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Prologue
Sasha hefted the wood onto one arm and pulled the door shut against the howling wind. The air was growing cooler, and an early storm was brewing.
Helga finished clearing away the supper plates and stood rinsing them at the wash basin.
The children, in their bed clothes, huddled by the dwindling fire, waiting for it to be stoked with fresh wood. They moved back as Sasha let the wood slip onto the stone hearth, and began stoking the fire with fresh pieces.
Satisfied, they gathered around the "Story Teller's Chair."
Tonight it was Father's turn to tell a story; a turn they all took as the days grew shorter and the family spent more time indoors.
Sasha scooped up two year old Allisa into his arms and took his place in the well worn rocker. His other two children arranged themselves on the floor.
Sasha Jr., a bright lad of four, smoothed out each wrinkle of his blanket. He didn't like anything to disturb his sense of order. Sasha was amazed a person so young could be so serious. He often saw glimpses of himself in the intense countenance of his son. But he also saw through the serious side to the fun loving soul buried deep down.
In contrast, Tabitha had no sense of order. She was happy-go-lucky to a fault. They'd just cut her dark, curly hair because her 10 year old arms found it difficult to comb through the painful snags. She'd insisted on having it cut because, "She was just too old now for her mother to be combing her hair."
Sasha smiled, recalling the defiant aire Tabitha had taken until Mother relented. Tabitha's hair reflected her personality; fun loving and adventurous, but sometimes ratty and hard to manage.
The fire popped as the new wood began to catch. The wind outside moaned.
The time for story telling had begun.
Story telling had become a ritual after months of following the same routine. It was started by whomever's turn it was to sit in the "Story Teller's Chair." The person in the chair -- tonight it was Sasha -- began by saying, "It looks like it's going to be a long night. What'll we do til bedtime?"
As always, the reply would ring out.
"Let's hear a story!"
The person in the "Story Teller's Chair" would then ask, "Who knows a story to tell?"
"You do."
"What story should I tell?"
Young Allisa tugged on Sasha's grizzled whiskers.
"Luff?"
"Yes, yes." came the chorus from Tabitha and Sasha Jr.. They pounded their hands on the arm of the old rocker. "Tell us the story about the City of Love."
"But I told you that story last time, Don't you want to hear a different story?"
"No. Tell us that story Daddy," Tabitha said.
Then came another tug on his whiskers.
"Luff!" Allisa said.
"That settles it." Helga said, sitting in her chair with some mending. "How can you refuse such lovely children?"
"The City of Love it is then."
"Hooray!"
Everyone settled in to make themselves comfortable.
"It all began in a little town...."
The Gift
Chapter 1
The town was nestled at the base of a great mountain; a towering mountain with jutting cliffs and craggy peaks. The peaks were so high they often blocked the clouds as they floated overhead, bunching them up into puffy billows of white and grey, until they burned off with the sun's heat, or slipped around to continue on their wispy trek across the sky.
"Get out of my way you old fool!" The carter stood up in his seat, waving his arms. "I don't got all day for you to slodge around. I got work to do. Now move it!"
"Wait your turn! You don't own the road" The old man said. He slowed his pace, taking each step with great care. He ducked his head hiding a smile. That'll show him.
The carter's face turned red. His curses echoed down the street.
The town was surrounded on all other sides by a sprawling valley, rolling hills of meadows lush with green grasses and wild flowers.
"What do you mean six pence!" The woman glared at the merchant. "It's not worth half that much and you know it."
"Say what you like, Lady, but I'm the only one in town who carries this merchandise. If you don't like my price, you don't have to buy. Now, pay up or move on."
The lady threw the merchandise on the table and stamped across the street.
In the evenings, the sun would light the wisps of clouds left bunched against the mountain, staining the sky with vivid paintings of red, orange, gold, crimson, and blue, all combining to darken and grow richer as the sun set into the valley.
"Gimmee my ball back!"
"You want it back you'll have to take it!" The bully held the ball just out of reach.
Without warning, the younger boy launched himself at the bully, grabbing him around the neck and throwing him to the dirt. Others in the street came running, adults and kids, men and women, all gathered around, shouting and jostling. No one wanted to help. They wanted to watch . . . and fight!
Two angels floated over the town and sat on the highest peak of the mountain. They'd come quite a distance to see this particular sunset. It was planned to be the best in quite some time. They'd even had a hand in creating it.
It was just reaching dusk as they settled in to watch...
"I can't believe how selfish you are!" a wife yelled at her husband. Her shouting was barely heard over the crying of her infant son lying unattended on the floor.
"Quiet woman! Can't I ever have a minute's peace? You're as ugly as you are noisy." Her husband slapped his hand on the table. "And shut that kid up or I'll throw you both out!"
...The first angel winced like he'd been hit with a slap across the face. "What's this?" He leaned over the cliff and squinted down towards the town. "What's wrong with these people? They're so angry."
"I know," the second shivered. "I've never felt it so strong before. Something's happening."
"What do you think it is?"
"I don't know, but I think we'd better find out. They aren't even noticing the sunset. The nerve of some people, never appreciating anything we do for them."
The angels tilted their heads down towards the town, relaxing and reaching out...
Pain! Misery! Anger!
The angels shuddered, grasping hold of the cliff to keep from falling off.
Selfishness! Greed!
"We have to do something," the first said.
"You're right, of course, but what?
At that very moment, a prayer drifted up from the town below. It was so filled with pain, it lanced into their minds like a hot poker.
The angels grabbed their heads, weaving back and forth with the pain until they could dampen the affect. Such intensity! Had that come from a mortal? They paused to listen.
"Oh God..." said old Thomas Saxton, kneeling on the dirt floor of his ramshackle home. "I don't know if you're listening. But please... if you can hear me... I don't want to live anymore. I hate my life! I hate this town. I hate these people. And they hate me. Even my wife! Every day, children come out and throw stones at my shop, and torment me. My business is failing... I don't know what to do!
"Oh God, I've never asked for much. But now I'm pleading... Please! Just end it all. I can't do it myself... but let me rest. Please... please. Just put an end to my miserable life."
Thomas pulled himself from his knees, his body sagging like it was nothing but a pitiful heap of bone and flesh. He climbed into the rickety bed next to his sleeping wife, and clenched his eyes closed, waiting for the mercy of sleep.
The dark of the room gave his skin a slight tint of grey, deepening the creases and worry lines of his long oval face and loose cheeks, showing more clearly in the darkness the wearing of age. His hair had receded far back on his forehead leaving only wispy, white strands of hair to cover his crown, providing a contrast to his dark brown eyes. His large frame lay wrestless, askew on the bed, slightly bent from hunkering over his tools and pounding at his smith's forge for so many years
"Poor Thomas. Can't we help?" The second angel turned to his companion.
"Yes, I believe we can. You know there's a limit to how much we can do, but I think we should answer his prayer."
There was a long pause. "Hmmm... Answer his prayer... What a wonderful idea! Let's put an end to his miserable life."
The angels jumped off the peak and floated down to hover over the small home. They were invisible to mortal eyes.
The first angel grasped a handful of dust from his pouch. He cast it over the house, and watched it settle onto the worn and patched roof. It sifted through the cracks, down through the rafters, and into the single room below, finally coming to rest on the old man. It glowed faintly on contact, then melted beneath his skin.
A peaceful smile crossed his lips. He drifted into a deep sleep, a deeper sleep than ever before.
He felt so peaceful.
He felt himself drifting away....
Chapter 2
Thomas stood in total darkness. It was a darkness so heavy he could hardly breathe. It was dank and cold, chilling him from the bottoms of his feet all up through his body. He shivered, wrapping his arms tight about him.
"Who's out there?" he called.
Utter silence. No echo returned. The heavy darkness pounded his voice to nothingness.
"Is someone there?" Panic edged his voice. He looked around, but couldn't see a thing. Just dense darkness everywhere he looked. Have I ceased to exist? Is this what it's like to die? Have I become part of... nothing? Fear gripped him, constricting his bowels. Bile rose up in his throat. He began to collapse.
"Peace..."
A wave of warmth flooded him. He stumbled under the change. He'd heard the word spoken, but it wasn't a physical sound. The darkness was too intense for that. He'd heard it without sound. It had echoed from the center of his breast outward. He'd felt the word.
