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We’ve all seen things we thought were there,
But hesitate to tell.
Especially at night when all is dark,
Perhaps they come from hell.
They move between the shadows,
They crawl across the floor.
We hide beneath our satin sheets,
And hope they come no more.
As morning sun approaches,
They slither out of sight.
Another day without them,
Until the coming night.
But if you have a special gift,
That opens up your mind.
The only way to deal with them,
Is to learn about their kind.
You think that you can know me,
By looking in my eyes.
But can you see tomorrow,
By looking at the skies?
So sleep, baby, sleep,
Tomorrow is another day.
Try to sleep, baby, sleep,
Tomorrow find another way.
****
Chapter One
Darkness surrounded him. A tingling sensation crept up his spine.
Aaron swallowed hard and felt his heart pounding in his chest. His attempts to conjure up his last moments of awareness were unsuccessful. All past memories were gone. He reached up and pressed his hand against his head as a burning sensation shot through his skull and into his brain. He pinched his eyes shut until the pain passed. Taking a deep breath, he reopened them.
Reaching out in hopes of learning of his surroundings, his arm brushed against a strap that crossed his chest. Instantly he reached over and followed the strap down to the canteen that hung at his waist. His fingers tapped a moment against the metal container as he recollected its role as part of his scouting uniform. Immediately he remembered his flashlight that was strapped to the other side of his belt and he reached for it.
The only other occasion he recalled this much total blackness was when his scouting troop had ventured into Goosecreek Cave two summers ago. When the group reached the end of the tunnel and was about to turn back, the Scoutmaster insisted that everyone turn off their flashlights. The darkness was breathtaking. After a few minutes in total blackness, the young scout’s brains became concerned with the lack of even the smallest amount of light being sent to them and sent out warning messages, in the form of stomach quivers. One by one the cub scouts grew anxious and complained that enough time had elapsed, that they should begin their journey out. A resounding sigh was heard from the boys when they were allowed to switch their flashlights back on.
Aaron smiled as he remembered how silly they all acted.
Fumbling with the hook at his side, Aaron finally held the light in his hand. He flipped it on and pointed it out away from his body, scanning the area. The beam of light shined out into the darkness, but never rested upon any solid objects. It was as though he was in a cave but it was so enormous that the cave’s walls were well beyond the light’s reach.
Aaron turned the light back towards himself to be sure it was working. He shined it against his hand. It was indeed on. Again he swept the area with light, but could see nothing but himself in the limited glow that shown outwards.
He felt a drop of sweat roll down the side of his face, even though the temperature surrounding him was cool. He held his breath and listened.
Nothing.
“Hey!” he screamed and then listened again. There was no echo to his call in the thick air. The hair on his arms raised as he assessed the situation. Goosebumps sent a chill across his body. He turned his head to the left, then the right, searching for anything that could give an answer to where he was.
Suddenly, something brushed past him, bumping him and knocking the flashlight from his hand, sending him back into total darkness. Aaron gasped and jumped backwards. He held himself still, hoping that whatever it was wouldn’t be able to find him.
A few moments passed. Quietly, Aaron squatted and reached both hands down to the ground to search for his fallen flashlight. His hands passed well beyond the expected footing, past his tennis shoes. Yet, he felt absolutely nothing. Nothing. Not even the ground.
Tears filled his eyes as he jumped up and flung out his arms, waving them feverously through the thick air.
“This isn’t possible,” he gasped to himself as he edged his way into the darkness. He could hear his wheezing lungs fill and spill as he labored for each breath. His heart pounded in his ears. Aaron stopped and shut his eyes as a spinning sensation engulfed him. He gripped his head tightly and swallowed some deep breaths, calming himself. His balance quickly returned.
The air felt cool and damp, but smelled stale.
He felt he was not alone. Someone…or something was there with him. Something was watching him. A chill ran down his back and he shuddered.
“Who’s there? I know you’re there, I can...,” he stopped short and listened.
Shuffling sounds reached him from all directions. Then suddenly stopped. Silence.
Aaron’s eyes flew open and he froze motionless, daring not even to breath. His body began to shake, trembling beyond his control.
Directly before him, a pinpoint of light appeared. He swept at it with his hand, but it was farther away than he had imagined. Aaron focused on it as it grew. It appeared to be quite a distance from where he stood. Quickly, the boy bolted towards it, hoping to find some element of safety. His feet fell heavy as they labored through the darkness. The air was thick like water and running proved an uneasy task. As Aaron neared the light, it grew brighter and the boy shielded his eyes from its brilliance. He slowed his pace and finally stopped. He breathed heavily, hoping he had outdistanced the others.
The starry light cast a faint glow on the vast area surrounding the boy and Aaron finally saw his companions, as they flowed past him, caught in the wake of his sudden outburst of movement. The creatures didn’t appear to be solid beings. They were more like negatives or silhouettes. Their shadowy appearances made no sense, since there was nothing viable to cast a shadow against, except for the air itself. Aaron tried to estimate their number, but found they melted in and out of each other as they surged towards the light.
The child watched quietly as they floated past him into the light source, disappearing from his view. He took another step towards the beam.
“Wait,” a faint voice called out from behind him.
He looked back and tilted his head. Had he heard someone?
“Wait, don’t go yet.” It was a man’s voice. It sounded friendly. Aaron noticed someone approaching from the darkness. A tall thin figure of a man. It didn’t appear to be a shadow creature. This was a real person.
“Please, don’t go yet.” An old man reached towards Aaron, turning him away from the white star. He noticed the boy’s look of concern. “Don’t worry about them. They’re quite harmless.” He got down on one knee and observed the child, a wide smile crossed his wrinkled face. “Do you know me?” He waited patiently as the boy studied his leathery face.
The child nodded slowly. “I think so,” he said. Something was familiar about this man, but he couldn’t recall what.
The old gentleman laughed softly. He took the boy’s small hands in his. His large wrinkled hands felt warm and welcoming.
Aaron’s attention was drawn down. On the back of the man’s left hand was a mark. It caught the child’s interest.
“Look!” Aaron remarked as he traced over the old man’s blemish with his small finger. “You have a bird on your hand.” The lad held up his own hand with a similar marking and smiled. “Me too.” He grinned up at the old man. “We both have birds on our hands.”
The man tenderly nodded and smiled back. “Yes. We’re a lot alike, you and me.” The gentleman glanced back towards the light as it slowly began to fade. “I came to help you find your way in the dark.” He wrapped his long arms around the boy and held him tight.
Aaron felt safe. The light dimmed away and again he found himself in total blackness. But this time he wasn’t alone with the shadows. He breathed heavily and a familiar peppermint smell filled the air. He almost remembered when he knew it.
Time crept by as the old man rocked the boy, humming lightly to himself. Aaron cuddled into the warmth of the gentleman’s jacket, content to rest. Before long, the boy was asleep.
Faint noises came from the darkness in the distance. Aaron awakened. He listened carefully to the mumblings and strained to make them out. People were talking. He lifted his face to the man and smiled, even though he couldn’t see him in the darkness. A calm came over him. Everything would be okay.
****
“Looks like he’s back,” someone spoke in a loud demanding voice.
Aaron jerked. The sudden voice startled him. He felt himself slip through the folds of the peppermint jacket and out of the arms of the old gentleman. His eyes burned as he opened them. Light filled the room with blazing brightness.
“Close those blinds,” another stern voice yelled, “and get his mother in here, now.”
As the light in the room softened, Aaron could see several people hurrying around. To his left he could see a tall dark figure, back-lighted by the window. To his right, a bottle of water was dripping endlessly into a long tube. The room was stark white with little decoration. The effort to open his eyes proved too much and he allowed them to close again. He drew in a deep breath and knew he was not where he had been. The air was warm and dry.
He felt someone lift his hand.
“Honey? Aaron are you awake?” whispered his mother’s voice.
Aaron tried to open his eyes, but they were too heavy. Instead, he smiled. He heard soft crying at his side, as someone kissed his hand. Aaron licked his lips and swallowed. Soon he drifted back into sleep.
****
Again the child woke. The room was empty of people. A clock ticked a steady beat, high on the wall above the door. The room was dark, yet Aaron could make out every item he gazed upon. A chair, a draped screen, a radiator heater. This darkness was not the same intensity as the darkness he had been in. Unfamiliar voices came from beyond the door, voices that were low and slow. Aaron’s eyes fell shut and he slept.
****
Aaron woke to the smell of bacon. He opened his eyes and pushed himself up. His head throbbed as he glanced around. He was again alone in a dim room, but this room looked familiar. His stuffed toys were piled in the far corner and the picture of his mom and grandma sat on the dresser next to him. Several “get well” cards stood atop his nightstand, obviously made by his fellow classmates. He felt an unfamiliar pain pinching his right hand, as his left hand automatically reached over to touch it.
The boy looked down and noticed a long tube securely taped to the top of his hand. It flowed over the edge of the bed and up to a hanging water bottle. The bottle dripped constantly. Had he seen that before?
He heard whistling coming from another room. “Mom?” Aaron’s voice was raspy and small. He laid back and rested on his flattened pillow. His head pounded and he felt so tired.
