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[image: Illustration of a sheep standing, depicted in a side view.]

For the land and ancestors who will 
always be a part of me.

[image: ]

For the generations who lived on 
and loved this land first: I know it’s not 
the colonizers’ to own. But no matter 
whose feet call it “home,” the land should 
be loved, respected, and honored.

[image: ]

And to future generations: It’s not too 
late to pick better mushrooms.
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Time Speaks


[image: Illustration of an infinity symbol.]

Before

you turn the page,

you need to know one thing:

Past — Present — Future

It’s all the same to me.

A universal truth that

humans don’t seem

to understand,

because

your brains are

small and made

of earth. Actually clay.

I, on the other hand, am

made of endless memories,

shifting living moments,

and infinite dreams.




[image: Illustration of a sun rising behind clouds with rays extending outward.]

Weather Speaks

I am timeless.

Though my timing may be unfortunate—

for you.

Lady Luck and I are partners.

You must sit at our table,

and play the cards you’re dealt.

You win.

You lose.

Nothing personal.



Time Speaks: Oh, and One More Thing… About Story


[image: Illustration of an infinity symbol.]

Why do humans insist that I exist?

Because

you can’t tell a story,

even a bad one,

without me.

Once upon a time…


[image: Various words and phrases arranged in a pattern. Text reads 'Long, long ago,' 'At first,' ''Yesterday,' 'Today,' 'Because,' 'Tomorrow,' 'Meanwhile,' 'Eventually,' 'Earlier,' 'Last,' 'Tonight,' 'During,' 'Next,' 'While,' 'Before,' 'Once,' 'Soon,' 'Now,' 'After,' 'Then,' 'Finally,' and 'The End.']
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Time and Tickers

Xyla, Summer 2023

THEY SAY TIME HEALS ALL WOUNDS.

Yeah, right. Maybe in some parallel universe. Not mine. Whoever said that doesn’t know squat about wounds. Or time.

I should know. I’m a wounded horologist.

What’s a horologist? you might ask. Someone who’s into time and clocks, how their hands sweep in circles, always ending back where they started. Digital clocks are a snooze-a-palooza. I want to hear an analog clock’s escapement wheel ticking off the seconds, just like a heart.

I’ve tried to tell Mom she’s the one who programmed my molecules to be this way. Before I was born, she’d drum on her belly, and I’d drum back, keeping time with her fingers. Plus, I’d spent nine months listening to her heart, my first clock. Not that I remember this. I take Mom’s word for it.

So how did Mom and I get so out of sync? She says our hearts beat to different drummers. Hers beats with gumption, mine with DRAMA. Hers crams work into every minute, mine likes thinking about time more than being on time. Hers loves this farm. Mine doesn’t. Our drummers must come from different planets.

That’s pretty much all I know about Mom. She keeps me in the dark about most things, like an enoki mushroom. Enokis like the dark. Me, I’d like a little light. Just one ray of info. Like knowing about Dad, a forbidden topic. (Here’s where the wounded part comes in.) He left before I turned five. Ended up in some other universe. When I asked if he was coming back, Mom’s face went flat as a tire, like her brain shut down and left her sagging.

“He’s gone, Xyla. You’re too little to understand.”

End of story. As I got older and kept asking, her face shifted from dead flatness to a twitching eye-tick. And after the gazillionth question, she popped a sprocket. “I trusted that man, and he was a snake! It kills me to even think about him. Rips out my heart. Now please stop asking!”

Batfish farts! Like hers was the only heart that mattered.

She closed her eyes, rubbed her forehead like her brain hurt, and said, “I’m sorry, Xyla. I’m stressed about farm stuff. The wind’s blowing from the wrong direction today. It has nothing to do with you, but I cannot talk about that lost soul.”

Lost Soul. What Mom calls Dad. All the other kids at school know their dads’ names. Not me. I try not to think about it, fill up my mind with ideas like how black holes bend and stop time. Makes me wonder if Dad left behind a black hole, one that suspended Mom’s heart in a weird kind of time-out forever.

But even stuck hearts tick for a lifetime. And when they finally stop, your hands stop moving. Your gears stop turning. You’ve run out of time. Like my grandparents, whose tickers stopped before mine even started. Leaving me with Mom. Just us two broken, out-of-sync hearts.

Not that I spend much time thinking about any of this.

Well, maybe I do.

Dead tickers (clocks, not hearts) end up in my room. But sometimes I revive them. A new spring. New hands, gears. A new escapement wheel—that’s the main ticker mechanism. Get them going again. So my room’s really a hospital.

