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Run!

It was the first coherent thought on his mind. He should run – run until he couldn’t run anymore, he should just run until he dropped in a dead faint. By the time he woke again, everything would be back as he knew it to be. 

But he couldn’t run; his legs wouldn’t take him out of the terrible nightmare he was in. His body was drenched in cold sweat. Goosebumps rose all over his skin and he continued to shake uncontrollably. Valiantly, he tried to hold down the bile that rose up his throat. His stomach refused to comply with his mind. It churned like it was put to boil and he felt the bile rise stubbornly again. He felt faint, repulsed at what he had seen; what he still saw now.

Hide!

In a distant part of his mind, he realized that his position at the door left him vulnerable to be discovered. Still, the shock kept him rooted in place like he was a tree. With the last of his energy, he prompted his body to obey his mind’s command lest he be discovered by the very people he should flee from. The people in the shed beyond were oblivious to his presence but only because they were consumed by their gruesome task. A slight turn of the neck and he could be as easily seen. Quickly, he slipped into the room – his body was slim enough – and ducked behind the big barrel just behind the door, leaving the door slightly ajar as he had met it.

He should run. 

But no, he didn’t feel like running. What he really wanted to do was come out of his hiding place so he could accuse the perpetrators. He wanted to scream his betrayal, tear out their eyes for the crime they seem to revel greatly in. His eyes wide with horror and he shook his head countless times in denial. It was a bad dream and he was going to wake up any time soon.

But he knew that it was no dream. The outhouse where he was at, its door was formerly used to store crop produce but had remained empty for a long time now. It seemed in recent times, the shed had been converted for some other appalling purpose that even now played on before his very eyes. He couldn’t fully comprehend the sight but he knew that it was as real as he was alive and the body on the floor in the room was dead. 

It would have been simple if the body was simply dead and buried; no, the body lying on the floor was murdered in cold blood and then massacred into tiny bits and pieces with wicked, sharp knives that were meant for animals.

Again, the bile rose in his throat; he could taste it in his mouth. Quickly, he stuffed a fist in his mouth to stop it from escaping. 

It had come to this, the thought deliriously. He had tried to prevent this from happening but no one had listened to him. He had known that desperation would set in and it had. But he had no idea it would come to this. He had absolutely no idea. His missing siblings, the sudden heaps of food... it was all too incredulous, too insane to be believed. He desperately wanted to disbelief his own eyes.

But he couldn’t; not when hacks after hacks made mincemeat of the body on the floor. His sense of betrayal was great. He was lost, confused, and uncertain and he felt that his recent spell of sickness should have taken him away just so he couldn’t witness this. 

What was he going to do now?

Before his unbelieving eyes, human parts were extricated from the dead body and coldly thrown in a large kitchen bowl. The sight of blood and gore was ghastly but more ghastly was the cold indifference with which the activities were carried out. That was what hurt the most – it was the most difficult to comprehend; that the people he knew, people he loved would do something as inhumane... as grisly as this.

It was beyond his wildest imagination.

As they continued their dastardly activities, they spoke casually, removed from any sort of feeling. Only a single flicker of light guided their activities but their hands did not falter. It was like the activities were no stranger to their hands as they worked rapidly. Finally, some of what they said floated through to him, sickening him to the depth of his soul. That alone did what nothing else could have done. Finally, his brain registered that he was in mortal danger – as the body on the floor had been before brutally killed and maimed. The words were coming from the lips of someone who was so familiar. He didn’t understand why they would do this. He didn’t understand anything anymore.

Run!

Still holding a fist to his lips, he finally slipped out of his hiding place and out the door. He tried to be careful so his footsteps would not be heard but he had no idea if he was successful; his body was shaking with revulsion! Without a backward glance, he raced into the night. 

He let out the bile as soon as he was out of sight of the outhouse and everything that was familiar. He didn’t wait to give his churning stomach a chance to recuperate. He didn’t even wait to wipe his mouth. The night air was calm but it could do nothing to calm his panicked, frayed nerves. He didn’t know where to go but he ran and ran and ran.

He would go to her. 

Yes, that was who he would run to. She would know what to do. She always knew what to do. They might not be on good terms but surely, she would not turn him away – not when he told her what he had seen. Perhaps, she could convince him that he had been in a dream.

He continued to run as far as his light body would carry him. Now, he was grateful for his slim body; it carried him like the wind. 

He was almost there... almost there.

He cut through some trees, emerged at the bush path that led to the yard behind her house and crashed to a halt, eyes bulging like a frog’s.

“No, no, no,” he muttered, shaking like a leaf.

