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Chapter 1: Houses
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If a story was ever written about kids with wretched childhoods, Damian Dirge would be Chapter One. In his twelve years on Dearth, he had grown up an orphan during the Great Depression, when jobs were scarce and hopelessness rampant, etched in the exhausted faces seen in every house he found himself. And he had lived in plenty—eighteen, at most recent count. Worse, these places weren’t homes, but houses. If you’ve never considered the difference, “homes” are places of the heart, secure abodes where people love you. A “house” is merely four walls and a roof, under which the owners can mistreat you however they wish. And abuse Damian they did, from one foster house to the next, ranging from the neglectful Miss Spencer forgetting him at the saloon or cold Mr. Frankenheimer forcing him to hand-pluck cotton fourteen hours a day. Cobbled together by numerous social services groups, each living arrangement arose as if from nowhere, until, on the whim of a judge or the “caregivers” themselves, his residency ended just as suddenly. But the nineteenth house was different. It would set Damian on the path to alter the world.

“Well, here it is, boy,” his caseworker told him, jerking her dented Model A to a dusty stop along a wash-boarded road. “513 Rump Road. Your new home.”

“House,” Damian clarified, glaring at the property. A forest with slender, half-dead trees surrounded the place, with three ramshackle barns leaning to the side. Skinny mules drank from a rusty water trough, one contributing suddenly to the pile of manure between its hooves. The house itself was a one-story eyesore whose blemishes Damian couldn’t count. Shredded shingles. Broken window. Cracked cowbell dangling near the roof. A thin family stood near a porch swing, the woman wearing a garden-printed dress and shiny necklace, the man and boy in wrinkled suits and ties. With his arm clutched by his mother like a raptor, the boy’s gaze never strayed from his feet. 

“Out, boy,” the caseworker said, hoisting Damian’s suitcase from the back seat. Her name was Mrs. Grebb, assigned to Damian for the past three houses. A devout believer in the value of hard work to transform derelict children into productive citizens, she never held back her poor opinion of him. (That he had run away twice on her watch didn’t help.) He followed her through a broken gate into the front yard. The grass lay withered and yellow in the midsummer heat, speckled with mud clomps and paint chips that had flaked off from a rickety picket fence.

“Good morning, Mr. and Mrs. Welt,” she called to the couple. “Hope we’re not too late. Had to stop for the train at Smelter Creek Road. They were kicking off some hobos, those lazy bums.”

“It’s no skin off our squashes,” said Mrs. Welt. “Can we get you some cider? You must be tired from the drive.”

“Much appreciated, Mrs. Welt, but I have a Temperance Club meeting at the Grange Hall this afternoon. I must be off.”

“That’s too bad. We love having company. Don’t we, Ike?”

“Mm,” said the man, without expression. Damian scanned his body for signs of movement. Nothing, other than a toothpick flicking back and forth between his lips. He might as well have been a scarecrow.

Mrs. Grebb nudged Damian toward the family. “Introductions, then. Damian Dirge, this is Ike and Eunice Welt. And this is their son, Adonis.”

“Call him Addie,” Eunice said, voice sharp with disdain. “Welcome to your new home, Damian. You bring the check, Mrs. Grebb?”

“Pardon?”

“Ten dollars a week, for watching the kid. What we agreed on.”

Mrs. Grebb bit her lip. “Mrs. Welt, you know very well that guardian stipends are not paid in advance. Further, I would prefer not discussing these matters in mixed company. We don’t want someone’s little ears getting the wrong impression of why you’ve accepted him, even if he is only an orphan.”

Damian scoffed. He couldn’t count the times he had been called only an orphan, as if his childhood had been a choice. He also wasn’t four years old and understood they were referring to him. 

Mrs. Welt squinted, staring at Damian. “No, we don’t want to upset a little orphan’s ears, do we? I suppose you’ll be on your way, Mrs. Grebb. Wouldn’t be polite to keep that Temperance Club waiting.”

Mrs. Grebb nodded curtly, kneeling to Damian to adjust his collar. “No running away this time, understand? You’ll end up like those hobos on the train.”

“Lazy bums,” Damian said with a smirk. Mrs. Grebb shot him a warning glare, and he cleared his throat. “Don’t worry. I’ll be good.”