Within moments, Aaron’s mother stood in the doorway. Her smile was contagious and the small boy grinned back. She hurried to his side and placed her hand upon his forehead. Satisfied that the fever had not returned, she stroked his cheek.
A fading rash was clearing from the boy’s face and the freckles that speckled across his nose and cheeks were beginning to return. His lips were still puffy and cracked, remnants of the severe fever he had endured. His auburn hair poked out in every direction, revealing that it hadn’t been combed for some time.
“I’m glad to see you’re awake again. You gave us quite a scare, little man.” Tears filled his mother’s eyes as she thought of what his illness had almost cost her. “The doctor told me to call him the next time you woke up, so….” She wiped her nose and added, “Is there anything you need? Are you hungry? The doctor said you could have anything you wanted.”
“I think I am hungry.” Aaron sniffed the air again. “I smell bacon.”
“You do? Well, I’ve got lots of bacon... and eggs. Let me go get some for you. I’ll be right back.”
Aaron nibbled on a crisp piece of bacon while his mother sat on the bed next to him, unable to take her eyes away.
Finally, she stood. “You finish up. I’m going to go call the doctor, and then I’m calling Grandma.”
The boy enjoyed the food but found it difficult to eat. Glancing at the eggs still sitting on the dish, he set the plate down on the nightstand and settled back into the warm covers. He was exhausted. Within minutes, he fell asleep.
****
“Aaron, Grandma’s here. She has something for you.”
His eyes cracked open a moment as he glanced about the room. They then closed again. Mother was standing at the foot of the bed. The lamp by the bed was on, casting a warm glow across the covers. Aaron wasn’t sure why he felt dizzy and tired. He managed to open his eyes a second time. Near him, to his right, stood Grandma and in her arms she held a small black puppy.
Aaron shook his head, even though a throbbing pain still persisted. He forced his eyes open. The pup was mostly black but had some brown and white markings on his belly and around his neck and face. Energy surged through the boy’s body and he forced himself up. His eyes opened wider, as did his mouth.
“Ohhh… Grandma. A puppy.” He looked up at his grandma. “Is he mine?”
“You bet he is and he’s anxious to meet you.” She handed the pup to the boy, being careful not to disturb the tube that fed into his hand.
The small dog felt it was important to repeatedly try and lick the boy’s face.
Aaron had all he could handle as he tried to hold the puppy back. The boy laughed at the animal’s persistence. “He’s so wiggly. What’s his name?”
“Whatever you want. You can name him.”
“Hum....” He finally got control of the pup with his left hand and stroked his soft fur with his right. What to name him. Aaron examined the puppy from its sparkling eyes down to its long pointy tail.
Mother noticed his tailward glance. “In a few days we can take him into the vet to have his tail snipped off if you want.”
Aaron looked up, “What’s wrong with his tail?”
“Well, these types of dogs usually get their tails shortened.”
“That would hurt, wouldn’t it?” Aaron looked back at the puppy. “Do we have to get it cut off?”
Mother glanced towards Grandma and smiled. “No dear, of course not. He can keep his tail if you want him to.” She was secretly proud that her child had that much concern over the little puppy’s feelings.
Aaron lifted the small pup. “You get to keep your tail, ‘Snips’. And I won’t let anybody hurt you, ever.” He kissed the small black head of the newly christened puppy and cuddled him close to his chest.
A buzzer sounded.
Grandma looked up. “That must be Dr. Pitts. I’ll get it.” She hurried out of the room.
Mother rounded the bed and lifted the puppy away. “Okay, that’s enough for now. I’ll take ‘Snips’ back to the kitchen and put him in his box. He’ll be warm in there and he won’t fall off the bed. And as for you young man, the doctor will be in any minute, hopefully to take that feeding tube out.” The woman hurried to the door, glancing back once more before leaving the room.
Aaron relaxed and waited as he heard the adults conferencing in the entry way. He was still quite groggy and his head felt heavy. He stared at the doorway as he waited for the others to return. On either side of his door, hanging from the ceiling, were memories from his past.
In one corner was a solar system display. Each planet hung from a string, circling around an orange colored sun. He remembered when he and his mother removed the outermost planet, Pluto, when it was deemed unfit for planethood. It didn’t seem that long ago.
In the other far corner of his room was a hanging plant. Mom called it a Spider Plant because the babies that hung down somewhat resembled spiders. Names were funny.
Aaron’s eyes were getting heavier as he waited for anyone to come in.
He felt something tugging at his arm, ripping at its hair. With a grimace, Aaron opened his eyes again. The two women were standing at the foot of the bed as the doctor continued to remove the white tape that held the medication tube in place. He carefully slid out a long needle, bandaged the area and checked the boy’s pulse.
“Good.” He nodded and smiled down at the boy, then turned and addressed Aaron’s mother. “He should begin to eat more regularly and he won’t sleep as much, now that the I-V is out. He’s a very lucky boy Bonnie. I’m glad you didn’t wait to call me when that ear infection took a turn for the worse. Meningitis is not an illness you can fool around with.” He reached into his shirt pocket and pulled out a small white tube, examining it for a moment. “Here’s an ointment for the blisters around his lips. Let me know if they don’t subside within a few days.”
Turning back to the boy, he tilted the child’s chin from left to right, directing it into the lamp’s light. “This rash may last another week or so. Try to keep him in bed until it’s gone.” The doctor removed his glasses and tucked them back into his jacket.
The adults left the child alone again and returned to the living room.
In a low voice, Dr. Pitts addressed the two ladies, “Aaron’s been through a dangerously high fever and it may have taken a toll on his mental abilities. You may expect to see…. changes in his behavior. Perhaps he won’t be able to remember as well or maybe he’ll remember better. It may even bring on ADD, that is Attention Deficit Disorder, where he won’t be able to concentrate for long periods of time.” The doctor shrugged. “We just don’t know how this is going to affect him. But be aware that you will see some type of abnormal behavior. Let me know if you have any trouble coping with it and I’ll see if we can get you some pertinent information that might help you deal with the changes.” He finished and waited a moment. “Do you have any questions?”
Bonnie glanced over to the elderly woman and back to the doctor. “Is there any chance he could slip into another coma?” her voice was soft as it trembled.
“No, no. The spinal fluid I drew last week showed that the infection is entirely gone. There’s little chance of a relapse.” He looked back and forth between the two ladies and waited a moment, then nodded. “Ok then.” The doctor gathered his belongings and headed for the door. He stopped and turned to Grandma. “Mrs. Anderson, you’ve finished up all your pills haven’t you?”
Doris was surprised he had turned his attention to her. “Oh yes, certainly, a week ago.”
“Good. We wouldn’t want you coming down with any super bug now, would we.” With that, the doctor grabbed his coat and left. A gust of cold wind blew in through the front door as he pulled it shut behind him.
Grandma glanced around the room. “Bonnie, the doctor forgot his hat.” Doris raced to the window and peered out, hoping to draw his attention.
Snatching up the tailored hat, mother headed out the door. She stopped the doctor at his car and thanked him again for his concern and help. She folded her arms tightly around herself as she watched him drive away.
She turned back to the house. Snow fell lightly through the treetops. She took a deep breath and looked up into the gray sky. Quietly she whispered, “Thank you dear Lord, for all your help. I don’t know how I could live without Aaron.” Bonnie hung her head and wiped away the unexpected tears. Eager to gain her composure before reentering the house, she cleared her throat several times.
Bonnie delayed her return further by standing on the covered porch and looking out over the yard, slowly being covered with a fine layer of fresh snow. The daffodils and tulips bent under the weight of the frozen moisture, yielding to its pressure. The flakes were thick and made clicking sounds as they fell, brushing against the newly formed leaves. The stillness became overwhelming and Bonnie pulled her sweater tight. Even though she had endured this drama in her life, she felt there was something else to come. The pain wasn’t over yet. With a few last gestures of appreciation to the Almighty, she turned and entered the house.
“Mom,” she called out. “It’s getting pretty snowy out there. You’d better get going.”
Doris emerged from Aaron’s bedroom. “I noticed it was starting to come down again.” She looked out the front window. “I wonder if spring will ever come this year.” Grandma turned back to Aaron’s room. “Let me give this little guy in here just one more kiss and then I’ll be off.”
She placed a dainty kiss atop the boy’s forehead and patted his cheek. “I’ll see you in a few days sweetie. You be good and get better. Okay?”
Aaron nodded and smiled. “Love you Grandma. Thanks again for the puppy.”
Grandma and Bonnie walked through the kitchen in silence. Bonnie helped her mother on with her coat.
“Thanks mom, for bringing the puppy over. I knew Aaron would love him.” The two ladies looked down at the sleeping puppy. His legs kicked and his lip quivered as he dreamt. “And thanks for being there... you know.” She hugged her mother tightly.
“He looks good, honey. He’s going to be all right.” She nodded and smiled at her daughter, then kissed her on her cheek. “I’ll call you tomorrow dear. Love you.” Grandma stepped carefully down the snowy steps and swished the snow off the windows of her car. The engine started easily and she backed out of the driveway, waving to her daughter one last time before she drove away.
