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Russ

––––––––
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On a gray, dreary morning—one of those days when even staring at the ceiling feels positively adventurous—take a map. Yes, a real one, made of paper and quiet dignity—not one of those blinking contraptions that insist on guiding you to places you never intended to visit and then blame you for getting there.

Now, wander your finger across South America, and if you possess both patience and the sort of luck that rarely visits when it is actually needed, it may land upon a dot so small that the mapmaker likely added it as an afterthought—or a sneeze.

That dot, dear reader, is the island of Russ. 

And it is just as well the world has mostly forgotten it exists. 

Russ has always preferred to keep its secrets to itself. 

Life there is unlike anything you have been carefully taught to call “normal”—a word people usually employ when they are too tired to question their habits. 

Here in the West, clocks rule our lives with the authority of a strict schoolmaster, telling us when to wake, when to work, when to eat, and when to lie down and reconsider the wisdom of our decisions.

On Russ, clocks are laughed at and politely ignored, as though they were a quaint invention best suited to the troubles of someone else entirely.

People wake when the sun creeps lazily over the horizon, or when a rooster—who clearly believes himself the mayor of the island—announces the day with all the subtlety of a brass band in a quiet library. 

And the weather? Ah, it is a perfect diplomat: agreeable, consistent, and entirely uninterested in drama. It is always warm, always gentle, drifting over the island like a guest who was invited for a short visit and quietly decided to stay forever. 

There are no icy winters, no sweltering summers, no sulky autumns, and no confused springs. The people of Russ have therefore been spared the great Western pastime of discussing the weather as though it were a matter for public debate and emotional investment. 

But that is only the beginning, and beginnings, as you may know, are often the least trustworthy part of any story.

Russ holds more wonders than a sensible person would attempt to count, though sensible people rarely concern themselves with such things in the first place.

There are fruits that taste suspiciously like sunshine, trees that lean in as though they have something to say (and, depending on whom you ask, they sometimes do), and breezes that carry laughter—real laughter, the kind that has not yet been instructed to quiet down or behave itself.

Russ is small. 

It is overlooked. 

And yet it is utterly, delightfully, unapologetically alive. 

And now that I have let you in on its secrets, you are already too far in to turn back.
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Jack

––––––––
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On the first day of July, in a quaint little room that looked respectable only because someone had once bothered to tidy it, a lad of ten lay sprawled across his bed, deeply entangled in the complicated business of sleep.

A ten-year-old boy at rest was—at a distance—a peaceful sight; at closer range, the spectacle became a study in courage, for one side of his face was mashed into the sheets, his mouth twisted into an expression that could frighten babies, and a modest stream of drool had escaped its proper boundaries, forming a small but determined puddle that would make any mother sigh and reach for a mop. 

Drool, though rarely celebrated, remained one of childhood’s most consistent accomplishments. 

If you have ever been ten, dear reader, you understand that such a sight was not merely adorable—it was heroic in its sheer, unrestrained authenticity. 

For boys, when they are asleep, abandon all pretense and dignity; in doing so, they reveal their truest selves, which is to say: entirely ungoverned.

Adjacent to this boy’s lair of dreams was a larger room shared by his mother, Mrs. Aluna Thornberry, and his eight-year-old sister Rosie. They slept in a far more civilized fashion—which is to say, gracefully, without grotesque facial contortions, and entirely free of drool—a quiet reminder that mothers and little sisters tend toward refinement even in sleep, or at least the appearance of it. 

At the back of the Thornberrys’ tidy home stretched a small yard, home to a flock of chickens, a red rooster of considerable self-regard, and a lone duck who had evidently suffered a navigational misfortune during migration. The duck, for its part, appeared entirely untroubled by the arrangement and went about its business as though being the only duck in the yard were the most natural thing in the world.

Beyond this symphony of clucking and quacking lay a flourishing vegetable patch, followed by a row of white-painted fences that made a respectable attempt at order, and then a wide field scattered with prickly bushes and bordered by a dark wall of wild trees that minded their own business.

Before long, as if Mother Nature herself had grown bored of the suspense, a flood of golden sunlight spilled across the treetops, rolled over the green field, crept across the vegetable patch, and finally reached the henhouse, where it was received with unnecessary enthusiasm.

Like clockwork, pandemonium arrived. 

