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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 shot out warning messages,
in the form of stomach quivers. One by one, the cub scouts grew
anxious and complained that enough time had elapsed and 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 the cave was so enormous, that its walls were 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 quite
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, farther than his
tennis shoes… yet he felt absolutely nothing. Nothing! Not even the
ground.

Tears filled Aaron’s 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 suddenly engulfed him. He gripped his head tightly and
swallowed some deep breaths, slowly calming himself. His balance
returned, as he fought to stay focused. He could reason this
through if he tried hard enough. Aaron decided to start with what
he knew.

The air felt cool and damp, but smelled
stale.

He knew 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 to not even 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, finally stopping. 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 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 drifted
past him, entering the light source, disappearing from his view.
Hesitantly, he took another step towards the beam.

“Wait,” a faint voice called out from behind
him.

Aaron 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, as a
wide smile crossed his wrinkled face. “Do you know me?” He waited
patiently, as the boy studied his leathery face.

Aaron 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 downward. 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 darkness, but this time he wasn’t
alone with the shadows. He breathed heavily as 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. Were people 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.

****

“It 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 fought
to open them. Light filled the room with blazing brightness.

“Close those blinds,” another stern voice
yelled out, “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 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 here was
warm and dry.

He felt someone lift his hand.

“Aaron, honey. 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. Even though the room was dark, 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 again and he slept.

****

Aaron noticed the smell of bacon. He opened
his eyes and pushed himself up. His head throbbed as he glanced
around. Again he was alone in a dim room, but this room looked
familiar. His stuffed toys were piled in the far corner and a
picture of his mother and grandmother 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
exhausted.

Within moments, Aaron’s mother stood in the
doorway. Her smile was contagious and the small boy sheepishly
grinned back. She hurried to his side and placed her hand upon his
forehead. She seemed satisfied that the fever had not returned and
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 started
for the door. Turning back, she wiped her eyes 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. “Do I smell bacon?”

“You do. I’ve got lots of bacon... and eggs.
Let me get some for you. I’ll be right back.”

It wasn’t long before Aaron’s mother returned
with a full plate of food.

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 and she has something
for you,” his mother whispered.

Aaron’s 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 so 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 the
throbbing pain 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. New found 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 seemed to think it was
important to repeatedly 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?”

Grandmother smiled and answered, “Whatever
you want. You name him.”

“Humm....” Aaron 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 his sparkling
eyes, down to his long pointy tail.

Mother noticed his tailward glance. “In a few
days we can take him into the vet and 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.
It doesn’t have to be snipped.” She seemed 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.
“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.” She 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 groggy and his
head felt heavy. He stared at the doorway and 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 planet-hood. It didn’t
seem that long ago.

In the other 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 eyelids were growing heavier as he
waited. What was taking so long? His head tipped back as the boy
gave in.

He suddenly felt something tugging at his
arm, ripping at its hair. With a grimace, Aaron opened his eyes.
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.” The doctor nodded and smiled down at
Aaron, then turned and addressed the boy’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 stared at
them solemnly. “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 towards the elderly woman,
then back to the doctor. “Is there any chance Aaron could slip into
another coma?” Her voice was soft and 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 front door. He stopped and turned to
grandma. “Mrs. Anderson, you’ve finished all your antibiotics,
haven’t you?”

Doris was surprised he had turned his
attention on 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 front window and peered
out, hoping to draw the man’s 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 the man drive away.

Bonnie turned back to the house, as 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 some unexpected tears. She seemed
inclined to regain her composure before entering the house, and she
cleared her throat several times.

The woman 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. She seemed
nervous. Even though she had endured this crisis in her life, she
felt there might be something else to come. The pain wasn’t over
yet. With a few last gestures of appreciation to the Great
Almighty, she turned and entered the house.

“Mom,” she called out. “It’s getting quite
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.”

Doris 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.” Bonnie’s eyes watered and
she hugged her mother tightly.

Doris patted her daughter on her back. “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 back 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 driving 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 had actually 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 one 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 children, but he enjoyed
summers most of all.

A few children lingered and gathered their
belongings.

The teacher leaned forward in his chair.
“I’ll see you tomorrow, Aaron. Glad to have you back.”

Aaron turned towards the teacher. “Mr.
Dilworth?” he whined, “Do I have to draw three faces by tomorrow as
well?”

“No, Aaron… of course not. You were gone for
how long… five or six weeks? You’ve missed a lot of instruction and
I don’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.” Aaron turned and ran out the door. He 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. Looking at the trees above,
Aaron noticed that their 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 their 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 that block, he
stopped and looked back. The tree lined street seemed still. Aaron
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, destroying dozens of the
towering giants. Although the residents that lived along the street
agreed they would all replant, so far, no one had. Even his own
family had replaced only 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 so different? They fit
together perfectly 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. Aaron 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 then
searched in his bag for a pencil. Pulling one out, he lifted his
eyes to the sky and began sketching. A picture was beginning to
form. Easily, effortlessly Aaron’s pencil glided over the
paper.

“Hey stupid, what you doing?” someone called
out.

Aaron stopped 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 boy
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, punching each other in
fun.

“What ya doing? What ya looking at?” a third
boy jeered.

“Nothing,” Aaron responded. He closed 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,” Aaron
confessed.

“Clouds? Wow. You must be a real smart kid,
standing here looking up 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 to the sidewalk and blew them
down the street.

Aaron snatched at the bag, but the boys
pulled it away. They tossed it back and forth between the three of
them, while the younger boy jumped after it.

“Give me that!” Aaron yelled. “Give it to
me!”

“Why? You gonna cry? Ohhh… cry baby, cry
baby.” They howled in laughter.

Aaron jumped this way, then that, in attempts
to retrieve his bag.

As the older boys tired of their fun, one boy
finally gave in. “Go ahead and give it back.” He tilted his head
towards Aaron and grinned.

“Oh, the baby wants his bag back.
Boo-hoo-hoo. Well then… here.” The boy holding the bag dumped the
remaining contents onto the sidewalk, spilling books and papers in
all directions. Another round of laughter followed, 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 his empty bag. He pulled
it back onto his shoulder.

Before Aaron continued, he glanced up once
more to the sky. It had turned dark and threatening. It didn’t
matter. He didn’t feel like seeing happy clouds now anyway.

As Aaron rounded his yard, he heard Snips
barking from inside the house. He forgot all about his pain and
smiled to think someone actually wanted to be with him. Aaron
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, as the boy
reached down and scratched the dog’s back.

Aaron tossed his backpack onto the porch and
led the pup down to the grass, waiting 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.” Aaron was
growing impatient.

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
did upon his return.

“I’m downstairs, honey. I’ll be up in a
minute,” a voice drifted up from the basement.

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 own milk and smiled. It was good to be home.

Finally, the bowl was empty. “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, then hurried into his bedroom.
Crouching next to his bed, he looked under. “I’m sure its here
somewhere,” Aaron whispered to himself. He plopped himself flat
onto the floor and began searching, 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 searching for… an old art pad, a gift from his grandfather.

Aaron pulled it out and blew the dust from
its cover, then 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. A
memory from another time crept forward in his mind. Someone else
also had such a marking. Someone he knew. He pondered it a moment,
but then tried to concentrate back on his homework.

A few minutes passed.

“I can’t think of who 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 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 maybe a mouse? Finding nothing, he returned to his
chair. “Weird,” he decided, turning his attention back to his empty
paper.

A few minutes passed when a slight scratching
noise caught his attention. Aaron turned around. 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,
getting down on his hands and knees. As he studied the area, it
definitely seemed to him to be a picture of an old woman’s face.
The longer he stared at it, the better it filled in. Aaron got an
idea and a half smile graced his face.

Hurrying back to the table, Aaron grabbed his
tablet and pencil, returning a second later to the spot on the
floor. By then, the face was gone.

“Shoot.” Aaron looked around the area
carefully, but the image had completely disappeared. He reached
down and felt the floor with his hand. Nothing.

Sitting back down at the table, Aaron began
to draw what he remembered of the face, but couldn’t get the lines
to work right. After several feeble 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 just stared at it.

“Maybe a cookie will help me think.”

Aaron stood and turned to the pantry,
withdrawing several Oreos from their package. As he closed the
closet door, he noticed a strange movement in the pattern of 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 back, 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 sketching out the features. His fingers
controlled the pencil easier than he thought they could. He hurried
with the task, hoping the image would remain still until he
finished. As more lines were added, Aaron licked at his lips. He
was deep in his concentration. Finally, he let his hand fall away
from the paper.

“Done,” he happily declared.

He glanced over at his work. It was nice… for
a kid. It surprised him how easily 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 explained, 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. “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 question 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 needs 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
kids in junior high. The three of ‘em.”

“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? Tell you what… 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 long talk with their parents.
How’s that sound?”

Aaron hung his head. “I don’t know, mom.
That’ll just make things worse.” Aaron wanted to fight his own
battles, but it seemed his mother had a hard time letting him.

Bonnie 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. He could feel his mother
staring at him. “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 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 Bonnie watched him attempt to chew the
mouthful of sweets, she shook her head, turned and picked up the
laundry basket. “I’ll be in my bedroom if you need me.” She
whistled a light tune as she left.

Aaron 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 image.

“That’s it. I’ll draw me.” He hurried to the
table and retrieved his 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, setting the tablet and pencil
down. Aaron stared at the face he had drawn and admitted, though it
didn’t look like him, it wasn’t too bad. But it wasn’t anything
like the last drawing. That last picture slid onto his page, this
one had to be pried out. He leaned back on 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 back 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 and he jumped around in his seat.

Bonnie looked back at the picture, then back
at 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. Bonnie didn’t know what to say. 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 other 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, isn’t
she?”

Bonnie shook her head in disbelief. “Wow.
That’s really good, Aaron. Good job.”

The boy stood 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… what could be
expected from a ten year old. She glanced 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?”

“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 had 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.

Bonnie finished looking through the art book.
A dozen or so drawings from her father 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, Bonnie 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 the 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 homework the previous
evening. His math and English assignments were completely forgotten
and his morning teachers chided him for his negligence. It didn’t
matter to Aaron. He 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 pictures 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 seemed 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 first piece… and
stopped.

He had spoken so eloquently of the other
drawings, that when he got to this picture, 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 then go on.

“And these drawings are nice as well.” He set
the selected drawings to the side and went on with the rest.

The class ended on a humorous note, as Mr.
Dilworth retrieved pictures that he had kept from last September,
when the class first commenced. He held up some 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 the teacher to his seat. There he sat, rubbing his forehead,
staring at Aaron’s drawings. His head grew tighter and tighter,
threatening to explode.

The boy approached and stood beside the large
wooden desk. Aaron 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 his 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. Mr. Dilworth began tapping his
fingers against the desk. “These are simply fantastic, Aaron. How
did you ever get the ideas for such interesting expressions?”

The boy shrugged, afraid to explain the
strange circumstances that led to his drawings. His 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.

Aaron shook his head. “No. He was really
good, but these are my drawings.” It suddenly occurred to the boy
that his teacher was upset. He 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 at home, in the kitchen and I saw this one
in the wallpaper.” He pointed to the first drawing. “I just copied
it down.” Aaron then pointed to the self-portrait. “This one is me,
when I looked in the toaster and ...”

“You found your subjects on the kitchen wall
and in the toaster? And you simply copied them down?” Mr. Dilworth
stared at the boy. “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. Mr. Dilworth
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. He leaned back and closed his
eyes.

Aaron watched cautiously as the man slowed
his breathing and gained control.

Before long, Mr. Dilworth 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 at 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 some 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
so much nicer.

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,” Aaron
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 quietly 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 come 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 impending 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. Without shifting his eyes away, he scurried
over 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,” the teacher
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 right there… but it’s gone now.”

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 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. For some reason, he couldn’t take his eyes off
it.

An eerie feeling crept deep into his mind and
triggered a memory of years gone by. 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 completely 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.

Suddenly, he stopped 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, Mr. Dilworth
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 stack 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 loud 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 examined it closer and held it out
so others could see. He then held it down towards the woman who sat
at the table. He tapped her shoulder. “Wasn’t this girl 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,
finally remembering.

“Yes, that’s right. Teri Springham.” The
principal 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, then
continued, “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.”

The principal pulled back. “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 piqued. She pushed out her chair 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 had 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 tenderly.

“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 somewhere. Jim had played pranks on several staff members
before, himself included. Perhaps this was just another trick.
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 out, “just
two more days until summer vacation.” The teacher knew this last
statement was uncalled for, since it acted 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 as 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 classroom 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, troubled 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 her
loss.

Clearing his throat, he
wiped his eye and 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 were 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, as 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 Snips 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 mother 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 to the boy.
“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…” she went on talking.

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 pup,
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 small 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 closer.

The boy shrugged. “I must have dropped it the
other day.”

Jerry started brushing off the book. “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.” 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 even gone to high school with
him, and she remembered how he 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.

“Thank you for bringing this over,” Bonnie
remarked as she held up the book.

He smiled and nodded. “Sure, no problem at
all.”

Bonnie 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, Jerry 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. So… 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 puppy. He’ll
be nothing but trouble.”

“Nonsense. We’ll watch him close. We’ll keep
him in my apartment.” Grandma 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 puppy along,” Bonnie protested again. Her mother 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, Aaron
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 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.

Bonnie caught her balance. “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,” mother called after them.

The car doors slammed and within moments,
Bonnie stood alone. She 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 occasionally and
providing little necessities here and there. But Bonnie wanted to
do things her way and refused most of the help that was
offered.

When her father died, 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 women were indeed from the same
cloth. 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 Doris 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, jumping and 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 failings. Aaron
dragged the dog up, just as he noticed his grandmother’s pierced
lips and furrowed 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?” grandma 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 bought these quilts many
years ago, but I never used them. I just stored them away for a
later time. Well, it’s time to use them now.”

“I like them. They’re neat.” Aaron smiled at
the old fashioned designs.

“I like them too.”

With Aaron’s help, they had the couch ready
in no time. Grandma 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 soda 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 finally
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 empty caps that once held them.

