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Chapter One: The Sandcastle
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Scene 1: The Castle
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July, 2008. Horize, Lake Victoria.

The white sand stretches to the water. Tommy Gentle, nine, and Silas Gentle, six, kneel over a sandcastle. Two towers, a courtyard, a moat fed by a spring of wet sand. Tommy shapes the walls. Silas adds shells to the gate.

Anne Mboya, nine, walks down from the dunes. She has watched them from her family's boat. She walks like someone who has already decided what will happen.

Anne: My handsome husband of mine.

(winking)

Tommy: Me or Silas? Because if it is me, I am not your husband.

Silas: Perhaps she just doesn't know. (laughing)

Tommy: Stop.

Anne: It is true. You look like your mother. She must be the reason both of you are handsome.

Silas: Stop. He doesn't like hearing that. You better play with me instead. (Gentler, composed)

Anne: Well, I could use a gentle person. My mother always tells me a man as gentle as a dove is a treasure.

Tommy: I don't care whether I'm gentle or not. (Looking down at the castle)

Tommy : My father always tells us the softer and more agreeable a man is to his acquaintances, the more complicated his life becomes.

Silas: Well, he might have said that. But Dad always has a way of making us sound like little soldiers.

Anne: That's terrible. You are barely children.

Tommy: Now she knows we are little. Thanks to you.

Anne: That's not bad. I'm almost nine and a half years old.

Tommy: Look, I don't care. Just let us be.

Anne: I just want to play with you. Everyone talks about you guys. Why can't I be part of your little sandcastle?

Silas: Tommy, let her play. She won't ruin it. (Taking a deep breath)

Silas: Mother always treats Dad like a king. Yet she's often sad. Being mean to people who love you only creates future regrets when you remember how badly you treated them.

Tommy: That's Mom. She's fine. Dad may be strict, but at least he never stops caring for her or for us.

Silas: How do you figure? You never approve of Mom. You're like a robot. Just like Dad.

Tommy: Dad is not a robot. He's a—

Silas: Blah, blah, blah.

Tommy: He's a strong man. He doesn't care what people say. He does what is right whether people like him for it or not.

Anne: Your father is moral. That's what my grandfather calls people who do what is right whether others approve or not.

Tommy: We are not playing with the girl.

Anne: Why?

Tommy: Because talking to you is like making a shadow walk instead of the body that casts it.

Anne: Who said so?

Tommy: I did.

Anne: Do you even know what you've just said?

Silas: Listen. He hears conversations between Granny and Dad. Now he thinks he's a philosopher.

Tommy: I am a man.

Silas: Dad said any person who uses his gender to justify his point is weak.

Tommy: An alpha doesn't listen to the opinions of plankton.

Anne: You are so rude. I'm the firstborn in my family too. That doesn't give me the right to mistreat people.

Tommy: Then take the gentle Silas. Smooth and gentle as a dove. (half-smiling)

Silas: You see? You actually can joke. You can smile too.

Anne: How come you know all these romantic gestures?

Silas: Your mother isn't the only one who treats her husband like a king. My father mirrors my mother's affection.

Tommy: We are only children and you're already bringing strange ideas to us.

Silas: Who said they're strange?

Tommy: Dad always says we shouldn't do things just because others do them. Most people are wrong.

Silas: Why is that?

Tommy: Because we should live life at our own pace. There's no need to rush.

Anne: Then why can't you allow me to play with you? I'm a girl, not a woman. Doesn't that make me a child too?

Tommy: I don't want to play with you because you won't give me room to be what I am.

Anne: I only want to play. I don't want to destroy your castle.

Tommy: When I built this castle, I built it alone. Thinking about our home. Silas only decorated the yard. He made the spring in the middle.

Anne: But I can build a road leading to it.

Silas: He won't allow you in. Leave him. Come play with me.

Tommy : Yes. Play with the gentle whistling fish.

Silas: You're hurtful for no reason.

Anne: Come on. Let me play.

Silas: Come, my lady. (kissing her palms dramatically)

Tommy: What's this need of yours to play with me? I already said no.

