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  Sean Padraic McCarthy


  To all my children, but especially, of course, Katie and Molly.


   


  Patricia Harris


  To those who are afraid of the poetry in their hearts.


   


  Serena Mossgraves


  To adopted or orphaned souls, You are worthy and not alone.


   


   


   

 


   


   


   


   


   


  Watching Till She Wake


  By David Powell                


                  


  June 10, 2019


  Dear Maddox,


                  This letter will be my last. I can barely push the pen along now. Any further effort would amount to scrawls, unreadable and arcane. An anti-Rosetta stone, erasing clues to understanding. 


   


                  Arch and pretentious, like all Father’s speech. Still, the anti-Rosetta Stone applies well to my parents’ silence. 


   


                                  Perhaps it’s best, as your mother insists, to obliterate it all, to leave a legacy of blankness. But I can’t obliterate them; they’ve survived for centuries.


   


   


                  I was in eighth grade when his legs failed, too obsessed with playing Borderlands to think about my parents much. Father retreated to his bed and stayed there. Mother’s icy silence and Father’s sickbed rantings made my soundtrack until the end of eighth grade, when they sent me away to boarding school, and silence swallowed them both for ten years. 


                  I dropped the letter back into its box with the others. I should just burn them, board up the house and let it go to ruin. Who would care? The town has been happy to let us sink into obscurity, and my parents shut me out the same way. I should respond in kind, circle back home and annihilate the Sheehan legacy.


                  But this letter, written barely a month ago. I dug to the bottom of the pile for the oldest envelope and ripped it open.                 


   


   


   


   


   


  September 6, 2008.


                  Barely a month after I left for college.


                  All addressed to Maddox Sheehan. Mother had called me Maddy. I chose Mad for myself.


   


  #


   


                  Two bottles of Vestal Vodka to get me through the weekend, which now, with these letters, threatened to stretch into next week. I pulled one from the freezer, twisted off the top, and clicked “Answer Call” on my buzzing laptop.


                  “Bian, you will not believe this shit,” I said, pouring two fingers and toasting my lover. 


                  “Hey babe,” she said, ivory skin creamy even in a stuttering Skype image. “You okay?” Always reaching behind my stony exterior. Always aware of what my family saga cost me. 


                  “Just listen.”


   


  October 15, 2010, 


  Dear Maddox, 


                                  The Chilean miners are fools to think they’ve escaped. They’d been granted a lightless sanctuary of the purest kind, deep in the earth, but now the ties of mammalian kindred have pulled them back. 


   


                  “See what I’m telling you? Every news story put him on his cosmic soapbox. You think I exaggerate, but this is the craziness I crawled out of.” 


                  “What miners?”


                  “In Chile, trapped underground for two months. Remember that story? We were sophomores when it happened. But that’s just one example. Look at all these letters, Bian!”


                  I dumped the box on the kitchen table and held up a double handful.


                  “Not a word from him in ten years, and now I find out he wrote all these and my Mother stashed them in a box. Refused to mail them!”


                  “Oh, Mad. That is so…”


                  I downed the vodka to kill the gathering sob in my throat and released a scalding breath.


                  “Mad, slow down. How much have you had to drink already?”


                  “This is my first, thank you.” I froze up for a moment, and the sob threatened to return. “She held him prisoner. I should have come home.”


                  “You had to save yourself, Mad,” Bian said. “I’m coming down there.”


                  “Not sure that’s a good idea.”                


                  “Don’t shut me out. Not now.”


                  The vodka burned all the way down. Her dark eyes like forest pools, the crease of concern in that flawless face. I hated to drag her into the Sheehan madness, but just looking at her loosened the knot in my throat.                


                  “Give me a couple days, at least.” I poured two more fingers. “I’ve got ten years to catch up on.”


   


  # 


   


                  I could picture it so easily. Mother the nurse, patient and imperial, watching him address and seal each envelope. Eroding his dignity, denying him even the slim satisfaction of an argument. But if she truly wanted a “legacy of blankness” why not burn the letters? Why leave them here to be discovered? 


   


  March 10, 2011


  Dear Maddox,


                  Never, ever sell the property. I can almost hear the Chamber of Commerce grinding its teeth in exasperation, rabid to ply their machines, to build malls, cheap condos, interstate connector. The highway passed them by to the west, breaking their hearts, leaving them to rot in their abandoned quarries and failing farms. Because I refused to sell.


                  It’s not the profits they miss. It’s the impotence they feel, that I could hold it just out of reach. Nothing enrages like powerlessness, and no power is sweeter than the power to withhold.