“I sure do and that’s quite a tree, isn’t it
Aaron? Do you see those little acorns?” Grandma pointed to the
different areas of the tree loaded with nuts. “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 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 grandmother and she looked over.

Doris retrieved the bag of raw peanuts she
had placed in her carryall and divided them 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 little pigs, filling their cheeks until they looked as though
they would burst. It was exciting for Aaron to have the gray
rodents take the peanuts right from his fingers. He loved being
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 watched and laughed.

Grandma looked over. “Aaron, are you teasing
that poor squirrel? Give him the nut.”

“I will. I just want to see how strong he
is.” He smiled to see the animal working 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, tiny little 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 them the popcorn too?”

“I was going to save that for the birds. I
think these little fellows have had enough to eat.”

Just then, an old gentleman interrupted.
Neither of them had noticed his approach. He smiled down at Aaron
and his grandmother, nodding his head. In his smiling mouth was a
pipe and in his hand, a cane.

“Lovely day, don’t you think?” he asked.

“Yes, very nice indeed.” Doris smiled
back.

“I see you’re having an exciting time, son.
It’s a blessing you know, to be able to spend time with your
grandmother.”

“Oh, yes… I know.” Aaron wondered how long
the man was going to intrude.

The man looked around at the many items that
littered the bench. Between the dog and all their belongings, there
wasn’t much room for another person to sit down. He glanced back at
the pathway.

The man puffed out a mouthful of smoke.
“Well, have a nice afternoon. Both of you.”

“Thank you… and you as well,” Doris
responded.

The man nodded and strolled away, a swirl of
smoke circling his head.

“Who’s that, grandma?”

“He’s a resident here, but I’m not sure of
his name. I’ve seen him in the dining room, usually sitting with
one or more of the single ladies.”

“Oh, then that makes him a ladies man, huh
grandma.” Aaron’s face had a wide grin.

“Yes, I suppose it does.” She pinched her
eyebrows together for a second as she shot a warning glance at her
grandson. Where would he get a notion like that? Doris turned back
and scrimmaged through her tote bag. She brought out two separate
sacks of unbuttered, unsalted popcorn and handed one to Aaron. The
other bag, she opened. It smelled wonderful. She tasted one of the
white kernels, but found it quite bland.

“Ehhh,” she made a winching face. “I like it
better with a little butter and salt,” she laughed.

“I can’t get mine open.” Aaron struggled with
his bag.

Grandma noticed his problem. She set her sack
down beside her and slid closer to help the boy. Just as she
managed to open the boy’s bag, a squirrel jumped up next to her and
snatched the unguarded bag of popcorn. She swung around just in
time to see the creature dragging it off the bench and towards the
nearest tree. The contents spilled over the ground, as the furry
animal attempted to ascend the oak.

“Oh, no.... he stole my bag!” The woman
jumped up quickly and hurried after the rodent. He was much faster
than she and outmaneuvered her at every turn. He lumbered up the
massive trunk, overly burdened with the stolen booty.

Aaron and Doris stared silently up the tree
for a moment and watched kernels of popped corn fall down on them,
some landing in their hair, while others flicked off their cheeks.
The puffs dropped quickly at first, then slower and slower as the
emptying bag was pulled further and further into the rodent’s tree
hole. Finally, in a sudden burst, the bag disappeared
altogether.

A silent moment passed.

Doris looked down at her grandson, whose
mouth was hanging open in disbelief. She started to chuckle and
before long they both became hysterical. It was difficult to
control their amusement, both laughing hard and gasping for air.
Tears oozed from their eyes.

Snips barked wildly, unable to decide what
the commotion was all about.

“Oh my,” Doris laughed as she wiped her eyes
and sat back next to the child. “We better calm down, we’re causing
a scene.” She then looked back at the tree and saw the squirrel’s
tiny face staring down at them from the hole he occupied. Suddenly
her laughter started all over again, which triggered another hearty
laugh from the boy.

Aaron was the first to control himself this
time. He slowed down the tempo and finally stopped laughing.

Then Doris gained control of herself, as she
stiffened her lips firmly together and closed her eyes. She held
her hands tightly in her lap. For a moment, neither one moved. They
both took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. Aaron stared off into
the distance, intent on maintaining control. Both continued to
breathe slowly and deeply, afraid to look at the one sitting beside
them.

Suddenly, in the silence, Doris passed a
small amount of unexpected gas, a bit louder than usual. Her eyes
flew open and the cycle of laughter began anew. A full minute of
glee passed before she could control herself enough to speak.

“Oh, my,” she chuckled as she glanced over
towards Aaron. “Excuse me, my dear, for that foul remark.”

Aaron wrinkled his nose at the pun and shook
his head. “You’re funny, grandma.”

Snips jumped up on Aaron and knocked his bag
from his hands. As the second bag exploded its contents over the
surrounding area, the dog began licking the boy’s face.

Another round of laughter ensued. Controlling
it this time came a bit easier.

“We’re making such a mess,” grandma quipped.
“We better get out of here.”

The two stood and swept themselves off. Snips
jumped down and licked up as many white kernels as he could before
Aaron pulled him away.

The boy and his grandma held hands as they
started back. They heard the birds flutter past them on their way
to the banquet and as they looked back, they noticed the scattered
corn would soon be devoured.

Their own dinner would be eaten in the main
dining area of the establishment. The retirement home allowed you
to cook in your own apartment if you desired, but Doris preferred
to let someone else do the work, especially for the evening meal.
She was, after all, paying for it.

After they finished a
wonderful meal of meatloaf, mashed potatoes, gravy and peas, they
returned to her apartment. They had decided earlier that they were
going to watch Frightmare Theatre
and go to bed late.

“Mom never let’s me stay up this late,
grandma,” Aaron declared.

“That’s probably because you had school the
next day. But school’s out now.” Then she asked, “You don’t get
scared and have bad dreams, do you dear?”

“Not too often. I did when I was little, but
I haven’t had one for a long time.”

Doris made some hot cocoa and they prepared
for a frightening night. They sat bundled together on the floor and
used the couch as a backrest. Grandma made Aaron promise to help
her up, if she needed any.

Finally, it was show time
and the movie, Poltergeist,
was the entertainment for the evening. The first
part of the movie went by without too much fanfare, but when they
witnessed the tree limb reaching for the boy in his bed, Aaron
gasped and shut his eyes. He snuggled his face in close to his
grandmother. Then came the big blow, when the little girl got
pulled into the closet. That’s when Doris knew her grandson had had
enough.

“Okay. I think I’ve seen enough.” Doris
strained to pull herself up. “I think Snips may need to go outside
to the bathroom one more time before we go to bed,” she stated.
“Make sure you brush your teeth.”

Aaron looked up. “Okay. This is a stupid
movie anyways.” He was glad he didn’t need to watch the rest of
it.

He headed for the bathroom, as Doris clicked
off the television. She picked up the yawning dog and carried him
to the back sliding door. The little mutt was placed outside in the
walled in patio area and Doris didn’t have to wait long before the
puppy returned to the door.

Then, it was bedtime. Aaron slid under the
covers on the couch, settling into his warm surroundings. Snips
curled up beside him.

“Are you warm enough?” grandma asked.

Aaron nodded. He didn’t realize how sleepy he
was.

“Okay then, I’ll see you two in the morning.”
She kissed the boy on his forehead and patted the sleeping puppy.
“Sleep tight.”

“You too, grandma.”

Doris switched off the lights in the living
room and retreated to her bedroom. Before long, her lights too were
off and the apartment was dark.

It was difficult for Aaron to get settled
with the puppy lying so close to him. He couldn’t turn over without
tossing the pup to the floor. So instead, he placed the animal next
to the back of the couch and curled himself around him. That way,
if Aaron did want to roll over, the puppy wouldn’t go flying.

The boy glanced around the room into the dark
shadows that filled each nook and cranny. His eyes adjusted to the
lack of light and he made out his surroundings. It was relaxing to
be able to identify where he was and soon his eyes became moist and
heavy. He settled deeper into the quilts and went to sleep.

Aaron awoke with a start. Snips was licking
his face and whining.

“What’s the matter boy? Do you have to go out
again?” Aaron whispered. He gathered the animal into his arms and
started towards the patio door. His hand glided over the furniture
as he passed it, being careful not to stumble.

Aaron slid open the glass door and stepped
out into the patio’s garden. The air was cool and still. He smelled
the fragrance of roses and heard the chirping of crickets. The moon
was just a sliver, but the stars shown bright. It was fun being
awake when everyone else slept.

Snips wandered around each rosebush, looking
for that perfect place.

Aaron felt the warmth of the bed leave him
and a shiver crossed over his arms. “Hurry up, Snips. It’s getting
cold out here,” he whispered to the puppy as he took a few steps
further out. A light breeze picked up and with it came a scent
other than that of roses. It was a sweet, musky scent. Aaron had
smelled it before, but at the moment, couldn’t say where. He turned
to open the glass door and was surprised to find it still open.
Entering the room in silence, he heard his grandmother snoring in
the adjacent bedroom. Aaron smiled at the funny noise.

The puppy shook as he reentered the dark
room.

Aaron slid the door shut behind them and
locked it. They sneaked back to the couch and settled in, pulling
the covers up close around them. Aaron shivered again from the cold
and was glad when he heard the furnace kick on. He took a deep
breath and closed his eyes.

As the room warmed, the boy felt himself
settle deeper into the comfort of the thick covers. Content with
his situation, he let himself drift away into sleep.

Hours passed.

A quiet movement came from across the room.
Aaron returned from his dream state for a moment to scrutinize the
simple sound. He opened his eyes and peered into the shadows. He
listened. It sounded like material rustling. His eyes scanned the
room.

Suddenly, in the far corner of the kitchen, a
silhouette outline of a person was perceived… standing still,
motionless. The boy’s heart began to pound and the hair on the back
of his neck raised, as his senses leapt awake. Had someone entered
the apartment while he was outside with the pup? Who was this
person and what did he want?

The boy pulled the covers close to his mouth.
As his eyes adjusted further, Aaron had a face to go with the
figure that pressed back against the wall. It was a man. An old man
with a mustache and large furry eyebrows… and eyes that were dark
and hollow.

A cold chill ran up the boy’s back and his
stomach twisted. His heart raced as indecision grabbed at his mind.
Should he scream and wake his grandmother? What if he was wrong? It
was difficult to decide what to do. He released the breath he had
held for so long and swallowed hard, hoping not to disturb the
intruder. He remained still, staring at the figure across the room.
Minutes passed, but neither one moved. The longer the man stood
motionless, the more Aaron relaxed.

“No one could stand still that long,” the boy
reasoned.

As the child attempted to calm himself
further, suddenly the man shifted. Aaron sat up with a start, still
clinging to the blankets that surrounded him. He was prepared to
let out a holler, when he realized other things in the room were
also moving. The curtains by the window danced lightly, as did the
ones near the patio door.

With his heart in his
throat, Aaron tried to yell out to his grandmother, but nothing
came. He realized then, that his voice was not going to respect his
commands and he froze, praying the evil things in the room would
leave him alone and not drag him
away into a closet somewhere.

As he sat motionless, he heard the blowing of
the heater in the vents. He glanced at the curtains again and
stared at them until the furnace clicked off.

They stopped their dancing and his companion
stopped moving as well.

A familiar scent drifted towards Aaron from
across the room. One which the boy had smelled outside in the
garden. It was sweet, yet.... it eluded him.

Aaron kept a vigil the rest of the night.

The room lit early with the coming of dawn
and the intruder revealed himself. The old man was merely a simple
coat rack, shoved into the corner of the kitchen. It held several
women’s sweaters and scarves.

Aaron felt foolish over the situation and was
relieved that he hadn’t screamed for help the night before.

The birds outside the window chirped
gleefully, but now Aaron finally felt ready for sleep. He turned
over and was gone.

 



Chapter Seven

 


Aaron woke with a start. It was late and he
could hear grandmother scurrying around in her bedroom. He glanced
towards the “intruder” from the previous evening and decided not to
mention it. She would think he was foolish and he couldn’t bear
that.

She entered the room dressed and her hair
combed. She smiled when she saw that the boy was awake.

“Good morning, dear. Did you sleep well?”

Aaron nodded his lie and yawned intently.
Snips wiggled around and also yawned, stretching his front
legs.

“Good. Are you hungry? I thought we’d take
breakfast in the dining room today, but we’ve got to hurry. They
stop serving breakfast at eleven.”

“I’m not too hungry. I better put Snips out.”
With that said, Aaron picked up the puppy and carried him out into
the garden. He set the dog down and waited.

Doris came up behind him and put her hand on
his shoulder.

“Is everything okay, Aaron? You seem a little
troubled today. What’s the matter?”

Silence. Aaron didn’t even look up.

She continued, “You know, it’s okay if you
couldn’t sleep. Sometimes it’s difficult to sleep in strange places
when you get to a certain age. I remember when I was young, I had a
hard time sleeping away from home. I would sit there awake all
night, scared to death about one thing or another. We probably
shouldn’t have watched that movie last night.”

“You also had trouble sleeping when you were
little?” Aaron asked.

“Even now at my age, when I first moved here.
I kept waking up to strange noises that I wasn’t used to. If it
wasn’t muffled talking, it was distant music. It took me months to
learn to ignore them.”

“Oh.” Aaron was glad he wasn’t the only
person who was unable to sleep when he “slept over”. He stepped
farther away from the door, to the place in the garden where he had
smelled the strange odor the night before. He sniffed the air.
Again he smelled the strange aroma. “Grandma, do you smell
that?”

Doris breathed in slowly. “I smell roses and
fresh soil.” She smiled towards the boy, who was frowning and
looking at the ground. Evidently, that wasn’t the answer that he
was looking for. She walked closer to him and continued, “I also
smell....,” she thought for a moment as she sniffed the air,
“something sweet. It smells like my father’s pipe tobacco.”