Anne: Fine then. (kicking part of the castle wall)

Anne: Then leave it alone, you selfish little—

Tommy: Silas! Take your girl away from my castle. (shouting)

Tommy: See what she's done! She ruined it!

Silas: Leave us alone. Stop yelling at me.

Tommy: It's this thing demolishing my creation.

Silas: She is Anne. Not a thing.

Tommy: Leave me be. I like my things untouched. And I do not touch other people's things either.

Anne: I like you, Tom. Why don't you like me?

Tommy: Because life is beautiful when you don't bother people and when people don't bother you.

Anne: I love you. (jokingly, but not entirely)

Tommy: ...

(says nothing. returns his attention to the castle. begins rebuilding the broken wall)

The tide is still far away. The sun is high. Anne stands there a moment, then walks to Silas. They build a small road together, leading nowhere. Tommy  works alone on his castle, his back to them.

END SCENE ONE
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Scene 2: The Dinner Table


[image: ]


July, 2008. The Gentle home, Horize Island.

The dining room faces the sea through open shutters. The table is mahogany, imported from the mainland. Edward Gentle sits at the head. Eleanor sits to his right. Tommy  and Silas sit across from each other. A servant brings fish stew, cassava, greens. The boys wait for their father to begin eating.

Edward: Tommy, I heard you spent four hours on the beach today. Building.

Tommy : Yes, Father.

Edward: Four hours on one task. That's discipline. Most boys your age run from thing to thing. You stayed.

Eleanor: He stayed alone.

Edward: Alone is not the same as lonely, Eleanor.

Eleanor: It is when you're nine.

Edward: At nine, a boy should learn to depend on himself. The sooner he learns that, the less the world can take from him later.

Eleanor: The world doesn't take from people who need it. The world takes from people who pretend they don't.

Edward: And what has the world taken from you?

Eleanor: Nothing. Because I never pretended.

Silas: The fish is good, Mother.

Eleanor: Thank you, Silas.

Edward: Tommy , what did you build?

Tommy : A castle. With towers. And a spring in the courtyard.

Edward: A castle needs walls. Did you build walls?

Tommy : Yes. Strong ones. Anne kicked one and it didn't fall.

Eleanor: Anne?

Silas: Anne Mboya. She wanted to play. Tommy  wouldn't let her.

Eleanor: Why not?

Tommy : Because she talks too much. And she doesn't listen.

Edward: A man who builds alone builds faster. A man who builds with others builds longer. But speed has its place.

Eleanor: And what about the boy who builds alone because he's afraid to let anyone touch his work?

Edward: Is that what you think? That he's afraid?

Eleanor: I think he's nine. And I think a nine-year-old who says "I like my things untouched" has already learned something he shouldn't have learned yet.

Edward: He learned boundaries. That's not damage. That's armor.

Eleanor: Armor is heavy, Edward. He'll wear it until he can't take it off.

Edward: Better heavy than naked.

Silas: Can I have more cassava?

Eleanor: Yes, dear.

She serves him. Her hand is steady. Her eyes are on Tommy .

Eleanor: Did you like Anne, Tommy ? Before she kicked the wall?

Tommy : I didn't think about her.

Eleanor: That's what worries me.

Edward: He didn't think about her because he was focused. Focus is a gift.

Eleanor: Focus is a gift. Indifference is a habit. I don't want him to confuse the two.

Edward: He won't. Because I'll teach him the difference.

Eleanor: And who will teach him to feel?

Edward: You will. That's your job. Mine is to teach him to survive.

Eleanor: Survive what? This island? This family? Love?

Edward: All of it.

Silas: The castle was beautiful, Mother. Even after Anne kicked it. Tommy  fixed it.

Eleanor: Did he?

Silas: Yes. He rebuilt the wall. Stronger than before.

Eleanor: Alone?

Silas: Yes. He wouldn't let me help.

Edward: Good.

Eleanor: Edward.

Edward: A man who can rebuild alone can rebuild anywhere. With anyone. Or without them.

Eleanor: And a man who only rebuilds alone forgets how to let anyone help.

Tommy : I don't need help.

Eleanor: I know, my love. That's what frightens me.

Edward: There's nothing frightening about strength, Eleanor.

