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    To all the readers looking for a safe space to relax and find comfort in these trying times- let me share mine.
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​Chapter 1: Sorcha
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Sorcha squeezed her little red car into the tiny parking space between the large one tonne Ford and the grey Bronco-which rode the parking line so hard it was practically in both spaces. She sighed as she put the car in park and felt relieved until she grabbed the door handle and looked out the window.

“Shit!”

Sorcha eased the door open, sliding out of the driver’s seat, careful to hold the edge of the doorframe so that if she bumped the door it wouldn’t swing into the Bronco and cause any damage. She couldn’t afford any more extraneous expenses or she’d blow her budget and get kicked out of her closet sized apartment. As much as Sorcha hated her apartment, her neighbours, and her landlord; she hated the idea of living with her parents even more, and there was no way she could cram all her stuff into a single cardboard box in the back alley. Not even a cardboard box hotel would be big enough. Nope, she needed that closet apartment just to store her accumulated life. 

With both legs out the door and her feet firmly on the ground, Sorcha twisted her torso to grab her bag off the passenger seat while keeping a firm grip on the door. Pulling her bag and top half successfully from the car, Sorcha gave the car door a good slam, and walked away feeling like the rest of the day might not be a total disaster after all. 

***
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Three hours later Sorcha came fuming out of the office building, cursing whatever bad luck had made her boss spend the previous night partying with a client and then come in to work early and take the bad decisions of the night before out on the rest of the staff. Seriously, the Dragon Lady needed a life coach to tell her therapist to tell her internal demons that employees were NOT at fault for everything that was not right in the Dragon Lady’s life.

Sorcha stopped dead in the parking lot and looked at her car, now wedged hopelessly between the Ford and someone’s expensive BMW parked so close to her little red car there was no way she was getting into it without denting or scratching the BMW. Holding in a scream of frustration, Sorcha stalked out of the parking lot to the street fuelled by rage-blind impulse. She couldn’t believe how bad this day was going and it was only one in the afternoon. 

As she stalked down the street, the sun warmed her back and the light breeze tickled the hairs on her neck. Sorcha began to relax and let go of the frustrations the day had piled on her narrow shoulders; which felt like they were hunched all the way up to her ears. She kept walking down the street, totally unaware of where she was or the people she passed, lost in the haze of her black mood. As she felt her shoulders relax into a normal position, Sorcha came back to herself and looked around to see where her feet were taking her. 

Pleased with her inner pilot, she smiled when she saw she was almost at the park she used to play in as a kid. She must have been really frustrated and tightly wound to walk so far. But she could feel things loosening up in her belly and brain, and slowly, her soul too. Sorcha spotted an empty bench by a big old oak tree inside the park and knowing she needed to feel a little more grounded and calm she headed for that bench instead of wandering down to the water.

Sorcha plopped her butt onto the bench in the park, throwing her purse over the back of it, not caring if someone tried to grab it. All she had left in it was a half a roll of Mentos, a dollar thirty in nickels, some pocket lint, and a couple of Band-Aids she had grabbed from the first aid kit this morning when she slammed her middle finger in the desk drawer. If someone went to the trouble of stealing her purse their efforts would be well rewarded, she thought sarcastically.

She sighed and leaned back onto the bench, trying to let go of all the negativity that floated around her like a black fog. She wanted to enjoy her afternoon in the bright sunshine, not stew in the awfulness of her morning. Taking a big deep breath, Sorcha let it out as she slid down on the bench and tilted her face up to the sky, coming to a stop when her head rested gently on the back of the bench. The sky was a brilliant powder blue with a scattering of puffy white clouds drifting serenely across its expanse. She smiled, spotting a cloud that looked vaguely like a whale breaching the surface of the ocean. It reminded her of Great Uncle Mac. When she was four or five, he used to come to visit her every couple of months, taking her to the park for ice cream and telling her fantastic stories about beasts, both real and mystical, that he had encountered in his travels around the globe. Then they would lie back in the grass and play a game where they would see who could spot the most creatures in the clouds. She was pretty sure Uncle Mac always let her win; and he never told her that he couldn’t see what she saw in the clouds. He only laughed and marvelled at her creativity. 