The red rooster jumped up onto the ridge of the henhouse and crowed with a vigor that could rattle the teeth of the dead. Another in a neighboring yard soon joined in, followed by yet another from a field beyond. 

Roosters, it may be observed, hold the firm belief that the universe depends largely upon their punctual shouting.

The roosters went on with their morning business, and the sound spread across the island like news nobody had asked for but everyone received, rousing its sleeping inhabitants.

At that precise moment, the lad of ten sprang bolt upright in bed, as if some invisible hand had delivered a brisk slap across his face. But instead of the sort of murderous rage a fellow would naturally feel, the boy looked positively delighted. 

His pale face flared a lively red as the glorious truth rushed upon him all at once. School vacation had finally begun—two months of nothing but freedom, fun, and whatever daring enterprises a boy’s imagination might contrive along the way.

If you’ve ever been ten years old, you will understand how important it is to wake before sunrise on the first day of vacation. For such a day is no common day, but the opening of a grand campaign—when plans have already been made with friends in tones of deep secrecy and the hour agreed upon for meeting and mischief, a fellow would have to be made of unusual materials indeed to stay in bed while adventure waits just beyond the door.

This boy was not made of such material.

The surge of bubbling enthusiasm within the boy was not a thing to be bottled up and set politely aside. He flung his skinny legs out of bed, gave the rumpled sheets a hurried smoothing, and pummeled the pillow into something that might, in dim light, pass for respectability. After a swift appraisal of his handiwork—satisfactory enough for a boy in a hurry—he bolted out of his room and streaked past the next room with all the subtlety of a cannonball.

The lady in that room had only just begun the serious and often unpopular business of getting out of bed herself, and before she could quite determine whether the blur that whisked past her door was a boy, a bundle of clothes, or merely a trick of the morning light, her son was already in the bathroom, splashing water upon his face with great industry and very little strategy.

Experience has shown that a boy with a head full of plans and a mother with eyes still half-closed is a dangerous combination.

“Jack!” she cried, still in the process of persuading her vision to return to active duty. 

Having located her slippers—a triumph not to be underestimated—she set off toward the bathroom with the steady determination of one intent on catching wrongdoing before it has the decency to disguise itself. 

Mothers, one quickly learns, possess an uncanny ability to detect mischief in its earliest stages, often before the boy himself has fully decided upon it.

“Jack Nathaniel Thornberry!” she continued, vexed by the early morning exertion. “Just where do you think you’re going at this ungodly hour? Good Lord, my vision is still bleary. And Rosie is still sound asleep!” 

Here she paused, for breath and for the seriousness of the moment to settle in, as all good maternal speeches require.

Jack, meanwhile, splashed on with the solemn urgency of a boy who believes that moving his hands quickly will somehow improve the outcome.

“If this is how you intend to begin your vacation—sneaking out at first light—then we are going to have a serious discussion, young man. What has become of breakfast with your family? I do not object to your friends, but there are limits, and this is one of them. This calls for discipline.”

By this time, Jack had completed the ceremony of washing, though whether he had improved his condition was a matter best left to future historians. Towel in hand and a charming, disarming smile already planted upon his face—a smile that had seen considerable use in moments of difficulty—he wheeled around to face his mother with the practiced innocence of a boy who had been inventing stories since he could talk. 

“Mama,” he said, with a brightness that aimed to pass for sincerity, “I had enough sleep. And look! It’s bright out already!” 

He pointed toward the small bathroom window where the sun was charging in as if it owned the place and answered to no authority. His mother did not so much as glance in that direction. She looked directly at him, which is always a discouraging development for a boy engaged in the construction of a story.

“I was only about to, er... um...” Here he paused to do a bit of rapid thinking, for when the ground turns slippery, a boy does well to look where he is stepping. Experience had taught him that vacations are precious things, and it is poor policy to begin one by falling flat on one’s face at the very threshold. It also occurred to him, as it often does to clever boys in similar circumstances, that mothers are excellent at worrying over things, though not always quick to catch a small falsehood before breakfast.

There are moments in life when a fellow must choose between honesty and survival, and this was plainly one of them.

Still, as he studied her expression—and being a reasonably observant lad—small doubts began to creep in, and he questioned whether he should dare to test that theory. 

She had her arms crossed in front of her, the way mothers tend to do when they smell a magnificent pile of cock-and-bull story coming their way—her eyes narrowed, her brows arched so high they seemed in danger of escaping her forehead entirely. 

