A second voice. My heart skipped a beat. But the other voice belonged to another boy. I feared the pair of them would create a tag team of knocking or stone hurtling or poking.

In the distance, I spotted Takeo, who was working near the most heavily wooded area, something he did infrequently because it was a more self-sustaining quadrant, the flora and foliage hardy and dense, as if closing ranks. I was all but certain that Takeo would be long gone by the time I arrived, but I made my way to the green mosaic nevertheless, feeling drawn to its coy mystery and comfortable putting distance between myself and the rowdy boys.

When I finally reached the outskirts of the forest, there was a creaking sound emerging from within the trees, one I had heard only once before when a fierce storm made the branches teeter and waver erratically. Now, this creak continued steadily like a metronome rooted in the mossy ground. Through the canopy I saw movement, a flash of green, lighter than any plants or grasses in this place. Then as soon as it appeared, it was gone again, only to reappear, perfectly in sync with the rhythm. I moved into the forest, something I had not done since I was a much smaller version of myself. As I crossed the wooden threshold, it became clear that Takeo had been collecting and removing fallen branches to expose a smooth pathway. There are rare instances when timing is perfectly aligned, and this was one such symbiosis.

The sound got louder as I made my way down the path, and the pale green again flashed before me.

“Oh my goodness,” I heard. The voice was unmistakable. It was Lucy!

She was seated on a wooden swing and sailing through the air like a hummingbird. She slowed, disembarked, and approached me. I stopped in my tracks, hopeful but still unsure, and accustomed to humans failing to maintain even a modicum of personal space when they first encountered me.

“Hello,” she said. “It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance.” She looked right into my eyes and I held her gaze. She walked all the way around me but did not get too close. “Well, aren’t you gorgeous.”

My heart fluttered like a butterfly.

Despite the gentle mightiness of her voice, Lucy was really quite a tiny human, only a neck taller than me. She sat down on a log, and I dare say we became nearly identical in height, twins almost. A robin chirped nearby and caught her attention. She watched the bird forage in the soil and then looked back to me, smiling. I hoped this time would stretch out like the sky.

“I love it in here,” she said. “It’s so peaceful.”

It certainly was. The trees provided protection from the sounds of the occasional engine erupting from out of view, and from the unwanted interventions of, ahem, certain people within the walls.

“Were you here before Uncle Ralph? I want to ask him, but part of me doesn’t want him to know I met you.” She studied me some more, her little head tilting. “Where are you from?”

How I longed to tell her my memories and to hear about her. Where she was from. What she liked to do, besides basking in the beauty of this place. Would she be staying?

Muffled sound broke through the shield of the trees.

“Lucy!”

The summoning voice was, thankfully, quite a distance away. Our hideout would not be discovered, at least not yet, and could remain a sanctuary.

“I suppose I must go, but I will return tomorrow. I hope we meet again.” She stood up and dusted twigs off her dress. She placed her finger to her lips. “Let’s keep this our little secret.”

She had my word.

Feeling empowered, I remained in the forest as darkness arrived, my legs buried in some wonderful cool soil. A mouse ran over me as they made their way along, the flurry of tiny footsteps a soft vibration gone as soon as it arrived. A rabbit stealthily appeared nearby, had a bite to eat, and then hopped off into the darkness. The night birds awakened by the moon provided a lullaby. I slept comfortably, buoyed by the remarkable events that had just transpired.

It was not until the sun was at its highest peak that Lucy returned. I had held firm, exactly where she had left me, to ensure I would be easy to find.

“Hello again!” she said. “I’m afraid I can’t stay long. It seems my vacation is all but over.”

I had only just met her and now she was leaving? This was a catastrophe.

“It’s a good thing, though. Emmet’s tutor is coming.”

I did not have the necessary context for understanding this news. I knew little of the comings and goings of the residence, or what Ralph did, let alone the particulars of Lucy’s family other than the noisiness of her brother and the presence of her mother, who seemed to always be limiting her daughter’s time outdoors and interrupting at the most inopportune times. Normally this ignorance was of no bother. But now that I had met Lucy, I yearned for more knowledge and understanding.

“Right now, we have this time, so let’s enjoy it,” she said. By enjoyment, she meant exploration, quiet reflection, observation, and appreciation, all superb choices. She looked up, admiring a host of sparrows, and down at the forest floor as a caterpillar gently strolled along. A squirrel scurried behind a tree, then peeked back out before hurrying onwards with their journey. The rabbit reappeared not far from us, one ear forward and the other back, listening.

