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    With Ravens Passing The Moon


   
      Death waited on the other side of Nana’s bedroom door. Death lay in Nana’s bed, buried in a shawl. Death stirred in the half-light and said, “Come in, Lilly. Don’t be shy now.”


      Death had Nana’s voice too.


      “Well?” Uncle John said, nudging Lilly in the back. “Don’t keep your Nana waiting.”


      Lilly nodded, but she still couldn’t quite take the last step.


      It wasn’t Nana on the other side of the door.


      Nana was a big smile. She was the smell of cigarettes and perfume. She was a blue pinafore, its pockets rattling with wrapped sweets. But none of that waited for her in the bedroom.


      “Stop dawdling, child. Go.” Uncle John turned the knob and pushed the door open.


      “Let me see you, Lilly,” Nana said from the bed. “Come closer.”


      Lilly’s legs shivered.


      “Don’t be afraid,” Nana said, and something of her smile shined through.


      “Nana?”


      Nana laughed. “Who else would it be?”


      Death, Lilly thought. Death was good at hide and seek. It had hidden in her parents’ car and jumped out one night during a rainstorm. Was it here now, playing hide and seek with her Nana too?


      “Sorry,” Lilly said.


      “Come to me. I have something to tell you. Hurry now, we don’t have much time.”


      Lilly took root.


      “Don’t be rude, Lilly. Go to your Nana.” Uncle John nudged her in the back, but Lilly didn’t move.


      “Leave the child alone, John. She doesn’t need you prodding and poking. She’ll come to me in her own time. Won’t you, Lilly?”


      Lilly nodded, but the distance from her feet to the bed seemed a million miles.


      “The child is spoiled,” Uncle John said. “You coddle her, mother.”


      “And I didn’t do the same for you and Maude, John?”


      He snorted. “She should respect her elders. That’s what Maude couldn’t do, and I’ve had to try to do ever since…ever since…”


      In that unfinished sentence was a rainy night, and a winding road, and death playing hide and seek there.


      “Don’t you dare bring your sister into this,” Nana said.


      “And why not? If Maude hadn’t spoiled the child—”


      “Quiet!” Nana said.


      Lilly heard her mother’s name and it was alien and familiar all at the same time. What she remembered was her mother’s hair falling on pale shoulders like a shadow across the snow.


      She remembered the summer and the beach, and the rain that night. She remembered the scream of tires and the shattering of glass.


      She remembered…


      “Whatever you say, mother, but the child needs to learn some respect.”


      Nana laughed.


      “That’s rich, coming from you.”


      “What is that supposed to mean?”


      Nana shifted in the shadows, rearranging her bones on the pillow.


      “Go, John. I don’t have time for the past and little enough left of the future. So, go.”


      “I know what you’re up to, mother. I know what you mean to do.”


      “Go, John. Go before you say something you’ll regret.”


      “You’re going to leave me out of the will, aren’t you? I know it. That’s why you wanted to see her. You’re going to leave it all to the child.”


      Lilly didn’t know the word ‘will’, but it carried weight like a lot of adult words. Adults could steal the air from a room and make it unbreathable, and all with a single word.


      Nana knew a word that could shake a whole house.


      “Leave!” Nana shouted.


      Lilly’s body rattled.


      “Fine, mother. Have it your way,” Uncle John said, “but don’t think you can trick me out of what is rightfully mine. Don’t you think that for a second.” He turned and stamped his way on every step going down into the house.


      “That boy has always been trouble. Stubborn since I gave birth to him,” Nana said. “Your mother was eager to meet me, but if that one could have stayed inside a month longer, he would have.”


      Nana sounded like Nana again, and the smile was fully in her voice.


      “Well, are you going to stand there all day?” Nana said.


      Lilly approached the bed.


      “Sorry,” she said.


      “There’ll be no sorry today. Promise me. No sorry.”


      “I promise.”


      Nana closed her hand over Lilly’s and squeezed. It wasn’t the hand Lilly knew. It was dry and brittle like autumn leaves. “There now. Not so scary, am I?”


      “No,” Lilly said.


      Nana pulled Lilly close enough to whisper into her ear. “This is important, Lilly. I don’t have much time left. I’m going tonight.”


