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For my gardening and letter-writing
crew—let’s do it again sometime soon!

* * * *

A Flowering of Ink

By K.L. Noone


Chapter 1

I believe, the letter announced, in
old-fashioned graceful cursive, the enclosed properly belongs to
you.

Burne looked at the oversized envelope packet
he’d just undone, the already-open birthday card that’d slid out
onto his desk, the extra sheets of heavy expensive paper. The card
had pink glitter and unicorn stickers.

When he nudged it open with a pencil, he
recognized his niece’s handwriting in the scrawl of Happy
Birthday, Uncle Burne! along with his brother’s marginally
neater, Happy Birthday from all of us—hope you’re having fun
with the sea grass!

Sunshine, Pacific Ocean pale and sea-damp,
skittered across his desk. His office out here on the island was
cluttered, three-month temporary, and not exactly makeshift. Santa
Rosita did have a small scientific outpost, mostly inhabited by
wayward studiers of foxes or tide pools or island chicory or
Paleolithic stones; researchers and graduate students came and went
with the breezes and tides and grant money. Burne himself had six
weeks left to gather data about sea grass, eel grass, delicate
ecosystems unique to these isolated islands.

On clear days he could see the lurking
mainland of California across deep blue water, though today wore
haze like a fading ghost, a suggestion rather than a presence.
Inside, his desk held scribbled notes, measurements, the laptop
with his root-system growth projections. And now, distressingly,
glitter. And stickers.

The mail boat had been by this morning. His
birthday had in fact been two weeks ago; his brother had called
that day, because there wasn’t much of a time difference between
the islands and Arizona. Sean had asked cheerfully whether Burne
had got their card, and had shrugged and said, “Well, the mail’s
pretty slow out at the end of nowhere, right?” when Burne had said
he hadn’t. The slowness was true, though not as true as Sean liked
to joke.

He looked back at the letter that was
definitely not in his family’s handwriting. A surprise, a
mystery. The larger envelope had his address and building number,
elegantly written: Professor Burne Cameron, 3 Fox Path, Rosita
Bay, Santa Rosita Island.

The return address was even more of a puzzle.
He tapped the pencil against the envelope; went back to the
note.

I’m terribly sorry about opening your card.
It was delivered to my house by mistake, and that so rarely
happens—I’d picked it up and opened it before I realized. I suspect
the unicorn stickers of nefarious foul play—attaching your card to
another piece of mail.

Burne laughed out loud, briefly; went to run
a hand through his hair, noticed glitter, sighed, tried to brush it
off against his jeans, resigned himself to wearing glitter forever.
At least it wasn’t in his beard.

I hope this arrives safely—I’d meant to send
it a bit sooner, but I had to go down into town for that, and I
don’t do that very often.

Well, that explained something about the
address, though not everything. Burne looked back at the graceful
blue ink. Some people used stickers, pre-printed labels,
decorations of cats or snowflakes or flowers. This envelope said
simply, Devon Lilian, The Rose House, Summervale.

Also California, he thought. Wasn’t
Summervale one of those tiny expensive resort towns along the
central coast? Clifftop houses, ocean views, wineries, and so on?
But to not even have a house number…a name, instead…outside of
town, perhaps up on one of those cliffs…

Devon went on, I admit I was intrigued by
the address on the card—out on the islands?—so I confess to having
looked up your name, if you were wondering how I knew you were a
professor. Burne hadn’t been—somehow that discrepancy hadn’t
registered, but of course Sean and Jen and Candace hadn’t put the
titles, professor and PhD and all that, on their card—but now he
belatedly eyed the handwriting with some suspicion.

Only some. Of course his faculty profile at
Southern Coastal University was public; Devon Lilian had probably
found it as the first search result, and had honestly admitted to
looking, so that was all right. A little weird. But flattering, in
a way.

As a further apology, if I might presume, may
I offer you a happy birthday? And a gift to mark the occasion?
They’re very small and I did them rather fast, but I thought you
might like a present. Again, I hope this all arrives safely.

The person had signed the letter, somewhat
formally, Best wishes, Devon.

Burne picked up the other two flat sheets
that’d slid onto his desk; they were busy being thick and
high-quality and artistic. He looked at the first one; his breath
caught.

A rocky island shore, in black ink and creamy
paper, billowed into joyous detailed life. Lacy ruffles of foam on
the water. Tall sea grass rustling in wind he could all but feel. A
tumble of pebbles, shining. A flirtation of outgoing tide. Only a
few slim curving brushstrokes, to make a whole scene practically
leap off the page.