“You’d better, boy. This is the last place that will take you.”

He grinned. Then it’s the last place I’ll run away from.

Mrs. Grebb patted his head and strode away. The family watched her climb into the car, then waved as it drove off, stirring up a cloud of dust. Mrs. Welt’s stare fell on Damian.

“Well, don’t just stand there, footman. Countess is hungry and requires a sandwich.” She turned, snapping her fingers at Addie. “Show Damian the kitchen. And take off that necktie. Proper help wears a bow tie.”

“At your service,” the boy mumbled, turning toward the door.

“Wait, what’s a footman?” Damian asked. “And who is Countess?”

Mrs. Welt opened a container, smearing balm across her thin lips. “A footman is a servant, who is you. And I am Countess.”

“I thought your name is Eunice.”

“Wait—you thought? I do the brain work, footman. My name is Countess, and that’s how I’m addressed. Now go chop onions. You’re lucky it’s lunchtime, or you’d be mucking the donkey stalls by now.” She snapped again, gesturing the boys away.

“At your service, Countess,” Addie whispered. His posture shrank as he pulled open the screen door, still staring at his shoes. Damian followed, expecting the oblivious kid to whack his head against the frame. But Addie succeeded without injury, as if he was an expert at navigating the world through his feet. Ike and Countess lowered themselves onto the porch swing.

“Not so fast, footman,” Countess said. “Ike dropped his toothpick. Retrieve it.”

Damian spied the floor beside the swing. The toothpick had settled against Ike’s dirty shoe. “Seriously?”

Her eyelids narrowed, challenging him to talk back. Damian fought a smile. It was best to play along with her. It aroused less suspicion until he could plot his escape. 

“At your service,” he said, grabbing the toothpick and turning to the door.

“And where do you think you’re going?”

“To throw it away.”

“You don’t throw it away! Every penny counts around this godforsaken place. How else can I afford my jewelry? Give it back to Ike.”

Damian handed him the toothpick. The man slid it between his lips with an, “Mm.” Damian waited, expecting something more than a mutter. When nothing came, he asked, “And what do I call you? Count?”

“You never call him Count,” the woman snapped. “He is Ike, nothing more. And from this point forward, all questions go through me.”

“But what if it’s dinner and I need Ike to pass the salt?”

“Then you ask me, and I make him pass the salt. This is assuming you’ve earned spice privileges.”

“Spice privileges?”

She swatted a passing dragonfly. “Just go with Addie. He’ll line you out. And not too thick on the onion. Makes Countess gassy.”

“Onion, thin. Got it.”

“Respect is key, footman,” she said, picking her at her fingernails. “And we’ll all enjoy the lives we deserve.”

“Mm,” Damian mumbled, tugging the screen door. Ripped mesh and creaky hinges. Of course. He held his breath when stepping inside, expecting a horror show. But to his surprise, the place looked respectable. A modest living room lay to the right, with a wood-fired stove, sofa with tears in the fabric, and old chairs surrounding an upright radio in the corner. A narrow hallway on the far wall led to a pair of bedrooms. The walls were lined with artwork, torn and faded as if purchased from the dime store to make the house seem more fancy than reality could bear. 

“In here, Damian,” Addie whispered. A doorway to the left led to the kitchen, a cramped area with a rickety stove, rusting sink, and an icebox with a broken handle (missing a screw, like its owners). Standing on a stool, Addie opened a cupboard, pulling out four plates—three made of dull-colored tin and one of pristine porcelain. He muttered something, and Damian waited for clues of what the boy had said.

“Sorry, I didn’t catch that.”

“Put the food on these,” Addie said, not much louder. He pointed to the plates.

“Why is one so fancy?” Damian asked.

“That’s for Countess. She requires meals on the finest china.”

“Of course she does.”

Addie retrieved a loaf from a bread box, setting it near a pat of butter. He handed an onion and knife to Damian. “Not too thick on the onion, it makes—”

“—Countess gassy. I heard.”

As Damian peeled the vegetable, Addie spread butter across the bread, then washed a tomato. After a while, he murmured, “Have you benafusterlung?”

Damian struggled to decipher the gibberish. “Oh! Have I been a foster long?”

Addie nodded.