Chapter Two
“Okay class, there’s the bell. Be sure and finish up your sketches tonight. I’ll call for them at the first of class tomorrow. Remember, your final grade depends a lot on these homework assignments.” Mr. Dilworth shouted over the scraping chairs as the children pushed them back under the desks. He smiled, as a few children acknowledged that they heard him. “Ah... spring. The kids don’t hear a word I say,” he murmured to himself.
The children hustled through the door, bumping into each other, pushing and shoving. Everyone talked at once. Everyone wanted to be the first out. The classroom quieted as the majority of the students exited and the tension lifted. Mr. Dilworth exhaled with relief and sat back in his chair. There was less than a week to go before the end of another school year. He enjoyed teaching and he enjoyed the children. He enjoyed summers most of all.
A few children lingered and gathered their belongings.
“I’ll see you tomorrow, Aaron. Glad to have you back.”
Aaron turned to the teacher. “Mr. Dilworth?” he whined, “Do I have to draw three faces by tomorrow too?”
“No, Aaron… no. You were gone for how long… five or six weeks? You’ve missed a lot of instruction and I won’t expect too much. Just do your best and we’ll take everything into account. Okay?” He smiled at the boy and added, “We’ll have to see how you can make it up over the summer.”
The boy grinned back. “Okay. Good. See you tomorrow Mr. Dilworth.” He turned and ran out the door.
Aaron was anxious to get home and see Snips. He hadn’t been away from the pup since he first got him, almost two weeks ago. As he ran down the street, he felt like he could fly. He looked at the trees above and noticed that the new spring leaves were all but in. Skipping along the cracked sidewalk, the shadows that cast down around him seemed to reach out and embrace him. Aaron could tell that something seemed different from the last time he came this way. He felt more in touch with the trees, more open to their ideas and experiences. “Their what?” he thought. His pace slowed and he looked up.
The five pointed maple leaves tapped lightly upon each other in the warm breeze. They appeared to be waving hello to the young lad beneath them. The longer Aaron stared, the more mystified he became. The entire canopy seemed alive with movement and sound. No longer just leaves brushing against leaves, now it was an entire assembly of individual beings, welcoming Aaron back. Back to the living. They all waved to him and congratulated him on his brave recovery.
Aaron smiled at the flickering foliage. He felt secure among them. A new feeling of friendship overcame him and he wondered why he had previously missed their attention. The boy waved back to the trees and turned.
He picked up his pace and ran the next block. He felt jubilant that he could communicate with the majestic beings. He hadn’t even thought of trying before. The shadows were still with him, though cast from different trees. He felt comfortable being with his new found friends. His mother always told him that he could use all the friends he could get. Since there wasn’t any other kids his age that lived in his neighborhood, these were as good a friends as any.
When he came to the end of the sidewalk, he stopped and looked back. The tree lined street seemed still. He hesitated a moment and yelled, “Bye! See you tomorrow!” He waited a moment and smiled. The trees had heard him.
The final portion of his journey home was without shade. This particular block had become infected several years back with some dreaded tree disease. It destroyed dozens of the towering giants and although the residents that lived along the street all agreed they would replant, so far not many had. Even his own family had only replaced one tree in the front yard, but it was placed up close to the house. They did however, still have the giant cottonwood in the back yard, sheltering the small house with welcome shade from the summer’s heat.
Without the familiar branches to catch his upward gaze, Aaron found himself staring off into the clouds that dotted the light blue sky. The longer he looked, the more intrigued he became. Their shapes were so obvious and so perfect in form. He had seen clouds before, why were these different? They fit together to form simple shapes that you needn’t be a child to find. He was amazed to see the extent of their efforts. Animals, objects and people’s faces were easy to see. He slowed his pace and observed the wonders more fully.
Suddenly, Aaron got an idea. He reached down into his backpack and pulled out a clean sheet of paper.
“One face coming up,” he laughed. He searched in his bag for a pencil. Pulling one out, he lifted his eyes to the sky and began sketching.
“Hey stupid, what you doing?” someone called out.
Aaron stopped drawing and turned when he heard a commotion behind him. Three junior high boys were approaching. He’d dealt with them before.
“Hey kid, you got any gum?” a second one laughed as he chewed a huge wad of the stuff himself. “No? Do you want any?” He opened his mouth and stretched out some of his wad towards Aaron, offering him a bite.
They all laughed, poking each other in fun.
“What ya doing? What ya looking at?” the third boy jeered.
“Nothing,” Aaron responded. He closed up his backpack.
Two of the boys looked up to the sky. “I don’t see nothing. What was it, a bird?” one of them said. “You standing here watching birds? I’m gonna run home and get my bee-bee gun.” The boy laughed again and spun around to leave.
“No. I was just looking at the clouds,” the young boy confessed.
“Clouds. Wow. You must be a real smart kid, standing here looking at the clouds.” The junior high student stuck out his tongue and made a stupid face as he rolled his eyes, attempting to show what an idiot might look like.
Aaron pointed up to show them what he had seen, but as he did, one of the bigger boys grabbed his backpack.
“What’s in here? Got anything good?” He tossed things out as he spoke. “Got any money?” A gust of wind caught the papers as they dropped and blew them down the street.
Aaron snatched at the bag but they pulled it away. They tossed it back and forth between the three of them while the young boy jumped after it.
“Give me that,” Aaron yelled.
“Why? You gonna cry? Cry baby, cry baby.” They howled in laughter.
Aaron jumped this way, then that, in attempts to retrieve the bag.
As they tired of their fun, one gave in. “Go ahead and give it back.”
“Oh, the baby wants his bag back. Boo-hoo-hoo. Well, here.” The boy holding the bag dumped the remaining contents onto the sidewalk, spilling books and papers in all directions. Another round of laughter hit before the bully threw the empty bag directly at Aaron, cutting his cheek with its zipper.
“Oops. Sorry kid,” The three punched each other as they turned to leave. “I mean… baby.”
They proceeded along their way laughing loudly, as one stopped to kick Aaron’s math book further down the sidewalk. Aaron watched as they kept kicking the book, again and again. Finally the boys and the book, were gone.
Aaron wiped his bloody cheek where the zipper had hit. It burned as his tears dripped over it. When would he ever be able to defend himself against these bullies? He looked down at the broken books and at his homework papers blowing down the street. Why did they always pick on him?
Without any more self pity, he gathered what he could and stuffed everything back into the empty bag. He pulled it back onto his shoulder.
Before Aaron continued, he glanced up once more to the sky which had turned dark and threatening. He didn’t feel like seeing happy clouds now anyway.
As he rounded his yard, he heard Snips barking from inside the house. Aaron forgot his pain and smiled to think someone actually wanted to be with him. He quickened his pace and opened the screen door. Out bounced the young heeler-mix. He jumped up and down, trying desperately to kiss the boy. His short black coat shined as he wriggled this way and that. The pup whimpered and whined with excitement.
Aaron tossed his backpack onto the porch and led the pup down to the grass and waited as the dog sniffed through every bush, adding his own urine scents to those of other animals. A few traces of snow still remained in the hidden areas beneath the dense foliage. The dog meticulously searched everywhere, constantly looking back at the boy to be sure he hadn’t been left alone.
“Hurry up, fella. I’m hungry.”
A light rain began to sprinkle down. Aaron ran over and grabbed the reluctant animal, then turned and jumped up the steps, snatching his backpack as he ran into the house.
“Mom, I’m home!” the boy yelled as he always had upon his return.
“I’m downstairs, honey. I’ll be up in a minute.”
Aaron went into the kitchen and over to the fridge. He pulled out a gallon of milk and set it on the table. He then poured a glass for himself and put a small amount into a bowl for Snips. Setting the dog on the table next to the bowl, he watched as the puppy’s tummy got bigger with each lap. Aaron sipped at his milk and smiled. Good to be home.
“Hey boy, did you like that?” Aaron placed the round puppy back into his box and watched as the dog circled several times before lying down. The small animal placed his head upon his tiny paws and closed his eyes. Before long his chest was rising and falling in rhythm.
Aaron enjoyed watching the little black puppy, even when he was sleeping.
“I better get on those pictures,” he reminded himself. He looked over at his backpack. The art paper in there was ruined. He thought a moment and went into his bedroom. He crouched next to his bed and looked under. “I’m sure its under here somewhere,” he whispered to himself. He plopped himself flat onto the floor and began to search, pulling anything that was in his way, out into the open. An old pair of tennis shoes were evicted from their hiding place, as was a dusty old football. The boy swept the floor with his arm until it bumped into the item he was interested in, an old art pad, a gift from his grandfather.
Aaron blew the dust from its cover as he walked back to the kitchen. He flipped past the first few pages that had already been drawn upon and settled on the first clean sheet he came to.
“Now, what to draw.” Aaron glanced around for help. If only those clouds hadn’t gone away so quickly. He sat staring down at the empty paper wishing for an idea of someone to draw. His eyes shifted as they caught sight of the birthmark on the back of his hand. It closely resembled a bird in flight. An image from another time crept forward in his mind. Someone else also had such a marking. Someone he knew. He pondered it a moment and then tried to concentrate back on his homework.