"Peace..."
Again he was washed with burning comfort. It filled him, calmed him. It burned away the fear and the chill.
What's happening to me! Where am I? He squinted, trying to pierce the darkness again with his vision, but he couldn't even see his hand in front of his face.
A tiny point of light flickered. It was no bigger than the tip of his finger, but it pulsed, each beat sending a wave of warmth over him, burning away the darkness and fear that had started creeping back inside.
He backed away, not knowing what it was, until he realized he was backing into that terrible nothingness. He hesitated, looking back and forth between the unknown ahead, and the darkness behind.
Then the light grew, enlarging with each pulse, flashing into the darkness with each new surge, lancing out scintillations of light. He was bathed in warmth with each bolt that escaped and washed over him.
He wanted -- no -- he needed that warmth. Taking one last look behind, he let it draw him forward.
The light reached out, embraced him, pulled him into a blinding portal opening up to receive him... Inside.
The darkness flashed in a brilliant pop! and was gone.
Thomas' eyes hurt. He squinted as his eyes adjusted, turning all around to try and see where he was.
He found himself standing in the midst of a glowing city. Crystalline spires reached high in every direction. Buildings rose on every side, absorbing and emanating light. The street was the same. But it was also the color and texture of the finest gold he could imagine. It was beautiful! He looked up towards a source of light so bright he had to duck his head before it burned his eyes.
Then, he felt something... A presence. He rubbed his eyes, trying to remove the glare so he could see. He knew something, someone was waiting for him.
He found he'd been surrounded by a group of beings. They were like himself, men and women, only different. They glowed! Glowed with the same subtle light as the city. Yet this wasn't reflected light. It was an inner radiance that seemed to make their skin, their hair, their eyes, even their clothing radiate a warmth that was light. It wasn't blinding. It wasn't glaring. But it was brilliant, like being able to stare into the sun and feel all its warmth without hurting your eyes or getting burned.
They moved closer.
He backed away, turning his head back and forth, looking for an opening. They hesitated. They peered at him with intense dark eyes. Then he began to feel...
Peace...
The feeling rushed over him again and again. He was no longer afraid. He couldn't understand. His fear had all been drained away with the warmth and peace that had washed over him. He stopped backing away. Instead he just stood, staring. Staring at these...
"Friends," the thought formed in his mind. "We are friends." The beings stepped forward. Thomas didn't move. Some embraced him. They seemed so familiar, like he knew them, but couldn't quite remember who, or where he'd seen them before.
"Don't be afraid," one of the beings said. At least he thought he'd said something. He hadn't heard any sound. The words had echoed in his mind. It was brushed with such a texture of softness his apprehension faded.
What's happening to me? It must be a dream.
"In a manner of speaking," another being said, Thomas again hearing the words in his mind. This mental touch was different. It came from another of the beings facing him. He looked, and could tell which one.
"You may be dreaming, or not, we cannot tell."
"How did you know what I'm thinking?"
"We have no need of speech here. We communicate through thoughts and feelings."
"How?"
"The purest form of language is the touch of one soul to another. When we're free of all deception, this type of speech naturally evolves."
"AAHHH!!" Thomas clutched his chest, gasping. He felt something. It scared him. He didn't know what it was. He looked at the beings surrounding him, wanting answers. Wanting help.
But they did nothing. They remained silent, staring.
Thomas breathed deep, his chest heaving. What's happening to me!
He felt a swelling. A warmth starting to rise within. He was scared, but the rising warmth drained it away. He began to feel good... Really good! He felt acceptance; a deep feeling of love, and compassion, all coming from these glorious beings.
The feelings surged and crested through him, burning in ever increasing waves until he was sure he'd be consumed!
He glanced at his body. It was glowing!
"What's happening?"
"You know." One of the beings said/thought. "Search your feelings."
Thomas cocked his head. "What?"
"Search your feelings. We found this buried so deep inside you, we thought we'd bring it out... To give you rest."
Thomas concentrated, feeling inside himself. It was hard. He'd not done it in years. But there was something... Something he could almost tell...
"Love! I can feel it! It's love!"
It filled his soul, rushing in like a dam had burst, washing over him, cleansing him. He felt so clean... so new!
"Consider this a gift," one of the beings spoke/thought.
"A gift?" Thomas again looked at his body. It continued to glow as bright as the beings around him.
One took his hand.
"The power of love is such that it attracts light and warmth. It's like skin being part of your body; it becomes inseparable."
Thomas felt like shouting. Shouting out in a loud burst of glory.
"Hallelujah!!! Hurrah!!!" It felt good to let it out.
The glowing beings smiled.
"I never knew a man could feel so good --" Thomas said, "-- short of being in Heaven."
Heaven? Thomas' eyes grew wide.
He remembered praying, just before... It seemed so long ago, when he'd knelt at his bedside.
"Am I dead?" He looked around in sudden panic.
No answer.
"Where am I?"
Still no answer.
Then everything started growing hazy and dark. The images began to blur and fade. He felt a gentle shaking...
Chapter 3
"Thomas, wake up. It's getting late."
He stirred.
Sarah watched him turn over and go back to sleep. With a sigh, she brushed back the curly grey hair she kept short and shook him again, this time harder. "Come on Thomas, it's late. Breakfast is almost ready."
She stepped back, crossing the room to get out of Thomas' way. Her light green eyes watching, nervous. Thomas was always surly, but even more so in the mornings.
Thomas sat up, the last vestiges of sleep fading. He rubbed his eyes, realizing he'd only been dreaming. He held up his arm. The dream had seemed so real. His body had actually glowed! He sat a long moment. His disappointment threatened to smother him.
"You feeling all right?" Sarah asked, not sure whether she dared move closer or not.
Do I feel all right? Thomas thought. He nodded in Sarah's direction, then felt for any sign of illness.
There!
He sensed a lingering, a faint smoldering ember buried so deep he couldn't feel it unless he concentrated very hard.
Was it really just a dream?
In silence he pulled on his clothes while Sarah turned back to made herself busy in the kitchen of the small room they lived in, her slender frame moving back and forth across the cupboard space, reaching, testing, sprinkling.
"Sarah, dear."
Sarah started, turning to see what was wrong. She tilted her head, confused. Thomas never spoke to her nice.
"I wouldn't like any breakfast this morning. I need to be alone for a while. I need some time to think."
Sarah opened her mouth, a harsh reply about preparing a wasted breakfast started out, but Thomas held up his hand. He moved over. She backed away. He moved still closer, she bumped up against the counter, she couldn't get away...
And then he hugged her! She flinched. And he kissed her on the cheek! She flinched again. Then, her mouth open, Sarah watched Thomas walk over to the door and grab his dusty hat.
"I'll be back for supper..." He paused in the open doorway. "I love you," he said, then stepped outside.
Sarah collapsed onto a chair, her hand touching where Thomas had kissed her. She stared at the door.
Thomas gazed at the morning sun just rising above the mountain's highest peak. He closed his eyes, tilting his head back, reveling in the warmth on his face as the sun climbed higher in the sky.
He turned, looking at everything, as if seeing it all for the first time. The frost, melting into dew, made the grass and rocks glisten.
"It's beautiful! Why haven't I ever noticed this? -- OOHHH!"
He clutched his chest. It's just like in the dream!
He began to noticed the change. The warmth he'd felt the night before began to swell again, as if it, too, were surging to life with the rising of the sun.
Thomas took deep breaths as the swelling continued, filling him with warmth. He sighed with relief. He hadn't realized he'd been so scared. Not scared with fright, but scared that the dream had only been that... a dream, and that he was still the same person he'd been before.
Maybe it had only been a dream, but at least he still had that wonderful feeling. That's what mattered most.
He held up the back of his hand, half expecting it to have the same glowing radiance as in his dream. He was startled. The sun's rays reflected off his tanned skin and graying hair just enough to give the illusion of a very subtle glint.
He pried his eyes away from his skin, again looking around, taking in the beauty of nature coming awake. He watched as wild flowers caught their first sliver of the sun. He could almost feel them straining; reaching up towards the sun, gathering in it's energy. He knelt and noticed insects crawling about, gathering dew for moisture. Farther out a rabbit popped out of its burrow. It stretched each leg to drive away the stiff cold of the night.
