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    To my dad - thank you for encouraging me to share this story.

      

    



  	
        
            
            Who shall read the Fireblossoms aright?  
Who shall discover their secret?
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“Peace Disturbed”


Sylvans have a deep love for all trees which provide nourishment to sylvans through seed, nut, fruit, flower, scent, and sound. But each sylvan clan is especially attached to a specific tree family. Their skin emits the trees’ scents. Their eyes display the leaves’ color in summer.

– Cor Tanberry, A Comprehensive History of Sylvans of the Post-Migration Age,     Chapter 11 “We Love Trees,” pg. 2


***
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O’Malley jumped, nearly out of his pine scented skin, at the unexpected and most unwelcome knock on his front door.  Uninvited visitors were always a nuisance, but a visit during a quiet, leisurely, late Monday morning breakfast was practically criminal.  O’Malley wasn’t completely inhospitable, but he always felt a little hostile towards surprise visits which inevitably interrupted his plans for the day.  So, he decided to ignore the knock.

Tad O’Malley, considered “odd’ by folk who did not know him personally and “eccentric” by folk who did, chose to live hermit-like in the middle of a large pinewood that his grandad and parents had loved and nurtured.  When they died, O’Malley firmly decided to stay and care for the pinewood, though he was still in his sapling years.  And over the years he had managed his home, alone.  Alone except for the occasional visits from relatives – some well-meaning, some actually helpful, and some simply annoying.  But his family lived many miles away, and the visits had grown fewer every year.  The previous year there had been only six visits from relatives on his mother’s side of the family. 

And they never knocked.

O’Malley thought about his parents as he finished his breakfast.  His dad’s family loved the white pines that grew in the far north best, but Mat O’Malley migrated and settled in the middle of the vast long-leaf pine wood.  And though O’Malley’s mother loved the oaks that flourished near the east coast, she developed a deep love for Mat and his pine trees.  O’Malley inherited his dad’s love for the long-leaf pines and his mother’s fiery red hair.  However, his lack of social skills he developed on his own.  Having spent the past fifteen years alone, O’Malley found it difficult to interact with others without grumbling, bristling, or glaring. 

He grumbled low at a second rap on the door.  Sometimes when he felt annoyed, his grumbles came from his throat, low and barely noticeable.  When O’Malley felt angry or completely frustrated, the grumbles came from his broad, barrel chest - deep and very noticeable.  This was a throat grumble.

O’Malley shoved the last of his toast in his mouth, then shook crumbs from his red, bushy beard.  For a moment he wondered if the person at the door could be a relative on his dad’s side.  A great uncle and a few second cousins, whom he had not seen for many years, sometimes traveled from their northern pines.  Hmmm, they live too far for a ‘just wanted to drop by’ visit.  If it is them, I hope they won’t stay long.

He wiped gooey apple butter from the corners of his mouth and shook off the rest of the toast crumbs from his beard then strode from the kitchen and around the corner to the front door.  Grabbing hold of the brass handle, O’Malley gave the door a sudden, jerky pull and thrust his head out.

His visitor quickly took a step back from the door.  A sylvan, with muddy brown hair greased back from a pale, startled face, nervously twisted a gray woolen cap in his hands. 

O’Malley’s dark, green eyes stared at the stranger.  Then he scrunched his nose and squinted, giving the sylvan a ferocious scowl which he saved particularly for unwanted visitors.  O’Malley stared at the thin, twitching, sylvan as he wondered why the mousey creature had come to his home.  O’Malley leaned forward.  He took a deep breath through his nose and caught the scent of maple sugarsap, like the kind Iris, his mother’s sister, drizzled on her pancakes.  O’Malley looked over his visitor’s shoulder.  A pony and wagon were hitched to a blackberry bush near the path that led through his pines to the main road.

The sylvan continued to twist his cap with his thin hands.

O’Malley gave an impatient grunt.  “Well, spit it out!  What’s your business here?”

“Good morning.  Is this the home of T-T-Tad O’Malley?” the stranger asked, taking another step back.

“Yes,” O’Malley huffed.

“I d-d-don’t expect you know me, sir.  My n-name is Sorrel, Pim Sorrel.  I live in the t-t-town of Treeshore, and I’m acquainted with your Uncle Cor and Aunt Iris.

O’Malley nodded once.

“I have business in N-N-Newbury d-down the Highbank Road.  Since my route led me past your wood, Iris asked me t-t-to deliver a message,” explained Sorrel, taking another step away from the flashing green eyes and quivering, bright red eyebrows.  Uncertain whether or not he would be allowed to deliver the message, he forced a small smile and added, “May I?”

Curious about Iris’ message, O’Malley flung the front door wider and motioned Sorrel inside. “Wipe your boots on the mat.  Come in.  Have a seat.”  He led Sorrel past the kitchen entryway and into the front room.  His aunt’s request to Sorrell confused him. 

Gulls from the distant coast and occasionally a robin regularly delivered letters to O’Malley from Iris every month, which he looked forward to reading.  However, post-fowl carriers could be unreliable and slow, especially in inclement weather.  In fact, sometimes Iris’ latest letters to him arrived before her previous ones.

For her to send a hand-delivered message might mean...well, anything.  O’Malley pulled on a few strands of his red beard and stomped over to two, spindle back pinewood chairs on either side of a river-stone fireplace.  His dad and granddad had carried the stones from a wide, shallow river west of their pinewood and built the fireplace years ago when he was just a sapling.  O’Malley pointed to the chair nearest the front door.  “Take a seat.”

“Thank you.”  Sorrel sighed as he sank down into the overstuffed cushion padding the chair. “It’s quite comfort-t-able.” 

O’Malley had built the chairs himself and made the cushions from material donated by Iris.  He always felt a tinge of pride when he looked at them.  “Yes, they are.  Now for the letter.”  He extended his open hand toward his visitor.