Everyone had gone stark raving mad!

The bile rose again, he felt chilled to the bone all over again. This time, there was no denying the atrocity before him; the sight before him was illuminated perfectly by the bright moonlight. Two men stood in the middle of the courtyard in front of a fire and a body hung above the fire, dead. 

He knew who it was above that fire, he thought dazedly. And he knew why he was being roasted like he was nothing but a pig.

He held his head with both hands. He was going to vomit. Again.

Suddenly, a hand reached for him from behind, scaring a good ten years off his young years. He looked up into brilliant green eyes. Things had gone terribly sour since he stared last into those eyes. As he stared into the wild eyes before him, he knew that he was never going to be the same again. 

Not after everything he had seen tonight.

​Act One

In the Beginning, there was...

A Great Famine
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Lancloster Island

Twentieth Century

Language spoken: English

Geographical Location: Unknown

Race of inhabitants: unknown

Soon, the people of Lancloster were going to be in trouble big enough to fill the Death Ocean. 

The edges of the leaves were rolling in and the ears weren’t as big as they used to be. If anybody asked Bob Brookfield he would say the soil wasn’t looking so brown either. But nobody asked him anything; they never did. So, as usual, he was just going to keep quiet and pretend as if he never noticed anything. That way, things were better for everyone – especially him. 

Nobody ever listened to him; he was only a weak, twelve-year old who couldn’t participate in his family’s age-old occupation. His nine brothers especially never gave him rest about his frail body and excessive interest in ‘things that were of no benefit to the family’. By that, they all meant digging through the soil, smelling the air and trees, stealing away to the little house of learning built by the ‘outsider’ and dreaming of lands far away from Lancloster. Sometimes, he liked to swim but that too was nothing significant as long as it didn’t produce an ear of corn. 

It was no news in Lancloster that the last child of the Brookfield family was a complete disgrace to the family. The Brookfield’s were an important lot in the community and rightly so. For one, the only source of water for the entire community bordered the Brookfield’s lands to the Far East and the family had been taking care of it for generations. Secondly, the Brookfield’s always gave birth to strong, brawny sons. The gods of the island had blessed the Brookfield lands too; their grain farms were undoubtedly the largest and most fertile in Lancloster. Also, and perhaps, most importantly, the chieftaincy of Lancloster was exclusively reserved for the first child of the Brookfield family.

The Brookfield’s were the caretakers of the major source of water in Lancloster, they owned the largest, most fertile lands, they birthed strong, agile lads that were able to work on the Brookfield’s fields, multiplying crop production, and fed the entire island with their abundant harvests. Simply put, the family’s influence over the community was great. 

All these culminated in a powerful, important family on the island. Each and every single Brookfield lad always lived to the family name.

All except Bob. 

By some dark twist of fate, Bob had been born one stormy night coming out looking so frail and puny that his father immediately declared that he would be of no use on the farms. Only his mother continued to hope that perhaps he would grow into the family stature but Bob had since broken her heart when he turned ten. 

That day, two years ago, his father had taken him to the fields as usual but quite uncommonly had asked him to leave his small playing shed near the barns to come put some seeds in the soil. It was a sunny day and the fields were incredibly large. The last thing Bob remembered was sweating profusely in the scorching sun and having his body itch like the bees had taken a liking to it. It wasn’t till evening he woke up to his father yelling at his mother that she should have sealed her womb instead of birthing a weakling. He had heard his mother crying as his father stormed out of the room. 

Bob thought of his family without the least rancor. He was used to the snide remarks by now. Too many times to count, he had been the brunt of crude jokes in his family especially over dinner after a hard day’s work on the fields. The summation of his duties in the family was rolled in one; to provide entertainment for dinner. 

“The stands of maize on the lower yonder remind me of Bob’s arms,” Jasper, the first son of the family had said the night before at dinner, causing raucous laughter. “But then I think they really are fatter than Bob’s hands. If our lands sprout a plant as thin as Bob’s hands, we might have to quit farming altogether and join the Scrubs in keeping the island squeaky clean.” 

Everyone, including Bob, laughed so hard. They all knew that cultivating the soil was the family’s occupation and that the entire community depended on their blessed fingers for its survival. Anything that the Brookfield’s planted flourished – it was that simple. Joining up with the Scrubs who cleaned everywhere day and night was downright hilarious. 

Bob couldn’t complain; not anymore. He was glad that he was able to contribute his own share to ensure the family’s wellbeing. He had to do something, hadn’t he? In return, they all left him alone most of the time to do as he wished. Nobody asked him where he was going, what he was doing and what he had done the whole day.

And how he loved the freedom!

