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      CHAPTER 1–Ina
    

    
      
    

    
      Truth.
    

    
      
    

    
      Such an interesting word. Double consonants like soldiers protecting the cup shaped “u.” Fill this cup with care, for as truth moves from mouth to mouth, it spills, dilutes, or is refilled from another source.
    

    
      
    

    
      It happens to us all.
    

    
      
    

    
      Each recounting is imagination’s imitation. An impression, a fleeting ghost of a moment. Memory.
    

    
      
    

    
      I remember many things, perhaps not the same as you, but that doesn’t matter. I’m not interested in how 
      you
       would tell this story. You had your chance. Taken liberties, spilled my tale. But I bottled it up.
       My
       truth has aged inside of me. Fermented. Past consumption? Perhaps…all sweetness can and will eventually rot.
    

    
      
    

    
      But now, I am offering you a cup. Take it.
    

    
      
    

    
      Carefully. Watch as I knock over your truth of my existence and flip it upside down, spilling the contents into a puddle. My face is the reflection. My body. My mind. All the things you tried to give to another. All the things you felt were yours to take.
    

    
      
    

    
      My name is Ina. Ina for purity or queen. 
    

    
      
    

    
      I am neither. 
    

    
      
    

    
      I have been called many things. By my mother, “Bella.” By my old man father, “Ina”. By my sire, “Bel Ina.” Beautiful purity. Beautiful queen. Add his surname, Thum. Bel Ina Thum. Repeat, repeat and the words roll together into one stream of memory and sound, no beginning or end, intrinsically tied. Pebbles and sand. Spilling from mouth to mouth until, like water cascading over stones, Bel Ina Thum, becomes Thumbelina. Diminutive. Pure. Beautiful. Beloved. Lost.
    

    
      
    

    
      Now found. My truth, spilled by my hand and offered to you.
    

    
      
    

    
      I did not, as you have been led to believe, appear one night from the petals of a flower.
    

    
      
    

    
      My parents are of the mountains. A tiny hamlet below the dam, built along steep canyon walls. An isolated community. Sustainable enough for all to get by according to what could be harvested, hunted, raised, or traded. Not many came from the outside and not many left, except for the war. You remember? The war? When someone across the border began pushing in. Soldiers got called up. Young men were plucked from our village and never returned. Food became scarce. Sacrifice a necessity. The days kept passing but no one knew why or how. Life persisted, but meaning was scarce. The women of my mother’s generation lost their chance to fall in love. Either they left the village to the world beyond our mountain valleys or were married to men left behind, unfit to fight.
    

    
      
    

    
      My mother was given to a bachelor twice her age and completely disinterested in her existence. He had wealth enough to afford a wife (and pay my grandparents so they could pass the winter in comfort), but once she crossed his threshold, he kept to himself. She may as well have been a maid. Cleaning, cooking, making salves to rub his yellowing toes after trimming claw-like nails he could no longer reach. He did not touch her.
    

    
      
    

    
      My mother’s solace was the garden. She shaped brambles of neglect into an orchard. Moved stones to build paths and borders. Created an oasis fed by a spring. Brought life to limbs past bearing, and coaxed food from weeds.
    

    
      
    

    
      You were her guide and counselor. The one the villagers respected out of fear from the knowledge you possessed. The one whom we relied upon and loathed for our dependence. You tied us to the earth with your wisdom, but knew more of the beyond from all those you helped pass. My mother learned all she could from your lore. Wise woman, crone. Witch.
    

    
      
    

    
      She planted roots at your recommendation. Sowed your seeds in alignment with the moon. And her old man husband never knew of your influence. Or if he suspected, he said nothing. His weathered hands resumed their grip, his feet soothed from knowingly prepared salves. Deep sleep concocted from tinctures. These were the soldiers in her garden. Medics all. Valerian, fox glove, mallow, mint. Capiscum, peeling cinnamon tree curls. Ginger, calendula, monkshood, lavender. Elderberry…nightshade. Innocent enough if viewed as colorful pollinator bait, potent in the right applications. She gave him things you prescribed. A drop here, a dash there. Not so much as to stop his heart, but enough to ease his old man flutterings. You taught her how to make him need her. Creating a dependency upon her nourishments, but never physically contacted beyond grooming tasks. He ate and drank whatever she offered, never faltering at the flavor or suspecting he was drugged. My mother had power in her knowledge that if she wanted, she could up the dosage and he’d never awaken.
    

    
      
    

    
      She did not want to be rid of him. Not really. He was her keeper and she was content to have food, shelter, and the freedom to grow her garden. But she wanted companionship. My mother wanted a child yet his weathered hands never broached her boundaries. Either he didn’t know how or didn’t care to. He did not remember children even existed after all his years of being old and alone. He did not think of my mother’s need for someone to love. You knew that, crone. You preyed upon her loneliness and fostered opportunity. For her? For you, witch. And your own son, Thom, returned from war. 
    

    
      
    

    
      In his drugged state, my old man father saw fairy lights flitting in that garden. He wrote of them in his careful hand. Never a word misspelled, a thought unfinished. He delighted as the fey of his imaginings reveled outside. He ordered my mother to leave them offerings on his workroom windowsill. Tea in cups from acorn caps. Sweet honey almonds. Cookies, dainty morsels sized for a mouse, plated on freshwater clam shells and garnished with berries and flowers. And my old man father wrote stories in his careful, crooked hand.
    

    
      
    

    
      People in the village talked…
    

    
      
    

    
      But the lights were real. Not from fairies. But lanterns. Discreet candles flickering in the moonless nights.
    

    
      
    

    
      A signal from my mother to Thom. The man who sired me. She’d light a path from the wood to the gate. One my old man father would never travel, content as he was to watch the flickers spark then extinguish from his workroom windowsill. He’d write and she’d wait, my mother, for the man to make his way to her garden. Thom. Thom Thum. Is his name familiar? Variations exist. Thom Thumbe. Tom Thumb. A small man, indeed. Legendary. For his valiant, defiant, misdeeds and redemptive services to the king. The tales that exist are extrapolation and exaggerations. The truth complex, but summed up like this: Thom Thum did serve his country, called to war and returned without his legs. In our mountain village he endured ridicule in hushed tones for his grotesque way of moving about on his hands and stumps of thigh. No one would ever believe him able to father a child. What better choice then, crone, to instrument this miraculous conception? 
    

    
      
    

    
      But father a child he did and this is not my sire’s tale. His has been adulterated as well, but that is for him to restore, revise, or let go. In this story, my story, Thom Thum is the man my mother accepted, then asked for repeatedly. With flickering lights and muted encounters. He was skilled with his hands, quick of wit and large of heart. My parents were wounded. Both lost and willing to be led by you.
    

    
      
    

    
      I like to think they were comforted by each other. Him remembering he was whole, her learning to ask for what she needed. I like to think they found peace among the garden paths. I hope the sweet fragrance of crushed clover made for subconscious memories. Memories of stars. Maybe a meteor.
    

    
      
    

    
      I don’t know.
    

    
      
    

    
      How long did their encounters last? Days, weeks, months. A year? Long enough for me to take. Plant the seed and the garden will grow. This is the only honest and undisputed fact of my beginning. The truth. Life wants to live. A flower will bear fruit when fertilized. You, wise woman, gave my mother a child, in an unconventional, conventional manner. Through deception and opportunity.
    