Sorrel frowned, twitched some more, and cleared his throat.  “First, I think I should t-t-tell you about some happenings that, I believe, led t-to Iris writing to you.”  He cleared his throat again.  “It’s a long story.”

O’Malley grumbled.  “I’ll fix some tea.  While you wait, think about how to be brief.”

In less than ten minutes, O’Malley returned, stomped over to Sorrel, and shoved a cup of hot pine needle tea into his visitor’s shaking hands before plopping down in the other chair.  As gruff as O’Malley could be, he reserved a small amount of politeness for his family and their acquaintances in a well deep within him.  Most likely he learned it from his parents when O’Malley was too young to object.  He could draw from this well when needed, but it took a rather long rope.

Sorrel’s nervousness subsided somewhat as he sipped his tea and looked around the room.  O’Malley’s home was comfortable, though somewhat bare.  The room smelled softly of pine.  A large basket of pinecones sat on the side of the stone hearth.  No fire was burning, for the spring season had been an unusually warm one.  The pinecones, the furniture, and even the floor and walls themselves sent out a light, pleasing fragrance.  Though Sorrel much preferred the scent of the sugar maple tree, he breathed in deeply and sighed.

O’Malley shuffled his feet impatiently.

Catching the testy look in O’Malley’s eye, Sorrel began.  “Um, as I said, I live in T-Treeshore.  My home lies within a sugar maple grove on the south side of t-t-town.  I have been a n-n-neighbor of the T-Tanberrys, your Uncle Cor’s family, for almost forty seasons.”

O’Malley recalled that the sylvan folk who lived in the coastal forest marked time in seasons instead of years.  He always wondered why but had never bothered to ask.

“Although not a close friend, I was an acquaintance of Cor.  I helped his t-two sons, your cousins Corl and Rhen, begin a sugarsap business t-t-two seasons ago.  Presently they rent a small cottage in my maple grove.  They harvest the sap from my t-trees and process it into sugarsap.  I receive 20% of the profits.  It has t-turned into a very lucrative business for them.”

O’Malley vaguely heard Sorrel’s explanation of his younger cousins’ new enterprise.  Something Sorrel said stuck in his head.  “Was,” O’Malley interrupted, “you said, ‘was an acquaintance’.”

Sorrel frowned.  “Yes.  Well, you see, n-n-near the end of winter, just a couple of months after the winter solstice, a strange ship d-docked in Haven Bay.  Normally ships d-do not sail this far n-north along our coast d-during the winter season.  Winds t-too blustery.  But, as you probably know, this past winter was rather mild.  Anyway, this ship, the Ortensia, arrived late one n-n-night and weighed anchor in our t-town’s harbor.”

Sorrel paused and drank the last of his tea.  He wanted to ask O’Malley for another cup, but his host began drumming his thick fingers upon the arm of his chair.

O’Malley glared at Sorrel from under his bushy red brows.  Is he ever going to get to the point?

Sorrel lowered his cup to his knee and continued.  “In the morning a large number of t-townsfolk, sylvans and humans, spotted the ship.  We gathered on the shore, wondering what its arrival meant and d-discussing who might be aboard.  Then a jolly boat launched and set off from the ship, making its way to our shore.  As they rowed nearer, we saw six people in the boat.  But only five were human.  One – you won’t believe it – one was a mariner!”

O’Malley raised his eyebrows.  Was Sorrel joking?  A mariner!  A sapling’s bedtime story!!  He grumbled low in this chest.

Sorrel was too excited in the telling of his story to notice O’Malley’s reaction.  “The mariner was wearing clothes like a man.  At first, I couldn’t see the pale, silvery scales covering his arms and face.  But when the mid-morning sun came out from behind the clouds, its rays shone directly on him, and iridescent colors reflected off his scales.  I saw greens, purples, and blues mingling and shifting as he moved.  It was amazing!”

Frowning at his visitor, O’Malley narrowed his eyes.  “Hmmph!  Next, you’ll be telling me about his webbed hands.”

Sorrell, missing the sarcasm, nodded cheerfully.  “When the boat approached the shore, the mariner grabbed hold of the side.  I stared hard at his hand.  Sure enough, I could just make out the layers of skin stretched between his fingers.”  Sorrell grinned.  “Although I read about mariners when I was young, I always believed that sea-people were a myth.  It’s still hard for me to believe it, even though I saw one with my own two eyes!”  Sorrel paused to catch his breath.

O’Malley stared at his visitor.  His eyebrows were raised so high they had disappeared in the bushy, red hair that bunched over his forehead.  He crossed his thick arms over his thick chest, slightly shaking his head.  Nope, won’t believe it.  Like sea dragons and cloud giants.  Then a bit of his mother’s sense of wonder pricked at his heart.  She had always kept an open mind about unusual events the woodland animals shared.  His mother had even believed some of her uncle’s outrageous tales of adventures when he was a young sylvan.  “What if they are true?”  she would say to O’Malley.  “Wouldn’t it be wonderful to live in a world where one could meet the remarkable, even the impossible?”  Tiny doubts crept into his mind.  What if Sorrel wasn’t joking.  What if he wasn’t exaggerating.  What if his tale was true.  O’Malley’s reason fought against this fanciful idea.  He shook his head again trying to order his doubts and questions into a clear, sensible explanation.  Then he remembered that Iris had sent Sorrel and not a post-fowl carrier to deliver her letter.   O’Malley leaned forward.  “Well,” he barked.  “Get on with it.”

Sorrel’s stuttering returned.  “When the jolly boat landed, the mariner and t-t-two of the men came ashore.  One man, who seemed to be the leader of the group, addressed the crowd.  ‘My n-n-name is Captain John Finn.  I’m looking for Cor T-Tanberry.  Is he here in t-t-town?’  I was too shocked and n-n-nervous to say anything.  Just then Cor appeared, running down the beach toward us.  He looked as if he had just woken up.  His buttons were only halfway d-done, his hair was tousled, and he still had a look of sleep in his eyes.”