Sorry. Mom says I’m scattered. I pay attention to the wrong things or to too many things. I need to Focus! on what’s right in front of me. And I’ve tried. Pinky swear! But if I’m staring down a long row of our farm’s watermelon radishes, I can’t help but let the if onlys swim through my mind like goldfish.

If only I’d said something brilliant back in third grade when Jeffrey Snyder said my Egyptian diorama looked like cat barf, and then called me barf breath in front of the whole class. If only I’d come back with an insult to scorch the hair off him. Instead of eyeing me like radioactive roadkill, everyone would’ve seen shiny, brilliant me. Someone worth sitting next to on the bus.

Mr. Lanski (you’ll meet him in a minute) saved my bacon. When I told him about Jeffrey, he showed me how to make a list of perfect zingers to hurl like a ninja the next time I was cornered. Now I don’t go to school without them.

Like yesterday, the day I said so long! to sixth grade. The memory of Jeffrey’s snark is still as fresh and stinky as a steaming cow pie.

“What’s that I smell?” Jeffrey snickered across the hall. He and his herd smirked in front of their cleaned-out lockers.

So unoriginal. I ignored the hot tingles prickling my cheeks and shot back. “It’s your crusty canker-bottom!” Zing!

Go ahead. Admire my superior skill.

Jeffrey stood there, gobsmacked, a perfect start to summer. His herd hee-hawed. A few used my fabulous insult on the bus home without giving me credit. (It’s a long ride. I’m first on before school and last off after.) And though they still think I’m radioactive, they stopped shoving me out of my seat, giving me noogies, and knuckle punching me this past year. So sixth grade wasn’t totally worthless.

At least a few teachers like me because I help them with computer stuff. Don’t ask me how—I just figure things out. Like one of those child prodigies who plays Mozart at age five. My molecules just know. Plus, it helps that computers are logical, like clocks.

Unlike kids.

But I couldn’t give a rat’s bumfuzzle what they all think.

I have plenty of friends who don’t cut me down.

They’re all right here…








[image: Chapter Two. ]


My Place in the Universe

Xyla, Summer 2023

… IN THE LIBRARY, LYING NEXT TO ME ON THE floor.

“Right, Rory?” I whispered in her doggy ear. “You and Mr. Lanski and books are my besties.”

Rory smiled, waggled her caterpillar eyebrows, and thumped her tail. Like me, Rory has a soft spot for nonfiction, so she spreads her fluff next to me whenever I lounge in the library. Golden retrievers know how to chill.

“Time is the most used noun in the English language,” I read out loud. “And the most used verb is be. That’s about time, too. It’s why you’ll BE a puppy and then an old dog BEfore you know it. Ha!”

Rory nuzzled my nose, as if to say she was full of puppy pep and nowhere near dying. I wasn’t so sure, because she’d been the library puppy when Mom brought me here as a baby for story time (so I’ve been told), and now I’m twelve.

“Hey, you two, I’m closing up,” called Mr. Lanski from his giant sequoia-like desk at the checkout counter. (See, I said you’d get to meet him.) Whenever he sat there, I thought he should wear a powdered wig on his bald head and slam down a gavel when people got too loud.

But that’s my fabulous imagination talking, as Mr. Lanski would say. He never gets mad at loud people, and he always wears T-shirts with book jokes on them over his button-down shirt and tie. Today’s showed a person sprouting books, saying, BOOKS GROW ON ME.

Rory thumped her tail harder. The only person she loves more than me is Mr. Lanski. He’d found her all flea-bitten and bony in a box by the dumpster behind the library and saved her ticking heart.

Mr. Lanski and I have shut down the library together most summer nights, and sometimes during the school year, for-e-v-e-r. He says I’m his best customer, because I am. And he’s the best book finder around. With his help, I’ve buzz-sawed through the books in the kids’ nonfiction section and started chowing down on the ones for adults, with a little science fiction sprinkled in.

My favorites are about Time and Lego. You’d think that books about time would start and stop at clocks. But they shine light into all kinds of mysterious corners of the universe. The Lego books are about gadgets I can build with parts I have, because we can’t afford the fancy models like the Millennium Falcon or the Technic Crawler Crane.

Mom did spring for the Planet Earth and Moon in Orbit for my last birthday, though. I turn a crank and the moon revolves around the Earth while the Earth rotates and revolves around the sun. It’s my only model I haven’t entropied (that means deconstructed in Xyla-talk) so I can turn the parts into other stuff.