    
      
    

    
      My mother hid her pregnancy. Once taken, the fairy lights faded. But…
    

    
      
    

    
      The tea parties for the fairies persisted. More elaborate now, with a table, chairs, and place settings carved by my old man father’s crooked hands to honor his fairy friends and thank them for his newfound literary successes. Volumes dedicated to the fairies, composed from hallucinations grown in that garden, dosed by my mother’s hand. The wee ones shared their stories to enhance his books. He saw them in corners, heard their whispers. His publishers delighted. His readers applauded and begged for more. For who wouldn’t take comfort in a tale of light and frolicking fairy folk after the horrors of war followed them home?
    

    
      
    

    
      You were there at her labor, crone. That sixth sense you possess. Hands snaking out, cupping her hidden belly. Grasping the orb of my incubation with root-like fingers so firmly that my mother gasped. You knew I had turned head-down, ready to plunge into the light. Too early. Too small.
    

    
      
    

    
      Spasms of pain traveled up and down her legs, back, core. My mother labored silently outdoors through the night while my old man father succumbed to a stupor of fairies. 
    

    
      
    

    
      I was expelled from my mother in a gush on the clover patch of my conception and placed on her stomach, still attached. Eager for warmth, instinct propelled me to her breast. Sometimes I think I can remember the taste of moonlight and clover. A single wail, then hushed by sustenance. Milk on my chin. Warmth. Small enough to be held by her slender hand. Needing just a few drops before sleep overcame me.
    

    
      
    

    
      I was bound to my mother’s breast to incubate with my ear at her heart. Smaller than a human child should be out in the world, but with a life force so strong, I grasped at her skin and held onto the cadence of her breathing. You bound her midsection tight and washed her free from labor’s stains. You buried the evidence of my mother’s betrayal and planted a rose to commemorate her secrets in that grave.
    

    
      
    

    
      She had her child.
    

    
      
    

    
      You had your plans. Wisewoman, crone, witch. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Grandmother. 
    

    
      
    

    
      And here, on your deathbed, I have returned to share how your wisdom gave life, but not the one you had planned. Thumbelina. From flower to child. To adventures beyond these mountains. There is death on our hands. Deception, betrayal. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Truth. Be told.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      CHAPTER 2– Old Man’s Muse
    

    
      
    

    
      “Husband, look. We are blessed. I found a child in the roses. Look.” Mother opened her shirt, enough so he could see the slender curve of her shape, her blue veins against white skin, and my delicate head near her heart. Thump. Thump.
    

    
      
    

    
      His veiny hands flicked and darted, swirling air currents, watching dust in the light for wings. “Woman, the fairies have given us a child.”
    

    
      
    

    
      My mother neither confirmed nor denied. Her silence, a potent ally. 
    

    
      
    

    
      My old man father did not further question my parentage. Did not see my mother’s attentiveness to my needs as anything other than a necessity. Watched as she suckled me to her breast with the detachment of a physician. “Did they leave a missive? An indication of her identity?” He checked his star chart, tossing papers to the floor to get at it, feverishly drawing connections that weren’t there.
    

    
      
    

    
      “She is Bella, for my mother.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Bah,” he shoved the name aside. “Too mortal. 
      Ina
      ,” he gasped, latching onto the name. “Ina. For she will be queen of the fairies. Pure. Not of our world.” His hands rearranged the miniature banquet table on his windowsill. Temporarily lost to their world. “I will write of her so that everyone may know of this miracle. Small child. Look. Her face, tinier than my thumb.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Together they gazed at this miraculous gift. Me.
    

    
      
    

    
      “No one must ever see her. Or she will lose her power. What the fairies have granted, they can also remove.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “We shall keep her here. Safe. With us.” 
    

    
      
    

    
      “Invisible to the outside world.”
    

    
      
    

    
      My mother agreed. Either because it took too much energy not to, having just labored me into the light, or because she didn’t want to tackle the barrage of questioning bound to batter a barren couple if word of a babe entered the village. But there is another possibility. One I understand now. My mother didn’t want to share what she’d made. With him. Or you. I belonged to her, alone. 
    

    
      
    

    
      His crooked hands tried to reach for me, measuring, but my mother pulled away. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “Tiny. Little thing.” 
    

    
      
    

    
      “She’s too frail for your hands, old man. I’ll keep her with me.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yes. Too frail. Give her strength, Meera. Give her your strength. Make her grow. I shall write her a future. This queen of the fairies.” And that is what he did. He was not parent, but prophet and poet. Shaping my childhood as he saw fit to his musings. Selling his ideas of me to be printed and profited from. A girl found among soft petals of a winter rose. A gift from the fairies. Ina.
    

    
      
    

    
      And to the the fairies, I would go. 
    

    
      
    

    
      As soon as I could walk, my old man father made me a set of dragonfly wings. Pasted layers of torn book pages, in a paper wasp’s hodge-podge assembly. Sealed in bee’s wax so they smelled of honey as I raced past. I remember sunlight streaming through leaded panes of his workroom. Archives of insanity stacked upon his desk. Journals cataloging life surrounding us: trees, birds, plants, animals. My old man father collected riches inhabiting this valley. Including me.
    

    
      
    

    
      “You, my Ina, are blessed.” His gnarled fingers darted, carnivorous in their desire to trap, take, and subdue. How those hands loved to trace my crown and launch from the tip of my nose to dance down my belly. His caress was rough and unpracticed, though the touch meant to be gentle. He had no finesse. But there was kindness in his rheumy eyes. And I loved him.
    

    
      
    

    
      I laughed. Fairy bells.
    

    
      
    

    
      Kindness in his words. “You shall be beautiful. You shall be strong. You shall be wise. You shall be loved.” This he said every day. A blessing. A curse? The words were sweetly potent, but the timbre offensive. His hearing faded so he often shouted in harsher tones than intended. Coarse and calloused in a barking phlegm cough. It hurt my ears so I often shied away.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Hush, Father.” My mother,subdued, offering a tonic. Always silently present. Cleaning, scouring, watching. Never was I left alone in his presence as a babe, a toddler. She seemed to flinch every time he reached out to grab me and her arms lifted of their own accord, just in case he lost his grip and I fell. “She’ll heed your words and be too grand for us both.” 
    

    
      
    

    
      She waited until my skull fused and I no longer needed nappies. Then she began to leave. Slowly, always listening from another room, still waiting for disaster. She saw how content I was in his presence. And he in mine. She knew if she spent her energy separating us, we’d find a way to keep each other company.
    

    
      
    

    
      For there was no one else. Just mother, my old man father, and I. And his room held magic. In the form of pigments, papers, drawings. Stories. Books. 
      Books
      . Sweet escapes to anywhere. 
    

    
      
    

    
      He was ancient and we were young, my mother and I. Only now have I been able to contextualize her youth. She was a child, given a child as a companion. Me. Sometimes nothing more than a doll to them both. A child of the garden. My dragonfly wings whispering in the wind as I ran along paths, reciting stories, building dwellings for those fairies so real in my father’s imagination, that they captivated mine. I gave them names from the plants my mother tended: Forget-Me-Not, Mallow, Dogwood, Thistledown, Clover, Nettle, Vetch. And a hierarchy. Guards or slaves. All in service of me, their queen. I created their havens, or trampled them down, depending upon my whim. And my old man father applauded. At everything I ever did. My mother didn't care so long as I didn’t strip her plant harvest too early or pluck all the leaves from stems.
    

    
      
    

    
      The garden was my home. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The wall surrounding the terraced hillside began construction the year I was born. My mother’s penance. She stacked field stones dug from the soil with me strapped first to her front, then onto her back. One layer taller for every year I grew, ensuring my eyes never saw beyond the wall. My mother mixed plaster by hand. Patiently sealing out the world in an even coating over stones. Painting flowers from earth pigments into the wet to beautify our fortification. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Plaster smells of damp, decay, then stone. A miracle of chemistry. I smell it now, when my eyes close. See her hard at work. Her hands coated white as she washed trowels, rivulets of excess powder flowing down hill, finding a way out of the gate. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The gate. The only entrance and exit to our hillside homestead. Something I was equally fascinated and intimidated by. A giant wooden door, with a finger’s width of space between slats. Enough to peer through to the path beyond, but not so big as to catch the full potential of where the path led. Locks decorating the edge, repetitive in their functioning, redundant other than as a visual reminder of the perils I could encounter should I leave this sanctuary. 
    