Sorcha felt a pang of sadness as the memory of her Great Uncle Mac and their adventures to the park. It had been so long since she’d last seen him. She must have been eight or nine, possibly ten, her memory was a little fuzzy about the last visit they had had together. It always made her sad to think of Uncle Mac; and it always made her crave bubble gum ice cream. Sorcha gave a soft laugh and decided she would go see if there was an ice cream vendor in the park that day. If he had bubble gum ice cream, she’d go eat a scoop of it by the duck pond in memory of her Great Uncle Mac. It was the perfect use for the emergency five-dollar bill she kept in her hidden inner jeans pocket.
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Sorcha licked the blue and pink ice cream off her hand with a smile. Bubble gum wasn’t normally her go to flavour of ice cream now that she was a semi-respectable adult, but on the bad days it was the perfect cure. Wasn’t it just like Uncle Mac to cheer her up on an awful day, even when he wasn’t there? Sorcha watched the ducklings follow their mamas. Their feathers were just beginning to come in; visible here and there through their fine pale yellow down. The quacking of the mother ducks always reminded Sorcha of her mother. Her mother was always talking, it didn’t matter if any one was there to listen or answer back. Sorcha decided it was time to give her mother a call this weekend; it had been almost a month since the last time they had talked. Her mother had that big photography show coming up, and she must be spending a lot of time getting ready for the opening, otherwise she’d have called Sorcha herself weeks ago. 

Squinting as sunlight bounced off the water ripples and into her eyes, Sorcha tried to remember what her mother said the theme of this photography show was. Abandoned buildings? Abandoned people? Abandoned things of life? Something about the things we leave behind, she was sure. Her mother had been on this kick of reminding people of the past for a couple years now. Her Memories Lost in Play exhibit had been a huge success a couple of years ago, and it had been so good for her mother. After she had spent so much of her life sacrificing for her family, Sorcha thought her mother deserved some things just for herself.  She just hoped her mother wasn’t out photographing old gravestones like she kept dreaming about doing. And getting herself arrested. There had been that one time, and even though her mother had paid her the bail back, Sorcha did not have the money to bail her out again. Sorcha’s dad had put his foot down about his wife’s passion for old grave markers, but her mother often dreamed about finishing ‘her greatest work’. It was a regular conversation topic when she and Sorcha talked late at night, usually on the phone with their usual Saturday night bottle of wine. Sorcha knew it was only a matter of time before she’d have to bail her mother out of trouble and they’d both have to work really hard at hiding it from her dad this time. Her mother’s creativity could only be bottled for so long before it exploded out in weird behaviours or bouts of deep depression. Sorcha had to admit that the images her mother had created, the ones she had seen, of the old grave markers in the moonlight, or dappled with sunshine and shadows, had been beautiful. Sorcha decided she’d just have to remind her mother the next time she brought up the grave markers to call ahead and ask permission to be there; especially in the dead of night!

Sorcha giggled a little to herself as she pictured a wizened old man coming out of his caretakers shack to stumble upon her mother laying on the ground, in the total darkness, still as a corpse herself, camera pressed to her face, hardly breathing, staying as still as possible to account for the long exposure time. Sorcha snorted a little as she pictured the old man's face. They were all lucky her mother hadn’t killed any one by accidental heart attack or stroke so far.

Sorcha smiled as she licked the dripping ice cream from her fingers. A reminder that it was time to get serious about eating the now semi frozen candy and cream, before it all melted away and she lost her four dollar treat to the crows that were already eying her ice cream from atop the statue of the boy peeing into the pond. Sorcha stuck her tongue out at the crows and licked at the ice cream, going purple as it melted, colours running together. She enjoyed the coolness on her tongue that contrasted well with the heat on her face from the sun above. She wiggled her eyebrows at the crows, mocking them as she ate the ice cream one slow lick at a time, focusing her entire attention on finishing the sweet creamy goodness before it could melt away. Once she finished the ice cream in the cone, Sorcha looked between the ducks swimming nearby hoping she had a treat and the quiet black crows shining in the sun. She decided the ducks needed the cone more than the crows, as the crows would pull garbage out of the trashcans later that day to fill their bellies.

