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a quiet eye (William Wordsworth)

 


 


Concentration

Byline Magazine 1993

 


Hunched over my
desk

dreaming a
story,

seeking
words,

I hear the
honking of geese,

see in my
mind

the long vee
soaring

and, for a
moment,

cannot remember
whether

it is April or
September.

~~~~~

 


 


Guardians

Storyteller 1999

 


The last
thousand acres of old-growth forest on the British Columbia coast
basked in April sunshine. Bald eagles, perched on cloud-tipped
branches of ancient Douglas firs, preened their feathers as the
last clinging shreds of morning mist burned away. From time to
time, the croaking of ravens scoured the silence. The lush green of
new growth on fir and cedar fronds shimmered in the tender breeze
and, in the cool depths of the forest, insects and small birds
flitted and soared in a frenzy of breeding and building.

The discordant
snarl of engines laboring up the mountainside silenced the forest.
Men and machines gathered at the last loop of an old road marking
the limits of an area logged years before.

Len Burley, the
foreman, craned his head back and gazed up at the nearest trees.
"Christ! I haven't seen timber like that in ages. The company
landed a goddam gold mine when it got this licence.”

“For sure,”
said the man with him. “I didn’t figure the tree-huggers would ever
give up on it."

"Goddam good
thing Pritchard & Hill has more clout than they do. We all got
families to take care of." Time the tree-huggers learned people had
the right to protect their jobs.

Burley waved
his hand at the Cat skinner. "Okay, Hank, start clearing in through
there." The branches of two giant cedars formed a canopy over a
natural opening into the forest. "We'll extend the old road a
couple hundred yards, then see how she looks."

The Cat
lumbered toward the opening, its lowered blade tearing at salal and
slash. Ten feet from the cedars, the engine quit and Hank slumped
over the controls.

Burley ran to
the machine and reached up to shake Hank's shoulder. "What
happened? You okay?"

The Cat skinner
stirred, opened his eyes and blinked as though trying to clear them
of fog. "I dunno. Guess I passed out."

"I better get
the first aid man."

"No, I'm okay."
Hank sat up straight and flexed his shoulders. He felt fine now.
Hell, he was only twenty-seven and never a thing wrong with him his
whole life. "Guess I shoulda ate more breakfast."

Hank started
the engine, which coughed once and died. Grabbing at his belly, he
crumpled, falling sideways. Burley caught him under the arms and
eased him to the ground.

The first aid
man came running at Burley's yell and examined the unconscious Cat
skinner while Burley, kneeling, looked on.

Hank sat up. He
looked dazed.

"How are you,
boy? What happened?"

"Same as the
first time. Felt like my guts were being chewed up. Then I passed
out."

The first aid
man stood up. "Can't find anything but he better knock off and get
to a medic. Just in case."

"Send him out
in the chopper," Burley said. "Has to be something wrong with him.
A guy doesn't pass out twice in five minutes for no reason."

Thompson, one
of the fallers, tapped Burley on the shoulder. "Where you want us
to start?"

Burley stared
at the trees. They seemed to be staring back at him. These old
forests were spooky goddam places, thick with snags and deadfalls
and everything dripping with moss and lichen and ferns. Quiet as a
morgue with all that moss underfoot, too. Personally he couldn't
wait till every one of the bastards was mowed down and made into
lumber.

"You might as
well get yourself a big one to start with. Go after that Douglas
fir right there."

Burley shifted
his attention to the Cat. He'd drive it himself until Hank came
back or they sent in a replacement. Been a long time since he'd
felt the power of a big machine under him. Keeping to schedule
would net him a fat bonus and he was going to secure that bonus,
come hell or high water, long as nobody got hurt.

It struck him
then there might be something wrong with the electrical system in
the Cat’s engine. Short circuit, maybe? That could have knocked
Hank out. He went off to find the mechanic.

When he came
back, Thompson was getting ready to cut a springboard slot into the
Douglas fir. The tree appeared to be well over two hundred feet
tall and thirty-five feet around the base. The faller looked like a
flea about to attack a St Bernard.

Thompson revved
his power saw and took a step toward the tree. The shrill howl of
the motor died and he toppled to the ground.

The first aid
man was already heading toward the faller. "What the hell's going
on?" Burley muttered. Had Thompson's saw kicked back on him?

Thompson
staggered to his feet, picked up the saw and yanked the starter
cord. The motor burped once before it quit and Thompson slumped
again as the first aid man reached him. Burley’s gut started tying
itself in knots.

By the time he
and the rest of the crew gathered around Thompson, a few feet away
from the Douglas fir, the faller was on his feet, his expression
dazed.

"What
happened?" Burley demanded.

"I don't know."
Thompson's face was pale. "When I started the saw, it was like a
bolt of lightning hit and I passed out. Second time it felt like I
was gonna puke."

"Burley." The
mechanic had joined them. "The engine on that Cat is fried. You
gotta bring in a new engine or another machine."

Burley spat in
disgust. "Better have a look at Thompson's saw. If I didn't know
better, I'd say the goddam tree-huggers put a curse on the
place."

He clambered
through the salal and deadfalls around the base of the fir,
scanning the heavy creviced bark, though why the hell he was
bothering he couldn't say. Thompson had never got the saw within
six feet of the goddam tree.

When he saw
dull rusted metal, old rage burned in him. Goddam freaks -- whose
taxes did they think paid their goddam welfare checks, anyway? He
peered at the spike, driven in till just the head showed. Could
barely see the goddam thing. Must have been hammered in back before
the surrounding area had been logged.

“Get me a spike
puller,” he hollered to the mechanic. It wouldn't do his screwed-up
schedule any good, but yanking the spike out would make him feel
better.

"Okay," the
mechanic said. "Len, the power saw's fried, too. What's going
on?"

"You tell me.
That's your job, isn't it? You tell me what fried those
motors."

He was a good
ten feet from the tree when the mechanic handed him the clawed
metal bar and he hadn't taken more than two steps forward when the
shock hit him. The bar fell from his hand as he grunted in agony,
clutched his abdomen and fainted.

***

Two days later,
a mud-splattered four-wheel-drive truck parked at the end of the
access road, well back from the abandoned Cat. A tall man wearing
horn rims and pressed tan chinos and shirt climbed out and stood
looking at the giant trees. He was enjoying this unexpected field
trip. The forestry research facility had taken all his time the
last few years and he'd almost forgotten what it was like to work
in a real forest.

Peaceful up
here, Bonner thought. Ideal place to put a cabin, away from city
noise and career pressures. But he'd never be allowed to do it. A
stand like this was meant for harvesting. Or for the
environmentalists to play with. Not that Greenpeace had had any
luck for a few years; this was the last old-growth around.

They'd never
get their hands on this forest. The trees were too valuable for the
logging industry to ignore. And industry votes were too valuable
for the government to ignore.

But Bonner’s
business was science, not politics. He refrained from expressing
his opinions at cocktail parties, but he had no time for either
faction. Loggers tended to be bullheaded, superstitious rednecks
and the environmentalists were emotional fanatics. Science, in its
search for pure truth, had no room for emotion or prejudice.

He'd brought
along sophisticated equipment, which he now unloaded. Not that he
expected to find anything other than some clever new ploy by the
environmentalists, though the story the officials from Pritchard
& Hill had told him was peculiar. The loggers blamed their
problems on the spikes they'd found, which proved they were
superstitious. No metal in existence could disable both engines and
men. P&H officials had refuted any suggestion that the logging
equipment was faulty and Bonner was inclined to agree. Three power
saws and a Caterpillar tractor having their motors destroyed in one
morning, with no apparent reason, had to be more than just
coincidence.

Pritchard &
Hill had pulled the crew out, pending a thorough investigation.
And, of course, they wanted an explanation yesterday.

Bonner picked
up a couple of testers and a spike puller. Could be a magnetic
field, he supposed, but more likely the environmentalists had wired
up a complex electrical device. The only explanation for what the
men had suffered was electrical shock. He walked toward the Douglas
fir that had caused so much trouble.

The tree was
impressive. He'd be sorry when the last of these had gone but, he
reminded himself, thousands of species had died since the earth was
formed and millions more would go before the sun cooled. And by
then man would have conquered some new planet -- perhaps several --
near some new sun. He climbed around the trunk of the patriarch
until he saw the rusted spike, almost hidden in the rough texture
of the bark. The spike looked as if it had been there for years,
probably since before the surrounding area had been logged. A
woodpecker, foraging on the trunk above, took off with a flash of
red wing feathers and vanished into the dark sanctuary of a balsam
fir forty feet into the stand of timber.

Bonner set up
the first tester. He'd get an idea what the spike was all about,
then pull it so he could get it examined in the lab, if necessary.
Spikes weren't likely to be the problem but he had to be sure.

As he raised
the tester toward the tree, his body convulsed and he fell
unconscious at the base of the fir.

He came to,
face pressed into a damp mat of needles and decaying leaves, and
tried to sit up. His body ached; his stomach felt as though an army
of mice had been gnawing at it. He lay still, hoping the feeling
would pass and wishing he'd brought an assistant. But the loggers'
story had seemed nothing more than mass hysteria. He'd been sure
that a dispassionate scientific approach would quickly resolve the
mystery.

Bonner sat up.
Better. At least his head was clearing. A few more moments and he
stood up, leaning on a moss-covered log for support. He half
expected the fir to zap him again, but he felt nothing, heard
nothing, saw nothing. When he felt more or less normal, he started
pulling away the duff from around the base of the trunk.

Nothing there.
The decaying matter looked as though it hadn't been disturbed for a
thousand years and maybe it hadn't. The tree could easily be that
old. No sign of wires, no evidence that anything had been buried
nearby.

He walked away
from the edge of the forest, leaned against the hood of his truck.
What in the name of sweet reason could have done that to him?

The only answer
from the brooding trees was the twitter of birds and, from above,
the scream of an eagle.

He decided to
risk another experiment. Leaving his equipment behind, he walked
back to the Douglas fir, then ranged along the edge of the stand
until he found an opening into the trees. The loggers had checked
every tree for two or three hundred yards along the periphery,
finding a dozen or so rusty spikes, but they hadn't investigated
beyond that point. If only those trees on the edge had been
booby-trapped, it might be possible to get around them, to log
everything else in the stand. Pritchard & Hill would be happy
with that solution.

But Bonner
wouldn't. His training rebelled against leaving the basic problem
unsolved. There was a force here he'd never encountered before. He