“All my life,” Damian said. “I’m only an orphan, as everyone’s so fond of calling me. I never knew my dad. He left before I was born. Mom died after that.”

“Howrmshedie?”

“What?”

“How did she die?”

Damian paused. Sometimes people asked the question in a nosy way, but tiny Addie, whispering and always looking down, seemed innocent enough. “Giving birth to me,” Damian said.

“Wow. Yermushbeelgultee.”

“Addie, I know we just met, but can you speak up? I hate feeling deaf when I’m only twelve.”

Addie’s cheeks turned crimson. “Sorry. I said you must feel guilty. You know, for killing her.”

Damian chuckled. Maybe it was better that he didn't understand. “And you must feel presumptuous,” he said.

“Per-what?”

“Presumptuous.”

“That’s a big word.”

“Oh, I’ve got plenty. Grammar is one of my strong suits. The only good thing I learned from the orphanage.”

“But what does it mean?”

“That you think you know how others feel. Even if you’re wrong.”

“Was I wrong?”

“No, you’re right. It’s still presumptuous.”

“Sorry. Countess says I’m an embarrassment. Weak and awkward. That’s why she never lets me leave the house.”

“You never leave the house?”

“Well, sometimes. When Countess requires private time, Ike takes me to town. The hardware store is my favorite. Do you know much about your parents?”

Damian shook his head. “State sealed the file. A woman named Dorothy Dirge adopted me, but she died of cancer when I was five. It’s been the orphanage and foster homes ever since.”

A whistle pursed from Addie’s lips. “You don’t have much luck with parents dying, do you?”

“Could be worse. They could have stuck around, like yours.” Damian watched for Addie to be offended, but to the boy’s credit, he blushed as if he had heard a naughty joke. 

“That was presumptuous,” Addie said.

Damian grinned, slicing the onion. Addie’s humor about his crackpot parents was a welcome development. “So what’s up with Countess, anyway? She isn’t really royalty, is she?”

“Actually, she was royalty. Sort of.”

“How can she be ‘sort of’ royalty?”

“Her first husband—my real Pa—was a count. Only he wasn’t. He’d lied to her about it, and after the market crashed, he killed himself. The hoax wasn’t discovered until after he died. All his money had come from bootlegging. She went from countess to poorhouse overnight. Raising a baby to boot.”

“Holy cow. How did she meet Ike?”

“At one of the toy stores he ran. He made a lot of money back then. I reckon she wanted the rich life again.”

“Wait, Ike ran a toy store? The guy who never smiles?”

“He used to be fun,” Addie said. “Carried me on his shoulders to the movies. Took me to the state fair. Fiddle contests were the best.” He turned to Damian, brightening with enthusiasm. “Hey, did you know that fiddles and violins are the same instrument? It just depends on how you play it. From square dance to Mozart. Happy to sad, in a few bowed notes. And the bows are made of horse hair. Actual horses!”

“Sounds like you play.”

Addie cleared his throat. “No, no. Countess forbids it.”

“Why?”

“Bad memories, I guess. Ike used to play, even taught me a little. That fun disappeared when he lost the business.”

“Oh. The Depression got him, too?” 

Addie nodded. “Apparently no one wanted mustache protectors and eyeball massagers when they didn’t have the dough to pay the rent. Ike went belly up, and we came out here to live on his uncle’s farm.”

Damian’s heart sank. A farm? He had had enough of picking cotton for a lifetime. “What does he grow? This land doesn’t seem right for crops.”

“Oh, it’s not for crops. He breeds mules.”

“Mules?”

“Yeah. Cross of a horse and a donkey. Sells them to mines around here. A few farms, even.”

“So where’s the uncle?”

“Sanitarium. Got kicked in the head by a burro. So lucky…” Addie’s voice trailed off wistfully. A fly buzzing near the tomato brought him back to the present. “We run the place by ourselves now. Keeps us fed. We even got running water last summer. Not fancy enough for Countess, though.”

Damian rolled his eyes. “Countess. Why do you call her that if she’s your ma?”

Addie looked at Damian as if it was the simplest answer in the world. “Because she requires it.”

“Well, I’ve never been keen on doing what somebody else requires.”

“You’d best learn quick. Or you’ll get Hamper Time for sure.”

“What’s that?”