Eleanor: There's everything frightening about strength that doesn't know it's lonely.

Silence. The sea sounds through the shutters. The fish stew goes cold.

Edward: Eat your dinner, boys.

They eat. Tommy chews slowly, methodically. Silas watches his mother. Eleanor looks at the sea. Edward looks at his plate. Each of them is in a different room, though they sit at the same table.

END SCENE TWO
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Scene 3: The Ferry
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July, 2008. Morning. The ferry from Horize Island to the mainland school.

The boat is wooden, painted blue and white, named MV HORIZON. It carries twenty passengers, three goats in a pen, and crates of fish. The engine rattles. The sea is calm, gray-green, patient. Tommy  sits on the port side, a book open on his lap. Silas stands at the railing, watching the island shrink. Anne sits one bench behind Tommy , braiding a piece of rope.

Silas: Anne! Come see the water.

Anne: I've seen water before, Silas. I live on an island.

Silas: But look how it changes color. Near the island it's green. Out there it's blue. Like it's two different seas.

Anne: It's the same sea. Just deeper.

Silas: How do you know?

Anne: My grandfather was a fisherman. He said the sea only has one name. We give it many.

Silas: That's beautiful.

Anne: It's true. There's a difference.

Silas: I think beautiful things are usually true.

Anne: Then you're going to be disappointed a lot.

Silas: Why?

Anne: Because most true things aren’t beautiful. They just are.

Silas considers this. He leans on the railing. The wind messes his hair.

Silas: What are you making?

Anne: A bracelet. For my mother. She likes rope jewelry.

Silas: Can I help?

Anne: You don't know how to braid.

Silas: You could teach me.

Anne: You're persistent.

Silas: My mother says that's a compliment.

Anne: Your mother is kind.

Silas: She is. She says kindness is the only thing that doesn't cost anything.

Anne: It costs time. Time is expensive.

Silas: Not when you give it to someone you like.

Anne stops braiding. She looks at him. He is six, but he looks at her like he sees her. She is not used to being seen. She is used to being watched.

Anne: You're strange, Silas Gentle.

Silas: Thank you.

Anne: That wasn't a compliment.

Silas: It felt like one.

A fisherman, old, with hands like dried leather, sits across from Tommy. He watches Tommy read. The book is thick, with diagrams of boats.

Fisherman: That's a serious book for a small boy.

Tommy does not look up.

Fisherman: You the Gentle boy?

Tommy turns a page.

Fisherman: Your father owns half this island. Boats, land, that big house on the hill. Must be nice, eh? Reading about boats while your father owns them.

Tommy continues reading. His finger traces a diagram of a hull.

Fisherman: Don't talk much, do you?

Silas turns from the railing.

Silas: He's reading, sir. He doesn't like to stop.

Fisherman: Rich boy reading about boats. Poor man rowing them. That's the world, eh?

Silas: My father says wealth is a responsibility, not a reward.

Fisherman: Your father says a lot of things, little one. He says them from a big house.

Anne: My grandfather says the same thing, sir. And he lives in a small house.

Fisherman looks at Anne. He smiles, showing gaps where teeth once were.

Fisherman: You're Mboya's granddaughter. The one with the sharp tongue.

Anne: He says that's his favourite thing about me.

Fisherman: He would. Mboya never learned when to keep his mouth shut either.

He stands, stretches, walks to the bow. The goats bleat in their pen.

Silas: Why didn’t you answer him, Tommy?

Tommy: Because he wasn’t asking a question. He was making a point.

Silas: What point?

Tommy: That we have what he doesn’t. He wanted me to feel guilty. I don’t feel guilty.

Anne: You should. A little.

Tommy: Why?

Anne: Because your father does own half the island. And that man owns a boat that leaks.

Tommy: My father worked for what he has.

Anne: My grandfather worked too. He still has a leaking boat.

Tommy: Then your grandfather should fix his boat.

Anne: Not everyone can fix what is broken, Tommy. Some people don’t have the tools.

Tommy: Everyone has tools. Some people choose not to use them.

Anne: You really believe that?

Tommy: I believe people blame the world for what they refuse to change in themselves.

Silas: That's harsh, Tommy.