      “Where are you going?” Lilly said.


      “Where we all hope to go.” Nana’s eyes drifted to the ceiling and the promise in the sky beyond. “You know what I’m talking about, don’t you?”


      Lilly followed the gaze and saw what Nana saw beyond the roof of the farmhouse.


      “You’re going to see mum and dad in Heaven?” Lilly said.


      Nana squeezed her hand.


      “I believe so. My mother too, and your grandfather. So, you mustn’t be sad when I go. Do you understand me?”


      Lilly felt the weight of the words, but couldn’t fully hold them.


      “How do you know you’re going?” she said.


      Nana stared at the ceiling.


      “I’m an elephant, Lilly,” she said, her voice filled with laughter.


      “No, you’re not, Nana.”


      “Oh, yes I am. Older you get, the more elephant you become.”


      Lilly shook her head. “I don’t get it.”


      “An elephant knows when its time is up. They feel it deep down, and do you know what they do?”


      “What do they do?”


      “When their time’s up, they tramp off to a hidden part of the jungle and lay their heads down. They call that an elephant graveyard.” Nana took her gaze from the imagined heavens above, and found Lilly’s eyes. “Well, I don’t have any place to tramp off to, but I’ve got the sense about me to know when my time’s up, and when to lay my head down.”


      “No,” Lilly said.


      “Yes.”


      “I won’t let you.” Lilly squeezed her Nana’s hand, and felt it crackle at the touch.


      “You must. And you mustn’t be sad, either. You’ll have an important job to do, Lilly. The most important job of all. That’s why I called you here.”


      “What job?” she said.


      “You’ll help me?”


      Lilly shook a yes from her head.


      “Good. Good. It’s very simple. You won’t have any trouble. All you have to do is watch for a bird.”


      Lilly scrunched up her face.


      “A bird?”


      “Yes. One will visit the house after I’m gone. Are you following me, Lilly?”


      She followed, but couldn’t begin to imagine where it might lead. Why did Nana want her to watch for a bird? What did that have to do with going to Heaven?


      “Yes, Nana.”


      “It’ll be a raven, or a crow. You know what they look like, don’t you?”


      “Black,” Lilly said.


      “Yes. Black feathers. You’ll see one land on the roof. Just one, mind you.”


      Lilly never saw them alone. They were like the rain. One drop followed another.


      “What if there’s more than one?”


      “There won’t be.”


      “But—”


      Nana placed a finger over Lilly’s lips.


      “You trust me, don’t you?”


      Lilly nodded.


      “A bird will come calling, and you’ll be here to see that bird takes off again, won’t you? You’ll make sure that bird gets away safely and none of the cats get at it?”


      There were only two cats around Nana’s farm, both wild. But Lilly couldn’t remember the last time she’d seen either.


      “I—” she said.


      “Won’t you?” Nana said.


      “But what if—”


      “Won’t you?”


      Lilly nodded.


      “Good girl.” Nana cupped Lilly’s chin. “I knew I could trust you.”


      “What’s so special about a bird?” Lilly said.


      Nana chuckled, and it was dry twigs in a fire. “Well now, something’s got to carry me up to Heaven, and a bird it’ll be.”


      Lilly looked to the window. Nana could fit through that window, she supposed, but there wasn’t a bird big enough to carry her in its beak, especially not a raven, or a crow.


      “How will it carry you?” Lilly said.


      Nana chuckled. “Oh, it won’t be taking my body, you silly goose. The bird will be carrying my soul.”


      “What’s that?”


      “That’s what’s left when we take everything else away.” Nana waved a hand over herself. “This is just the wrapping on the present.”


      “I don’t get it,” Lilly said.


      “There’s a part of us that nobody can see. A hidden part set free once all the other parts are gone. That’s the soul.”


      Lilly tried to imagine what a soul was, but what came to mind was the time she’d seen an X-ray of her broken ankle.


      “Nobody can see? Even on an X-ray?” Lilly said.


      “Even on that.”


      “The birds can see, though?”


      Nana tried to nod but it was a shiver on the pillow.


      “Yes. And that’s why I need you. You have to make sure the bird that comes to pick me up doesn’t get chased away by the cats, or anything else. Understand? You have to make sure it carries me away safe. Promise?”