“Being put in the clothes hamper with the lid down. It’s not so bad. They don’t lock it or nothing. And there are holes, so you can breathe okay.”

“Do you get Hamper Time a lot?”

“About once a week. Try to avoid Fridays. The clothes are ripe by then. Are those onions sliced yet?”

“Yeah. Here.” Damian handed them to Addie, whose face electrified in a wince.

“Wipe off your cheek, Damian! You’re crying!”

“I can’t help it. They’re onions.”

Addie lifted his tie, dabbing Damian’s cheeks with its bright red silk. “Countess hates weakness! If she sees a tear, you’ll get the habano-no!”

“The what?”

“The habano-no. It’s a kind of pepper.”

“You mean habanero?”

“Not what she calls it. She serves them for punishment.”

“But aren’t they hot?”

“Yeah. Like eating thumbtacks that sat in the sun. Then your eyes water even more, which look like tears, and you’re given more habano-nos until you stop, which you can’t. It’s a death spiral.” Addie rubbed the fabric together, absorbing the tears. Damian peered at his necktie.

“Hey, I thought you were supposed to take that off.”

Addie shrugged. “Sometimes Countess forgets I have it on. It’s one of the few things I risk.”

Damian clicked his tongue. “Habano-nos and Hamper Time, huh? Your parents should be arrested for child abuse.”

“They almost were. A farm hand called the sheriff once. But I couldn’t ’fess up about it. Countess was watching.”

“The sheriff didn’t talk to you alone?”

“No, he did. But Countess is always watching, even when she’s not.”

“Doesn’t Ike ever stop her?”

“Never says a word.”

Damian sighed. “Well, I’m not eating habano-nos or getting Hamper Time. I’ll be hopping a train before that. I’ll tell them both to breeze off.”

“‘Breeze off’?”

“It means ‘scram.’ Don’t tell your parents, but in two weeks, max, I’m out of here.”

“They’ll punish me for that, you know.”

Damian paused. He hadn’t thought of that. “Then come with me,” he said.

“I can’t.”

“You will. I’ll see to that. Don’t let them control you, Addie. It’s your life, on your terms. I learned that a long time ago. That’s why I don’t belong here.”

Addie cocked his head, sizing up his new housemate. 

“I believe it. It’d take something special for a person like you to stick around.”

Countess’s voice screeched from the porch outside. “Boys! Those sandwiches done yet? Ike’s growling stomach displeases me!”

Damian glanced at Addie. The boy’s fragile spirit evaporated, a bright balloon deflating from bold to withered.

“At your service, Countess,” he called out. 

Cradling his parents’ plates of dulled tin and shimmering china, Addie slipped out the door. Damian leaned against the counter, fighting the anger churning in his belly.

Two weeks, max.


 Chapter 2: Damian’s Dirge
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To Damian’s disappointment, his prison sentence at 513 Rump Road wasn’t over in two weeks, max. Now four months later, he had stayed at the house, enduring one hundred habano-nos, a dozen Hamper Times, and several other “servant corrections,” as Countess called her punishments. But the reason he hadn’t run away surprised him. It wasn’t from fear or the lack of an opportunity. It was because of the Angel.

His discovery had occurred a week after his arrival, when Ike and Countess had driven to town in their jalopy to buy horse feed and perfume. The boys worked at their usual Saturday stations—Addie in the house, doing laundry and polishing the silver, and Damian in the barn, mucking out the donkey stalls. Adding injury to insult, Damian had slipped on manure, scraping his hand on a pitchfork. He hurried to the house to clean the wound, removing his boots on the porch to prevent tracking mud inside. While standing at the kitchen sink, a strange sound caught his attention. He traced its source through the living room and to the boys’ shared bedroom. There, bowing the strings of a violin, was Addie, playing the most impassioned music that Damian had ever heard. As he listened, Damian’s mind wandered, recalling the traumas suffered daily by a boy who spoke only in whispers. Addie turned with a gasp.

“Wait. Don’t stop,” Damian said.

Addie’s face grew scarlet. “I’m sorry you heard me. Please don’t tell Countess.”

“You think I would?”

“No. I’ve just never been caught before.”

“What were you playing?”

“Nothing. Something I wrote.”

“You wrote that?” Damian looked at the bed. A journal lay open, its pages popping with scribbled notes.