“Time’s up!” Mr. Lanski called again, his wrist key chain jingling like tiny bells.

Ha! TIME! It’s always up.

“Xyla? Hallloooo!”

I ♥ Mr. Lanski. His Halloooo!s always remind me of Tigger from Winnie-the-Pooh. Plus, he never tells me to Pay attention! the way Mom or my teachers do. I am ALWAYS paying attention. Just to other things.

“Hallloooo!” I said back, smiling up at his human book-sprouting T-shirt. And for longer than a heartbeat, I wished he was my dad, instead of the one who left me with Mom. What would life be like if Mr. Lanski had rescued Rory and me?








[image: Chapter Three. ]


Wishes

Xyla, Summer 2023

FIREFLIES FLICKERED ACROSS THE LIBRARY PARKING lot, Mom’s pickup the only vehicle there. Heat radiated from the asphalt. Crickets cricketed. The door of the truck groaned as I yanked it open, its window rolled down to let the night song inside.

“One of these years, I’ll lube the hinges,” Mom said, rubbing her eyes and yawning.

She never had enough time, like it was something they’d run out of at the store. For me, summer nights felt timeless. Her keys jingled, and the truck’s engine chugged to life.

Mr. Lanski’s old Volkswagen—he called it My Ladybug—puttered from behind the library, Rory riding shotgun, her ears flapping out the window. Mr. Lanski waved, his hand ghostlike under the streetlight.

Mom waved back, all smiles, until I was her sole target. “Xyy-laa”—she strung out each syllable—“why are you such a slowpoke.” (In case you didn’t notice, that wasn’t a question.) “It’s 9:10.” Her exasperation hung heavy as the night air.

“Hello to you, too,” I said. “If I had a cell phone, maybe I’d know what time it is.”

“The library has a clock. My paperwork is waiting. I wish you’d be considerate.”

Work work work always waiting. A farm is nothing but work. The sheep, the fences, the hayfield, the shroom shed, the high tunnels, the germination greenhouse, the office. And my daily chores list before I could even think about library time.

“I can never get ahead,” Mom told the dashboard. “Like the flood today when that irrigation timer broke. You need to keep your eyes open.” She swiveled her head to give me a look—which I avoided by watching the old brick buildings on Main Street slide by.

Muscalissa Florist (10% OFF CEMETERY ARRANGEMENTS!) was dark. But the parking lots for Bipp’s Burgers (QUARTER POUND OF CORN-FED IOWA GOODNESS!), El Farolito taqueria (SALSA IS LIFE!), and Parcheesi’s Pizza (GET LOST IN OUR DEEP DISH!) held a handful of cars. I only knew these places from their fronts, because we never went out to eat (except for take-out pizza on my birthday!!), and we grew our own flowers.

Mom focused on the road, but my supersensitive radar, always on ALERT in the truck, detected a sudden chill wafting from the driver’s seat.

We passed Mississippi Lumber, its stacks of wood waiting for the morning frenzy of forklifts. Mom had taken me there once when I was little, and I’d nearly been run over. Now she sighed, drummed the steering wheel with her fingers. “I wish you took pride in our farm. And not just because it will be yours someday. It’s important to do your best. Notice if something’s wrong or needs fixing.”

I wanted to highjack a forklift and drive myself home. But apologizing was always a good idea when Mom was lecturing.

“Sorry.”

“A farm’s a baby that keeps you up at night, worrying. You love that baby more than anything, but what you really need is a good night’s sleep to stay sane.”

Nice, Mom. Ripping off that old scab. I’d been the baby who’d kept her up all night. And she’d reminded me so often it made me wonder if that’s what drove Dad away. Between Mom loving the farm more than anything and me being a crybaby, maybe he figured no one would miss him. Maybe that made him mad or sad or both. Maybe.

As we passed the Farm & Fleet and Landwise Irrigation at the edge of town, Mom switched tracks. “Any friends you’d like to have over this summer?”

Her voice was careful, like she thought I was a loser, like I would break into a gazillion Lego pieces if she said the wrong thing. It made me burn. (I’ve already told you I have plenty of friends, right?)

“I’m not a baby, and I don’t need you to set up playdates!” I may have said that a little too loud.

Mom wilted for a second and then straightened against her seatback.

“You’re as prickly as a porcupine, Xyla, skating on thin ice.” She stopped short, like she wanted to say more but hadn’t figured out what it should be.