O’Malley snorted.  He’s always been a late sleeper. 

“It seems that his eldest son, Corl, had been among the crowd who first gathered on the shore.  Later Corl t-told me that he recognized the Ortensia and knew the captain was friends with his dad.  So, he had run t-to get Cor when the jolly boat launched.  When Cor arrived, the two friends hugged and clapped each other on the back.  Then, without another word they walked away toward Great Oak Cottage with the other sailor and the mariner following.  The three who stayed in the jolly boat rowed back to the ship.

Most of the t-townsfolk remained on shore hoping for further d-d-developments.  We d-discussed all the possible reasons for this sudden and strange visit.  Others, especially the saplings and children, stood with their mouths open, astonished at having seen a real mariner.  Finally, I left the shore to open my shop in t-t-town for the d-day.”  Sorrel hesitated for a moment, staring at the empty cup in his hand.

“So, what’s the point of telling me all this!” O’Malley shouted, jumping up from his chair.

Sorrel dropped the cup, shuddered, then looked directly at O’Malley.  “Because, since that morning n-n-no t-townsfolk has laid eyes on Cor T-Tanberry.”

​
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“Just Goes to Show – Never Live by the Sea”


It is not peculiar for a house of sylvans to contain as many as thirty members. As new members are added by marriage or birth, new rooms are built. However, some sylvans marry outside of their tree clan. One prime example is Poppy Tanberry.

– Cor Tanberry, A Comprehensive History of Sylvans of the Post-Migration Age,    Chapter 9 “Social Customs Pertaining to Habitation,” pg. 18
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For several minutes O’Malley stared at Sorrel. His calloused fingers twisted several strands of his red beard as he digested every detail of Sorrel’s story.  The strange ship anchoring in Treeshore’s harbor.  Sailors and a mariner coming ashore and following Cor to his home.  And then, what?  He could have traveled up the coast road to one of the northern towns for some reason.  Or maybe he ... O’Malley gulped ... left with the sailors?

Like all the sylvans of his father’s clan, O’Malley feared the sea.  The gruff pine sylvan preferred the security and privacy of his inland pines.  The sea offered neither.  And although O’Malley’s mother was a Tanberry and had grown up near the harbor of Treeshore, he had not inherited a single drop of the Whistleton’s affinity for the sea.  Just the opposite, in fact.  To O’Malley it was a great expanse of openness with ever-changing winds, waves, and currents.   The thought of the vast ocean sent shivers racing up and down his spine.  He did not understand the Whistleton Clan’s desire to settle so close to the coast.  Every time he planned a necessary visit to Iris and Cor, O’Malley broke out in a cold sweat.  And during his infrequent visits, he kept close to their oak forest, seldom venturing into town.  Its buildings had been constructed much too close to those frightful waves lapping onto the shore.  O’Malley was no coward, but the fear of his paternal clan rooted deeply in his heart.

He tugged on the knotted strands of his beard, then broke the silence.  “You said this happened near the end of winter, and no one has seen Cor since.  Coniferous cones!  That was almost two months ago!”  O’Malley grumbled from his broad chest.  “Surely, you’re not suggesting he vanished from inside his house!  Or that he’s been hiding all this time!”

“N-n-no.  It’s just that not a single person from t-town saw him leave,” Pim stated, after picking up his teacup from the pinewood floor.  “Personally, I d-don’t think that he’s anywhere near Treeshore.”

“What about the captain and mariner?  And the ship?  Did anyone see them leave?”

Sorrel shook his head.  “No sign of anyone leaving.  The ship stayed in the harbor all that day.  The next morning, it was gone.  The men and the mariner must have returned to it during the night.”

“Then, though I think it’s completely daft, Cor simply left with the sailors.  Though why he hasn’t returned concerns me.”  O’Malley rubbed a pulsing vein on the right side of his forehead, wishing he had never opened his door.  “Hmmm.  Well, the family must know where Cor is.  Besides, Iris would have written to me at the time if she was worried about him leaving.”  He paused, remembering the letter in Sorrel’s pocket.

Sorrel had some difficulty sharing the last part of his message.  Being an extremely curious sylvan, he took great pride in his ability to know everything that went on in Treeshore.  It was this ability to listen carefully, to ask the right questions at the right time, and to share juicy pieces of information with his customers that helped him to be successful in his business.  The fact that for the last two months he had not been able to extract one small detail of Cor’s absence from Iris or her family weighed heavily on his mind.  He kept hoping that his one failure of getting inside information would not adversely affect his business transactions.  So far, it hadn’t.

Fiddling with the empty cup, Sorrel admitted he had attempted to find out more.  “A few days after the ship left, the town noticed Cor’s absence.  So, I paid a visit t-t-to Great Oak Cottage.  Iris said only that Cor was unavailable.  Then I went to my sugar maple grove and asked Corl and Rhen where their dad was.  They simply shrugged and changed the subject.  In fact, until last week, the family appeared cheerful and behaved normally.  But the town is worried.  Some believe Cor will never return.”  Pim wagged his head.  “I’ve always believed that traveling can be a d-d-dangerous business.  One never knows what one may meet upon the road or t-to what end a journey may lead a sylvan.”

O’Malley gave a quiet shiver.  He stood and stomped over to the window by the front door.  The sun shone bright upon the grassy field spread out between his front porch steps and his pinewood.