“That’s it. Pipe tobacco. I knew I smelled
that somewhere before.” Aaron was glad to have solved the puzzle.
He then remembered that he had smelled that scent twice during the
night. Once in the garden and once inside.

“Who do you know that smokes a pipe?” she
questioned him.

“No one, really. That man we saw when we went
on our walk yesterday. Remember when we were feeding the squirrels?
He was smoking a pipe.”

Doris remembered him. “Yes, I think you’re
right. He does smoke a pipe.”

“Grandma, why does your garden smell like a
pipe?”

The woman stood there for a
moment in silence. Why did
her garden smell like pipe tobacco? “I don’t know
Aaron. That’s a good question.”

The two walked back inside. Snips followed.
As the boy ran off to dress, Doris pondered on what they had talked
about. No one had access to her private garden, except herself.

Snips followed Aaron out of the bathroom. The
child looked down at the dog. “What are we going to do with
Snips?”

“Since it’s such a nice day, let’s put him
back outside in the garden. He’ll be fine out there,” she
predicted.

The boy scooted the dog outside and locked
the sliding glass door.

As they walked through grandmother’s kitchen,
Aaron again noticed the coat rack. It seemed so innocent in the
light. Even though he knew it was harmless, he still gave it plenty
of room when he passed it by.

They made their way down the hallway and into
the dining area. Clanking noises could be heard as empty dishes
came in contact with each other. Conversations could also be heard
from every direction, as people gathered their belongings and
shuffled out of the room. There was only one other table still
occupied. Most of the guests had finished.

“Let’s sit over there next to the window,”
Aaron pronounced. He ran up to the table and jumped onto a
chair.

Doris followed and soon they were both
seated.

Aaron was served a delightful breakfast of
two eggs, pancakes, bacon and orange juice. Grandmother settled for
toast, a mixed fruit bowl and a cup of strong black coffee. She
watched her grandson devour the food on the plate.

“It’s a good thing you’re not hungry,” Doris
joked.

Aaron smiled happily at his grandmother,
cheeks full of food.

“Is this going to fill you up?” she
asked.

Aaron swallowed and shrugged his
shoulders.

Doris glanced around. All the servers had
vanished. They had arrived late to breakfast and the workers were
already into the clean-up mode.

“Take your plate back to the kitchen, down
that hallway, and see if they have any food left,” she advised the
boy.

Aaron made his way into the corridor that led
to the kitchen. He could hear the clatter of dishes and pans coming
from beyond the swinging doors at the end of the hall. He heard
people talking and joking in a muffled tone and felt nervous as he
made his way closer. He glanced up at the walls and noticed they
were lined with pictures of people. They appeared to be
entertainers of sorts. Only a few really caught his attention.

The picture to his right looked like a
magician in a top hat and black cape. The magician held a white
bird in one hand and a magic wand in the other. Aaron smiled at the
gentleman for a moment. He then proceeded down the hall until
another picture attracted him on his left.

An elderly woman seated at a piano. She wore
a beautiful blue dress and she had a glorious smile. Her hair
glistened with sparkles and her fingers were covered with rings. An
autograph was scribbled across the photograph near the bottom.

He strolled a little further and noticed one
frame held a blue award banner with a golden seal. The words “Most
Desirable Retirement Community” was written above it in fancy
lettering.

Aaron proceeded down the hallway to the final
picture. As he neared it, his pace slowed. His hands trembled as he
looked up into the man’s familiar hollow eyes. The mustache and
furry eyebrows were obvious giveaways. Aaron stopped and gasped. It
suddenly became difficult for him to breath. He lost his grip on
the plate he held and it crashed to the floor, throwing glass
fragments everywhere. Sweat beaded on the boy’s forehead and his
palms grew damp. He felt lightheaded, as the hallway began swirling
around him.

The crash of the plate resonated in his ears
with a thick underwater quality. The sound of soldiers marching
through his tortured head pounded out a steady beat. Aaron fell
backwards, hitting the opposite wall hard. He sank to the floor,
eyes still glued to the picture.

Two women in aprons swung open the kitchen
doors and burst into the hallway. They noticed the shards of plate
sprayed in every direction and a small boy slumped against the
wall. His eyes were open wide, but he was having difficulty
breathing.

“Hurry, get the doctor. He’s had a seizure or
something,” one of the women yelled as she rushed to Aaron’s
side.

The younger woman dashed down the hallway,
sending the swinging door slamming against the wall.

Aaron looked up at the woman and was glad to
see that help had arrived. He took several long deep breaths and
his ashen color retreated. He reached out his trembling hand for
assistance and was relieved when she took it.

She helped the boy to his feet. “Are you
feeling a little better? Can you stand?” She glanced around at the
broken glass. “Let’s go in here.” She guided the child in through
the swinging doors and over to an old wooden chair. “Sit here for a
minute and put your head down between your knees. I’ll stay with
you while you catch your breath.”

Aaron did as he was directed.

The woman ordered another worker to attend to
the mess in the hallway. The kitchen was quiet. Its atmosphere had
dramatically changed in the last few seconds.

Aaron felt a warm hand on his forehead and a
soft male voice ask, “What’s your name, son?”

Aaron looked up, still breathing heavily.
Before him stood a kindly man dressed in a light blue shirt and
dark pants. The boy answered, “Aaron Monroe.”

The man took the boy’s wrist and glanced down
at his watch. “Do you know what day it is?”

“Ummm... I think it’s Saturday.” Aaron was
confused.

The man brought out a tiny flashlight and
peered into each of the boy’s eyes.

“Are you visiting your grandmother or
grandfather here today, son?” he asked.

“Uh…huh. My grandma.”

“And what’s her name?”

“Doris.... .” Aaron could not remember his
grandmother’s last name for some reason. He shook his head in
disbelief.

The man in the light blue shirt smiled at the
boy. “Just relax, son. We’ll get your grandmother in here and
you’ll be just fine.” The man talked in a low voice to the younger
woman and she hurried out again.

Within seconds, Doris was at Aaron’s side.
She heard the plate break and had come looking for the boy to be
sure he was safe.

“Aaron, are you okay? What happened?” she
asked.

“I dropped my plate,” he admitted. His
breathing was more relaxed now.

“But honey, they said they found you on the
floor.”

Aaron looked down. He swallowed hard and
licked his lips.

The man turned to Doris. “Has this ever
happened before? Is he epileptic or prone to seizures in any
way?”

“No, not that I know of.” She looked back at
the boy. “He did just recover from a severe case of
meningitis.”

“Oh... I see.” The man nodded and turned
towards Aaron, lifting the boy’s chin. He wrapped his large hands
around the back of the boy’s head, feeling the skull thoroughly. He
then proceeded to feel the boy’s glands, under his jaw and near his
throat. He looked over to Doris, “I can’t find anything wrong. You
may want to take him into his family doctor and get him checked
out, just to be sure.” He turned back to the boy. “Well son, it
appears things are going to be just fine. Maybe one of these fine
ladies can find you a special treat or something before you
leave.”

“I’ve got fresh turnovers for everyone,” the
older woman interrupted. She brought over a tray of freshly baked
cherry turnovers. “I was just beginning to frost them when all this
happened.” She set the tray onto the counter.

Aaron grabbed a well frosted turnover and bit
into the crispy, flaky crust. It was delicious. Warm, sweet, juicy.
He felt much better. His heart still pounded, but the worst was
over.

The adults laughed as the boy indulged in his
treat. Everything appeared to be back to normal. They each selected
their own dessert and before long, the kitchen emptied of visitors,
leaving no one but the three workers.

Aaron and his grandmother held hands as they
exited through the swinging doors, walking down the recently swept
hallway. The boy eyed the intruder’s picture carefully as they
passed. He hadn’t noticed the violin the man was holding.

“Are you sure you’re okay, Aaron?” Doris
asked him again as they walked farther away from the kitchen. “You
didn’t cut your hands, did you?”

Aaron hadn’t noticed if they were cut or not.
He looked down and examined both sides of his hands. “No, grandma.
They look fine.”

They entered the apartment and opened the
glass sliding door. The pup was excited to see the pair and bounced
up and down, showing his delight.

“Grandma, who are the people down there in
that hallway?” the boy asked.

“Which ones, dear?”

“The pictures of the people in the hallway,
by the kitchen. There’s a magician and a piano lady...” Aaron
grabbed Snips and rubbed his back.

Doris reached for a sweater and slipped it
on. “Oh, those people. They’re the local talent. Each one of them
has performed for the residents here. Some of them are, or were,
professionals and some probably could have been. I think I’ve heard
that hallway referred to as the ‘Hall of Fame’.” The woman laughed
to herself. “If the owners really appreciated these people, they
would have hung their pictures in the main hallway and not down
some hall that leads nowhere but the kitchen.” She stopped short
and glanced over to the boy, hoping he hadn’t heard her last
sarcastic remark.

“Who’s the man with the violin?” Aaron looked
up.

“I don’t know. I don’t remember seeing him
perform. He was probably here before my time.” She smiled at the
boy for asking so many questions. “We might be able to find out, if
you’re interested.”

“Okay.” Aaron needed to know who this man
was. He hoped that they could somehow arrange to meet with the
gentleman later today or perhaps tomorrow, while he was staying
over.

“Now, do you still feel up to our little
adventure?” Doris was looking forward to a day at the park. She
knew the swings and tall slides would help the child forget his
little mishap in the hallway.

“Yeah, I guess so.” Aaron felt tired, but he
knew his grandmother was excited to go.

“Excellent. I’ll pack a picnic lunch and
we’ll be out of here in twenty minutes.” She prepared peanut butter
and jelly sandwiches, sliding them into their separate baggies.
Apples, Oreos and fruit juice boxes rounded out the picnic. She
placed everything into a clean grocery bag and set it on the
counter.

“Okay. I’m finished. Are you ready?” She
glanced over to Aaron who was sound asleep on the couch. Snips
lifted his head as the woman neared the child. Smiling down, she
brushed back a few strands of hair from her grandson’s face and
covered him with a warm blanket.

Doris spent the next few hours sitting in her
rose garden, reading a mail order booklet on different perennials
and annuals. She enjoyed flipping through the articles and looking
at the pictures of different flowers and shrubs. Flowering trees
even caught her attention, even though she had no where to plant
them. Her joy of gardening had never diminished, even though her
possession of land had.

After some time of thumbing through ads,
Snips came out to visit her. He too enjoyed the cool fragrant air
that lingered around the edges of the garden. He stretched himself
out on the garden’s stonework and soaked in the warmth of the sun.
Before long, he fell asleep.

The afternoon sun soon cast long shadows
across the patio and Doris woke with a shiver. Taking a deep
breath, she yawned. “Evidently, everyone needed a little more
sleep,” she thought. She rubbed her arms and climbed out of her
lounge chair. Stepping over the puppy, she crept back inside. She
carefully closed the glass patio door, to trap the remaining warm
interior air.

Aaron was still sleeping and the apartment
was very still.

Doris checked the clock and was surprised to
find it was past five. They had slept the afternoon away and in an
hour it would be time for supper. She retreated to her bedroom and
closed the door. She clicked on the thirteen inch television set
that sat on her dresser and turned it to a national news
station.

Aaron heard scratching. He opened his eyes.
The room was still light, but shadows were beginning to form. Again
he heard the scratching noises. Sitting up, he surveyed the room.
It wasn’t long before he realized Snips was making the noise at the
patio door. The boy lifted his arms and stretched as he yawned
several times.

“Yap, yap, yap,” the pup outside
whimpered.

“Okay, I’m coming,” Aaron said softly to
himself. As he made his way to the sliding door, he noticed his
grandmother’s bedroom door was closed. “She’s probably asleep in
there and doesn’t want to be disturbed.”

Snips ran in with delight and shook from head
to toe.

“You were getting a little cold, weren’t
you?” Aaron whispered to the dog. He closed the door with care and
made sure he locked it. He then looked back at the puppy. “Are you
hungry? Well then, let’s feed you.” He sprinkled some of the dog
food he brought into a bowl and refilled the water dish.

As he sat next to his pet, he heard faint
talking sounds coming from grandma’s room. The muffled sounds
drifted up to his ears and he strained to hear what was said.
Unable to decipher the noise, he stood and crept closer to her
door. He turned the handle and peeked in. The room seemed dark and
he saw grandma sitting on the edge of her bed, leaning into a tiny
TV. The set’s reflection danced upon her face and gave her an eerie
appearance.

“Grandma, I’m up. Sorry I slept so long.”

She looked over with a jerk. “Oh, Aaron. You
startled me.” She stood and flipped off the news. Together they
walked back into her kitchenette, turning on the light as they
passed the switch.

“I see you’ve fed Snips. That’s good.” Doris
poured two glasses of water. “Have a seat.”

Aaron did as he was told.

She handed a glass to the boy and kept one
for herself. “I want to ask you about what happened earlier today.”
She pulled out a chair and sat next to the child.

Aaron hung his head and stared at the water
glass.

Doris reached over and lifted the boy’s chin.
Her eyes studied his small face.“Were you alone in that hallway?”
she asked.

Aaron lifted his eyes. How could he explain
what he saw?

“Did someone scare you? Did someone touch
you?”

He nodded to her first question.

“Do you know who it was?” she questioned.

Aaron swallowed a lump that had risen in his
throat. “Well, not his name.”

“You’ve seen him before then?”

The child pulled his face away from her hand.
How was he going to make her believe him, when he didn’t know if he
believed it himself?

“Aaron, you’ve got to tell me what happened
so I can help you.”

He looked back at her. “I saw that picture on
the wall. The picture of that man.” He hesitated a moment to gain
strength. “The man with the violin.”

Doris nodded. “And...”

“I’ve seen that man before, grandma.”

“You’ve seen him around here before?” she
questioned.

Aaron turned around and looked into the
kitchen corner where the coat rack stood. He raised his hand and
pointed. “I saw him over there, last night.” Aaron didn’t dare look
back to see how his grandmother was responding to this news.

Doris looked at the coat rack and then at the
boy. Her whole idea on what might have happened in the hallway
immediately changed. She asked, “Honey, did that scary movie last
night have anything to do with this?”