"I've been missing so much." Thomas slapped his thighs and stretched, the warmth giving him energy, making him want to move. He took one last look around his place, then hiked over to the mountain path he wanted to follow. Turning onto the trail, he paused, tilting his head. He was beginning to feel something else.
He narrowed his eyes, his eyebrows bunched together.
"Freedom!" he cried. "I feel freedom!" He danced around in a circle, his happiness letting his body run free.
What's happening to me? Shouldn't I be worried? It feels so good! You shouldn't be worried when you feel so good should you? Besides, something's different. Something inside me has changed.
Thomas stopped. But what if these feelings leave? What if I become myself again? A wave of revulsion swept through him.
No! I won't let it happen! No matter what it takes.
He tried to recall the dream. The memory was fading. All he remembered were his new feelings, and a distinct impression it was all, somehow, a 'gift.'
If it is a gift, maybe I'm not meant to understand, just enjoy...
But is that all?
He moved on up the path...
The sun shone high overhead. Thomas found himself standing below a waterfall, crashing down into a rippling pond. It was surrounded by a large rolling meadow, tall with mountain grasses, an occasional patch of flowers added a splash of bright color. Breezy gusts of wind whispered across the meadow making the grass dance and sway, while the splashing of the water lulled his senses.
He sat on a rock. On the far side of the meadow, a doe with her fawn gingerly stepped out of the rustling pines, the doe's ears twitching, the fawn close behind, nudging its mother onward.
Thomas looked into the feathery blue sky. Patches of wispy clouds drifted overhead. He felt small, humble. Yet grateful.
"I've been making myself so miserable! All the while, I've had everything I ever needed. Sarah, my house, my work. And look at this beautiful world! I never realized how lucky I am!
Chapter 4
"Thomas! Where have you..."
"It's okay, Sarah. These are for you." He handed Sarah a bouquet of wild flowers he'd gathered, then sat her down and explained his dream of the night before, and of his new feelings.
The story seemed far too incredible for Sarah to believe, but she couldn't argue with the change that had come over him. He'd never brought her flowers on any occasion! Nor had he ever been so kind, gentle, and conscious of her needs.
Thomas took her in his arms.
She felt a spark, a jolt. It was strange... Wonderful. What was it?
It started as a low, smoldering feeling, then swelled of a sudden until it ignited clear through her body in a flash! burning hot for an instant, then left her tingling...
Tears began to stream down her cheeks. So this was it! This is how love felt! Ohhh! she had dreamed of this for so long! Now she had it. At last she knew love. Real love!
"I don't know why I'm crying." She leaned her head against Thomas, her arms resting on his chest. "I feel so good, I just can't help it."
And so, the gift was shared.
Chapter 5
The next morning, as soon as he awoke, Thomas again searched his feelings. Relief! The love, the warm glow, still burned inside. He was glad.
He heard a noise. It was Sarah, fixing breakfast, humming as she worked. She'd never done that before. She flashed him a smile.
Thomas smiled back.
For the first time in their marriage, he and Sarah had experienced love. True love.
After breakfast, Thomas kissed Sarah goodbye, and went outside to begin his work. His steps had a vigor he hadn't felt in years.
He'd decided while on the mountain, that he'd make good use of the gift he'd been given. Never again would he allow himself to become the miserable old man he'd been before.
He strode down the path to his small smith's shop, whistling as he went. Over the years, he'd let the stone structure run down. It was high time he fixed it up.
He cleared away the weeds, moved and stacked the discarded equipment used for spare parts, and brushed the entire outside of the building with a hard bristle brush. It looked like new.
Next he climbed on the roof and patched the holes. Inside, he moved everything out that wasn't fastened down to give it a thorough cleaning.
He was carrying out the last load when he noticed Sarah coming down the path with a tray of food.
"Wow!" Sarah looked ten years younger. She wore the patterned dress he'd given her years ago. Her hair was tied back with flowers.
"You look lovely."
"That's your fault, " Sarah said.
"Oh no. I've been the one holding you back all these years."
"What do you mean, all these years. I don't know about you, old man, but I'm still quite young."
"Sarah, You look as lovely as when we were first married." Thomas helped her with the tray. "It seems as if everything is starting all over for us."
"I feel it too," Sarah said. "I don't know how, or why, but I think we've been given another chance. A chance to do things right."
High above town, two angels were watching, and nodded.
Chapter 6
By late afternoon, Thomas was in his newly cleaned and organized shop, working on a sign to hang above the door. As he worked, he listened. He was expecting something he didn't want to miss.
Soon, high pitched voices approached from way down the dusty road. He abandoned his work and crept out the back door.
The children came up the rise, overlooking the shop, and crouched down, trying to stay hidden. They huddled together in a secret council, each looking for a clod or rock.
Almost every day after school, the children came out this way as a challenge of their bravery. They had to do something -- something bad enough -- to make "Old Thomas" come chase them away. It was a great thrill.
The leader, finding a perfect clod, got ready to give the signal. When he threw, the others would follow with a barrage down onto the building. He brought back his arm...
"I have a better idea."
The kids spun, eyes popping open. Before them stood none other than "Old Thomas". They were trapped!
"How'd you kids like to join us for some fresh baked cookies? They just came out of the oven, and we can't possibly eat them all."
The kids darted their eyes back and forth. There was no escape!
Thomas came forward and reached out to a little girl. It was the first time she'd come with the group, so she'd never seen Thomas' anger. She didn't know any better.
She took his hand, and they started down to the house.
"Come on," Thomas called back over his shoulder. "The cookies'll get cold."
The leader opened his mouth to call after them. Nothing came out. He looked up the road, escape was easy now... But he'd promised his parents he'd look after his sister. He was scared, but there was nothing else he could do. With a shrug, he loped down the path to catch up. The rest, not wanting to be called "chicken," later on, followed behind.
"My, what lovely children," Sarah sized up the six assorted boys and girls that padded into the room. "Come. Sit down. Make yourself at home while I get the treats."
Sarah went over to the counter and began arranging the platters. She felt a tug on her apron and looked down to see a curly haired girl smiling back.
"I can help," the girl said. She reached up, not quite tall enough to grasp the saucers.
Sarah stooped down.
"Why thank you..."
"My name's Ciccily. I'm Bobby's sister." She pointed to her brother.
"Ciccily, what a lovely name. Would you take these platters over and give one to each child? Then come back and help me pass out the milk. Can you do that?"
"Yes, Mam."
The cookies and milk served, they all sat down to "chat."
"Seeing you kids every day the way I have, makes me feel like we're great friends already." Thomas smiled.
One of the kids coughed, like he was choking on the cookie he'd just popped into his mouth. The others stared at the floor, not daring to look at Thomas.
"Now, now. Don't worry about that," Thomas laughed. "We're going to be friends now -- real friends. So let's get to know each other."
The kids lifted their eyes. Thomas' manner seemed to put them at ease... A little.
"Now," Sarah interrupted. "Tell us who you are, and who your folks are. We probably know them..."
Time passed, and they all had a great time visiting. If fact, it was so fun, they almost had to push the children out before it got too late.
Sarah gathered up the dishes and stood pumping the handle at the sink. Thomas came up behind, wrapping his arms around her.
"Thanks for helping me with the kids," Thomas said. "They sure took a liking to you."
"You mean to my cookies. I really enjoyed having them here, though. They're so full of energy, I feel younger, just being with them. It makes me wonder why we never had children."
"Isn't it a little late for that now?" Thomas teased.
"You know what I mean."
"Yes," Thomas sighed. "I guess that's something else we missed."
"...That was really thoughtful of you to invite them in," Sarah continued. "Aren't those the same kids who always bothered you before?"
"Yep."
"What made you think to invite them in?"
"Well, while I was out working, an idea just popped into my head. The best way to get rid of an enemy is to make him your friend."
Sarah raised her eyebrows. Thomas shrugged. "Like I said, it just came out of nowhere, but it felt right. I liked it so much, I thought I'd try it out. Do you think it worked?"
"I think you're a genius," Sarah flipped her towel over Thomas' neck and pulled him close.
"I'm no genius, I just think someone up there" -- Thomas pointed to the ceiling -- "has taken a liking to us."
"Right now, I'm taking a liking to you." Thomas was pulled closer...