   


                  So that’s it. Mother kept the letters knowing she held them just out of reach. The threat of discovery paled before the power to withhold. Perhaps she’d meant to destroy them after he died, and the Reaper had surprised her. The massive stroke felled her face down in her herb garden, with only the circling of buzzards to alert the town. They’d found Father propped up in bed, no indication of whether he’d succumbed before or after his wife’s death.


                  I dropped the letter, picked up the bottle and wandered from the kitchen to the reception hall. They insisted on the old names; the living room was too common. The Sheehans held themselves apart in every way possible, even in naming rooms: great room, drawing room, butler’s pantry. But some weird medieval fixation had taken hold in ten years. Crossed sabers above the mantle. A suit of armor, of all things, where Father’s over-sized, ebony and ivory chess set had been. The elegant mahogany frame of the Sheehan coat of arms was replaced by a cold rectangle of wrought iron. 


                  These had to be Mother’s choices. Father would never have given way to such English fancy.


                  I paced the zig-zag seams of the flagstone floor, as I’d done as a boy, lonely and bored under the cavernous, vaulted ceiling. Pulled open the oak door with its sinuous carvings, pushed aside the weed grown tangle of Mother’s neglected garden. I’d taken little interest here, preferring the dark mystery of the woods, but I recalled Father’s insistence on calling the plants by their Irish names. Not red-veined sorrel, but bloody wood dock. Not foxglove, but fairy thimbles.


   


  #


   


                  “Look at it, Bian.” I panned my camera across the wooded hills. From the Nolichucky River valley, the Smoky Mountains rose in overlapping layers of hazy blue. “Forty square miles of mountain wilderness.”


                  “It’s gorgeous, babe. Reminds me of Fanispan. Remember?”


                  I remembered it well. Our pilgrimage to Vietnam, discovering Bian’s homeland. All new to her, having grown up in California, and liberating to me. The further I travelled from my home, the easier I could breathe.


                  “Peaks aren’t as high, though,” I said. “This range is older.”


                  “Funny that we think of Asia as more ancient,” she said. One of our favorite topics. Post-colonial views of east and west. 


                  “Yep. Brash little USA, infant on the world stage.”


                  “That’s sort of true, politically,” Bian said.


                  “Yes, but. This huge continent, biding its time for all those eons, preserving all the things mere humans would trample and destroy.”


                  “Babe.”


                  I swung the phone around to face her, a worried squint to her bottomless dark eyes.


                  “That sounds like your father.”


   


  #


   


                  Of course I echoed my father's voice; he would at least talk to me. Mother only hovered in silence. She took care of the physical. Feeding us, wrangling with repairmen, instructing the bank. Any explanations came from Father. Vague reasons for why I couldn’t bring friends home, diatribes on why we didn’t attend church or celebrate Christmas. As I got older and my questions got more pointed, his non-answers became lectures on history and philosophy, especially after his legs failed. When I asked, for instance, why they were sending me away to school at age fourteen, he lectured about class identity.


                  “Understand how fortunate you are,” he said. “You’ll receive a gentleman’s education while your redneck pals speed up and down these mountain roads, drinking beer. If they’re lucky enough to reach adulthood, they’ll have jobs thanks to men like you.”


                  Only one question merited neither answer nor lecture. 


                  “You don’t look sick. Why don’t you get out of bed?”


                  He turned to look out the window at the hazy hills and quoted from Allingham’s “The Fairies,” my favorite childhood poem.


   


                                  High on the hill-top


                                  The old King sits;


                                  He is now so old and grey


                                  He’s nigh lost his wits.


   


  #


   


                  The poem stirred my memory, and I found myself on the path to the waterfall. Overgrown with smilax and Virginia creeper, but still visible. It rambled through the meadow behind our house to the edge of the woods, where fruitless wild grape wound around spindly scrub pine, climbing to claim every patch of sun that fell through the canopy. A dense curtain of creeper hung between the trees, but moved aside easily at my touch, revealing the forest path as it had always been. Rolling upward between stands of fern, beckoning.


                  I surrendered to the music. The crackle of boot on rocks, the muted trilling of running water, the rumble of the falls, growing to thunder as I stepped over the crest of the ravine, the final hiss of water exploding to mist after its sixty-foot plummet.


                  I stood at the ravine’s edge and drank it all in—misty air, cleansing green, calming roar. The odd mounds of earth still there, circling the plunge pool. Everything exactly as I’d last seen it, more than ten years ago. Somehow my memory had dodged away from this childhood refuge, but now, as always, I recalled the poem’s opening lines. 


   Up the airy mountain,


                                  Down the rushy glen,


                                  We daren’t go a-hunting


                                  For fear of little men…


   


  #


   


                  Bian gave me just one day, too worried to leave me alone any longer. My stomach tightened as we approached the house; I had no experience hosting visitors. We rounded the overgrown hedges and she halted.


