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A Brother’s Word





 


The sun shone bright over the large
wheat field behind the farmhouse. It was the first day of summer.
The fields were already planted, and the schools had let out early
for summer vacation. The casual breeze from the east swayed the
trees and grass along both sides of the road. The day was beautiful
and meant to be enjoyed. One of the many who enjoyed the wonderful
weather had to offer stood silent as he waited for his older
brother to come home. Dennis was barely twelve years old with light
brown hair and freckles. Standing a hair under five feet tall, his
thin build told of the daily hours he spent playing with his
friends.

While Dennis waited, his friends were
playing a game of baseball across the field to his left. Being the
American Pass Time, the game gave the children a sense of
patriotism while they enjoyed themselves. Dennis was one of the
better players, often playing center field to catch any fly balls.
Since the other children hadn’t yet developed the ability to time
their swings to “aim” the ball, he was the center of the action.
For his part, Dennis loved to play but he wasn’t in the mood for
baseball, there was something more important that needed his
attention. His friends seemed to understand, but they continued to
give him strange looks when they didn’t think he was looking. While
none of them would say it out loud so Dennis would hear them, they
each thought he’d lost his mind.

The previous year, his brother had
come home on the first day of summer for leave and promised to do
the same that year. How Ryan would manage it wasn’t a concern for
Dennis, he only knew his brother never failed on his promises. For
as long as Dennis could remember, the first day of summer had been
their day. He and Ryan spent the days playing, fishing, or whatever
else caught their fancy. Even when Ryan had gone off to attend
school, he never failed to come home on their special day. As was
his habit, Dennis watched for the familiar truck his brother
hitched a ride home from the train station on the previous year.
Everyone had told Dennis that Ryan wouldn’t be coming home that
year. Ryan was a casualty or war while he was overseas fighting in
the Big One, but Dennis didn’t know what that meant. Dennis didn’t
believe any of them. Ryan had never lied to him and would return
home, as he promised.

Dennis’ parents agreed to allow him to
wait for Ryan after they couldn’t talk their younger son out of it.
They’d been heartbroken after receiving the special telegram from
the government, but they had gotten better in the days since. In
his mind, Dennis assumed it was because Ryan was coming home. He
knew they were as excited as he was to see Ryan, but they preferred
to act differently about it. Now Dennis wasn’t dumb or naive in any
way, he simply believed in his brother. He knew there was a war
across the ocean and that Ryan was fighting in it. He even knew
what death was after their dog had died the previous summer, but
Ryan promised and he never broke his promises.

Dennis waited for that day all year,
reading his brother’s letters paled in comparison to the moment
he’d see Ryan. Ryan would be on the back of old man Wilson’s pickup
after hitching a ride. When it reached the road leading to their
home he’d leap off, land in front of him, and ruffle Dennis’ hair.
Dennis would then help him carry his bags up to the house before
dinner. That was how the first day of summer had always been and
Dennis knew his brother wouldn’t disappoint him.

The minutes ticked on for almost an
hour before old man Wilson’s truck appeared on the dirt road below
him. The sight brought a smile to Dennis’ face, Ryan was late, but
he would be there. For the first time, the truck stopped and Ryan
didn’t leap off the back of it.

Old man Wilson leaned out the open
window, his face was grim. “What’re ya doin’ here,
Dennis?”

Dennis smiled at him. Mr. Wilson had
always been kind to him and Dennis wondered why he was upset. “I’m
waitin’ for Ryan. Didn’t you pick him up, Mr. Wilson?”

Mr. Wilson shifted in his seat behind
the wheel. “No… I didn’t. I don’t think Ryan’s comin’ home this
year, Dennis.”

“But he promised… and Ryan
always keeps his promises.” Dennis looked up at him with an
expectant look on his young face.

The boy’s expression tore at Mr.
Wilson’s heart. Nodding with a sad smile was the only thing he
could think to do. “He sure does, don’t he?” He motioned to the
back of his pickup. “Hop in. I’ll drop you off at home. You can
wait for him there.”