In the headlights, the blacktop road stretched between the cornfields straight to infinity, the dusky rows shuddering. Random dark gaps revealed driveways to boarded-up farmhouses, empty because so many of the small farmers had sold their land to big ones who lived somewhere else. Some houses got torn down, the land planted with corn or soybeans, and some still stood there like rotting teeth. Ours was the only small farm remaining on the way into town. When Jeffrey says I live on another planet, he’s got a point.

Bugs splatted like sloppy snow against the windshield. Fifteen minutes of nothing but blacktop, corn, bug guts, and silence. Silence that built like thunderheads before a storm. My head tingled and I shivered, chilly sweat filling my armpits. At the flashing red light where the blacktop crossed Route 6, lightning struck.

“Do you know how lucky you are that I’m carting you to the library and back most summer nights,” Mom said—not a question—like it had been banging around in her head and finally escaped. “It’s an hour taken from my day. When you make me wait, it’s longer! It’s so frustrating, Xyla, that you don’t appreciate it. Going to the library is a privilege.”

Gagging hagfish!

“I’m really sorry, Mom. I’ll keep better track of time. Promise. Thank you for taking me.”

UGH. Mom’s minutes were measly atoms in the space-time continuum! I turned back to the dark window. If she stopped counting every second like it was a drop of water in the desert, maybe I’d be worth her time.

She slowed on the blacktop, then crept through a turn down our gravel lane to avoid the potholes. Our ALKORN HERITAGE FARM sign hung above the farm’s mailbox that was painted with green tomato vines to read GO FER BROKE. Together, they threw a potbellied scarecrow shadow on the blacktop’s shoulder. At the far end of the lane, the full moon hovered above the dark mound of woods behind our house.

“Wow!” we both gasped.

For a split second, I thought we saw things the same. We smiled at each other in the dark, Mom’s teeth glowing in the dash’s light. I wanted to stop time, so we could linger there together.

“It’s like the full moon rising on the face of my grandfather clock,” I said.

“Oh, Xyla.” Mom sighed. “Why don’t you ever think about how beautiful this land is.”

Not a question.

And just like that, the moment slipped out my window and into the dusky fields of corn rustling with impatience around us.

Mom pulled in close to our house, its windows dark. Both truck doors groaned as we got out, and groaned worse when we slammed them.

“Xyla! Look up! There’s Cassiopeia! Make a wish!”

Surprised that she wasn’t rushing inside to shut her office door behind her, I leaned back to look. The clear night sky held so many points of light, like a star chart, the Milky Way spilling through the bowl of darkness. Hard to believe that the light we were seeing came from eons ago.

You know light travels from the sun to Earth in eight light-minutes, right? But one of the stars in Cassiopeia’s constellation is 11,000 light-years away. Others even farther. Weird how we make wishes about the future on light that comes from the past. [image: Exploding head emoticon.]

Still, I braced against the truck and sent a supernova of silent wishes into space.

I wished I knew Dad’s name.

I wished Mom would tell me about him.

I wished I could live with Dad so I’d never have to do boring farm work again.

I wished I had a friend my age who actually liked me.

And I wished Mom wouldn’t take away my trips to the library—ever.

“If you wished for another chance, Xyla, your wish came true. You can thank your lucky stars I’m not cutting your library time.”

Ha! One wish granted. At least for now.

“Can you check on the sheep before you go into the house.”

Not a question.
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The Chase

Xyla, Summer 2023

SO I THANKED MY LUCKY STARS, MY SHADOW RUNNING next to me in the moonlight on the way to the barn. Its door screeched as I pushed it open. Everything on the farm needed greasing.

I flipped the light switch and was hit with baaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaa and a scramble of wool.

Tasmanian turd-twizzlers! “Back to your pen!” I yelled.

They panicked, like sheep do, and climbed over one another to bolt past me. I kneed them away and slammed the toolroom door.

“I’ve got you now, my mewling miscreants!”

They tumbled around the toolroom. Leaping and clambering and pooping and baaaaaaaing and knocking rakes and hoes and five-gallon buckets over, scrambling through tarps, hooves tangling in hanging ropes that pulled ancient, cobwebbed bins off a shelf. Like I’d set off a giant game of Mouse Trap.

I dodged and jumped and herded like a border collie until I’d gotten them back through the doorway between the toolroom and the main barn and then into their pen.

Yup, I’d left it unlatched. Mom’s Pay attention! echoed in my head along with the sheep’s bleats.