At dusk, Bob loved roaming through the fields when his father and brothers were all done working. He loved to inhale the wet smell of upturned soil. He loved to dig through the soil, looking for tiny animals and wondering how come the soil supported so much growth and life. He had a new interest now; to visit his new dig just beyond the Brookfield lands to the north. There, he had surpassed his own strengths much to his surprise. Slowly and steadily, he had dug a neat, square pit under a huge tree far away from prying eyes. The hole was large enough to accommodate his small height with his head just showing above. In the past month, he had been digging his pit and no one had been the wiser. Bob knew that his father would throw a huge fit if he discovered what he had done. He would absolutely insist that he joined the others on the farm now. 

“But he doesn’t know – and who would tell him?” Bob chuckled to himself. 

It was why Bob hadn’t permitted his curiosity to push him to dig the pit anywhere near the fields. Instead, he had taken his curiosity – about what the soil looked like underneath – to the edge of the Dark Forest where the soil was soft and pliable and where no one ever visited. As far as tilling the soil was concerned, his dig was the peak of what he could do. He had fallen ill days during the digging too but his mother had cared for him, attributing his illness to his frequent sick spells. Each time he got well enough to take a step, he was out of the house again, digging till he struck hard rock beneath.

Today, he was going to begin studying the pit properly. As he dug through the soil over the month, he had observed that the color of the soil changed down and into the soil and he relentlessly wondered why it was so. Something else he had been astonished to see was that the root of plants didn’t go way down. That finding had only come three days ago and it simply was distracting enough for him to put down his stolen shovel to stare and wonder incessantly. However, he had had to hold in his incredulity until the digging was over yesterday. Now, he really couldn’t wait to see everything that had hitherto been hidden away from his curious eyes. 

Thus it was that he was on his way to his dig when he observed the poor growth of the stands of grains on this side of the field. Something was terribly wrong with the crops. 

Usually, the ears of corn on the Brookfield’s farmlands were as large as Bob’s head and that was no matter the side of the field they were sprouting. However, the ears that Bob could see right now were only a little bigger than three or four of his fists put together. 

Frowning, Bob moved closer to a nearby stand. 

Barely reaching even the shortest of the stands, Bob had to crane his neck all the way up to see the crown of the stands. The setting sun got into his eyes and he blinked rapidly. Deciding that he’d better check closer to the base of the plant, a single glance immediately confirmed his fear. The leaves were folded inward like they were slowly dying and the cobs were smaller than he had ever seen their lands produce. Yes, the Planters – the only other farmers on the island – frequently produced such small-sized plants but not the Brookfield’s. 

Scratching his blond head of hair thoughtfully, Bob took a long look at the plants around him and was dismayed to observe the same trend. Some plants were just beginning to fold and the cobs were bigger but others had completely folded in and dropped small, barely formed cobs on the soil.

“Oh no!” Bob gasped.

Perhaps, the crops were the reason for his father’s gloomy mood these past days. Now that Bob thought about it, Chieftain Tan Brookfield had been moodier than usual this harvest season. Since his father was usually peevish at harvest, as he had since learned to do, Bob hadn’t spared a thought for the several complaints from his father this season too. Perhaps, his father knew too that his crops were dying.

Bob’s brain fired into action.

Why were the crops dying? Could it be the soil? Would the crops continue to die? What would happen to everyone in the village if the crop continued to die? What would they all eat? What would the livestock feed on? 

The people of Lancloster depended on their crops and animals for their survival. The isolated island was dependent on what came out of the soil for the survival of its people. Every item; from their clothes to their medicine and the food they ate was a direct product of their toil and sweat. Lancloster had no relations with other people. In fact, nobody had ever thought there was a world outside the paradise that was theirs until Oslo was washed ashore. And even then, nobody knew how he got there or how they could all leave even if they wanted to – which they didn’t. The thought of unknown lands was never entertained on the island and as far as Bob was concerned, he was the only one who thought of it.

The village people of Lancloster were a superstitious lot who crossed themselves at sounds in the dark and believed in the spirits of the island, yet they lived a simple life and everyone was content. A part of such beliefs was that the villagers were never meant to leave the island. As a matter of fact, all fishing expeditions never went beyond the reef borders. No swimming ever did too. Nobody ever asked why this was so; it was simply the law.

The islanders loved their lands and their privacy. They were a people of the soil. It was all the life they ever knew.

But what was going to happen if the crops died out? Would they all leave Lancloster?

Bob found that he had no answers to his questions. He should run back to their homestead, screaming this discovery of his at the top of his lungs.

But he knew that nobody would listen to him. 