had to find out what it was, how it worked, how to control it.

Thirty feet
into the trees he found a small cool glade, waist deep in salal and
ferns. On the other side was a massive western red cedar, a sure
target for the loggers, if they could penetrate this far. Bonner
forced his way into the brush. On the third step, a shock wave
ripped through him and left his unconscious body sagging into the
resilient salal. Above him, birds sang and went on with their
nest-building as if Bonner had never existed.

***

The chief
executive officer of Pritchard & Hill leaned back in his black
leather swivel chair. "What do you think, George? Do we give up or
do we keep fighting?"

The chief
operations officer walked to the window and gazed at the sea of
skyscrapers, appreciating the symmetry of rectangular glass and
concrete thrusting into the sky. "Giving up means we lose the money
we poured into Bonner’s research over the last three months.”

"It would also
cancel out the bad publicity we’ve been getting,” the CEO said,
referring to the environmentalists’ latest scheme to save the stand
of timber. He grimaced. "But I hate to let those bastards win.” Why
couldn’t they see that the company provided jobs for thousands of
people, even them?

"None of them
know what a bottom line is," George said. "Bonner thinks we’re made
of money. He's obsessed with that old-growth."

"I'm obsessed
with it, too. We paid for it. But we can't afford to give him any
more unless he can guarantee results."

"He can't,"
George said. "I say let's quit while we still have the chance to
show a profit this year. If P&H goes under, guys like Bonner
will be out of a job. What does it take to teach these people that
production and a sound economy are the most important things?"

"Nothing short
of disaster," said the CEO, "something that would put the world
three centuries back to pre-industrial times."

"God! That's
too high a price to pay for wisdom."

"It won't
happen, George. We've always safeguarded our shareholders' income
and our employees' jobs. We just won't do it with this particular
stand. You can notify the government that we relinquish the
licence."

George paused
at the door. "Did you see those reports of something similar
happening in the Amazon rain forests?"

"I read them.
It's either hysteria or the environmentalists down there have taken
lessons from the ones up here. In any case, it's no business of
ours."

***

Two months
later, three dozen members of the Society for the Preservation of
Ecological Reserves, exultant and eager, prepared to enter the
old-growth forest.

"Look at those
gorgeous trees!" said Jim Graves, the leader. "Thank God they're
safe at last!"

"We can thank
the newspapers, too," Mark Darwin said. "The publicity helped a
lot."

"We'll need
more," Graves said, "when we appeal to the public for cash to build
paths through here."

"I'm still not
convinced that's the best approach," Darwin said. "If we're going
to properly guard these trees for the future, I believe we should
limit our interference to taking photographs and publishing
them.”

“Nonsense! I
want to see thousands of people going through here every year. You
can't get messages across with snapshots. People need to actually
see these trees, touch them, walk among them. They won’t do that
much harm."

Darwin was
silent for a moment, remembering the time five years before when
he’d come here on his own to spike trees, anticipating that the
rumor of clearcutting might be true. Every time he’d tried to
hammer in a spike, he’d found himself sprawled on the ground. He’d
come away, confused and frightened, his pockets still full of
spikes.

He pushed the
memory to the back of his mind. He’d probably dreamed the whole
thing. Just the same, he could not help asking, "You think there's
anything to what they said about danger to men and equipment?"

"There's no
denying something destroyed the loggers' engines. The rest is
probably guilt-inspired superstition. Those men were trying to rape
the forest. That's why we're using only hand tools: picks and axes
and hand saws."

The Society
members began moving into the trees. Within minutes, seventeen of
them lay unconscious on the forest floor.

***

Richard Bonner
stood, once again, at the edge of the stand of old-growth timber.
He was alone, equipped only with a compulsion to penetrate the
mystery that had monopolized his mind for five months. In this
first week of September the sun was still hot but a tang of decay
scented the air, indicating a slowing of the earth's metabolism in
preparation for the season of hibernation and renewal. Yet, in
spite of the season, fresh, green one- or two-inch shoots -- young
Douglas fir -- had sprouted up all along the edge of the old
timber. Strange. But no doubt the old-growth offered them
protection from the weather.

He took off his
watch, the only piece of metal that he wore, and put it on the seat
of the truck. He had even gone so far as to have his gold fillings
removed and replaced with plastic compound.

At the edge of
the forest some strange power destroyed motors and disabled men who
carried metal tools to within a few feet of the trees. A short
distance inside, the force was more powerful and attacked
everything metal, from fly snaps to chronometers, from earrings to
hand saws. The environmentalists had fled, not just shaken, but
terrified. Bonner himself had been knocked unconscious on every one
of his experimental forays into the forest.

He walked
forward, clad in cloth and rubber and fear, a human brain his only
tool. And nobody paying him for his time or expertise. If the trees
didn't strike him down today, it would prove that men could enter
the forest as he did now. He didn't think many would wish to, but
that was unimportant. What mattered was finding the truth and
harnessing the strange properties of this place. If it took the
rest of his life, he intended to do that.

Just as well
everyone else had been frightened away. He wanted no one disturbing
the forest until he'd learned its secret.

He reached the
glade he had visited before and paused, his nerve failing. But he
had to know -- if there was any way of knowing.

On he went,
struggling through the salal, climbing over deadfalls, his head
sometimes brushing the moss that hung from bent and venerable
limbs. About a quarter of a mile into the forest, he came upon
another glade.

This one was
perhaps a hundred yards in diameter, lush with salmonberry and
salal and young saplings. A monarch butterfly, soaring and
swooping, drew his gaze to two small west coast deer fifty feet
away. Bonner moved forward, seeking the easiest path.

Another monarch
landed on a sapling nearby and Bonner noticed a dozen more perched
there.

Odd, he
thought. They should have flown south weeks ago. Why were the
monarchs still here? The cold weather would kill them.
Unless...

The though was
so chilling he had to stand still to compose himself. He was
letting this damn forest get to him. To think that the power
guarding the trees could also protect butterflies was madness.
These were merely a few rogue monarchs and they would soon die.

After twenty
paces, he looked up again. The deer were standing in the same
place, watching him. He waved his arms at them. The doe flicked an
ear and began grazing, her mate following suit. Irritated, Bonner
stumbled another ten paces toward the animals, the breath harsh in
his throat. What was the matter with them? Didn’t they recognize a
predator when they saw one?

The deer were
acting strangely and, for some reason he couldn't explain, this
angered him. He looked around for a weapon -- something long enough
that if they kicked at him in panic, he'd be out of reach. Seeing
nothing else, he grabbed a stalk of salal and tugged, but the wiry,
resilient stem resisted his efforts. He knelt and tried to dig
around the root with his hands. The pounding of his heart and the
sweat rolling down his face increased his irritation.

The salal
refused to be dislodged. Cursing, Bonner rose to his feet and
yelled at the deer. They looked at him, then went back to grazing
with an air of complete indifference.

A spasm of rage
left Bonner trembling, his face flushed. Gradually he controlled
his emotions, now angry with himself. Never before had he allowed
anything to shake his detached attitude.

It was stupid
to be emotional about a couple of deer. Naturally, with no humans
able to enter this forest, the deer were unafraid. He'd just go
around them, across the glade to the huge red cedar he'd been
aiming for.

The craggy
cedar looked as if it had been growing there forever. Bonner worked
his way around it, looking for spikes, for anything that seemed out
of place. But as carefully as he searched, moving under the shelter
of the low-hanging fronds, he found nothing.

He stared at
the tree. Did he dare touch it? Hesitant, he placed a hand against
the bark. Instead of the disabling jolt he'd feared -- nothing. He
closed his eyes for a minute, then put his other hand on the
tree.

Nothing.
Nothing but the sense of a life force as mysterious as those
distant galaxies he would never see. Bonner felt insignificant,
almost invisible.

He snapped off
a couple of small fronds and clawed out a piece of bark and put
them in his pocket. Later, he'd examine them in the lab but he
doubted the results would differ from the tests he'd conducted
earlier. Perfectly normal samples that contained the usual
properties and growth patterns of a cedar.

Bonner returned
to the center of the glade. The deer were a few feet away, still
ignoring him. He gazed up at the impenetrable depths of the blue
sky and, to his astonishment, found himself pleading. What is it?
Why is this happening? The trained reflexes of his mind mocked him
for letting his emotions lead him into primitive reactions.

He railed at
the trees. "You have no right to do this! I want to know the truth.
I must know it!"

A breeze
rustled the fronds of the cedar, and a couple of the older, taller
trees creaked in response to the movement. Another monarch
butterfly settled on the top of a twenty foot sapling. The deer
tossed their heads and lowered them again to graze.

Bonner
retreated, reluctant to leave, yet feeling less like an intruder
with each step he took toward the clearcut slopes outside. As he
turned the key in his truck, he noticed that the young Douglas fir
shoots were now nearly six inches high. The forest reclaiming the
land? He imagined it moving, inexorable, over the earth, destroying
all of man's accomplishments, blanketing once again the mountains
and valleys and plains.

Scientific
detachment returned. Such a thing was impossible. Mankind reigned.
If not he, then another, would penetrate the mystery and regain
mastery of the last stand of old-growth timber in British Columbia.
Given time and resources, every puzzle could be solved, every
natural power was capable of subjugation.

Anyway, the
fast-growing saplings could probably be explained by nature’s
tendency to quickly recoup any major loss in a particular species.
Even humans unconsciously obeyed this natural law, rapidly
producing babies after a war that took hundreds of thousands of
young men.

Bonner started
the truck and eased it along the rutted road toward the city. He
glanced out at the bare slopes. Stunned, he realized that they were
no longer bare. Two-inch-high saplings had sprung up everywhere.
The bare hills were covered in a mat of green.

He stopped the
truck, awe and resentment vying for control of his mind. Even as he
watched, green sprouts seemed to thrust out of the ground, stretch
up to meet the sun.

“How can you do
this? How far are you going to go?” he whispered. Nature was
predictable, controllable. It did not possess intelligence and it
certainly did not fight back.

Maybe he’d only
imagined the rapid growth? Maybe those young shoots had been there
before and he just hadn’t noticed?

Bonner threw
the truck into gear and fled, not daring to look back.