High above, two angels, grinning from ear to ear, shook hands.
Chapter 7
"Morning Thomas."
"Good morning Mr. Dimsdale. How can I help you?" Thomas looked up from his workbench as the barrel chested man stepped inside the small shop.
Robert Dimsdale peered out from under bushy eyebrows, wondering if Thomas was feeling well. Thomas was never polite.
He ought to inquire after Thomas' health, but thought better of it. No sense asking for trouble.
"I've been having problems with my surrey," he grunted. "I was wondering if you could take a look."
"Of course. Is it outside?"
Surprised, Mr. Dimsdale swung his bulk around to follow. Ordinarily Thomas would have argued, told him to come back later, or some other nonsense. But now he seemed, different... pleasant even. Something must be wrong.
He bent to watch as Thomas began his examination of the wagon.
"Be careful mind you. I know if I'm being cheated."
"Of course, Mr. Dimsdale. I'll try my best not to cheat you."
Dimsdale's bushy eyebrows drew close together, he wasn't sure if he'd just been insulted or not.
"By the way," Thomas called from under the wagon. "You have delightful children. They paid us a visit yesterday."
Mr Dimsdale jerked his head back. His kids had gotten home late, all smiles and silliness, saying something about visiting "Old Thomas". Were they in trouble? At the time he'd passed it off as mischief. They were always doing that. But then their giggling rubbed off on him. He couldn't remember spending a more giggly evening. It'd been irritating.
What's happening? he wondered. Thomas? Inviting children in to visit? It just wasn't his normal, ornery self.
"I think I've found the problem," Thomas announced a moment later. He climbed out wiping his hands with a cloth. "The problem looks worse than it is."
"Oh really. What do you need to do?"
"First, have you recently gone through a river with the surrey, then left it idle for a time?"
"Not that I... Wait. Yes, about a month ago. I used it during the past flood. I had to cross the stream a couple of times for deliveries."
"What happened," Thomas said, "is that the water didn't completely dry out of your spring joints, and they rusted. When you didn't ride it for a while, the rust spread and fused the joints in place."
"What'll the repairs cost?" Mr. Dimsdale tensed.
"Just a minute," Thomas took a large hammer and chisel back underneath the surrey. There were loud clangs as Thomas pounded key stress points. Mr. Dimsdale knelt down, squinting at what was being done.
After a while, Thomas climbed back out.
"You're all set Mr. Dimsdale," Thomas gestured for him to climb aboard.
You mean it's fixed? But what do I owe you?"
"Not a thing Mr. Dimsdale. All it took was a little pounding to free up the joints. Just make sure you ride it sooner after a storm, or going through the stream, so the joints don't rust up again."
"Thanks... And call me Robert." He reached down his hand.
An invisible burst of energy arched. It lanced through mr. Dimsdale's arm into his breast, then spread, tingling like little tiny pinpricks, all through his body. Startled, he sat back in his seat. He shook his head to clear his senses.
"Oh, one more thing," Thomas hurried back into his shop, returning with a square of rough cloth. "This should clean off the remaining rust. It'd be a good job for Bobby. He can bring it back next time he stops in. And say hello to Ciccily too. She's such a good girl. You must be very proud of your children."
"Oh? Why yes." Mr. Dimsdale blinked his eyes. What happened? He took a deep breath.
"Are you alright?"
"What? Oh. Yes. Yes, I'm fine... And thanks again Thomas. I really appreciate your helping me out. I wish you'd let me pay."
"That's not necessary. I was just trying to lend a hand... and make a friend in the bargain."
"Why of course!"
Now something is affecting me!
"Friends it is!"
"Thank you. I'm glad you stopped by."
"Me too! And thanks."
I don't know what this is, but is sure feels good!
Robert saluted, snapped the reins, and rode on up the road.
Chapter 8
"Hurry up Sarah. We want to make the visits before it gets too late."
"I know, I know. But there's plenty of time. You want to make sure the food's ready don't you?"
"Of course -- Here, let me help."
Thomas stepped across the room as Sarah put covers on four baskets of food.
"You take these," Sarah handed Thomas two baskets. "I'll get my coat, and we can be on our way."
Sarah donned a coat, grabbed the remaining baskets, and passed through the door Thomas was holding open.
"By the way. Where are we going?"
"You promise you'll still go if I tell?"
"It can't be all that bad, can it?"
"Depends on how you look at it."
"Come on, Thomas. Out with it."
"Well," Thomas ducked his head. "I thought we'd visit the Johnson's first."
"What!"
Chuckling, Thomas held the baskets up for protection.
"Trust me on this one?"
Sarah thought a moment. "okay, but I just can't help remembering the last time you and Mr. Johnson were together."
"No one remembers better than I... but we've got to start healing some of those old wounds."
"Some wounds are too deep to be healed."
"Maybe so," Thomas agreed. "But at least we can try."
A long silence drifted between them as they continued up the road. Finally Sarah spoke again.
"Thomas, will you think less of me if I admit I'm scared?"
"No. Of course not... I'm nervous myself. But still, it's something we need to do, if only to be at peace with ourselves."
Sarah pursed her lips and nodded.
The Johnson's home was just a bit larger than Thomas and Sarah's, and built out of heavy river stone. It was surrounded by a white picket fence with cracked and peeling paint. The yard was a mixture of weeds and mountain grass which grew in large clumps, especially around the posts of the gate. Next to the house was a strip of semi-cleared ground where a few plants, flowers, and shrubs had been planted, then forgotten. "Skreeek!" the hinges complained as Thomas pulled open the scrabbly gate. Thomas and Sarah cringed.
"The first thing I'm going to do, is oil and repair these hinges." Thomas said as they moved through.
"There's not a thing of mine I'd have you touch!"
Clyde Johnson blustered out onto the porch. He was a large man. A stone mason by trade, well muscled from handling all the heavy rock. He was just younger than Thomas, balding on top with scraggly tufts of gray on either side of his crown. He wore a burlap jerkin, the sleeves rolled up well passed his elbows, with old, patched coveralls. His thin leather vest had seen years of wear, and thick soled boots made the porch creek under his heavy frame.
"What're you doing here! I thought I made it plain I never wanted to see you on my property again."
Sarah hesitated, Thomas stepped forward.
"Take it easy, Clyde, we just came by to pay a neighborly visit."
"There ain't nothin neighborly 'bout you, Thomas. Now get on off my property 'fore I throw you off."
"Wait a minute." Thomas said. "We came here to try and set things straight."
"What're you talking about. You never set things straight with nobody."
"Well," Thomas smiled. "Since you hate me the most of anybody, I figured this was the best place to start."
Clyde folded his arms across his chest.
"And just how do you propose to set things straight? The way I reckon, there's not much you can set right 'bout the way you tried to cheat me." His face darkened. "Nope. The damage's been done. It's mighty hard to fix."
"You're right," Thomas said, "but I want to try."
"Who's out there, Clyde?" Clyde's wife peered out the door around the bulk of her husband.
Robyn was a frail woman, her tan dress and brown checked apron clashed with her grey streaked hair, which had been tied back in a bun. Her eyes shown pale above faint circles, giving the impression of being her being ill. She was wringing her hands. She just hated it when Clyde was angry -- which was most of the time.
"Ohh!" she gasped, seeing Thomas and Sarah.
"Hello Robyn. It's me, Sarah. I know it's a little past supper time, but I thought maybe, if you haven't eaten, we've got some food here..."" Sarah stepped around Thomas and held up one of the baskets.
Robyn glanced at Clyde, then back to Sarah. She bit the corner of her finger. What should she do?
Thomas picked up where Sarah left off.
"What do you say, Clyde? Will you let us in so I can explain?"
Clyde scratched his long sideburns.
"Well, I guess it won't hurt too much -- long as you don't over stay your welcome."
Clyde waved his hand for Thomas and Sarah to make their way up the rickety steps.
"I've been hearin 'bout your change of heart all through town. Old man Dimsdale says you're a nice guy now. What's different? You bang your head on somethin and see the light?"
"You don't know how close you are," Thomas laughed. "But at least, I'm trying to change. And I hope to prove it to you."
"We'll see," Clyde said.
Sarah followed Robyn into the kitchen. Thomas and Clyde went over to the fireplace.