“What do you know about crops?” his father would have asked without a single concern that he had run all the way just to inform him.

His brothers would have smirked; his mother would have shook her head tiredly at him and that would have been the end of it. 

No sir, he wouldn’t be doing anything of such especially right now when he was on his way to his site. 

For a while, Bob stood in the setting sun surrounded by rows of grains, thinking about the crops and his island. Contrary to what his family and the folks believed, he had an interest in the lands but only as far as knowing what lay beneath the soil and why crops grew above it. He might not know what he was doing most of the time but the ‘outsider’ had told him that his interests had a name and popularity in the world where he came from. Bobby liked that the ‘outsider’ didn’t think he was useless like the whole village thought he was. In fact, it was the ‘outsider’ who taught him some things like how to read and write. 

Some six years ago, the ‘outsider’ had been found at the shore of the Death Ocean, washed in by turbulent waves. The fishing party had found him and brought into the island. Several days of debating about the stranger later, the chieftain, Bob’s father, had ordered that a small hut be built for him close to the Planters. Nobody talked about the ‘outsider’ ever leaving Lancloster, not even the outsider himself. 

Just then, Bob remembered that he was yet to tell the ‘outsider’ about his dig – and he would, as soon as he could study the soil pit to his heart’s content. He had been too busy with his pit that he hadn’t gone to see him in a while. Bob decided that he would go on the morrow. 

“Yes, that is it,” Bob nodded decisively. “I can ask him everything I find out today about my pit.”

Suddenly, Bob felt a change in the wind and looked up. He gasped as he saw that darkness was falling faster by the moment.

He still needed to study his soil pit. 

Momentarily forgetting about the dying crops and Oslo, the outsider, Bob hurried towards the edge of the Dark Forest. All other thoughts withdrew to the back of his consciousness as those of what he might discover in the pit took over. 

As soon as he reached the site, he jumped into the pit without ceremony. 

There was still a drastic change in color down the soil and yes, the plant roots simply stopped a small distance into the soil. It was incredible. 

Bob always thought plant roots went down and down below until they couldn’t be seen again. This discovery was something he hadn’t expected. The color difference was marked by clear demarcation that formed layers. Bob noted the soil color of each layer; black at the surface, red after, then brown of different shades, then grey. It was beautiful. With the length of a hand span, Bob tried to measure the distance between the layers and found that they varied. He sat in the pit and thought long about this.

The darkness fell before he was done with his meditation and he decided that tomorrow was yet another day. Suddenly, his eyes caught on some movement going into the Dark Forest beyond.

The Dark Forest was still far off in the distance and from his position in the pit, Bob was certain of what he saw. The Dark Forest was off limits to everyone in Lancloster. The law was another without a clear reason for it but it was well respected and abided by; which was why he found it insane that anybody on the island would be heading in there especially at this time of the night. Every child on the island had grown up to horrible tales of evil happening in the forest. Even Oslo knew not to wander close to the forest.

Placing the flat of his hands on the surface of the soil, he pushed himself up and out of the pit. 

He was so far off, that Bob lost the law-breaker before he even took three steps in the direction of the forest. The darkness of the forest had swallowed up the person. Bob stood still where he was, trying to decide if he should follow blindly or run to call his father. The house was so far away, the law-breaker would be gone by then...

The decision was taken out of his hands in a moment.

“Bob! What on earth are you doing here?!”

It was his father, Tan Brookfield, the chieftain of Lancloster. Bob knew that he was in trouble before he turned to face him.

“Father, I just saw someone enter the Dark Forest,” he said hastily.

His father, of course, did not believe him.

“You are lying, Bob Pippin Brookfield – you saw no such thing!” his father scoffed. “I have tarried here a little while and would surely have seen if anybody went into the forest.”

“But father,” Bob protested.

“I will not listen to spill falsehoods off your slippery mouth,” his father said sternly. “You will come with me this instant.”

His father turned away, expecting Bob to follow. Bob knew he had no choice than to do as asked. More so, he didn’t want his father to dally long in the area so he wouldn’t notice the pile of earth packed next to his soil pit. They were both standing only a few feet away.

As he trailed behind his father, Bob could only hope that his mother would believe him. She was the only one in the family who took sides with him – and that too was if she wasn’t stared into silence by their overbearing father. If she didn’t intercede for him, he was afraid that his father might stop him from leaving the house altogether.

That would be devastating, he thought. He wanted to come back here tomorrow but this time, his pit wasn’t the reason he was coming back. Bob was sure that he had seen someone go into the Dark Forest; not even his Father’s stern look would convince him otherwise. 