    
      
    

    
      I learned if any other mortal saw me, I may disappear. We practiced drills. Soon as the bronze bell outside the gate would intonate, I’d hide. My mother still received calls from villagers requiring her services of herb lore, but I saw none. Terrified of wasting away to a shadow spirit. Terrified I'd become a ghost.
    

    
      
    

    
      It’s amazing what a child will believe if you lead them there. And lead, they did. Good intentions will only carry so far past the minute distinction between ignorance and indoctrination.
    

    
      
    

    
      Frescos aged. I added to them as the walls grew. Primitive paintings at first, then flights of fancy. Birds, flowers, fairies, following my old man father’s musings. Between old oaks and fir branches framing the clearing of our hillside house, I watched the sky. Often blue or stormy days of gray nothings. Sunlight filtering through leaves. Beyond the clearing, I did not know. Was our intention to keep out or in? I never thought to ask either question until it was past utterance and already too late.
    

    
      
    

    
      I had no friends but for those in my imagination and the native creatures who inhabited my garden. Sow bugs, snails, small serpents, rodents. I had my mother, but she kept her hands busy with house and harvest, never offering much beyond a nod or smile, and sweet treats of milk and honey. I ran without shoes, my hair long and littered with leaves. I never saw another child. I did not think to inquire of anyone else like me, because it was made clear that I was extraordinary. My mother took her flowers and herbs to the village, trading or selling, bringing home meat and milk. On those days, I learned my letters from my old man father as he let me sit on his bony knee and trace alphabets from his books. Shapes became words. Words became music and I learned to repeat his stories in songs.
    

    
      
    

    
      My singing brought the old man joy. He became increasingly fascinated by me, small child. Born of a flower. Obsessed. He made me sit for my portrait once a day then captured my play outside in sequences drawn from my explorations. He repeated my songs and musings so often to my mother that I saw her lip curl in disgust over time. She had a distaste for vanity and favoritism. She didn’t think it proper to be proud of a turd. No matter who shat it. And the more he repeated my banal childhood accomplishments, the more exasperated she became.
    

    
      
    

    
      But she too was fascinated by my voice. So clear. It carried no waver or affectation. A tone of purity. Beauty. Innocence. It sounds queer, but birds did stop to listen when I sang. They had me sing each evening as the fire dimmed in the grate until the old man snored.
    

    
      
    

    
      I remained small. Delicate. Long of limb, gangly yet purposeful. Since there was no other child to compare with, it’s hard to say how much smaller I was than others my age. Counters just out of reach. Foot stools placed around so I could stand and peer at my father’s letters and drawings. In my old man father’s published collections, I was smaller than any human child. More lovely. More talented. Possessed of greatness beyond imagining. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “Ina, fairy queen.” 
    

    
      
    

    
      My mother festooned garlands in my hair every morning at my old man father’s behest. It was a ritual and battle of wills in equal measure. I was not a child inclined to sit still, except for my old man father’s portrait sessions. These I learned to be patient for, anticipating the reward at the end. Sometimes a shell from far away. A sparkling beetle carapace. Something sweet like chocolate. I was his life’s muse.
    

    
      
    

    
      To tell of my childhood is a dazzle of sunlight and seasons in exaggeration. Freedom to explore a limited space. There was nothing so far as I knew beyond the walls, so tall now that shadows spread above a man’s head, and plants had to be moved according to their need for daylight.
    

    
      
    

    
      On my 5th birthday, my old man father ordered my mother to serve me as a queen. “See that she is always provided with the best we have. Grant her everything she asks for, woman, for she is worth more than you or I shall ever be.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I remember sitting regally on my old man father’s desk, rumpling his papers below my bottom to see if it would elicit any ire. My mother swatted me away. The old man never noticed.
    

    
      
    

    
      “She is a child, husband, not a fairy. A child who needs to wear shoes and learn of emptying chamber pots and preserving food.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I rustled my dragonfly wings.
    

    
      
    

    
      “She is a queen. By her whim she is more regal than the sun. Her song fills my soul. She is luminous and wise beyond her mortal form. Take heed, woman, or she’ll curse us with her disdain.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Mortals!” I cackled. “I curse you all.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Be careful, child.” Mother admonished. Repeating an oft recited phrase in our household. “Curses are mirrors. What you cast, ensnares you as well. Ill befall those who wish ill upon another. Your life thus far is blessed. But not one of us is above inviting evil.” Then she’d douse me with some sort of fragrance to ward off bad spirits and shoo me away.
    

    
      
    

    
      I loved the concept of evil. Most children do. Perhaps it's because we’re expected to be good and do right all the time. If life is a balance of expectations and transgressions, then  imagination powerfully overrides rules, resulting in chaos. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Childhood. An endless flirtation with entropy. 
    

    
      
    

    
      I believed then and still do that there are things so dark they will consume all light, hiding what we don’t want to be seen. A secret. An impulse. A temptation. In the time between day and night, to my mind, shadows still became arms trying to grab. Trespass and the trees will snag and twist life from limbs. Trip and forest floor will bury evidence in falling leaves. Wish hard enough and the wind may elevate feet just for a second. Arms become wings. Children, take flight. But only, only in the dark of the night.
    

    
      
    

    
      Wherever mother walked, the sound of keys clinked on a chain. This for the larder, this for the storage room, this for the chest of coins, this for the gate. A new lock added once per year to mark my birthday. Twelve in all, come the new moon. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “Another year, another lock.” the old man wheezed. He held out his hand for the key from my mother’s keeping and opened his coin chest, the only space I dared not pass. They never taught me the value of money. For what use would I ever have for money, my life entirely behind these walls? 
    

    
      
    

    
      My currency was words and mutiny. I watched as his veined hand allotted my mother funds for this annual event.
    

    
      
    

    
      “I want to see outside,” I commanded on my twelfth year.
    

    
      
    

    
      “You ask for the one thing, we cannot grant thee, o’queen.” My old man father bowed, feigning dispair. “For if you are seen by anyone outside, your magic from the fairies will fade. You will disappear. The fairies only allow your mother and father to see you.” His hand gestured to his heart and my mother’s contemplative expression. “Ask for anything else. Anything else and I will give it to you.”
    

    
      “I want to be listened to, for once in my life! I want to see outside!” I was prone to tantrums. Lavish acts of hurtling my small body, hitting, tossing anything I came into contact with. Each display growing more ridiculous with every passing year. I had the emotional fortitude of a toddler and the vernacular of an adult.
    

    
      
    

    
      They watched. Immune to this display. Nonplussed, but scrambling to pacify behind seemingly eternally patient eyes.
    

    
      
    

    
      “And if you won’t give me that…” I breathed heavily, trying to come up with the most decadent, lavish second place. Contemplating spilling a jar of ink, then deciding not to. “Then I want a dress the color of the fresh lilies in the pond. I want it so fine, even mother will be jealous. For she is plain as muck, and I am beautiful.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “True, child.” My old man father conceded, relieved as my maelstrom of emotions turned to eddies. “So true. This gown you shall have.” Out came more coins. A hand held up to silence my mother’s mouth gaping in protest. He gave her a warning look. My mother’s hand closed over the small fortune. Two purchases to be made. A lock on a gate and a gown. I was almost twelve. Wild, wide-eyed. Spoiled. Rude.
    