She threw bits of the leftover cone to the ducks; she never ate the cone, which was why her and Uncle Mac always ate their ice cream by the duck pond. Sorcha chewed the crumbly bubble gum bits thoughtfully. She had been ready to quit her job as she had left the office at lunch. Maybe it was time she started looking for a new job. This part time glorified office assistant wasn’t going to go anywhere, the Dragon Lady had told her that enough times over the last six months. And Sorcha wanted to spend at least some of her job time doing something creative, anything creative really. She wasn’t going to get to do so, unless the Dragon Lady started loaning her out to other departments like she was supposed to be doing. It was written in her job description; that she was to float between offices and studios assisting wherever she was needed. The only time Sorcha had tried to talk to the Dragon Lady about moving departments, she had been given a harsh talking down and a very veiled threat about losing her job entirely if she ever brought it up again with any one. Sorcha couldn’t decide if it was just because she was so good at her job, or if the Dragon Lady was so miserable, she wanted to make everyone else around her even more miserable. It didn’t really matter which one it was, she was really only miserable about half the time she was working, and considering she only worked part time, that wasn’t really all that bad. Most people were miserable all the time.

She’d need to think more about what she wanted in the bigger sense of life. Maybe she could get a second part time job, or volunteer some hours, that would provide her with a creative outlet. A second part time job would make her budget a little more flexible, but the volunteer hours would make her life more flexible. Was she ready to give up warm afternoons licking ice cream in the park for more money? She wasn’t so sure. It was hard to choose to give something up as you were enjoying it. Sorcha smiled wide and tipped her face up into the sun again, closing her eyes and enjoying the play of warmth and cool as a light breeze puffed off the duck pond every once in a while.

***
[image: ]


Sorcha burst into her apartment a couple hours later, a shade darker from sitting by the duck pond in the sun all afternoon. She threw the mail on the counter in a heap, and then deposited the bag of groceries onto the counter as well, just missing that morning’s cereal bowl with a little milk in the bottom, and hitting her favourite teacup in the process. Sorcha made a quick movement and caught the cup right before it spun off the counter to what surely would have been its death. Sighing from relief, both at having caught her cup and having disposed of her armload of stuff, Sorcha placed the cup in the sink. She put the bowl in there as well, so as to keep the mess contained while she dealt with the grocery bag. Sorcha pulled her phone out of her pocket remembering she hadn’t turned the sound back on since she went into the office that morning. That would explain the very quiet afternoon she had just enjoyed. 

She checked the screen as she flipped the sound back on and saw she missed half a dozen texts from Lauren, a couple from Tom, and a phone call from the office. Well, she might catch shit tomorrow for the missed work call, but she wasn’t paid for answering office calls outside of work hours so she wasn’t going to sweat it. 

Pulling the cupboards open, Sorcha scanned the text messages to see if there was anything urgent. Tom wanted to know if she wanted to join him and some friends for drinks. 

Nope, too broke :(, she texted back, not really feeling sad. It felt more like a night in with a good book and possibly a bubble bath.

Lauren wanted to know if she was working Friday, or if they were going to get together to throw some clay, among a bunch of just random chatting, and one slightly concerned text about not getting a response for hours.

Sorry! Sound was off. Bad morning. Went to the park and forgot to turn the sound back on. I’m off at 11:30 on Friday. I’ll see you at 12:00pm at your studio. Can’t wait to get filthy! 

She quickly texted back.

Sorcha had been looking forward to an afternoon of sculpting and creating a mess for weeks now. She loved it when Lauren let her play in her pottery studio. It didn’t even have to result in anything, as a matter of fact it usually didn’t. There was that one time she made a half decent bowl she had given to her mother, but for the most part, nothing she ever created made it into the kiln. And she was ok with that. It was more of a catharsis than a production. And she loved Lauren for providing her with it.

Smiling and thinking of the pale grey clay squishing between her fingers on Friday, Sorcha started pulling food from the bag and randomly shoving it in available cupboard and fridge space. She noticed a weird smell coming from the fridge when she opened it that morning to get the milk, and again the first time she pulled the door open to put veggies in the crisper. She really needed to clean it out and find the source of the smell. For now Sorcha ripped open a box of baking soda and threw it on the top shelf.

With the groceries and the smell temporarily dealt with, Sorcha grabbed the one microwaveable dinner she had left in the freezer (her mother’s last care package had come a couple months ago) and popped it into the microwave to thaw and heat. She was going to have to learn to make her own freezer dinners one of these days, so she had back-up food for late night’s when she ran out of mom’s homemade ones. 

‘I’ll put it on the list’, Sorcha thought and rolled her eyes.