All the signs were there, plain as print. 

Jack considered retreat, which is often wise and rarely chosen.

He considered honesty, which is admirable and even more rarely chosen.

But being a fellow equipped with both imagination and a healthy regard for his own freedom, he concluded that when one undertakes a thing of this magnitude, it is best to commit to it fully and trust to luck, quick thinking, and whatever mercy the morning might provide.

So he drew himself up, summoned the most innocent expression at his disposal—one that had served him faithfully through many previous emergencies—and prepared to deliver his falsehood with conviction.

“I wanted to prepare breakfast for you and Rosie, Mama,” he said, with all the sweet sincerity a determined young liar can manage, hoping with all his heart that it might prove strong enough to outmatch the well-known sharpness of maternal instincts.

Mrs. Thornberry blinked, taken aback by the strange string of words that had fallen from her son’s lips. “Make breakfast?”

“Oh yes, Mama. You work so hard every day to care for Rosie and me. You help me with my homework, you stay patient with me—even when I deserve less of it—and you sit up late with me when I have tests to study for, so I won’t feel alone. You hardly ever take a moment for yourself, and this morning, the first day of our school vacation, I thought I’d surprise you with breakfast.”

It must be admitted that the speech was a fine one—generous, thoughtful, and entirely unburdened by truth.

“Is that true, my sweet child?” she gasped, scarcely trusting her own ears and feeling at once the uncomfortable suspicion that perhaps she had been too quick in forming her earlier conclusions, a discovery no mother ever welcomes with enthusiasm. “You rose from your bed before the sun merely to prepare breakfast?” 

“Oh yes, Mama,” Jack replied, with a gravity that might have convinced a jury. “Indeed, I did. Every word of it is true.”

It is a curious fact of human nature—well known but rarely guarded against—that people are most easily persuaded when they most wish to believe. And Mrs. Thornberry, having just been presented with a version of her son that was thoughtful, industrious, and entirely unexpected, found herself in precisely that condition.

To Jack’s considerable encouragement, her stern expression softened, melting around the edges like ice cream in the scorching July sun, her folded arms loosened and settled at her sides, and the fortress of suspicion, so carefully constructed a moment before, began to show the first alarming cracks.  

Jack watched this change with considerable interest. A lesser boy might have let the opportunity pass, but Jack had long been a diligent student of the noble art of escaping consequences. He lowered his voice to a wounded whisper, adopted the look of a fellow cruelly wronged by fate, and set about making the most of it.

“Mama, you’ve always been so forgiving of me—even when I’ve caused you so much trouble—and...” 

He paused here to produce a fake sniffle, lowering his head as though overcome by feeling. 

“I only wanted to do something kind for you and Rosie. A nice, warm breakfast to begin the day. And...”

Here his tongue took the lead in the affair, galloping well ahead of his better judgment, and once it had gained momentum there was no stopping it. Promises began tumbling out with such generosity that a fellow might have mistaken him for Santa Claus himself—a calling which, as all sensible boys know, requires a remarkable supply of goodwill and very little sense. 

“And then I thought I might help you with the chores—feed the chickens, do the laundry, tidy the kitchen, mop the floor, burn the garbage. I even noticed the garden needs pruning. I could take care of that, too.”

He peered up at her with large, sorrowful eyes and, in a voice laden with such sadness that one might have thought a beloved pet had met an untimely end, whispered, “Mama, you’ve sacrificed so much for Rosie and me. I don’t know how to thank you. I think I shall spend this entire school vacation helping around the house. It’ll truly make me so very happy.”

Mrs. Thornberry’s face softened further. Her lips pinched together, and her eyes grew watery with unshed tears as a wave of tender remorse washed over her. 

With a rush of affection—and perhaps a little shame for having suspected mischief—she bent down and seized her son, embracing him to her bosom in a great hug, planting a flurry of grateful kisses upon his head with such enthusiasm that it might have satisfied a less deserving child entirely. 

“Oh, my dear boy,” she whispered. 

What followed was a remarkable outpouring of apologies, praise, and maternal admiration. By the time she had finished, Jack possessed the finest heart in the world, and Heaven could take considerable satisfaction in its handiwork.

It was a moving scene—touching and sincere, built on a foundation that would not have supported a feather.