A few minutes passed.
“I can’t think of anyone to draw,” he whispered down to the sleeping dog. Suddenly he saw something move.
Down by the box where the puppy laid, something caught his attention. Then it vanished. “Whoa, what was that?” He stood up and stepped closer. He searched the area around the box, sure he had seen something. He leaned closer and peered around the cardboard walls. Was it a large insect or a mouse? Finding nothing, he returned to his chair. “Weird,” he decided.
Looking back to where the puppy was still asleep, he noticed a strange outline in the pattern of the floor. Once again he approached the area as he got down on his hands and knees. As he studied the area, it definitely seemed to him to be an outline of an old woman’s face. The longer he stared at it, the better it filled in. He got an idea and a half smile graced his face.
He hurried back to the table and grabbed his tablet and pencil and returned a second later to the spot. The outline was gone.
“Shoot.” He looked around the spot carefully, but it had disappeared. He reached down and felt the area with his hand. Nothing.
Sitting back down at the table, he began to draw what he remembered of the face, but couldn’t get the lines to work right. After several attempts, he ripped out the page and smashed it into a ball. He then tossed it at the garbage can, missing the basket entirely. It bounced down to the floor. Aaron stared at it.
“Maybe a cookie will help me think.”
He stood and turned to the pantry, withdrawing several Oreos from their package. As he closed the closet door, he noticed a strange movement of the pattern in the wallpaper. The longer he stared at it, the more defined it became. Within a few inches of his nose, he saw what seemed to him to be another person’s face. Aaron reached over to the table for his art pad without looking down, in fear that if he turned away, the face would be gone like before. He positioned the tablet close to the image on the wall and began to sketch out the features. His fingers controlled the pencil easier than he thought they could. He hurried with the task and hoped the image would remain still until he finished.
“Done.”
He glanced over at his work. It was nice… for a kid. It surprised him how easy he had drawn it. He smiled and looked back at the wall barely in time to see the face fade back into the wallpaper pattern.
“What on earth?” he whispered. He had never experienced anything like that before. He touched the area. Had he imagined what just happened?
“Sorry I took so long, dear. I was folding clothes,” mother said as she carried a basket of clean laundry up the stairs.
Aaron didn’t hear her.
She set the basket on a chair and noticed her son with his nose to the wall. She stepped up behind him. “Aaron, what are you doing?”
The boy spun around. “Oh, mom… you wouldn’t believe what just happened.”
“What happened to your cheek?” She reached over and examined the wound.
“Oh nothing, mom. Just some boys.”
“What boys? What did they do?” She hurried out the kitchen door and returned moments later with a bottle of peroxide and a washcloth. As she unscrewed the cap, she directed her glare back to Aaron. “I’m waiting.”
Aaron reached for his milk but decided he had better answer her first. “They were just fooling around. They grabbed my backpack and when they gave it back to me, it hit me on the cheek. That’s all.”
“Who were these boys? Do you know them?” She dabbed the wet cloth on his fresh cut, causing it to bubble.
“Ouch, that hurts.” Aaron jerked back.
“It has to be cleaned. Now be still.” Carefully she wiped away the crusty blood. “There, that looks better. Now tell me, who did this?”
“I don’t know their names, mom. They’re the ones in junior high. The three of ‘em.”
“Were they the same boys that bothered you before?”
“Yeah.”
“I wish these kids around here would mind their own business and leave everyone else alone. Why can’t they pick on someone their own age? I’ll tell you what dear, tomorrow I’ll pick you up from school and we’ll watch for these boys. Then we’ll follow them home and I’ll have a talk with their parents. How’s that sound?”
Aaron hung his head. “I don’t know, mom. That’ll just make things worse.”
Bonnie knew her boy was getting to the age where he intended to fight his own battles, but she had a hard time letting him. She rinsed out the washcloth and placed an ice cube inside it. “Here.” She handed him the ice pack. “Put this on your cheek. It’ll take the swelling down.”
Aaron held the rag to his face. He swallowed a gulp of milk and ate one of the cookies. “I’ll handle it mom. Okay?”
“Okay, fine. But remember, I’m always here if you need me.” She messed up the boy’s hair and kissed his forehead. “By the way, I went over to the principal’s office today and he told me that you could catch up on anything you missed, over the summer. With only a few days left of school, there isn’t enough time to get everything in. He told me he would send some books home with the assignments and I could go through them with you. How does that sound?”
Aaron shoved two more cookies into his mouth and nodded his acceptance.
As she watched him attempt to chew the mouthful of sweets, she shook her head, turned and picked up the laundry basket. “I’ll be in the bedroom if you need me.” She whistled a light tune as she left.
The boy took his glass to the sink and wondered where he might find the next face to draw. He set his cup on the counter and looked around. The toaster had a high shine surface that reflected Aaron’s own face.
“That’s it. I’ll draw me.” He hurried to the table and retrieved the art pad.
Try as he would, his fingers fumbled with the pencil. This attempt at drawing his own face was a long difficult journey. Why had the other one been so easy?
He finished and set the tablet and pencil down. Aaron stared at the face he had drawn and admitted, though it didn’t look like himself, it wasn’t too bad. It wasn’t anything like the last one. That last picture slid onto his page, this one had to be pried out. He slid back onto a chair and wondered what else he might find to eat.
Bonnie returned with the empty laundry basket. She glanced down at the table and noticed the drawing.
“What are you up to?” she asked. “Looking through Grandpa’s drawings?”
Aaron looked up. “Who do you think this looks like, mom?” he asked as he nodded at the picture he just recently completed.
She came around to his side of the table and looked at the drawing. “Your grandfather was a very talented man. Look at the fun expression on that boy’s face.” She stopped for a moment and glanced at her son. “If I didn’t know better, I would say that drawing was of you, but then, it couldn’t be. Grandpa died when you were only four and this boy looks to be about nine or ten, at least.”
Aaron’s smile was huge. “Haaa!” He tossed about in the chair as his hands played a quick drum roll on the edge of the table.
“What?” his mother finally asked.
“Grandpa didn’t draw this. I did. I drew it.” His excitement overflowed as he jumped around in his seat.
Bonnie looked back at the picture. Then back to Aaron. She smiled as well. “You drew this?”
He nodded.
“And is it you?”
“Yup, it’s me. How’d you guess it was me?”
She looked at it again. The boy in the drawing even had a cut on his cheek, except it was on the wrong side of his face. Mother didn’t know what to say. The talented sketch was beyond the ability of any ten year old she had ever known. Shaking her head she finally said, “You’ve got a fantastic art teacher.”
“Yeah, he’s great. He gave us an assignment to draw three faces. They’re due tomorrow. He said I didn’t need three because I was sick, but I thought I’d try to do three anyways.”
“Do you have any others?”
“Just one… so far.” He flipped back one page to the face from the wallpaper. It was even better. A young girl, perhaps sixteen years of age. “She’s pretty, huh.”
Bonnie shook her head. “Wow. That’s really good Aaron. Good job.”
The boy stood up and held his shoulders back further than normal. “They’re not too bad.”
She turned back another page. This drawing reeked with simplicity. A child’s attempt entirely. This was what she expected from her ten year old. She glanced up at the boy.
“I drew that one a long time ago.” Aaron confessed. He wished she hadn’t gone that far back in the tablet. He’d have to rip that page out.
“How old were you when you drew this one?”
“It was about... oh, a couple of months ago when we first got the assignment, before I got sick.” He reached for his backpack. “I don’t think I’ll turn that one in.” He ambled out of the kitchen and switched on the television as he crossed the living room. He yelled back, “Oh mom, I think we have a mouse. I saw one in the kitchen.”
She only half heard what the boy said. One more page back and she came to a familiar drawing that her father had done. His talent was unmistakable. Beautiful lines that flowed with perfection. Balance and shading in exact proportions.
She smiled as she remembered his soft touch and gentle nature. How she missed him. Six years gone and yet... it seemed like only yesterday that he died.
She finished looking through the book. A dozen or so drawings from her dad took her down the path of memories she hadn’t visited in a long time. Only when she set the book down did she begin to question the time period of the improvement on Aaron’s drawings.
Could a high fever alter the brain to gain such unprecedented talent that was missing before? Obviously, it could. The doctor warned her there would be changes.
Without further delay, she started dinner.
Chapter Three
Aaron felt wonderful as he trotted down the rain dampened street the next morning. He not only finished the assignment of three faces, he had extras. The rain washed away any remaining snow and the air smelled fresh and crisp. It was a fantastic morning.
The first half of the day went by slowly. Aaron hadn’t completed much else besides art the night before. His math and English assignments were completely forgotten and his morning teachers chided him for his negligence. It didn’t matter to Aaron. He had finally found something he could excel in and he loved it.
The final class of the day got underway with Mr. Dilworth calling roll. Nervous about displaying his work, Aaron looked around to see what others brought.