As her stomach growled, Sorcha stood in her kitchen and looked at her messy bed she hadn’t had time to make that morning, since her alarm had gone off late. She glanced between the laptop on the coffee/bedside table and contemplated Netflix in bed instead of the book in the bath. Flicking a look at the dragon clock on the wall, she calculated if she had enough time for both. It would be the perfect ending to the day if she could do both and maybe add a second helping of ice cream... chocolate wine flavoured this time!

Sorcha figured if she watched just one episode while she ate, she would have enough time to run a bubble bath and read for exactly one hour before she would have to go to bed. Mornings came early with this job...a good reason to look into another job, as a potential replacement for the current one instead of as a second one.

The microwave dinged and Sorcha pulled the container out. Blowing on the surface of the food she came around the kitchen counter and walked the few steps to her laptop. She nudged it over to make room for her food and then booted the old dinosaur up. Sorcha scanned her list looking for something that would put her in a good mood and settled on an episode of Quantico. It had a good pace and she couldn’t wait to find out who had planted the bomb, and if Alex and Ryan would get back together by the end of the season. She really hoped they would. But she’d always been a sucker for a good romance.

Hitting play, Sorcha curled up in the corner of the fold out and picked up her dinner, ready to get absorbed in someone else’s disaster of a life for a little while.
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Sorcha ran the bath as hot as she could stand and poured in three times more bubble bath than the bottle suggested. She wanted heaps of frothy bubbles this time, not just a wimpy foam layer that disappeared in five minutes. She had to stop buying cheap bubble bath and expecting good bubbles. Giving the water a good swish Sorcha kick started the bubble mayhem. Satisfied with the froth of rainbow bubbles forming in her tub, Sorcha picked up the two novels she had in the bathroom, trying to decide which was worth devoting a whole hour to this evening. She was a third of the way through Diana Gabaldon’s fourth Outlander Novel ‘Drums of Autumn’. It was super good and she wanted to see if Jamie and Claire would stay on the plantation or find land of their own. But she had just started Kelley Armstrong’s ‘Thirteen’ and she was dying to see how the author finished the series off. Tough choice. Kelley Armstrong won over Diana for the night, as Sorcha wanted a life filled with magic tonight and not one of history.

Unable to resist, Sorcha opened the book and sat on the toilet reading while the tub filled. A bad impulse to give into, she almost let the tub overfill. It was only the lack of sound as the bubbles covered the water spilling from the faucet that had saved her from flooding her tiny closet apartment. Saying a little prayer of thanks to the universe, Sorcha shut the water off and stripped out of her blouse and bra, wishing she had thought to take her bra off when she had removed her tight jeans while watching Quantico. Stripped of all clothing, Sorcha dipped in her big toe and whipped it back out as the toe hit the water under the layer of bubbles. She may have run the bath a little hotter than usual. Though maybe it just felt hot because she hadn’t been wearing any socks or pants in her chilly bathroom for the last fifteen minutes, she reasoned with herself. Gritting her teeth Sorcha shoved her whole foot beneath the bubbles and into the water, holding back a yelp of pain as the water enveloped her foot in white hot torture. Shoving the leg in as well, Sorcha decided it was just because her bottom half was so cold, that the water felt like it could boil her skin right off.

Standing one legged and naked in the tub, feeling like a flamingo, Sorcha was glad no one was here to judge her. Taking a deep breath she stamped the other foot into the water and squeaked as the heat pains travelled up her leg to her knee. She shivered a little as a breeze blew through the crack in her bathroom window and drifted lazily across her bare breasts. She needed to get her whole body in the tub fast. Without flooding the bathroom floor, she reminded herself. 

Sorcha was just as eager to get back to the story, as she was to feel evenly warm across her whole body. Grabbing the sides of the claw foot tub, the only reason she had rented the tiny apartment to begin with, she lowered her body through the delicate bubbles and into her idea of nirvana. The water was the perfect temperature on her top half. Sorcha sank into the bubbles and water with a sigh, the pain in her thawing feet and the amazing story line totally forgotten. 