For, hidden safely from her view, she did not bear witness to the triumphant little smile tugging at the corner of the boy’s mouth—the smile of a fellow who knows beyond all doubt that he has just hoodwinked the maternal authorities good and proper.  

“Tell you what, my sweet, sweet child,” she said, finally releasing him with a radiant smile on her face while Jack continued to wear a suitably sorrowful expression. “I’ll whip up some buttery pancakes with that black-cherry sauce you love so much and put on a pot of corn porridge. Why don’t you skip down to the kitchen and put the kettle on for tea? I’ll be along in a moment. We’ll have breakfast and then discuss your list of chores to tackle today.”

Now, the mention of that list—so recently and generously invented—hovered in the air with a certain quiet significance.

But Jack, being neither reckless nor entirely foolish, chose not to disturb it just yet.

“All right, Mama.”

She smiled at him, then turned and made her way back toward her bedroom.

Jack could scarcely believe his good fortune. A moment earlier, he had been quite certain his mother was preparing to ground him for sneaking off to join the rest of the boys at the yew tree—and that simply would not do.

The inaugural day of the long-awaited two-month school holiday was not to be squandered indoors while the other boys reveled in the sun-kissed outdoors, engaged in glorious tomfoolery. No, sir, that would never do. Jack had much grander plans for his vacation—plans that involved wringing every last drop of fun from it before it vanished altogether. More than that, he was determined to see the entire holiday pass without performing so much as a single one of those tedious, stinking household chores he had promised with such remarkable enthusiasm when grounding seemed a distinct and immediate possibility.

To accomplish so noble an ambition would require not only clever thinking but a certain recklessness of character—a quality Jack possessed in quantities that might reasonably alarm a responsible adult.

Indeed, before the day was through, he would demonstrate just how alarmed they ought to have been.
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Chapter Three
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The Performance

––––––––
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If you have ever had the misfortune of attending school, as most respectable citizens insist a boy must, you will understand the powerful and entirely reasonable longing to escape it. 

A classroom has a remarkable way of making the minutes creep along like tired turtles, especially when the teacher seems as bored with the lesson as the pupils are.

A school holiday, on the other hand, is a glorious invention. It means joining a pack of reckless friends and roaming the wild fields in search of the sort of adventure that makes a boy’s heart pound and his mother worry.

Jack was one such long-suffering scholar. For weeks, he had counted the days—carefully at first, and then with increasing impatience—until the final bell rang and released him from his obligations. And when it did, he felt as though the world had kindly opened a door marked Freedom, filled it with mischief and possibility, and handed him the key with a wink.

At long last, two whole months of liberty lay ahead, and he intended to enjoy every minute of it.

***
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Soon afterward, Mrs. Thornberry and Rosie made their way into the kitchen, and before long the air grew rich with the scent of buttery pancakes doing their cheerful business upon the griddle, making Jack’s mouth water.  

Once breakfast was set upon the table, the kitchen filled with the pleasant clink and clatter of teacups, knives, and forks—sounds which, in a household, are generally taken as evidence that all is proceeding as it ought.

As the family fell to eating, Mrs. Thornberry, being a mother—which is to say, a person naturally curious about her offspring’s intentions—directed her attention toward the children. It was her settled habit, upon the appearance of breakfast, to inquire what plans had been formed for the day, and whether those plans happened to involve anything she ought to know about.

“Mama!” Rosie exclaimed, scarcely able to remain seated, as children seldom are when good news has recently fallen into their possession. “Lily and Millie have just received a new dollhouse, and they’ve invited me over to play! I want to show them the new dress you made for me, too. May I go with them today, please?”

“Why, of course, sweet pea,” her mother replied, smiling in that calm manner mothers reserve for pleasant requests. “I promised their mother I would share that pineapple tart recipe I tried last week. She was quite taken with it. We shall go together after breakfast.”

“Yay! Thank you, Mama!” Rosie squealed, her cheeks glowing with delight.

Jack, who had been watching this display with the thoughtful expression of a philosopher considering a difficult problem, suddenly spoke up.

“Why do girls spend all day playing with dolls?” he asked, eyeing his sister with open suspicion. “It seems rather silly and terribly dull.”

“It is not!” Rosie replied calmly, though there was a spark in her eye. “It’s great fun.”

“Really?” Jack smirked, raising his eyebrows in the manner of a critic examining a most unconvincing claim. “You dress them in ridiculous outfits, comb their hair, and sit them in chairs. They don’t talk. They don’t walk. And somehow this is fun?”