As they left the fields, Bob wondered what had brought his father back to the fields at this time of the day also. 
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“What do you think of the approaching harvest, mother? I was in the fields yesterday, mother. It is worse than last year’s. I don’t think there will be much to go round this season. Don’t you think the crops are failing now? Don’t you think that Lancloster is in trouble now? What are we all going to do?”

Minerva Brookfield continued to stir the soup in the pot of soup as if she didn’t hear her last son chatter away about the state of the harvest this season. She extracted the ladle from the big pot, tapped the hilt of her palm with it and tasted the gravy with the tip of her tongue.

“Hmm,” she murmured in satisfaction, totally ignoring both him and his questions.

Stirring the soup some more, Minerva covered the pot and turned down the heat of the fire below. 

Squinting and coughing a little, Bob passed the back of his hand across his runny nose. The smell of the gravy was pungent and he wondered how come his mother showed no reaction to it. Bob guessed she must be used to the various smells of the kitchen by now. He wondered what she was cooking that needed such an amount of spice added to it to make his eyes water and his nose run. 

At fifty, Minerva was still as plain as she had been as a maiden but just as spry. She had birthed nine strong sons and one weakling but that in combination with the toil of farming and tending to the needs of her family had no influences whatsoever on her features. Bob had heard his father praise his wife repeatedly that she didn’t look a day over twenty – and Bob heartily agreed! Bob also thought that though his mother might not be such a great beauty to behold, she was very kind, caring and never raised her voice at any of her sons. When his father was in a good mood, Bob had also heard his mother advise him about things to do in the fields. One of the things he also loved about her was that since the grains started declining, his mother had taken it to task to conserve even the littlest portion of the harvest so that nothing ever went to waste. In the whole of the island, he didn’t think there was any woman like her. 

She had a good head on her shoulder; his mother. There was no one who could be more worthy of being the chieftain’s wife.

He watched her as she bustled about the kitchen. She was a small-sized woman with golden curls. She also had such an easy smile that he always liked to watch and which Bob heard had enticed her to his father. Bob could never remember a day when she fell ill and even now, she was full of energy touching this, cleaning that and generally making his eyes hurt merely by trying to follow her rapid movements in the kitchen.

“Did you not hear me, mother?” Bob grumbled. “Two years ago, Father complained about the poor harvest – and I saw the ears of corn on the field too. It was a disaster! But this year, things are much worse. Where before we harvested enough to feed everyone and save grains and seeds for planting, we barely have enough to feed with now. Why is it that nobody has shown little concern for this?”

Minerva Brookfield could be deaf and dumb for all the attention she paid to her youngest son. She was busy washing the plates in readiness for dinner. Bob rolled his eyes at her back; he very well knew that his mother could hear him alright. 

He was a little too old for it but he had to. He stamped his feet on the floor to gain her attention.

“Mother, couldn’t you hear me? I said that the fields are...”

His mother turned to him calmly, consternation written clearly on her face.

“Stop making such noise,” Minerva said softly. “Your father is resting.”

“You heard me!” Bob accused. “You heard me talk all this while yet, you said nothing, why?”

“You are still shouting, young man,” Minerva turned to him again.

“You could have answered me,” he grumbled but he spoke almost in a whisper now. He didn’t want his father to come growling into the kitchen.

His mother went back to her washing.

“The fields are gone, mother,” he repeated, going to stand beside her and watching her dainty hands in the water. “Are we all going to leave Lancloster?”

He had tried to hide the excitement in his voice at the question but he didn’t think he succeeded so much. He caught the small upturn of his mother’s lips at his question. There was nary a person on the island who didn’t know how much he cherished the idea of leaving their isolated home. Since Oslo, no outsider ever visited either by accident or design. Bob had gathered so much knowledge from Oslo; he wanted to see all the tall buildings and lights. Of course, everyone else thought Oslo was not right in the head for saying there were buildings made of glass and metals but Bob believed him.

“No, we are not leaving the island, Bob,” his mother sighed. 

Bob’s sigh of disappointment accompanied hers.  “Then what are we going to do?” he asked.

“The fields are not gone, Bob,” she added, ignoring his new question. “What is happening is but a little problem and the council has it well under control.”

He didn’t think he should be the one to point it out but, “Because harvest was so poor last year, the entire village had to feed on the livestock and this year, we’ve got only a few animals left. Harvest this year is pitiful. Yet you call this but a little problem. Mother, we cannot continue to stay on Lancloster. We will all die!”

“Nobody is going to die. Your father and the council of elders will surely provide a way out of this,” Minerva answered patiently.