Sorrel turned in his chair, watching O’Malley’s broad back.  “At the end of last week, Rhen and Corl came t-t-to my home with a message from Iris.  ‘Would I come t-to see her?’  I hastened to her house.  Iris answered the d-door and led me into the front parlor.  I could see that she was upset.  Her eyes were red and puffy.  Her hands were shaking slightly.  She kept clasping them t-t-together trying to hold them still.  She said, ‘I hear you are going to Newbury next week.’  I t-t-told her that was correct.  Then she said, ‘It is very important a letter to my nephew, Tad O’Malley, is delivered.  He lives in a small clearing at the end of the by-path which runs from the Highbank Road into his pinewood.  It would only be two hours out of your way, and I’m prepared to compensate you for your time.’  She spoke quickly like she couldn’t get her words out fast enough.  Since she was so distressed, I agreed to make the side-trip t-to your home.  ‘One more thing,’ she added - I should say she demanded.  ‘I need you to leave tomorrow morning.’  Well, I thought to myself, this isn’t like Iris.  She is usually so calm and polite.”  Iris looked at me in a pleading kind of way and, though she never mentioned his name, I suspected her request had something t-to d-d-do with Cor.  Without another thought I agreed to her whole request.  She walked over t-to a desk, unlocked the t-top drawer, and removed a slender envelope.  Before she had a chance to close it, I noticed a few more envelopes, yellowed and wrinkled, lying inside.” 

O’Malley snorted through his nose.  Busybody-ness, he thought as he imagined Sorrel craning his neck trying to get a better look inside the drawer.

Ignoring the snort, Sorrel continued.  “Iris relocked the d-desk and thrust the envelope into my hand.  ‘Here, deliver this to Tad.  I’m counting on you.’  With that she led me t-to the front d-door, gave me a silver coin and t-told me good-bye.  So, the following morning I d-departed and here I am.”  Sorrel reached into his inner coat pocket and pulled out a long, white envelope.

O’Malley walked over and took it from him.  It was addressed to “Tad O’Malley” in Iris’ hand and sealed in yellow wax with the Whistleton crest.  The crest consisted of a mature oak tree with strange lace-like tendrils dripping from its boughs.  Under the tree seven small odd-shaped objects, like flowers of flame, lay in an arc that reached from one end of the trunk to the other. A group of stars dangling under a quarter moon hovered over the tree, slightly to the right.  Cor had this image etched on an oakwood plaque which hung over the front door of his home.  He also had the crest engraved on a silver signet ring.  Obviously, he left the ring with Iris.

The cuckoo clock in the kitchen filled the following silence with its ticking.  O’Malley could feel Sorrel’s eyes upon him as he gazed down at the envelope.  Thinking of Sorrel’s busybody-ness and how he described the letters Iris kept in a locked drawer, O’Malley smiled and placed the sealed envelope on the mantelpiece.  Just then his clock struck 11:00.  He turned toward Sorrel.  “Want some lunch?”  O’Malley chuckled under his breath as he observed the frustration on Sorrel’s thin face.  The sudden frown.  The creases above the bridge of his long nose.  And the twitch in the corner of the left eye.

Sorrel blinked several times.  I’ve gone out of my way to deliver this letter without knowing what was in it!  And I’m still not going to be enlightened!  Not given a clue!!  Sorrell rose from his chair a few inches.  On second thought, maybe, if I stayed for lunch, he might relent and read the letter in my presence.  Sorrel sat back down and forced a smile.

O’Malley returned his visitor’s smile with a stern mouth and a steely glint in his pine green eyes.

Sorrel sniffed and handed his cup to O’Malley.  “No, thanks.  No t-t-time for lunch.  I must be on my way.  Still half a d-day’s travel ahead.  Want t-t-to reach Newbury before the stores close.”

O’Malley showed him to the door, mumbled “thanks for delivering the letter,” and watched Sorrel march across the clearing to the pony and wagon, untie the hitching rope, clamber up onto the driver’s seat, and steer the pony down the long path through the woods that would take him back to Highbank Road.  Then O’Malley closed his door.  “Coniferous cones!  Finally, he’s gone.”

For the third time that day, and it was not even noon, O’Malley felt a slight sense of amusement.  All the grouchy thoughts about his interrupted breakfast were forgotten.  Sorrel may not harbor any future fond feelings for O’Malley (who must really be the most hard-hearted of sylvans not to share the contents of the letter with him), but O’Malley in his strange way enjoyed watching Sorrel’s reactions to his gruff secrecy.  Maybe it was a littleness on O’Malley’s part, but he considered busybody-ness to be a very silly trait.  It deserved to be laughed at.  So, he did.

O’Malley glanced across the room at the envelope resting on the mantlepiece.  The letters spelling out his name looked larger, bolder than Iris’ usual writing, and appeared almost threatening.  And the ink.  As black as a starless winter night.  The letters disturbed him.  He felt a strong urge to light a fire and toss the thing into the flames.

Instead, he picked up the teacups and left the room.  Entering the kitchen, O’Malley set the cups into the sink, cleared the remains of his late breakfast, then washed the dishes.  Only when the kitchen was tidy did O’Malley return to the front room.  The envelope was still waiting.  With a deep sigh, he took it from the mantle.  The clock ticked, sending the minute hand down moment by moment.  O’Malley stared at the envelope in his hand.  The clock chimed the half hour.  “Why am I putting this off?  Open it and be done!”  Yet, he still hesitated.  A tiny thought formed in his head.  Once I break the seal and read it, I won’t be able to unread it.  He knew the message might be urgent.  Iris was likely reaching out to him for... advice?  Help?  O’Malley shook his head as several “what if’s” whirled around in his mind.  “Enough!”  he shouted to the empty room.  He broke the seal, tore open the envelope, unfolded the letter, and read.
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“A Coming Change”


O’Malley looks forward to sitting on his front porch at the end of every day, reading books from his mother’s small library while there is sunlight to read by. Then, he sips his homebrew of pinesap ale and listens to the family of nightingales, who nest in the southwest corner of the yard.


– Rhen Tanberry, “My Cousin Tad’s Favorite Things” journal entry, pg. 7

***
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To my dear Tad,

I enjoyed hearing from you last month.  I’m glad that the warm winter did not adversely affect your beloved pine grove.  I hear that pine bark rot can be difficult to treat once it takes hold of a tree.