Rosie’s patience, though admirable, was beginning to show faint signs of strain. “We do plenty more than that, Jack!” Rosie insisted. “We have loads of fun!”

“Oh? Such as what?” Jack inquired pleasantly, being perfectly aware that this was the very question most likely to produce sparks just as he had planned.

“Other things!” she shot back defiantly, now fully committed to the argument.

“Very specific,” he continued pleasantly, a serene smile tugging at his lips, the glee in his heart swelling. 

At this point, dear reader, it should be mentioned that Jack had a remarkable gift for guiding conversations exactly where he wished them to go, especially when there was something he preferred not to talk about.

“I’m not telling you anything, Jack!” Rosie snapped hotly. “You and your ugly friends just sit under the yew tree and dawdle all day, and you call that fun!”  

Jack leaned back with remarkable composure. “My dear sister,” he said, in the tone of one announcing a grand public achievement, “I intend to devote my entire vacation to assisting Mama with her household duties.”

Rosie stared at him for a moment, then burst into laughter. “Oh, please!”

“It’s the truth,” he said. “School kept me busy enough with homework and late nights and all that business about making Mama proud. But I began to think that Mama had never had a holiday like the ones we have. It seemed only fair that she should enjoy one. So I decided I would help around the house this vacation, cook, clean, and do whatever needed to be done. A fellow must grow up eventually, particularly now that Papa is no longer here. I must take on more responsibilities, and there’s no time like the present.”

As he spoke, Jack allowed his eyes to drift toward his mother, and there he encountered something unexpected.

Her eyes were suddenly leaky.

This caused an uncomfortable stirring in his chest. 

It was at such moments that a boy’s conscience, if it has not entirely retired from business, is liable to speak rather plainly. Jack felt a faint and disagreeable twist within him, as though some quiet part of his nature had taken issue with the proceedings. It was neither a large feeling nor a lasting one, but it was inconveniently present all the same.

Still, having begun, he found it far easier to continue forward than to retreat and explain himself honestly—an effort that would have required more courage than he presently possessed.

“Oh, Jack,” Mrs. Thornberry cried, her voice trembling with pride, “you are such a good boy, and I am very blessed to have you. It warms my heart that you would offer to spend your vacation helping me. But you have worked hard all year in school, and you deserve your holiday. Go out, play with your friends, enjoy the sunshine, and rest properly. There will be time enough for responsibilities when you are older. For now, go and have your fun.”

Jack accepted this generous decree with the solemn dignity of one who has just been relieved of a great burden. 

“Oh, Mama!” he exclaimed, reaching over to wrap her in a grateful bear hug. “Thank you!”

And thus Jack, by methods known chiefly to himself, brought the affair to a most satisfactory conclusion. Indeed, he had spoken with such conviction that he was nearly persuaded by it himself, which is generally the surest sign that a performance has been well delivered.

The road to two months of liberty now lay open before him, smooth and inviting, with not a single stinking chore in sight to disturb its pleasant appearance. It was a most agreeable prospect, indeed. Jack surveyed it, inwardly congratulating himself, and felt that the day had begun in the finest possible manner. 

There was only one proper course of action remaining.

Time to meet the boys at the ancient yew tree!  

And when boys assemble beneath trees of long-standing reputation, particularly one that has witnessed more schemes than sermons, it is generally safe to assume that whatever happens next will not be dull.

And so, dear reader, Jack Nathaniel Thornberry’s vacation began—bold, bright, and utterly promising. He was a boy with a plan, a streak of cleverness, and two full months of freedom stretching before him like a golden opportunity waiting to be misused. 

The yew tree stood ready. 

The fields lay open. 

Adventure—of a sort that rarely receives parental approval—waited just ahead.

And somewhere not far behind it all, consequences were already making quiet preparations.

But those, as any sensible boy will tell you, are matters best attended to later.

For now—

Everything appeared to be going remarkably well.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Four
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The Yew Tree

––––––––
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The ancient yew tree served as the perfect headquarters for Jack and his friends, standing a few yards from the intersection of four streets and commanding a panoramic view so wide and generous that not so much as a chicken could cross without being observed and, in all likelihood, judged. 

Beneath its wide and accommodating branches, the boys found both shelter and occupation. From that noble vantage point, they surveyed the village in every direction, which was a most convenient arrangement on those lazy days when imagination had taken a holiday and refused to supply anything interesting. 

