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Dedicated to my Grandchildren

May you build a world that discards its
weapons for the outstretched hand of friendship.
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“Bury me,

Bury me

By the Sea,

Let the Salt Sun

Watch over me,

While Balsamic Waves

Wash away my sins,

‘Till heaven,

Sweet heaven,

Welcomes me in.”


 


In a land of salt air

And white silver sand

Lives a people so odd

That no one ventures near,

Except perhaps to wonder,

And far too oft exclaim:

“Thank God we are not like them.”

. . . But some things must be uncloaked.
Revealed. Brought forth. For what we fear, we too easily doubt. And
what we deny, too easily scorn, so that lives go on and time melts
away and great things are lost to timid hearts and anxious
minds.


 


 THE VALLEY

A brilliant orb of fire hung in the sky like
a ship at anchor. Moving neither east nor west above the endless
sea and the land that gazed out upon it. Beyond the sea lay a
valley. It was an odd place for a valley to be sure, but it had
been there forever, or so the talebearers told.

To an outsider coming upon it for the first
time, it was akin to imagining that on a day of its own choosing
the floor of the earth withdrew a bit of itself into itself. Not so
much as to fashion a giant crater, but enough to form a beautiful
depression suitable for a lovely village.

The valley floor was broad and flat, with
meandering channels randomly placed along its slopes to catch both
spring thaws and autumn showers and guide them to well-situated
streams, lakes and rivers. In sum, it was a near magical place
blessed with rich, fertile soils and the finest of Nature’s
bounty.

At the center of the valley stood a town,
quiet and neatly ordered. What a keen eye would describe as
“picturesque”. The valley’s tallest edifice being a white clapboard
steeple suitably surrounded by pleasant houses, well-kept lawns and
cobbled walkways.

However, as too often happens in a world such
as ours, this unusual valley was also a source of curiosity and
amusement. For the people of the valley held fast a secret. One
that kept intruders at bay and fell readily into the hands of
opportunistic businessmen, who, in due course, cultivated the
“Gawker”. Lured to the valley rim by flights of imagination and
very little fact, the Gawker happily traveled from near and far,
toting wicker chairs and three-legged stools, spyglasses dangling
from about their necks; straw hats and frilly bonnets shielding
both their faces and their consciences.

The object of all this amusement did its best
to ignore their unwanted guests—a habit they mastered quite
expertly over time—time being the healer of all maladies of course.
Or so they told themselves.

As a result, the Gawkers’ stories grew in
grandiosity and number, until on this particular day the valley by
the sea is more monstrosity than curiosity. Move evil than good. A
harmless evil, they are quick to point out, so long as it is
observed only from afar.


 



THE “LONG BEFORE” TIME

In the year 1427 the ocean’s shore grew
thick with salt and the sea receded far beyond its breakers. So odd
were these events that they were meticulously set down by valley
historians, some of whom went to great lengths to try to explain
them as well. And to be sure, many an explanation was offered by
scholar and mystic alike.

As it turned out, the answer was both simple
and profound, for it seemed that a world drought was sucking the
sea into its ravenous mouth. Landmasses appeared where none existed
before; and an earth accustomed to nurturing life gave way to
endless miles of cracked and withered ground. No living thing was
left untouched, not even the once fertile valley.

The drought persisted for seven long years
until its devastation was complete. Where sea met land, a spiteful
wind arose and thrust its discard inland in the form of sharp,
silver crystals of salt. Succulent crops and lavish forests
withered. Raging fires scarred acre upon acre of once productive
earth. Among the valley’s inhabitants disease and misery became the
only constants.

Pitted against an enemy more powerful than
they, the Ocean Peoples passed over in numbers too great to bear.
No family was left unscarred. Nearly two-thirds perished.

Mercifully, in the winter of the eighth year
a light snow blanketed the valley and its slopes. To weary eyes
that had forgotten its beauty, the glistening landscape appeared
like a carpet of precious jewels. Each survivor, no matter where
they were, dropped to their knees and offered a prayer of
gratitude. Men and women wept openly.

Though that first winter offered scant
relief, the spring of 1435 burst from the skies—as if a heavenly
plug had worked itself loose. The first fragile cloudbursts were
followed by regular cycles of nourishing moisture. And nature, as
only nature can, gratefully took what it was given and dotted the
landscape with miles of fledgling vegetation.

The first hint of green on a distant rise was
met with triumph and celebration. Precious seeds stored years
earlier were retrieved from underground pits and tenderly planted.
Fervent prayers were offered for the first harvest.

When they were able, the valley people
ventured out onto the plains in search of fauna to replenish their
nonexistent livestock. Their efforts were meager. Only a few
animals had survived. How? No one knew. Some were sickly; a few
even died. But slowly, and in step with their caretakers’ recovery,
the animals regained their health and new offspring were
birthed.