Aaron looked back at her. “Maybe.” He did
remember thinking about the movie during the night.

“You know, I bet that’s what it was. You saw
something, some figure in the shadows and because you had just seen
that scary movie, you conjured up a scary face to go with it. And
then this morning when you saw that man’s picture, you just assumed
that he looked scary enough to be the guy you imagined last
night.”

Aaron could see the wisdom in her thinking.
He smiled. “Yeah. I was just scared over that movie. He wasn’t
real.”

“No dear. You just have a vivid
imagination.”

Everyone was telling him that lately. Perhaps
his imagination was getting the better of him. “I guess I do.”

“Do you feel better now?”

Aaron nodded and looked into his
grandmother’s hazel eyes. He smiled. “I’m hungry.”

“Me too.” She stood and looked around. “Let’s
see, we have peanut butter and jelly sandwiches or we can go back
to the diner and save the sandwiches for our little adventure
tomorrow.” Grandma was glad they talked about what had
happened.

“How about the diner tonight, sandwiches
tomorrow.”

“Okay. Let’s get going then.”

Aaron drank a couple sips of water and stood
up. He felt much safer now that he knew the vision he had seen was
the product of a movie and his own imagination. He looked up at his
grandmother as she pushed her chair back under the table.

“Grandma?” he asked. “Would you mind if we
put that in your bedroom tonight?”

She looked back at the boy. He nodded towards
the coat rack. “Sure, sweetie. Not a problem.” She grabbed the rack
and dragged it into her bedroom. “There, that does it. Let’s go
eat.”

The two had a fine meal of
fried chicken and rice in the dining room and Doris picked up a
Disney movie at the front desk for this evening’s
entertainment. Aladdin was a favorite of hers and she knew Aaron would not have
nightmares over this choice.

She got the boy ready for bed and popped in
the movie.

“Aaron, I’m going to run back to the dining
room and get some desserts for us. You stay here and enjoy the
movie. I’ll be back in a few minutes. Okay?”

“Okay.”

Doris hurried back before the assortment of
sweets was picked over. She selected two large slices of apple pie
and turned to leave. A thought jumped into her mind and she turned
back towards the kitchen. Carrying a treat in each hand, she walked
back by the swinging doors. On the wall was the picture of the man
with the violin. She noticed a name engraved on a small golden
placard along the frame. Mr. Paul Skinner.

Now, she had a name. She turned and hurried
over to the reception desk. A young girl approached her.

“May I help you?” the girl asked.

“Yes, I hope so. There is a picture down the
hallway there, by the kitchen. It has the name Paul Skinner under
it. Can you tell me anything about him?”

“One moment, please. I’ll get Nancy. She
knows everyone here.”

The girl left and an older woman returned.
“Hi. I’m Nancy. You’re Doris Anderson aren’t you?”

Doris nodded and smiled at the
recognition.

“It’s nice to see you again. Now, who was it
you were interested in?”

“Paul Skinner. His picture is down
the....”

“Oh… Paul. Yes, I remember Paul. He played
the violin so sweetly. Everyone loved him.”

“He’s moved then? He doesn’t live here
anymore?”

“He was here for over twelve years. A really
nice man. He used to go out into his rose garden and play on that
violin for hours. He entertained for us many times.”

“Did he move then?”

“No,” the woman slowed her chattering. “He
passed away... about six years ago.”

“Oh, I… I see.” Doris had hoped to visit with
the man.

“He smoked a lot. It finally caught up with
him.” Nancy pulled out a book from beneath the counter. She flipped
through the pages until she came upon a picture of the man. “Here,
this is him.” She turned the album around so Doris could view
it.

The picture was of an older Paul. He held a
pipe to his mouth and a sad expression graced his face.

“He couldn’t play the last few years of his
life,” the woman explained. “Emphysema stole his breath and his
strength. He had difficulty lifting the violin to his chin. It was
really sad. He would just sit and stare.”

Doris could see the pain in his eyes. As she
studied the picture, she noticed that the room he was sitting in
seemed similar to her own. “What apartment did he stay in?”

“Let’s see.” Nancy lifted out the picture and
turned it over. “3B.”

Doris straightened stiffly and thanked the
woman. She headed back to her own apartment, balancing the pies as
she opened the door.

“I’m back and I’ve got pie.” She entered with
the treats, closing the door behind her. On the door was the
apartment number... 3B.

 



Chapter Eight

 


August’s heat replaced the cool days of
spring and like all ten year olds, the boy found many ways to pass
his summer vacation.

Aaron hurried and loaded the extra
two-by-four scraps of wood into his wagon. He then positioned an
old rusty saw, a hammer and a can of assorted nails on top of the
pile of lumber pieces and headed for home. The sun was going down
and mother would certainly worry. He looked over his excavation one
last time. The underground hut was almost complete. He needed a few
more large pieces of lumber, but the hole was dug and most of the
supports were in place.

Aaron heard the dry shrubbery crunch nearby,
accompanied by an assortment of snorting and sniffing noises.

“Here boy. Come on, hurry up,” he called
out.

Out of the bushes bounced a very large
energetic pup, crashing into the wagon and spilling the can of
nails onto the ground. Snips was now four months old and had grown
steadily into a clumsy oaf.

“Hey, watch it,” Aaron scolded as he placed
his hands onto the wobbly pile to steady it. “Be more careful.” The
pup leapt forward down the pathway and was soon out of sight.

Aaron shook his head as he watched the dog
disappear again. He knelt down and sifted through the dirt, pulling
out as many nails as he could find. Finally, when the can was
almost full, he set it back onto the wagon.

The rumbling of old, squeaky wheels made
quite a commotion. He turned and watched the wagon when it bumped
over exceptional divots or mounds, being careful not to spill
anything else. A full day of digging had tired him out and his
filthy clothes proved how much work he had accomplished.

As he approached his house, Aaron noticed a
strange red car parked in the driveway. How was he supposed to pull
the wood around to the backyard with that car blocking the way?
Aaron walked up behind it and stopped. Snips ran past him as he
contemplated the situation.

Leaving his wagon, the boy crossed around to
the driver’s side of the car and peeked into the open window. A
pair of fuzzy black dice dangled from the center mirror, as did a
broken, beaded rosary. Cigarette packages, articles of soiled
clothing and food scraps littered the floor and seats. There were
several rips in the upholstery and a foul odor nagged at his nose.
Aaron backed away with a wrinkled upper lip.

“I guess someone will just have to move this
hunk of junk,” he contended.

As he neared the back door, he heard muffled
voices coming from inside. They sounded like male voices, deep and
low. He slowed his pace and glanced through the screen door into
the kitchen. It was empty. A bad feeling came over him.

Carefully, he opened the screen door and
slipped inside. His heart began to pound. More talking and loud
laughter came from the living room. He made his way around the
fridge and glanced quickly into the room, hoping he wouldn’t be
noticed.

One man sat next to his mother on the couch,
their backs to the front window. The man had one of his hands on
her arm, the other held a beer. The stranger looked thin and
unshaven. His clothes were dirty and ripped. Stains were evident of
the August heat. Aaron wondered why his mother even allowed him to
be in that room, let alone sit on the couch.

Another man sat in grandmother’s favorite
armchair. He had his back to the boy, so Aaron couldn’t see what
kind of man he was. But by the look of his unkempt dark hair, Aaron
could tell he was filthy as well. The man set a half empty beer
bottle down next to his chair.

They were in the middle of some hilarious
story, at least the men were laughing. Aaron’s mother just sat
there irritated, staring at the ground.

Aaron ducked back into the kitchen. Something
was wrong. He felt it. The boy hurried back outside and motioned
for his dog.

“Come here, boy. I need you,” Aaron
whispered. Without hesitation, he opened the screen and let the dog
inside. Snips immediately picked up the strange scents and dashed
into the living room, barking and growling. Aaron ran after
him.

The men jumped to their feet as the dog
approached, the hair on his back raised and his teeth bared. Their
laughter stopped instantly and they gasped at the intrusion.

Aaron called the dog back, “Snips... here
boy.”

The dog quieted and looked back. The large
pup finally turned and walked over to the boy, still growling deep
in his throat. Even though it was unlikely the dog would have
attacked, his presence proved invaluable.

“Quiet boy.” Aaron patted the dog and soon he
fell silent. The dog’s muscles twitched as he eyed the
strangers.

Looking over to his mother, Aaron asked,
“Mom, you okay?”

Bonnie got up and turned towards the man that
stood next to her. “Yeah, baby. I’m okay.”

The man smiled and grabbed at Bonnie’s hand.
“So this is Aaron. It’s been a long time, boy.”

Aaron glanced at the man’s gritty hands and
oily auburn hair, then back to his mom.

Bonnie pulled free from his grasp and walked
over to her son. She squatted down next to the boy. “These are some
people I knew a long time ago.”

Aaron looked into his mother’s eyes and then
back at the men.

“This is Kip.” She pointed to the man by the
couch. “That guy’s name is Brad and that one over there is
Sid.”

Aaron hadn’t even noticed the third man
standing in the far corner.

The men nodded to the boy and snickered.

“He looks a little like you, Kip,” Sid
remarked.

The man by the couch sat back down. “Come
here, boy. Let me look at you.” He held out his filthy hand.

Aaron looked back at his mom, hoping he
didn’t have to obey. He had a bad feeling about these guys and was
reluctant to go any closer.

Bonnie sensed her son’s fear and straightened
up exclaiming, “My gosh Aaron, look at how dirty you are. You can’t
come into the living room looking like that.” She turned the boy
around and nudged him towards the hallway. “Why don’t you run off
and clean up a little. You can meet Kip later.”

Aaron breathed easier as he nodded and
trotted away. Snips followed close behind. The pair swung into the
bathroom and Aaron locked the door behind them. He quickly laid on
the floor and peered under the door. He could see very little of
the situation taking place in the living room, but he could hear
quite well.

Kip frowned at Bonnie when Aaron left the
room. “You never let me see him.”

“You’ve had ten years to see him. Not once
have you ever tried,” she shot back.

“I’ve been a little busy,“ he shouted,
sneering at the woman.

Brad glanced at Sid and rolled his eyes. He
hated family confrontations and got nervous just being in the same
room with them. He pulled out a cigarette and popped it into his
mouth. He then lifted a lighter from his pocket and held it up in
front of his face. He flicked it a couple of times, trying to light
up.

Bonnie spun around at the noise and glared at
the man. “I sure hope you don’t intend on lighting that thing
inside.”

Brad stopped flicking the lighter and held
the cigarette tight with his lips. He shook his head and took his
seat, carefully watching the angry woman.

Sid laughed out loud and exclaimed, “Yeah,
you inconsiderate slob. Where’s your fucking manners. Smoke outside
on the porch, like I did.” He sat back down and stretched out his
annoyance. He retrieved a stick of gum from his tight front pocket
and started to unwrap it.

Bonnie turned to Kip, who still had a
disappointing look on his face. She hoped they would be gone before
Aaron returned home.

“Tell me, why are you really here, Kip? I’m
sure there’s more to this visit than just catching up on old times.
What do you want?”

Kip looked over to Sid and back at the woman.
He stood up and made his way over to the buffet. It was covered
with delicate knick knacks. He stroked the items that caught his
attention and examined anything of value.

Bonnie’s eyes followed him.

“There was something I was going to ask you,
honey.” He stopped and looked at her. “I need some cash. I’ve
gotten myself into this… situation… that I need to get out of.”

Bonnie heard a strange popping sound in the
corner of the room. She glanced at Sid who sat calmly, snapping his
gum in his mouth. The grin on his face concerned her.

She looked back at Kip who was holding a
delicate porcelain vase her mother had given her. She chided him.
“Are you still getting yourself into desperate situations? Well, I
don’t have.....”

Kip threw the vase against the wall,
shattering it into a thousand pieces.

“I don’t want to hear what you don’t have!”
he screamed. “Look around, Bonnie! You’ve got money… and I need
it!”

Aaron trembled as he heard the drama unfold
on the other side of the door. He reached back and touched his dog.
Snips licked his hand.

Bonnie stood silent. Her body shook.

Kip slid up beside the woman and whispered in
her ear. “I know you always try to keep a little cash on hand… in
case of emergency. Just tell me where you keep it and I’ll be
gone.”

Bonnie swallowed hard and struggled to clear
her throat. “I keep it in the bank these days,” she answered in a
soft steady tone.

Kip grabbed her hair and pulled her head
backwards. “Well then, sweetheart, let’s go get it.” He threw her
to the floor and sneered at Sid, who was enjoying the proceedings
immensely.

Bonnie fell hard against the carpet, scraping
her elbow, barely missing the corner of an end table. She stared at
the floor, so angry at her assailant that she felt her face burn.
She clenched her fists and readied herself for whatever was to
come.

Kip crossed in front of Brad and slapped the
dry cigarette from the man’s mouth. “You’re a woos,” he declared.
He then bent and picked up his friend’s unfinished beer.

Brad looked shocked at the unprovoked attack
upon himself and watched Kip walk back to the couch. He glanced
down at his watch and then back at Bonnie who was still on the
floor. He cleared his throat and softly stated, “Kip, I think the
banks are closed by now.”

Kip swung around and looked at the clock on
the mantle. “Shit!” He threw the beer bottle against the front
door, spewing beer and glass shards over the carpet. He then turned
and grabbed the woman by her arm. “How much money do you have in
there?”

Bonnie clenched her teeth and said
nothing.

“Listen bitch. You do as I say and maybe you
and the boy will live. Otherwise…” He fell silent, shook his head
and waited. Kip reveled in his new found power.

Bonnie looked the man squarely in the eyes.
She stood, pulled herself free from his grasp and made her way into
the kitchen, shadowed closely by her attacker. She opened a low
cupboard and pulled out her purse. Bonnie rummaged through it and
retrieved a blue checkbook. “Here, take this and leave.” She threw
the bankbook on the table.

Kip snatched up the offered gift and leafed
through the balance sheet. There was over $800 in her checking
account, more than he had expected. He smiled at her. “This is a
beginning. You got any credit cards?”