    
      
    

    
      The dress was ordered to my mother’s specifications so as not to arouse suspicions, although such fabric was far too frivolous to escape notice. The war was not that long ago. Sanctions on imports still held a lasting effect. I heard them discussing it later and my father’s contempt for the wait time and increased cost. My mother’s faithful report of facts. She seemed to take pleasure in the extra cost and his reticence to pay full price. Her words barbs that pierced his reality. I hid more now than when I was young, crumpled in cupboards, dangling from trees. Drawn to others thoughts, eager to learn more, sensing even stronger that shadows held secrets. So did the dark. My eye pressed to the crack in the wardrobe. Watching. Listening.
    

    
      
    

    
      “You indulge her too much, husband.” She crossed her arms and glared as my old man father gingerly touched the fabric of my new exquisite dress, hanging like an uninvited guest to their private discussion.  “I worry. What will happen when we are no longer here?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “What do you mean, woman? Where else will we be?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “You are old.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “And you are stupid, if you think my age is going to have any effect on her existence. She is a fairy queen.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “She is a girl. On the verge of becoming a woman. She’s not going to be content here forever.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “She loves it here.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “She knows nothing else.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “She knows everything!” He smashed his hand to the table top for emphasis. “She has learned all there is to know from my library. My writings. My teachings. And whatever base knowledge you have to offer. There is nothing more for a girl to learn.”
    

    
      
    

    
      My mother rubbed between her eyes. “It won’t be enough. Someday, we won’t be enough.”
    

    
      
    

    
      He fell into a coughing fit and she pacified him with a tall draught.
    

    
      
    

    
      “She needs nothing more.” He rasped.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Says, you.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yes, says me. I am your lord and master. She is my sovereign. I serve her, not you, simple village woman. Do what you do best, and leave me to honor her existence.”
    

    
      
    

    
      My mother accepted his admonishments, then switched her tone. “I stopped at the Smith’s today. His apprentice will come tomorrow. To measure for a new lock.”
    

    
      
    

    
      My old man father grunted his consent. “You’ll take care of it.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “As I always do.” It was the closest thing to affection between them. This management of chores and responsibilities. Her burdened with both. Him free to follow his fancy and fabricate my life as he saw fit. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “Tomorrow, I’ll paint her portrait. To commemorate her glorious reign. Twelve years in our presence.”
    

    
      
    

    
      So many pictures. So many hours holding still. As if time itself would stop if he could capture my every moment. But he was aging too. From ancient at my birth to an honored guest at death’s masquerade ball.
    

    
      
    

    
      The dress. I tried it on the next morning. So beautiful it felt like water flowing through my fingers. It glowed white, cream. The finest silk. Completely impractical and much too large. I wore it anyway.
    

    
      
    

    
      As my old man father snored that afternoon following tea, I crept to the lower garden wall. Near the gate. Wearing my new lilly dress, not knowing it dragged and snagged behind me. Unaware that the beauty I imagined myself was too eager to grow up and without any concept of how to do so. The bodice flaccid where breasts should shape, the waist drooping over hips unformed. Sized for my mother, suspended over a waif. Still, I was the fairy queen.
    

    
      
    

    
      And I was waiting for my prince. I’d heard of them in books. I knew intrinsically that this Smith’s apprentice would be mine. He’d arrive on a gallant steed, see me in my dress, fall madly in love and I could ask anything of him. And he would ride to the ends of the earth to fetch me pearls or sweet sugar oranges. I could order him to never see me again. And he would die of a broken heart. But happily, because this was my command.
    

    
      
    

    
      I waited in the bushes at the bottom of the garden. It was cool in the shade, my body pressed against frescos long faded. Feet touching earth compacted. One with the foliage. I knew how to hide and not be seen.
    

    
      
    

    
      I heard the crunch of leaves along the path outside. A change in the wind. My love, my true love, arrived! Silly, silly girl. Heart fluttering. Imagination flying. Torn between racing from my hiding into his open arms or retreating deeper into shadows.
    

    
      
    

    
      But instead of my one true love, the handsomest youth ever apprenticed to any Smith, secretly a prince misplaced at birth, I found myself peering through leaves at the strangest man I had ever seen. He arrived on a jenny, secured into a clever saddle of his own fashioning. His arms were leg and hand together. Special leather gloves protected his skin from the ground as he dismounted and set about catching his bearings. He rang the bell at the gate, a low bronze clap, and my mother jaunted down the hill. Jangling keys and coins. All business. Then shock.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Thom.” His name breathed from her mouth in a delicate rush I’d never heard. Color flooded her cheeks. “You came back.” She did not open the gate.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Well met.” He held her eye and smiled. “May I come in?”
    

    
      
    

    
      She began unfastening eleven bolts, her hands steady, her eyes focused upon the task. The gate swung open, allowing him passage.
    

    
      
    

    
      ”So you are still here? After all these years.” He reached up his hand.
    

    
      
    

    
      My mother reached impulsively toward him, then withdrew. “I have not forgotten you,” she whispered.
    

    
      
    

    
      I watched from my hiding place, scarcely breathing.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Once met, I am hard to erase from memory.” Thom’s laugh was easy, his self-assurance palpable.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Where did you go?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Here, there…” Thom took inventory, “Yeah,” he shrugged. “Pretty much everywhere.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “And your mother?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Still with us. By sheer will. She fusses and nags. Her form of affection. She wants me to wife.”
    

    
      
    

    
      My mother unconsciously clasped her hands across her abdomen.
    

    
      
    

    
      “But I’ll take none.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “A good wife is worth her weight in gold, they say.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “They do,” Thom agreed. “Say that. But what do they say, when the best is already taken?”
    

    
      
    

    
      They held each other's gaze so long I felt a tingling in the silence and nearly burst from the shadows.
    

    
      
    

    
      “I did not send for you.” She took up my old man father’s purse, subconsciously jangling it, reminding them of the task at hand.
    

    
      
    

    
      “I know.” Thom cocked his head at the clinking coins. “But I am apprenticing with the Smith. As it turns out, I’m rather clever with my hands. I will set this lock and then you may pay me for my time. Though, I can tell you now, this gate is rotten, eaten through by termites. See? They don’t even bother to hide their excrement, bold creatures. Chewing for all eternity. I’m afraid we shall have to begin anew. There’s nothing to attach another lock to.” He seemed pleased and contemplative at the prospect.
    

    
      
    

    
      “I see.” My mother crossed her arms. “Can you do the work?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Thom nodded.
    

    
      
    

    
      “How long will it take?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “No more than a week. I can do the work here. Why not make just one lock, strong enough to keep in whatever you’re protecting?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Or keep others out. My husband likes the addition of one lock per year.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “A demarcation of time?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Insanity.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Pardon?”
    

    
      
    

    
      My mother shook her head and did not repeat the ugly utterance. Thom held her gaze.
    

    
      
    

    
      “I heard there was a child.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Nyleptha told you?” 
    

    
      
    

    
      Thom nodded.
    

    
      
    

    
      My mother looked away. I didn’t dare breathe. She sounded relieved to have shared. I was no longer a secret. I felt a knot in my stomach grow, knowing that I would have to punish her. She willingly confirmed my existence to this not quite stranger. All but condemning me to my death. And others knew too. I had to tell my old man father. But I could not bring myself to move from the shadows, entranced by this encounter, eager to learn more. Somehow knowing, with a mix of dread and relief, that my fairy magic was about to fade.
    