Please forgive me if this letter to you is less solicitous than usual.  I’ve had a shock regarding your Uncle Cor.  He’s been away on a journey with an old friend.  He kept the reason for the trip a secret from everyone except me and bound me to secrecy as well.  I don’t believe it was because Cor foresaw any danger.  I think he simply enjoyed being mysterious about the whole thing.  Anyway, I’ve had no misgivings.  Until a few days ago.  I received a letter from Cor.  I cannot explain in writing what was in the letter or why it has frightened me.  You must come here and read the letter yourself.  I can best accurately and sufficiently explain the whole business in person.  I know I’m asking much from you.  Please believe me when I say that only the most serious doubts and worries would compel me to ask you to leave your home. 

I do not know what advice you will give me or what your plans will be once you understand the circumstances.  But I know several of the family will gladly take care of your trees while you’re gone.  Please come as soon as you can.

Your ever-loving aunt,

Iris

***
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O’Malley read the letter twice before the full meaning hit him like a falling pine tree.  Iris believes that Cor’s in trouble and that I may be away from my pines for longer than I’ve ever been.  He felt a curious heaviness and slightly sick feeling in the pit of his stomach.  O’Malley closed his dark green eyes and leaned against the cool stones of the fireplace.  Pulling on his beard, he thought about those rare, short absences from home when he would visit the Tanberrys.  At the end of every week-long visit, O’Malley had rushed out their door and ran all the way home.

The heaviness in his stomach turned into a flutter.  A tingle spread across his brain.  Strange images whirled through his mind - images he had seen only in books.  Snow-capped mountains, a giant waterfall, splashing rivers, and a peaceful lake.  But now they seemed more real, intensely more real, than the pictures in books.

O’Malley dropped into his favorite chair.  Sounds whispered in his ears – sounds of wings, falling rocks, soft humming, and, far off, yelling.  Something clicked in O’Malley’s heart.  Deep down he sensed change was coming.

He opened his eyes.  The sunlight shone bright through the window.  Dust motes swirled in the rays.  Outside a finch chirped in the azalea bushes under the window.  The images and sounds diminished.  A few seconds later, the sensations had passed.  O’Malley read the letter a third time.  “No,” he decided, “Iris is overreacting.  If Cor’s able to write and send letters, he’s fine.”  O’Malley placed the letter back in the envelope, then rubbed his forehead and temples while grumbling in his throat.  “I’ll simply visit Iris.  Discuss the matter with her.  Give whatever advice I can.  Then, I’ll come home.”  He pushed the residual fear and doubt to the back of his mind.

A three-day journey, two and a half if he hurried, lay immediately before him.  O’Malley always enjoyed a brisk walk.  He decided to leave for Treeshore that evening, which meant he needed to start preparing for the trip.

Cleaning his small house didn’t take long.  A few sweeps with the broom and wipes with a dust cloth completed the interior task.  Then O’Malley went outside and tackled his vegetable and herb garden growing on the south side of his house.  It took him only an hour to get it ready.  He was usually out there weeding, hoeing, planting, and mulching every morning, so there was not a whole lot for him to do in the yard before leaving.  He picked some spring onions for Iris and filled a carton of early strawberries for his cousin Hyacinth.

When he finished in his garden, O’Malley walked back to the house, laid the produce on his porch, and fixed a quick lunch - a cheese sandwich, applesauce canned last autumn, and a mug of chamomile brew.  O’Malley decided to pack the rest of the honey wheat loaf, another jar of applesauce, a slab of hard yellow cheese, and a bag of walnuts for the trip.

After washing up his lunch dishes, O’Malley climbed to his sleeping loft.  He grabbed the traveling pack stored under his pinewood bed, which his grandfather had built.  Carved shapes of trees and interlacing vines decorated the headboard.  O’Malley set the pack on top of the quilt his mother had made.  He packed an extra pair of pants, socks, and two shirts as he grumbled about his annoying uncle.

“Cor and his foolish curiosity!  That’s at the root of this whole mess!  He’s always reading about family history.  Always talking about great grandfather this or great-great uncle that.  Should spend more time taking care of his oak trees!”

O’Malley was interested in his own family history to a certain extent, but not like Cor.  It was a positive passion with his uncle.  O’Malley shook his head, closed his pack, and walked downstairs.  He thought about Cor’s odd taste in friends.  “A ship’s captain!  It comes from choosing to live near the coast.  I’ll never understand the Tanberrys.  What a mess!  Granddad always said, ‘Living in strange places leads to making strange friends which automatically leads to being in strange messes!’  And now Iris is asking me, from among all the sylvans she knows, for help!”  He emitted another throat grumble. 

It never occurred to O’Malley that Iris’s fondness for him included her recognizing, not only courage, but clear-headedness and perseverance - traits needed for living a solitary life like O’Malley’s.  Living alone often meant tackling difficulties without help.  But O’Malley never gave this aspect of his life a second thought.  He simply knew that he was happy and content.

When he reached his front door, O’Malley set his traveling pack beside the produce on the porch and began a tour of the trees surrounding the clearing.  O’Malley did this daily.  He loved strolling through his woods in the afternoons.  As usual, he kept a sharp eye out for any signs of wildfire (though he had no real worries about this since the thunderstorm two weeks ago was likely to be the last until autumn).  O’Malley also inspected his trees for signs of the diseases prevalent among the pine family.  This concerned him more than usual because the unseasonable warmth of the past few months was a strong ingredient for the breeding of pine bark rot and needle spores- both fatal to pines.  However, he was quite capable of dealing with all these potential disasters if he caught them in the beginning stages.

O’Malley loved listening to the wind whistling through the trees as it gently blew the top boughs, causing them to sway gracefully from side to side.  It was like the trees were dancing with each other in some planned rhythmic pattern.  The pine fragrance wafted around him, and he breathed in deeply.  Normally, his route took him deep into the forest, but not today.