“Okay class. I see many of you are bringing out your assignments. What I want you to do is to write your name on the back of your pictures and send them forward. We’ll go through them one by one without anyone knowing who drew what.”
Papers shuffled as the students obediently passed their papers forward. Before long, a substantial pile rested on the teacher’s desk. Mr. Dilworth picked up the first drawing and nodded.
“This is very nice.” He held it high so the children could see the artwork. “Notice the light lines and casual features.” He was very impressed with the student’s efforts. Fourth grade is a year that many children mature in muscle control. They work on mastering the techniques of writing and taking command of their hand movements. With continued structure and guidance, each one of these kids could make a name for themselves in the world of art. Mr. Dilworth displayed the pictures and praised each work, no matter what sort of ability prevailed.
He came to Aaron’s pieces and stopped.
He had spoken so eloquently of the other drawings, that when he got to these, he was speechless. He knew the ability of this boy and these pictures did not represent it. They were far beyond the talents of any such student, perhaps even beyond his own. The child had obviously taken these from someone he knew and was trying to pawn them off as his own work. The teacher decided not to display the next few pictures, for it would only discourage the other students who had put forth a sincere effort. He did however decide he should say something, anything, about the six pictures and go on.
“And these drawings are nice too.” He set the selected drawings to the side as he went on with the rest.
The class ended on a humorous note as Mr. Dilworth retrieved pictures that he had kept from the past September, when the class first commenced. He held up their early efforts. Stick figures graced many pages and the teacher commented on the interesting looking people who lived back then. The children laughed and laughed. The past year had been triumphant in Mr. Dilworth’s eyes. He had succeeded in bringing real art to these kids.
The bell sounded and the students shuffled out the door with as much commotion as they had the day before. But today the noise fell hard on Mr. Dilworth’s nerves.
He wasn’t too concerned when a student tried, but couldn’t draw. What he detested was someone who pretended to be something he wasn’t.
“Aaron,” the teacher called out, “please see me before you leave.” His head began to pound as he felt one of his migraine headaches coming on. The constant noise in the classroom forced him to his seat. There he sat rubbing his forehead, staring at Aaron’s drawings, as his head got tighter and tighter, threatening to explode.
The boy approached and stood beside the large wooden desk. He wondered why he hadn’t seen his drawings lifted for the class review. As he waited, he felt uneasy about disturbing his teacher. The man appeared to be deep in thought about something.
As the room finally quieted, Mr. Dilworth lifted his head.
“Oh, Aaron, there you are. I wanted to ask you how you were feeling today.”
“Pretty good.” Aaron scratched at a scab on his arm.
The teacher watched the last of the students leave. Aaron stood at the desk alone.
“Let’s talk about these pictures you drew.” The teacher displayed the boy’s drawings until they almost covered his desk. Six in all. Each unique. Each a masterpiece. Each one outshining his own capabilities.
He began tapping his fingers against the desk.
“These are fantastic Aaron. How did you ever get the ideas for these interesting expressions?”
The boy shrugged, afraid to explain the strange circumstances that led to his drawings. The teacher probably wouldn’t understand.
“Your mother once mentioned that your grandfather was a gifted artist. Perhaps these might be your grandfather’s drawings?” His fingers tapped louder and faster.
“No. He was really good, but these are my drawings.” It suddenly occurred to Aaron that his teacher was upset. The boy stepped back a little from the desk.
“Then explain to me how you drew them. How you conceived them. Would you do that for me?” The man’s voice raised and he squinted at the boy.
Aaron’s heart pounded in his chest. He swallowed hard and tried to speak. He took another step back. He cleared his throat several times before attempting to answer.
Quietly he began, “I was home, in the kitchen and I saw this one in the wallpaper.” He pointed to the first drawing. “I just copied it down.” He then pointed to the self-portrait. “This one is me, when I looked in the toaster and ...”
“You found your drawings on the kitchen wall and in the toaster? And you simply copied them down? Do you expect me to believe that?” the teacher shouted.
Aaron’s eyes filled with tears as he nodded. He stepped back again.
The teacher’s strumming hand came down hard, slapping the desk. The sting ran up his arm and pierced his mind, snapping it back to reality. It suddenly dawned on him that the child, standing just a few feet away, was terrified. The teacher felt his anger drain away and a great sense of embarrassment take its place. He diverted his eyes back down to the desk and began rubbing his temples. The pounding was tremendous. A cold sweat broke out across his forehead as he leaned back and closed his eyes.
Aaron watched cautiously as the man slowed his breathing and gained control.
Before long the man sat up and rubbed away the moisture along the crest of his forehead. He pressed his hands together and wrung out the last of his anger.
He looked back to the boy and spoke softly, “I am so sorry, Aaron, for my outburst.” He took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. “I didn’t mean to frighten you. I am sorry.” The teacher hung his head in shame. “I get these… headaches.”
Aaron relaxed slightly. Sometimes his mother got headaches too.
The teacher continued, “I’ve never seen someone your age draw like this before.” He looked back to the desk and glanced once more at each drawing. Softly he commented, “I wish I had drawn them.”
The boy smiled as he finally understood his teacher’s behavior.
“Do you want me to teach you how?”
Mr. Dilworth looked up and his mouth hung open. He jumped from his desk and scurried to the cupboard, calling back “I’ll get the paper.”
Aaron knew he had the ability to impress his teacher whether he drew a face that was hidden, or one that was real. He considered drawing the teacher himself, but knew it would be easier if he could just find someone hidden around the classroom. Those types of drawings were quicker and always appeared nicer in the end.
With the pad of paper the teacher had given him, he began his search. He walked around the room slowly, only a few feet from the wall. He never knew where someone might be hiding. He paced himself as he peered into each and every crevice.
“You gotta look real close if you’re gonna find one. Sometimes they aren’t that easy to find,” he explained as he thoroughly searched the brick wall. He took a deep breath and continued looking.
Mr. Dilworth remained at his desk, hoping not to interfere. He sat as quiet as possible, nibbling on his thumbnail. He watched the boy with great concern.
The seconds ticked by on the large round clock that hung on the wall. As the minutes mounted, it became evident that nothing was going to become of this foolish hunt and Mr. Dilworth turned in his chair. He began straightening the children’s papers back into a pile.
Aaron grew nervous and glanced back at his teacher, aware he had lost the man’s attention. Hoping to appease the man’s desire to learn about his new found talent, Aaron continued his search.
A clicking sound came from the intercom system and a scratchy voice followed, “Mr. Dilworth. Could you come down to the office for a moment please. Mr. Dilworth.”
The both looked up at the wooden box that hung in the corner of the room and Mr. Dilworth stood. “I’ll be back in a few minutes. Go ahead and take your time, but don’t leave. I still want to talk to you about this.”
Aaron nodded and the teacher left the room.
The minutes passed and the room became very quiet. Aaron stopped his search. He sat in a chair that was close by and hung his head. What if he wouldn’t be able to perform for the man? What if he couldn’t find another face? A tear dripped from his eye as he envisioned his coming punishment. He hated to disappoint people, especially grownups.
The seconds ticked by loudly as they counted down the time until his teacher would return. In another area of the school, a door shut firmly and echoed in the distance. Footsteps grew louder in the hallway and finally stopped, directly in the doorframe of his classroom.
Aaron slowly lifted his head. He knew Mr. Dilworth was watching him. As his eyes rose to meet those of his teacher, his attention was drawn to a strange, yet familiar movement in the cinder block wall. The boy smiled victoriously.
“Ah-huh,” he announced and without shifting his eyes away, he scurried over to the place and knelt down beside the wall. He held up the tablet and began sketching.
The teacher caught his breath when he saw this and without making a sound, stepped away from the doorframe and turned towards the boy. He didn’t want to disturb the artist.
Aaron was busy with his pencil as he concentrated on the wall. It appeared that the boy was seeing both the image and the drawing at the same time. The face of a young girl emerged on the page and the man who stood behind the child stared, dumbfounded.
Then, as quickly as it had begun, Aaron finished and stood up. Approving of his new drawing, the boy handed the pad of paper to his teacher.
“That’s how I did it.” The simple response didn’t explain a thing.
If he hadn’t seen it with his own eyes, Mr. Dilworth would not have believed it. What a gift this boy had. What a talent. He looked back at the child and laughed.
“My Lord, I can’t believe it,” he laughed again. Shaking his head he continued laughing. “Show me where you found her,” he begged.
Aaron looked back to the wall and searched for the face, unable to find it. He pointed to where he thought it had been. “It was there… but it’s gone now. But it was right there.”
The teacher squatted down and examined the brick. He saw light and shadows, nothing more. He reached out and touched the cinder block’s texture. Nothing. The boy had quite an imagination, that was for sure. He stood back up and looked again at the page. She was a pretty girl. About ten. She wore a ribbon in her hair and a locket around her neck. The detail was exquisite.
“Do you want this picture? Would you mind if I kept it?” he asked.
“No, I don’t mind.” Aaron waited a minute as his teacher stared at the drawing. “Can I go home now?” the boy finally asked.
“Sure, go ahead. And thanks for showing me this.” The man nodded back to the page and smiled.