Tommy: It's true.

Silas: True things can still be harsh.

Tommy: Then maybe truth is not always gentle.

Anne: And maybe gentleness is not always true. But I know which one I'd rather sit next to.

She moves to the railing. She stands beside Silas. They watch the mainland approach together. Tommy reads his book. The ferry rattles on. The fisherman at the bow spits into the sea.

Tommy turns a page. He does not look up. But his finger stops tracing the diagram. He listens to Anne and Silas laughing at the railing. He does not join them. He does not know why he wants to.

END SCENE THREE
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Scene 4: The Classroom
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July, 2008. Morning. St. Mary's Primary School, mainland.

The classroom is concrete block, corrugated iron roof, twelve wooden desks. A chalkboard. A portrait of the president. A world map with the corners curling. The teacher, Mrs. Okoth, is forty, severe, kind underneath. She wears a blue dress and carries a ruler she never uses. Twenty-three children sit in rows. Tommy  and Silas are in the back. Anne is in the front row, turned sideways to watch them.

Mrs. Okoth: Today we will talk about the future. Not tomorrow. The far future. When you are grown. I want each of you to stand and tell the class what you want to be.

A boy stands. He is small, nervous.

Boy: I want to be a driver. Like my uncle. He drives a lorry to Kisumu.

Mrs. Okoth: Good. A driver is an honest profession. Next.

A girl stands.

Girl: I want to be a teacher. Like you, Mrs. Okoth.

Mrs. Okoth: Thank you, Mary. That is kind. Next.

Silas stands. He is the smallest in the class but he stands straight.

Silas: I want to be a doctor. But not just a doctor who gives medicine. I want to be a doctor who makes people smile. Because sometimes people are sick in places medicine cannot reach.

Mrs. Okoth: That is very thoughtful, Silas. Very gentle.

Silas: Thank you, Mrs. Okoth.

He sits. The girl next to him, Lydia, smiles at him. He smiles back.

Mrs. Okoth: Next.

Tommy stands. He does not look at the class. He looks at the chalkboard.

Tommy: I want to be a man who doesn't need anyone's permission.

Mrs. Okoth: That is not a profession, Tommy. That is a way of living.

Tommy: Then I want to live that way.

Mrs. Okoth: But what will you do? How will you eat? Where will you sleep?

Tommy: I will build things. Boats. Houses. Businesses. I will build them so well that people need me, not the other way around.

Mrs. Okoth: And if no one needs what you build?

Tommy: Then I will build something else.

Mrs. Okoth: You are very sure of yourself.

Tommy: I'm sure of what I want.

Mrs. Okoth: Wanting is not the same as having, Tommy.

Tommy: I know. That's why I want it.

He sits. The class is quiet. Anne stands. She does not wait to be called.

Anne: I want to be a wife who is also a queen.

A boy in the second-row laughs.

Boy: A wife? That's not a job. That's just staying home.

Another boy laughs.

Boy: Queen of what? The kitchen?

The class laughs. Anne does not laugh. She stands still, her chin up, her hands at her sides.

Anne: A queen is not a job. A queen is a way of being. My mother is a queen. She makes a small house feel like a palace. She makes fish stew taste like a feast. She makes my father feel like a king even when he has nothing. That is not nothing. That is everything.

The laughter stops.

Anne: And when I say wife, I do not mean someone who stays home. I mean someone who builds a home. With someone she chooses. Not someone who chooses her because she is convenient.

She looks at Tommy. He looks at the chalkboard.

Anne: I will be a queen because I decide to be. Not because someone puts a crown on my head.

Mrs. Okoth: That is... very passionate, Anne. Very strong.

Anne: Thank you, Mrs. Okoth.

She sits. The class is silent. Then Lydia claps. One clap. Then another. Then the whole class claps, except the two boys who laughed. They look at their desks.

Mrs. Okoth: Very good. Very good today. The future is not just what you do. It is who you are while doing it. Remember that.

The bell rings. The children stand, gather their books, file out. Silas waits for Tommy. Anne waits too.

Silas: That was brave, Anne.

Anne: It was true.

Silas: The boys laughed.

Anne: Boys always laugh when girls say what they want. That's how you know the girls are saying something important.