~~~~~
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Rain drizzles
from grey, rusted skies,

whispers damp
dirges

on dripping
cedar bough,

pale, leafless
alder.

Inside,

wet wood hisses
in the flames,

spitting on
dead summer.

~~~~~

 


 


The Butter Tart
War

A Woman's Corner 2006

 


He was buying
birdseed in a pet store when I first saw him and my heart thumped
so loudly I knew he was the man for me. I’d always been attracted
to big, broad-shouldered men with warm smiles and I had a hunch his
would sparkle like champagne. His hair was black and wavy,
reminding me of twisted licorice sticks. And, though the paunch and
adorable double chin indicated he might be courting heart problems,
they looked good on him. Dumping cat food into my basket as I went,
I contrived to trip over him.

His smile was
everything I’d hoped for. The apologies became a conversation,
which continued in the coffee shop next door. He told me he was a
master chef and invited me to his apartment for dinner. “What’s
your favorite dessert?”

“Peanut butter
and chocolate chip cookies.”

“Oh dear. Could
you possibly live without them? I’m highly allergic to peanuts. And
chocolate, to my sorrow, gives me hives.”

Bad news.
Though I restricted myself to eating the cookies perhaps once every
month or two, I adored the taste and I’d hoped a master chef could
produce some even more delectable than those I bought at the
grocery store.

“Of course I
can.” Poor man, not able to eat either peanuts or chocolate!

I knew my
instincts had been right when, after a candle-lit dinner of Cornish
game hen spiced to perfection and basted with wine and butter, he
presented me with two fresh, flaky tarts on a lace-covered
gold-edged plate.

“These are
butter tarts,” he said. “You’ll love them.”

He was right.
They were far better than the cookies. Deliciously rich. Ambrosial,
even. Two months later I married my King of Hearts.

At first life
was idyllic. He adored my cats; I began feeding his birds. He told
me he’d always yearned for a tall, thin woman of his own to cook
for, which suited me perfectly; I could barely boil water. His
greatest joy was making gourmet meals for me to eat and I loved him
far too much to insult him by leaving anything on my plate. By the
end of the first year I was thirty pounds overweight.

The second year
saw the peach fuzz of love begin to turn brown. I noticed he no
longer shaved twice a day. He said I put toilet paper on the roller
the wrong way around. He didn’t like my family or my friends; he
apparently had neither.

He even accused
me of being thoughtless when I bought a little bag of peanuts for
myself. “Suppose I accidentally touched them, or the bag they came
in?” he said. “That would make me ill. It might even kill me.”
Needless to say, I immediately put the bag of peanuts in the
garbage and scrubbed my mouth in case he decided to kiss me.

But he
continued to give me fresh butter tarts every day and the
combination of my sugar addiction and my desire to make him happy
rendered them impossible to resist. I gained more weight, bought
more clothes, found new ways to avoid looking at myself in the
mirror.

It was
irritating, of course, to discover that no matter how much he ate —
and he ate a lot — my King of Hearts never added an ounce to the
300 pounds he’d been when we married. I often had to remind myself
that not all of us are blessed with perfect metabolism. His
canaries didn’t have a problem, either; they remained svelte and
sang from dawn till dusk. The cats, on the other hand, grew fat on
filet and pheasant and lay around in sleeping on soft pillows, no
longer indulging in the mouse carnage that had been their life work
when they were subsisting on canned cat food.

One day I came
face to face with myself in a mirror I hadn’t anticipated. There
was too much of me. A thousand butter tarts too much. Something had
to be done.

That evening, I
said, “Darling, please don’t give me so much food. None of my
clothes fit any more. I must buy another whole new wardrobe.”

“You don’t need
new clothes, my precious Queen of Hearts. Quit your job and stay
home so I can look after you twenty-four hours a day, as the Fates
intended me to do. I know of a store that sells lovely silk
caftans.”

Just what I
needed: a silk tent to lumber around in. I’d already given up my
bowling team and reading club because he wanted us to spend more
time together. “I’m serious. It’s hard work packing around all this
fat.”

He piled my
plate like a logger’s. “The more weight you gain,” he said, “the
more of you there is to love.”

I melted. What
woman could resist such tender passion? Besides, I’ve always loved
food and he was a marvelous cook. Then there was Mother’s voice, in
the back of my head, telling me to clean up my plate because the
starving children in China would love to have the leftovers.

I tried to
think of a way out of the trap but I couldn’t bear to hurt him by
spurning his love offering of butter tarts. It might even take away
his pleasure in eating butter tarts himself. He liked them so much
that he’d pop a whole tart into his mouth and swallow it before I’d
taken my first bite. Four would have disappeared off his plate
before I finished the second bite. No, I couldn’t be so selfish as
to refuse his butter tarts when it gave him such happiness to watch
me eat. Nonetheless, my pride went on fighting my inner
glutton.

One evening,
after searching his cookbooks for a recipe I could manage without
ruining it, I prepared a fresh fruit salad with a piquant touch of
ginger in the yogurt and honey dressing. “I’ve decided to
specialize in desserts,” I said, hoping that my concoctions would
be so luscious that he’d forget about butter tarts.

My King of
Hearts gulped the salad with every evidence of delight, then went
to the kitchen and brought back a plate of butter tarts. “Your
salad was very tasty,” he said, “but we must have the tarts you
love so much. After all, what better way to celebrate the day we
met?”

The man was
incredibly romantic. “The king of hearts, he made some tarts,” I
said. “I think I’ll start calling you my King of Tarts.”

He smiled his
heart-stopping smile. “My precious! Making you happy with good food
has given my life such depth and meaning. I will allow no one, not
even a Knave of Hearts, to steal away your daily butter tart
morsel.”

My next ploy
was to eat so much of the main course — a delectable roast of pork,
with real gravy — that I could honestly plead satiety when he
brought out the butter tarts. He looked crushed and, impossible
though it seemed, the load of guilt in my heart was even heavier
than the pork loin, gravy, and buttery mashed potatoes in my
stomach.

He continued to
make butter tarts, humming happily. I continued to eat them,
reminding myself that I was, after all, being unselfish. But did
unselfishness have to carry such a heavy price?

I confided my
woes to a friend who said I’d got things wrong way round. In her
opinion, it was my King of Hearts who was being selfish in
demanding that I eat sweet things when I didn’t want to — or
rather, when I knew I shouldn’t. “If he really loved you,” she
said, “he would respect your right to choose what goes into your
mouth.”

I hugged my
King of Tarts that evening and announced in a gentle but firm tone
that I was giving up butter tarts because I wanted to lose
weight.

“But you love
them so! Surely you can allow yourself such tiny treats.”

Hardly tiny, at
300 calories per tart. “Actually,” I said, reckless in my
desperation, “I’m bored with them.”

“Bored!” His
expression was one of hurt amazement. “Impossible!”

He went out to
the kitchen and made a fresh batch, placing one beside my coffee
cup after dinner. I thought of the waste, the cost and his feelings
and ate it, hating myself with every delicious bite.

By the end of
the third year, I couldn’t even see my toes. To say I looked like a
blimp was being kind. I had no lap left for the cats to sit on and
his canaries’ dawn caroling was getting on my nerves. I told my
King of Hearts that I was positively, emphatically, absolutely dead
serious about giving up desserts forever. I intended to lose a
hundred pounds or kill myself.

He chuckled at
my humor and made more butter tarts. I was eating so little else I
couldn’t help gorging on them. The sweetness was perfectly offset
by bitter resentment.

The next time
he took a pan of tarts from the oven, I gathered up my courage and
said, “I’m afraid you’ll have to enjoy them by yourself, because
I’m not going to eat any.” When he put one beside my coffee, I
offered it to the animals. The canaries chirped, the cats yawned. I
took the tart to the kitchen and put it in the garbage.

There were
tears in his eyes. “How can you be so cruel when I love you so
much? But I know you’ll come to your senses. Life is short and love
is rare; taste as much of both as you can.”

For a couple of
weeks, things went smoothly. Each evening he’d ask whether I wanted
a butter tart, and each evening I said no. I lost five pounds and
felt on top of the world, in control of my life. I’d won the
battle. I preened in front of the mirror and imagined how thin I’d
be in another six months.

Then, one night
after dinner, he brought a tray and set it on the end table beside
me. “I thought you’d like these for a change.”

I stared at the
pecan tart, decorated with whole pecans and a swirl of whipped
cream, resting on a heart-shaped serviette beside my coffee. My
mouth watered, my body yearned for the sugar buzz. But I knew that
eating it meant I’d lose not only this battle, but the war as well.
If I left him and moved across town, he’d deliver butter tarts to
my door. If I moved across the country, he’d send them in the mail.
If I escaped to the Andes, he’d send them by llama train.

Well, now I
knew the sweetest love can have a bitter aftertaste. There was only
one thing to be done. It would take a great deal of thought to free
both of us from the trap of addiction, but what did I have to
lose?

Three weeks
later I said, “I think it’s time I learned how to make butter
tarts. You’ve been working so hard to make me happy, it’s only fair
that I take my turn.”

“But it’s my
job to look after you,” he said, looking worried. “Besides,
you can’t cook. At least, not nearly as well as I can. Why not let
me handle it? You know how much I love cooking.”

“I’m not a
master chef but perhaps I’ll surprise you.”

I carefully
lined his tart tins with pastry, which I’d made with peanut oil
instead of corn oil. I thickened the sugar and raisin filling with
ground peanuts instead of flour, poured it in and hid my recipe. I
put the mixing things in the dishwasher and wiped the tins, then
used oven mitts to put them in the oven so that my fingerprints
wouldn’t be all over them.

When the tarts
came out of the oven, I took one look at them and burst into tears.
I couldn’t do it. I simply couldn’t do it.

I dumped the
tarts in the garbage, scrubbed the pans, ripped up my recipe, and
started all over again.

My tarts were
lop-sided and slightly scorched but completely harmless — they
contained not an atom of peanut. Or chocolate.

He came home
from work, saw the butter tarts on the counter and gave me a brave
smile. He downed the first tart in one bite and took another. My
heart aching with despair over the war I’d lost, I ate one
myself.

After the
second tart, he said, “You’re wonderful to do this for me, but
would you mind if I gave you a few pointers on how to make
them?”

He opened the
cupboard door, gasped, then turned to me, horror in his eyes. “You
… you …” He wheezed, clawed at his chest and crashed to the
floor.

I knelt and
felt for his pulse. But he was gone. For a moment I was torn
between grief and relief. Then curiosity overcame both
emotions.

What had he
seen in the cupboard? What had frightened him so much he’d had a
heart attack? I pulled the door open wider and looked.

Darn, I’d
forgotten to get rid of the jar of peanuts and the peanut oil.

~~~~~

 


 


 They Say

 




They say

Black is
bad

Death and
despair,

widow's
weeds,

holes in the
sky,

gloom and
grief,

oblivion.

I say

Black is
good.

Dawn about to
break,

sleek cat
slinking

off to new
adventures,

berries in
cream,

brother raven
standing guard,

diamonds and
coal.

Black is warm
and safe

under the
covers,

keeping out the
world.