                  “Babe, it’s huge. How…”


                  “It’s deliberate. You can only see its true size once you’re inside.”


                  Father said a typical Irish mansion showed off wealth, steep right angles imposed on the landscape you could see for


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  MUSHROOM AND DEWDROP STEW 


  By Ruan Bradford Wright


   


                  The next day Toe-rag got up early. He’d hardly slept all night for the ache in his heart and in his stomach. He risked a glance in the mirror. She’s right to turn away! Even the dreaded Dragon would turn away from me! He slumped onto his rickety three-legged stool and stared at the floor.


  One of the spiders came by. “Mornin’,” he gruffed. But Toe-rag didn’t hear, he was so wrapped up in his misery.


  Perhaps I should go to the Dragon. Surely he’s as ugly as I am, and my people shun and hate him just as they do me. Maybe the old Dragon isn’t so bad. Perhaps he’s as lonely and unhappy as I am. We might live together over the Hill, and no longer mind being outcasts. But Toe-rag knew such thoughts were foolish; the Dragon would lick him up with his singeing tongue of fire as readily as he would anyone who dared approach his smoky den.


  Perhaps I should go away from Sub-Lime Land. I could go to Allmessey. They welcome anyone there. But I don’t want to leave. I love my country and my people. And if I leave, I’ll never see Cremona again.


  He shook his head and set his face. I must bear up. The people will accept me one day – of course they will. And Cremona.... His stomach grumbled again, as if to scold him for feeling sorry for himself while it was empty. He patted it, and set to thinking about food – that always cheered him up. He still couldn’t face going into Town, so he decided to go into the Woods and search for mushrooms. Tonight, he would have one of his specialties: Mushroom and Dewdrop Stew.


  He pulled on his boots and picked up his battered yellow basket. It was his favorite, the one he always used: he’d traded it in Allmessey for some shards of pottery salvaged from the garbage pile. Made out of corn stalks, stitched around with cowslips, and lined with duckling down it was cheerful and practical. The woman he got it from said it had magical powers, but he hadn't seen any. He just liked the look and feel of it.


  He opened the door and almost stepped on a spider sunning itself on the stoop.


  “Sorry, old friend.  I-I didn’t see you.” Then he added, “G-good morning! Good morning!” as he became aware of the brilliant yellow sun beaming over the Hill. The spider gave Toe-rag one of its scowling-est looks and strutted off. It was the same one had greeted him a few minutes ago, and was still peeved at being ignored. Toe-rag stared after it, scratching his head. Then the sun shone right on his face, and he turned to gaze in wonder at the shimmering countryside.


  It had been a long while since he’d been up so early, and he’d forgotten how beautiful was the waking morning, all dewdrop-spangled and fragrant. He pondered the hazy blue sky – no, today it won’t rain. The mist hanging over the Meadow wasn’t the gray, oppressive kind, which dimmed the sun and dirtied the sky; it was light and sparkling like stardust, refreshing the land below, and heralding a glorious day of sunshine.


  The silver mist was rare in Sub-Lime Land. The Limerans loved to try to collect it in finely wrought, silver-capped jars, made specially by the Master Smith, so that if they succeeded, they could exhibit it proudly on their mantelpieces, along with all their other prized possessions. This day would most certainly be declared a Public Holiday, and there would soon be a great bustle on the hillside as the excited little folk, jars in hands, chased anxiously after the coveted mist, eager to catch some before it dissolved as mysteriously as it appeared and left them chasing thin air. Toe-rag needed to hurry if he wanted to avoid them. He gave a funny little hop, and trotted off towards the Woods, swinging his basket at his side, all his troubles forgotten for a moment in the sun’s warming embrace.


                  


                  Back at his home another creature was enjoying the sun's warming embrace. Toe-rag hadn't had the heart to bury the little casket with the dead spider in it when he got home yesterday, and he'd forgotten to do it that morning. A good thing too because there she sat, alive and well – if a little worse for wear –  surrounded by her flabbergasted friends.  They'd heard a scraping sound inside the casket and lifted the lid to investigate.


                  “Flamflim! You're alive! We thought you were a goner for sure!”


                  “Oh, I was gone alright,” the injured spider responded. “That singing so-and-so stomped on me on purpose!” The other spiders nodded and hemmed.


                  “It was all so sudden,” Flamflim continued, “I didn't know what hit me. Everything went dark, then I suddenly found myself somewhere where it's all silver and gold, and music fills you with happiness. It was as if you were wrapped in the coziest threads in the comfiest web in the safest corner you can ever imagine, and having your mum sing you a lullaby that makes you feel safe and warm and content, like you'd never have to worry again, and you want to stay there forever, doing nothing but listen and wonder and dream. I tell you, if those goners are there,” she nodded at the burial mound, “We can stop feeling sorry for them, and start looking forward to joining them.”