      “Promise.”


      “Good,” Nana said, her voice fading. “You’re a good girl, Lilly. Nana loves you,” she said, and reached out with her hand, but it never touched Lilly’s face.

    

    
      * * *


      “What’s your name?” The funeral man said.


      For two days Lilly had watched the house from the tree swing. Two days without birds. The only visitors to Nana’s farmhouse were the funeral men who’d come that morning.


      All in black from hat to shoes, they arrived in three cars: two small, one long. And each man a mirror to their vehicle. Two short, one tall.


      The tallest stood before Lilly.


      “My name’s Lilly,” she said.


      “Oh, yes. You’d be the granddaughter. Your Grandmother was a very good woman, I hear.”


      On tip-toes, Lilly walked herself and the swing back, then let herself go and added a nod in with the motion.


      “We’ll do her proud, miss,” the funeral man said, “don’t you worry about that. She’ll look good as new.”


      Lilly dug her toes into the earth and stopped her swing.


      “What do you mean?”


      “You know? Makeup?” He mimed the application of mascara and lipstick on his face.


      Lilly didn’t know anything of the strange theatre adults made when someone died. It was all a pantomime acted out on a stage they’d kept from her after the death of her parents.


      “Why would you put makeup on Nana?”


      The funeral man, like many funeral men, was more comfortable around the dead than he was the living. He coughed, and adjusted his tie, then looked for something and everything in the world that wasn’t a little girl.


      “It’s just what we do when someone passes,” he said, to the sky.


      “What for?”


      He coughed again and adjusted a tie that didn’t need adjusting.


      “To make them look presentable.”


      “For who?”


      The funeral man studied his face in the mirrored shine of his black shoes.


      “For the family and those attending the funeral. Wouldn’t be proper if we didn’t. Have to have your Nana looking good for everyone when they see her.”


      “See her?”


      The funeral man stared out across the fields at nothing at all.


      “Oh, has nobody informed you of the procedures? The services?”


      Lilly shook her head.


      “I think, perhaps, your uncle should be the one to tell you. It would only be proper. It’ll be about a week or so from now, so you’ll have plenty of time for him to walk you through it all.”


      “When?” Lilly said.


      “A week, most likely. But it can take a little longer, sometimes.”


      Lilly cast her gaze to the house. She imagined Nana’s body lying in the thick dark upstairs, as still as a neatly made bed.


      But Lilly’s thoughts weren’t still.


      Would Nana have to wait alone in that room for a week until the funeral man took her away? Would the bird come before then?


      “No, I mean when are you taking Nana away?”


      The funeral man suddenly found his fingernails fascinating. “Sometime before lunch, I’d say.”


      Lilly scanned the roof for birds, and seeing none, she jumped off the swing.


      “You can’t take her. Not yet.”


      “It’s okay, miss. We’ll be very careful.” The funeral man spoke as if Nana was a package.


      “You can’t take her yet,” Lilly said, fists balled. “The bird hasn’t come yet.”


      “Bird?”


      “The bird. I haven’t seen one yet. You can’t take Nana until the bird has come.”


      “Pardon me, miss, but what bird would this be?”


      “The bird. The bird,” Lilly said.


      She pushed past him, then ran a frantic line left to right as she scanned the rooftop.


      “The bird,” she said. “Nana can’t go until the bird comes.”


      “Does your Nana have a bird, miss? What kind of bird is it? A parrot?”


      The funeral man followed her gaze to the roof.


      “No,” Lilly said.


      “A budgie?”


      “Nana can’t go if the bird isn’t here to take her. I have to make sure the bird takes her.”


      The funeral man had hugged a thousand sobbing men, two thousand sobbing women, and twice that number again of sobbing children. With each he’d uttered the same cold cliché; time is a great healer. Now his arms were limp, and he lost his familiar words.


      “Miss, if you’ll just calm down for a second, I’ll get your uncle for you. Okay?”


      There was no calm near Lilly. “I don’t need him. I have to wait for the bird.”


      Why hadn’t the bird visited as Nana said it would? What if it came and Nana wasn’t in the house? What happened if it couldn’t carry her soul away?