I say, too

Black is the
color

of my true
love's hair.

~~~~~

 


 


 Secrets

 


Sally’s son,
Robbie, died in November, just after his fourth birthday. A severe
bout of influenza followed by a fever ended his short, sweet life
only minutes before the helicopter arrived. The child had to be
pried from Sally’s arms and, afterward, when the nauseous blur of
the drug the doctor gave her had lifted, the world seemed an alien
place. She felt as if her body, weightless and insubstantial, were
trapped inside a transparent glass bubble that rendered her
invisible and mute.

She could not
cry, could only summon the strength to say to her husband, Rodman,
“If you’d called for the medic earlier this wouldn’t have
happened.” She’d asked him to do so several times, but he had
delayed, insisting that Robbie would be fine.

He struck her
across the face and shouted, “If you’d looked after him better, he
wouldn’t have got sick! It’s your fault my son is dead.” The blow
seemed to come from far away and she felt no pain, though she spit
blood for days afterward.

Her heart was
dust. The sounds and movements around her came enclosed in separate
moments, meaningless in their unconnected clarity, and glanced off
the surface of her trapped mind. Alone, she tramped the bleak
promontory where the lighthouse stood, gulls wheeling and crying
overhead, not feeling the rain soak through her clothes nor caring
when winter gales threatened to sweep her into the crashing waves
below.

Rodman had
married her when he learned she was carrying his child, though her
father warned her against it: Sally was too young at sixteen,
Rodman too old at twice her age. But her thoughts and energy were
concentrated on the child inside her, on the desire Rodman had
wakened in her body. She left, heart bright and beating, the
lighthouse where she had lived with her widowed father all her
life. It had been easy to settle into the familiar pattern of
isolation with Rodman, who worked farther down the B.C. coast, on a
light station anchored to a bony finger of land jutting into the
sea beyond lushly forested mountains.

Groceries and
mail were brought by supply boat or helicopter and Sally dug a
small garden in the thin soil behind the small house, fertilizing
it with seaweed. Rodman was a silent, withdrawn man given to sullen
bursts of temper, and Sally spent hours, first alone, then with
Robbie, exploring the windswept rocks or walking the
driftwood-choked beach at the forest’s edge. Sometimes a lonely
fisherman came, looking for company, and she would clean the house
and cook complicated meals, eager for different voices, grateful
for a breath of exotic air from outside.

After the death
of her son, even these visits could not crack her transparent
shell. Rodman did not try; he now slept on a cot in the lighthouse.
To punish her, he said, for being a bad mother. People and events,
everything outside the glass bubble, seemed skewed and unreal.

She began
keeping a journal, writing dates and times of storms, noting when
potato or pea sprouts pushed through the earth. She listed birds
that visited the light station, passing fish boats, ships. On
nights when she could not sleep, reading over the dull pages gave
her a vague sense of accomplishment; life was real even if she
could not feel it.

In the spring a
couple moved onto the long abandoned farm that lay a mile inland
from the beach. They came down the twisting overgrown trail one day
and said they would sell eggs and vegetables.

Rodman said,
“Those people are losers; be lucky if they don't starve to death.
But I’d like fresh eggs. You can walk up there once a week and get
some.”

The prospect of
having somewhere to go pleased her and a shaft of guilt chipped the
glass bubble; how could she feel pleasure when Robbie was dead?

She was nervous
the first time she walked up the forest trail but Ilsa and Karl
welcomed her, their voices holding no trace of anger or accusation.
Their sixteen-year-old son David said little but smiled often. She
could not stop looking at him; he was tall and well-made, like
Robbie might have been at the same age.

Soon she began
staying for an hour, sometimes a whole afternoon. When he wasn't
working outside or studying, David taught her to play cribbage,
talking to her as easily as the grownups did, and the glass bubble
thinned enough to let in a little sunshine. She wrote in the
journal, ‘I went for eggs today. David and I played crib and I won
three games out of four. Karl and Ilsa told me all the wonderful
things they plan to do with their farm.’

One day in
July, David took her into his room to see his rock and mineral
samples, saying he wanted to become a geologist someday. They stood
at the shelves and, as he described the properties of each sample,
she became aware of his body close behind her shoulder and his
breath on her cheek. Her blood warmed and she thought, I could pat
his arm or ruffle his hair, as if he were Robbie grown up. The urge
was so strong she felt David could read her thoughts, but he was
frowning, apparently absorbed in a piece of rough quartz. She
turned away, the reminder of what she had lost scraping like a
sharp knife against the glass bubble, and she said, “I must go home
now.”

“I'll walk with
you across the clearing.”

She stumbled
once, almost dropping the eggs, and he reached out to steady her,
taking her hand and holding it until they reached the edge of the
forest.

“See you next
week,” he said and turned back.

She went on
down the path, deaf to the chatter of sparrows and juncos in the
trees. David had held her hand to protect her, like Robbie would
have if he'd lived. At home, tears falling as she remembered the
touch of her son’s small hand in hers, she wrote about David in the
journal.

The next week
he said, “I'll show you where I found some of my rocks.” She
followed him through thick salal and towering Douglas firs up the
steep-sided mountain. He was as sure-footed as a goat on the narrow
trail and slippery stones. Near a high rock face, a stream bubbling
at its foot, they sat on a mossy log under the fragrant boughs of a
leaning cedar. Sparrow song and sighing breezes made music so
serene that it penetrated the veneer of her glass bubble. Amazed,
she felt the kiss of the breeze, the caress of the sun, heard the
beating of her own heart. Those things she had once taken refuge
in, the ceaseless roar of waves against the cliffs below the
lighthouse and the cold, driving winter winds, now seemed
harsh.

They talked
about the rock face and the rushing stream and what he'd learned
from them. When it was time to go, he helped her up and stood very
close, looking down at her, his eyes gentle. An odd expression on
his face, he bent and brushed her lips with his. Her body tingled
and, as she stared at him, again the thought came that Robbie might
have looked like this at sixteen, might have given her a quick kiss
like that.

She said, “I
think we'd better go,” and led the way down the trail, trembling.
They walked across the clearing to her forest path, holding hands
as before, and after saying goodbye, she slowed her pace, clinging
to the memory of his feather-light kiss against her lips. He was so
sweet, so young, and in her reveries, Robbie wore his face. In the
journal that night, she tried to describe how she felt but it was
hard to find the right words.

The following
week it rained and she played four-handed crib with Kurt, Ilsa and
David, ate cookies and even laughed. Whenever she looked at David
her heart beat a little faster and she hoped it wouldn't rain next
time, so they could go to his place by the stream. He might touch
her again, letting her taste the bittersweet pain of imagining that
it was Robbie showing his love for her, his mother.

In mid-August
the sun shone, the air sultry, and David said, “I’m going
collecting; you can come if you like.”

She scrambled
up the trail behind him and balanced precariously on the wet, mossy
stones in the little creek while she helped look for rocks and he
taught her the names of the some of the ferns and berry bushes.
Afterward, they sat side by side on the mossy log and inspected the
haul.

David looked at
her, gaze intense, and put his hand over hers. After a moment he
touched her lips with his, warm, soft, tentative. She was
breathless, tingling, her nipples hard against her shirt. Because
I'm cold, she thought, because I'm startled, but the image of
Robbie grown up wavered and dissolved.

“David, you
mustn't. I think of you as my son.”

“Your son!
You’re like a lost little girl, not a mother. It makes me want to
look after you.”

A lost little
girl. Perhaps, after all, that’s what she was, a little girl with
nowhere to go and no one to love. And no one to love her.

She stood up.
“It’s time we went back.”

When she'd
collected the eggs from Ilsa, David went with her across the
clearing and a little way into the trees, far enough so that they