The inside was as rough as the outside. One wall of the main room was lined with sparse cabinets and a tiny sink, serving as the kitchen. A wooden table sat against the far wall. Two chairs were tucked underneath.
The rest of the walls were lined with faded wood, and the floor was of dusty shale, covered here and there with threadbare rugs, trying to temper the atmosphere, but having little success.
There were a few chairs in the room lashed together with leather strips. On the table, drooping flowers sat arranged in a discarded can.
Clyde's pride and joy was the enormous rock fireplace built into the far wall. It was his masterpiece. A showcase of his best work. He rested a foot on the hearth, gesturing for Thomas to have a seat.
"Tell me," Clyde said. "Just how is it you're going to make amends?"
Thomas shrugged off his coat, and draped it over the back of his chair. "I figured on challenging you to a contest."
"A contest? What on earth are you talking about?"
"Well, I thought it'd be a good way for us to settle our differences."
"Oh, so you came to pick a fight." Clyde placed both feet on the floor and hitched his thumbs in his overalls.
"No!" Thomas said. "Now you're jumping ahead of me. I'm not here to pick a fight. I'm here to settle our differences. I thought a contest would be the best way."
"I'm listening." Clyde narrowed his eyes.
"You and me have this feud, right?"
Clyde nodded.
"Well, I think now's the best time to see who wins. Then we can put it behind us."
"You got that right." Clyde took a step forward.
"Hold on. I already told you I'm not here to fight."
"Well then what are you talking about?" Clyde stopped short.
"Yes. Just what are you talking about?" Sarah said as she and Robyn came over from the kitchen.
"If you'd all let me finish," Thomas said. "I'll be glad to tell you."
"Go on then!" Clyde said. "No one's stopping you."
"Thanks." Thomas took a deep breath.
"Clyde, I'm proposing the winner of our contest becomes the winner of the feud. The loser has to admit he's been wrong all along. Are you up to something like that?"
"Depends on what it is," Clyde rubbed his chin.
"Good." Thomas said. "I want to put this behind us once and for all."
"You still haven't said what the contest is."
"Oh," Thomas remembered. "How about an arm wrestle?"
"A what!" Clyde gaped.
Sarah stifled a giggle with the back of her hand.
Robyn sank into a chair, wringing her hands.
"Yes, Clyde, I want to challenge you to an arm wrestle. And remember, the loser has to admit to everyone he's been wrong -- and a fool to boot."
"You must have hit your head pretty hard to make a fool challenge like that to me. But, since you named it, I'd be pretty stupid to turn it down."
Clyde pulled the chairs out of the way and lay two dusty rugs together on the floor. Thomas knelt down on one, rolling up his sleeves.
"I don't know what you've been thinking," Clyde said, "but you're finally going to get what you deserve."
A smile crossed Thomas' face as he lay down and reached out his hand.
The moment their hands touched, an invisible spark of energy flashed. It lanced up Clyde's arm and into his chest. From there it blazed through every inch of his body, leaving a faint tingling.
Clyde snatched his hand away and stared in his palm, looking for evidence of the jolt.
"Something wrong?" Thomas asked.
Embarrassed, Clyde shook his head. "No... everything's fine. Just want to make sure I got a good grip is all."
"Suit yourself," Thomas held out his hand again.
Clyde paused, taking a few deep breaths. A glowing warmth was spreading through his body. He'd never felt anything like it before.
What's happening? Has Thomas done something to me?
Again, Clyde looked at his hand. He couldn't see any mark. Still the glowing grew, and burned. It sent wave after wave of heat... And comfort...
Again, he hesitated. He felt really good. Almost... happy. Yes! That what it was. He was really happy. In fact, he felt so good he couldn't help but smile... then laugh.
He laughed out loud, a few chuckles at first, then burst out in loud guffaws, growing into wracks of uncontrollable laughter.
At first, Thomas lay there, staring at Clyde. Then he got caught up in Clyde's laughter. He began to chuckle... then laugh. Pretty soon he was competing with Clyde in who was laughing the hardest.
Then Sarah, watching the men, began to giggle too. She glanced over at Robyn, who sat rigid, her face pale, her expression worried.
Sarah placed a comforting hand on Robyn's shoulder...
A bolt of energy sparked through the contact. It speared into Robyn's heart, and spread flashing waves of tingling joy. She quivered, turning to Sarah, unsure of what, if anything, had happened.
Was she imagining things? Or was there something in Sarah's touch?
There must be something. I can feel it spread. It's so warm, so good!
"Are you okay, Robyn?" Sarah asked.
What's happening? Robyn wondered. She sensed a brightness in the room. But then she realized the room wasn't really brighter, it's just that she was seeing everything different. Like scales had been washed from her eyes, like she was seeing everything clear for the first time.
Everything seems new! seems brighter. What is it?
The inner glowing pulsed and grew, spreading hot waves of comfort. Then, Robyn smiled... She giggled... Then laughed, like everyone else, carried away in laughter she couldn't stop -- nor did she want to. It felt too good!
The laughter finally started to die. Thomas sat up, his back to the hearth, wiping tears from his eyes.
"Whew! I haven't laughed so hard in years. I'm afraid it's taken all my strength. You'll have to give me a minute before we can finish our arm wrestle."
Clyde, taking deep breaths to calm himself, waved his hand.
"No matter, Thomas. There's no need for a contest. What say we just forget about the whole thing."
"Are you sure?" Thomas said. "I mean, it really was my fault, this feud and all. I want to make amends."
"No," Clyde answered, again waving his hand. "There's no need. I was just as stubborn as you. Like I said, let's just forget about it."
Sarah happened to glance at Robyn. Tears streaked her cheeks, but she was smiling. Her countenance lit the air with a glow. She grasped Sarah's hand.
"I've never felt so good! There's... there's a feeling in this home that's never been here before. Can you feel it?"
Everyone stopped. They hesitated. There it was! It was very low, a crystal sparkling warmth. Robyn had been ever so sensitive to notice. But then it grew, as if it gathered strength from their notice. It was so warm... It filled them with peace.
"Thank you!" Robyn said. "Thank you for bringing this wonderful feeling into our home."
And so, the gift was spread...
Chapter 9
Robert Dimsdale eased back behind his pine desk in his small, sparsely decorated office. He sat in his one indulgence, a cushioned high back chair. He was a no-nonsense man, and everything he did, he did straight out.
He steepled his fingers underneath his heavy chin, pondering over the recent changes in his life.
You know, things really haven't changed, it's just that I've changed. I feel different about everything.
He shook his head. Well whatever it is, I'm glad of the change. And I won't let it stop with me!
For several days he'd felt a strong urge to do something. To spread the goodwill along. The desire had grown into a sense of mission. He realized with his position in the community, he could do a great deal of good. If only he could touch others the same as he'd been touched...
"This is it," Dimsdale mumbled over his fingers. "This is where I begin to do my part."
There was a knock.
"Come in," Mr. Dimsdale took a deep breath to ease his uncharacteristic nervousness. The door swung open and three sturdy men strode in. Each wore sweat stained coveralls, holding heavy gloves in their calloused hands.
If you were called into the boss's office it was never good news. In fact, on the work floor, it was just understood if you were ever called up, you may as well start packing. The three men, each a shift foreman, had started racking their brains the moment they'd received notice. What did I do wrong? each had questioned. What am I going to do? How can I support my family? It wasn't easy finding jobs in this small of town. It had been hard enough working for Dimsdale, but now it'd be even worse.
"Have a seat." Robert gestured to three chairs he'd placed in front of his desk. The men took their seats in silence. Taking in the rigid posture of his foremen, Dimsdale smiled.
"Relax men. There's no harm that'll come to you here." He leaned forward resting his arms on the desk. "I know what you must be thinking, but you're wrong. Dead wrong, in fact!"
"Begging your pardon, Mr. Dimsdale," one spoke up. "I'm not sure I follow what you mean, but if I've done something wrong, please don't release me. If it's cost the company money, I'll be glad to work it off -- if you'll give me a little time..."
"Nonsense man. It's Harry, isn't it?" The man nodded and shrank deeper in his chair.
"Harry, you, Sam, and Mark, here, were called in to be rewarded, not fired, for heaven's sake."
The men had never considered that possibility. They didn't know what to say.