      “Okay, miss. I know you’re upset. Just you wait here, and I’ll fetch your uncle.”


      What if it isn’t true? Lilly thought. What if Nana made it up, so I wouldn’t be sad? Adults tell lies. They all tell lies.


      The rain, and the road, and a night long ago came to her mind. Words pitter-pattered through time and washed down across Lilly’s memory.


      “It’s going to be all right, we’re nearly there,” Mum had said.


      “Another five minutes. It looks a lot worse than it is, Lilly,” said her father.


      And her own voice, such a tiny voice under the rain, “I’m scared.”


      “Nothing to be scared about. It’s just a little rain. It’s just a little—”


      Lightning bleached her memories.


      Thunder cracked them in two.


      A tyre screaming. The world spinning like clothes in a washing machine.


      “Lilly! You stop this nonsense, right now,” Uncle John said, and he wasn’t a memory, but he was thunder, and it was rolling towards her.


      Lilly gave him only a glance before returning her attention to the roof.


      Her parents had lied on that rainy night, but Nana wouldn’t lie about something so important. Would she?


      “Is this about that bloody bird nonsense your Nana told you? Is that what’s got you acting the fool out here?” Uncle John said.


      There were no birds. None in two days.


      “Answer me, Lilly.”


      Uncle John’s shadow fell over her, and soon the funeral man’s shadow joined it.


      “I didn’t want to worry you, Mr Kerr,” the funeral man said, “but I did think the child was getting quite hysterical.”


      “Thank you. You did the right thing. That mother of mine put some crazy notion in the girl’s head.”


      “Oh, I see.” The funeral man spoke with as much certainty as he would on popular music or how to dance.


      “Dementia, I think, but who can be sure. That mother of mine has been a worry for a long time, let me tell you.”


      The funeral man, sensing another uncomfortable interaction with the living, found the handkerchief in his breast pocket was at the wrong angle, and righted it.


      “Yes,” he said.


      Uncle John strode forward. “I will not tolerate this behaviour. Do you hear me, young lady?”


      “But, the bird,” Lilly said.


      Uncle John folded his arms. “You’re acting wild. Now, stop this silliness, and go get your bags.”


      Lilly stared at the roof, then to the room where Nana had passed, and imagined the small bedroom across the hall where her bag lay on the bed, open and empty. “It’s not ready.”


      “What do you mean?”


      “I haven’t packed all my things yet.”


      Uncle John’s lips thinned. “You’ve had all this morning to pack. Sometimes, I believe you do these things just to annoy me, Lilly.”


      “I forgot,” she said.


      “You forgot.”


      Lilly nodded a yes, but her eyes fixed on the roof, searching for flutters.


      Where was the bird? Why hadn’t it come?


      Lilly turned and searched the trees far off at the end of the fields.


      Birds?


      She squinted.


      Yes, dozens of black birds feathered the leafless branches of the trees in the field far away.


      “Lilly!” Uncle John shouted.


      The voice made her jump.


      “I can’t. Not yet,” Lilly said, nodding to the trees.


      Uncle John unfolded his arms and scanned the farm and the fields beyond.


      “What are you looking at?”


      Lilly nodded towards the trees.


      “The birds. One of them will come soon,” she said.


      Uncle John’s eyes narrowed to a paper cut. “What birds? I don’t see any birds.”


      “In the trees.”


      He shook his head. “That mother of mine has addled your brain with nonsense. I don’t want to hear any more talk about birds, do you hear me?”


      Lilly heard, but wasn’t listening.


      Uncle John didn’t understand, and he never would. None of the adults understood, only Nana.


      Nana wasn’t like the rest of them. She was eight and eighty-two all at the same time.


      A memory flashed into Lilly’s mind of Nana in the kitchen chopping onions, a hand-rolled cigarette dangling from the corner of her lips, eyes full of tears and smoke.


      “Never see me crying at a soppy film, but give me a knife and a peeled onion, and I’ll weep like I’m at a funeral,” she’d said, the words churning the smoke around her face.


      That was Nana, and Nana didn’t lie. Nana knew the truth. Yet the bird hadn’t arrived yet. They perched in the trees in the field far away like stubborn leaves refusing the season.