I scooped the ewe berries (that’s [image: Smiling poop emoticon.]) out onto the manure pile. How many berries can a berserk herd of sheep drop in a toolroom? you might ask. Fourteen trips worth (I counted), because those little berries roll off the shovel. If I missed a single one, Mom would know I’d left the gate open—again—and the library would be off-limits until I’d earned the privilege back. Probably near the end of time.

Having banished the berries, I straightened hoes and pruners, buckets, rakes and trowels, tarps, and coils of irrigation tubing. I left the web-coated metal bins for last, hoping that the spiders had been scared off by the rampaging woolies. The bins looked old enough to be in some ancient history museum. But they were LOCKED! Nothing here was ever locked. Weird.

I found a strand of wire in the toolbox, bent the end into a tiny hook, then poked the hook into one of the bin’s keyholes and wriggled it around. Nothing. I re-bent the end of the wire and wriggled it in again. More nothing.

Maybe I could break the lock from the inside? I tossed the wire, grabbed needle-nose pliers, and twisted the pliers inside the hole. Still nothing. Hmmm. I bet Mr. Lanski had a book about picking locks! But that meant waiting. And I’m not exactly patient.

“Xyyyyyyyyylaaaaaaaaaa!”

Mom’s call cut through the dark between the barn and our house.

Grubguts!

I shoved the bins onto their shelf. The heavy one clunked a little. The lighter one made more of a thunk. What was worth locking up?

I couldn’t ask Mom, because first I’d hear How could you forget to close the gate! Then None of your beeswax!

Besides, it was NEVER a good time to ask Mom questions.


[image: Icon of an alarm clock.]

Every night while Mom worked in her office, I fixed clocks or built Lego contraptions or read books in my room. I liked being surrounded by ticking and clicking, even with the clocks all out of sync. Of course, it drove Mom over the edge. She calls it music without a backbone. But it feels right to me. The ticking coats me, like water spreading over stones, calming my jitters. Some people call it white noise. I bet if Mom had put clocks in my room when I was a baby, I wouldn’t have cried all night.

Tonight I picked my way across the floor, stepping around a piled pyramid of Lego bricks and a few thousand scattered axles and bushings and beams and rotors. Mom tried to make me organize them once, but that lasted a nanosecond.

I perched on the edge of my bed, the sound of time washing over me, around me, through me. It felt so good, but never lasted long.

cuckoo!cuckoo!cuckoo!cuckoo!cuckoo!cuckoo!cuckoo!cuckoo!cuckoo!cuckoo!

See what I mean? The one clock that lived outside my room, the cuckoo, called hurry up! from the kitchen. It sounded like Mom trying to get me out of bed in the morning. Two pushy beaked creatures.

bong-bong-bong-bong-bong-bong-bong-bong-bong-bonnng

The muffled chime of the grandfather clock I’d rebuilt and set at the foot of my bed was so much nicer. Its smiling moonphase dial and deep, friendly tone were like a real grandfather. Though its chime lagged behind the cuckoo, it didn’t mind being a slowpoke, like me.

I knelt and loaded a marble at the top of the Mouse Trap game I’d built from Lego, waiting for it to fall through the bathtub and set off the diving man that would trigger the cage-drop onto a piece of cheese. Ta-dah!!! Cheese was mine once again! The chunk of cheddar I’d left there earlier in the day tasted nicely aged.

I hurled myself across the Lego pile and onto my bed. Maybe other kids left space for friends in their rooms because they had sleepovers. But mine was filled with sound and things to do. There wasn’t room for much else.

And always always always before I went to sleep, I played the present I’d picked out for birthday #5. Mom had taken me to a junk shop to get whatever I wanted. I wandered through the dusty aisles for maybe hours—Xyla, please make up your mind!—until I found a windup music box clock. The clock’s hands circled its face as the music played. Its spinning platform held a tiny porcelain girl, laughing, hair flying, and running from her chasing father. The father was laughing, too, reaching out his arms, tie flapping over his shoulder. He wanted to catch his giggling girl! But the spinning part was broken.

So I spun it with a finger, sending the girl into a small opening in the clock’s base, the father chasing, the girl popping out another opening, the father chasing. I didn’t care that it couldn’t move on its own.

Mom shook her head. Are you sure?

I jumped up and down. Yes! Yes! YES! If I couldn’t have a real father on my birthday, I’d settle for this one.

A few years ago I’d taped a picture to the bottom, one I’d found bent and buried in a junk drawer. The only picture I have of Dad. Me snuggled on his lap in a rocking chair when I was maybe two. Both of my feet in his big hand, his fingers tickling each little piggy. He didn’t look like a snake at all.