“Hey! Tomkin!” he called over to a grey squirrel who lived in the southern part of the pinewood.  “Seen anything?”  O’Malley usually received woodland news from the squirrels and robins who, alone among the local animals, enjoyed talking with anyone they met in the forest. 

“Tchtchtch, O’Malley,” Tomkin replied.  “Nope.  Been hopping, jumping, twitching, and climbing all morning.  Nothing to worry about.”

O’Malley nodded his head and headed toward the west side of the pines.  As he continued his route, O’Malley thought about Sorrel’s story regarding the mariner.  “Sounds so alien,” he said aloud to the trees.  “Humans are strange enough.  But mariners – scales, webbed hands.  Living underwater.  If they exist, can’t be fond of trees.”  O’Malley stopped to inspect a pine sapling.  “Probably wouldn’t know what a tree is,” he concluded. O’Malley turned into the northern section of pines while marveling, for the zillionth time, at his uncle’s ability to be so at ease among non-sylvans and so near the sea. 

A few hours later O’Malley completed his circuit and returned to the clearing.  He stopped halfway to his cabin and looked around.  O’Malley remembered the day, when he was just a sapling, how he had watched his granddad and dad build this cabin together.  His mother, refusing to be left out, joined in.  She almost single-handedly gathered the pine needles into bundles, carried them up the ladder, and thatched the roof.  O’Malley’s heart swelled with pride.  Then, he sighed and turned toward a neatly trimmed grassy area across the lawn.  Three small engraved white stones stood side by side among a scattering of pink and white impatiens growing in the dappled sunlight.  Except for those stones, everything looked as right as a sturdy pine loaded with cones.

O’Malley turned and stomped up the porch steps and strode to the door, firmly closing and locking it.  He placed the brass key in his pocket, hoisted his pack onto his back, plunked his pine-straw hat on his head, and clutched the carton of strawberries with one hand.  The bag of onions he slung over his shoulder.  After grabbing the umbrella leaning next to the door, O’Malley walked across the wide lawn to the three stones.  He stood for several minutes with his head bowed and silently promised his grandad and parents that he would return as soon as possible.  With one final farewell, he marched toward the path Sorrel had taken several hours before.  Sunset was an hour away.  O’Malley decided to reach Highbank Road and travel three miles north before stopping for the night.  There were plenty of comfortable, grassy places where travelers could safely camp along the road, but he wanted to stop where the outskirts of his pinewood bordered the wide meadow that spread north to the Great West Road.

The thick layer of pine straw muffled the sound of O’Malley’ boots as he hiked down the familiar pinewood path.  He knew every twist and turn; every stone that lay in its path; every rabbit burrow dug among the tree roots; and every pine growing on either side.  Nearby the tippity-chippity-tap-tap of a woodpecker made O’Malley pause and listen.  He noticed a spotted pine snake slithering across the path a few yards ahead.  It moved under a young pine whose branches sheltered a family of pine grosbeaks.  Their bright red feathers stood out among the greens of the spring pine needles.  The late afternoon sun, too drowsy to penetrate the thick trees, dimly lit the path in a warm glow.  O’Malley thought about turning around and going back home.  He could send Iris a letter and tell her it wasn’t convenient for him to leave or that there was a load of work he needed to take care of.  Both were true.  He sighed a third time, then grumbled.  And took another step away from home.

As the sun sank wearily, inching its way to the horizon, O’Malley reached Highbank Road, turned left, and headed north.  Through his boots, he felt the change from soft, pine straw to hard, stone.  Highbank Road was paved with cobblestones taken from a quarry located in a valley about eighty miles north.  O’Malley knew that the road continued past the quarry and wound north into the faraway white pine forest of his paternal family.  However, he had no idea if the road extended past Knob Hill Path and Newbury.  No one he knew ever traveled that far south.

The sun threw out its last rays before handing the sky over to the moon and stars.  Under his load, O’Malley shuffled along the road.  The scent of meadow grass floated on the cool breeze.  “Time to stop for the night,” O’Malley mumbled.  Feeling uncomfortable sleeping in the openness of the meadows, he always camped among the last of the pines on these rare trips to Treeshore.  He stepped off the road and tossed his umbrella up the steep embankment.  The bag of onions and heavy pack followed.  Carrying the strawberries, O’Malley climbed the short hill and entered a small clearing among a scattering of young pines.  He gathered all his belongings from where they had landed on top of the embankment and set them down in the clearing.  After a quick supper of cheese and bread, O’Malley strolled to a small stream and filled his canteen.  Then he returned, gathered pine needles for a bed, and lay down.

The cool air felt good.  O’Malley watched the stars peep down at him from between the tops of the pines.  For a moment he felt happy and at peace.  He closed his drowsy eyes, but at the edge of sleep, his contrary mind spun a revolving series of questions – Where is Cor?  What has he been doing since he left?  Is he still on the ship?  When will he return?  What was in the letter he wrote to Iris?

O’Malley did not recognize the seeds of adventure sprouting within him.  If he had, he would have made a conscious effort to put these questions aside and think only of his home among the pines.  But he didn’t.  He didn’t notice the growing number of questions, nor did he understand that the questions might lead him to pursue the answers.
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Chapter 4
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“Gwen”


Northern fays’ gray wings illuminate naturally in flickers and winks. Each fay has its own unique pattern of light, but, somehow, all together the lights blink in harmony with the others. Western and tropical fays’ wings are quite different.


–Tad O’Malley, “Fays and their Ways”, a pamphlet, paragraph 4

***
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A dense white fog rolled into O’Malley’s camp early on the third morning.  He had traveled at a steady pace for two days and reached the Coastal Path at noon the day before.  He was now just nine miles away from Treeshore.  O’Malley grumbled at the thought that soon he would see the waters of Haven Bay and hear the breaking of the waves upon the shore. 

