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      After the cool, wet spring, the elm seedlings and the spiders were worse that year than they had been in a long time. Incoming windstorms had carried the round, winged seeds in the breeze, scattering them far and wide. As they skittered along across the ground, their dried, paper-like casing had sounded like rain along the gravel roads long before the wet droplets even began to fall.

      Now those seeds, which had abundantly coated the ground like the thick honey covering one of Mama’s deserts, had started to grow. They sprouted throughout the garden, carefully trying to hide along the large, unfurling leaves of the vegetables while taking strong root. It wasn’t that Tinthony minded pulling out the tree seedlings along with the other weeds. Better to do it now than when they were solidly in the ground and growing into trees.

      What did bother him was the spiders.

      The daddy long-legs running through the garden didn’t unnerve him, but the other spiders did. Daddies, which weren’t actually spiders no matter how much they looked like one, couldn’t hurt him, but he didn’t know about the others. They might be dangerous.

      Tinthony reached down and took ahold of a squash plant’s broad green leaf, and using that, he moved the prickly, unfurling stalk away from him. These plants loved to prick his fingers as he dug out weeds from the ground under where the plant was growing. Weeds stole precious water from the vegetables. They needed to go.

      Along with the spiders that went scurrying away from his fingers.

      He flinched and drew back as a large, furry, black one brushed against his knuckles.

      Before he realized it, he was standing straight up but looking down at the spider fleeing among the leaves and down the prickly stem of the plant. His head felt a little woozy from the day’s rising temperature as well as bending over with his head down for so long to pull weeds. He took the moment to wipe away the sweat from his brow on his dark forearm and let the spiders get some distance. Anything blacker than him was never good.

      He shivered as the edge of a memory touched him and he pushed it back. Best to not remember.

      The sun rising over the hump of the thatched roof wiped away any chill he might have felt. It would soon be too hot to remain out in the garden. Which was fine, because Grand-mama always said that the plants wanted the sunlight all for themselves. “No shadows,” she would say in her deep, raspy voice as she waggled an index finger crooked with age at Tinthony and his siblings. “Those plants, dey keep them babies under their own leaves. You act as a shadow and dem babies think you da Mama now. Dey come out from hiding behind da protective leaves, then dey get snatched by all sorts of animals. When that happens, Mama plant gets so mad at you and she make sure to only grow tiny, unhealthy plants, ones she lets the bugs come crawl inside and then you eat dem up.”

      Tinthony wasn’t certain he believed this, but as long as Grand-mama did, he would too.

      He wondered how much longer before his Grand-mama called him and his sibling in before it got too hot and told them to go for a swim in the creek. He’d rather lounge by the water and maybe catch a fish or two to go with those veggies for dinner, than remain out here sweating and pulling weeds. Even having to watch his baby sister, Shanta, wasn’t as bad weeding when there were so many spiders. Shanta had once been a nuisance to watch, but now, he had to keep an eye on the other boys around her. She wasn’t the baby anymore, though some of his friends thought it was fun to call her baby still, only their tones had changed. Tinthony couldn’t say he liked the way they talked to her now. Shanta tried to tell him that they didn’t mean nothing by it, but that didn’t matter. She was just a girl. What did she know about how boys talked? How they wanted to take a bite of her just like a spider? But instead of poison, they would leave a baby inside the girl. Same thing as poison, if you asked Tinthony. Nope, none of them be poisoning his sister, not yet at least. Not until he could get out of the house, like his Grand-mama’s shooing them out of the garden and down to the creek, but this time he’d be old enough to stay out on his own adventure and not come home.

      For now, he had a little bit longer to go and more weeds that needed yanked out.

      He bent to start the task again.

      Tinthony didn’t see the spider on the stem or anywhere on the ground either, so he reached in careful not to brush his fingers against the stalks waiting to prick him and seized another vining weed which wanted to strangle their vegetables. He tore it out and cast the offending vine aside and reached for another.

      “Spider,” Shanta hollered. “Big one!”

      Tinthony jumped, withdrawing his hands, only to realize that Shanta was pointing at a plant near her. He could see it, long and black, with a hint of reddish brown, but it wasn’t what she had said it was.

      “That’s not a spider,” he said crossing carefully through the garden toward her. “That’s a squash bug.” He seized it up and tossed it into the nearby metal water pail.

      Shanta put her hands on her hips. “How you tell?” Her dark eyes narrowed, daring him to answer the question, challenging him to give her an answer she could understand.

      Her curly black hair glistened with perspiration in the sunlight and her defiant stance illustrated just how much her body was changing into that of a young woman. Tinthony supposed he could see how some of his friends might find her pretty, but Tinthony still thought they had to look pretty hard to see it.