Indeed, this advantageous position furnished them with an endless harvest of material for their investigations. The villagers—commonly referred to as “suspects,” though never to their faces—were spied upon as they went about their lawful business, which the boys promptly transformed into matters of the deepest conspiracy. Who was meeting whom? What secret conferences were being held behind respectable doors? What dark designs might be brewing under the innocent sunshine? From such simple movements, they constructed whole empires of suspicion and found in ordinary errands the raw ingredients of the most thrilling conspiracies.

Jack set off down the sun-drenched street toward the yew tree, his mind buzzing like a beehive in full production. 

He was eager enough to arrive but was in no hurry to rob himself of the pleasure of the moment, for two whole months of freedom stretched before him like an invitation written in sunshine. A boy does not rush such things without good reason, and Jack, being well supplied with anticipation, intended to enjoy every step of the journey clear down to the very last second.

If anyone had happened to glance out their window at precisely that moment, they would have seen a lad ambling along with a bounce in his gait, a cheerful hum escaping now and then from his lips. His hands were tucked snugly into the pockets of his shorts, and the world, for the moment at least, was behaving as it ought.

In the distance, Jack spotted a lively knot of boys gathered beneath the shade of the yew tree, their laughter drifting through the warm morning air. At the sight of them, his excitement surged, and he quickened his pace, eager to join the gang and see what opportunities for mischief the day might offer. 

One of the figures suddenly broke away from the rest and waved with such enthusiasm that it threatened to topple him over, the sunlight flashing off his tousled golden hair like a crown. 

Jack needed no second look. 

It was his best friend, River. 

And if there is one thing a boy values more than freedom, it is the friend with whom he intends to misuse it.

In less time than it takes to tell it, the air was alive with whoops, shouts, and such enthusiastic greetings as only boys can produce without rehearsal. Arms flew in every direction, voices overlapped in cheerful confusion, and the whole company appeared to regard Jack’s arrival as an event of national importance. 

Encouraged by this flattering reception, Jack covered the remaining distance as though pursued by happiness itself and determined not to let it catch him. 

Before long, the boys were in the thick of it—exchanging hearty fist bumps, laughing at nothing in particular and everything at once, clapping one another on the back with friendly vigor, and inspecting each other’s newest treasures with the solemn admiration reserved for matters of great consequence.

Now, it is a well-established fact that boys require very little encouragement to begin talking, and once they have begun, stopping seems an unnecessary complication. It soon appeared that every member of the company had encountered something remarkable before breakfast, which is curious, as most mornings elsewhere passed with far less distinction.

As the sun climbed higher in the blue sky, the stories grew taller in the telling. 

Ordinary events such as chasing a chicken, climbing a fence, or narrowly escaping a scolding were improved upon until they transformed into grand adventures of near-mythic proportions. What had been a short run became a daring chase; what had been a stumble became a heroic recovery; and what had been a mild scolding grew into a near escape from certain doom.

Each tale passed through so many hands and imaginations that by the end of its journey scarcely anyone could remember how it had begun.

But boys who practice this art daily acquire a certain professional wisdom. They know very well that there comes a point when any further embellishment would push the story clear past the boundary of good sense and leave the speaker looking like a fool.

So, by a sort of silent agreement born of long experience, the company always managed to stop the runaway train of exaggeration at precisely the right station. 

The conversation soon shifted from adventures already accomplished to the far more serious business of the morning—adventures yet to unfold. 

As was usually the case, the company turned to Jack, their leader and master of mischief and mayhem. 

Jack brought his hands together with a sharp clap that cracked through the clearing like a pistol shot, then cleared his throat in a manner meant to suggest that business of the highest importance was about to commence.

“All right, boys,” he announced with lively authority, “let’s get this meeting started before night sneaks up and catches us here.” 

The boys, buzzing with anticipation now that the meeting was about to commence, settled into their usual stations beneath the grand old yew tree, whose wide branches spread above them like a comfortable roof thoughtfully arranged by nature for the encouragement of idleness and invention.

Jack took possession of his customary place against the sturdy trunk, leaning there with the relaxed authority of a fellow accustomed to presiding over questionable enterprises.

To his right sat River, whose loyalty was as dependable as sunrise, though his enthusiasm occasionally arrived several minutes before
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