Eyes closed, Sorcha reached her hand out to the seat of the toilet groping for the novel she had left there when she leaped up to turn the tap off. Her hand hit paper and she pulled the novel up to her face as she opened her eyes. She hoped she had set the alarm on her phone to remind her to get out of the tub, or she was going to spend the rest of her life half floating in the warmth and sweet smelling bubbles.
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As she left the bathroom floating on a cloud of sweet smelling moist air, Sorcha looked at the pile of mail she had thrown on the counter when she had gotten back to the apartment earlier that evening. She wondered if she should open it before bed. As she went to walk over to the pile of yellow, white and cream envelopes, Sorcha’s mouth stretched open, emitting a jaw cracking yawn. She decided the mail could wait one more day. She hit the light switch and climbed into her messy sheets, glad she had tugged the whole mess back into some semblance of a bed before she had gone to run the bath.

Sorcha quickly fell into a deep sleep, dreaming of cloud animals and dancing ice cream cones and her Uncle Mac, a small smile on her face, the horrible morning completely forgotten.
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​Chapter 2: The letter
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The sound of the alarm woke Sorcha the next morning from a strange dream she couldn’t remember once the fog of sleep lifted. All she knew was that the dream left her with an odd feeling. Sorcha tried to recall even a hint of the dream as she went through the mental motions of getting prepared to leave her cosy bed, desperate to figure out why the dream had left her with such an unusual feeling.

It was rare that Sorcha didn’t remember her dreams in the morning. And the fact that she couldn’t remember one that left her with such strong weird feelings really pissed her off. She huffed out of bed and stalked around the tiny apartment getting ready for work, hoping the movement and the focus on mundane tasks would help to either ease the weird feelings or jog her memory into recalling the dream. For an hour and half Sorcha went about her usual morning routine, with perhaps a bit more energy and passion than she normally did, but she couldn’t remember her dreams and the odd feeling stuck with her. 

Finally Sorcha had no choice but to leave her apartment and get herself to work. She slammed the door behind herself and hit the lock. She chose the stairs that morning instead of the elevator and stomped the whole way down the seven flights of stairs, feeling only marginally better when she hit the exit door to the street and marched over to her car.

***
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That evening Sorcha walked through the front door of her apartment in slow contemplation. The strange feelings had left her once she had gotten in her car and left for work. Then the day went weird on her. The Dragon Lady not only came into work late, but also treated every staff member nicely. The whole building was talking about it in the break room at lunch, and later in the office while all the senior staff members were in the monthly operational meeting. It freaked people out that the Dragon Lady was being nice, junior staff members were quivering in fear about an impending mass firing, and senior assistants were wondering what kind of drugs the Dragon Lady’s therapist had put her on. The effects weren’t like any they had seen before. By the time Sorcha had left for the day the whole building was on fire with rumours, speculation, and a distinct air of unease. Sorcha had been glad to leave when the Dragon Lady had left an hour early, sending all staff members on her team home as well.

She normally loved the energy and companionship of the people she worked with, but today being around them made her feel anxious and uneasy. Like an itch you couldn’t reach, the atmosphere had left her skin crawling with a desire to be anywhere else.

Sorcha was so glad she had a short day tomorrow. It was Friday. Plus, she had clay throwing in the afternoon. Playing with clay should get rid of the last lingering tendrils of unease. Even the walk in the park after work hadn’t completely cleared Sorcha of the feelings she’d been carrying since she woke up.

Sorcha decided the only thing to be done was drink a glass of wine and distract her brain from the day with a good book. Walking into the kitchen to grab a glass of wine, the pile of unopened mail caught her attention. She decided to open and sort the mail with her first glass of wine and indulge in a second glass while she read her book. She might even pour another bubble bath if sorting through the mail stack didn’t take too long. She really hoped it didn’t, the idea of a bubble bath two nights in a row seemed super indulgent and she felt like she deserved a treat after the last couple of days.

Sorcha opened the fridge and grabbed the bottle of Chocolate wine from the bottom of the door, taking a big sniff to make sure the box of baking soda was doing its job until she could attack the fridge properly on Saturday. Satisfied the fridge smelled fine, Sorcha held the door open with her toe while she poured the creamy brown wine into her largest glass. Slipping the bottle back in the door and nudging it shut, Sorcha grabbed her wine glass. She took a slow sip enjoying the taste of chocolate as it coated her mouth, and then the bite of the alcohol as she swallowed and inhaled. Sorcha grabbed the stack of envelopes in her other hand, taking a second sip, and headed to sit on the couch; her bed folded into couch mode. She’d had enough time and nervous energy that morning to deal with it properly.