The first taste of goat and cow milk was
cause for great joy. Fresh eggs were blessed with equal reverence
and gratitude. Having survived such an awful period of loss, the
Ocean People came to understand the limitations of the world that
fed and clothed them; and with gratitude as their guide, they
blessed nature’s bounty while being ever-vigilant of its oft fickle
ways.

The first weeks of recovery gradually blended
into months. And the “Plague”, as the seven-year drought came to be
called, weaved its way into memory.

When they were ready, the survivors built a
memorial. Simply conceived, it portrayed a grandfather and his
grandchildren sipping a salty brew that symbolized both the
bitterness and desperation of those years. Mounds of silver sand
encircled them. Where an inscription might normally be found, only
the year “1427” was etched. Human words, they all agreed,
were poor substitutes for that which had been endured.

Over the succeeding years the Ocean People
came to consider themselves blessed—favored as it were—and they
clung to a stoic confidence that such awful hardship would never
cast its dark shadow over their valley again. Surely once was more
than enough!


 


 WINN

Winn Garnet stood on his broad veranda and
lifted his face to the sun. He welcomed its warmth. It’s powerful
energy. He stretched out his arms and invited its heat to consume
him.

A slow steady burn began at the apex of his
spine and worked its way inward until his vessels, his organs, his
very cells burst with a vigor so potent that he felt one with the
great sphere of fire above him.

A normal mortal would find the ritual
strange, maybe even insane. Surely the Gawkers on the hill would
name it so. But for Winn Garnet it was a way of “knowing” that
which he had never seen. Of forming in his mind not only the idea
of a brilliant light, but also the flaming orb that contained it.
For you see, the valley by the sea was indeed different. On this
one point the great gaggle of gawkers was not wrong.

The Ocean People who inhabited the valley
were exceptional—exceptional in the way they lived and worked,
learned and played, and in the way they related to each other. For
to a person, not one could see. Not one thin spinet of light or
form passed thru their unmoving irises. Each and every valley
inhabitant “wore” a pair of unvarying eyes the color of salt, a
cruel alteration that had become dominant over time, whereupon the
Sighted became fewer and fewer until none remained at all.

Though the Ocean People tried mightily, some
even dedicating their entire lives in its pursuit, no cure was ever
found or magic potion concocted to reverse that which was set in
motion following the Plague.

Eventually, the people of the valley resolved
to move on with their lives. And when they fell into despair and
cursed their lot, they were reminded that their ancestors had been
spared; and to be spared was not a gift to be spent under the gloom
of self-pity.

In the course of time “sight” became an
“inner” vision rather than an “outer” truth; and their unseeing
eyes, opaque adornments that completed the contour of their
faces—filling sockets that might otherwise be dark, empty pits.
Because they could not see, they learned to choose their mates and
build their friendships using the more personal attributes of
touch, voice and character.

One’s “appearance” faded from memory and
speech and “beauty” flowed from knowing the person you
interacted with, which seemed to them a purposeful and unhurried
process that led to lasting friendships and holy unions.

For you see, when one is sightless, one draws
more fully from each of the remaining senses. The world about you
speaks through myriad “voices”, and your life’s journey is tempered
by what you experience and not what you behold. To judge any part
of creation without spending time with it—be it a tree, a dove, a
lamb or another human being—is inconceivable. When sight is
removed, every new encounter is a surprise and a
miracle.

Beyond personal relationships, the people in
the valley cleverly adapted their homes and jobs, their town and
its amenities, their individual and collective lives to fit their
particular needs—which, over the decades, became ordinary needs,
neither more nor less challenging than any other human might
encounter anywhere else on earth.

As the years wore on, some of the Ocean
People ventured forth into the so-called “normal” world, but none
remained longer than a few months or so. Their odd, silver-eyed
appearance frightened most people off. And when cruel hawkers
recognized easy money in the vacant irises, they teased the bearers
with elaborate lies and promises of fame, only to put them on
public display, in return for which the unsighted received precious
little reward and much ridicule and shame.

There were of course, as in every society,
kind souls who took pity on the strange aliens from the valley; but
kindness and kind words did not put food on the table, nor lend
peace and hope to body and soul. Jobs for the unsighted were
nonexistent in the “normal” world, as were schools and books and
all the countless accommodations required to create a safe and
welcoming place to call home.

In due course, all but a few of these
wanderers returned to the valley by the sea, many sad and hard in
spirit. The outside world “was,” they said, “harsh and
unforgiving,” and their valley home, though safe, was
“forever limiting.” In turn, these troubled souls felt sentenced to
a life of monotony with no possibility for adventure into what they
came to call “the great sighted beyond.”

When no manner of reasoning or compassion
could bring them peace, they sulked away in quiet misery, some
turning to idleness or drink to ease their pain. For even within a
close-knit community, a body sometimes chooses isolation and
loneliness.

We should pause a moment to note that the
Ocean People provided for their own without exception, even those
who did not contribute to the wellbeing of all. To them each human
life was precious, even those that on the surface made no sense at
all.