                  As they listened, the spiders' dark eyes widened. They were very quiet for a moment. Then one of them tittered. Then another. Then they all broke out into uncontrollable guffaws, holding their sides and falling over one another.


                  At last, between hiccups of laughter, one of them said, “I think your head got smushed, Flamflim. We'd better take you to Matron.” By then, Flamflim was also laughing heartily and let the gang of giggling spiders lift her aloft like a royal personage and carry her to the infirmary web.


                  


                  Unaware of this miraculous event, Toe-rag reached the edge of the Woods and peered into their shady depths. He shivered. Usually, he enjoyed the cool darkness, feeling safe and happy in its loneliness, but today the Woods seemed chilly and hostile. The sun had made him light-headed, and he wanted to skip and jump and … chase after mist. He shook himself; he didn't want to spoil his happy mood – think about Mushroom and Dewdrop Stew. Hurry, or all the dewdrops will be gone, and plain old Mushroom Stew just isn’t the same. His stomach rumbled in agreement. He clutched his trusty basket, braced himself, and strode into the Woods. His stomach lurched as he left behind the sunny Meadow, which was already alive with crowds of chattering Limerans.


   It seemed uncannily silent in the Woods after the hubbub of the Meadow; all the birds and woodland creatures had gone off to join the fun. Toe-rag caught only the faintest whisper of the excited goings-on, and he felt as if he were in another world listening to the ghostly echoes of people gone-by.  The canopy of leaves rustled, far above him: a solid yet ever-changing mass, causing the distant rays of sun to throw distorted shadows among the trees; they startled Toe-rag as he fancied he saw strange beings crouching behind them, ready to spring out at him.


   His big, bright eyes grew wide as saucers. He shivered and hugged his basket closer to him. “Come on now, concentrate on thoughts of food,” he chided himself. “You've explored these Woods hundreds of times, and never come to any harm.” His stomach risked the smallest complaint at being neglected for so long. Toe-rag strode on, right into the secret heart of the Woods, where he knew he would find the most succulent and dew-laden mushrooms. He appeased his hunger along the way by picking any berries within his reach.


   He soon relaxed and forgot his initial fear. He thought of the wonderful meal he would enjoy that evening. If only I had someone to share it with. He imagined Cremona’s soft tap at his door, and how he would graciously bow to her, sweeping the spotless and gleaming floor with his best hat... why, I'll even get out my smile! He smiled at the thought. How she would poise herself at his festal table and finger the sparkling cutlery, and look at him, and then maybe sing or dance, and then run off home to fetch her little silver harp, and her friends and...  they’d...all...have a...party! He stopped short, staring about himself. Oh, dear, I don't recognize this patch of Woods! Where did that old stump come from? And those enormous oak trees? He looked behind him, squinting into the gloom. None of this looks familiar. I've never been here before! Pshaw! He slumped down at the foot of a tree, annoyed that his wonderful daydream was shattered.


   As the glow of his daydream faded, it dawned on Toe-rag that he was in trouble. The Woods were a dangerous place to be alone and Toe-rag was only daring enough to venture into them because he had recklessly explored them in the past when he was so thoroughly depressed he didn’t care what happened. He was familiar with a large part of them, but this area was new to him. It was densely carpeted with bracken beneath gnarled, ancient-looking oak and sycamore trees covered in moss and choked by ivy. There wasn't so much as a rabbit track for him to follow. He cowered,  feeling very, very small and weak. He felt as if the trees were gathered in frowning ranks around him, like angry schoolteachers.


   He was in big trouble! He was lost in the lonely Woods where few Limerans dared to wander, and no one will know I am here, and I might never be heard of again, and when darkness falls.... He shuddered. He’d heard terrible tales of beasts that howled through the Woods at night, and turned to stone or devoured anything which crossed their path. A chill coursed through his body as if someone – or something – had run an icy finger down his spine.


   Trembling, he stood up, scanning about himself to make sure there were no sneaky eyes watching him even then, and headed back the way he believed he’d come. Really, he had no idea; he only wished to get away.


  Into the Fae lands


  By Patricia Harris


   


   


  Into the glen,


  the faeries go.


  Traipsing along merrily,


  bringing joy as they play.


   


  Into the vale,


  the elves must hail.


  Bringing knowledge


  to explain everything.


   


  Into the peaks


  the dwarves climb,


  hauling giant picks


  and singing songs.


   


   


  Sean Padraic McCarthy 
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