    
      
    

    
      “I should like to meet her.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “My husband will not allow it.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Thom laughed dismissively. “I hear he’s only ever at his books, splendid though they are. He knows nothing beyond these great walls you all set.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I made them.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Impressive.” Tom ran his gloved hand along the smooth plaster. Noticing the frescos, saying nothing and everything in his appraisal.
    

    
      
    

    
      “What, Thom Thum, is beyond here, but gossip and pain?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Tom Thumb. I heard his name from her lips and cataloged it in my brain to share with my old man father. Later.
    

    
      
    

    
      “The world, Meera.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I choked accidentally, never having heard a man hold my mother’s name so tenderly on his tongue. The only other time I’d heard it, was thrown out with my old man father’s disgust, anguish, or need. Harsh, demanding, menacing. A degradation of her identity catapulted as an insult. She was either woman, wife, or the plain one. Never gently, Meera.
    

    
      
    

    
      My mother shied away, her eyes flashing, searching for, but not seeing me. Yet.
    

    
      
    

    
      “I hear even the trees in your garden can talk.” Thom’s eyes sparkled. “I wonder what else they have hidden.” He teased, luring me with his joviality.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Fruit and fungus.” Mother warned. “And shadows. That will forever disappear if they ever come to light.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I heard her warning but could not contain myself. My mind racing. Ready to test the bounds of my fairy magic. If he knew I existed, then he could not curse me into oblivion. People were lured by fairies all the time. And it was the fairy’s choice if they let the mortal leave their realm. If I appeared before him as Ina, Fairy Queen, I would command his respect. He would be at my mercy. On my hallowed ground. I steeled my resolve. All limbs and girlish innocence, I leapt from my hiding, covered in mud, dew, and webs.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Bella!” Mother hissed. “What did the old man tell you about presenting yourself to outsiders?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “So many things.” I dodged her reach, fascinated to encounter another human, and the jenny just outside the open gate. Words raced from my lips. “Small man, what happened to your legs? Have you no feet. Can you piss?” 
    

    
      
    

    
      “Gracious, child! How can you be so crass! This is not how we meet another! Show some respect! Please,” my mother implored. “For once in your life, mind yourself.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I am minding myself, woman. I asked him a question. He should reply.” Spoiled, regal, entitled as the queen my old man father ordained.
    

    
      
    

    
      “You, wild child, will have your answers.” Thom swept his hand in a cordial bow. His keen eyes dancing with delight. I could barely contain my sense of retribution, and snubbed my nose at my mother. “I piss clear as the river runs, straight and true. My legs were lost in a horrible battle, I’ll spare you the details. So yes, I am small, as you observed. In stature alone. Great, in all other regions.” He winked and my mother nearly crumbled, completely crimson. “I’ll wager, I’m more of a man than you’ve ever encountered.
    

    
      
    

    
      “I believe you.” I whispered. Transfixed by this man. Taking in his dark skin and eyes. Full beard, bits of hair peeking from his open shirt front. “You are magnificent.” I reached out. Eager to touch. To make real.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Bella.” Mother’s tone warned. “You must get away from him. Now.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Ina,” I corrected. “My name is Ina. You really see me?” My desire voiced supplication, timidity, and a plea all in one.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Bel Ina,” Thom appraised with kindness, understanding all. “I see you. Now, listen to your mother. And if you do, I promise, we shall meet again.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Never had my old man father told me to listen to my mother. Never had I been inclined to. But something in Thom’s presence made me want to impress him. I danced and flitted away. I’m not sure, but I think they both laughed. I heard the exchange of coins and a promise to return, with wood to rebuild and yet another lock and key.
    

    
      
    

    
      That night my old man father saw a path lit again that had not burned for 12 years. “The fairies,” he sighed, transfixed. “They’ve returned.”
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      CHAPTER 3– Of Mothers’ Wants
    

    
      
    

    
      I see, now I have your attention, crone. For I speak of your son. Returned to the arms of a woman you deemed too wretched to actually hold any sway over his life. Too orderly and kept to long for anything other than her garden and work. How delightfully wrong you were.
    

    
      
    

    
      How stupid, I was to have followed the lights then raced off to tell their secret. I can still see them. Locked as they were in an embrace that encompassed the night. My mother radiant, until she saw the dawning of understanding on my face that this was no innocent encounter.
    

    
      
    

    
      I ran before she could say anything, feeling betrayed that Thom had returned to see her, not me as he had promised. Conflicted with emotions of curiosity, jealousy, anger, and fear. Hearing Thom’s voice call out once, “Bel Ina! Wait!” Into the dark. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Echos of his cry followed me into the shadows, into the house, into my old man father’s workroom where he slept. Mouth cavernously gaped, one eye not fully closed, only whites exposed. Making those strange gurgles old people rasp in dreams. Twitching.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Wake up!” I hissed. “Wake up! There’s a man in the garden!”
    

    
      
    

    
      He snorted and coughed, immediately putting together the urgency, danger of my message. “A man! Did he see you?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yes! Hurry! He’s with Mother!”
    

    
      
    

    
      The old man’s expression clouded.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Does she know him?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yes! Thom Thum.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Tom Thumb?” The old man laughed, unexpectedly switching to delight. “Is he yay big?” He pressed his hands over one another, squeezing the air between into a doll-size. “--and named for an ungainly, opposable digit? Tremendous!”
    

    
      
    

    
      This was not the reaction I’d been anticipating. “Come on!” I grabbed his gnarled hand. “You have to see!”
    

    
      
    

    
      “See what, child?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Mother. With Thom!”
    

    
      
    

    
      His brow furrowed, perplexed. He looked out the window, rising from his chaise lounge, taking in the candle lit path. “Look! The fairies, child! Like before you were born. Look!”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Come on!” I pushed his legs roughly around, til his bare feet touched the floor. “It’s not fairies, father. She’s with him. Without clothing. Nothing separating them. Just skin, on skin.” I felt such an urgency to share. Outside the window, shadows shifted. Candles flickered.
    

    
      
    

    
      Realization dawned across the old man’s features. He clutched my hand and pulled himself upright. Papers fluttered to the ground from his chest. His night shirt bloomed as his gnarled toes shuffled along the cold stone floor. We hobbled together outside. We’d never been outside together before, the old man and I. He only ever watched through windows framing scenes of my childhood. Yet now we went. Hand in hand. To confront them.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Meera!” I shudder even now at the sound of his rage. A wet cough following the rasp. Bare feet in damp, leaves sticking, curling, crumbling against our skin. We followed the candle lit path.
    

    
      
    

    
      Past clover, indented from bodies pressing. Down, down the hill to the gate. Just missing a lover’s departure. My mother, alone. Fastening her long, curling dark hair back under the cloth she always concealed it beneath. A single curl escaped. Beautiful. I’d never known her to be anything but plain. On this night, in this moment, she was radiant. Defiant.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Where is he!” Charged the old man. A frail specter, demon wraith. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “Where is who, old man? I was bolting the gate for the night. As I always do. What brings you from your workroom? You’ll catch your death in this chill.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Where is this man, this Tom Thumb.” He spat the name in such a vile spew, that Mother shot a pained look from me to my old man father as I clutched his hands protectively. Him using me to steady his feeble legs, me using him to anchor me to a childhood all but fading into shadows.
    

    
      
    

    
      She brushed the curl beneath her headdress and stood tall, regal, full of disgust. Suddenly my old man father seemed even more ancient and vulnerable. I too, shrank in her gaze. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “You are lucid, husband. Making up tales. Did she tell you she met a worker at the gate today? Because that is what happened. She defied your orders and presented herself to this man, this Thom Thum. Even when I begged her not to. Your fairy queen, risked all for her own curiosity, old man. She has no manners, knows no boundaries, has complete disregard for the rules and should be sent inside at once!”
    