“A little tinkering,” Addie said.

“That’s better than tinkering, Addie. You could be in an orchestra. Where did you get the violin?”

“From a box in the cellar. It’s Ike’s. I practice when they go to town. You’ll keep it secret, right?”

“Secrets are my specialty. Play some more.”

“Oh, no. I could never play in front of anyone. I only play it for…” Addie’s gaze fell to his fingers. “Do you promise not to laugh?”

“Sure. I keep a straight face whenever Ike says grace, don’t I?”

A grin brightened Addie’s cheeks. Two words comprised Ike’s dinner prayer: Mm. Amen. “I pretend there’s an Angel, who will come to save me,” Addie said. “It’s the music that calls her.”

Damian nodded. Before his arrival at the Welt Mule Farm, he would have scoffed at the idea of summoning some mystical savior’s help. Being reduced to a ‘footman’ had changed his perspective.  

“The Angel will come, Addie,” he said. “Which song is your favorite?”

A playful shine crossed Addie’s eyes. He lowered the bow onto the strings, and a melody filled the room, hopeful and sad at the same time. Damian kneeled on the floor, and when Addie finished, he was nearly speechless.

“I… can’t say how incredible that was, Addie. What’s it called?”

“‘Damian’s Dirge.’ I wrote it for you. But don’t worry. I know a dirge is a funeral hymn, but this is more than that.” 

Damian’s mouth fell open. In his years of being rejected, betrayed, and abused as a foster, he had never experienced this feeling. Was it… fondness? Before he could process it, a truck door clapped outside. The jalopy. 

“Oh nuts, they’re back!” Addie said. “You can’t be in the house, Damian!”

“And you can’t have the violin! Put it under the bed. I’ll take the rap for not being in the barn.” Damian rushed into the living room and sidled against the wall. Being discovered would surely lead to a six-hour sentence in the Cellar of Shame. As the Welts made their way to the front porch, the mirror caught Damian’s attention. Something had shimmered.

“Stay in your room, Addie,” he whispered, turning to the mirror. But his foster brother wasn’t there. Before Damian could puzzle out the mystery of what had moved, a thought struck him. Addie was ten seconds away from being busted with the violin, and his first concern was that his parents would punish Damian? How caring was that? Damian grit his teeth with resolve. There was something special about Addie. And that innocence had to be protected. 

I’ll never abandon you, he thought. Not to a woman who called herself Countess and to a man who lacked the courage to challenge her. The boy didn’t deserve it.

Two pairs of footsteps thumped on the porch. Damian opened the screen door to make a stand. “Before you say anything, I fell on a pitchfork and came inside to wash the wound. I know I’m forbidden from leaving the barn, but in this case, I would ask for your understanding.” 

Countess raised her meticulously-groomed eyebrows. “Well, that explains things, footman. Thanks for telling the truth. We can’t discipline you for getting hurt, of course. That isn’t reasonable.”

“Really?”

“Certainly. But nine hours in the Cellar of Shame should make up for the other offense.”

“What offense?”

“Bleeding on the pitchfork. Donkeys mustn’t be exposed to unsanitary equipment, should they?” 

That was four months ago. Damian had kept his promise never to leave Addie. Many times, he begged the boy to run away and ride the rails to a better future, but as expected, Addie turned him down. As wretched as it was, life lumbered on. But every chance he got, Damian would sneak back from the barn and listen to Addie’s musical plea for his Angel. It’s amazing, he thought, how light can come from darkness. But Damian knew the joy wouldn’t last forever. It was a miracle if it lasted through the day.

 

* * *

Thanksgiving of 1937 began unremarkably at 513 Rump Road. Although Damian loathed the holiday for being an annual reminder for the biological family he lacked, Countess expected turkey, and he resolved to make the best of it. He and Addie prepared the meal in the kitchen, while Countess and Ike relaxed in the living room.

“Ah, smell that bird!” Countess called out, filing her fingernails. “I’m so thankful for having a footman and this family. Even you, Ike.”

“Mm,” said Ike, listening to The Shadow on the radio. Rolling the toothpick in his lips, he swayed in a rocking chair, two encouraging signs for the others that he remained alive.