“Yes, they are, aren’t they?” Bob sneered. “They have been meeting since last year but the soil still sprouts nothing but miserly ears of corn!”

“Do not continue so lest your father hears you,” his mother warned. “You shouldn’t be so ungrateful; the council is doing everything they can to keep us alive.”

Bob shook his head wondrously. Nobody seemed to understand what he was about. People on the island would prefer to remain in their homes while hunger slowly ravished them to death. Nigh a fortnight ago, one of the Scrubs had died! Like him, Bernie Scrub was prone to sickly spells but he hadn’t died before now, had he? Of course, it must be the hunger that got to him.

Couldn’t the elders see that their meetings yielded no results? 

Bob’s father was part of the elders who ruled the island and kept order but Bob greatly doubted his father and the rest of the elders knew what to do about the famine that had struck the land. It was the first time such a thing would happen in the hundred years that the villagers had lived on the island. If they had found any solution at all, Bernie Scrub wouldn’t be dead.

“Perhaps, we need to ask Oslo to help us,” Bob said very quietly.

Minerva turned to look at him very quietly.

“You know how your father feels about going to the ‘outsider’, my boy,” she told him.

“But he doesn’t stop me from going either,” Bob countered.

Minerva looked like she wanted to say something but thought better of it. “Leave the outsider out of this, son,” she said instead. “What does he know about our island? The elders will handle the problem soon enough.”

Bob knew that his mother knew that the elders could do nothing about the plants. The crops were only going to die and they would all die too. 

The sound of heavy footsteps announced Irvin’s presence. Irvin was a giant by all qualifications. Though the third son, he far outgrew his older brothers and younger ones in size and weight. Even though he had grown rapidly taller in the last two years, next to Irvin, Bob always felt like the weakling he was frequently called. 

“Mother, is dinner ready?” his older brother had his head around the kitchen door.

Bob fancied that everything moved and shook at Irvin’s rumble; his voice was as gigantic as his stature.

“No, Irvin,” Minerva turned to her third son with a smile. “It will be in another moment.”

Irvin took a single step that took him halfway into the kitchen. He rubbed his hard, flat stomach and glancing around like he was looking for anything to eat, his gaze fell on Bob.

“Hey tiny, found your place at last?” Irvin sneered, referring to finding Bob in the kitchen with their mother. 

Bob rolled his eyes. He had long begun to grow taller and left tiny behind him more than a year ago but the Brookfield brothers were too blind to see it. For now, Bob decided to let the name calling slide.

The men in the family always thought the kitchen was a place for the women and little kids. They hated to be found anywhere near it. Bob was sure that Irvin, whose appetite was larger than any of them, was deeply starved to have come looking for food in the kitchen.

“Same as you seem to have,” retorted Bob smartly.

Irvin threw back his head and laughed hard. Minerva joined in too, laughing quietly at the quip. Before, when his older brothers made snide remarks about him, Bob wouldn’t have dared to reply with a comeback of his own. But no more; these days, he gave as good as he got. 

“You are getting better, little one, we might yet eat your mouth for dinner one of these days.”

Suddenly, their mother started sputtering on a loud cough, slapping her chest on each sputter.

“Mother!” Bob cried, rushing to her.

Quickly, he got some water for her from the drinking vessel and held it to her mouth. “Here, drink,” he said. “I thought the gravy was too pungent too.”

She took the water, coughed some more and quieted down slowly. Irvin simply stood by the door, looking utterly confused. 

“Perhaps the heat in the kitchen becomes too much for mother,” he said, looking around the kitchen like he might find the source of heat somewhere. 

“No, no, no,” Minerva waved her hands at both sons. “It is a mere cough; it is nothing to worry about.”

Irvin looked ready to accept the answer but Bob thought that there was more. However, he wasn’t about to make his mother cough some more by arguing with her. Instead, he watched her cautiously as she gathered the dishes in her hands and went to check the gravy.

“It is done now,” she told Irvin.

“About time it is,” Irvin murmured appreciatively. 

Two large steps carried him into the kitchen and to the pot. Without much ado, Irvin dipped his hand into the pot of gravy and came up with a large piece of meat. The meat disappeared into his mouth immediately; hot, pungent and all. Bob winced, expecting Irvin to choke but Irvin only grinned.

“You keep getting better, mother. This tastes excellent,” he murmured to their mother. “Finally put the sow out of her misery?”

The last of the Brookfield livestock consisted of a few heads of cattle, sheep and goats, a few dozen chickens, four hogs and a pregnant sow that couldn’t seem to get her babies out of her large stomach. The poor sow had been in pain for the past few days. Bob couldn’t help but think that if they were eating the sow for dinner tonight, that would make the Brookfield minus one animal and before the year was over, they would soon be out of food to feed themselves and the rest of the villagers.