      “I’m not taking no for an answer,” Uncle John said, and wrapped his hand around her wrist. “I want you up those stairs and your bag packed within the next ten minutes, or else.”


      She was half his size and a quarter his weight, but uncle John didn’t have even the strength of Nana.


      Lilly twisted, and pulled her wrist, then jumped back before John could grab her again.


      “I’m not going until I see the bird.”


      “Don’t you dare defy me.”


      Lilly crossed her arms, shook her head, and planted both feet firmly into the ground. “I’m not going until the bird comes.”


      Uncle John cast his eyes to where the birds blackened the trees.


      He saw nothing.


      “There isn’t a bird anywhere near here, Lilly. Whatever that mother of mine told you, she was wrong. They don’t even come close. She made sure of that herself.”


      Lilly lost some of her footing to confusion. “What do you mean?”


      “Your grandmother hated the bloody things. If she saw one around the garden when we were young, she’d take the shotgun down off the wall and shoot at it.”


      It didn’t add up. Grandma wouldn’t kill something that might carry her soul to heaven. She just wouldn’t.


      “No,” Lilly said.


      “I figure the birds learned not to come close. Crows and ravens are smart that way. One thing’s for sure: the birds around here avoid this farmhouse, and your Nana was the reason.”


      Lilly couldn’t remember Nana ever holding the shotgun. It sat above the mantle in the living room, a strange and ugly beast cradled on brass hooks. Dusty. Ignored.


      Now, she started to wonder. She started to imagine.


      She saw Nana walking out into the fields, the gun folded over her arm like fresh washing. A hand-rolled cigarette, unlit, dangling from the corner of her cracked lips.


      “No,” Lilly said, trying to deny the truth her imagination conjured.


      “She was old, that’s all. She wasn’t all here.” Uncle John’s anger faded as he spoke. “Wasn’t her fault, but sometimes it happens when people get on in years. They lose track. They get muddled. Your Nana hated birds. She taught me and your mother how to shoot them when we were your age. So, can you see now? All that talk of hers was just an old woman rambling.”


      Lilly felt her heart breaking in two.


      She didn’t want uncle John’s words to be true, but they felt true. They had that adult weight about them, like heavy stones dropped into a pond.


      “But,” Lilly said.


      “I’m sorry, but that’s just the way it is. Whatever your Nana told you, it was probably just her getting confused, that’s all.” Sensing a breakthrough, uncle John crouched and met her eye to eye. “Why don’t you go upstairs now and pack. We’ll be leaving as soon as the—”


      The flapping of wings cut his words off.


      A raven landed on the roof.


      In the fields, she’d seen some as tall as a crouching cat, but this one was knee-high, and it had a stripe of white feathers on its head.


      “Lilly! Are you listening to me?” Uncle John jumped up from his crouch.


      Lilly stepped beside him, her eyes on the bird now preening its feathers on the roof.


      Nana was right! The bird had come.


      “I’ve had enough of this nonsense. If you won’t do it, I will,” Uncle John said. “Ten minutes. I’ll have your things packed in ten minutes, and you better be ready by then. Or else.”


      Lilly’s eyes fixed on the raven.


      It cocked its head and stared at her with glassy black eyes as she cocked her head and stared back at it with her bright blue eyes.


      What are you thinking? Do you know why you’re here? Why I’m here? What we’re both supposed to do.


      I watch, and you fly, Lilly thought, that’s what we do.


      I watch.


      You fly.


      But was there enough time? Lilly wondered.


      In ten minutes, uncle John would call for her again, she knew. Maybe less than ten minutes.


      What if it takes longer? What if I have to wait here until night before the bird takes Nana’s soul away?


      She couldn’t remember if Nana had said anything about the time of day, or night, or if a soul travelled better when the sun was up or the moon was bright, but she’d wait all night and a day besides if it meant Nana getting to heaven safely.


      Lilly walked, and the bird mirrored her, stepping as she stepped, stopping when she stopped. She wondered if the bird was playing a game? And if so, what were the rules?


      Nana hadn’t told her about a game. But what if there was more to do? What if Nana had missed out some important part?


      “Hello?” Lilly said, and the bird cocked its head to catch her in a stare.