Bonnie looked back into her wallet and
retrieved a bankcard. “That’s all I have. It’s just a bankcard, the
money comes out of checking.” She tossed the card on the table.

Kip smiled and reached for her purse, quickly
spilling the contents over the kitchen table. He reached for the
wallet and discarded everything from its interior, as he quickly
looked over it.

“I guess you’re right.”He leaned back into
the living room and motioned for his friends. He then turned back
to Bonnie and grabbed her jaw in his hand, squeezing her cheeks
together until they hurt. “Don’t call the police or nothing, if you
know what’s good for you.” He kissed the woman directly upon her
puckered lips and laughed aloud as he tossed her away.

The other two men lumbered into the
kitchen.

“Let’s go.” Kip spat on the floor as he
exited the house. Brad was right behind him, eager to be
leaving.

Sid hesitated a moment with his hand on the
screen door. His greasy blond hair fell around his filthy face. He
looked directly at the woman cowering in the shadows and slowly
licked his lips. He sneered. “Until next time, dear.” He feigned a
kiss in her direction and laughed.

The car’s engine started and the screen door
slammed as the last man left. Moments later, a horrible crashing
noise resounded through the house. Screeching metal being pulled
down the driveway, as the wagon caught beneath the car and scraped
over the cement. Without stopping, the car then changed directions
and pulled forward, turning sharply and running over several
boxwood bushes before finally speeding away.

Bonnie sank into a kitchen chair and
cried.

Aaron knew the danger was over and unlocked
the bathroom door. Quietly, he crept into the dark kitchen and put
his arm around his mother.

“Are you okay?” he asked.

Bonnie nodded and cried even harder. After a
few minutes, she gained control and looked up at her son. “I’m glad
you left the room. That man can be real mean.”

“Are they coming back, mom?”

“I don’t think so, honey. Kip got what he
wanted. He doesn’t usually stay too long in any one place.”

Aaron felt a little better. He sat on his
mother’s lap and laid his head on her shoulder. Lightly he patted
her arm and they rocked together, each gathering strength from the
other.

Snips approached the pair and laid his head
on Aaron’s lap. Together they would be okay.

 



Chapter Nine

 


The next morning, Aaron was assigned to pick
up the twisted metal pieces of his wagon, along with its contents,
from the front yard. Wood scraps were thrown all over the driveway,
as were hundreds of nails. The air was warm and comfortable. The
birds sang in the front tree. What a difference the morning sun
made.

Bonnie spent the morning vacuuming, until she
was sure all the glass shards were removed from the carpet. She
then spent some time washing down the beer from her front door.

By noon, the house looked better. It would be
difficult for anyone to see what damage had been done the day
before. Bonnie prepared lunch and set it on the table.

“Aaron, are you almost done?” she called out
back.

“Yeah mom, almost.” The boy tossed the final
scraps of wood into the trash bin and brushed his hands together to
remove any dirt. He jumped up the back steps and flung open the
screen door.

“Wash your hands, then come eat lunch.”

Aaron rubbed the soap around his wet hands
and rinsed. He dried them quickly and sat next to his mother.

“I’m going in to work today for a few hours.
They just called and said they could use me until six tonight.” She
slipped a gold ring onto her finger. “Are you planning to go to the
field again today?”

Aaron nodded. “I’m almost done, mom. You
should see it. It’s a real neat hut.”

“Well, if you’re going to be there all day, I
won’t call grandma to come over. But if you decide to come back
early and I’m not home yet, go ahead and call her if you want. She
doesn’t mind watching you.” Bonnie took a sip of milk and looked
back to the boy. “Remember to take your key with you.”

“Okay, mom.” Aaron finished his sandwich.

“And Aaron, if grandma does come over, don’t
mention anything to her about those men last night. She gets upset
real easy.”

“Okay.” Aaron drank the rest of his milk. He
stood and wiped his mouth on the towel. “I’m outta here.” He kissed
his mom on her cheek and ran out the door.

Bonnie leaned back and watched out the back
screen door, as her son balanced a large flat board on his
shoulders. He slowly carried it down the driveway and around the
bend. Snips yapped at his heels and soon the two were out of
sight.

The weight of the board seemed to be getting
heavier as they neared the field. Aaron lowered its edge onto the
ground and rested for a moment. The street was empty. No cars, no
kids, no animals. He glanced up at the trees that beckoned him to
come into the field and play. Without further delay, he lifted the
board onto his back again and hurried into the undeveloped area of
his neighborhood. Besides the trees, there were bushes of various
sizes and variety. They tossed about as he swept past them with the
large piece of wood. It seemed to Aaron that they were all quite
curious what he had planned with the different scraps of wood that
he had brought into their home. But they were happy that the boy
enjoyed being with them and they allowed him to continue.

It was a hot day. The dry weeds and wheat
that surrounded Aaron’s pit tossed gently in the inconsistent
breeze. He lowered the plank from his back and balanced the large
scrap of wood over one end of the pit. He then threw his shoulders
back.

“Man, that was heavy,” Aaron commented to
Snips, who sat a few feet away. The boy straightened his back and
stretched to the right and then to the left. He dragged the board
on its edge and positioned it over the supports that sank deep into
the ground. He then let it drop onto them, creating a cloud of fine
dust.

Waving the small particles away from his
face, Aaron began to cough. “Don’t breath that stuff, Snips. It’ll
make you cough.” He brushed off the dust that settled in his hair
and looked around.

“Shoot. I forgot the hammer and the nails.”
He looked at Snips for some moral support. “You didn’t bring them
either, did you?”

Snips wagged his tail and began to pant.

Upset with himself and not wanting to walk
all the way back home to get them, he sat down on the warm ground
to think. His hand pushed through the dirt at the edge of the pit
as he collected his thoughts. “Maybe I’ll rest a little bit before
we go back and get them. Is that okay with you?”

The dog ignored the boy, as he was busy
attacking a flea that nibbled on his back.

As Aaron filtered the soft dirt through his
fingers, a long hardened object emerged. A nail. Aaron’s eyes
widened as a smile crossed his face. He turned around onto his
knees and searched the soft dirt, hoping to find at least a few
more loose nails to secure the board. “Ah hah,” he called aloud.
“Here’s one, and another one...” he murmured to himself as he
sifted the fine dirt. Before long, he held a handful of stray
nails. “Good thing you spilled these yesterday.” He held them out
so the dog could see them.

Snips approached and sniffed the treasure in
the boy’s hand, but wasn’t impressed. The sun was getting too hot
to be in any longer, so Snips trotted over into the nearby shade.
There he circled around and laid in some soft, cool grass. Putting
his head down on his front paws, he closed his eyes.

Aaron watched the dog and
felt tempted to join him. “Not just yet,” he told himself. “First
I’ve got to get something done.” He glanced around for the
perfect rock. A nice flat
rock that would fit into the palm of his hand.

The boy stood and searched through the tall
dry weeds, crunching their shafts as he walked. Finally, a suitable
rock was located. Aaron grabbed it and returned to his project.
Holding one of the nails firmly in his left hand, he pounded its
head with the rock through the plank and into the support beam.
After several nails were in place, Aaron tossed the rock next to
the pile of loose nails and rested.

Snips was still sleeping in the shade,
oblivious to the racket that had been going on.

Aaron jumped into the pit and tried to wiggle
the board. It didn’t move. It was secure and the first part of the
roof was in place. A couple more flat boards and the hut would
finally be finished.

Aaron jumped back out of the
pit and pushed a thick layer of dirt over the top of the new
addition. Before long, the area looked field-like again, somewhat concealing
the room beneath. He hopped back into the pit and crawled into his
newly made cave.

The shade was a welcome relief from the
blistering sun and Aaron leaned back against the dirt wall. It
smelled fresh, earthy. The wall was cool. The sweat on his shirt
began to evaporate, sending a chill up the boy’s back. It was
definitely a lot cooler inside this hut than it had been out in the
hot sun. Aaron laid back and closed his eyes.

When he opened them, he noticed Snips looking
down at him. The dog seemed worried that the boy was below ground
level. Aaron sat up and grinned.

“What’s the matter, boy. Didn’t you know
where I was?” He slapped his leg a couple of times, causing some
dust to fly. “Come on down.”

The dog leaned into the pit, toenails digging
into the side. Snips whined at the idea of jumping that far and he
backed away.

“Come on, boy. It’s not that far.” Aaron
crept out of the covered area and reached up for his pup.
Reluctantly, Snips allowed the boy to pull him into the pit, his
nails digging and scratching as he went.

Snips bounced around on the floor of the pit
and shook several times, delighted to be in a new place with his
favorite person. He sniffed out the entire area, looking for some
secret spot.

Aaron smiled at his summer’s accomplishment.
Soon the work would be finished and he and his dog could spend
endless days playing in and around the area.

A thought suddenly came to the boy. Why not
make some sort of staircase or plank for the puppy to walk down?
Then he wouldn’t be so scared to enter the hut. Aaron sat back in
the shade and thought about how to construct it, so it wouldn’t
take up too much room.

As the boy thought of ways to accomplish this
plan, the shadows grew long across the field. It suddenly occurred
to Aaron that it was getting late. The air had cooled and the sun
was almost down.

“Oh, my gosh. We’re late.” Aaron jumped up
and climbed out of the pit.

Snips was right behind him, but was unable to
climb the wall. He stretched his long body up towards the boy,
scratching the wall as he tried to climb out. The black dog
whimpered.

Aaron looked back and became concerned for
the animal. He reached for Snip’s collar and pulled. He didn’t want
to hurt the puppy, but he needed to get him out.

It was no use. Snips was too heavy to lift in
that manner.

Aaron sat down on the top of the wall beside
his dog’s head and thought. There was only one other thing to do.
If he couldn’t pull the dog out, then he’d have to push him out. He
climbed back into the pit and tried to get himself under the dog.
Snips was delighted to have Aaron back down with him again, but
didn’t quite understand what the boy was intent on doing. As the
lad grabbed for the pup, Snips darted in the opposite direction. He
wanted nothing to do with this approach and sprinted from the boy’s
grasp.

Finally, Aaron gave up. He breathed heavily
and rested. Looking over to the dog on the other side of the pit,
one last thought came to mind. He knelt down on all fours, next to
the wall.

“Here boy. Try this.”

Snips moseyed over to see what Aaron was up
to. He licked the boy’s face, but jumped back when Aaron attempted
to grab him.

Aaron sat back, leaning against the wall.

“Come here, Snips.” Aaron really wanted to go
home. He held out his hand and the dog crept closer. Aaron reached
for the dog with both hands and pulled him over next to him. He
held the dog’s face tightly and glared into his eyes. “Now, listen
carefully. You’re going to be stuck down here tonight, unless you
use my back as a step to jump out of this pit. Do you understand?”
Aaron waited intently for an answer. A funny notion came over the
boy, as he got a strange feeling that the pup had understood.
“Good.”

Again he got down on his hands and knees.
“Okay Snips. Go! Jump out of here!”

Snips backed up and made a run for the boy.
He leapt onto his back and out of the hole. Delighted with himself,
he barked incessantly.

Aaron stood up and cheered. Snips did it… he
was out. He did understand. The boy climbed out of the pit and
together they ran home.

Aaron patted down his pants as they walked up
the driveway. He couldn’t wait to tell his mother how he had
communicated directions to the pup in order to get him to jump out
of the hut. He hoped she wouldn’t be too upset over his
tardiness.

Aaron stomped his feet just before he opened
the back screen door, kicking loose several dirt clods. The kitchen
was quiet as he flipped on the light switch. The clock on the stove
read eight thirty. He was really late.

Aaron opened the fridge and pulled out a
container of leftover noodles. He grabbed a fork and sat at the
table, shoveling in a couple of mouthfuls of the cold, saucy
linguini. There were several dirty plates on the table and Aaron
stared at them, wondering whose they were.

Placing the empty noodle container into the
sink, Aaron licked his lips and looked around.

“Mom, I’m back!” He listened for her
response, but everything was quiet.

Aaron noticed her bedroom door was closed.
Sometimes she would lie down after a busy day at work and try to
rest a bit. Carefully, he opened her bedroom door and peeked in.
She wasn’t there. It appeared she had been laying down earlier
though. The sheets were tossed about and the pillows were on the
floor.

He walked through the upstairs, looking into
each room he came across. His mother was nowhere to be found.

He checked the basement laundry room and out
in the backyard. No one was home. Aaron smiled, relieved that he
wouldn’t be getting into any trouble for being so late. He ran back
inside.

“We lucked out, Snips. Mom isn’t even home
yet.”

He opened the fridge again and pulled out
some strawberry jam. He grabbed a couple slices of bread and spread
a thick layer of jam on one of them and slapped the other one on
top, making a sandwich. He lifted the sandwich to his mouth and
took a bite.

Aaron looked over to the clock. Almost nine.
Mom usually called when she was going to be late, but there were no
messages on the answering machine. Aaron reached for the phone and
called the number that was taped to the fridge.

The phone rang once. Aaron took another bite
of bread. It rang again.

“Hello, Jenny’s Diner,” was the quick
response on the other end.

“Hi. This is Aaron Monroe. Can I talk to my
mom? Is she still there?”

“Just a minute.” There was a long pause, as
the woman could be heard talking in the background.

“Hello?” a man with a husky voice
answered.

“Hi, is Bonnie Anderson there?” Aaron
asked.

“Sorry… Bonnie didn’t work today.”

“She didn’t? She told me she was going to
work until six.”

“Nope. She’s not on the schedule for
today.”

“Oh… okay. Bye.” Aaron slowly hung up the
phone. He looked down at the dog who was watching him. He dialed a
second number. It rang. He waited. It rang again. An ache settled
in the boy’s stomach. Several more rings, still no one answered.
Aaron hung up the receiver and looked back at Snips.

“Grandma’s not home either.” He knelt down
and wrapped his arms around the dog. Snips tried to lick his face,
but Aaron restrained him. As he held the pup, he wondered why the
people at the diner would lie to him. Or perhaps his mother
had.