“No,” Minerva said. “The Scrubs brought some roasted meat. They will be joining us for dinner.”

“The Scrubs?” Bob asked incredulously. “But they have been out of their share of this year’s harvest and animals for a long time now.”

Indeed the Scrubs were the gluttony lot who always finished their food ration before the crop year ended. Of the nineteen families who lived on the island, they were the only family on the island who didn’t even own a small garden to their name – and this was by no fault of theirs. Their land was by the hills surrounding the island and it was completely hard stone. After harvest, each family got their food allocation for the next season but the Scrubs always hastily consumed theirs, leaving others to share their ration with them. The family was not one of Bob’s favorites in the village.

This year, things were so hard that nobody had taken a grain to their doorsteps since they finished up their ration.

“Just because we have ceased taking some food to the poor family does not mean others have,” Minerva said in a pitying voice. Bob thought the family deserved no such pity. Other families had stopped taking food to the Scrubs thinking some other would continue to do so. Unfortunately, they had all thought the same way. And Bernie had died. “Seeing as Bernie died of hunger, the council has decided that each family share one day’s meal with the lot. I invited them to dine with us tonight.”

“But couldn’t they have eaten their meat without bringing it here, then?” Bob wanted to know. “And what happens when everybody finally runs out of food to eat and to share? What happens when there are no more crops to harvest?”

Bob felt a knock on his head.

“Stop asking all them silly questions, little one,” Irvin growled down at him. “Now run along and grab those dishes to set on the table. Tell everyone mother is bringing dinner.”

Rubbing the middle of his head, Bob stuck out his tongue at Irvin and ran out of the kitchen. He was at the door when he remembered the plates. He ran in to grab them and ran out again without pausing for breath.

As he ran into the living room of the house, he wondered if Irvin’s fist was made of iron. His head hurt like it was an iron that fell on it instead of a human fist.

“Food is ready!” he announced at the top of his lungs.

Sounds of footsteps and merry murmurs answered his call. At the Brookfield’s, a shouting announcement always got the work done better than knocking down on individual doors.

There were the Scrubs, Bob thought sullenly. The family was coming in the distance beyond the Brookfield’s home picket fence. They were nine in all and a good number of them were slightly overweight.

“Great,” Bob muttered under his breath. “Dinner was going to be just great.”

The Brookfield’s dining table was more than a place to fill hungry bellies. For each member of the family, it was the perfect place to grouse, comment about the day’s work, joke around and generally fill the lungs with air right along with filling the belly with food.

With the exception of the two head seats, the table was large; easily sitting twenty at once. After he got married, Tan Brookfield had it made by Derek Wood whose family owned the one and only wood workshop in Lancloster. Derek Wood had spread the word and the joke was still all around the village that Tan had expected to have none less than twenty sons from Minerva Popper. But Minerva gave him ten sons and the chieftain Brookfield would have been satisfied with nine. Ten sons were more than any Brookfield ever had before Tan. In time, the large dining table had become the venue for all sorts of occasions in the family.

Everything from good news to ill news, gossip, farm duties allocation, and secrets were shared on the big table. 

Over the last years since the crops started to die, the dishes weren’t as filled in heaps as they used to be. The plates contained less soup and there wasn’t always extra bread to go round but despite all these, at dinner, the Brookfield never failed to entertain and be entertained. Dinner time was family time. It was a time to talk and laugh while stuffing morsels of sweet-smelling delicious concoctions made by Minerva Brookfield with so much love. Tonight – despite the food constraints and the presence of the Scrubs – was no exception. 

Enough rowdy laughter could still be heard in the house as everyone gobbled down dinner enthusiastically. And it was a rowdy table tonight; the entire Scrub family was at Brookfield's too. 

Bovi Scrub was the patriarch of the family and he had his wife, Lara, and two children at the table. His brother, Tavi Scrub had his wife, Heather, and three male sons with him as well. Bob couldn’t help but think if the first Scrub son hadn’t died, he could have completed the number at the Brookfields’ dining table. 

But then, if he hadn’t died, perhaps, the elders wouldn’t have taken pity on the Scrubs and they wouldn’t be at Brookfield's table, would they?

“Fourteen years!” Bovi Scrub’s large fist thumped the table in merry surprise, causing dishes to tremble. “I could have sworn that your boy here is no more than nine. He and my Minnie sure look to be of the same age, I tell you – and Minnie is only eight.”