Burne stared at it, felt it in his
bones, and turned to the other one.

This sketch was similar but more playful. The
same beach, clearly. The same rocks and pebbles and horizon. But a
spiral of sea birds danced in the air; a scuttle of tiny crabs ran
down the beach; and an outline of a figure, with Burne’s tied-up
shaggy hair and the amount of beard he’d had in his last faculty
photo, was looking intently into a tide pool, clutching a notebook.
The miniscule note in the notebook, when he grabbed a real-life
magnifying glass to read it, said, Aquatic glitter
unicorns?!

This time Burne really did burst out
laughing. Perfect, it was perfect; it was himself and his work and
the wind in his hair, and somehow Devon Lilian, a mystery person,
had looked at a birthday card and his university page, and had sent
him a birthday present that put Burne’s heart on a sheet of paper,
the loves of his family and his research, drawn into glowing
life.

A knock bounced off his open door; the
permanently harried face of Mike Sun, doctoral candidate and
explorer of lichen biodiversity, inquired, “Doctor Cameron?”

“Everything’s fine,” Burne reassured him,
“just birthday presents. How’s next year’s grant application?”

“Not good yet. Um…it was your birthday?” Mike
had obviously seen the glitter.

“A couple weeks ago. Don’t worry about it.
How’s the lichen?”

“Slow.” Mike’s gaze traveled to the radiant
magic spell in Burne’s hand. “Did someone send you…art?”

“It’s from a friend,” Burne said, because it
was. Even if they’d only met in paper and ink, it was. “I should
thank them. I need a flower.”

“Do you…want me to go pick flowers?”

“No. Thank you, Mike.”

“I’m going back to the lichen,” Mike said,
“they make more sense than you,” and vanished.

Burne touched ink and enchantment, traced
Devon’s sense of humor, thought about unicorns. Of course he was
going to write back.

Maybe he shouldn’t. Maybe that’d be weird,
when they didn’t know each other. Maybe Devon would rather be left
alone.

But he liked Devon Lilian. Who’d sent
him not only his niece’s birthday card, but a birthday present;
who’d made him laugh and made him smile. Who presented a mystery:
that formal handwriting, that fairytale address, whatever story lay
behind not going into town much.

And that art. That stunning display of
talent. Which Devon had also—Burne paused to reread—attempted to
apologize for. Done quickly. Very small.

Ha. As if. Both pieces were good;
Burne, who knew nothing about art, knew that.

He wanted to know more.

He should be working on a comparative
analysis of sea grass growth along the shore versus up in the
rocks, but he couldn’t do much until the computer finished with
yesterday’s data, so instead he hunted for paper that did not have
the Island Conservation Institute official letterhead, failed to
find any, gave up, and opened with, Devon—sorry about the
letterhead; I’m not that formal, we just don’t have any
paper.

Maybe he shouldn’t start with that.

He crumpled that one up. Tried again. His
handwriting wasn’t terrible but definitely wasn’t graceful or
classical; it’d devolved over years of scientific scribblings. He
made an effort, though. He could type—he had his laptop, and a
printer—but Devon had sent him something handwritten, touched and
shaped, personal. Burne wanted to do that too.

First, thank you for sending my family’s
card! And please don’t worry about opening it; not your fault and
also it’s like having an extra present, a couple weeks later.
Speaking of presents, thank you for the art—they’re beautiful. I’ve
put them up in my office. He hadn’t yet, but he would by the
time this letter arrived. You did say you wanted to know
everything got here safely, so yes, everything did! And how did you
know we’ve just found a whole colony of aquatic glitter unicorns?
Extremely rare. I’d send you a photo but they’re shy.

He paused again. I know you said you did
those quickly, but they really are lovely—are you an artist? A
question, an invitation. If that worked. If it kept this magic
spell going.

He realized as he wrote the question that he
could probably look up Devon Lilian—that couldn’t be a very usual
name—but some part of him didn’t want to. Not yet. Not now. The
mystery. The story. His person, writing to him. Not shared with
anyone else.

He found the tray of dried flowers and backup
samples. They had a lot; he could pick one. Anyway, they were his
flowers. He could send them to his person if he wanted to.

As a thank you, here’s a flower—it’s a
California buttercup, Ranunculus californicus, not too rare but
I’ve always liked the color. They grow up on the hills, and a
couple of weeks ago this whole side of the island looked like gold.
There might be buttercup unicorns but I haven’t seen any yet. Have
you, out where you are?

Thank you again, and sorry about the
letterhead; it was that or pages out of an ocean-splashed notebook.
I figured this was more legible!