Retracing the day’s events, he remembered he
hadn’t used his key to enter the house when he returned home.
Whenever his mother left the house empty, she always locked the
doors. Today, she hadn’t locked up.

Something was wrong.

Aaron turned to the lower cupboard and threw
open the door. Mother’s purse was still on the shelf. Mother would
never leave home without her purse.

Aaron got tears in his eyes trying to fit the
pieces together. Something was very wrong. He walked to the back
door and opened the screen. Leaning out, he could see inside the
garage. And inside, he saw the back end of their car.

“Mom!” he called out. “Mother! Where are
you?” He waited, but heard nothing. The sun had set and it was
getting dark. Maybe she went next door for a minute? But then, he
had been home for a while now and she wouldn’t have stayed that
long.

Nervously, Aaron shut the door and locked it.
He didn’t want anyone walking in on him right now.

“Come on, Snips. Let’s go find mom.” He and
the dog again ran from one room to the next, checking for any sign
of his mother. The boy switched on every light until the whole
house was lit. They searched under the beds and in every closet.
Without another place to look, they stopped and rested.

Aaron sat nervously on the couch with Snip’s
head resting on his lap. They waited. The boy stroked the dog’s
face, biding his time.

Eleven o’clock.

Aaron heard a strange noise. He turned and
looked out the front window. The reflection of the inside lights
made it impossible to see what was out there. Jumping up, he ran
through the front door and out onto the porch, leaving Snips
behind. His eyes searched the darkened yard.

Nothing moved. He held his breath as he
continued searching. Still nothing. Everything was quiet.

Aaron hung his head and returned to the
couch. They waited. Again he heard a noise. He shifted his weight
and discovered the noise was not from outside, but inside, between
the window and himself. He turned towards the sound. Something
rustled in the drapes. He peered back behind the couch, searching
for the source of the noise. He felt a creepy sensation come over
him and his stomach began to flutter. Slowly, Aaron reached for the
drapes and lifted them out from behind the couch, towards him,
laying them over the couch.

His eyes were drawn towards the noise, as he
lifted a pleat back.

Right before him, staring back, was an image
of his mother’s distraught face, woven deeply into the fabric of
the drapery.

Aaron gasped as he noticed the image and
jumped back in fear. His hand grew petrified as it held the fabric
and he was unable to loosen his grip on the material. Aaron began
to shake violently. His breathing became short and quick. He forced
himself to back away, dragging the drape away from the couch.
Suddenly, he fell backwards over the footstool, ripping the drape
from his hand.

Aaron scurried away as swiftly as he could,
backing himself into a corner of the room. With wide eyes, he
stared at the drape as if it were alive. He could still see his
mother’s face staring at him… as it began to change. It grew darker
and sadder. Blood began to ooze from her forehead and out from her
mouth. Tears streamed down her face.

Aaron’s mouth hung open and he screamed. He
couldn’t bear to watch another moment. He jumped up and ran for the
front screen door, slamming it back against the house as he burst
through. He stumbled down the front steps and shot around to the
back yard. Hesitant as to which way to turn, he darted into the
garage and ducked behind the front fender of the car. There he
crouched and waited. He dared not look around the shadowy haven too
closely, for he feared what other images might find him there. He
remained still and motionless. Barely breathing. His heart pounding
in his chest.

From this vantage point, he could easily tell
when his mother returned home. He’d see her if she entered through
the back door and if she returned through the front, surely she
would turn off a few of the lights he left burning. Either way, he
intended not to move from that spot until his mother returned.

The minutes passed slowly.

Sitting on the hard cement, Aaron got a cramp
in his leg muscle. He carefully repositioned himself into a more
comfortable position and in the process, calmed himself. He slowly
glanced around. The garage was filled with many items... shovels,
rakes and hoses, even an old car tire was leaning against the wall.
He didn’t notice any of the hidden faces watching him. That was a
relief. He had never seen such a horrible image before the one he
had just witnessed in the front room drapes. Usually the faces were
fun and interesting. Never morbid, never gruesome. Never once did
one resemble someone he knew.

Aaron could hear crickets chirping and
noticed the bright moonlight glowing down along the driveway. It
seemed so brilliant, bathing the drive with a bluish tint. Aaron
waited. The night was quiet, the air still. In the distance, he
heard a dog barking. It sounded like…

He glanced at the area around him, only then
realizing that Snips was not with him. The dog must have been
locked inside when the screen door slammed shut. A wave of goose
bumps covered Aaron’s body and his stomach churned. The calmness he
had just felt fled instantly, when he realized he was alone.

A cold shudder enveloped his body and he
shivered. To his side, he noticed a blanket laying on the ground.
He reached for it, but it wouldn’t budge. It was stuck on something
beyond Aaron’s view. If only he could loosen the blanket, he could
then sit on it and get off the cold cement.

Aaron looked outside once more. Everything
seemed quiet. Nothing moved. He turned and propped his feet against
the car. He pulled the blanket with an enormous tug. It surged
towards him, freeing itself from its entrapment, sending the boy
backwards. Aaron now had most of the blanket in his arms. Only the
final corner dragged behind.

As he attempted to stuff it under his folded
legs, he noticed parts of it were wet. He glanced down at his hands
and noticed that they had gotten wet as well. The blanket must have
been dragged through some oil that was always puddled on the garage
floor. He couldn’t worry about that now.

Aaron touched his fingers together with his
thumb. His fingers were sticky. He reached back for the remaining
part of the blanket and gave a quick jerk. Out onto the garage
floor dropped the blanket’s hidden package.

 



Chapter Ten

 


With one startled look, Aaron screamed at the
top of his lungs, “Aaahhhh!” and lunged backwards. He jumped up out
of the way, tangling himself in the sticky blanket. Feverishly he
fought with the material, desperate to free himself. He backed out
of the garage screaming, shedding the blanket as he left.
Terrified, he turned and ran.

His heart pounded heavy, daring to burst from
his chest. Down the driveway he darted, tripping and falling along
the way, scraping his hands and ripping his knees.

His screaming brought the neighbor’s lights
up and people stepping out onto their porches. Most of the
neighbors were elderly, unable to assist the lad. Gerald Quinn,
from across the street, ran out onto his porch in his nightclothes,
uncertain of what was happening. He saw the boy emerge from the
driveway, frantic in his attempt to escape from something. The
child fell into the gravel and fought to regain his stance. Gerald
hurried out into the road and grabbed the terrified child, lifting
him to his feet. He held tight as the boy twisted and turned,
violently thrashing his arms.

“Aaron!” the old man yelled sternly. “What’s
the matter!” He couldn’t be heard over the child’s screams. He
looked back towards the Anderson’s driveway, hoping nothing would
appear. “Talk to me, Aaron!” He could hear a dog barking from
inside the boy’s house.

Streams of tears fell off Aaron’s face. His
body jerked uncontrollably, as he tried to escape. He twisted and
squirmed in the old man’s arms.

“Katherine!” Gerald called for his wife.
“Katherine, come out here!” An old woman appeared in his doorway.
“Call the police. Someone has hurt this boy. He’s covered with
blood.” Gerald was firm in his instructions and his wife responded
quickly.

Aaron had only calmed slightly when the
police car arrived. His screaming had lessened, but his thrashing
had intensified. Gerald held him tightly, afraid to release him.
Several neighbors lined the street hoping to find out what the
trouble was.

The officer hurried over to the child and
attempted to shine a flashlight into his eyes. The boy tossed so
fiercely that it was quite impossible. The man then shined his
light on the child’s hands and down his front, noticing the
blood.

“Paramedics will be here shortly. What’s he
on?”

“I don’t think he’s
on anything,” Gerald
explained. “I think he’s hurt.”

Flashing colored lights appeared at the end
of the street and the officer waved his flashlight at them to
attract their attention. The paramedic truck pulled up and two
assistants jumped into action. As Gerald and the officer held the
boy down, the two professionals examined him. One checked his vital
signs and the other looked him over, searching for wounds.

The second paramedic looked up at the old
man. “What’s his name?”

“Aaron.”

He then looked back at the boy and took the
child’s face into his hands. “Aaron.” He spoke with authority.
“Aaron, look at me.”

The child shook his head and continued
screaming.

“His heart’s racing,” the first one warned.
“We better do something quick.” He turned to Gerald and asked, “Is
he your grandchild?”

“No, he’s my neighbor. He lives over there.”
Gerald nodded across the street.

The paramedic administered an injection and
sat back to watch the effects.

The police officer glanced towards the
Anderson house. He then addressed the old man. “Have you got hold
of him?”

Gerald nodded.

Officer Curtis released his hold on the child
and straightened. He walked over to the gathering neighbors.
“Alright everyone, the show’s over. It’s time to go back to bed.”
He waited a moment as the onlookers drifted away.

The child’s screaming ended and the boy
relaxed. His eyes appeared empty, staring off into space. Gerald
felt the energy drain out of him, leaving nothing but a limp
body.

The officer approached the paramedics and
talked in a low voice as they prepared the boy for shipment. “I
noticed quite an amount of blood on the boy’s hands. Was that all
his?” the officer asked.

“Not at all. He had only a few scrapes on his
hands and knees. The other blood came from someone else.” They
loaded the child into the truck.

“Someone else? Well you better send us
another wagon then.”

“Absolutely.” They shut the
doors securely. “We’ll be taking him over to Perpetual Mercy
Hospital for observation. Can you meet us there when you’re
finished?”

The officer nodded. “Sure… it might take
awhile.”

“It always does.”

The truck rolled away quietly.

Officer Curtis turned to Gerald who was still
quite shaken. He pulled out a little notebook and wrote a few
lines. “Sir, your name?”

“Gerald Quinn.”

“And you live, where?”

Gerald nodded towards his home. “There.” His
wife was still standing in the doorway.

“Can you tell me what happened?”

Gerald glanced back into the driveway across
the road and pointed. “Something must have scared him over there.
He came running down his driveway like he was on fire.”

The policeman turned towards the house across
the street. “Thank you. You can go back inside for now.”

The officer crossed the road and approached
the lighted house. He walked down the driveway and looked around
the rear of the house where the boy had emerged. He then walked
through the backyard, shining his flashlight into the bushes and
trees. A car was parked inside the garage. Everything seemed to be
in order. He listened. All was quiet. He walked back to the house,
trying the back door. It was locked.

He made his way around the side of the house
and climbed the front porch steps. A big black dog lunged at the
doorway, growling low. The officer rang the bell several times,
causing the dog to renew his barking. No one answered. Officer
Curtis glanced down at the animal and considered what course of
action to take next. He turned and noticed the old gentleman across
the street was still watching from his front door.

The police officer stepped to the edge of the
porch and motioned for the man to come closer.

“Sir? Mr. Quinn?” the officer shouted across
the street.

Gerald acknowledged him, “Yes?”

The policeman again motioned for Gerald to
come over. “I’m sorry, but could you help me for another
moment?”

Gerald hurried towards Aaron’s house.

The muscular dog stood in the doorway,
barking his warning to stay away.

“Have you ever met him?” The uniformed man
nodded towards Snips.

Gerald nodded. “Yes, his name is Snips.”

“Would you mind holding him until I’m
finished in there?”

“I could try.”

The officer shot a glance at the older man.
Did he say ‘try’?

Gerald approached the screen. “Hello, Snips.
Do you remember me?” He held out his hand and the dog wagged his
tail. Gerald opened the screen and allowed the dog to smell his
hand directly.

Snips licked the old man’s hand and began to
whine.

Gerald patted the dog’s head and began
stroking his back. After a proper introduction to the dog, the
officer felt more at ease and entered the home.

Just as he entered, a second ambulance pulled
up and two men jumped into action. They unloaded a stretcher and
looked around for directions on where to take it. The officer
noticed their arrival and turned to Gerald.

“Send them in here,” he directed him and then
continued into the house before waiting for the old man’s
reply.

“Sure, sure.” Gerald held the dog’s collar
tightly as he waved his arm, attracting the attention of the
newcomers. They hot-footed-it up the walk with their gurney and
stopped at the front door.

“The officer wants you inside,” the old man
conveyed, as he got a better grip on Snip’s collar.

One of the paramedics looked nervously at the
dog.

“We’ll leave this here for now.” They pressed
past the old gentleman and the black dog and hurried to be with the
officer.

Snips smelled each person’s pant leg intently
as they passed him by, but he remained quiet.

“That’s a good boy,” Gerald whispered to the
dog. “That’s a good boy.” As Gerald held the dog by the front door,
the policeman and the paramedics searched through the house.

The bedrooms seemed normal, as did the
bathroom. The kitchen was slightly messy. The basement looked fine.
The front room drapes had been pulled over the couch in an abnormal
fashion, as if someone may have climbed out from behind the couch
and gotten tangled in the drapes as they did so. The officer made
note of it and returned to the front entry. He talked quietly to
the other two men and as they turned to leave, he called after
them, “Thanks, fellas. Sorry for calling you out tonight.”

They packed up their gurney and loaded it
back into the ambulance. The vehicle slowly pulled away.

“Could you tell me the names of the people
who live here?”

“Just Aaron and his mother,” Gerald
stated.

“And what’s her name?”

“Bonnie. Bonnie Anderson”

“Have you seen her tonight?”

“No, sir.”

The officer took a deep breath and glanced
around. “Well, I don’t see anything that suggests a crime occurred
here except that a child was left alone at a late hour and possibly
got frightened by who-knows-what. Is it typical for this Anderson
woman to leave her boy alone at night?”

“She’s a single mother and does work long
hours, but usually the grandmother comes over when she plans to
work late.”

“I see.” He scribbled in his notebook. “Let’s
close this up for tonight and I’ll be back in the morning to get a
statement from her. I’ll leave her a note on the front door letting
her know where the boy is.”

“But what about the blood on the boy’s
hands?”

“I haven’t found anything around here that
could account for that. Perhaps the child got a bloody nose or
something. It’s hard to say where the blood came from.”

Gerald agreed.