Bob grimaced. As usual, he was the favorite topic of discussion. Even the Scrubs seemed to recognize this. 

A short, pudgy man himself and apparently intimidated by the manliness and huge heights of the Brookfield’s packed in one room, Bovi Scrub had resorted to droning on and on the sterling features of the Scrub children – how well-mannered they were, how obedient they were and how much they loved to keep the island free of dirt. After exhausting his list of praises, he settled on making comparisons between the only Brookfield exception and the Scrub herd. Bob didn’t think it was a fair contest.

The last bit he said was added a little too snidely for comfort. Despite that everyone seemed to find Bovi Scrub the veritable comedian, Bob still thought he was exaggerating a tad too much. Of course, Bob thought he looked nothing like Minnie Scrub. Of Bovi Scrub’s three off-springs, Minnie was the second male child and he was fat, with a large, round face and thick neck at eight years. The older one who had died; Bernie was sixteen and a little bit on the thick side too but not as overweight as Minnie. Even right now, the younger boy was greedily gobbling down every food item on the table like he might very well never eat anything again after tonight. 

“Ah, brother, we all know that our Minnie has an exceptional growth for his age,” Tavi Scrub commented, apparently used to agreeing with anything his brother said. “It simply is not fair to the poor boy to compare him with such extraordinary build.”

Bob didn’t think there was anything about Minnie’s body to be proud of; however, everybody seemed to think otherwise because his entire family and that of Bovi Scrubs burst into prompt laughter at the pronouncement. 

Well, all of them except for the Scrub girl.

The only girl in the Scrub family seemed like the quiet, shy type and she had barely raised her head from the plate. Bob had been stealing quiet glances at her the entire time. She kept pushing her food around the plate and hadn’t taken a taste of her soup despite looking thin enough to be blown away by a strong good wind on the island. Like him, she was the only exception in her family. She didn’t even try to muster up a smile at her father’s ill humor.

Bob turned to the oldest Scrub with an exaggerated smile. 

“Oh no, sir,” Bob interposed as he chewed on the juicy meat in his soup. “Anyone can see that Minnie only looks older because he eats too much food. Perhaps, now that the lands are ravished by dearth, he would have to size down to a weight more... normal.” 

The silence at the table was deafening. Everyone was staring at him in shock. There was a little bit of anger in his father’s eyes but he wasn’t glaring at him; yet. Bob took that as a sign to say all he had to say before all hell broke loose. 

“I think Freya here is more my age but perhaps, I am older than she is,” he shrugged. He was now using his tongue to push out pieces of meat from between his teeth. The meat was more delicious, juicier than ever before but Bob thought maybe that was because his stomach knew it might be a long while before he saw meat as good. “Though we all wouldn’t know who’s old or not, or who’s big or not when everything perishes on Lancloster. But the elders have been so busy these past year trying to figure out when we might all have to start eating each other for food, isn’t it? I still think the solution is to leave Lancloster for good.” he added with a shake of his head. 

For the first time in as long as Bob could remember, the Brookfield family dinner table was silent; totally devoid of the littlest sound. His mother was staring at him disapprovingly; his brothers looked like they would rather hang him in the basement and the Scrubs looked so uncomfortable they didn’t know where to look. 

“I always said we would have your mouth for dinner one day,” Irvin growled fiercely at him at last.

Bovi Scrub was looking like it was not such a bad idea to have his mouth for dinner. Unconcerned, Bob continued to eat his food. It was high time somebody around the table stopped the older Mr. Scrub from making cruel jokes about him. It was simply too much for Bob to endure such in his own home and in his presence for that matter. His family was allowed because, well, they were family but Mr. Scrub was not and neither were his children.

More so, it was the perfect opportunity to chime in his concerns about the failing crops. Everyone in the village was bloody acting like it was a visitor that could pack up and go whenever it was done! The villagers might not see it but it was getting worse every year.

His father was the village chieftain and Bovi Scrub was an elder; let them take his remarks back to their meetings.

“Ignore him, Father,” Jasper, the oldest Brookfield son said even as he glared at Bob. After their father, Bob feared Jasper next. The next in line for Chieftain always looked fierce and unyielding. “We all know what a big mouth Bob has.”

“Yes,” Dale, the next son after Jasper intoned. Sometimes, Bob thought he liked to talk right after Jasper just to show that he was next in command “He’s got mouth for brawns; that is why he cannot put a single seed in the soil but can run off at the mouth instead.”

“Ik-factly,” Harry, Larry, Barry and Gary all intoned at once, looking ready to burst into laughter. 

Bob rolled his eyes, biting back a smile
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