“Oh, I feel like Alice!” Lucy said. I was unsure of who Alice was but thought that if she was anything like Lucy, I would most enjoy meeting her too. The rabbit stood up on their hind legs, looking regal indeed. They sniffed the air and then opted to move off.

“Should we follow?” Lucy asked me. “No, I think we would startle the rabbit if we did that.”

She sat right down on the ground.

“This has been a magical time. I think that’s what I will call you: Magic.”

Lucy had given me my second name!






Charmed

A VERITABLE MIXTURE of curiosity and glee flowed through me when I emerged from the forest. While my connection with Takeo was one of calm and steady rootedness, Lucy filled me with effervescence. She was the smallest person I had ever seen and yet she was bursting with enough light for someone three times her size. I needed to find out as much about her as I could, so began making my way to the pool. I estimated that if I proceeded directly, briskly, and without delay (that is, by forgoing naps completely), I could arrive with enough time before sundown to choose a strategic vantage point and get settled in. There might be happenings in the golden hour or even early darkness, and if not, I would be ready for the rising of the sun and this momentous arrival of Emmet’s tutor.

“Kekkona tabi da, Daisuke,” Takeo said as he walked by. I was on quite a journey. He plucked a white flower from an adjacent garden for me and I relished this tasty offering.

My prediction was correct, and I arrived near the pool as the sun descended and its golden light radiated through the sky, illuminating this place with a soft glow. I ensconced myself near one of the smaller buildings to rest after the extensive travel. Ralph was seated at a poolside table in conversation with another man. Emmet was playing with small toy vehicles. Lucy was not outside. It all seemed very ordinary, until suddenly a man walked out with Lucy’s mother, first to Ralph for a quick exchange of pleasantries and then over to Emmet.

“Good evening, Emmet. I am Mr. Williams. It is a pleasure to meet you,” he said, stretching out his hand. He dressed like Ralph and spoke the same words, but the cadence was different, the pronunciation. This was the first time I had heard a British accent.

Mother stared at Emmet, who then pulled himself onto his feet and shook Mr. Williams’s hand but remained silent.

“Emmet, please,” Mother said.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you too, sir,” Emmet replied.

“I am most looking forward to our time together,” Mr. Williams said. “And what a beautiful place to spend it in. Such exquisite gardens.”

Emmet simply shrugged. I was aghast at his listless response.

“I think we shall have our lessons out here, in fact, if that is all right with you, Mrs. Harrington.”

“I don’t think that will be a problem. We are here for sun and fresh air, after all.”

“Fresh air you shall have! Along with the highest quality education. What a wonderful combination.”

The boy again shrugged.

Mother guided Mr. Williams not towards the residence but rather in the direction of a smaller house whose surrounding soils I had walked through only once or maybe twice. Darkness began to descend, and Mother reappeared to usher Emmet back inside, while Ralph and his guest remained. I tucked into myself, deeming my current location suitable for slumber and ideal for surveying the activities that would surely transpire once the sun reemerged.

Lucy was still nowhere to be seen.



I was in such a state of anxious excitement that the indigo waves of dawn lifted my eyelids. There was some activity near the residence, but nothing atypical, and the pool area was calm. The pool-tending man arrived, brushed the water, then went on his way. Mr. Williams arrived alone and set up in the shade of a cabana beside the pool, with walls on either side but its front and back open to the air. From within his bag, he removed a globe and various papers. Then he sat at the table and waited. He read through the papers. He stood up and took a little stroll around the closest garden, glancing at the main residence periodically.

Around the corner, Lucy was leaning up against the wall. Mr. Williams noticed her, too, and wandered over.

“Good morning, young lady.”

“Good morning, sir.”

“And who might you be?”

“Lucy Harrington, sir. It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance.” She dipped slightly in a curtsy.

“Goodness, Miss Lucy, you are most charming, but there really is no need to bow for me. I am not royalty and the pleasure is mine. Do you live here or are you just visiting?”

“Mmm, somewhere in between. We are visiting my uncle Ralph, but I don’t know how long we’re staying, exactly. They don’t always tell me things, you see. I have my ways, though.”