The two men exited the home and shut the door
behind them, closing in the large animal. Gerald made his way down
the steps and crossed to his own property. He stopped for a moment
and turned. He watched as the officer placed a note on the front
door and leave the house.

When the uniformed man reached his squad car,
a gust of wind swept a litter of leaves past his face and up the
driveway. The officer watched them whirl around, caught in the dust
devil that held them. Then, for an instant, out of the corner of
his eye, he saw something move in the bushes. He pulled out his
flashlight and shined it down the drive once again. He took a few
steps forward.

The swirling leaves danced further down the
driveway, teasing him towards the garage opening and then in a
burst of energy, they scattered, blasting much of their contents
into the darkened structure. The area grew still.

Although Curtis had searched the yard just
moments before, he felt compelled to search it again. He lifted the
flashlight higher and walked slowly back down the lane. The bushes
were still empty, the large tree in the back still had no one in
it. The car was still just as he had seen it before, parked quietly
in the garage. And yet, something was here, he could feel it.

He pinched his eyebrows
together. He looked to his left and then to his right, scouring
every inch of foliage, every rock that laid upon the ground. The
night was quiet. Just then he heard a click sound. It came from the
garage.

He turned his light into the open garage a
second time. An old rag lay along one edge of the parked vehicle,
nothing but dry leaves on the ground along the other side. He
returned to the side that displayed the rag and walked into the
garage. As he neared the rag, he discovered it was an old discarded
blanket of some kind. He lifted its corner, as decayed leaves fell
loose from its hold. A familiar odor filled the air and a wrench
twisted in his stomach. At that moment, Curtis knew things were
worse than he had hoped.

He carefully maneuvered around the blanket to
the front end of the vehicle, shining the flashlight as he moved.
The muscles in his arm twitched as he swept the area with light.
Wrapped in the remaining corner of the old blanket, lay a naked
woman, probably the boy’s mother. Her head was beaten in, blood
covering the hard cement. Her left arm was extended out towards the
blanket, which was soaked through. He knelt and felt for a
pulse.

Nothing.

The officer stood and closed his eyes. He
took a deep breath. His hands trembled and sweat beaded on his
forehead. His head lightened and a swirling feeling threatened to
level him. He held himself up against the hood of the car.

Taking in several more deep breaths, Curtis
regained control of his senses. He glanced back down at the woman
that lay beneath him. Tears welled up in his eyes as he thought of
how the child must have come upon her. He hadn’t worked a murder
scene for a long time.

“Shit,” he muttered. “I hate this.”

Wiping away his tears, he carefully exited
the garage. The fresh night air was a welcomed relief. A few more
deep breaths cleared his mind and he reached into his front shirt
pocket for a package of cigarettes. Slowly, he lifted one to his
mouth and lit it. His hands shook. He pulled in a long deep breath
and held it, hoping to gather his strength… when he heard a gurgle.
He listened. It came from the structure behind him. He ripped the
cigarette from his mouth and threw it to the ground.

Turning around, he stumbled back over the
blanket and approached the woman on the ground. Again he felt for a
pulse, hoping he had missed it.

She coughed a second time and blood spewed
from her mouth.

The officer jumped up, grabbed his radio from
his waist and yelled into it. “This is Officer Curtis. Send that
ambulance back. We have another victim.”

“We’ll turn it back around, sir,” the voice
calmly responded. “It’ll take a few minutes.”

The man hurried out of the garage. “Shit.
Shit. Shit. Why didn’t I see her the first time?” He scolded
himself as he hurried down the driveway.

The street was empty. He strained to see
more. Nothing. The cool night air calmed him a bit. In the distance
he heard the scream of sirens approaching from several roads away,
then they fell silent. Within a moment, flashing lights lit up the
furthest street and the ambulance bolted up to the house. Again,
the two men jumped into action.

It took only a few minutes before they were
able to prepare and load the woman into the second vehicle. From
the looks on the paramedic’s faces, it appeared their gallant
efforts were not going to pay off. The woman had simply lost too
much blood.

Officer Curtis watched as they sped away,
lights flashing. Within a few moments he heard the sirens
screaming, as they made their way down busier roads towards the
hospital. He kept listening until they were gone. For several
moments he waited, shaking his head and cursing himself under his
breath. He turned and took another deep breath. He noticed the
elderly gentleman still standing on his front lawn, watching him.
He probably had been observing him the whole time.

The policeman slowly walked over to Gerald.
“Until things are cleared up, do you think you could keep that
animal in there with you for a few days?”

“I suppose I could. Was that his mother? Will
she be okay?”

“It wouldn’t hurt to say a few prayers.” The
officer looked back at the house. “That dog will be better off with
you than at a shelter. Thanks for taking him in.”

The officer declined to say more about what
he found. “I have some additional questions, but they’ll wait until
morning. I’ll be back in touch. Thanks again for your help.”

Gerald walked over and retrieved Snips from
the house. The old man understood that this new arrangement might
be for an extended period of time. When the two reached Gerald’s
front porch, Snips looked back and whimpered.

“That’s okay boy. I’ll take good care of
you.” He scratched the pup behind his ear and patted his head.

Snips looked up at the old gentleman and
licked his hand. Together they went inside.

 



Chapter Eleven

 


Doris sat outside in the waiting room,
anxious for the doctor to emerge with his prognosis of her
daughter’s condition. She had just visited her grandson’s room,
where the boy had been sedated for the night. Four hours passed
before the surgeon returned. He walked up to the older woman, who
stood as he neared.

“Mrs. Anderson? I’m Dr. Snow. Your daughter
made it through the first surgery pretty well, considering how much
blood she lost. We gave her over five pints, which is more than
half of what her body holds. She’s got what we call a TBI, a
Traumatic Brain Injury, caused by a sudden blow to the head. We had
to remove a sizeable amount of her brain tissue on the left side,
as it was significantly damaged. We also removed the shattered
portion of her skull to relieve the pressure of the surrounding
tissue, which will swell for some time. Eventually, when the brain
heals, it will recede back to its normal size and we’ll be able to
insert a synthetic plate over the area. There’s been a lot of
progress made with these types of injuries lately, due to the
increased amount of traumatized soldiers returning from war. We’ll
know within the next few hours if she’s going to make it.”

A nurse walked up behind the man and
whispered something in his ear. He nodded and held up his index
finger to her, depicting he would be but a minute longer.

“If she does well after this first surgery,
we’ll do a few more and depending how she does with each, will
determine the prognosis of her recovery. If she awakens during the
next few weeks, she’ll probably regain some of her senses. But if
she stays in a comatose state for several months, or years, every
day will count against her. I don’t want to seem insensitive, but I
find its always best to try to be honest with people and not try to
sugarcoat the facts. Do you have any questions?”

Doris felt the blood rush from her head, as
vertigo threatened to drop her to the floor. She sat back down on
the couch behind her, still gazing up at the surgeon. She took a
few deep breaths and tried to regain her composure. “Besides her
head, were there any other injuries that are life threatening?”

“No. Nothing we could find. Her other
injuries are purely superficial. Our only concern at this point is
her head injury.”

“Thank you.” Doris bit at her fingernail.

“We’ll keep her sedated for a few days. After
that, she could wake up at any time. Just check in at the desk when
you come to visit. The nurses will be able to tell you which room
she’s in.”

“Thank you.”

The man hurried away.

 



Chapter Twelve

 


The judge pronounced his findings. “Until the
mother recovers or the father can be located and deemed fit for
parenting, Aaron Monroe will be placed in the temporary custody of
his maternal grandmother, Doris Anderson.” The heavy gavel slammed
down and the judge gathered his papers.

The few people in the courtroom stood as the
judge exited the room. The respectful silence ended as soon as the
door shut behind the man in the robe.

Jeff Taylor, Director of Family Services,
gathered the papers in front of him and leaned towards Edith Black,
the social worker in charge of this particular case. “Looks like
the grandmother will get him, at least until his father can be
found. Could you bring her forward?”

“Sir, I’ll stress again, I don’t think this
is the best placement,” Edith protested quietly, so as not to be
overheard.

“He’s spent two weeks in a foster home
already. Do you really think that would be a better place for the
boy, away from his family?” The man whispered and shook his
head.

“Sir, she’s over sixty years old. That boy
will be more than she can handle.” She glanced down at the
non-responsive boy that sat beside her and then at the older woman
a few rows back.

“He’s ten years old, Edith. I’m sure he can
take care of himself.”

“That’s just it, sir. He’s almost a teenager.
Within a few years, he’ll be running all over that poor woman. I’ve
seen it happen before.” Edith had fire in her eyes. “Kids like this
resent the whole world and when they become teenagers, they strike
back. They go on a rampage, shooting and stealing, taking drugs and
drinking. They’d just as soon kill anyone who gets in their way,
including their own grandmother.”

Jeff’s eyebrows narrowed and he eyed the
woman closely. Her attitude was becoming increasingly negative
lately. He would replace her when their case loads lightened.
Hopefully that would be sooner than later.

“Perhaps with some proper counseling, the boy
will surprise you. Now, bring up his grandmother,” he said
firmly.

Nodding with a smirk, Edith obeyed.

Moments later, Doris was
standing at the desk. “Is that judge seriously considering giving
Aaron over to his father?” Doris asked. “The boy doesn’t even know
his father. He hasn’t seen him in over ten
years.” She stressed the amount of time
that had lapsed. Her stare ruffled Mr. Taylor’s already frayed
nerves.

“Mrs. Anderson, it is customary to place the
child with his nearest living relative… and that would be his
father.”

“But that man doesn’t deserve to have him.
He’s been out of Aaron’s life from the very beginning,” she
protested. “He’s more of a sperm donor, than a father.”

Mr. Taylor’s tone was growing firmer, “That
may be, but while your daughter remains in a coma, we have to try
to do the best we can for the boy. When the father is found, you
will have the chance to fight for full custody from the court. But
until then, I suggest that you do your best to provide for the boy.
He’s been through a traumatic event and will need a lot of time to
recover.”

Doris relaxed as she considered her options.
The man was right. Aaron would need time to recuperate and so would
she. She decided to take it one day at a time and leave it in the
hands of a higher power.

Papers were signed, legalities completed and
Doris left with the boy.

During the previous two weeks, Aaron had
stayed in Family Service’s care, at a foster home. Efforts by the
police to gain any information from the boy about that night had
proven fruitless. The child remained in a stupor condition… saying
nothing, doing nothing.

Doris wondered what the future held as she
drove back to her daughter’s house. No matter what happened now,
things were going to take a long time to get better. Bonnie’s
recovery, if she did recover, would certainly take months, if not
years and Aaron’s recovery… well, she only hoped he could recover
at all. Reality was finally hitting home.

She decided to give up her coveted apartment
at the retirement center and move her few belongings back into the
home that had once been hers. She realized that the placement of
the child with her might only be temporary, but she insisted on
staying where they both felt they belonged. This was a fine home
and held many memories, good ones as well as bad ones.

Doris held the back door open, allowing Aaron
to step inside. The house seemed empty without Bonnie’s presence.
They both looked around. Things had been left as they were that
night.

Aaron hadn’t eaten much during the past two
weeks and had lost several pounds. His shirt hung off one of his
shoulders. Doris set Aaron’s suitcase on the floor and leaned over
to straightened it.

Just then there was a knock on the screen
door behind them.

“Hello, anybody home?” a familiar voice
asked.

They looked out and noticed a friendly face
from across the street. With Gerald was an energetic black dog that
couldn’t wait to get inside. The dog’s hind quarters wiggled
profusely, as he whipped his tail from side to side.

Doris opened the door and in bounced Snips.
He put on some weight during the past two weeks and his swiftness
caught Aaron off guard. The dog leveled the boy and began kissing
him all over his face. Aaron forgot how sad he was for a moment and
laughed at the return of his favorite pal.

As the two youngsters got reunited, Doris
stepped outside with Gerald.

“I noticed you driving up,” he said.

Doris nodded. “Thank you so much for caring
for Snips during all this.”

“We only wish we could do more. We feel so
bad for all of you… we keep praying for that miracle.”

Tears came into Doris’ eyes. She nodded her
understanding, as her chin quivered.

Gerald felt compelled to help this old friend
of his and he wrapped his arms around the woman. He had known
similar pain in his own life and he held her close.

“I’m sorry. I just can’t stop crying,” Doris
apologized as she backed away, wiping the tears from her face,
ashamed to let him see her cry.

“Don’t worry about it. You have a right to
cry.” He hung his head. “I don’t know if you remember, but we lost
our daughter many years ago. If you need someone to talk to, please
don’t hesitate. We’re just across the street.”

Doris took his hand and pressed it in her
own. A new feeling of understanding pulled them together. “Thank
you. I’ll take you up on that.”

Even though Bonnie hadn’t died yet, the
doctors didn’t give her much probability of reawakening. Half her
brain had been smashed in and her prognosis was grim. They planned
on replacing her damaged skull with a new synthetic plastic one, as
soon as it was understood that she would survive. But fixing the
inside of the brain was still unknown territory. How much brain
matter could a person lose and still carry on? No one really
knew.

Gerald nodded and lowered his voice, “So…
what have you heard so far? How did all this happen?”

Doris glanced into the kitchen to be sure
Aaron was out of earshot and related the events to the gentleman as
well as she could.

“They found semen on the bed and throughout
the sheets. It appears she had relations with someone just before
all this happened.”

Doris stared down the driveway a moment
before continuing. “The police think she was raped and when she
tried to escape, he caught up with her in the garage and hit her
with the double jack we keep out there.” The woman caught her
breath and waited a moment as she swallowed. “The police believe
they got some good prints off the sledgehammer and from her
bedroom. And then of course there’s the DNA.” She looked down at
the ground. “When Aaron starts talking, he can tell them more. They
told me that they’re confident they’ll catch whoever did this.”

Gerald smiled. “I’m sure the boy’s got some
information they’ll want to hear about. I told them everything I
could remember. Even about the visitors she had the previous
day.”

“What visitors?”