Damian and Addie cracked open the oven door, admiring their browned creation. No meal had ever looked so good. On the stove, the corn-on-the-cob sat ready, along with green beans and Countess’s favorite dessert, ice box cake. The scents of sage and garlic teased their nostrils.

“Wow, there’s nothing like Thanksgiving dinner,” Addie said. “I could take a nap already.”

Damian got an idea. “Hey, this could be our chance,” he whispered. “Later, your parents will fall asleep. We could hit the rails by the time they wake up. Be like Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid.” 

“I told you a thousand times. I can’t leave,” Addie said, slipping a green bean into his mouth. “I ain’t like you. The world is dangerous.”

“Any more than this house?”

“I know they’re strict. But we’re alive. That’s what matters.”

“You’re not their son, Addie. You’re their servant. At least they get paid for me.”

Addie slumped his head against the counter. Damian sighed. “Hey, I didn’t mean that. Will you look at me?”

Addie turned. His expression was blank, his skin pale blue. A sharp wheeze emitted from his throat.

“Addie, are you okay?”

He didn’t respond. Only stared.

“Countess! Ike! Something’s wrong with Addie! He isn’t breathing!”  

“He’s probably choking himself again,” Countess said. “It’s that stupid tie he always wears. It’s on too tight.”

“Addie, are you choking?” Damian asked.

Addie shook his head, pointing at the food on the stove.

“He isn’t choking. But it’s something he ate.”

Countess groaned. “Ate? Have you been sneaking dinner ahead of me?”

“I think it’s the beans,” Damian said. “Is he allergic to them?”

“Not that I know of. Only peanuts.” 

Damian’s heart skipped a beat. “I crushed peanuts on the beans…”

Countess’s file scraped across her nails. “Swell job, footman. Shake it off, Addie. Don’t be a pantywaist.”

Addie tried to stand tall, but a sudden gasp crumpled him over. 

“He’s ill. Can you guys get off the couch and see him?”

“No! You come to us, footman! Thanksgiving is for leisure, ain’t it, Ike?”

“Mm.” 

Damian hauled Addie into the living room. “He needs a doctor. He’s not okay.”

“Well, look at Mr. Know-it-All. If you were so smart, you’d realize we can’t afford a doctor. So whatever happens to Addie is your fault.”

“This is stupid. He could die.”

“He ain’t gonna die, footman. The boy’s had peanuts before and survived. Off to your room, both of you. A Humiliation Hour might calm you down.”

“Wait, both of us? What did Addie do wrong?”

Countess stiffened. “What did he do wrong? The feeble son of a suicidal liar? He was born. That’s what.”

Damian’s blood went cold. “You are the cruelest person I’ve ever met.”

Countess opened her mouth to speak, but then her expression calmed, as if regarding Damian with a fresh perspective. “I’ll give you credit, footman. What you lack in respect, you make up in spirit. Maybe I’ve been wrong about you. Yes. You’re more than a servant, aren’t you? Addie will serve Humiliation Hour in his room, and you will stay with us. A happy couple and their powerful, adopted son.”

“I’m not your son. Addie’s your real family.”

“Oh, you mean Adonis? The ‘manly’ boy who can’t even glance at a nut without keeling over?”

“I won’t leave him. We’ll do Humiliation Hour together.”

“You’ll do what I say!”

Addie rasped, catching his breath. “It’s okay, Damian. I’ll go to my room. You stay here.”

Damian glanced at Addie. The boy looked more miserable than ever. “This is so wrong. We should be together.”

“I’m fine,” he whispered. “I have the Angel.”

Damian nodded reluctantly. If Addie was content dreaming of his savior, then Damian could survive an hour with eccentric lunatics. After Addie shuffled to his room, Damian settled on the far end of the couch. For a long time, the only sounds were radio voices and Countess’s fingernails scraping across her file. Although boredom consumed him, Damian preferred it to making conversation with the Welts. For a moment, he caught the plink of Addie’s violin string being plucked, and he straightened, hoping Ike or Countess hadn’t noticed. Luckily, the radio and filing continued. Damian’s throat pinched tight. Addie must have been unusually upset to risk taking out the instrument while his parents were home. Fortunately, only twenty
































images/image-2.png





images/image-3.png





cover.jpeg
| —
edmistories





images/image-4.png





images/image-1.png