He considered sign-offs, despaired for a
second—your friend? best? sincerely? another thanks?—and finally
just signed his name, the usual scribble.

He looked at the finished letter.

The morning sunlight streaked across his
desk, his laptop, his flowers and notes. It draped a veil of gold
across Devon’s art, a nudge of encouragement.

Burne threw it a salute, and searched for an
envelope.

* * * *


Chapter 2

Devon Lilian, perched on his kitchen counter,
swung a long leg back and forth, and waited for his kettle, and
stared at the letter in his hand. Coastal early-morning fog wrapped
his house inside a swirl of green-grey mint-chip hillside and
sea-haze beyond, a dance of opals and oceans.

The flower also in his hand glowed yellow.
Bright, against his browner fingers. Sunny. A lemon drop.
Incongruous.

Professor Burne Cameron had sent him a
buttercup. Not rare, but radiant. Like gold on a hillside, the
letter said. Devon knew it did, because he’d read it and reread it,
since its arrival yesterday. He’d half-accidentally memorized most
of it.

Cheerful gratitude. Unicorn jokes. Gentle
reassurance. Equally gentle questions: are you an artist, have you
seen flowery mythical beasts, everything light and playful, nothing
too personal but an invitation. Beckoning. If Devon wanted to
answer.

He rubbed his thumb along the paper. Not as
expensive as something he’d’ve bought; but of course Professor
Cameron—Burne; he’d signed the letter with his first name—would
have practical options, out there on a wild island in the ocean.
Doing research, surrounded by sea and sky and salt, rocks and
microscopes and passion.

Devon considered the flower again. Burne
loved his job, that much was clear. Such joy in a flower, in a
description. In a mention of an ocean-splashed notebook.

Someone so passionate, so brilliant, so
devoted to his research that he’d spend months on an island,
exploring the minutia of sea grass, running comparative analyses
and gathering samples and all sorts of scientific botanical
endeavors that Devon wouldn’t have the first idea about. Someone
outgoing, happy rambling around out of doors. Someone happy in
general, from the way he wrote, confident and breezy, smiling and
broad-shouldered and red-haired and scruffy-bearded and tanned as a
nineteenth-century adventurer-hero in his official faculty
photograph. Someone with whom Devon would have nothing in common,
if they ever met.

Someone he shouldn’t meet, for so many
reasons. Or only two. But they both were large reasons, shaped like
sharp-edged island rocks and distance, and an equally sharp
reminder in Devon’s own heart.

But the passion and the invitation tempted
him like rich port wine anyway: intoxicating, indulgent, perilous,
sensual.

Burne Cameron had touched this letter. Had
put pen to paper and written, leaving indents, marks, the press of
fingers. Right where Devon’s fingertips were now.

The kettle whistled, a sharp demand.

Devon jumped, half-fell off his kitchen
counter, caught his letter and his flower but hit his hand hard on
the countertop, and swore at himself for being clumsy. He was fine,
though; the impact hadn’t broken skin, but he’d have a bruise. His
heart had sped up, which was more of a problem, though not too
badly so this time.

He was more concerned about his flower-gift.
Which proved to be uncrushed. Uninjured. Protected.

He breathed in and out, slowly, counting in
his head. Meditation techniques. Practice. Routine.

And then he rescued the kettle and finished
with his tea. Blueberry elderflower, soothing, no caffeine. In his
neat dark grey mug with the dark blue flower-pattern just along the
handle, matching the others in the set.

The mugs also matched his kitchen: neat and
polished, full of cool storm colors, slate and blue and ink and
flecks of lightning-violet in the backsplash, in accent colors here
and there. He’d designed the kitchen, though not the mugs. He’d
just liked those.

He couldn’t recall the last time someone’d
sent him a gift, at least not without wanting something in
return.

Burne Cameron appeared to only want answers
to teasing questions about art and unicorns. Burne had asked that
art question, in fact, which meant he did not know who Devon was,
which was interesting. Not everyone would, of course—Devon was
absolutely not that arrogant—but he was surprised a
professor, a researcher, wouldn’t’ve looked up the name of an
unexpected correspondent. Devon himself had, on that side.

He left the letter and the flower on the
kitchen island in a tiny act of colorful rebellion—yellow, in his
kitchen; oh, if any of his clients could see that—and took his tea
out to the house’s balcony amid the familiar rhythms of waves, cool
ocean-crisp breezes, the distant sounds of a sleepy coastal resort
town waking up.

The morning nibbled his bare arms under
shoved-up sleeves. The air bit
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