couldn't be seen. “Please don't tell Ilsa or Karl we kissed,” she
said, “they wouldn't like it.”

“I won’t,” he
promised and kissed her again before she could stop him.

Sally put her
hand on his arm, holding him at bay. The eager look on his face
darkened to a frown. “I promise, too, David. It will be our little
secret.”

The warm glow
of his kiss, laced with the mutter of thunder from an oddly clear
sky, lasted all the way home. The glass bubble thickened, as it
always did when she was near Rodman and the lighthouse. Alone
inside her protective cage, she thought about the kiss and David's
innocent face, as distant as the star on the horizon. The last of
the sunset edged the dark gray waves in fire.

Was it wrong to
let him kiss her? It seemed merely spontaneous affection. She felt
alive when she was with David. She could hear his breath, taste his
words, see him almost as clearly as once she could see the whole
world. With him beside her, she could smell the cedar, feel the icy
cold kiss of the mountain stream on her fingers, the earth
breathing beneath her feet.

On her next
visit, she and David went up the mountain and again sat under the
leaning cedar tree. After they had talked for a while, his cool
fingers brushed over her nipples, the thrill making her gasp.

“Does that feel
good?” His face was serious, intent, as though her answer might
give him knowledge that would be precious for a lifetime.

She was alone
in the bubble, chilled and shaking. This was nothing to do with
Robbie, had never been to do with Robbie. This was something else.
But her body had not felt so vital, so vibrant, for years.

“Sally?” he
said. “Sally, are you all right?”

“We shouldn't
be doing this.”

“Why not?” He
squeezed her hand. “Who's it hurting?”

Maybe it didn't
matter if they touched like this. He was young and she could teach
him a little, perhaps. She would feel the sun on her shoulders, his
hand on her skin, be alive for a little while each week. But,
through the scarred glass of the bubble, his face seemed distant,
unreal.

She let him
caress the bare breasts under her shirt and stroke her back,
wanting his tender, deliberate hands to go on touching her forever.
She leaned forward, melting against him. He put her hand inside his
shirt, against the warmth of his skin and the throbbing of his
blood and breath, the small hard nipples strange under her hand,
and they sat and held each other, not speaking.

She wrote about
David’s kisses in the journal, reliving the way they felt. She was
hiding the diary now, though it seemed unimaginable that Rodman
would read it; he had such contempt for the written word. And she
waited, dreaming, for each egg day when she could be with David
again, and hated Rodman when he said, “We don't need eggs; haven’t
you looked in the fridge? Besides, I want you to stand the next
watch for me. I have to do some repairs.”

She continued
to walk up to the farm almost every week. The winter was cold and
wet, the wind penetrating even into the mountain sanctuary. The
bite of rain added a piquancy to the touch of David's chilled but
determined fingers on the hot, shrinking skin of her breasts. Her
hands were often numb and awkward as they sought, through jacket
zipper and shirt buttons, the heat of his thin chest.

One day when it
was very cold and they were sitting on the log with their arms
around each other only to keep warm, he said, “On the first sunny
spring day, will you take your shirt off so I can see what you look
like?”

“Yes, if you
will, too.”

Her body
quivered as she imagined seeing his body, feeling it against her
own. Later, after she hurried home through the fine drizzle, she
recorded their promise in the journal and wrote, “What will it be
like to lie with David, to feel the sweetness of love and … ” The
nib of her pen slid off the page and she turned away.

Two days later
Rodman stood over her, the journal clutched in one fist, his face
contorted with rage. “You filthy bitch! You're never going near
that place again. And I’m going to beat that little bastard to a
pulp.”

She shrank
against the wall, terrified that Rodman would hit her. She thought
about David and their touching and the private mountain retreat and
said, “But he’s only a boy. What can that mean to you?”

Rodman yelled,
“Never mind the goddam kid! You’re not fit to live, you’re an
animal.”

The glass
between her and Rodman’s clenched fists thickened and hardened,
separating her from fear and the sound of his rage, plunging her
once again into the farther depths of a dead, dark world.

Late that
night, hearing Rodman at the radio telephone, she crept to the head
of the stairs to listen.

"...should send
for the cops."

A short
silence. "You mean they’ll blame her because she’s an adult and
he’s just a kid?”

He must be
talking to Harry, his buddy down the coast. But on the radio
telephone where all the world could hear?

Another
silence. “Yeah, well, she’s likely leading him on. She’s been weird
ever since my boy died.”

No, not weird.
Lonely. A lonely little girl. A rush of anger brought her to her
feet. Then Rodman’s voice again.

"Like you say,
I guess I'll just have to keep a close eye on her. Thanks for the
advice.”

The back door
closed. He’d gone to his cot in the lighthouse. Her anger shriveled
and she trudged back to the bedroom, exhaustion dragging her feet
across the carpet.

The next
morning she sat alone in the house, aching for her lost secrets,
and looked at the journal. She tore out the pages so carefully
written and burned them.

The glass
bubble was hard, tight, unbreakable. She sat smothering in her
thoughts, desperate, afraid to reach out, waiting for someone to
reach in.

After three
weeks she could bear it no longer. Quaking but determined, she left
the house while Rodman was working on the light and crept long the
littered beach until she reached the forest. When she entered the
farm house, Kurt and Ilsa both smiled and clucked over her. Why had
she kept away so long? Had she been ill?

Grasping at
this excuse, she nodded. A bad cold; she hadn’t wanted them to
catch it. If Rodman thought she was terrible to let David kiss her,
Ilsa and Karl would too. She couldn't tell David what had happened;
he would think she'd broken her promise about keeping their secret
and he might be angry.

After coffee
and a few games of cribbage, David said, “Come to the rock face
with me; I've found something new.”

“Button up your
coats,” Ilsa said, with a motherly smile for both of them. “You
don't want to catch cold again. It looks like rain, too.”

In the
sanctuary, David climbed to the top of the rock face and said,
“Come up here; this is where I found the rhodonite.”

She struggled
up, her feet sliding on the moss, knelt beside him and admired the
pink-streaked black stone. It was bliss to be here again, to be
with him, to know that soon he would touch her, bring her to
life.

“I'm glad you
came,” he said. “I missed you.”

She raised her
face, seeking the healing warmth of his mouth.

"You filthy
bitch!" Rodman, face red and fists clenched at his side, stood at
the edge of the stream, thirty feet below, glaring up at her. "Get
down. Now!”

She couldn’t
move. Couldn’t breathe.

"All right, if
that's the way you want it. But you'll be sorry." Rodman lunged
into the stream, jumped from stone to stone to the rock face,
climbed almost to the top. Reached out and grabbed Sally's arm.

"No!" Sally
screamed. The glass bubble shattered. Cold, clean air poured over
her.

She stared at
Rodman's face, finally seeing it whole through the broken shards,
seeing her life ebbing away in dark gray waves. Looked up at David
and saw a teenager, a stranger.

She wrenched
her arm away, pushed at Rodman's shoulders with both hands. "Leave
me alone!"

Rodman slipped,
fell backwards, bounced off a granite crag into the creek. He lay
still, blood gushing from his head into the clear water spiraling
down toward the sea.

The stream
thundered over jagged boulders. Rodman's lifeless eyes stared up at
the branches overhead.

"My God," David
said, "I think he's dead." He scrambled down, bent over Rodman's
body, then rose, his face white.

"I didn't
mean..." Sally whispered.

"I know you
didn't.” David came back up the path and stood beside her. “How did
he know you were here?"

"I wrote about
us in my journal. He found it."

He shook his
head. "You broke your promise."

“I’m sorry,
David. I shouldn't have done that. I shouldn't have let you touch
me, either.” She waited for the glass bubble to paralyze her heart,
to mute the pain of Robbie’s death, her loneliness, Rodman’s
hatred, but it did not come. The pain continued, sharp, punishing,
alive.

Oh, so
alive.

David looked at
her for a long moment. "If you stay and teach me everything there
is to know, I won't ever tell anyone else that you pushed him."

Sally stared at
him, trying to understand.

He took her
hand, the light in his eyes strange and bright. "It'll be our
little secret, right?"