Sorcha threw the mail on to the couch and sat down with a sigh. She placed the wine glass on the bedside table after taking a big drink to hold in her mouth. Chocolate wine wasn’t for getting drunk; you enjoyed it, it was for savouring. She opened the first envelope.

Bill, the first pile on the floor started. Envelope crumpled and thrown at the recycling bin. Missed.

Credit card application. Envelope and application balled up and thrown in the recycling bin. Score.

Bill, into the pile. Envelope crumpled and thrown. Miss.

Bill, dropped onto the pile. Crumple. Throw. Score.

Flyer for something she wouldn’t buy. Crumpled and thrown. Miss.

Notice of garbage pick-up time change. New pile started. Envelope crumpled and tossed. Miss.

Notice of possible water shut off. On the important notice pile it went. Envelope crumpled and thrown. Miss

A second credit card application. These banks really want her non-existent money. Crumpled. Tossed. Score.

A postcard from Italy. Which of her friends was travelling Europe? Turning the postcard of a fountain in a stone square over she saw it was from Matt and David. She looked forward to reading it later and started a fourth pile on the floor. She’d have to remember to take it with her to Lauren’s place tomorrow. She’d want to know how the newlyweds were enjoying their honeymoon too.

Bill. 

‘That’s four, there can’t be any more, the worst is over,’ Sorcha thought as she dropped the paper on the bill pile. Envelope crumpled and tossed up high. Score. 

‘That’s the trick with the lighter balls. Throw ‘em high.’ She noted with a nod of satisfaction.

She picked up the next envelope, pausing as both the quality of the paper and the weight of the envelope startled her and drew her attention.

‘It must be another wedding invitation,’ Sorcha thought as she looked at the thick cream and gold envelope. But she didn’t know anyone else who was getting married, did she? Maybe a baby shower invite, but the envelope was too expensive for that. What could it be?

Sorcha took a sip of her chocolate wine and then opened the pretty envelope, breaking the formal looking gold wax seal in the shape of Ouroboros on the back.

‘What a weird symbol to have on a wedding invite,’ Sorcha thought.

A thick sheet of cream paper neatly folded in three and edged in glinting gold peeked out of the envelope, a dusting of crystalline sparkles drifted out of the envelope as Sorcha pulled the paper free. She watched the enchanting play of colour as the light hit the sparkles drifting down to settle on her lap. Sorcha felt wonderfully enchanted. Whatever kind of event this was for, Sorcha knew she’d be going to it. 

Sorcha placed the envelope on her lap and unfolded the paper; delighted by the way the gold gleamed along the edges of the thick heavy paper. 

It read:

My Dearest Wee Sorcha,

If you are reading this letter it is because I have cheated us both by failing to see you one last time before I crossed the veil, and I have passed beyond the domain of living and on to the next. It was my dearest wish to walk with you once more by the duck pond, to hunt for cloud creatures and to share a story or two over some pink ice cream. We always think we have more time than we ever really do. I am sorry, my darling little one. I wanted so much for us to have more time together, but alas that is not what the universe had in mind for us.

Know that I have kept an eye on you as you’ve grown and set off on the path to create your adult self. I am so proud of you and who you have become over the years. I was surprised at your choice of career, but then you were always one to do the opposite of what everyone expected of you. I think you have done a fine job of using it to create a life full of richness, even if that apartment is so small not even a cockroach would consider being your roommate.

The reason for this letter, before I get too distracted by my own ramblings and forget it completely, is I have chosen you to inherit The Spark Menagerie and my place as The Keeper. I always knew it would be you, right from the time I was appointed The Keeper myself. I only became more convinced as I passed my time in The Spark. I could see you there with me every day as I went about my rounds and tended to my duties. I would daydream of talking with you as I went about my duties, knowing how much you would enjoy sharing the tasks, the stories, the experiences, with me. The mundane and the fantastic. Thoughts of you have kept me going, probably long past the time I should have retired and passed The Spark along to you. But I did so wish for you to experience as much of a semi-normal life as you could before you were called to duty. I see now that I left it too long; the blindness of too many years and a deep unacknowledged desire to live forever. I am so sorry my wee anam.

The time has come for a new Keeper and I am sorry to be passing on the honour of being The Keeper in a letter. There should have been time for getting reacquainted and proper explanations. Time for me to teach you everything you will need to learn and for me to pass along every thing I know and have learned these many years we have spent apart. But you can and will make it your own, of that I am sure.