      “Six legs,” Tinthony said. “That bug had six legs. Spiders have eight.”

      “It had eight!” She stormed over to the water bucket, and though she’d been afraid only a moment ago, she now plunged her hand into the water and fetched out the bug. Pinched between her index finger and thumb, she stared down at it. “See? Eight legs. One… two… three… four… oh.”

      “Yeah, oh!” Tinthony said. “Now drop it back down in the water and let it drown, and get back to work. Check to see if there are more bugs over there where you were. There’s probably a bunch of ‘em.”

      She chucked the bug down into the water and watched it sink to the bottom before her head raised up with a question in her eyes. “You mean like a family?”

      “Yeah. That was the most mature of the squash bugs, so they probably have a whole bunch of babies running around. That’s what happens, you know? They run around in their little groups and then they have babies that all have squawking little mouths to feed.” Just like his friends gawking all over his sister when they hung out. Did she see the correlation, or was it only him?

      Shanta huffed as she stomped her way back to her spot in the garden. “No, I don’t know,” she said agitatedly. “Mama told me ‘bout the birds and the bees, but nuffin’ about squash bugs. They weren’t in that story.”

      She paused for a moment. “So was that bug the Grand-mama?”

      “Probably.”

      As soon as the word was out, Tinthony realized he’d made a mistake.

      “Don’t worry, Grand-mama. I’ll save you,” Shanta hollered as she hurried once more back to the bucket.

      “Don’t you dare! Leave it there. It’s not Grand-mama. It’s evil.”

      Tinthony shivered again. He found himself taking a step backwards, but why the thought of pulling the little bug out of the pail terrified him so, he wasn’t certain. It just…

      No. Don’t go there.

      Shanta spun around, doing a full circle in place. “Well, can I at least bring the bucket closer to me so I don’t have to carry those nasty bugs all that way? I don’t want to feel their little buggy legs all wiggling against my fingers.”

      Tinthony swallowed hard so that he could get the words out. “Yeah, go ahead.”

      The edges of the scary memory lingered. There wasn’t enough sunlight to chase away the shadows of what he felt and yet couldn’t put words to. Grand-mama said he had a memory locked away, but no one ever asked about it. It seemed like they all knew it would be dangerous if his mind unlocked that one recollection and let it come out.

      Yet, there was another which he did barely recall as if it were a dream. His Grand-mama putting her arm around his crying Mama and gently leading her to another room. His Mama screamed, broke away, and fell to the floor in a fit that lasted… well, longer than his memory did. He just remembered his Mama had been sick for a period of time after that and Tinthony knew it had all been his fault. Mama couldn’t look at him and went into another fit when she did. It all had to do with darkness, his darkness. So, he’d sought refuge in the garden, pulling the weeds, and spending time at the creek, swimming even when it was cold. He needed the sunlight. Always the sunlight.

      Then Mama had recovered and hugged Tinthony once more, stronger than ever. That he did remember. She hugged him often. And it made the prior time seem like it hadn’t happened at all. The pain faded back, letting it all seem like a nightmare and now everything would be fine in the light of day.
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      Tinthony dragged more weeds and elm seedlings from the garden. When his hands were too full to carry any more, he dumped them at the edge of the garden and built a small pile. And when he had an armload, he scooped them all up and delivered them to the trash heap. Tomorrow tonight, he and his family would light a bonfire of the dried weeds and sit around to watch the embers float toward the stars.

      If there was any good in the chore of weeding, it was knowing that not only would the family have fresh food but that they would also gather for the fun and frivolity of disposing of the irritating weeds. Grand-mama would tell her stories of far-off places as though she’d visited fantastic places among the stars as well as sharing tales of family long gone from them to honor their memories. Mama always had treats to pass out as they grew sleepy beneath the dark skies. The morning after, the cooled ashes would then be given back to the garden as fertilizer. The whole evening symbolized the greater cycles Grand-mama always preached about. Tinthony was beginning to see those cycles for himself and understood on some level though he couldn’t quite put it into words. Not yet at least.

      He returned from dumping his weeds and began another session of yanking the offending plants from the ground and making a pile.

      Rhythmic beats floated in the air toward them and Shanta gasped as she looked around. “Do you hear that?”

      Tinthony listened, letting the percussion sounds become a little clearer. “Yes.”

      “Papa’s home?” she asked, her hope-filled eyes wide. She wanted to burst from her spot in the garden and run through the house to look out. But even she knew that might be getting her hopes up. It could be another troupe coming through town. Mama would easily spank them for running through the house and causing an uproar when it was all for naught.