The offer was tempting and Dennis
thought about it for a moment before shaking his head. “No thanks,
I have to wait here.”

Wilson hesitated for a moment before
nodding. “Alright then, I’ll let yer folks know.” The pickup pulled
away, but Wilson kept watching Dennis in his mirror. “That boy’s in
for a world of hurt.” Wilson muttered to himself and shook his
head.

Dennis waved bye to old man Wilson,
then turned back to look down the road. His eyes opened wide at the
person standing there. “Ryan! I knew you’d come!” His excitement
gushed from him at the sight of his brother.

Ryan stood in front of Dennis and
smiled down at him. “I promised you, didn’t I, squirt?” He ruffled
Dennis’ hair then hugged his baby brother.

“Mom and dad sure will be
glad to see you. They’ve been awfully sad since that telegram
came.” Dennis explained.

Ryan looked down at Dennis, his eyes
filled with a sadness the younger brother didn‘t understand. “I
can’t do that, Dennis. They can’t see me.”

Dennis looked at him, his face and
mind full of confusion. After a few seconds, it lifted. “It’s cause
you’re dead, isn’t it?”

Ryan couldn’t help but smile. “Yeah,
that’s part of it. But I didn’t promise them I’d come
back.”

Despite his age, Dennis understood.
“Will you stay?”

Ryan paused and looked over his
shoulder to a small group of men dressed in uniforms like his. When
he turned back a tear ran down his cheek. “I can’t, Dennis. I have
somewhere to go.”

“Oh.” Dennis lowered his
eyes and sounded hurt. “I thought… will you come back
again?”

Ryan smiled, hugging him tight. “I’m
always with you, little brother.” He leaned back and pointed to
Dennis’ heart. “As long as you remember me, I’ll be with
you.”

“Okay.” Dennis felt sad,
but somehow he knew everything would be fine.

“We’ll see each other
again, squirt. I promise.” Ryan loosened his grip on Dennis’
shoulders and stepped back.

Dennis smiled proudly, Ryan always
kept his promises. “Goodbye, Ryan. I’ll tell mom and
dad.”

Ryan nodded, “I know you will.” He
straightened and walked over to the other soldiers. After a final
look back, he and the group walked into the wheat field and slowly
disappeared as if they‘d never been there.

Dennis felt a sadness try to grow, but
the encouragement he received from his brother’s courage pushed it
back and kept his spirits high. He ran home as fast as he could, he
had to tell is parents so they’d stop being so sad.

 


*****

 


Dennis took his final breath seventy
years later. He was surrounded by a lifetime’s worth of family and
friends. They’d come from all over the country to pay their final
respects to a wise man they each felt was a part of them. As they
stood by his side and watched him exhale, some broke into sobs
while others fought the pain back. Each one of them had chosen to
remember him in their own way. It was how he wanted to die, the
last thing he saw were the beautiful faces of his grand children.
They had so much ahead of them; it saddened him to not be there to
help them.

With his final breath gone, Dennis
felt as light as the air. He wondered what it was like to float
with the clouds overhead, to feel the wind as no others could
imagine. His thoughts weren’t on the family he left behind. He’d
always be with them, though he wasn’t sure how. Even at that moment
of his existence he felt fear, fear that maybe he’d done something
wrong or that he hadn’t done enough right in his long life. None of
that mattered when his eyes settled on the young man standing away
from the rest in the far corner of his bedroom. Dennis smiled as he
sat up, leaving his body behind.

“Ready to go, squirt?” Ryan
stepped forward with a broad smile on his face. He looked the same
as the last time Dennis had seen him and his uniform looked as
clean as if it’d been freshly pressed.

