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Introduction

Picture
a campground. Friends and families have clustered their tents into
a little friend village beneath the shady redwoods.

A woman, the storyteller, sits
reading by the campfire. She smiles as she hears the children
asking their parents if they can have the story tickets they were
given when the storyteller arrived. Perhaps that’s the scene the
storyteller imagines as she tells children stories over a video
call.

Either in memory or imagination,
the storyteller gathers the children in one of the open spaces
beneath the trees and asks, “Who do you want in your story?” The
children name characters and who those characters are—kids,
fairies, builders, princesses, and so on. What happens next is a
mix of environment, storyteller, the children’s suggestions, and
the stories that came before.

This book offers a few selections
of those stories. Names have been changed to protect the innocent
and copyright.

I hope you enjoy and imagine yourself under
those same tall trees.

Heart Light

 Characters

Hearta—a queen

Heart—a heart

Lightie—a lightbulb

Chaira—a chair

King
Canario—a canary

Queen Canaria—a canary

Story

Past the wide white-stone Pillars
of Hercules and out into the great ocean that lies beyond, in the
deepest blue of the sea, was the tiny island nation of Caritas.
This little green-and-gold jewel of an island was ruled by the kind
Queen Hearta, who traveled everywhere with Heart, her heart, next
to her.

Now perhaps this may seem strange
to you, because you may live in a land where people keep their
hearts deep in their chests. But on the island of Caritas, the
royal family kept their hearts outside of their bodies.
Traditionally this was so they could keep the hearts quite safe
through magical means. The king or queen would put the heart inside
a hawk, which would be placed inside a fox, which would be placed
inside a wolf, which would be placed inside a dragon who lived at
the bottom of the deepest depths of the sea. These kings and queens
felt that this was the best way to live forever.

Well, except that when a king or
queen—or anyone, for that matter—takes their heart and puts it
inside a hawk, which is placed inside a fox, which is placed inside
a wolf, which is placed inside a dragon who lives at the bottom of
the deepest depths of the sea, they lose their connection to their
heart. To put things very clearly, they become quite mean and very
hard and most definitely more than a bit evil. While the heart, so
far away from its human, becomes withered and worn-out and ready to
turn to ash at the first bit of sunlight.

Now, evil kings and queens doing
mean and wicked things inevitably results in heroes being called
out to do something about it. It inevitably results in a hero
diving down deep into the sea with a magic conch to defeat the
dragon, which releases the wolf, who swims to the surface and runs
to live in the great green forest. Another hero tricks the wolf
with a magic bowl of milk, which makes it cough up the fox. The fox
runs very fast because it is very glad to be outside of the wolf.
Another hero races up on magic winged shoes to catch the fox and
hold it until it sleeps so that it releases the hawk, which flies
to the top of a mountain. Another hero climbs to the tippy-top of
the tallest mountain where the hawk makes its nest and pretends to
be a baby hawk. The hawk coughs up the only food in its belly to
feed what it thinks is its child. That food is always the evil king
or queen’s heart, which turns to dust in a beam of sunlight. Then,
and only then, the evil king or queen fades away into ashes after
hundreds of years of all sorts of nasty behavior.

It was a lot of bother.

[image: tmp_c95f973d7c06229dc8aaa20c718cd1f0_SDFm53_html_m70c27d2.jpg]

A lot of bother that Queen Hearta
did not want. Not for herself, and definitely not for anyone else.
Also, Queen Hearta didn’t particularly want to live forever, or at
least for as long as it took to become evil. She really didn’t want
to become evil at all. She wanted to keep her heart close to her
and remain soft and sweet. Heart wanted the same thing. So instead
Heart travelled with her everywhere. As a result, her heart grew
and grew until it was almost as tall as her but never lost its
tender softness.

The people of Caritas loved their
queen. Not only was she not evil, in fact she was kind and good.
Why, the very first thing she did when she became queen—well, after
she thanked each of the heroes and gave them gift baskets full of
nice things—was go to each and every person in Caritas and do her
best to fix whatever horrible, nasty thing the previous king had
done to them. She felt bad that she hadn’t done anything to help
while the evil old king had been alive and horribling everyone’s
lives, but she hadn’t known what to do.

Once she became queen, she did her best to
make things better with Heart right by her side making
suggestions.

The previous kings and queens of
Caritas had been not only enormously evil but also enormous liars,
but that wasn’t a problem with Queen Hearta. The people of Caritas
could always tell what Queen Hearta was thinking and feeling
because her heart was right there standing next to her. If she was
feeling blue, then Heart was deep blue. If she was happy, then
Heart turned sort of gold. Actually, it wasn’t only Heart that
showed Queen Hearta’s moods. When Queen Hearta was sad, the sky
would cloud up and the fog would roll in. When she was happy, the
sun would shine and sparkle on the sea.

After all of that, you might think
that this is a story about Queen Hearta and her heart, but it’s
not. At least, it’s not only about them.

For you see, there was a lightbulb
named Lightie who didn’t know their life’s purpose. Lightie was
much bigger and brighter than your average lightbulb. Lightie could
not fit in a lamp. Trying to hang off the ceiling of any sort of
building meant that the top of their bulb touched the floor.
Lightie was a very big lightbulb.

Then there was their brightness.
When Lightie was on, they were blindingly bright. They were so very
bright that it wasn’t possible to even look in Lightie’s direction.
Other smaller lightbulbs would whisper with each other and tell
Lightie, “You’re just too large. You should hide your light under a
basket.”