Mr. Williams laughed. I was envious that he was able to converse with her, and desperately wanted to join, but felt compelled to stay where I was, unnoticed, at least until I figured out exactly what was going on.

“So, Mr. Emmet is your brother, is he?”

“Yes. I’m nearly as old as he is.”

“He is a bit tardy this morning. Do you happen to know where he might be?”

Lucy shook her head. “I think he’s simply late. He’s not very punctual.”

“Will you be joining us for lessons, then?”

Lucy’s face changed, ever so slightly. A less refined observer might have missed it, but not I.

“I’m not able to join you, Mr. Williams. You are here for Emmet.”

Her mouth opened to say more, but the discussion was interrupted by the arrival of Emmet, being hurried along by Mother, who ushered him right into the chair that was waiting. Lucy snuck off with alacrity.

“Our sincerest apologies, Mr. Williams,” Mother said.

“Not at all. I am most delighted to see you and was simply—” He turned and realized that Lucy had vanished during the commotion. “Well, let us get started, then, shall we?”

And that they did. Mr. Williams began by teaching Emmet writing and grammar, but through stories of adventure. He would point to somewhere on the globe and then delve into a lesson. Emmet seemed less than enthused but became more energized when Mr. Williams started incorporating modes of transportation into the setups: automobiles, airplanes, trains. I followed along with razor-sharp focus, absorbing everything. The earth was a marvel! This education was exactly what I needed to take my understanding of human language and those who speak it beyond the basic level I had cobbled together from observational study, which skewed heavily to the business of railroads and party banter as a result. I longed to reach the peaks of comprehension and eloquence, something that now seemed well within my reach thanks to the arrival of Mr. Williams and the pedagogical methods he was employing.

I also stared at that globe and wondered where my homeland was located.

When one of the women from the house arrived with light refreshments, Mr. Williams took a break, pausing a riveting lesson about apostrophes. It was then that I realized Lucy had returned. She was again around the corner, now sitting on the hard ground, out of view. Lucy continued to lean against the wall, listening, until the children were called in for lunch. She circled around, presumably to create the impression that she had not been there all along.

I understood so much more about English vocabulary and geography already, but none of it helped me make sense of the art and science of little girls and why Lucy couldn’t join the lessons. The human world is far more complicated than grammar.



I contemplated retreating to the greenery near the cages to ensure that the imprisoned birds and Monkey were well, or as well as they could be given the conditions of their current existence. But the intensity of focus required for the structured lessons had worn me out and I nodded off.

I was awakened by the sound of plates clinking to find that dinner would be served to both adult and child guests by the pool on this occasion, a boy and two parents. Ralph drank with gusto and conversed with the man about the leadership of someone they both knew named Dwight and a peculiar “race” that involved space (I pieced together its meaning in more detail over time and with significant intellectual labor due to the strangeness of the entire endeavor).

“Lucy, please eat your steak,” Mother said.

“No, thank you,” Lucy replied.

“Sweetheart,” Mother said, her voice calm but firm.

“I’m enjoying the bread and vegetables, thank you.”

“I’ll eat it if she doesn’t want it,” Emmet said.

“Me too,” the other boy said.

“You are welcome to more, Al,” Mother said.

“Our Nancy is the same now,” the woman said to Mother but quietly. “Emmet, I hear you had a busy day of lessons? How was that?”

“It was all right.”

“Will you be attending school here in the fall?”

“Apparently,” Emmet replied, clearly annoyed.

I felt quite the opposite. What news!

“Aw, come on, pal.” This was Ralph. “There’s lots to love about California. How can you beat this weather?”

“May I please be excused?” Lucy asked.

“Last one to the fountain has to drink from it!” Emmet said, pushing his chair back, and the two boys took off running towards the far side of the residence. (This fountain was of no use to me, by the way. I could not climb its hefty stone base to access the thirst-quenching riches that soared up to the sky and returned simultaneously. As a result, after my initial assessment, I simply avoided it.)

Lucy took her notebook to one of the longer chairs farther down the length of the pool. The adults kept talking and drinking. Ralph continued to entertain and inspire bouts of laughter. As the sun descended, its late-day golden glow was replaced by the soft gray of dusk. Lights around the pool shimmered, their rays bouncing off the water, which swayed gently in the breeze. The crickets provided the first evening songs. It was beautiful—there was no doubt about that—and I delighted in the knowledge that I would have many more moons and suns of Lucy’s melodies too.
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