He sat up and tossed his traveling blanket to one side, then shivered and looked around.  The cool, damp fog hid the large forest of white oaks growing on both sides of the Coastal Path.  This path had been blazed and paved at the founding of Treeshore and its harbor, about two-hundred and fifty years ago.  Cor had told O’Malley that his ancestors, O’Malley’s too on his mother’s side, had been among the first of its inhabitants.  Cor even had some old records revealing that one of his great-great-uncles helped with the construction of the buildings.  In payment for his help, the town had given him and his family the 440-acre oak wood that grew on the western and northern outskirts of town.  The Tanberrys had lived there ever since.

O’Malley reached for his pack and removed the last of his food.  When he finished eating, he collected his belongings and began the final section of the journey.  He usually felt glad that the oaks grew thickly along the path to Treeshore.  On every visit, he told Cor and Iris, “They hide the view of the blasted seacoast.  Wish it would drown out its sounds too.”  But now, enveloped in the fogbank, it felt like the trees had become a foreboding presence.  O’Malley slowed his pace and peered at the grey, shapeless oaks rising in the fog.  He clutched his umbrella tighter.  Gradually the morning light broke through several areas of the low-lying cloud. And in those places O’Malley glimpsed oak branches covered in new and budding spring leaves.  He loosened his grip on the umbrella.

O’Malley was only five miles from Treeshore when he noticed something else.  It had been unusually quiet since he awoke, but now a heavy silence descended on the path.  Again, he stopped and looked around.

Normally the area was full of morning woodland whistles, chirps, and screeks from bright tanagers, red cardinals, sparrows, and the occasional gull that flew in from the shore.  Squirrels also chattered and frolicked in the trees, which provided an overabundance of acorns.  But that morning, there was no sign of any other living thing.  With a low voice, O’Malley said, “I guess, maybe, the thick fog is muffling the sounds.”  He continued along the path, tramping through the quiet for a few more minutes.

Suddenly, from the thick fog overhead, a high-pitched voice screamed. “Aaahhh!”

A shower of young oak leaves fluttered past his face and scattered over the path at his feet.  He looked up.  Something brushed past his cheek and fell into his beard.  Immediately, he felt it tugging at the red, bushy hairs covering his right jaw.  But before O’Malley had the chance to discover what it was, twigs, small stones, and acorns flew through the fog and pelted O’Malley’s head and shoulders.  It was impossible to clearly see the branches high overhead, but he guessed that that was where the tiny missiles were coming from. 

Then he heard it.  A sound he never wanted to hear again.  A mix of hoarse barking and manic twittering.  “Rabidus squirrels!!” he exclaimed.

Black as ebony, and just as strong, these squirrels are not your average woodland variety. They are leaderless nomads, moving from wood to wood, attacking other animals at will with no regard to size or kind.  Be it bird, rabbit, snake, or even other squirrels, these deadly creatures come against any reckless or heedless animal in their path.  O’Malley had an army of them move through his pinewood many years ago.  It had taken him weeks to drive them from his home and months to fix all the damage they had done to his trees and to the surviving inhabitants in his pinewood.

The high-pitched voice cried out from his beard, “Don’t just stand there!  Run!!” 

O’Malley broke into a sprint, dashing down the path towards Treeshore.  His pack and the bag of onions protected his back from the squirrels’ artillery.  His pine straw hat shielded his head.  But the squirrels refused to give up their attack.  As they leapt through the trees, keeping pace with O’Malley, several pulled ahead with their supplies of ammunition.  Other units of the horde dashed back and forth through the trees, staying behind and above him.  All kept O’Malley in their sites.  And their aim was accurate.

O’Malley continued running.  Every stride carried him closer to safety, but, at every step, rocks struck his body and limbs.  Large plum stones, collected from a far-off grove, bashed against his face.  He slipped and staggered on thorny branches thrown down upon his path. O’Malley’s left foot slid out from beneath him, and he stumbled forward.  His right hand, still grasping the umbrella, instinctively reached out, ready to break his fall.  But the tip of the umbrella struck the path instead.  O’Malley regained his balance and kept running, kicking and sweeping the piles of woody snares that threatened to catch him.  This necessary precaution slowed his escape.  As did the squirrels’ next plan of assault.  Large oak limbs that they had chewed and ripped from the trees crashed upon the path.  The attack against O’Malley continued with a seemingly endless supply of sharp, stabbing projectiles and bone-breaking ammunition.  O’Malley had no doubt that if he fell, he wouldn’t get back up.

All morning, since the voice commanded him to run, O’Malley had raced down the Coastal Path, ducking and weaving his way toward safety while dodging as many of the squirrels’ missiles as he could.  So intent on escape, he had not noticed that the fog had lifted with the rising sun.  As he ran past a small, ramshackle shed tilting beside the path, a final branch was thrown, hitting the ground at his heels.  O’Malley slowed only when the sounds of rustling leaves and far-off wind chimes drifted in with the salty breeze.  He had reached the town’s border.

Rabidus squirrels, though fearless in woodlands, refuse to enter towns or villages, unless under cover of a moonless night or in the midst of a murky mist.  However, they also refuse to retreat when they outnumber their victims a hundred to one.

Ignoring the squirrels’ vile chitterings and obnoxious tail shakings from the treetops behind him, O’Malley stumbled off the path, then stopped to rest beside another empty shed.  Dropping his umbrella, the onions, and the strawberries on the ground, O’Malley leaned over, placed his hands upon his knees, and breathed deeply.  His bushy beard and the red hair that had escaped from his hat were chock full of hard nuts and thorny sticks.  Several bruises were forming on his left cheek.  His torn, blood-spotted clothes showed that the squirrels’ attack had inflicted several wounds on his arms and legs.  Blood from a deep cut on his wrist dripped upon a clump of rank weeds growing at one corner of the shed.  He pulled a handkerchief from his shirt pocket and pressed it to the wound, staunching the flow of blood, then gently wrapped the cloth around his wrist.  After a cursory inspection of his other wounds, he decided they could wait until he arrived at Great Oak Cottage.  Then O’Malley gave his attention to the activity going on in his beard.