"Come now," Mr. Dimsdale continued. "That's not such bad news is it?"
"Oh no, not bad news at all." the men assured, still shaken.
"That's better. Furthermore, there's going to be some changes around here."
Now here it comes. They braced for the bad news.
"I want you to spread the word that starting today, I'm going to change the way everyone get's paid."
It was too good to be true.
"Starting tomorrow, not only will you three be getting substantial raises, but I want you to tell your people that everyone's getting a raise."
Mark and Sam gaped. Harry collapsed in his chair with relief. He'd been so worried about how he'd provide for his family if he lost this job.
"And that's not all." Mr. Dimsdale leaned further across the desk, his hands animating the points. "This business has been good to me, and there's no reason it can't be good to everyone who works here too. Along with the raise, I want you to tell the men that they'll also be sharing in the company's profits."
This is unbelievable!
A grin crossed Mr. Dimsdale's face.
The men looked at each other. Is this really happening? They weren't sure. Finally Harry spoke again.
"Mr. Dimsdale, are you sure about this? I mean, your not just foolin' with us are you?"
"Absolutely not!" Mr. Dimsdale sat up in his chair.
"Of course, with the profit sharing, the men'll have to insure the company continues to have healthy profits to share. They can't let down on their work, mind you, but there's no question, I'm serious."
Now this was more like Dimsdale. It was a ploy to get them to work harder. Or was it? What was the catch? There had to be a catch.
"Don't worry," Mr. Dimsdale waved his hand. "I'm not expecting longer hours or harder work -- although that wouldn't be bad, mind you. The main reason is to reward everyone for doing a fine job."
There was silence. The men didn't know what to say. They still weren't sure what was happening. Finally, mr. Dimsdale got up and came around his desk.
The men stood, realizing the interview was over... And they still had their jobs!
"Thanks men," Mr. Dimsdale grasped each man's hand in a firm handshake. A subtle spark of energy passed with each clasp. "I appreciate your working for this company. And don't forget. I meant what I said -- about giving everyone a raise, and sharing profits, I mean. Be sure and tell everyone on your shifts." He held open the door.
"Yessir," Harry answered. His steps had more bounce. All three had been affected. Something good was happening. They just knew it.
Mr. Dimsdale pulled the door shut and moved back over to his desk. "The next thing I need to do is get the other business owners together. If we're smart, we can make this town a better place -- for everyone."
Days later, at Mr. Dimsdale's plant, someone on the work floor commented about how different things seemed now. "I don't dread coming to work anymore. In fact, I'm really starting to enjoy it." Others on the shift nodded. They'd noticed the same thing. They'd never worked harder, but then again, they'd never felt happier. Wages were up. Spirits were up. And most pleasing to Mr. Robert Dimsdale -- profits were up.
Chapter 10
"Look, Mommy. What's going on over there?" Jimmy stopped in the middle of main street. He pointed towards the square where a group of people had gathered.
"Jimmy, you're standing in the middle of the road. Come over to the other side so the carts can go by."
"But I want to see what those people are doing." He pointed again.
"Okay. We'll go see what it is. Now come out of the way before you get hurt."
They crossed, Bonnie grabbing hold of his hand. Then she looked up the street where Jimmy had pointed. People were gathering in the main square, but they seemed to be coming and going, not staying.
Bonnie was curious.
Making sure she had a firm hold of Jimmy, they moved up the walk, passing bustles of people as they went. Looking around, Bonnie noticed they weren't the only curious ones making their way to the square. Others seeing the commotion, were drifting that way as well.
As they approached the square, they could see people were bunched around the central plaza. In the midst, there were people handing a small object to each person as they came up to see what was going on. Bonnie and Jimmy edged forward. Nothing like this had ever happened before.
People came up to the center of the gathering, were given something, then left. Bonnie could tell, as the people left, something was different about them. They were smiling, some laughing. This was getting more interesting all the time. Bonnie felt an excitement, a sparkling, in the air. Jimmy could feel it too. He kept tugging her forward. "Come on Mom, we're almost there."
"Bonnie! Bonnie! Over here!"
Bonnie saw a lady about her same age, black hair swirling, jumping up and down, waving from a small gap in the press.
"Shiela?" Bonnie called. "Shiela, is that you?"
"Over here, Bonnie. Come over here, I have something for you!"
"Mom! that's Willie's mom. Come on." Jimmy snaked a path through the people.
Bonnie had noticed Jimmy was playing a lot more with Willie, and both boys had seemed happier together than she'd ever remembered. She'd wondered what they were up to.
Shiela was working over a large stack of crates filled with small pots. She and others were handing them out. When people came up, they would hand them a pot, say something Bonnie couldn't hear, then give them a hug! Such a display! Right in the middle of main street.
"Hi Mrs. Grimshaw!" Jimmy called.
"Why hello, Jimmy! Hi Bonnie! I'm so glad to see you."
"What's all this? I mean, what are you doing?" Bonnie asked.
"Oh this? A group of us got together and decided it would be fun to do something for the town. Things are changing around here, if you haven't noticed. Everyone seems to be getting along. And things are going so well, we thought we'd do something to help. It's great isn't it?"
"Uh... Yes, I guess," Bonnie said. She wasn't quite sure what Shiela was talking about.
"Anyway," Shiela continued. "Delbert, over at the nursery donated these pots. We filled them with a little potting soil and a few flower seeds. All you have to do is add water. Soon you'll have some flowers to brighten things up."
"Here." Shiela picked up two of the tiny pots and handed one to Bonnie, and the other to Jimmy.
"Gosh, thanks!" Jimmy's eyes grew wide.
"Uhh, thanks," Bonnie said.
"Your welcome!" Shiela grabbed Bonnie in a hug. A spark of energy passed between them. It surged and spread, leaving Bonnie warm and tingly. It was a feeling she'd never felt before. She wobbled on her feet.
"It's been so good to see you here, Bonnie... Bonnie, are you alright?" Sheila noticed her swaying.
"What? Oh yes. Yes I'm fine, thanks. And Thanks for the plants... Really!"
Bonnie was starting to feel really good. The warmth was spreading and growing. "I'll take these home and set them to growing right away. You can never have too many flowers."
"You can say that again," Shiela answered. "Be sure to come by and see me sometime this week."
"Count on it."
"Can I come too?" Jimmy asked.
"Of course you can," Shiela answered. "I'll tell Willie you're coming. He'll be really excited."
"That's great!" Jimmy exclaimed.
"Thanks," Bonnie said. "Thanks so much for everything!"
And so, the gift continued to be spread throughout town. No one was left untouched.
Chapter 11
"Thomas," Sarah poked her head into the shop.
"Yes?" Thomas looked up from his work.
"I'm going into town to run some errands, would you like to come?"
"I'm sorry," Thomas wiped his hands on a rag. "I've got a back log of work, and I'm right in the middle of an important project. Can you manage without me?"
"Well... I suppose I could..."
"Is something wrong?"
"No." Sarah answered. "Nothing's wrong..." She pursed her lips, thinking. "I was just... hoping you would come into town with me today. I mean it's such a lovely day and all."
"Come on now," Thomas pressed. "Something's up. What is it?"
"Oh nothing, nothing at all. I was just really hoping you would come into town with me. That's all."
"Well, if you won't tell me what's going on, I guess I'll have to find out myself." Thomas grabbed his hat off the peg. "How long do you think we'll be?"
"Oh, not long." She shrugged her shoulders.
"I'll 'not long' you!" Thomas swatted at her with his hat.
On the way into town, Thomas couldn't get any more out of Sarah. She was being quite smug. Giving up, he settled down to enjoy the warm sun and pleasant walk.
On the outskirts of town, at the end of main street, Thomas stopped.
"Sarah, something's wrong."
"What do you mean?"
"The town. No one's out. There isn't anyone on the streets. It isn't a holiday is it?"
"Not that I know of."
"Come on," Thomas said. "Let's take a look and see what's going on."
They approached the closest building, Dimsdale Mill and Lumber. It was a wood paneled, two story building fronting main street.
Thomas stepped onto the porch and pulled at the door.
"It's locked! There must be something going on. Robert never closes unless it's one of the big holidays."
Thomas bent down, cupped his hands to the window, and peered through the glass.