Tommy walks past them. He does not look at Anne.

Anne: Tommy.

He stops. He does not turn.

Anne: You didn't laugh.

Tommy: I didn't think it was funny.

Anne: Did you think it was true?

Tommy: I think you say things to see how people react. Not because you believe them.

Anne: And what do you do? You say things so people won't react at all.

Tommy: At least I'm honest about it.

Anne: You're not honest. You're safe.

Tommy turns. He looks at her. For a moment, something flickers. Not anger. Recognition.

Tommy: Safe is better than sorry.

Anne: Is it? Have you tried sorry?

Tommy: No.

Anne: Then how do you know?

He walks away. Silas looks at Anne. He wants to say something. He doesn't know what.

Anne: He's afraid of me, Silas.

Silas: He's not afraid of anyone.

Anne: He's afraid of anyone who sees him. That's worse.

She walks to the door. She does not look back. Silas stands in the empty classroom. The portrait of the president watches him. The world map curls in the heat. He thinks about doctors who make people smile. He thinks about queens who build homes. He thinks about his brother, walking alone down the corridor, and whether he is safe, or sorry, or both.

END SCENE FOUR
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Scene 5: The Broken Shell
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July, 2008. Afternoon. The beach path home from the ferry landing, Horize Island.

The path is sand and crushed coral, narrow, winding between palm trees and fishing boats pulled ashore. The tide is low, exposing a shelf of rock pools and driftwood. The sun is heavy, pressing down like a hand. Silas walks ahead, scanning the sand. Tommy  walks behind, his book under his arm, his eyes on the horizon. Anne walks between them, swinging her empty school bag.

Silas stops. He crouches. He reaches into a tide pool and lifts something out.

Silas: Anne! Look.

He holds a shell. It is large, spiralled, the colour of cream and rose, unbroken, perfect. The afternoon light catches its inner curve. It glows.

Silas: For you.

Anne takes it. She turns it in her hands.

Anne: It's beautiful.

Silas: I saw it and thought of you.

Anne: Why?

Silas: Because it's pretty. And you're pretty. And pretty things should be together.

Anne: Silas Gentle. You are six years old and you already know how to make a girl feel like the sea made something just for her.

Silas: Didn't it?

Anne: Maybe it did.

She puts the shell in her bag. She touches his shoulder. He blushes.

Tommy walks past them. He stops at a rock pool further down. He reaches in. He pulls out a shell. It is smaller, jagged, the edge sharp as a blade. It is not beautiful. It is useful.

Anne: What did you find?

Tommy: Nothing.

Anne: Let me see.

Tommy: It's just a shell.

Anne: Then why are you hiding it?

Tommy opens his hand. The shell sits in his palm, catching light like a weapon.

Anne: It's broken.

Tommy: It's sharp.

Anne: Sharp is not the same as whole.

Tommy: Sharp is better than whole. If you need to cut something.

Anne: What do you need to cut, Tommy? We're on a beach.

Tommy: I don't need it now. I need it when I need it.

He puts the shell in his pocket. They walk on. The palm trees lean over the path. A goat watches them from a yard.

Silas: Tommy?

Tommy: What.

Silas: Why don't you ever give anything away?

Tommy: I do.

Silas: You don't. You found a shell and you kept it. You found a book and you kept it. You found a castle and you kept it. Even Anne—

Tommy: What about Anne.

Silas: She wanted to play. You kept her out.

Tommy: Anne is not a shell, Silas.

Silas: I know. That's why you should have let her in.

Tommy stops walking. He turns to Silas. His face is serious, nine years old going on forty.

Tommy: I keep things because when you give things away, people expect more. First it's a shell. Then it's a smile. Then it's your time. Then it's your heart. And before you know it, you have given away everything that made you yourself, and you are standing in an empty room wondering who you are.

Silas: That sounds lonely.

Tommy: It sounds free.

Silas: Free from what?

Tommy: From needing people to tell you who you are.

Anne: But who are you, Tommy? If no one knows you, do you exist?

Tommy: I exist because I think. Not because someone sees me.

Anne: Then why do you look at yourself in the water? I saw you. Yesterday. You looked at your reflection in a tide pool.