      It could hear her, but did it understand?


      “My name’s Lilly.”


      The words felt stupid. The bird couldn’t speak, but in her imagination the conversation continued.


      “Where are you from?”


      “Beyond,” the bird cawed.


      “Heaven?”


      “Sometimes.”


      “And sometimes not?”


      “Sometimes not.”


      “Is that where you’re taking my Nana?”


      The bird shook its feathers. It wasn’t a yes or a no.


      “What do I have to do now?”


      “Be here,” it cawed.


      “For how long?”


      The bird’s stare was polished glass. She saw herself captured in its gaze; an impossibly small girl in an impossibly large world.


      “For how long?” Lilly repeated.


      The bird hopped twice before it found the lip of the window, then another hop onto the ledge. It raised its beak and tapped on the glass of Nana’s bedroom.


      Can Nana hear it? Lilly wondered. Nana’s soul?


      I should have opened the window, Lilly thought. But Nana didn’t say anything about the window. All she told me to do was wait and see the bird got away safely.


      I’ll run up there. Avoid uncle John and—


      She lost the thought to the creaking and cracking of wood as the bird stuck its beak into the bottom of the windowsill.


      Inch by inch, it levered the window open, then squeezed through the gap into the dark room beyond.


      What was the bird doing now? Lilly wondered. How did a bird pluck a soul from a body, anyway?


      Before Lilly could think of an answer, the raven hopped out from the dark of the bedroom onto the window ledge. Clamped in its beak was a bright orange fish.


      Lilly turned to stone at the sight.


      Carrot?


      No, it couldn’t be. Carrot swam in his bowl fifty miles away in uncle John’s house. But it was a goldfish, she was sure.


      Nana didn’t have any fish. So, what could it—


      A soul?


      Was that what a soul looked like? It didn’t seem possible that all that was Nana might be such a tiny thing.


      What else could it be? It had to be a soul, and soon that soul would be in Heaven, just as Nana had told her.


      She’d imagined the ever after as white clouds and golden gates, but now Lilly wondered if Heaven was a fishbowl filled with clear water where a soul got to swim forever?


      She liked the idea. She thought Nana would like it too.


      The bird hopped off the ledge and slowly walked its way up the slope to where the roof met the sky.


      Lilly watched.


      Lilly waited.


      The bird had to leave soon, she thought, for a fish couldn’t stay too long out of water, even if a fish was a soul.


      “Go,” she whispered softly, more a wish than a command. “Go on now. Fly away.”


      The bird shook its tail feathers, wings too. It cocked its head and caught Lilly’s concerns in the black mirrors of its eyes.


      In her imagination it cawed, “There’s plenty of time yet. Don’t worry.”


      Outside of that make-believe world, the raven stared, and the golden fish in its beak wriggled like a new tongue anxious to speak.


      “Go,” Lilly whispered. “Go.”


      The bird walked the line of the roof, then stopped and cocked its head.


      Did it hear me? Lilly wondered.


      She’d spoken softly enough so that it almost felt like the voice only existed in her head. But did birds, like dogs, hear much more than any human? And in hearing, did they understand?


      If so, the bird didn’t act that way.


      What do you want? Lilly thought. Why do you wait? Do I have to do something more?


      The bird stared.


      ‘Go. Go,’ Lilly whispered like a prayer before bedtime. “Go. Go. G—”


      The world exploded.


      Church bells sounded in Lilly’s ears, and she clasped both hands over them to stop the peeling.


      “I’ll show you just what my mother thought of ’em,” uncle John said, as he broke Nana’s shotgun over his leg and fed two red cartridges into the chambers. He snapped it shut and swung the shotgun towards the roof. “I’ll show you.”


      The world took on the same washing machine spin it had on that night when the rain carried her parents away.


      Lilly tossed and turned in the sickening spin.


      “No. Don’t. Please. No. You’ll—”


      Uncle John wrapped his finger around the trigger, closed one eye, then squeezed as hard as he could.


      Twice.

    

    
      * * *


      Smoke filled the air, and Lilly stepped through it in search of the bird on the other side.


      Ears still ringing, she tried to listen for cawing, but found no other sound.


      Was the raven dead?