A fay, struggling to disentangle herself from the wiry red hair wrapped around her arms and wings (O’Malley’s sore chin testified that she tugged as hard as she could), became more ensnared with every attempt she made to free herself.

“Hold there!’ O’Malley shouted.  “You’ll soon be pulling the hair out by the roots!”  Very gently, he unwrapped the coarse strands that completely ensnared the fay.  His callous fingers, careful not to damage the fay, slowly worked his beard bristles away from her lavender face and arms, and her smoky grey wings.  He heard the fay sigh with relief when he removed the last strand wrapped around her tiny ankles.  O’Malley placed her in his hand, giving her time to recover.

The fay, about the length of a long leaf pinecone, sat in his palm, her slim legs dangling over his thumb.  Short, curly black hair covered her sweaty forehead.  Several damp tendrils gathered behind her ears and at the base of her neck.  Fresh dirt splattered the front of her sleeveless, knee length, pale pink tunic which opened in the back to reveal drooping gray wings.  She didn’t seem seriously hurt, but her lower left-back wing bent unnaturally forward. 

“You alright?” O’Malley asked.

“Yes,” the fay answered weakly, “my wing is only dislocated, I think.  Nudge it back into place and I should be fine.”

As O’Malley carefully maneuvered her wing back into place, memories of the previous summer pushed his immediate thoughts from his mind.  One night just before mid-summer, O’Malley had glanced out of his kitchen window and saw gleams of dancing light appearing within the borders of his pinewood.  They were not the blinking lights of fireflies, so he walked out to investigate.  At first O’Malley stood on his front porch, watching the mesmerizing movements of the fays’ lights as they gracefully wove in and out of the trees.  When he concluded that his trees were in no danger, he sat down on the steps, enjoying the peaceful display.

The fays eventually noticed their silent, solitary audience, and flew over to him.  The conversation that followed developed a friendship between O’Malley and the fays.  He enjoyed listening to the high, sing-song lilt in their voices as they shared with him stories of their recent travels.  “We fays flit from place to place seeking new experiences and never stay in one area more than a season,” Handel, one of the fays, had explained to O’Malley.  “But we like to stay in northern places.  Oh!  The colors of spring!  Lazy summer days!  Rich autumn crops!  Snowflake dances!”

During that summer, O’Malley had shared tidbits about his life among the pines.  The fays came to admire his deep connection to his home.  They found it strange, yet touching, that any creature could be so lovingly tied to one place.  Night after night, for the rest of the summer, O’Malley sat on his front porch sharing a pitcher of honeysuckle-aide with the fays, listening to their stories, and watching their lights.  The first day of autumn had been a sad one.

Though O’Malley stared the fay in his hand, she saw that he was miles away in his thoughts.  After a few minutes, she stood and tapped her foot.  “Ahem,” she said.

O’Malley blinked and returned to the present.  Glancing at her back, he asked, “Feel better?”

The fay spread her wing then flexed it from top to bottom.  “Yes, much better.  Thanks.”

“Hmmph.  Good.  Who are you?”

“My name is Gwenoflynomyn but just call me Gwen.”

“My name’s O’Malley.  Tad O’Malley.  On my way to my aunt’s house.  Will take you with me.  You can rest there.”  O’Malley slung his pack across his back, then gathered up the onions, strawberries, and umbrella.  It was difficult to hold all three in his one free hand, but the route from the Coastal Path that he always took to Great Oak Cottage was now less than a mile away.

O’Malley divided his attention between scanning the oaks on his left (he wanted to make sure he didn’t miss his turning) and watching Gwen who, having sat back down in his hand, kept yawning and stretching her arms.  There were three things about her that confused him.  Things that Handel had told him about fays.  “We’ll be at the house in about twenty minutes,” he said.  “Want to tell me what happened?”

Gwen hesitated.  Normally she did not confide in strangers.  But she was thankful for O’Malley’s help.  Without his timely arrival, she would not have escaped the Rabidus squirrels. Besides, she liked O’Malley’s deep, gravelly voice and the gentle way he had freed her from his beard.  She turned and, shifting her legs over to the other side of his hand, peered up into his face.  “My colony has been enjoying the spring season in a grove of elms and sweetgums several miles south of here.  The elms are free from those vicious bark beetles that have recently migrated into this area.  Plus, their samara fruit is delicious.  So, we decided to extend our stay into the summer season.  But samara fruit and sweetgum berries, however delicious, can grow monotonous after a while, so a group of us planned an excursion to this white oak grove to collect some catkins - those dangling green flowers.” 

O’Malley, listening to Gwen’s story, reached the turn-off that allowed him to reach Cor and Iris’ house without using the main road that led through the town.  And to the shore.

Gwen continued, “On our arrival we met and befriended a family of grey squirrels - the Bushburys.  They welcomed us and invited us to stay with them during our visit.  The youngest Bushbury is named Dwib.  He and I became good friends.

It took us a few nights to gather all the catkins we wanted and yesterday evening we decided to return to our colony, but Dwib had caught a cold.  His mother asked me to delay my departure for one day and keep Dwib company while he recuperated.  She explained that Dwib’s grandmother was concocting a medicine which would have him back on his tail within twenty-four hours.  So, I agreed to stay with him an extra day, and catch up with the other fays later.  Then, early this morning a terrible ruckus arose in the neighboring woods.  Loud twitterings, shrill whistles, and alarms filled the air and drew closer to us.  The sounds of panic were coming from the northwest.  Within seconds, birds flying from that direction gave us the news.  Rabidus squirrels were headed our way!  The Bushburys and the rest of the woodland grey squirrels desperately raced to hide deep inside hollow trees.  Some took refuge in underground burrows.  I, however, decided
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