I’d fixed the spinning platform, and now every night, I sit in my rocking chair, listening to it play “Daddy’s Little Girl” and watching the chase. Maybe someday he’ll catch me.

When I turn out my light, I’m brave enough to say Good night, Daddy without crying. That’s my rule: no crying. And my other rule: Never feel sorry for yourself—except when I read my TO DO list in the morning.

And tonight, while I lay there in the dark, not crying and not feeling sorry for myself, I thought about those bins. Mom had to be hiding things she didn’t want me to see, right? Tomorrow, I’d find out what was worth locking up.


Time Will Be the Judge


[image: Illustration of a balance scale.]

Cash Kane


tells his side of the story.



Your Honor, let the record show…

I’m sorry I wasn’t there


for Xyla’s first breath, first word, first step, or any other first.



I was busy climbing the lawyer ladder,


negotiating contracts.

fighting unfair regulations.

helping the business grow, creating jobs!

putting in the hours to keep my job, unlike my father.



My peers call me a “mastermind,” meaning


I am smart.

I am respected.

I am not my father.



I poured $$ into Xyla’s college fund, making up for all the times I wasn’t there.


Cassie argued this was no way to be a father.

But I won’t let her be the judge of me.

I’m a far, far better father than the one I had.
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Staying Out of Trouble

Xyla, Summer 2023

IN THE MORNING, MOM STUCK MY TO DO LIST TO the fridge like she does every summer day to make sure I stay out of trouble.

Keeps me out of my room. Says she needs me. Says it’s a waste of time to mess with broken clocks, or remake my old Lego models into hourglasses and water clocks. The last time I did that, I got busted, because stuff in my room ended up sandy and wet. Mom grounded me for a week. Surprised?

I told her it’s entropy’s fault. (Entropy, one of my fave words, is the measure of how disorganized things are.) It messes up my room and makes things on the farm fall apart. She gave me the I can’t believe you’re my daughter look, told me to stop using entropy as an excuse and to put a little work into keeping my room livable.

It IS livable. I’m living in it.

When I told her that entropy makes some things irreversible, like turning a scrambled egg back into an unscrambled egg or turning sheep turds back into hay, she didn’t buy it. She said that the mess in my room is, in fact, reversible.

Sorry. My brain train derailed. Back to today’s TO DO list. (My own TO DO list—reveal the secret of the bins!—would have to wait.)

Xyla - TO DO


	Feed and water sheep

	Run irrigation for tomatoes

	Pull scallions/prep for market

	Check tomatoes for hornworms

	Trellis peppers - two stems each, please!

	Check traps for aphids, thrips, whiteflies

	Spray soap or neem oil

	And if you have time…



I always check Mom’s list every six seconds so I don’t forget anything. Because sometimes I do, and then I get the look. So far this morning, I’ve fed the woolies, started the irrigation, and finished the scallions. I usually don’t get to the If you have time part of my list, because… You can figure it out. Today was no different. The bins called, and I answered. A spider had started a new web from a corner of one bin to the rafter above.

“Sorry, Charlotte,” I said, tearing the strand. “You’ll need to catch flies somewhere else.”

“Xyla!” Mom blew in like a swirling summer squall. “You’re watering the tomatoes you flooded yesterday! You’re old enough that I shouldn’t have to watch you all the time.”

TIME. My love and enemy. It’s part of the farm math equation.


Time + Work + Hope = Crops



Hope is part of the equation, because—unlike Lego kits, where the model always looks just like the picture—you’re never certain that your time and work will produce a crop that looks like the perfect picture in the seed catalog. Things happen. Like entropy. Like me watering the wrong tomatoes. Or watering them too long. Good thing the farm’s tunnels have decent drainage.

“Tomatoes will blight,” said Mom. “They don’t like having wet feet, and if they blight—”

“I know I know! We’ll lose them. Our heirlooms are state-fair famous, but if we don’t have any to sell, it doesn’t matter. Blah blah blah!”

Mom fish-mouthed, maybe deciding on words fit for my ears. Would she ground me because I didn’t care about her heirloom babies? Maybe I should have kept my salty pants blah-blahs to myself.