Go to the park we used to visit. On the north end, beyond the duck pond, exit the park at the iron gate with the lion head above it and head west up the block. Go three streets up and you should find an alleyway before you get to the fourth street. If you get to the fourth street, turn around and head back, looking closely for the alley. Sometimes the business owners pile stuff in them to discourage the homeless from making their home between the buildings. Head down the alley, look for a brown door with a green sign above that says ‘Dorus Publichouse’. Count five bricks to the left of the top corner of the doorframe, there should be a bit of scuffing, and push down hard. A gate will appear. 

Trust me. 

You must go alone, the gate will only appear for you.

Once inside The Spark, ask for Tamlen, he will explain everything that I can not put in this letter. I’m not leaving you completely alone and unguided. I’ve been foolish in my old age, but not completely stupid.

Of course you always have a choice and I know all that I am asking of you will be arduous. The challenge of a lifetime. I also know you are strong, determined, creative, and more than capable of succeeding where I have never quite been able to triumph. You are so much more than you recognize in the blindness of youth. And this is about so much more than just you and I, my dear one. So much more.

Since that last day when you were nine and I hugged you good-bye for the last time, I have thought of you every day. I have carried pictures of you in my memory, pieces of you in my heart, and your laughter has rung in my ears to cheer me on the darkest days.

I love you, and I’ll be watching through the veil as you change the world,

Forever yours,

Uncle Macbeth Florence

Sorcha stared at the piece of paper in her hands, mouth wide open. Tears streamed down her face. She read the letter again. Uncle Mac was dead. Uncle Mac hadn’t been dead all these years but now he was. Or was this all a joke played by someone with excessive cruelness; but then what would the purpose be. And how would Uncle Mac know about her tiny apartment? Or someone she didn’t know; a joke this hurtful could not have been created by someone she knew. Someone she cared for wouldn’t be this cruel to her. Sorcha felt her head start to ache.

She grabbed the envelope and flipped it over, searching the front for a clue as to where the letter came from. There was no stamp. No postmark. No return address anywhere on the envelope. How had the letter gotten into her apartment mailbox if it hadn’t been mailed? More questions just added to her headache. Sorcha turned the envelope upside down and shook it hard, nothing but glittering sparkles came out of the rich cream envelope. She pulled it open and peered inside the envelope in case there was anything stuck, or maybe hidden, inside. There was nothing. 

Panic rose up inside Sorcha, and a feeling she couldn’t quite put her finger on, much like the one her mystery dream had left her with this morning.

She had to call her mom. Maybe she knew something about this. Maybe she had heard from Uncle Mac and with the show coming up had forgotten to mention it in their last conversation. Maybe it had been more recent contact and her mom hadn’t thought to call because she was so busy with the show. Sorcha just really needed to talk to her mom.

Sorcha grabbed her cell phone out of her purse on the counter and hit the speed dial, praying her mother was home and that she would pick up the phone. The number connected and it rang. Once. Twice. Three times.

‘Come on mom, pick up,’ she thought impatiently.

Four rings, five.

“Hello?” said a sleepy voice on the other end.

“Mom!”

“What? What is it, Sorcha? Are you ok?” Her mom sounded more awake, her voice holding a little panicked note.

“I think I’m ok mom. I dunno. Do you remember Uncle Mac?”

“Your Great Uncle Mac? Yes. It’s been years since we last saw him. Why?” Her mom sounded confused.

“I received a weird letter from him. Or someone who signed his name and knew about our trips to the park. A really weird letter. Have you heard from him at all? Since I last saw him when I was nine? Anything recent?”

“Um, no. Not ever. That day you guys went to the park was the last time I had contact with Uncle Mac myself,” her mom said. “Wait, you got a letter? From Uncle Mac? What did it say?”

“That’s the weird part. Do you know anything about what Uncle Mac was doing back then? Have you ever heard of The Spark Menagerie?”

“No. He never said what he did for work, except that he was travelling. Even that was always kind of vague in detail. The what?” her mom sounded even more confused. 

“The Spark Menagerie.”

“Isn’t a menagerie a collection of porcelain animals?”, her mother asked. Clearly she hadn’t heard of The Spark.