~~~~~

 


 


 November

The night wind
bites

with sharp
little teeth;

dry leaves
skulk

across empty
pavement.

Surf glitters
under a leering moon

and thunders
over the sluggish rocks

with icy
regularity,

the slow goose
step

of relentless
winter.

~~~~~

 


 


 December

Pale winter
moon wanes

to a white dawn
of snowflakes:

A Christmas
rose blooms.

~~~~~
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Once upon a
time, when the Earth was young, a tribe of Ice Fairies left the
glacial heights of the Western Mountains and settled in a gentle
green valley. They found the perfect home, a small grotto branching
far back into the hillside. Tall poplars, whose leaves in summer
whispered the latest news, hid the entrance. Nearby, a spring
bubbled out of a sandstone bluff and trickled, lingering here and
there in clear pools, to the creek meandering along the valley
floor.

Cantala
squirmed in her hiding place of snow-laden grass and peered at the
first pool below the spring. Wasn’t Queen Melvina ever going
to finish her bath? The queen seemed to like washing her silvery
hair and wings in the frosty water even more than Cantala did.

The young fairy
sighed. How much longer must she stay out of sight? The queen would
be angry if she knew Cantala had run away from her job of weaving
December snowflakes. But Cantala’s snowflakes were always lopsided
and Oriana, the head weaver, scolded her constantly. This morning
Cantala had decided to play hooky. That would bring a
tongue-lashing, but no worse than for making crooked
snowflakes.

Everyone but
the queen wove snowflakes in winter. Cantala knew that long, long
ago, when Emrys, the wise old wizard, gave the Crystal Star to
Melvina’s great-grandmother, the fairies promised to make
snowflakes in winter and dew in summer so the plants and animals
would never die of thirst. She had heard whispers about the star's
strange talents, but all anyone would tell her was that as long as
the fairies kept their promise, they could keep the star.

She could see
the star now, gleaming in the snow beside Melvina’s gown. Cantala
shivered. The chief dancer, Tekana, said the queen wasn’t supposed
to take the star off. Ever. But there it lay on the snow, strung on
a silver chain.

Without
warning, a huge black shadow swooped low over the spring, landed
beside the Crystal Star, and scooped it up.

Queen Melvina
screamed.

A cruel,
mocking laugh bruised Cantala's ears and the black shadow spread
her wings and soared upward. Cantala rushed out of the bower of
grass, hands covering her mouth to keep her scream inside.

Beldo, the
Black Witch!

Cantala
trembled as Beldo disappeared over the top of the hill. The
horrible Black Witch was even bigger and uglier than the
storytellers said.

Queen Melvina
struggled into her gown of woven ice grass and hurried to Cantala’s
side. “Without the Crystal Star we are doomed,” she said, her face
filled with grief.

Cantala was
terrified. “What will the Black Witch do?”

“Child, no one
knows. She is like the wind; she blows this way and that. She is
subject to no rules but her own whims.”

Cantala
followed Queen Melvina into the grotto where the Ice Fairies sang
as they wove snowflakes for the North Wind, each in a different and
wonderful design.

“Cantala, you
are a very naughty fairy. Where have you been?” Oriana, the head
weaver, bore down on her. “Duty comes before play.”

The others
turned their faces away. All except Finn, who was the same age as
Cantala. He smiled and winked at her from behind the tip of one
wing.

“Never mind
that,” cried the queen. “Beldo, the Black Witch, has stolen the
Crystal Star.”

The fairies
crowded around the queen. “Oh, what shall we do?” they wailed,
voices trembling. “What will happen to us?”

Gabriel, the
queen’s consort, pushed through the crowd to Melvina’s side and put
his arm around her. “We lack the strength to do much,” he said,
“but I know what will happen if we don’t get the Crystal Star
back.”

“Please tell
us,” Cantala said. She had often asked the older fairies about the
star, and they always told her she was too young to know the secret
lore. It wasn’t fair. If she was old enough to weave snowflakes,
she was old enough to learn the lore.

Gabriel covered
his silver eyes with his hands, tears slipping through his fingers
and, as they froze, tinkling to the polished ice beneath his feet.
“Life on earth will be destroyed.” He wiped away his tears. “You
see, the star is very powerful. On December twenty-first, when the
winter solstice is supposed to occur, the queen holds the star up
to the sun and chants a magic verse. The light within the Crystal
Star turns green and the days begin to lengthen. Our hair and wings
become the color of new leaves. By the time spring comes, we are
Water Fairies, making morning dew for the plants.”