      “If it is, he’ll come out and see us straight away,” Tinthony said, knowing he needed to turn his sister back to her work. Though she looked glum about it, she did as he requested. Maybe she was finally maturing.

      It felt like one of Grand-mama’s cycles coming to light. She and Mama had always said that one day Shanta would be a woman too and not the child running around shrieking at the top of her lungs. Tinthony had first noticed the change in Shanta when his friends began to take notice of her. Tinthony had seen then that Shanta’s body was beginning to grow and change, not quite like his own had, but in a very similar way. Now, she understood her family obligations of staying to help in the garden rather than dashing off to see if Papa was coming home with the beat of the drums.

      Another spider dashed over one of the broad squash leaves, making Tinthony jump. He wished he could curse a blight on the creatures. But this one was brown and seemed to be more fearful of him than he was of it. It jumped off the leaf and ran away fast along the ground until it took refuge under a dirt clod. For a moment, Tinthony thought about stepping on the spider’s hiding place, but then he decided not to kill it. Maybe the spider would return the favor by catching and killing several squash bugs and other insects so that Tinthony wouldn’t have to.

      The back door of the house opened and a large man strode out. He wore the red, blue, and gold uniform of the drum corps and the large, plumed helm with metal hiding away his face, but Tinthony would’ve recognized his Papa anyway.

      “T, come here,” Tinthony’s father called.

      Most people had problems remembering Tinthony’s name and called him only by his first initial. From Papa, it was a sign of endearment and not unusual in the least.

      However, it was strange that Papa hadn’t removed his helm. Even Shanta must have recognized it for she didn’t go running immediately to him and left Tinthony stepping out of the garden on his own.

      By the time Tinthony reached his father, Papa had moved away from the house where Mama stood in the doorway, her hands on the frame as though it gave her support. Tears were in her eyes.

      Papa’s hand landed on Tinthony’s shoulder and the fingers gave him a tight squeeze. “T, I need you to go pack a few changes of clothes and bring any money you have. We need to travel light and fast, so please keep what you bring to a minimum.”

      “Where are we going?” Tinthony asked.

      “I’ll explain on the way. Go.”

      Tinthony moved to the doorway and saw the tears rolling down Mama’s cheeks. Wherever they were off to, it was enough to frighten her. She urged Tinthony into the house with a pat on his shoulder, then she followed Papa outside as he went on to speak with Shanta.

      Grand-mama was sitting in the rocking chair Grand-papa had carved for her long ago before Mama was born. Her head was down, eyes closed, as her hands held the Chautnok Spiral. Her fingers traced along the embroidered thread and slowly came into the tight center. Her lips moved as she spoke a slight prayer. It wasn’t an unusual sight to see Grand-mama reciting the Chautnok verses in the morning or even in the night before bed, but never in the middle of day unless something bad had happened.

      Tinthony moved through the room trying to being unheard on the rushes covering the dirt floor. That they snapped and crackled beneath the motions of Grand-mama’s rocker was enough to fill the room with ominous sounds.

      Four plates had been set on crocheted mats around the table and the scent of warm bread reminded Tinthony that it had nearly been time to come for lunch. His stomach growled as if moaning the fact that he’d never get to taste that bread now. Papa’s words hadn’t given any indication of urgency, but the tone had.

      Tinthony didn’t want to leave. He glanced around at the wooden walls and the chairs each with crocheted blankets covering them, waiting to bring warmth to those who would sit on them. The fireplace where they often gathered on nights too cold to be outside remained dark and blackened by soot that Mama couldn’t sweep out. It wouldn’t matter though once a warm fire had been lit within.

      “Best hurry, child,” Grand-mama said without opening her eyes or removing her hands from the spiral.

      Tinthony nodded, even though Grand-mama couldn’t see it. They both seemed to understand that Papa soon needed to be back on the road. He hurried to the little room they used. Mama shared her bed with Grand-mama while Tinthony and Shanta each had mats on the floor. He and his sister both had heavy wooden chests where their clothes and prized possessions were kept.

      Tinthony moved aside a tiny wooden toy horse which Grand-papa had carved in order to pull out some clean clothes. As much as Tinthony wished he could take the horse, it would serve little purpose while they were on the road.

      Once again, Tinthony wondered where they might be going and how long they would be away. Papa had said only a few changes of clothes would be required, so maybe they wouldn’t be gone long. Tinthony tucked the horse along the side of the chest and finished removing his clothes as well as a little leather bag which held coins he’d collected in payment for errands he ran for some of the neighbors. Oonix raised chickens and often needed help hauling the eggs into town for sale. Having no boys of his own, Oonix asked Tinthony if he wanted to help. Tinthony, looking for a moment away from Shanta at the time, took the opportunity and had been pleasantly surprised when Oonix gave Tinthony his first shiny coin. After that, Tinthony was always glad to help Oonix, and as word grew about Tinthony’s willingness to lend a hand, others hired him as well. Many coins had gone to buying treats for himself and his friends, but Grand-mama had always insisted that he save some coin away for another day.