“There were three men in an old red coop, a
Mustang I think. I wouldn’t have noticed them, but when they pulled
out of her driveway, they ran over something and it made such a
horrible racket. It sounded like some type of metal scraping across
the cement.” He leaned out and looked towards the street. “See,” he
pointed, “you can see the scrape marks.”

Doris noticed the abrasions in the cement and
turned back to Gerald. “Could you recognize the three men if you
saw them again?”

“Maybe. I don’t know. They were driving
away.”

She looked back down the drive a second time.
A moment passed in silence. Finally, Doris turned to the man,
“Well, thanks for all your help.”

He bid his goodbyes to the boy and the dog
and nodded once again towards Doris. “I’ll keep in touch.” He
turned and slowly walked away.

Doris watched the gentleman depart. She had
forgotten that her neighbors lost their only daughter. It happened
years ago and hadn’t crossed her mind in a long time. How different
it felt when it was happening to her. She felt ashamed she hadn’t
remembered the incident and had to be reminded of it.

As she turned around, she caught a glimpse of
the garage. The large door had been pulled down, hiding any trace
of that horrible day not so long ago. Doris suddenly felt drained,
what with the move from her apartment and the requisition of her
grandson. She had shed many tears over the past two weeks and her
substantial efforts took their toll on the elderly woman.

Completely exhausted, she sat on the back
step, hung her head and sobbed. How could she raise another child?
How could she survive if she lost her only daughter? Impending doom
engulfed her. Why hadn’t the doctors given her more hope?

Aaron noticed his grandmother break down on
the back step and forgot how wonderful he felt with his dog. He
began to weep as well. He held Snips tight and buried his face in
the dog’s fur, wishing he could do things over. If only he hadn’t
gone to the field that day. If only he had come home earlier. If
only…. if only.

The next few days found Doris cleaning,
everything from the kitchen counters to the bathroom tub. She
mopped, vacuumed and swept. Bed sheets were changed and washed,
windows wiped and knick-knacks dusted. It wasn’t because things
were that dirty, but because cleaning and keeping busy was the only
way Doris was going to stay sane.

The sun had been up for several hours when
Doris answered the phone.

“Hello?” she spoke quietly.

“Doris Anderson?”

“Yes?”

“This is Jeff Taylor, the Director of Family
Services. Do you remember me?”

“Oh, yes.” Doris thought back. She remembered
him from the custody hearing a few days earlier.

“It’s come to my attention that Aaron has
missed two of his sessions with Dr. Campbell, the psychologist. You
still have the boy’s schedule, don't you?”

Doris searched her memories. “Schedule?”

“Yes. The schedule for his therapy
sessions.”

Doris glanced over at the empty kitchen
table. Where did she put the paperwork from the court? She couldn’t
remember. She had been cleaning so much, perhaps the papers were
thrown away.

Jeff continued, “If you’ve lost them, we can
give you another copy when you bring him in for his appointment
later this afternoon.”

Doris rubbed her forehead. “Yes, that would
be helpful. Now, what time was that appointment today?” She felt as
if she had been living in a bubble. She sat down on a kitchen chair
and reached for a pencil.

“It’s at three o’clock this afternoon. Dr.
Campbell is on the third floor of the McIntire Building. You know,
Doris, the longer the child goes without talking, the more
difficult it’s going to be for him.” Jeff waited a moment. “Doris,
are you okay?”

Doris hesitated and wrote down the
information.

The man continued, “If Aaron is too much for
you to handle, we can ask the judge to make other
arrangements.”

“No. No he’s not too much to handle. We’ve
just been real busy cleaning, that’s all. Just a little tired.”
Doris began to tremble.

“Well, we’ll try this for a few more days.
Try to make it to the appointment and I’ll check back with you on
his progress.”

“All right. Thank you.” She hung up the
phone.

Doris tiptoed down the hallway and checked on
Aaron. He was still lying on his bed, something he did on a regular
basis lately. He hadn’t progressed at all since he’d been back
home. She had been so engulfed with her own grief, she had been of
no use to the boy helping him deal with his. Doris felt she had
failed him.

She realized that their time together could
soon be over. If the child did not progress while she had custody
of him, the state would certainly find someone else to take charge.
Doris couldn’t let that happen.

 



Chapter Thirteen

 


Doris decided at that very moment, that she
would change her outlook on her daughter’s recovery. She decided,
then and there, that she would envision her daughter recovering…
and not dieing. She told herself, unless she truly believed it, it
was not going to happen. And unless she showed Aaron that she truly
believed her daughter could live, he wouldn’t believe it either.
Perhaps that was why he couldn’t connect with the world. He
couldn’t believe… he had given up hope. It was up to her to get
Aaron back and she intended to do just that. Doris remembered
something she had heard long ago… ‘if you believe in something
strongly enough, it will happen.’ Whether it was true or not, this
was not the time to debate it.

Grandma turned away and headed back to the
kitchen, intent on making some big changes. She began gathering
items from the fridge, heating up pans and bringing out bowls.

A half hour passed before Aaron moseyed into
the kitchen. The bacon was just coming out of the pan. He plopped
himself into a chair.

“Hi, dear. I made your favorite breakfast.”
She offered him a plate of bacon strips. They smelled wonderful.
Doris grabbed one herself and began to munch on its end. “It’s
pretty good,” she teased. “Nice and crunchy.”

Aaron looked up at her. She didn’t seem sad
today. Perhaps she knew something he didn’t. He glanced around and
saw the pile of toast just beyond the bacon.

Doris noticed his stare. “Have some toast,
dear.”

Slowly, without looking up, he lifted a slice
and began nibbling its edge.

“You’ve got an appointment today at three
with Dr. Campbell.”

Aaron looked up with droopy, sad eyes. He
then looked away.

“And after we’re done with him, we’re going
to go in and visit your mom.” Doris knelt down beside the boy. “I
bet she wonders why I haven’t brought you in to visit her yet.”

He looked back at Doris. He stared deep into
her eyes. He dreaded seeing his mother again, after the way she
appeared that night.

“I know she doesn’t respond right now Aaron,
but one of these days she’s going to wake up and wonder why we’re
not standing next to her bed.” Doris stood, went to the stove a
moment and returned with a plate of eggs, which she set in front of
the boy. It felt good to talk about Bonnie in the present, instead
of the past tense. At least it made her feel better about things.
“Hurry up and eat, then we’ll do something fun today before we have
to leave.”

Aaron didn’t think he was capable of having
fun any more. He picked at his eggs with the toast he held and ate
a little of the dripping yolk.

“Would you like to go outside today for a
little while?” Doris so much wanted the boy to recover. Perhaps a
little sunshine would help.

Aaron shook his small head and stood. He
shuffled through the kitchen door towards his bedroom.

Snips wasn’t used to so little attention, but
he followed respectfully, close at the boy’s heels.

Doris watched the pair as they left. She
noticed the boy glance into the living room momentarily and then
drop his head before disappearing into his bedroom. She was
thankful Aaron had the dog, for often children will turn to their
pets for reassurance during a tragedy, even before they go to their
human family members. She had read where pets were recognized for
bringing children back from near-death experiences, because of the
special trust their owners had with them.

Aaron entered his bedroom and spread himself
limply across the bed. He spent much of the past few days reclining
in his room, simply looking around. Sad little faces peeked out
from several surfaces, just waiting and watching, as the boy
glanced around noticing them. By now, he was used to their
persistent presence, but he felt uninspired to do anything creative
with them. Aaron drifted in and out of sleep.

The warmness of the day awakened him.

He stared at the ceiling and tried to
remember the past few weeks. Nothing came to mind except that
horrible night. Lately, all of his thoughts centered around that
tragic scene. As he lay there, he heard a hammering noise.

“Bam, bam, bam.” The noise came from out
back.

His eyes opened wide as he tried to figure
out what caused the strange noise. He sat up and listened. “What’s
that?” he whispered to himself. Before long, there was silence.

Doris breathed heavily and rested. A minute
passed and she reached for another nail. As she again picked up the
weathered hammer, her arm began to shake against its weight. “Man,
I’m really out of shape,” she told herself under her breath. Again,
the banging noises of the hammer echoed through the yard. The wood
was taking a beating as much as the nail was. Before the nail
entered halfway into the wood, it bent.

“Shoot!” Doris scolded herself. She took a
deep breath and slammed the bent end down with the hammer, so as
not to catch on anything. She stood back and glanced up at Aaron’s
bedroom window.

Two little eyes watched her with
curiosity.

Doris dropped her head down and grinned.
Taking another nail, she began swinging with more enthusiasm. This
one entered the wood easily. Three nails in, who knew how many more
to go. She heard the back screen door slam. Snips romped up behind
her and nudged her, almost knocking her over.

The woman turned and stroked the dog’s head
and behind one of his ears. “Hey, Snippy. How’s it going?” she
asked the mutt. She felt as if someone else might be there, behind
her. But she didn’t look.

The dog wagged his tail, which in turn made
his entire hindquarters sway this way and that. He tried to lick
her hands as she caressed his head. He seemed delighted that the
black cloud that had filled the house for so long, had lifted.

Back by the house, stood Aaron. He watched
the woman as she played with his dog. With great reservation, he
approached her.

Doris retrieved another nail and proceeded to
drive it into the wooden structure. She reached for another board
and noticed the boy hiding back in the shadows. A smile engulfed
her face, but she turned back to the task at hand, making no big
deal of his presence. As she attempted to adjust the placement of
the new board, she asked, “Do you think it looks better here,
or...” she repositioned the board on the opposite end, “here?” She
looked directly at the dog, as if she had asked him the question.
Then she waited.

Before long, Aaron was at her side, reaching
for the board.

“Well, hello stranger.” She offered him the
piece of wood and the boy moved it into its permanent spot. Doris
reached for another nail. “Now, if I can just get this nail in.”
She swung the hammer, pounding it against the wood, missing the
nail entirely. “Oh, shoot. I missed.” Getting a better grip on the
nail, she tried again. This time her swing brought the hammer
directly down upon her left thumb. “Oww!” she screamed, jerking her
hand back and dropping the hammer to the ground. She stuck the
damaged thumb into her mouth and grimaced as she looked down at the
boy. Tears welled in her eyes from the pain.

Aaron looked up at his grandmother in
disbelief. He shook his head as he reached over, picking up the
hammer and nail. Without too much difficulty, he drove the nail
into the wood. Two additional nails secured the board into its new
home.

The couple stood back.

“So, what do you think?” Doris asked as she
examined the structure, still sucking her sore thumb.

He looked at the wooden configuration. A
large flat sheet of wood that had smaller two-by-fours nailed
around its edge as if being prepared for a corner of a
building.

Aaron glanced at his grandmother and asked,
“What’s it for?”

Doris’ heart leapt when she heard him speak.
His weeks of silence had finally been broken. “I thought I’d build
a tree house.” She looked up into the large cottonwood that
shadowed the back yard. “Wouldn’t that be fun?”

“But they don’t like tree houses in
them.”

“Who doesn’t?”

“The trees don’t. It hurts when the nails go
in.”

Grandma stopped and looked down at the boy.
“Oh, yes. I suppose it would. What sort of hut should I build
then?”

“Actually, I was going to use this wood for
my hut.” He stiffened his chin hoping she wouldn’t put up a fight
for it.

“Your hut? Oh that’s right. I heard you were
building some sort of hut. I thought you were finished with
it.”

Aaron shook his head.

“Well, okay then. You can use it. But,” she
hesitated a moment. “can I help you build it? I don’t have anything
else to do today.”

Aaron looked at the woman suspiciously. “I
guess so.” He couldn’t quite imagine his grandmother sitting inside
the entrenched hut.

“Great. I’m so excited. Let me go inside
first and lock up. I’ll get a bandage on this thumb and be right
with you.” With that, Doris darted back into the house.

A few moments later she returned holding two
pairs of leather work gloves. She held one out for the boy. “Here,
take these. Put them on.”

Aaron obediently slid the gloves on. “What
are these for?”

“They’ll protect our hands from slivers.
Aren’t we taking this piece of wood with us?” Doris grabbed one end
of the structure.

“Sure. I guess so.” Aaron positioned himself
under the opposite end and together they lifted the wood. It was
heavy, but between the two of them it wasn’t impossible. Doris
stepped back and caught her heel in a shallow hole. Her ankle
twisted and she fell backwards.

Aaron’s end jerked forward, jumping loose
from his hands. Unhampered by the wood’s weight, his hands flew up
into the air. The boy watched as the board slammed against his
grandmother’s leg.

“Ouch!” she screamed as the board smashed
against her.

“Are you all right, Grandma?” Aaron asked in
surprise.

Doris drew a deep breath and took a quick
inventory of her pain. She assumed it should have felt much worse,
as she and the boy lifted the board off. She sat on the ground a
moment, examining herself for any serious damage. Besides a few
scrapes and a short gash on her left leg, she seemed to be okay.
Even her ankle seemed unaffected by the fall.

Aaron helped her to her feet.

She twisted her body, first left and then
right. All seemed okay. She smiled at the concerned boy. Then
looking down at the hole, she shook her head. “Those darn gophers,”
she whispered. Holding onto the tree, Doris then tilted her ankle
back and forth. It worked well enough. Grandmother brushed her
hands together and straightened her shirt. “Well, let’s try that
again.”

They reached down and lifted the wood one
more time. After a short stabilization process, they were off. They
made their way down the driveway and turned onto the sidewalk.

Gerald Quinn noticed the pair as they slowly
sidestepped along. He called out to them, “Hey, you two need any
help with that board?”

Grandmother looked at Aaron, “Honey, are you
okay with your end?”

“Yeah, Grandma. I can do it.” Aaron was proud
of his strength.

“No, we’re okay Jerry. But thanks all the
same.” Doris yelled back. She smiled and they continued their
journey to the field.

Snips kept passing the procession, darting in
and out of the neighbor’s yards, searching for any exotic scent. It
seemed he allowed the pair to pass him, just so he could sprint to
catch up with them later. His feet sounded like horse trots as he
galloped past the working team.
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