    
      
    

    
      “How dare you, mortal woman. How dare you lie to my father and lie to me. I saw you! I saw you with him.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “You did, child. I know. And we both told you not to. Your father, and I.” She took the old man’s arm and shifted him away from the gate. Away from me. Away from the fairy path of lights and the clip, clopping sounds of Thom’s jenny carrying him down the hill back to the village. Shifted him into the dance she’d cultivated for years at your direction. Alliance, reliance, dependence. He was used to following her lead, but thinking himself the leader.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Ina.” The old man glowered. “If this is true, then you are fairy queen no longer. Your spell has been broken. My heart, broken. No longer can you be my muse, for no longer are you special only to me. You willingly let another man, a mortal man, lay eyes upon you. You are tainted. I will hear no more from you. No songs. No portraits. No stories. Nothing. These candles, do you see them? Flickering, beckoning. They’re the fairies' final offering. Trying to call you back. No, you don’t see, do you? But I can, child. The truth is, you don’t believe them to be real anymore. You no longer hear them as I do.” He shuffled up the hill on my mother’s arm, leaving me behind at the garden gate. I gave it a shove and the hinges creaked open. Beckoning.
    

    
      
    

    
      I cried for the first time I can remember with actual emotion. Hot tears previously only used for manipulation, flooded in an uncontrollable escape. I cried silently. Honestly. Torn between the hurt of my mother’s betrayal and my old man father’s willingness to shove me aside. Was I truly invisible?
    

    
      
    

    
      My mother glanced once over her shoulder at me. The keys jangled at her belt. Did she know I could leave if I wanted to? Was she offering me a way out?
    

    
      
    

    
      “Tom Thumb.” My old man father mused, leaning deeper into her strong arms as they crossed the threshold into the house. “What a character he will be. Thrown out with the soured milk!” I heard his voice echo. So loud. And I followed. Steps behind. Too scared to leave the garden. Fearful of what else I would find. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “I’ll have him swallowed whole by a fish to rescue a ring!” The old man delighted. “He’s a seducer of women…servant of king and court. Yes, I’ll write that, now that her fairy magic has faded…she’s queen no more. No longer innocent. No longer pure. I suppose all stories must come to an end, right, woman?” 
    

    
      
    

    
      I stood in the doorway as she tucked him in, jabbing blankets around his feet. Mummifying his corpse-like frailty onto the inclined lounge. Never have I felt more alone. Once she administered his draught, she grasped my hand and dragged me from the room. I dug in my feet, resisting. “You will come. Outside. With me, now.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I remember the sky. Clear, cold. Stars watching. Judging. No moon.
    

    
      
    

    
      Mother breathed a long sigh. “Do you know what love is, Bella?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Of course, I do.” I shrugged off the blanket she was draping around my shoulders, then grasped the hem and pulled it back, feeling her hands secure it around me. That was love. Offering of gifts or comforts. Accepting or declining them.
    

    
      
    

    
      “I sometimes wonder…” She plucked a leaf from my hair. Rubbed the dirt smudged tear streaks from my cheek. “You are my daughter. I am going to tell you something now, something important. Never think I didn’t want you. Whatever you hear, always know that I wanted you so badly, I did all I could to bring you into this world. I asked for help in your conception. Do you honestly believe that old man could sire you? He has nothing to offer but his own musings, and after those are purged from his bile, he is a cavity of vanity and despair.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I once again felt tears welling up. Hearing his tone as he cast me away so easily. He did not ask how I felt. Did not believe what I had to say.
    

    
      
    

    
      “I went to the wise woman for help, and she told me what to do. It took a man, Bella, to make you. You are young to be hearing this, but not so naive that you don’t know of what I speak. Together, he and I, we made you.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I turned away from her bright eyes. Embarrassed. Knowing. I’d seen this act between forest creatures. A quick, often rough, spontaneous binding of one to another. The vision of her and Thom in the clover crossed my mind. So tender. So intimate. So beyond anything I knew could pass between two people.
    

    
      
    

    
      “We fell in love. We did not intend to. But it is true. He loves me, and I love him.” She opened her hands, offering this truth like an embrace. “After all these years.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Thom Thum.” Understanding. Words stuck in my throat like briars. Walls of my childhood crumbled in layers. Frescos peeled. Pigment, plaster. Mortar. Stones returned to the field where they had lodged before being unearthed. “Who else knows?”
    

    
      
    

    
      My mother lifted her chin and met my gaze, her mouth open, ready to speak.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then your voice rang out from the dark. “Only us four souls, dear child.” You stepped from shadows into view, a head stacked on hunched, rounded shoulders leering like a mask on a wall. I took an involuntary step backwards.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Nyleptha.” Mother seemed not at all surprised. She protectively wrapped an arm around my shoulders. I resisted the urge to snuggle into her embrace. But only just. “How did you get in?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I followed the candles, just like before.” You explained. “And conveniently, the gate was left unlocked. Something must be done before he finds out.” You pointed the end of your cane up towards the house and my old man father, sleeping, dreaming of new stories to tell. “It’s no longer safe for you here, Meera. You are an…adulteress.” A smile crept to your thin lips then. Tasting victory. Was it sweet or putrid? Which do you prefer, having patiently waited twelve years for this day. “Word will spread, faster than bindweed. You got greedy, daughter of shadows, too eager for the light. Too lusty for your own good.” I saw the hairs on your chin, the gaps between your teeth from gums receding, smelled the rosemary on your breath.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Who are you?” I ventured, drawn to your darkness and secrets. Encouraged by the way you scolded my mother. Wanting to know more.
    

    
      
    

    
      “I am your salvation, child. From your creator to your keeper. You may respectfully refer to me as, grandmother. All my children of this valley do.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “She is the wisewoman of the village. Our elder.” Mother explained.
    

    
      
    

    
      “I’m  the one who smacks the ass of all the babes to squall their first song, then moistens their lips as they breathe their last decades later.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “You’re a witch.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I still remember the girlish sound of your laughter. Delighted at my use of the offensive title.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Spirited. I like that,” you appraised.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Grandmother.” I tasted the word, foreign on my tongue. Earthy, mixed with night, connected to the infinity of stars. “Why are you here?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “To take care of you, child.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I can take care of myself.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Can you?” You pinched the looseness of my elegant gown, now stained and torn at the seams. “Not very well.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Nyleptha,” mother began.
    

    
      
    

    
      You held up your hand, stopping her voice. Talking directly to me. Now she was the invisible one as I became trapped in the spotlight of your calculating appraisal. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “Your mother is going to leave you. Now, tonight. So that she will escape the stones and the river waters pulling her down. Adultress. Enchantress. She seduced an old man, a rich man, then took another. Transfixed him with her spell. Now no man is safe, and for that she’ll be tried. It’ll be the river. And she’ll float. Of that I have no doubt. Look at her, child. Look. She knows this as well as I. Her ability to rise out of the murk and muck and breathe in the clean air above the surface of this abysmal valley will be her end. Unless, unless…she has the courage to find a new beginning.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Nyleptha, I can’t just leave all I have made.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Meera, my daughter. I shall see to it that all will be well. Trust me.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Trust.
    

    
      
    

    
      Such an interesting word.
    

    
      
    

    
      Structurally similar to truth. Guardian consonants surrounding that cup shaped “u.” Fill the cup with care. Sip with caution. Or fling it far, far from you. As I should have done. As I would now, knowing, tasting, experiencing trust’s counterpoint. Betrayal.
    

    
      
    

    
      “And what of Bella?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “She’ll be safe with me. I will look after her. And the old man. Listen to that rattle as he breathes. It won’t be long. A year. Two. A day? Once he dies, I’ll send for you. Then you, and my son, may live happily ever after. As they say.” You smiled again. In your eyes, I saw something dance. Guilt. Disdain. Dread? 
    