      It seemed that day had come. He wondered what he’d be spending it on and somehow doubted it would be as delightful as a sweet honey cake from the baker.

      Traveling over the course of a few days would mean sleeping outside. Tinthony realized he’d want a blanket. The down pillow would be too bulky to take while traveling as would the matching quilt. Taking clothes and coin in hand, Tinthony went out to the other room where Grand-mama still prayed in her rocker.

      Tinthony pulled a crocheted blanket from the chair and spread it over the seat. With his clothes on top, he bundled them together inside the blanket and slipped the bag of coins into his pocket.

      “Are you ready, T?” Papa called out as he strode back into the house, his steps beating out a quick snap on the rushes as if he were more soldier than father.

      “I am, Papa.”

      Even quicker footfalls came over the rushes now as Mama hurried in and picked up the loaf of warm bread. “Let me give you this for the road,” she said.

      Grand-mama stopped Tinthony as he walked by. Her thin, dark skin felt cool on his as her fingers wrapped around his wrist. “Take this,” she said to Tinthony. Deftly, she popped the cloth of the embroidered Chautnok Spiral from the ring holding it and she placed the fabric into his hand. “May the Spiral bring you home.”

      Was there a chance he’d never return?

      Tinthony stepped back as he felt the familiar darkness edging in around him. He clung to the cloth, knowing Grand-mama would never give up the icon of her devotion so readily.

      Mama had finished wrapping the bread in a thin linen and handed it to Papa. “Take care of him, Greltis.”

      Papa nodded, accepting the loaf from her.

      “T,” Papa gently prodded. He stood waiting at the door. Tinthony had to go now. He hugged first Grand-mama, then Mama, and finally Shanta who had barely made it into the house and looked as confused as he felt.

      The door opened and Papa stepped out. Tinthony followed, closing the door behind him. He wasn’t certain if he clung tighter to his few belongings or to the Chautnok Spiral.

      Either way, it was all he had left in the world.
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      Three men pounded on drums. Two of the men carried their drums from harnesses which crossed over their backs. Neither one of them had spoken to Tinthony since the journey began.

      The drum for Tinthony’s father was larger than the other two and sat in a red-painted wooden wagon. It had a sort of yolk to it that came out, up, and sat over Greltis’ shoulders, allowing him to push it forward as he walked. Two large wheels set toward the front and outside the walls of the wagon allowed it easily to span many of the ruts in the dirt road. Little wooden stubs for legs on the back allowed the wagon to be set down without it tipping the drum out.

      Greltis pounded on the drum as he walked and Tinthony marveled at the precision of it. He’d seen Papa drum in parades through the town where the streets were level, and he’d known that Papa continued to drum while on the road, but Tinthony had never thought about the precision that was needed for such a feat. Granted, Tinthony had never considered that there might be other types of terrains his Papa would drum though; everything in Tinthony’s imagination had looked just like his hometown.

      The trek through the rolling hills with the occasional spruce tree or scrubby looking sage and rabbit brushes broke into a splendid view of a farming valley. Near dizzy with excitement and fear, Tinthony had never been this far from home. Once he started down the hill towards the town where they seemed to be heading, he’d be stepping into new territory. What would the people be like there? Would they be kind, or would they be like the strangers Mama always told him to avoid? He’d be the stranger in town now. Would people avoid him, fear him even?

      He trembled a bit, knowing how scared he felt about meeting people he didn’t know in a foreign place, and it made him wonder, with a twinge of anger, if he’d ever treated another person like a malignant being. How wrong Mama was for shunning outsiders who might have needed a friendly, reassuring face.

      He knew that was what he needed right now.

      “Have you been paying attention?” Papa asked as the pattern of the drumming changed.

      Tinthony’s head jerked up as he wondered what exactly he was supposed to be paying attention to. His father was an opposing man, muscular through the shoulders, but becoming lanky down in his legs. Probably the result of carrying the drum while walking. Completely bald, Greltis had two muscular rolls behind his head just above his neck, accented by thick, dark lines of shadow. When he looked down at Tinthony, his brown eyes were not as soft as they typically were, but held irritation and tension now.

      Greltis’ mouth tightened before he spoke again. “Sorry, I should have explained as we left the house, but Nyal
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