“No problem.” Aaron turned and ran back to his desk. He gathered his belongings and headed out the door. “See you tomorrow.”
“Bye.” Mr. Dilworth walked over to his desk. He again tidied the papers that sat there and stacked them into a neat pile. He lifted the six previous drawings the boy had done and flipped through them a second time, studying them carefully. He then placed them back with the others, along with the new one he just received. He couldn’t take his eyes off it.
An eerie feeling crept deep into his mind and triggered a memory of years past. He thought of a young girl he had taught many years before.
Teri.... Teri something. She was a vibrant ten year old, who confessed openly about her crush on Mr. Dilworth. He knew kids this age had crushes on almost anyone who paid them attention and he was never concerned of its lasting effects. The face on the paper was remarkably similar to hers.
Hadn’t she often worn her hair that way and could that be the locket she won during the spelling bee? The longer he thought about the girl, the more the face resembled hers.
How could Aaron draw the face of someone he had never met? Or perhaps he did know the girl.
The teacher had many questions that day. He shook his head and let it go.
“It’s just another ‘Unsolved Mystery’ in my everyday life,” he announced aloud. Smiling, he stretched his back. He felt good. The headache was gone. He glanced over to the wall clock. “Oh, my gosh. I better get out of here.”
Time had slipped away, it was getting late. Carrying the classroom’s pictures, he proceeded to the door and flipped off the lights. He stopped suddenly and glanced back into the room.
Had he heard something? It sounded like laughter, a child’s laughter. He hesitated and slowed his breathing. The room was quiet.
A cool wind blew past him as he stood in the doorway, tossing his papers to the floor. A chill crept up his legs and danced over his back. For an instant, he believed he wasn’t alone. His eyes shifted, searching the shadows in the hallway for a familiar figure... a student, a co-worker, anyone. No one was there.
He bent down to retrieve the artwork and as he rose, he heard the laughter again. He stood and glanced around, growing more nervous with each passing moment. He reached back for the door and slammed it behind him. Spinning around, he hurried down the empty hallway.
Chapter Four
Jim Dilworth arrived at school early the next morning to display the newly discovered abilities of young Aaron Monroe. He spent a restless night examining the drawings, yet still could not explain to himself how they were accomplished.
Unpacking his briefcase, he glanced around the teacher’s lounge. He noticed a young female teacher sitting by herself, correcting a pile of papers.
He hurried to her table and set out the boy’s pictures, all of them, except the one Aaron had drawn of himself. He tucked that one back into his briefcase.
“Hey, Peggy. Would you take a look at these drawings for a minute?”
She looked up at the sketches. “Those are really good Jim. I didn’t know you had it in you.” She smiled at her friend and went back to her papers.
“No really. What do you think of them?”
Peggy raised her head again. “They’re good, Jim. Now, go away. I’m busy.”
Several other teachers arrived and noticed the artwork on the table. They all seemed interested in taking a closer look at the talented display. They gathered in tight, stretching back and forth so as to view the entire lot. A commotion commenced as the teachers commented to each other on the workmanship.
Peggy plugged her ears, trying to concentrate on the job before her.
Darrell Wiseman, the school’s principal, interrupted in a louder voice, “They’re quite nice, Jim. I’m impressed. Are you selling them?”
“No, they’re not mine to sell,” he answered.
The principal leaned forward and pulled a particular drawing from the pile and studied it a moment. “The girl in this one looks familiar.” He studied it closer and held it out so others could see. He held it down towards the woman who sat at the table and tapped her shoulder. “Wasn’t she in one of your classes a few years ago, Peggy?”
The woman looked up at the picture and shrugged. “Mr. Wiseman, I can’t remember every student I’ve had over the years. That would be impossible. Right now I’ve got a lot of papers to correct, so if you’ll all excuse me.” She stood, gathered her papers and settled on another table, deliberately showing her annoyance of being forced to move.
The principal continued to stare at the drawing. “Teri Springfield? No. Was that her name?” He looked up and shook his head wondering.
“Springham,” Jim finished triumphantly.
“Yes, that’s right. Teri Springham.” He nodded in approval. “A nice girl. You’ve certainly captured her essence. You’re a terrific artist, Jim. I’m glad we have you on our faculty.”
“I didn’t draw it. I didn’t draw any of these.” The art teacher admitted. He paused a moment, “One of my students did.”
The teachers turned and looked at him more carefully. Even Peggy looked over from her distant table.
“A child drew these?” Principal Wiseman’s eyebrows pinched together, “Who?”
“A boy named Aaron Monroe. That small red headed kid in my afternoon class.”
“I know Aaron. He drew these pictures? I wasn’t aware he had any artistic talent.”
“Well, I didn’t believe it either, until I watched him draw one.” Jim took a deep breath. “The boy brought in these pictures yesterday for an assignment. I questioned him about his work, I could hardly believe it was his. So then he demonstrates to me how he drew them, by drawing this one of Teri Springham. He drew it in just a few minutes and without looking at a picture or anything. He didn’t even erase once.” Jim looked around the room at the thoughtful faces surrounding him. “I couldn’t sleep. I’ve been thinking about it all night.”
Peggy listened carefully from her separate table, her curiosity peaked. She pushed her chair out and made her way back to the display table. Studying the picture closer, she remembered the girl and the locket around her neck. After all, she was the teacher who had presented it to the girl years before at the annual spelling bee.
“There isn’t a chance that this could be a prank is there?” she asked.
“I can’t see how,” Jim admitted.
The room remained quiet.
“Well, it’s sort of exciting to have such a talented student here in our midst, isn’t it?” Peggy added.
Several teachers agreed.
“Does Aaron know this girl?” asked the principal.
Before Jim could answer, the first bell rang. Without realizing it, the thirty minutes of preparation time had slipped away and the teachers jumped into motion like robots. Some checked their watches, while others simply hustled out the door.
“I better get going. I’ll talk to you later, Jim.” The principal squeezed his friend’s arm, attempting to show his concern.
Jim watched the exodus. Had they heard anything he said? He gathered the pictures and slid them back into his briefcase. Why did these drawings bother him so? It wasn’t like him to be late for class. He hurried out.
The morning dragged by for Jim. His mind concentrated on thoughts other than teaching. By lunch, he found himself sitting hypnotized in front of the classroom wall where Aaron had seen the girl.
A fellow teacher, Steve Glismeyer, stuck his head into the room and noticed his friend down on the floor.
“Hey Jim, we missed you at lunch. What’s up?” he asked.
Jim sat there in silence. He hadn’t heard the question.
Steve walked over to where his friend sat and looked at the man with interest. “What’s going on Jim?” As he spoke, he touched the sitting man on the shoulder.
Jim jumped.
“Oh, Steve. I didn’t see you.” Mr. Dilworth took a deep breath and stood up. “It seems I’ve been put under a spell or something.” He shook his head and looked back at the wall. “It’s all I can think about lately.”
“What do you mean? What’s with this wall thing?”
“You haven’t heard what’s been going on?” Jim’s fingers caressed the wall.
“I heard you had an exceptional artist on your hands. Is that it?” Steve couldn’t believe his friend was so disturbed by the fact that one of his students could draw.
Jim nodded and spoke softly, yet clearly, “He copies faces out of the bricks.”
Steve looked at the area in question. “I don’t see anything Jim. This kid’s playing you for a fool. Nothing more.”
Jim’s stare turned to his fellow teacher. “No, I saw it. First, he had nothing. Then, within moments, a finished portrait. There is no way he could have done that.”
“Did you yourself see the face on the wall?” the visitor pried.
“Well… no. Not the one on the wall. But I did watch him draw the picture. He sketched it out right in front of me, within a few minutes. It was wonderful.”
Jim went to his desk and pulled out the pictures that Aaron had drawn. “See. These are the drawings I’m talking about.”
Steve looked down at the drawings and wondered what Jim was up to. A ten year old child couldn’t create what he saw. They were probably drawn by some famous artist from Europe or something. Jim had played pranks on several staff members before, himself included. Perhaps this was just another trick of his. Steve liked this fellow teacher, but at times, Jim’s sense of humor was hard to take.
“Yeah... okay. I see. A student of yours drew these. And this one he copied right off the wall over there? Is that what you’re telling me? He must have a great imagination to see someone like her in that wall. That’s all I have to say.”
“Why can’t we see her?” Jim begged for an answer.
Steve patted his friend on the back. “I guess we’re too old Jimmy boy. We’ve simply got no imagination left.” He turned to leave. Walking past the wall, he bent and glanced at the area one last time. He stood, shook his head and chuckled back to his friend, “Too old, Jim. Too old.” The man left.
When Aaron walked into the room that day, Mr. Dilworth couldn’t help but stare at him. The lad sat down, aware that his teacher’s eyes followed him. The bell sounded, easing the tension.
Mr. Dilworth composed himself and tried to forget his questions.
“Class, today we’re cleaning out our paper and supply trays. If everyone will work together, we’ll finish this in one day.”
Mr. Dilworth instructed the children on the procedure and before long it was time to go.