    
      
    

    
      Mother’s hand gripped tight around my shoulders. Pulling me close. Willing me in. But I would not be pacified by resting my head between her breasts, feeling the accelerated thump, thump of her heart. Her heart knowing like a bird it was about to be freed. About to soar where it had never dared, but at the price of losing her most precious secret. Me. I was no longer her baby, no longer her girl. I was yours.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Bella,” Mother murmured. “I will come back for you. I promise.”
    

    
      
    

    
      She unhooked the keys from her belt and placed them in your waiting hand, then hurried down the path, extinguishing candles as she passed. Each exhalation relief or regret. I’ll never know.
    

    
      
    

    
      “She will not, you know. Come back.” I was too numb to protest as you herded me toward the house. Too baffled by all that had passed to ignore your orders to draw a bucket from the well. Once inside, you ripped the dress from my shoulders, exposing my thin form to icy water and a sponge lathered with soap, as you cleansed all earth from my body. “There comes a time when children no longer need their mothers. No longer listen to our wisdom. No longer acknowledge our warnings, find pleasure from some other teat.” The last, you spat. Full of contempt. And I knew then you weren’t talking just about me. “What of love? Does it really exist between man and woman? Perhaps. More fool them for trying. Will it last? Never.”
    

    
      
    

    
      That night I curled in my bed, skin scoured raw, mind-numbed with a sleeping draught and body aching from sudden onset of a fever. Cramps ate at my stomach and I vomited the remains. You cared for me, grandmother. Singing songs that made my hot skin shiver. Crooning from the darkness, as a spider spinning its cocoon around the feeble fly. Pressing cool compresses to my forehead and neck. For three days I suffered this malaise. And when my illness broke, I ran for the gate at the bottom of the hill, searching for something from her. Never dreaming how much I would miss the mother I never knew I had until she was no longer there. The gate was locked. Still rotten, but all the bolts secured.
    

    
      
    

    
      I found three things. Precious to me knowing what they risked to bring them back. Under the brush where I’d hidden watching their first meeting at the gate was a wreath of dried flowers, woven by my mother’s clever hands as she had done nearly every day for the past decade at the old man’s orders. A crown for the fairy queen. But this one, different. Not grand in the display of lilly and rose, but plain, honest, simple. Daisy, comfrey, lavender, sage, forget-me-not. And in the wreath was a pounded metal circlet. From my father’s hands. Apprentice Smith no more. Inside the bracelet, words flowed in a continuous circle like a snake chasing its tail, Bel Ina Thum. Round and round. No beginning or end. Thumbelina. And the new lock and key. Shiny and elegant. To do with as I would.
    

    
      
    

    
      I placed the crown on my head and shoved the bracelet up my arm under my sleeve until it lodged above my elbow. Hiding it. Somehow knowing that if you saw it, you’d take that away too. The lock and key, I buried. Beneath the bush near the wall. In the damp shadows to corrode into metallic flakes.
    

    
      
    

    
      Forget me not.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter 4 – Unraveling 
    

    
      
    

    
      Life as I knew it unraveled. One thread at a time like the rips on my fine silken gown. You stitched yourself into our home and my mother existed only as a ghost in the food she’d preserved, herbs she’d gathered, furniture she’d placed. Her stores emptied, the herbs’ seasons passed, and you rearranged the house according to your whims. Except my old man father’s room. Him, you left alone. And he did not trouble himself with you. 
    

    
      
    

    
      My mind was my own, even though you tried to command that too, I could escape into my thoughts and fabricate a loom to weave the unraveling together into a blanket of finely gathered threads which somehow linked us all in that household. Mother, father, Thom, me. You. And you fascinated me. With your intuition and disfigurement. Strength and fury, kindness always at the mouth of spite.
    

    
      
    

    
      You had your secrets and I was determined to find them, shadow seeker that I was. As you began the unsavory task of conforming me from wild child to maiden, I followed you and watched. And learned. I learned the herbs, the way to preserve…the patience of waiting to pounce.
    

    
      
    

    
      You took me once to the market. Now subdued, silent, and invisible. You taught me to look at the ground. From regal fairy queen to cowering waif. Wrapped in clothes too big, and hair completely covered. Beneath all notice.
    

    
      
    

    
      Except for one stall, where we stopped and you gave me a shove forward. I saw beautiful things. Seashells, oranges, chocolates, candies wrapped like tiny gifts. Exotic trinkets. Much like the ones I’d savored after my portrait sessions.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Is this the one?” A large woman waddled from the back of her stall. Green light from the cloth overhang stained her features. Toadlike in her squat ways.
    

    
      
    

    
      “She is,” you grunted in greeting.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Do you like sweets, sweetness?”
    

    
      
    

    
      My hand reached toward the table. “Don’t touch.” You slapped it back.  “We should have tea up at the house.” You said grandly. “And talk about her future.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “We’d be delighted,” the woman replied, reaching for my slender hand and dropping a single candy into my palm before turning away to another customer.
    

    
      
    

    
      Lemon. Sweet and tart. I savored it as I kept my eyes low and ears open. I was the one who heard the whispers. The villagers had keen judgment and distaste of turncoats. Mistress of his household. Crone no more. Too grand to mingle with your old acquaintances or aid them in their births and deaths. Crossings’ over. Times of need. You turned them away and they turned against you. 
    

    
      
    

    
      A singsong chant followed our path through that market place. They knew, and what the villagers didn’t know, they surmised. A tally of offenses.
    

    
      
    

    
      This for the daughter
    

    
      This for the son
    

    
      This for the babe, unnaturally born
    

    
      This for the crone
    

    
      Wielding her power
    

    
      This for the marked man 
    

    
      in his final hours
    

    
      This fuels the devil
    

    
      This feeds the hate
    

    
      Death’s the atonement--none shall escape
    

    
      
    

    
      I carried that song in my heart. Pounding its rhythm out with the daily bread kneading. Swishing it in the swill of chamber pots emptied. Without the old man’s fairy queen proclamations to protect me from the realities of daily life I was forced to learn how to care for myself and others.
    

    
      
    

    
      For that, crone, I thank you. Skills you inflicted upon my hands to learn, rituals of daily life and survival, I used in ways I never would have imagined. I still resent the cruelty of your mouth. The jeering at my initial inability to accomplish even the most basic task. The ridicule. Disgust. Disdain. Each slap on the back of my hand stung. Each time you’d poke me with that wretched cane. I kept tally. A snake of small pebbles lined along the garden wall. Every grievance added up to a time when I knew, I would unearth your secret. Your underbelly.
    

    
      
    

    
      And I did. It took two years, but at 15, I was sure it was true. It all began with a fleeting moment. A look. A gesture. So fast and simple, I’m not even sure you were aware of your tell. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Tenderness. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Not toward me. Or any of the daily chores you oversaw I completed in your acquired role as mistress of my old man father’s house. But towards him. The old man.
    

    
      
    

    
      Did he know? I don’t think he was ever inclined toward reciprocity. But I saw, in childish innocence paired with an adolescent’s musings, an attachment. One sided, but true. I never said it to you then, crone, but someone has to speak the truth before you breathe your last, you loved him. 
    

    
      
    

    
      And he didn’t care a whit about you.
    

    
      
    

    
      And how did this attachment form? Not from the time I began observing you together, of that much I’m certain. We were all invisible to him until he wanted something. Same as my mother. He was repulsed by your presence. Repelled. I’d watch his nose crinkle at your scent. His rheumatic eyes carefully observing your hunched, unsavory appearance. 
    