"There's no one inside, and all the lights are out."
"Maybe something more important came up," Sarah said.
"This is really odd... Come on, Sarah," he stepped off the porch. "Let's take a look down at the town square. Maybe all the people went there for some reason."
"That's a good idea." Sarah followed in Thomas' long striding wake. She covered a smile with the back of her hand.
Moving a few more blocks up main street, they came in sight of the town square. They still hadn't seen a soul, and Thomas was becoming more agitated.
"This has really got me worried. Even on a holiday, there's always people in the square. Where has everyone gone?"
"I'm sure there's a perfectly good explanation. After all, we do live a ways out of town. Maybe word was sent around to have a gathering someplace else and we weren't informed."
"That could be," Thomas agreed. "But why wouldn't they gather in the square? After all, that's what it's for."
"I know!" Sarah said. "Why don't we try the Government House. If they're having a gathering somewhere, they'd have it posted on the public notice board, wouldn't they?"
"Great idea!" Thomas strode off, leaving Sarah standing.
She sighed, then hurried to catch up.
The Government House sat at the head of the town square. It was three stories of rough hewn blocks, a pitched roof, and white wood trimming on the eaves and windows. On the second level, a balcony stretched over the main entrance, from which dignitaries could address gathered crowds in the square. Unseen, below ground level, was an archives basement. It was by far the biggest building in town, and the center piece of the community.
Thomas ascended the wide, concrete steps two at a time, and pulled open one of the tall double doors. He waited for Sarah to catch up as he peered within.
"I still don't see anyone here."
"Let's look at the public notices." Sarah said. They both moved to the big board hung on the far wall.
"Nothing! This is really wrong. I can't figure it out."
"Calm down, dear," Sarah said. "I'm sure there's a perfectly good explanation."
"I'm not so sure. I'm going to have a look around."
Thomas went from room to room, peering in, rapping on doors, hoping to find someone... Anyone, who could tell him where everyone had gone.
Sarah sat on the wide steps leading to the upper levels. She listened as Thomas moved around the building. Finally he came back.
"No one's here." Thomas helped Sarah to her feet. "I can't figure it out. I even went up the back stairs to the mayor's office."
Sarah raised her eyebrows.
"No one's here." Thomas wiped beads of perspiration from his brow with the back of his hand. "I'm getting worried."
"Did you check the assembly room?"
"I didn't think anyone would be up there if no one else was in the building."
"Well, shouldn't we check?"
"What's the use?" Thomas sighed. "There'd be someone at the reception desk-" Thomas gestured to the small desk at one side of the foyer "-if there was a meeting going on upstairs."
"Why don't we try. It won't hurt to at least look. After all, we may find something."
"Okay," Thomas held out his arm to assist Sarah up the steps.
They climbed the steps in silence, passing the second floor landing, turning to proceed up the remaining flight of stairs up to the assembly room.
"I'd forgotten how steep these steps are," Sarah said.
Thomas didn't answer. His eyes were fixed on the double doors leading to the assembly room.
"Look!" Thomas pointed to the gap at the base of the doors. "There's light coming out. Someone's in there."
"What do you think it means?" Sarah asked.
"You stay here. We don't know what's going on, and I'd prefer you stay back until I know it's safe."
Sarah nodded. Thomas stepped to the door and took hold of the knob.
Suddenly, both doors swung inward. Thomas fell back in surprise.
A loud booming voice from within the room called out, "Would Thomas Saxton please approach the podium!"
Two men came out onto the landing, and taking Thomas by the arms, escorted him down the aisle.
On either side, Thomas could see all the townspeople gathered.
So this is where everyone went. I wonder what's going on?
The mayor stood on the stage in official dress. He was flanked by Robert Dimsdale and Clyde Johnson, each in their finest clothes.
These are my friends! Thomas thought. But why don't they look happy to see me? The expression on Robert's face was drawn and solemn, a look he hadn't seen from Robert in quite a while.
And then there was Clyde.
Hadn't he patched things up? The look on his face didn't give Thomas any comfort.
All was silent in the great hall, save the sounds of their footsteps on the hardwood floor.
Where's Sarah? Is she okay? He tried to crane his neck to look back, but his escorts wouldn't allow him to turn.
Abruptly, they released Thomas in front of the podium below the mayor.
Thomas' ire was beginning to rise. They had no cause to treat him like this. He was a citizen here. He hadn't done anything wrong. What right did they have to treat he and Sarah like this -- having a secret meeting and all.
Sarah walked up and looped her arm around his back. She looked up at him and he noticed her smile.
"Thomas Saxton," the mayor announced. "You have been summoned here to answer serious charges which have been levied against you."
"What charge? What have I done?"
"The accused will please be silent." the mayor said. He had a strange look on his face Thomas couldn't read. "I will now read the charges."
The mayor unrolled a white parchment.
"It is charged of one, Thomas Saxton, that he has sought to undermine the tradition of this town."
Thomas' mouth fell open.
"That the named accused, by his undue influence, sought to obtain many friends, associates, and advocates to his strange and untraditional beliefs of peace and harmony between all peoples."
At this point, the mayor began to smile. "Heretofore, our town was known as a solemn town. A town of much dignity and forbearance. A town of many serious minded people. We were a people not given to the show of emotion, nor of allowing emotion to influence our way of living."
Robert and Clyde started smiling now, and Sarah squeezed Thomas with the arm she still had about his waist.
Thomas was confused.
"And because of this lack of feeling," the mayor continued, "this people did exhibit to outsiders, and indeed to one another, open hostility and intolerance.
"The man standing before us is accused of trying to alter that traditional way of life, and indeed, of accomplishing much of his aim.
It has been brought to my attention, and witnessed by all within this room," the mayor's hand swept across the audience, "that our town now has a new feeling. A feeling of friendship and harmony... A feeling of Love!"
Now Thomas was catching on. A smile began to grow from the corners of his mouth, and his face began to color with the heat of embarrassment.
The mayor caught Thomas' reaction, and continued to read.
"This feeling of love has grown and spread in our town until our traditional misery has been completely destroyed.
"And we have only one man to blame for this. That man stands before us today."
Robert and Clyde stepped forward. The mayor handed them a small polished wood case, then turned back to the parchment.
"By the power vested in me, as mayor of this city, I now judge one, Thomas Saxton, guilty of all charges!"
The pronouncement struck Thomas like a slap in the face.
The mayor gestured for him to step onto the rostrum.
Thomas looked at Sarah. She pushed him forward.
Thomas stumbled up and turned to face the audience.
The mayor continued.
"Thomas Saxton. Because of your efforts to promote peace, harmony, and love throughout our entire valley, by the power vested in me, I hereby bestow upon you the title of Ambassador! Our City's newest, and highest honor!"
The audience began to applaud. Robert opened the case and brought out a gold medallion looped with a red and blue ribbon.
Clyde took hold of the other end of ribbon and they both set it over Thomas' head, arranging it over his shoulders and against his chest.
The townspeople came to their feet, continuing their applause. Sarah joined Thomas on the stand and was taken into a warm embrace.
"You knew about this didn't you!" Thomas accused.
Sarah just smiled and hugged him again.
High on a peak, overlooking the valley, two Angels watched the cheering townspeople below.
"Isn't it amazing how fast the power of love spreads?"
"It is. But it's a shame it doesn't last," The second replied.
"True. So true."
The Challenge
Chapter 12
Two years later found Thomas striding up main street. A group of people stopped him.
"Thomas, have you heard?" Thomas nodded and moved on a little further -- only to be stopped again.
"Thomas, do you know about the bandits? What are we going to do?" Thomas stopped, calmed the people as best he could, then moved on towards his destination.
After many stops, and many brief, distressing conversations, he arrived at the Government House. Without hesitation, he took the concrete steps two at a time, entered the main foyer, up the first flight of stairs, then veered to the right, into the mayor's office.
The mayor rose. "Thomas, I'm glad you're here."
Over the last two years Thomas had become a ranking member of the town council, and a leading citizen.
The mayor grasped Thomas' hand in a firm shake, his relief evident. "This is the third report of raids this week. The bandits are getting bolder. We need to do something now, before any of our people get hurt."
"I agree," Thomas said. He took a seat in front of the mayor's desk. He paused for a moment. "What do we know about these bandits anyway?"