“Xyla, I hate nagging, but it took a hundred and fifty years of sweat to get the Alkorn name on our Iowa Heritage Farm sign. I’m glad your great-grandparents aren’t here to see you blah-blahing all that work away. If you’d only known Gram and Gramps, or even Mom and Pops. Maybe you’d care. I wish…”

She turned her head like she was looking for something to wish on. Or maybe she was seeing the ghosts of her parents and grandparents. Did they hover here, wondering why I was such a bad kid? It wasn’t my fault I knew tiny crumbs about them. Whenever I’d asked, she’d say, Oh, Xyla, it was so hard to lose them. My heart hasn’t quite… Someday, maybe.

Her heart. At least she’d known her Pops. I’d known Dad only for a nanosecond, but he’d left a galaxy-sized hole in MY heart.

“I wish you’d grow up a little,” she said, finally landing on a wish. “Care about something besides yourself.”

She whirled away.

Backstabbing botflies! Mom and her wishing. Every time she wiped that Alkorn Heritage Farm sign clean, she made a wish. Wished on the stars and the fish in the horse tank. Were all those wishes about me? I kicked a dirt clod in the toolroom all the way to the sheep pen. At least they were in the pasture, and I didn’t have to listen to them wanting more from me, too.

Except for that dirt clod, most everything in our toolroom was clean, because Mom nagged dirty tools rust! and no slacking off! when I asked why I had to wipe the dirt off a shovel used for… shoveling dirt. The calendar on the wall reminded me how Mom’s never slacked a day in her life. Her schedule included the farmers market, food co-op, clients who show up to buy peppers, tomatoes, and baby green melons to make yummy salsas and chutneys. Lily, the lady who harvests our lavender to make essential oils and other smelly good stuff. Oh, and the specialty yarn people who buy our wool fleeces to hand spin and dye. Plus, the farm work.

You get the idea. Mom’s a little busy.

The spider spun segments of a semicircle between the rafters below a sparrow’s nest, rebuilding its base before dropping a line to the bin. The sparrow flew in from the barn, landed near its nest, then cocked its head. Did the spider know it was being eyeballed? The bird flitted in front of the rafter and plucked the spider from its web, swallowing it whole.

“Goodbye, Charlotte,” I whispered.

The door screeched. “Xyla! You’re right where I left you! What are you doing?”

No way was I going to put the bins on her radar. “The sparrow,” I said. It flitted back through the door to the sheep pen.

“Yes, let her be. I don’t have the heart to remove her nest, despite the mess,” Mom said. “Grab a stirrup hoe and come over to tunnel four.” Poof! She disappeared.

Mom’s a softy for birds. They’re one reason she tells people the farm went organic when she was growing up. Even says it was her idea, but I can’t believe it. My grandparents must have decided, because they’d never listen to a kid. Right? She doesn’t listen to me. Nuff said. But going organic didn’t change farm math. You still add up all your time and work and hope and cross your fingers. No wonder Dad left. I just wish I knew why he left me here. Maybe I was like the farm. Too much work and no guarantee for how I’d turn out.

Better to think about something else—the bins! I scrabbled through the toolbox for something that might spring the locks.

“Xyyyyylaaaaaaa!”
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The Nose

Xyla, Summer 2023

SUCCESS! MADE IT THROUGH LUNCH. I DID GET sidetracked for a second, feeding crusts from my sandwich to the goldfish in the horse tank, but I got a move on when Mom blew by to check on me. Hornworms picked. Now almost done with the trellis ties! Going light speed to make up for the flood fiasco. But I do like watching the butterflies and bees bumbling around the trellises. Let’s hear some snaps for pollinators!

Three rows of peppers stretched down the length of the hoop high tunnel in front of me. We’d transplanted them from our heated greenhouse tunnel back in April. A forest of peppers now climbed their way up the trellis twine in a race to see who could reach the sun first. Aji Amarillos, Sugar Rush Peach peppers, Jimmy Nardellos, and more. The only other produce we grew in so many varieties was tomatoes. (Mom’s specialty.) Sakura, Bolivian Wild cherry tomatoes, Mountain Magics, Cherokee Purples, Lemon Boys. You get the picture.

We’d planted their seeds in mid-March in the greenhouse and then transplanted seedlings to their unheated tunnels in May. See how that works? Growing stuff is all about timing. The summer’s for peppers, tomatoes, Sugar Baby and Tigger melons, and bunches of herbs. Salad greens and Candy carrots (sooo sweet!) like it cooler, so they’re spring, fall, and winter crops.