However, the village by the sea was indeed a
“closed” place, as these few who ventured out rightly came to name
it. It was made so not by choice, but by circumstance, and
centuries of experience seemed to confirm that for its own
survival, such it should remain.


 


 MARGO

Margo Garnet stood before her class and
clapped her hands twice, waiting patiently for the room to grow
still. While doing so, she paused a moment to inhale the rich roses
of summer thriving just outside her classroom windows. It was a
sweet, delicate fragrance that teased her senses and sent a special
thrill through her body.

“Deep, dark roses,” she whispered to no one
in particular. “Rich lush colors.”

Of course Margo had never seen a rose in her
entire life, but she had “read” about them in the histories of the
sighted Ocean People. And she had “traced” the petals, stems and
thorns with her thumb and forefinger in the purposely raised
drawings of the last of the sighted as they hastily transcribed the
more delicate aspects of their valley before they too passed
over.

Yet, no matter how gifted or adapted she and
her fellow citizens became. No matter how self-sufficient or
inventive, Margo still found it impossible to “picture” color—true,
living, vibrant color. For her, the all-consuming “darkness” had
become a roadmap for that which she could not see. To Margo, the
world of Sightlessness was “night”, the blackest, black of nights.
“Black”, Margo understood.

“Black consumes all color,” the Ancients had
written in one of their more philosophic moments. “Its opposite
gives all color away,” they continued. “In between is every
variation possible.”

Margo imagined “white” as light—the absence
of dark—those nameless specks that danced randomly inside her brain
when she rubbed her eyes after a long day. Flashes that came and
went at will. A fleeting memory, perhaps, of a time long ago when
her people could see both dark and light.

Within seven decades of the Plague,
sightlessness embraced all but a handful of the Ocean People. With
time running out, the sighted that remained set about creating a
language that enabled them to transcribe their diaries into the
“script” of the sightless. The resulting system, which employed
both hands and ears, was then taught to the teachers of the valley,
for what better way to pass it on from one generation to the
next.

Finally, however, the dreaded hour arrived,
and the last scribe passed over. And yet, the eighty years it had
taken the blindness to become complete had also been a gift of
sorts, for it had provided the Ocean People with the time necessary
to adapt to their fate. And though many unanswered “whys” lingered,
the bitterness that accompanied those first miserable decades
waned, and sightlessness became just another part of who they were,
in addition to their being strong, intelligent and unyielding in
the face of adversity.

For another one hundred years the Ocean
People lived in peace and obscurity while Mother Nature provided
generously and prosperity blessed their valley.

Then, in the year 1607, the Mountain people
came ashore. But because the valley was far west of the vast
mountain ranges, these new arrivals never knew of the Ocean People
and the Ocean People knew nothing of them. Both supped from the
ocean’s magnificent “table” on different aspects of its endless
shores and each thought the great ocean land theirs and theirs
alone.

Not so, however, with the arrival of the Hill
and Plains people some years later. For on one of their first
excursions inland they came upon the secluded valley—but only to
observe it from afar. For by then widespread rumor had cautioned
them to “keep their distance” lest a vile scourge befall them as
well. Where the stories came from, no one could remember. It was
said that after the drought and the onset of blindness, some of the
sighted Ocean People left their ancestral land as stowaways on
passing ships and carried their horrible tale with them. What
became of these talebearers was also a mystery. Did they birth
sightless children, too? Was there a group of sightless people
living on some distant foreign shore?

The “vile” scourge” that the newcomers spoke
of took many forms, only one of them being based in fact. And as
with all stories born of too much imagination, the Ocean People
were described as huge and garish looking, with six fingers on each
hand, bird beaks for noses and sores on their arms and legs—another
curse, no doubt, from the same malady that robbed them of their
sight.

Early on, a few of the Hill and Plains
mustered up the courage to steal onto the valley slopes, only to
dash away in panic at the first actual sighting of the town and its
habitants. And though from a distance the Ocean People did not
appear any different than the intruders themselves, none of these
interlopers shared that bit of information with their kinfolk upon
returning home. For what worth is a daring adventure unless it is
fraught with danger and intrigue?

Eventually, the novelty of the valley waned
and necessity turned its attention to more pressing issues. Many
years passed during which the Hill and Plains people established
towns and villages, planted crops, tamed wandering beasts and
scaled the great mountains far to the east, both for the challenges
they offered and for the rich wooded forests that made for fine
building materials and kindling. Only then did the story of the
Ocean People reach the mountain communities. Oddly, these rugged
mountaineers did not react with the same curiosity that later
consumed those to the west of them.

Eventually, Gawking became an infrequent
pastime and those gawked upon slowly came to hope that in time it
would cease completely.

But the reprieve was only a ruse, for there
were those who grew to see the valley as more than just a day’s
outing. They saw coin. Easy and abundant coin. The first such
opportunist was glib of tongue and charming of manner and he
cleverly enticed the curious and moneyed to his storefront, where,
on a map especially made, he pointed to the Valley:

“For one gold coin,” he beckoned
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