Tommy: I was checking if I was still there.

Anne: And were you?

Tommy: Yes. Unfortunately.

He walks ahead, faster now. Silas and Anne fall behind.

Silas: He doesn't mean unfortunately.

Anne: I know.

Silas: He just doesn't know how to say the other thing.

Anne: What other thing?

Silas: That he's glad he's still there. That he's glad someone sees him. That he's glad we're here.

Anne: Do you think he is?

Silas: I think he's afraid to be glad. Because if you're glad, you can be sad. And if you can be sad, you can be hurt. And Tommy doesn’t want to be hurt.

Anne: No one wants to be hurt, Silas.

Silas: But some people build walls so high they forget there's a door. And then they wonder why no one visits.

Anne looks at the shell in her bag. She looks at Tommy 's back, walking ahead, his hands in his pockets, one hand touching the sharp shell through the fabric.

Anne: Silas?

Silas: Yes?

Anne: Thank you for the shell.

Silas: You're welcome.

Anne: I will keep it forever.

Silas: You don't have to keep it forever. You can give it to someone else someday.

Anne: I don't want to give it away. I want to keep it. Because you gave it to me. And that means something.

Silas: What does it mean?

Anne: It means someone saw me. And chose to give me something beautiful. Not because he had to. Because he wanted to.

Silas smiles. He takes her hand. They walk together. Tommy  is far ahead now, a small figure on the white sand, walking toward the big house on the hill. He does not look back. But his hand is still in his pocket, touching the sharp shell, and he is listening to their footsteps behind him, and he knows they are walking together, and some part of him, the part he does not yet have words for, wishes he were walking with them.

END SCENE FIVE
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Scene 6: The King's Chair
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July, 2008. Late afternoon. The Gentle home, Horize Island.

The back veranda faces the water. Edward Gentle sits in a wooden chair, a fishing net spread across his lap. His fingers move with precision, mending a tear in the mesh. He does not look at the sea. He looks at the net. The net is honest. It has a hole. He can fix it. Eleanor steps through the screen door carrying a tray. Tea in a porcelain cup. A slice of lemon cake. She sets it on the small table beside him. She does not speak. He does not look up. She adjusts the cushion behind his back. She returns inside. The boys stand in the doorway, half in shadow, half in light.

Silas: Did you see that?

Tommy : I saw a woman bringing a man tea.

Silas: She brought him tea. She brought him cake. She fixed his chair. She didn't ask for anything.

Tommy : She didn't ask because she knows he wouldn't answer. She did it because it's expected. Because if she stops, he notices the absence. Not the presence.

Silas: You're wrong.

Tommy : Am I? When did he say thank you?

Silas: He didn't need to. She knew he was grateful.

Tommy : Grateful people say thank you. Silent people are just comfortable.

Silas: He looked at her hands. When she put down the cup. He looked at her hands.

Tommy : He looked because she was in his space. He was checking if she was done.

Silas: You see everything as a transaction, Tommy . She gives. He takes. There is no love in your world. Only accounting.

Tommy : In my world, love is not a performance. She brings him tea. He repairs a net. They both have jobs. That is not love. That is arrangement.

Silas: Then what is love?

Tommy : Love is when you don't need to bring the tea. But you do. And the other person knows you don't need to. And they let you. Because they know you want to. Not because they expect it.

Silas: That's what just happened.

Tommy: No. What happened was a woman serving a man who sits in a chair like a king. And she plays the servant so he can feel like a king. And he repairs a net so he can feel like a provider. They are both acting. And they have both forgotten they are acting.

Silas: How do you know they've forgotten?

Tommy: Because if they remembered, they would stop. And they haven't stopped. They've been doing this for years.

Silas: Maybe they haven't stopped because it works. Maybe they like their roles. Maybe the king likes being a king and the servant likes being a servant because they chose it. Together.

Tommy: No one chooses servitude, Silas. They settle for it.

Silas: And no one chooses loneliness, Tommy. But you settle for it every day.

Tommy turns. He looks at his brother. Silas is six, but his eyes are old.

Tommy: I'm not lonely. I'm alone
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