Gabriel went
on. “It is the same, only in reverse, at the summer solstice. Our
queen holds the star to the moonlight and recites another verse.
The light within the Crystal turns gold, like autumn leaves, and
the days become shorter. We slowly change back to Ice Fairies.”

“But what will
happen now?” Oriana asked. “If we don’t have the Crystal Star, how
can we change the seasons, how can we make sure spring will
come?”

“We can’t.”
Gabriel wiped away another tear. “Unless we get the Crystal Star
back before December twenty-first, the world will stay frozen
forever. All the animals and plants will die.”

The fairies
gasped in horror.

Queen Melvina
said, “Think hard, everyone. We must decide what to do.”

Rowena, the
head cook, brought leaf cups of refreshing spring water and the
fairies sipped rainbow beads of water while they thought.

Finn darted to
the center of the floor. “Why don’t we fly to Beldo’s mountain
ledge and demand she give us the star back? She has no right to
it.”

“What makes you
think she’d listen to us?” said Coran, who often competed with Finn
to see who could fly the fastest. “She could kill half a dozen of
us with one swipe of her hand.”

Cantala said,
“She’s huge, Finn. I saw her. It would be like a chickadee telling
an eagle what to do.”

The queen
sniffled into her handkerchief. “You’re very brave, Finn, but Beldo
is evil. And with the Crystal Star, her evil genius will be
multiplied a hundredfold. That’s why she stole it. Now she has the
power of fire and ice as well as her own black gifts. We wouldn’t
have a chance against her.”

“Perhaps,” said
Gabriel, “she will let us use the star at the summer and winter
solstices if we give her something in exchange.”

But Beldo
doesn’t want dew or snowflakes or spring water, Cantala thought.
The tales say she eats mice and rats and drinks their blood. She
probably eats fairies, too, when she can catch them. It’s not right
that we should have to bargain with her. The Crystal Star belongs
to us. She rose. “I will go to Emrys, the wise old wizard, and ask
him for help.”

Oriana looked
indignant. “You can’t even weave proper snowflakes.”

“She can weave
spells,” shouted Finn.

The fairies
stared at her. “Is that right, my dear?” asked Melvina. “Do you
have the gift?”

“A little bit,”
Cantala said, gazing at her silver shoe buckles and wishing Finn
had kept quiet. “Birds and bees will come when I call. I don’t know
how to do anything else.”

Melvina looked
at her for a long time. “It may be enough. Yes, you shall go and
see the wizard. He may teach you other things that will be
useful.”

Finn tossed his
head in glee, silver curls bouncing. “Can I go with her?”

“No,” said
Melvina. “If Cantala has the gift, this is something she must do
alone.” She touched Cantala’s cheek. “Go quickly. There are not
many days until the solstice.”

Cantala flew
west into the rising hills, not stopping to rest until she entered
the enchanted forest. The trees grew close together, their branches
embracing as if dancing. She sat and leaned against the trunk of an
aspen.

A Whiskey Jack
landed on a snowy branch above her head. He smoothed his gray
feathers before bowing his white crowned head to her. “Whee-ah,” he
wheezed. “You’re looking for Emrys, aren’t you?”

“How did you
know?”

“Whee-ah.” The
notes sounded like a chuckle this time. “I know everything. I am
King of the Birds.

“I didn’t know
birds could talk.”

“Whee-ah,
whee-ah, whee-ah.” Clearly, he was laughing. “Don’t know much, do
you, little ice fairy? Every bird and animal in the enchanted
forest can talk. The wizard likes our company.”

He wiped his
mighty beak on the branch, showing the black patch on the back of
his head.

“Will you take
me to the wizard?”

“What do you
want with him? He doesn’t like being bothered.”

“We need help
to defeat Beldo, the Black Witch.”

“Wharrrrk,” the
Whiskey Jack exclaimed. He cocked his head on one side. “I will
take you, but don’t expect anything.”

Many miles
later, the Whiskey Jack landed on the roof of a small hut. “You’re
on your own now. Good luck.” He flew off as the door opened and a
tall old man with a long gray beard stepped out.

“What do you
want, fairy?” He scowled, as though he couldn’t wait for her to
leave.

Cantala's teeth
chattered with fright. “We've lost the Crystal Star.”

He scowled
harder. “You’d better come in.”

Inside the hut,
the wizard sat at his table, fingers laced together, and listened
while Cantala told him the story.

“Humph. What do
you expect me to do about it? You got yourselves into this fix, you
can get yourselves out.”

“But how? Beldo
has all the power.”

Emrys's gray
eyes gleamed beneath his bushy brows. “Does she? If you believe
that, you’re doomed indeed. You must believe in your own
gifts.”

Cantala felt
like crying. Emrys was mean. What power did she have? She couldn’t
even get the edges straight on a six-sided snowflake. As for being
able to call birds to her, what good would that do?

“Won’t you at
least teach me some spells?”

“No. You must
make your own.”

Cantala looked
at the rows and rows of books on the wizard’s shelf and flew over
to hover in front of them. “Can I look up the spells myself?”

A blast of
thunder knocked her across the room.

“No. Those are
not for you.” Emrys glowered, his words crackling like lightening.
“You must figure things out for yourself.”

Two silver
tears slid down her cheeks as she fled the hut.

The wizard
shouted from the doorway, “You will learn what you need to
know.”

The further
Cantala flew, the madder she got. If the horrible old wizard
wouldn’t help, she’d fly to Beldo’s ledge and snatch the star right
out of her hand.

The thought of
facing Beldo made her wings tremble so much she fell headfirst into
a snowdrift. Shaken, she struggled out, shook the snow off her
wings and flew toward home. She couldn't face Beldo by herself, but
Finn would help and perhaps some of the others. They must get the
Crystal Star back to save the animals and plants.

It was almost
dark when Cantala returned to the grotto, a big orange moon rising
over the hill. The fairies gathered around her. “What did Emrys
say?”

“He won’t
help.”

The fairies
groaned.

Queen Melvina
asked, “Why not?”

“He says we
lost the star because we were careless, so we have to get it back
ourselves.”

Queen Melvina
bowed her head. “It’s all my fault. If I hadn’t taken off the star
to bathe in the pool, none of this would have happened. I will go
to Beldo and ask her to give me the Crystal Star.”

“No,” shouted
the fairies. “You cannot go. You are the queen.”

“No,” said
Gabriel, putting his arm around Melvina, “you would face certain
death. With the star, Beldo can wield ice and fire. She could melt
you in a second.”

Cantala saw in
her mind’s eye Beldo pointing a finger at her, flames shooting from
the tip. She felt the heat, felt her body melting away. She
shuddered, then stood. “We can't talk to Beldo or attack her, or
she will destroy us. The only chance we have is to get the star by
trickery.”

“But,” said
Melvina, “we are not practiced in stealth.”

“I think we
must learn,” Cantala said. “I will go up the mountain to Beldo’s
ledge and try to discover where she keeps the Crystal Star. Perhaps
I can take it when she’s not looking.”

Finn said, “I
am going with you. Coran, are you coming?”

Coran flipped
his silver braid over one shoulder and came to stand with Cantala
and Finn. “Anybody else?”

Oriana, the
head weaver, said, “This is foolish. If you go, you’ll just get
yourselves killed.”

“If we don’t
go,” Cantala said, “spring will never come.”

“And if you
don’t go soon,” Gabriel said, “it will be too late. The solstice is
only four days away.”

“Are you sure
the only way to get the Crystal Star back from the witch is to
trick her?” Finn brushed his silver curls out of his eyes.

Cantala shook
her wings and folded them neatly. “Can you think of any other
way?”

“No.”

“Neither can
I,” said Coran.

“Then that’s
what we have to do,” Cantala said. “I don’t like it either, but we
must get the star back or the whole world will die.”

Finn smiled.
“I’ll do whatever you say, Cantala, and go wherever you go. I love
you.”

“Oh, Finn.” She
stood on tiptoe to kiss his cheek. “I love you, too.”

Coran said, “We
don’t have much time.” He stepped outside the grotto. “Let’s go.
It’s after midnight and the moon is bright.”

It took a long
time to reach the mountain where the Black Witch, lived, but it was
easy to find her ledge. Ashes and a mess of small bones littered
the snow. As the fairies flew closer, Cantala realized the big
black lump curled up in a corner between two rocks was Beldo,
snoring.

“Oh, the place
stinks,” Coran said.

“Shhh.” Cantala
put a finger against her lips. “See the opening in the rocks? There
must be a cave behind the ledge. Let’s see if she’s hidden the
Crystal Star in there.”

“What if we get
trapped inside?” Coran asked.