Dennis pushed off of the bed; he
wasn’t sure why he’d done it. It’d been years since he’d been able
to move so easily and he was certain he’d fall and hurt himself. To
his surprise, he landed on the floor with a dull thump. It was only
then he realized he was no longer old. He was a twelve-year old boy
again, with light hair and freckles. Smiling, he looked up at his
brother. “Can you stay this time?”

Ryan nodded, motioning for Dennis to
join him. “C’mon, Mom and Dad are waitin’.”

Dennis felt a joy he never knew
existed as he ran over to be with his brother. Ryan’s hand rested
on Dennis’ shoulder as they both turned and headed towards a bright
light. Dennis couldn’t stop smiling, Ryan never broke his
promises.


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



	
All Nighter





 


The clock on the wall read three AM,
still four hours to go until quitting time and five hours until his
research paper was due. Howard Prince let out a breath and turned
his attention back to the work at hand. He hated term papers,
themes, theses, or any other name they were called. He hated them
all with a passion. There were times, like then, where he felt
sorry for himself.

Howard tried to be a good son. He
brought home good grades and never missed his curfew. Going to
Brown hadn’t been his idea, but he went along with it as he had
everything else his parents decided on. As strange as it sounds,
he’d been more than happy to get a job to help his parents pay
tuition. His grades were good, but not good enough for that elusive
scholarship. Unlucky for Howard, that hadn’t been a large enough
roadblock for his parents. His mother found a job and his parents
took a second mortgage out on the house to help pay the
cost.

The money his parents sent him barely
covered the needed supplies. Books, pens, and paper had gone up in
price since his parents went to school, so it came down to a simple
decision: get a job or starve. Howard weighed a buck fifty, so he
couldn’t afford to lose a lot of weight. With his internal debate
settled, he began searching for a job in earnest. The first place
he applied at was perfect, a block from the dorm and quiet so he
could do his work. The only downside being his new job was at the
local funeral home. The proprietor had always enjoyed hiring
college students as assistants, feeling it was his duty to help the
kids. It may have seemed funny to the rich students at Brown, but
the students Mr. Thompson hired appreciated his efforts.

Like the others sharing his dilemma,
Howard took full advantage of the opportunity. It also helped him
to get experience outside of the classroom, but his appreciation
dimmed that night simply because he was exhausted.

The text book sitting on the desk
spent a good portion of the evening mocking him by having its words
blur anytime Howard tried to focus on them. Rubbing his eyes for
the hundredth time, he allowed them to close for a moment. He
wanted to drive the dry burning feeling away.

The phone next to him rang so loud he
was sure his head would explode. The rush of adrenalin caused
Howard to jump backwards, away from the desk as though he’d been
burned. After a series of deep breaths, he calmed down enough to
realize the phone wasn’t some nightmarish monster that was after
him. On the fourth ring, he picked up the receiver. “Thompson
Mortuary.”

“We have one for you at the
back door.” The driver sounded as exhausted as he felt.

Howard rubbed his eyes, “I’ll be right
there.” He rested the phone back in its cradle while letting out a
yawn. It felt good to have the opportunity to move around and get
his blood flowing. . Grabbing his set of keys, Howard opened the
door to the back half of the parlor.

The parlor was an old building, nearly
as old as the town itself. The front room was the typical welcoming
area for a funeral home with large sofas and chairs covered with
soft pillows. Next to each of them were tables with decorative
lamps, plants, or boxes of tissues for the grieving masses. To the
immediate right of the double door entranceway stood a large desk
used to greet mourners during normal business hours.

Directly across from the main entrance
was a wide hallway with numerous hallways along its right side.
Each of those halls led to large viewing rooms where the staff did
everything they could to make the mourners comfortable as they said
their final goodbyes to loved ones. On the left side were a series
of doors leading to small conference rooms, five to be exact, where
the arrangements were often made under the guidance of the funeral
director. Further down the same side were a set of four doors, the
first two were offices with a refrigerator and microwave oven in
each. The third was a records room with a single computer and walls
lined with file cabinets. The fourth was nothing more than a
janitor’s closet
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