Lightie tried to become smaller.
They tried to become less bright. They plugged into sockets without
enough power and just blew the sockets out. They installed a
dimmer, which melted when they tried to use it. They put a basket
over their head, which quite quickly caught on fire. They tried to
focus on small, little, dim thoughts.
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But nothing worked. Nothing made them small.
Nothing made them shine less brightly.

Lightie’s friend Chaira, who was a
very solid wooden chair, told Lightie not to worry about it. “Not
everyone knows exactly who they are or what they’re going to do
with their life right away.” Chaira also suggested that Lightie
take a load off and sit down. Let Chaira carry some weight for a
while.

But the other lightbulbs didn’t
want Lightie around, and with their whispering, Lightie didn’t want
to be around them.

Lightie went to a remote tower. As
remote as could be given Caritas wasn’t that big an island. The
tower stood at the edge of the bay near the main harbor. Lightie
did their best to hide their light.

Now as it happened, while Lightie
was shining in their tower at the end of the bay, Queen Hearta
decided to go on a voyage to visit King Canario and Queen Canaria
on the Canary Islands to apologize for the things that the previous
king had done.

Namely, he put a dragon with his
heart inside it in the deepest depths of the sea near the Canary
Islands, and it had made a mess of the place. Actually, the queen
before him had done the same thing. And the king before that. Queen
Hearta wanted to see if there was anything she could do to make up
for what her great-great-great—well, a lot of greats (but not
really all that nice)—grandparents had done.

If you’re wondering about all
those greats, remember that those kings and queens of Caritas lived
a very, very, very long time. So generally by the time heroes
defeated them, their many-times-great-grandchild had become the
next king or queen.
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Anyway, Queen Hearta’s visit
didn’t go well. She and Heart got off the boat. Queen Hearta
apologized for what had happened. She said, “I’m not like the
previous kings and queens.”

But King Canario pecked at poor Heart. Queen
Canaria warbled and squawked in Queen Hearta’s face.

She said, “Why should we trust
you? The kings and queens of Caritas always say that, and they
never ever can be trusted.”

“You’ll do something horrible,” chirped King
Canario, pecking at Heart, who by now was quite blue. “I bet you
came here because your own people don’t even like you.”

Queen Hearta was sad to be
upsetting the canaries and could hardly blame them for feeling the
way they did. There was a long history of evil kings and queens of
Caritas doing lots of wicked things.
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There didn’t seem to be anything
Queen Hearta could say to make things better, and she knew that she
needed to do something more than just words. But she had no idea
what that thing might be.

Heart whispered, “We need to help them get
over what the old king did.” But Heart didn’t know what to do
either.

So they set sail to go home, but
Queen Hearta was so sad that a thick fog settled over the sea, and
the sailors couldn’t see which way to go at all. They tried singing
songs to cheer Queen Hearta up, but she was feeling sad and lost
and not sure what to do. Heart was so blue that they were deepest,
darkest indigo blue with not a speck of red and certainly no gold
at all.

Queen Hearta’s ship was lost.

Everyone waiting in Caritas Bay on
Caritas Island saw the fog and worried that Queen Hearta’s ship
wouldn’t be able to find its way back. Even worse, that her ship
might wreck on the rocks around the island because no one could see
them.

Remember Lightie?

Well, Chaira had gone to cheer Lightie up in
their tower by the sea, which was now completely surrounded by fog
too.

Lightie looked out at the fog and
said, “Oh no. Queen Hearta is lost at sea. What a horrible day.”
They slumped against a wall, ready to be even sadder than they’d
been a moment before.

“No!” said Chaira. “This is it. This is your
moment.”

“What do you mean?” asked Lightie.

“Well, you’re too big for a lamp,”
said Chaira.

“Don’t remind me.” Lightie slumped even
further against the wall.

“And you’re incredibly bright.” Chaira’s
polished surface reflected back at Lightie.

“Too bright,” sighed Lightie. “You
remember when the other bulbs suggested that I hide my light under
a basket?”

“But don’t you see?” said Chaira. “I bet your
light is bright enough to cut right through this fog. If you shine
a light, the sailors will know where the tower is and find their
way home.”

“I don’t know if I can stand long
enough for Queen Hearta’s ship to see my light.”

“Don’t worry about that. I’m here to steady
you, and I’ve got four solid feet on the ground,” said Chaira with
an oak-like firmness. “Come on, just try.”

Lightie sighed and stood in front
of the window. Lightie shone with all their considerably bright
light while leaning on Chaira.

Their light cut through the fog around the
tower.

Their light cut through the fog over the
rocks.

Their light cut through the fog over the
gray-green sea.

Their light went all the way to
Queen Hearta’s ship; that’s true. It also went all the way to the
Canary Islands, where Queen Canaria saw it, and it got her to
thinking.

The sailors on the ship cheered
when they saw the light. They knew the light must be coming from
land. They sailed around the rocks easily—Lightie’s light cut right
through the fog, so the sailors could see where the rocks
were.

It was Heart who told Queen Hearta, “Look,
someone is shining a light to guide our way home.”

Queen Hearta got a little less sad.

Heart got a little less blue. A little red
bloomed in the middle and filled Heart as they got closer to the
light. It was just such a warm, bright light. The sort of light
that could cut through any darkness.
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