The mayor rubbed his eyes. "Not much, I'm afraid. Just rumors. They began as a small group of misfits run out of their own city. They took to the hills and started stealing from outlying homesites to survive. As time passed, they were joined by other misfits who figured there was safety in numbers. The larger they grew, the bolder they got until the city was forced to send out the militia."
"It's said," the mayor stepped over to peer out the window, "that rather than be captured, they moved on. I guess they just keep moving, staying one step ahead of troops sent to drive them off."
"Just in case," the mayor came away from the window and sat on the corner of his desk. "I've sent word to Hiram, the captain of the militia. He should be here soon. I thought it best we consider this option right now. Maybe we can prompt these bandits to move on and leave us alone."
Thomas blanched.
"Are you sure? I mean, I hate to just pass this problem on. Besides, we've never had to use the militia before. The men... They're merchants and farmers, not soldiers. Someone's bound to get hurt -- or even killed."
"But what other choice do we have?" the mayor said. "If we don't drive them off, they'll stay here and ransack our homes. In the last raid, they held Benjamin Wilk's family at gunpoint! Before, they only ranged through barns, or fields, when no one was around. Now they're getting desperate."
The mayor shook his head. "No, if we don't act now, someone'll get killed anyway. And I won't wait for that! At least sending out the militia is better than waiting for them to come after us. Heavens Thomas! Waiting puts our wives and children at risk."
The mayor sighed and strode around the desk. Thomas knew the mayor wasn't irritated at him, just the situation. But there must be something else they could do. Something which wouldn't put anyone at risk. He just knew it.
"Mr. Mayor, I don't have any other alternatives to suggest right now, but I don't think calling out the militia is the answer."
He raised his hand to forestall the mayor's objections. "I do, however, support your preparing the militia. Just in case. Using the militia only passes the problem on to another town -- and still carries risk to the fathers and husbands who serve."
"If there's another solution," the mayor said, "I'd be more than happy to hear it."
Thomas rose to his feet. "All I ask is that we take time to consider all our options."
The mayor nodded. "But we can't wait more than a couple of days to decide, though. If we don't have any other alternatives by then, I'm going to have to ask for the council's support in using the militia. I won't wait for them to come after us. I just won't do it!"
"I know," Thomas said. "And thank you for your time, Mr. Mayor."
"Come on Thomas," the mayor reached out and squeezed his shoulder. "We'll come out okay."
Thomas nodded agreement he didn't feel.
On the way home, Thomas pondered over the problem. He understood the mayor's concern. The last raid had struck a nerve. A family held at gunpoint in their own home... He could only imagine how frightened Ben had been for his wife and kids. If he were in a similar situation, he'd do anything to keep Sarah safe.
And that's exactly what the mayor is thinking.
Sarah met him at the door. She knew something was wrong.
"How was your meeting?"
"Not well, I'm afraid. The mayor has decided to call out the militia and send the bandits packing."
"But he can't... Someone'll get hurt -- or even killed."
"My words exactly," Thomas said. "Not to mention the fact sending out the militia won't solve the problem, only pass it on to the next town."
Thomas hung his coat on the hook and sat down. Sarah joined him.
"I just know there's another way to handle this. A way that won't put any people at risk."
He stood and started pacing. "The answer's there somewhere. I just know it."
Sarah watched moment, helpless. Then a thought sprang to her mind.
"Remember what we talked about... It was two years ago? You know... when we first had the children in to visit? You told me the best way to get rid of an enemy is to make him your friend."
Thomas froze.
"That's it! That's the answer! That's what we need to do!"
He wrapped Sarah in a hug, then rushed to the door.
"Where are you going?"
"I've got to go," Thomas grabbed his hat. "I need to gather the council. I need to meet with the mayor!"
Thomas opened the door, hesitated, caught in the middle of a thought. He turned to Sarah's confused expression. "I think you need to come too."
He snatched Sarah's coat off the hook. "It'll probably take both of us to convince them."
"Convince them of what?..."
On the way, Thomas outlined his plan.
"You can't mean it!" Sarah blurted. "It's too dangerous! You're too old!"
Chapter 13
Several days later...
"Well Thomas," the mayor used his official voice, loud enough for everyone in the square to hear. "Everything is finally ready." Then in a lower voice for Thomas, "You still want to do this?"
Thomas looked over at Sarah. He hesitated until he caught her brave smile and nod.
"...I'm ready. Remember to give me at least two weeks. And keep the food drops stocked. That should stop the raids -- and help us with the bandits."
Thomas hefted his pack over one shoulder, then took Sarah in an embrace. He held her tight, giving and drawing strength at once. He realized this may be their last moment together.
He forced that thought aside, then dabbed one of her tears with his finger, fighting to hold back his own. He kissed her, squeezed her arm, then made his way through the quiet crowd.
People reached out to touch him, or pat him on the back in silent, awkward encouragement.
A few men, who'd requested to come along, stood at the edge of the crowd, waiting. They'd argued fiercely against his going alone, but in the end, Thomas won out. Only one life would be risked, and it would be his. They grasped his hand, saying nothing, their eyes saying what words couldn't express.
The stillness of the crowd was unnerving, yet appropriate. They watched Thomas leave.
Chapter 14
Outside town, Thomas turned up the path he'd chosen to follow into the mountain. The last time he'd passed this way, it was after his dream. The dream that had forever changed his life. Taking in the great beauty as he walked, he remembered the new joy he'd experienced along this way. He wondered if something similar would happen this time.
How could men be so cruel when surrounded by such wonder?
"Hold Mister!" Thomas jumped, raising his walking stick in defense. He'd been surrounded by a group of gaunt men. They circled warily, holding off.
"Who's your leader?" Thomas asked, looking at each man, trying pick him out.
The men were garbed in rags, a nervous desperation in their eyes. They carried clubs... And yes, knives strapped to their legs.
There was no answer to his question. Just circling, waiting...
Thomas looked at each man again. Beads of perspiration had formed on his forehead. He decided his best option for surviving this would be a quick, and hopefully painless, surrender. He mustered his courage with a deep breath, stood tall, then threw down his stick.
The men were surprised and jumped back.
"I've come to speak with your leader," Thomas boomed. "Will you take me to him? I have a message from the town."
The men, confused, acted like they didn't know what to do.
A low, mocking laughter broke the silence. Thomas turned in its direction.
"You are in no position to ask anything."
The speaker stepped from behind the thick foliage bordering the trail. The man was tall, had shiny black hair, and chiseled countenance. He was handsome except for dark, scowling eyes. Those eyes... they troubled Thomas.
"Who are you?" Thomas asked.
"I ask the questions, not answer them," the man said. "Who are you, and what are you doing out here?"
"Who I am isn't important. I have a message to be delivered to your leader."
"I am the leader. Give it here." The man held out his hand.
The men surrounding Thomas glanced at their supposed leader, they looked back and forth at each other, acting like they didn't understand what was going on.
Thomas knew. The dark man was lying.
"The message is only for your real leader. And I carry it here," Thomas pointed to his head. "No one hears it but him. I'm sure he'd be very disappointed if he didn't get it."
"You're pretty bold," the dark man said. "You'd better watch your tongue, or you're liable to have it cut out."
Thomas wouldn't have put it past him, but he held his ground, staring back into his eyes. Silence was his only weapon.
The man broke from Thomas' stare, and looked at the expectant faces of his men.
"Your message better be important or you won't survive the consequences."
If this man was an example of what he was up against, Thomas had an idea he may not survive anyway.
Now why did I think that? Thomas wondered. I don't even know him.
But there was something, something Thomas couldn't perceive, which made him very uncomfortable with the man.
The man gestured two men to lead the way. As soon as Thomas turned to follow, he heard a dull thud! A sudden flash of pain lanced through the back of his head, and everything went dark.
Laughing, the dark man stood over Thomas' unconscious form.
"I'll take you to Zim, but you'll go my way." He replaced the small club at his hip, then directed his men to search and strip their captive. "No one makes a fool of me!"
Chapter 15
Thomas awoke. It was pitch black. He lay naked, face down on the cold, damp ground.
Where am I? What's going on?
Pain seared through his skull as he tried to roll over. He slowly remembered what had happened.
At least I'm not dead.
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