“Thanks for working so hard today, class. The room looks real neat and tidy for next year. I’ll pass back your homework drawings tomorrow. And remember...,” he called, “just two more days until summer vacation.” The teacher knew this last statement was uncalled for, since it was like a spark that fueled uncontrollable excitement. But what the heck. He felt like he too needed some kind of release at the moment.
The children screamed and stampeded out the door. A fire couldn’t have moved them any quicker.
As he saw the small red headed kid about to exit he called, “Aaron, one minute please.”
Aaron stopped and looked back. His teacher approached. What now?
“I just wanted to ask you if you knew a girl named Teri Springham.”
“Don’t think so,” the boy said nervously.
His teacher nodded. “Okay, thanks. See you tomorrow.” Jim watched the boy make his way down the hall through a sea of other children. He wondered if the child’s new found ability was a temporary gift, or would it remain with him the rest of his life.
Jim returned to the room to straighten the chairs. A few minutes passed and the hallway quieted. Before long, Jim could hear heavy footsteps approaching his room.
Principal Wiseman stuck his head into the art room and cleared his throat. “Jim, have you got a moment?”
Jim looked up. “Sure.” The man in the doorway had a strange, worried expression on his face. “What is it Darrell?”
The principal glanced around, making sure the children were gone. “Remember this morning, we talked about a Teri Springham? The girl in that picture?”
“Yeah, I remember.”
“Well, I found out her family moved when she was in seventh grade, so I did some calling around to the new school district that she moved into...” He hesitated and hung his head. A long moment passed.
“And...” Jim prodded.
Looking back at Jim, the principal answered, “and... she was killed last year in a traffic accident. Her and a bunch of her teenage friends. Car vs. train type thing.”
Jim’s eyes widened when he heard this. “My God.” He shook his head slowly. He remembered hearing the story on the news, but they hadn’t released the victim’s names at the time. He may not have even remembered her name if he had heard it. Teachers rarely keep track of their students after they leave in the spring. They simply send them off into the world, hoping they survive it.
The somber story unnerved Mr. Wiseman and he glanced around the room trying to think of something else to say. Loosening his tie did nothing to cool his rising temperature. A great urge came over him to leave and he became noticeably upset. “Well, I guess we’ll see you in the morning. Good night.” Darrell spun around and hurried away.
“Yeah… okay and thanks for telling me,” Jim called after him.
Jim returned to his desk and hung his head. He was sorry he hadn’t taken the time to find out who the victims were after that accident. How sad to lose such young kids in such a horrible way. But then it occurred to him that whenever a child died, whatever the circumstance, it always seemed so senseless. A deep pain entered his heart as he gazed at the picture of the girl’s face. He had known her. He was fond of her. He felt the loss.
Clearing his throat, he gathered his belongings. His thoughts returned to Aaron. How could a ten year old see the face of a girl he never knew? A dead girl at that. Perhaps she had come to him. Jim had heard of mediums and visionaries before, perhaps Aaron was one of these. A seer who could see into the next dimension. See beyond the grave. But then, what of his artistic abilities? Too many questions still unanswered.
A cold breeze blew up his spine and his concentration was broken. Memories of the previous day flashed into his mind. Once again, Jim felt a presence behind him. He turned, but no one was there. He knew there wouldn’t be.
He leaned back against his desk. The temptation to flee subsided. He relaxed. Jim presumed he knew who was with him and he felt at peace while he waited. He thought of the girl as he had known her, ten years old and very alive. He knew now, he would never forget her.
Chapter Five
School ended at noon that Friday, to the delight of students and teachers alike. As Aaron neared the old bungalow he called home, he noticed a dark blue LTD parked out front.
“Oh boy, Grandma’s here.” He jumped over the neighbor’s short boxwood hedge and ran up to his front door. Bursting through the entryway, he shouted, “Mom, I’m home!”
Snips, who had been sleeping beside the living room chair, jumped up and began barking.
Aaron noticed his grandmother sitting a short distance from the animal and hurried over to her, giving her a big hug around her neck. She caught her glasses as they slipped off her face.
Doris Anderson, or Grandma as Aaron knew her, was a small woman with snow white hair. The woman sat on a firm, stable armchair which once had been hers. It had a floral tapestry coverlet over the seat, as well as the back cushion. The bent wooden legs and elegant feet completed its Victorian Era styling. After Doris’ husband passed away six years before, she gave most everything she owned to her only daughter. That included her small house. She then moved into a senior living center, admitting that she didn’t want to take care of a lot of “stuff” now that she was entering her twilight years.
The puppy made so much noise that everyone stopped what they were doing and looked down at him. His tail was wagging wildly.
“You’d better give him some attention Aaron, before we all go deaf,” Mother joked. She smiled at her son with great love.
The small boy released his grandmother and knelt down beside the puppy. He attempted to pick him up, but the pup bolted towards the boy’s face and covered him with a wet slobbery greeting, practically knocking him over.
The two women chuckled as they watched the pair roll around on the floor.
“It appears that you two have become good friends,” Grandma observed.
“You’re right,” Aaron agreed, as he tried to calm the dog, hoping to spend a little more time with his grandmother.
He finally settled the dog down and pulled over a footrest from around the side of the couch. There he sat, one hand petting the puppy, trying to control its energy and the other hand neatly placed atop his grandmother’s hand.
The room settled and became quiet again.
“And I’m glad you’re happy to see me as well,” Aaron’s mom joked.
“Oh, mom,” the child replied and grinned at her. Aaron knew his mom wasn’t upset that he had forgotten his usual kiss hello.
“Your mom was just showing me those pictures you drew. I’m quite impressed.” Grandma leaned closer. “You know, your grandfather was a great artist. You probably don’t remember him too well, you were quite young, but he loved to draw. He made a fine living from his artwork and by the look of these drawings, you too may have this gift.” Grandma reached over and patted the boy’s hand as it rested on top of hers. “He made many people happy by…”
Aaron’s attention was drawn away from the story as he looked down at the woman’s hand. Grandma’s raised blue veins crisscrossed the back of her hand like the network of branches on a tree. He traced over them lightly with his fingers, not hearing much of what she was saying.
Rudely, Snips jumped up and began barking again. He ran to the front door and made his declaration that an intruder was near.
The door bell rang.
Aaron hurried over to answer it. “Hello, Mr. Quinn. Come in.”
“Well now, that’s a big dog you have there,” the old neighbor teased. “He won’t bite me, will he?”
“Of course not, Mr. Quinn. His name is Snips, not Nips.”
They both laughed as the dog continued to make a racket.
Mr. Quinn reached down to the barking dog, who immediately decided he would rather lick the old hand than bite it.
“Hello, Jerry. How are you feeling today?” asked Bonnie as she stood up.
“Fine, fine,” he responded as he grabbed at the puppy‘s tail, teasing the animal.
“You remember my mom don’t you?”
“Oh yes, certainly.” He straightened and nodded at the older woman still seated in the chair around the corner of the room. “I haven’t seen you in a long while. How have you been?”
“I’m still here,” Doris quipped.
“That’s good, that’s good.” He nodded and smiled. He waited a moment and then turned to Aaron. Holding up a book he said, “I was out taking my walk the other day and I came across this in the bushes. I thought you might need it.”
Aaron’s mouth fell open as he recognized his math book. “Is that mine?”
“Well, your name’s in the front of it,” the gentleman answered.
“Aaron, how did that get in the bushes?” mother asked as she came over.
The boy shrugged. “I must have dropped it the other day.”
“Well, it’s a little dirty, but I don’t think it’s a goner. I just thought I’d bring it back to you,” the gentleman stated. He turned and nodded towards Doris and smiled. “It’s good to see you again. How’s that new apartment of yours?”
“I love it. It’s very roomy.” Grandma had known this man for many years, had gone to high school with him, and remembered how he had tried to dissuade her from moving after her husband died.
“That’s good, that’s good.” He nodded again and turned back towards the door to leave.
“And thank you for bringing this over,” Bonnie remarked as she held up the book.
He smiled and nodded. “Sure, no problem at all.”
She watched as the man carefully made his way down the front steps and amble slowly across the street to his own house. He seemed like a kind gentleman, but he kept largely to himself. She took a deep breath and shut the screen door.
“You know, he sure is a nice man. I see him walking all the time by himself; a little less often in the winter months. He’ll stop and talk to me when I’m out front. He seems so lonely.”
“How’s his wife doing?” Doris questioned.
“Kathy? I guess she’s fine. I never see her with him and we don’t usually talk much about her.” Bonnie returned to where her mother was sitting.
Aaron and the puppy ran back into the room, Aaron giggling and the dog nipping at the boy’s pant leg.
“Hey guys, what are we doing tonight?” the boy finally questioned. Aaron knew that when Grandmother visited, they usually went out for pizza or a movie or something. It was a real treat when Grandma came over.
Bonnie turned to Aaron and asked, “Well, we were wondering if you might like to go stay with Grandma for a few days? I’ve got the chance to work the late shift tonight and tomorrow night and then most of the day Sunday. I can’t leave you alone that long. Would you like that?”
