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The young couple found the child asleep in an old cushioned chair on the front porch. He was curled against a worn pillow, his feet bare and dusty, his clothes fashioned from rough linen. They could not imagine where he had come from or how he had made his way to their small farmhouse on a dirt road far from town.

“How old a boy is he, do you think?” the man asked.

“Hard to say, isn’t it? Seven or eight?”

“Small for his age then.”

“Six?”

“Big feet.”

“Haven’t been around kids much.”

“Me neither.”

The man circled the house and then walked down the dirt drive, past their battered blue truck and the shed, scanning the bushes on both sides as he went. Their dog, a silent beagle, slipped into his place beside the man, sniffing the ground earnestly.

When the man and the dog returned to the porch, the woman was kneeling beside the old cushioned chair, her hand resting gently on the boy’s back. There was something in the tilt of her head and the tenderness of her touch that moved him.
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The young couple, Marta and John, were reluctant to go about their normal chores, fearing that the boy would wake and be afraid, and so they took turns watching over the sleeping boy. It did not seem right to wake him.

For several hours, they moved about more quietly than usual, until at last John said, “It is time to wake that child, Marta. Maybe he is sick, sleeping so much like that.”

“You think so?” She felt his forehead, but it was cool, not feverish.

They made small noises: they coughed and tapped their feet upon the floor, and they let the screen door flap shut in its clumsy way, but still the child slept.

“Tap him,” John said. “Tap him on the back.”

She tapped him lightly at first, and then more firmly, as if she were patting a drum. Nothing.

“Lift him up,” John said.

“Oh, no, I couldn’t. You do it.”

“No, no, it might scare him to see a big man like me. You do it. You’re more gentle.”

Marta blushed at this and considered the child and what might be the best way to lift him.

“Just scoop him up,” John said.

She scooped up the boy in one swift move, but he was heavier than she had expected, and she swayed and turned and flopped into the chair with the boy now in her arms.

Still the boy slept.

Marta looked up at John and then down at the dusty-headed boy. “I suppose I’d better just sit here with him until he wakes,” she said.

The sight of his wife with the child in her lap made John feel peculiar. He felt joy and surprise and worry and fear all at once, in such a rush, making him dizzy.

“I’ll tend to the cows,” he said abruptly. “Call me if you need me.”

Her chin rested on the child’s head; her hand pat-patted his back.

“It’s okay,” Marta whispered to the sleeping child. “I will sit here all day, if need be.”

Their dog normally shadowed John from dawn until dusk, but on this day, he chose to lie at Marta’s feet, eyes closed, waiting. Before John went to the barn, he scanned the drive again and circled their farmhouse. Finding nothing out of the ordinary, he hurried on to his chores.

Marta closed her eyes. “It’s okay, it’s okay,” she whispered.
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She must have dozed off, for she was startled by something tapping her face.

The child’s hand rested on her cheek, his eyes wide, a deep, dark brown, and his face so close to hers that she had to lean back to focus.

“Oh!” Marta said. “Don’t be afraid. We found you here, on the porch, don’t be afraid.”

He gazed back at her steadily and then turned to take in the porch, the trees beyond, and the beagle at his feet. He let his hand drop toward the beagle—not reaching for the dog, but as if offering his hand in case the dog should want to sniff it.

The beagle sniffed the hand and then the boy’s arms and legs. He licked the dust from the boy’s feet.

“I am Marta,” she said. “What are you called?”

The boy made no motion to move from her lap and he did not answer.

“You must be hungry,” Marta said. “Would you like something to eat? To drink?”

The boy looked out at the bushes, the drive.
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The boy followed Marta into the house and stood beside her as she cut a thick slice of bread, drizzled it with honey, and set it on a plate beside a ripe pear and a glass of milk. His appetite seemed good, for he ate what was on the plate and licked the honey off his finger. Again he offered his hand to the beagle, letting the dog lick the honey.

“Now,” Marta said, “can you tell me your name?”

The boy’s fingers tapped on the table.

“Can you tell me how you came here? Did someone bring you?”