Mom takes seeds from the earliest-producing and tastiest-fruiting plants in each variety, then mixes them together to cross-pollinate the next year. Her produce grows tastier and is ready to sell earlier than others’, so she gets higher $. Says it’s the law of supply and demand—if there’s not much produce ready when people want it, they’ll pay more $ for what is ready. You’d think that since farming depends so much on timing, she’d appreciate how much I think about it. Time rules!

“Are you about done!” Mom’s yell held a what’s taking so long! edge. Not a question.

“Almost!” I yelled back. I eyeballed the last of the peppers, which were starting to look like Christmas trees with red, green, purple, yellow, and orange ornaments. It made me want to sing “Jingle Bells.” These peppers were long past the stage where they can rot, when their baby stems sprout from the dirt. If that happens, it’s doomsday damping off! We lost a whole bed of bells to that nasty fungus in the greenhouse last year.

It might have had something to do with me.

Mom threw open the door to the tunnel, bringing a breeze with her. “The truck’s battery died and I had to jump it. I need you to pick up my order at Landwise Irrigation while I grab a battery at Farm & Fleet. We have to go now, because a new client’s coming in an hour.”

Yup.

Time, my frenemy.


[image: Icon of an alarm clock.]

“It’s always something,” Mom said as the truck hurtled down the blacktop toward town, the fluttering cornfields a blur. “I’m running on fumes, getting more clients, doing more deliveries. I can’t squeeze any more time out of the day.”

We passed the WELCOME TO MUSCALISSA POP. 23,261 sign. I watched the corn like it was the most interesting blur I’d ever seen.

“Xyla, you’re old enough to be a real help. When you were born, I dreamed you’d be just like me, proud of this place, proud of what we’re doing. I really need you.”

Her begging voice made me feel guilty. How could I be such a jerk! Not a question. Sure, I screwed up sometimes. But my work on the farm wasn’t NOTHING.

She turned into the Landwise parking lot, a concrete slab reflecting the sun. I’d never set foot inside the store, because she never asked me to get stuff for her. I’d always waited in the truck, because I was too slow. And now I was going in ALONE! What if they gave me the wrong stuff? What if we had to come back later because I’d screwed up?

“The owner’s name is Carl,” Mom said. “He sticks his nose into everyone’s business, so if he asks questions, just be polite and say you don’t know. I’ll be back shortly.”

I calculated how long shortly would be. Two minutes to drive and park at Farm & Fleet. One minute to walk in. Five minutes to get the right battery. Two minutes to check out… And what if the battery had died again? Jump-starting would take for-e-v-e-r. But Farm & Fleet was right down the road, so I could walk there. But if I got the wrong stuff—

“Xyla, get going!”

The door to the truck groaned. My feelings exactly. I stood in the sunbaked parking lot as Mom peeled out, engine roaring.

The store’s glass door opened and a man yelled, “Stand there any longer and I’ll hang a birdhouse on you. Hurry up! No need to air-condition the great outdoors!”

This must be Carl. I didn’t point out that he was the one holding the door open.

“Hi,” I said, gurgling like a frog. I ducked beneath his arm and cleared my throat. “Are you Carl?”

“As I live and breathe, I am,” he said. “And you must be Xyla.”

Yesssss! Mom had called! Told him I’d be picking stuff up. He’d know what I needed.

“I could have picked you out in a crowd. You’re the spitting image of your daddy.”

And in a nanosecond, time stopped.
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Thorns and Questions

Xyla, Summer 2023

“WHAT?” I CLEARED MY THROAT AGAIN, AND CARL kept talking.

“Yes, indeedy-doody. I’m trying to put a finger on what it is. Of course, I haven’t seen your daddy since he became a big deal. Maybe it’s your eyes.”

I had stared at my one picture of Dad and me every night for years. Did we look alike?

“How’s he doing?” Carl asked. He waited. Watched me. Like the kids at school who wait for a reaction before deciding to keep poking or leave you alone. You can’t let them mess with you.

“Fine,” I lied. Relieved that I could brush off his question with one word, and mad that the only person who wanted to talk about Dad was this nosy man. No way was I going to let on that I didn’t even know Dad’s name.

Carl wheezed, like my answer left him leaking. But he rebounded, “I’ll bet he is. Your daddy was always a big fish angling for a bigger pond, and I guess he got it.”

I had no clue what to say, so I stared at my dusty toes in my sandals. Just hearing him say “your daddy” freaked me out. The air conditioner clicked on, sending the smell of rubber and metal through the room. I remembered why I was there.

“Mom ordered some parts?”

He looked down his nose at me. “Not much of a talker, eh?” He sighed his deep disapproval. “You might
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