“Then we’ll
find some way of getting out,” Cantala said, wishing she believed
it. “Come on. And be quiet.”

The cave was
small and even smellier than the ledge outside. Two dead mice lay
inside the opening. She set Finn and Coran to searching the floor
of the cave while she delved into every crack and cranny among the
rocks.

“There’s
nothing down here,” Finn whispered.

“I can’t find
anything either,” Cantala whispered back. “Wait. Here’s an opening
I didn’t see before.” The crack in the rock was tiny, and it
smelled awful, like rotting meat. She felt she’d rather die than
put her hand in there.

But she
couldn’t give up now. Her fingers closed around a small package.
She pulled it out and choked as she saw that it was the fresh hide
of a rat, folded into a square. She flew to the floor of the cave
and spread the skin.

There was the
Crystal Star, filthy with blood, but gleaming in the faint glow of
moonlight. Finn quickly fastened the chain around her neck.

“Come on, let’s
go,” Coran whispered. “We’ve done it.”

The moonlight
dimmed. A huge black shape filled the doorway.

Beldo laughed,
the harsh sound echoing around the cave. “You’re not going
anywhere, sneaky little thieves. I’ve got you right where I want
you.”

Cantala slipped
the Crystal Star under her tunic where the Black Witch couldn’t see
it, then darted toward the roof of the cave, hoping Beldo wouldn't
see her either.

A hand grabbed
her out of the air, knocking the wind out of her and crushing her
wings against her body.

“Aha, now I’ve
got you.” Beldo gave a nasty laugh. “You tell your two friends to
stand still, or I’ll eat you right here and now.”

All Cantala
could do was squeak. Her eyes filled with tears as Beldo grabbed
Finn and Coran with her other hand. Now Beldo would eat them all
and keep the Crystal Star. The Ice Fairies were doomed. She had
failed.

Muttering,
Beldo stomped around the cave, kicking things. “Now where did I put
that little box? Ah, there it is.” She shoved Cantala, Finn and
Coran into the box and slammed the lid. “You can stay there until
morning, my little thieves. You’ll be delicious for breakfast. I'll
save the mice for lunch.”

There was a
bump as Beldo put the box down, then a thump. It was pitch black
inside the box but Cantala soon found Finn’s hand, then
Coran’s.

“Do something,
Cantala,” Finn said.

“Let’s push
against the lid,” she said. The lid would not budge. “Beldo must
have put a rock on top.”

“I will try and
do something with the Crystal Star,” she said.

Cantala rubbed
the star. She pointed it at the other side of the box and murmured,
“Burn, star, burn.”

Nothing
happened. She turned the Star over and over in her hands but no
silver light shone from within. “I don't know what to do; I don’t
know the Lore of Magic,” she wailed. “Maybe the witch put a hex on
it.”

They sat still,
huddled together against one wall of the box. It seemed like
forever, yet only a few precious seconds, before they heard Beldo
take the stone from the top of the box. When the lid came off,
Cantala blinked in the dawn light.

“You first,”
Beldo said, and snatched Finn out of the box.

“Oh, no,” cried
Cantala. “I’ll go first.”

“Be quiet,”
Beldo said. “Your turn will come soon enough. Now where did I put
the salt and pepper?”

At that moment
Cantala saw an eagle perched on the top of a fir tree. “Eagle,
come,” she called.

The eagle
spread his wings and soared down toward her.

“Attack the
witch,” she screamed.

While Beldo
roared with anger, the eagle tore at her with his beak and
claws.

“Fly, Cantala,
fly home.” Finn’s voice was urgent. He struggled in the witch’s
hand as she fought the eagle with the other.

“I can’t leave
you, Finn.”

“You must,” he
urged her. “You must take the Crystal Star home and save the rest
of the tribe.”

“He’s right,”
Coran said. “Come on.”

As Cantala and
Coran flew into the bright morning sky, the witch cursed and
screamed. When Cantala glanced back, she saw Finn still clutched in
the witch’s hand. Tears rolled down her cheeks. She might never see
him again.

When Cantala
and Coran arrived in the grotto and Cantala held up the Crystal
Star, the fairies cheered and crowded around her. They hugged and
patted her, laughing with delight.

Queen Melvina
took the Crystal Star from her and said, “You saved the world from
endless winter. Now we can keep our promise to Emrys, the wise old
wizard. What would you like in return?”

More tears
rolled down Cantala’s face. “I want you to save Finn. He couldn’t
get away from the witch.”

The queen
looked as if she might cry, too. “Oh, my dear, it may be too late,
but we’ll try. We must wait until tonight when the moon is out so
that you can use the star, otherwise we will have no power against
the witch. Go bathe and get some rest. I will call you when the
time is right.”

Try as she
might, Cantala couldn’t sleep. Every time she closed her eyes, she
saw Finn, helpless in the witch’s grasp. She couldn't bear to think
of Beldo eating him. And what if the witch decided she liked
fairies better than mice and rats? She might swoop down and catch
more of the tribe.

At midnight,
Queen Melvina called her. “Come, Cantala. I’ll tell you what I know
about the Crystal Star. You were born with the gift of magic, which
I was not, and you may be able to use the star to free Finn.”

Queen Melvina
spoke for several minutes. “Now you know the lore of the star. Go,
and good luck.”

Cantala flew
toward the witch’s mountain, alone this time, the Crystal Star on
its silver chain fastened around her neck. It might be too late to
save Finn, but if she could stop the witch from flying into the
valley again, the rest of the tribe would be safe.

She hovered
over the witch’s ledge, the moon bright and full above the mountain
peak.

“Beldo, come
out,” she called in a shaky voice.

A black shape
uncurled itself from between the rocks, and Beldo shook her fist at
Cantala. “I’ll get you this time, you impertinent pest.” She threw
off her black cape and unfolded her wings.

Cantala held
the star up to the moon, beamed the silver light on Beldo and
chanted:

“By the magic
of the Crystal Star

All your powers
have flown.

Now, just like
your wicked heart,

Your body will
turn to stone.”

Beldo stood on
the ledge, her wings outspread, her arms raised high. She was
absolutely still. Not a sound, not a breath came from her. The
curse had worked.

A hoarse cry
came from the box at Beldo’s feet. Cantala flew closer, afraid the
witch might come to life again. But as she came level with the
witch’s face, she saw that indeed Beldo had turned to stone.

“Help!”

It was Finn’s
voice. He was alive! Cantala tugged the stone off the top of the
box and knocked the lid off with her shoulder.

He lay in the
bottom of the box, one wing broken. Cantala held both his hands.
“I’m so glad you’re safe. Why didn’t she eat you?”

“She thought
the tribe might come to rescue me and get close enough for her to
catch all of you.”

“She’s not
going to catch anyone, ever again,” Cantala said. She helped Finn
out of the box. Using his unbroken wing, and clinging to her hand,
they flew back to the grotto.

“After these
last few days,” Cantala said, as they walked into the central hall,
“I’ll be content to weave snowflakes, even though I don’t do it
well.”

The fairies
gathered around. Coran took Finn away, saying, “We’ll get your wing
mended. You’ll be as good as new in a week.”

Queen Melvina
smiled at Cantala. “You won’t have to weave snowflakes any
more.”

Cantala didn’t
understand. “But everyone has to weave snowflakes.”

“The queen
doesn’t,” Melvina said.

Cantala could
barely believe what she'd heard. “You mean I’m to be queen?”

Melvina nodded.
“Yes, you are, for you have rescued the star and saved the plants
and animals of this world from death. For the next year, we will
teach you everything we know of the lore. Then we will have a dance
and a feast and the Crystal Star will hang around your neck
forever.” She smiled again. “And if you wish to have Finn as your
consort, I’m sure everyone will be delighted.”

“But what will
happen to you?” Cantala asked. “Will you have to weave
snowflakes?”

Melvina shook
her head. “No, my dear. When a queen retires, she becomes first
advisor to the new queen. I'll always be here to help you.”

Cantala smiled,
remembering what Emrys had said about believing in her own power.
Soon she would have Finn as consort and never, ever have to weave
another snowflake. And once the Crystal Star hung around her neck,
she would never take it off.

She went to the
mouth of the grotto and gazed at the waning moon. Tomorrow is
December twenty-first, she thought. Melvina will call the turn of
the season with the Star and the winter solstice will come
true.

Laughing with
joy, Cantala danced into the grotto. “Spring is coming, spring is
coming!”

~~~~~

 


 


 Old Woman

She clings to
my back,

her talons
buried in my skull.

I plead for
mercy,

struggle,
scream defiance,

throw logic at
her, sarcasm.

Her coarse grey
hair

slashes across
my face,

stings my
lips,
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