The boy looked at her pleasantly enough and tapped his fingers lightly on the table, but he said nothing.

When John returned from the barn, the boy regarded him casually. The boy looked all around the room, equally interested, it seemed, in the man and woman standing before him as in the table, the dog, the wooden cabinet, the washbasin, the cupboards.

“Look, John, the boy woke up.” Her words sounded silly to her ears.

“Yes, yes, I see,” John said, smiling. His voice had boomed out of his mouth, much too loud. “And what might your name be, boy?” Still too loud.

The boy licked his lips, tapped his fingers on the table.

“He won’t say, John. I’ve tried already.”

“Is he deaf, do you think?”

“No, he seems to hear all right. He just doesn’t speak.”

“Probably too shy,” John said. “That’s okay, boy, take your time getting used to us.” He turned to his wife. “No one’s come for him yet?”

“No, shh, no.”

“Surely someone will come for him, Marta.”

“Shh.”

The boy reached into his pocket, withdrew a crumpled note, and handed it to Marta.

Plees taik kair of Jacob.

He is a god good boy.

Wil be bak wen we can.
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When no one had come for the boy by nightfall, John and Marta fashioned a small bed beside their own. Marta offered the boy one of John’s softest shirts to sleep in and set out a basin of warm water and soap for him to wash with. She tucked him into the bed, patted his hand, and hummed a few bars of an old, half-forgotten lullaby, softly, for she was embarrassed that John might hear her and think her foolish. As she stood to go, the boy reached up and tapped her arm five or six times, in that funny way he did, always lightly tapping on surfaces, on his own arm, on the dog, on the floor. His touch startled her, and she nearly wept, so grateful was she for the gesture.

After the child was asleep, John said, “This is too strange, Marta. Are you sure you have no idea who—”

“No! No idea. Maybe someone you worked for? Maybe a distant relative?”

“No, no. Maybe one of your relatives?”

“You know they have no idea where we live. My family never kept track of anybody.”

“But then, who?”

“And why us?”

“I thought they’d be back by evening, didn’t you?”

“Yes.”

“Surely by tomorrow then.”

“Surely.”
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At noon the next day, John said, “Marta, I don’t know about all this. What are we supposed to do with the boy?”

Marta stood on the back porch, watching the child trail a stick through the dirt. The beagle followed close behind, sniffing at the ground.

“Marta? Should I take the boy with me when I go to town?”

“No. The people might come back.”

“What people?”

“The people who left the note. The ones who said they’d be back.”

“But they didn’t say when they’d be back, did they? They didn’t say that.”

After John left for town, Marta took the boy to the barn to see the new kittens and the mother goat and her three-month-old babes. The boy petted the animals and mimicked the kittens skittering and the goats leaping. The beagle watched from the side, intervening only when the boy got too close to the mother goat. When the boy sat in the straw, the kittens crawled over him and the young goats butted their heads under his arms, making the child laugh.

But it was a silent laugh, a laugh that you could see but not hear. It spread across his face and shook his body; it waggled his arms and legs. It was Marta who gave voice to the laugh, watching the boy. She laughed until her side ached; she laughed until the beagle crawled up into her lap and licked her face, as if to taste the laugh. And as she was laughing, Marta was hoping that the boy might stay a day or two.

During the twelve-mile stretch into town, John’s mind took as many winding turns as the narrow road. He tried to ready himself for what he might hear in town and for what he should say. Maybe he should go straight to the sheriff’s office and let him know about the boy. He didn’t like the sheriff much. He was a bossy man, given to poking his finger in your face as if to warn you that he knew better about everything and you’d better not waste his time.

John’s mind turned to Marta’s face when she held the child and when she’d tucked him into bed and when she’d risen in the night to check on him. Maybe, John thought, he should first go to the general store and pick up the tone of things. Gossip found its way quickly to the general store in these small towns.

Out of nowhere, he thought of jelly beans and how he’d loved them as a child, how his father had taken him into town and let him buy a nickel’s worth of jelly beans from the glass jar on the counter at the general store.

Maybe, John thought, he would bring home some jelly beans for the boy.
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