      The dead didn’t make sounds, she knew. After Nana’s last words had faded, she was a silence wrapped in a silence in her bed.


      Lilly shook the last of the smoke from her hair and fixed on the roof.


      No bird, but a reminder of it. It had left behind a dance pattern of marks on the damp roof. A trail that led up and over.


      No blood, either.


      No feathers.


      A good sign.


      But just because one side was clear, it didn’t mean the other was.


      Lilly broke into a run.


      “Where do you think you’re going?” uncle John said. “Get back here right this instant!”


      Lilly dodged the words, but froze as she rounded the side of the house.


      White and black feathers floated down before her face like strange autumn leaves. The feathers were stained red at their edges.


      “Your bag is packed. Don’t play this silly game with me now. I swear to God, young lady, if you’re not back in front of me in the next minute…”


      Lilly couldn’t wait a minute. A minute might mean the difference between a soul getting into heaven or not.


      She broke the freeze and bolted to the rear of the farmhouse.


      There were no signs of feathers behind the farmhouse, and Lilly began to convince herself the bird had already flown away.


      She stalked forward, searching for the bird, but hoping not to find it. Then she spied the orange glint on the ground, like the flashing vein of gold through a rock. Sunlight catching the curve of a bottle. A fish out of water.


      Nana!


      Lilly ran.


      “Nana!”


      The goldfish lay on the ground and flipped once, then twice before it fell into stillness.


      Lilly knelt beside it.


      What do I do? What can I do?


      I was supposed to keep the bird safe, but I couldn’t do that. I was supposed to make sure it flew away, but now the bird is gone, and Nana’s soul will never—


      Lilly cupped her hands and slid them under the goldfish. It lay in her palm like rusted jewellery.


      “Sorry,” Lilly whimpered. “I’m sorry.”


      I should take it to water, Lilly thought. I can’t fly, but fish swim. If I get it to water, then Nana might have a chance. Maybe another bird will come and take her. Maybe there’s still something I can do.


      Lilly stood. She held her cupped hands close to her chest. She turned a circle and searched the land around her for water that wasn’t there.


      There’d been a well at one time, but uncle John had it filled with concrete one summer when a rat’s nest was discovered in there.


      Lilly focused on the farmhouse.


      There was water there, but uncle John wasn’t going to give her enough time to fill a bathtub, or a sink, not even a bucket.


      I’ll have time to fill a glass, though, Lilly thought.


      She ran to the kitchen door. With both hands cupped, she tried to reach the handle with her knee, then her elbow, and finally her nose, but the door handle flicked back up at every attempt.


      Lilly poured the fish into one hand, whispered a soft sorry, then closed her fist over it, before she reached with her free hand for the kitchen door handle.


      She pulled down and found the same resistance as with knee, elbow, and nose. The handle only gave so much before springing back.


      Locked?


      Lilly tried again, defying what she already knew, but the handle sprung back each time with a solid twang.


      “Lilly! That’s it. No more chances,” uncle John’s voice crested the roof.


      I’ve messed it all up, she thought. All I had to do was make sure the bird flew away, and now it’s gone, probably dead, and Nana’s in my hands with no water and—


      A flash in the sky pulled her away from the door.


      The bird!


      It turned two circles above her before swooping down and landing on the ground at her feet.


      Lilly knelt, and cupping the goldfish once more, offered that cup out for the bird.


      “It’s okay,” she said, “you can take it. It’s okay.”


      The bird hopped forward and cast its black glare from Lilly to the fish and back again.


      “Here. Take it.” Lilly thrust her cupped hands forward.


      The bird hopped backwards, flicking its beak away in disgust.


      Lilly’s hands shook, and the goldfish flopped under that movement.


      “Please,” Lilly said, offering the trembling cup of her hands.


      The bird took three more hops and one half-step away from Lilly.


      It’s too late, Lilly thought. There’s only so long a fish can be out of water.


      She didn’t like crying. After the rain had carried her parents away, it felt as if the tears would carry her too.


      She cried again, now.


      The tears flowed, and in them were all the winding roads on late nights lost in the past. In them was the promise she’d made to her Nana.


      She cried, and the tears ran down off the slope of her cheeks and spilled into the cup of her hands.


      A pool
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