“A menagerie is a collection of animals, it doesn’t matter if they are real or replicas,” Sorcha answered automatically.

“Oh, ok.”

“So you don’t know anything about Uncle Mac? Or maybe someone who could fake a letter from him? Someone that would have known about our park visits and about the size of my apartment?”

“That’s a bit of a strange question. I don’t know of anyone outside our family who knew about your park visits with your Uncle Mac, and there is no reason any of them would play a joke like that on you.”

“Could you ask around and see if anyone has heard from Uncle Mac since we called off the search for him?”

“Yes, I’ll call everyone in the morning. But I doubt anyone has heard from him. I’m sure if someone had, they would have spread the word to the rest of the family. At the very least they would have called us, everyone knows how upset you were when Uncle Mac stopped coming to visit with you.”

“Yes, I suppose you are right. But could you call and ask around anyway? I’d feel so much better if you did.”

Sorcha talked to her mom late into the evening. Since they were both awake and on the phone now, they decided to get caught up on their lives, not caring to wait for Saturday. Sorcha felt slightly better about things after she hung up the phone. She was glad that her mother’s pre-show preparations were going so well, and that the buzz already said that it would be a fabulous success. The success would be good for her mom and for her dad. 

Sorcha decided to climb into bed after saying goodbye to her mother and cleaning up the mess she made opening the mail, bubble bath and wine long forgotten. She lay there, in the dark, with Uncle Mac’s letter sitting just inches from her head on the bedside table. Was it real? Was it fake? Was it all a cruel joke? She still felt the ache in the hollow of her chest. She had been thinking of Uncle Mac just yesterday and she could almost hear his deep soft voice as she had read the letter the second time. The writing had sounded like him, from what Sorcha could remember. She didn’t know whether she should grieve or get angry. She lay awake thinking of all the possibilities to explain the letter, completely dismissing the one presented in the letter. She had never heard of The Spark. Her mother had never heard of The Spark. When Sorcha had googled it, nothing appeared. 

Eventually, Sorcha’s exhausted brain gave up and she fell into a restless sleep, cheeks still wet with tears.
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​Chapter 3: The Spark Menagerie
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Sorcha awoke the next morning, before her alarm went off, feeling like she had a nasty hangover. She knew it wasn’t a regular hangover because most of her glass of wine sat on her bedside table completely forgotten. It was an emotional handover, the kind that slaps you in the face as soon as you open up your eyes, telling you everything you experienced the night before was real. The kind that didn’t let you live in that post-wake-up haze of believing that it was all just  a dream. Sorcha sighed,  rolling over to stare at the cream envelope. The fine crystalline glitter stuck to the gum on the envelope flap sparkled in the early morning sunshine. Sorcha could just see the hint of gold on the edging of the letter she had hastily stuffed back into the envelope as she cleaned up for bed.

What was she going to do about the letter? 

Should she ignore it? 

Throw it away? 

But what if it really was from Uncle Mac? 

Torn, lost and still feeling that hollow ache in her chest, Sorcha  rolled over in bed, deciding there wasn’t going to be any more sleep that morning so she might as well get up. Work that morning would be a good distraction, and since it was Friday, she could go in a little early and finish a little earlier than she had planned. It gave Sorcha more time to spend with Lauren in her potter’s studio. It would do her good to talk things over with Lauren, and to use the clay to occupy her hands and distract her brain. Maybe she’d try her hand at the potter’s wheel again. The disaster from the last time meant she was sure to use all her brainpower to keep the clay from flying off the wheel and onto the wall again.  That kind of focus wouldn’t leave any room for her to think about the supposed Uncle Mac letter.

Sorcha threw on clothes, grabbed a yogurt and went to the door. She put her hand on the doorknob, and then stopped. With a growl of frustration, she whipped around, snatching the cream envelope off the table, and shoved it in her purse with the postcard before slamming her way out of the apartment for the second day in a row.

***
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Sorcha couldn’t believe she was doing this. What possessed her to go to the park and follow the insane instructions in the letter? It couldn’t be real. You can’t have a door appear where there are solid bricks. This was real life for shit-sake, not some damn Harry Potter novel. But here she was walking past the duck pond in their park, the gold-edged letter gripped in her hands. She could hear the momma ducks calling to their young ones. The heat of the day was just starting to warm the pavement, the smell of the water and trees wrapped around her
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