“Yes, oh yes.” Aaron jumped up and down, causing the dog to start barking again. He looked down at the little pup. “Can Snips go too?”
“No, I don’t think so,” mother responded. “There’s no place to keep him there.”
“And why not?” Doris interrupted and looked at her daughter. “It’d be fun. We are allowed to have pets there you know. They say that animals,” she threw her hands up into the air, “keep us young.”
“Mom, you don’t need to take the pup. He’ll be nothing but trouble.”
“Nonsense. We’ll watch him close. We’ll keep him in my room.” She stood and walked over to Aaron and squinted. “He’s housebroken isn’t he?”
The boy nodded. “Oh, yes, if I take him outside a lot.”
“Well then, let’s do it. It’ll be fun.” Grandma held Aaron’s chin in her hand a moment and kissed him on the top of his head.
“Mom, I think you’re making a mistake by taking the pup along,” Bonnie protested again. Grandma was getting into more than she knew.
Grandmother looked sullenly over her glasses at her daughter. Without saying another word, everyone knew it was settled. The boy, and the pup, would spend the weekend at Grandma’s.
Aaron ran into his bedroom and threw some clothes onto the bed. He looked around for a moment and then called out, “Mom, have you seen my backpack?”
“It’s in here, right where you dropped it.”
He darted back into the entry, retrieved his bag and disappeared again into his bedroom. Within minutes, he was ready. His bag hung over his shoulder, stuffed with necessities.
“That didn’t take long,” Grandma observed.
“He can move fast when he wants to.” Bonnie smiled at her mother. “Wait here for a minute.” She walked into the kitchen and returned with a brown sack. Handing it to Aaron, she said, “Here’s some dog food for Snips. Make sure you give him a drink of water when you get there and remember to take his leash.”
“Okay mom. Thanks.”
Aaron grabbed the dog’s leash from the coat rack and called the puppy to go outside. Together they made their rounds until every bush had been visited.
“Well, I guess we’ll get going.” Doris hugged her daughter. “I’ll bring him back Monday about noon.” She walked down the front steps being careful not to trip.
Bonnie nodded. “Thanks, mom. We sure can use the extra money.” Then she called out louder to her boy, “Hey, Aaron. Don’t I get a kiss?”
The boy bounced back up the steps and laid one on his mother’s cheek almost knocking her backwards.
“Thanks. Now you be careful and have fun.”
“I will. Love you. Don’t be too lonely without me.” Off he and the dog went, running to the car.
“Aaron, don’t let that dog cause your grandma any trouble,” she called after them.
The car doors slammed and within moments, she stood alone. Bonnie remembered a few years back when she and her mother couldn’t see eye to eye on anything. She moved out when she turned eighteen, intent on finding some adventure in her life. But then she got pregnant and when the child was born, her boyfriend disappeared. Her mother and father tried to persuade her to move back home, but she refused to give up her freedom, even if it meant not having an easy life.
For four hard years she juggled her job, taking care of her baby and paying rent on an apartment all by herself. It was difficult making ends meet. Her parents tried to help out where they could, tending the child and providing little necessities here and there. But Bonnie wanted to do things her way and refused most of the help that was offered.
Then her father died and her mother was beside herself with grief. Doris refused to stay in the home alone by herself, yet Bonnie was still stubborn and unwilling to move back in to live with her. Finally, on the brink of selling the home, her mother broke down and insisted that she take the house and most of the furniture for herself. Doris declared that she would find other accommodations.
For Bonnie, this was a dream come true. The house was paid for, which allowed Bonnie to finally begin to save for other things in life. Both of them were indeed from the same mold. They were both very hard headed.
Chapter Six
Shady Creek Acres was a lovely senior living center, roomy and clean. It didn’t smell of ammonia or urine like some of the other senior homes she had visited. Then again, it was a little more expensive than the others. Still, Doris believed she was lucky to find such a nice place and not so far from where her daughter lived.
As she unlocked her apartment’s door, Aaron ran through the kitchen and over to the couch, landing squarely in the middle of it. Snips followed close behind and tried to jump up next to the boy. His little legs weren’t quite long enough for such a high leap and he whimpered at his failure. Aaron dragged the dog up, just as he noticed his Grandmother’s pierced lips and narrowed eyebrows.
“Oops, sorry Grandma. Snips shouldn’t be on the couch, should he.”
“Let’s put an old blanket over it first, dear. I don’t think he’ll hurt it, but just in case he has an accident or something. It would be hard for me to clean it.”
Aaron agreed and helped his grandmother with an old cotton quilt that appeared to be many years old. They tucked it into the couch cushions.
“Now, do you want to sleep with me tonight or in here on this couch?” she asked.
Without hesitation Aaron called it. “In here, with Snips.” He was never allowed to choose the couch before.
“Okay, then. Let’s make up your bed now, so we won’t be bothered with it tonight when we’re tired. Deal?”
“Deal.”
Doris found a couple of white sheets and two more blankets. The blankets had old patterns and colors on them that the boy had never seen before.
“Those look old,” he observed as he ran his hand over the top of them.
“They are old. I had these quilts years ago, but I never used them. I had them stored away for a later time. Well it’s time to use them now.”
“I like them. They’re neat.”
“I like them too.”
With Aaron’s help, they had the couch ready in no time. She brought a pillow from her bedroom and set it at one end.
“Done,” Aaron stated with pride as he fluffed up the pillow.
“Well then, let’s have a little lunch and think of what we want to do this weekend.”
Grandmother cut the cheddar cheese while Aaron arranged the buttered bread on the fry pan. She then assembled the sandwiches and grilled them until lightly browned. Aaron located the plates and garnished them with chips and pickles. After setting the grilled cheese sandwiches onto the plates, they were taken to the small table.
“Is root beer okay with you?” the woman asked.
“Great,” Aaron answered. His mom usually didn’t allow him to have pop.
During their lunch, they planned the weekend’s events which would begin with the traditional walk around the pond.
Aaron cleared the table and watched with excitement as his grandmother placed old ripped up bread and unsalted peanuts and popcorn into her carryall bag. It was time to go and Aaron grabbed the dog leash.
The retirement home offered many fountains and water features around the grounds that always drew the interest of the residents, not to mention all the ducks in the area and their new-born ducklings waddling after them.
Aaron and grandma tossed pieces of the old bread to the ducks and laughed when the animals thought they were too stale to eat without a quick dunk into the water first. The couple located an inviting bench beneath a large oak tree and sat down to rest. Snips decided he had seen enough of these strange, quacking creatures and fell asleep next to the boy, resting his head on the child’s lap.
The leaves rustled in the breeze and Aaron looked up. The tree seemed alive and well and quite content to be living in such a peaceful place. The leaves danced and spun high above his head as they saluted the boy, wishing him well.
The young boy smiled back at his leafy comrades.
“Grandma, do you ever see ‘things’ when you look up in the trees?”
Doris looked up and studied the beautiful old oak tree. Within its dense foliage she noticed clumps of acorns and some caps that once held them.
“I sure do and that’s quite a tree, isn’t it Aaron? Do you see the little acorns?” She pointed to the different areas. “Squirrels like to eat those. We might see some squirrels today, if we’re lucky.”
That wasn’t quite what Aaron meant. It was hard to explain to someone what he saw, unless they could see it too. But he would ask her again later. “Yeah, I hope we do.”
The two relaxed and listened to the leaves as they clicked together in the gentle breeze. Suddenly, Snips lifted his head and stared out into the distance. Aaron noticed his quick movement and steady gaze. About five feet from where they sat, a little squirrel was busy picking up twigs and pieces of debris. The boy nudged his grandma and she looked over.
Doris retrieved the bag of raw peanuts she had placed in her carryall and divided them up between herself and the boy. Before long, many squirrels were venturing closer and accepting the handouts. Some were gracious about it and some acted like pigs, filling their cheeks until they looked as though they would burst. It was exciting for Aaron to have the rodents take the peanuts right from his fingers. He loved being so close to the wild animals.
When Aaron had one nut left, he held it out as he had before. But this time he had a good grip on its shell. One of the squirrels tried to pull it from his fingers but the boy wouldn’t release it. The animal tried grabbing the treat from different directions as he squirmed this way and that, intent on winning the tug-of-war.
Aaron laughed.
Grandma looked over. “Aaron, are you teasing that squirrel? Give him the nut.”
“I will. I just wanted to see how strong he is.” He smiled to see the animal work so hard for his dinner.
Just when he thought the squirrel had given up, he heard a small, high pitched voice. “Give me the stupid nut, you crazy kid.” The rodent’s dark shiny eyes were staring straight at the boy, little tiny hands still grasping the peanut.
Aaron’s mouth fell open. At once he released the nut, pulling his hand back.
The animal grabbed the prize and ran with it up the trunk of the tree.
“Grandma… did you hear that? That squirrel talked to me.”
“I bet he wanted you to give him that peanut, didn’t he?”
“Yeah… he did.” The boy was shaking. He glanced at his grandmother. She had understood the squirrel. “Should we give him the popcorn too?”
“I was going to save that for the birds. I think these guys have had enough to eat.”
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