    
      
    

    
      He cared that his meals were on time, his house a comfortable temperature, his room kept in its permanent state of organized chaos. His 
      medicine administered
      . He either forgot or deliberately chose to never ask about my mother. It seemed as if he could go about his preferred business of writing, nothing else mattered.
    

    
      
    

    
      A new muse occupied his imagination. Tom Thumb. He wrote with feverish delight. Deep into the shadow hours. Kept warm by your administrations of potions: this for the hand, this for the mind, this for the muse, and your all hours coaxing me from sleep to tend to the fire. Keep him writing. Keep the money flowing. Into your crooked hand.
    

    
      
    

    
      You loved him.
    

    
      
    

    
      From the cupboard where I’d hidden before my mother left, listening to their litany on adding locks, I watched the way you tucked him in. Not the jabs and dispassionate distance of my mother’s blanket arrangements around his feeble form. But a gentle compassionate caress, making sure the contours of his frame were supported. Followed by a kiss, your mouth to two fingertips pressed briefly against his forehead. And in his sleep he smiled.
    

    
      
    

    
      I knew love as something given or withheld. But this was unexpected. Love, unrequited, and with no purpose.
    

    
      
    

    
      I was determined to find out more.
    

    
      
    

    
      I searched your room. Looking for what? I don’t know. You never slept in the bed. Another secret. You stretched out on the floor, but rumpled covers in the early dawn so I would have a bed to make. I watched you sleep, never certain that you weren’t also watching me. You had no books or paper. No finery. No jewels. Only a small cedar chest. It sat centered on a bureau. Curiosity consumed me. I waited until a full moon night.
    

    
      
    

    
      Silently, tiptoeing, I crept past you on the floor. Lifted the latch. Opened the lid. Inside, a portrait.
    

    
      Small enough I could hold it in my hand. Beautiful. A young girl with a floral crown. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Just like me.
    

    
      
    

    
      And a ring of woven hair. Delicate. Two colors. Dark and light, braided into a circulet. Sized to my slender ring finger. I returned each month, at the light of the moon. To look at this girl, so lovely and her simple woven ring.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Find anything you like?” you snarled on my third visit.
    

    
      
    

    
      I slammed shut the box and turned on my heel, only to find your cane slicing in front of me to stop me from leaving the room.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Who is she?”
    

    
      
    

    
      You chuckled in that girlish tone. So daintily unexpected in your disfigured ancient ways.
    

    
      
    

    
      A candle flared to life. “Look again, Bella. What do you see?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I see a girl. With flowers in her hair.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “And is she happy?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yes. She’s beautiful. Her eyes sparkle and dance.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “What would excite a foolish girl, do you think?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “A new dress? A prince? A suitor?”
    

    
      
    

    
      You cackled. Then spat. And wiped your thin lips across your sleeve.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Then more fool you.” You took it from my hands and made to put it back in the box. “Don’t dig in my belongings again, child. Do as you’re told. We won’t speak of this again.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Grandmother, wait.” I reached out and touched the portrait. For the first time seeing words on the back. “What does it say?”
    

    
      
    

    
      You brushed my fingers away. “Nothing. Gibberish. Nonsense.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “You don’t know? Can you even read?"
    

    
      
    

    
      You chewed this morsel then spat near my bare foot. I knew I had hit a nerve and stored that line of inquiry for later.
    

    
      
    

    
      “I know it means nothing.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Is she your daughter?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “She is everyone’s daughter.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Did she die?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Your grin leered from the shadows. “We all die, deary. Just some sooner and more humanely than others.”
    

    
      
    

    
      My old man father coughed. You prodded me to bed and scurried to his side. I followed you. Watched you brush his white stranded hair from his forehead and unstopper the medicine. Whispering, whispering, so softly, “it’s almost time.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I returned quickly, quietly to the portrait. LIfted it out. Turned it over in my hands. Read. 
      To Ny, my bride. Forever lovely, forever loved
      .
       Love your beloved.
       
    

    
      
    

    
      I knew that writing. Better than I knew myself. The letters so precise, yet decorated just so, in a masculine, flowery strength. This was my old man father’s hand. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “Who is Ny?” I stormed into the room holding the portrait. The old man wheezed awake, spluttering. You backed from his bed as if struck.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Ina!” he bellowed between hacking coughs. “What the devil is the meaning of this?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “This is your drawing. This is your writing. Why does she have this picture? Who is this girl?”
    

    
      
    

    
      My hand trembled. The hair ring I’d forgotten around my finger itched. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “Ny.” My father sighed. Almost smiled. His fingers lightly traced her flower crown, so like the portraits he’d made of me. Then he sneered. “She grew up.”
    

    
      
    

    
      You made a strangled sound from the corner of the room. “Do you know how she grew?”
    

    
      It was the first I’d ever seen you question him. He shook his head.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Crippled. Beaten. Dragged. Shamed. Rounder, rounder, fuller, fuller, then emptied, like the river’s flood. Burdened beyond her years with a babe, unwed. Forgotten.” Your cane pounded the floor.
    

    
      
    

    
      The old man looked like he’d been slapped. “You lie.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Do I, old man?” Your hunched back straightened and I half expected to see you rip off the grotesque old woman’s mask and reveal a beautiful enchantress to curse him into eternity.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Take her out!” The old man bellowed, tossing the picture at me. The frame hit the floor, cracked and glass shards scattered. “Take her away!”
    

    
      
    

    
      Me, the girl or you, I didn’t know. But I knew I had found something, something to hurt you both. 
    

    
      
    

    
      I found no comfort or sleep that night. Ripping into your underbelly and exposing his pain was not nearly as satisfying as I’d imagined. I just felt cruel. Dirty. Hearing him moan and you minister your potions. I laid awake, piecing together your words, his reaction. What happened to this girl, so bright eyed and young, so self-possessed, so beautiful? I thought of my mother. I thought of myself. I thought of your possession of that portrait, his reaction. And the name. Ny. Ny, for Nyleptha. 
      You.
       Somehow, this beautiful, wide-eyed girl turned into you? Crone. Hag. Witch. From my old man father’s tender beloved, to bitter, odious obsoletion. Returned, conquering, and watching. Waiting…waiting, for what? I held the bracelet from Thom in my hands, the metal warm and worn as I circled it round and round, reciting my name, my true name by moonlight. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Thumbelina. For my old man father rarely acknowledged my presence let alone called me by name. Ina. Queen no longer. Bella seemed ludicrous. Poisoned by your lips and made to feel anything but beautiful. Bel Ina sounded true, but I’d only been called that once by Thom, and knew we’d never meet again. Thumbelina fit who I was at 15. A formerly beautiful, regal girl-child, now maiden maid, neatly under the thumbs of all in this household.
    

    
      
    

    
      Holding and withholding secrets. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Secrets, secrets can be fun. Secrets, secrets. Hurt someone. I burned the hair ring by candle light. It smelled of dank and sulfur. I’d gone too far in my gathering and weaving together the unraveling. There was no point now in turning back. 
    

    
      
    

    
      I knew you’d never tell me more. So I went in the first morning light to the old man and made myself visible. Once again.
    

    
      
    

    
      I made sure to sing where he could hear me. Softly, so it carried on the breeze. Distant so he’d have to shift focus from whatever task occupied his hand and tune into me. My voice clear, angelic, singing the songs he’d handed down to me. His fairy queen. 
      You shall be beautiful. You shall be strong. You shall be wise. You shall be loved.
       
    

    
      
    

    
      Beloved.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Child, your presence is distracting. I am listening for my muse, but I hear only your humming. State your piece girl, then leave so I can get back to my work.” He coughed. More frequently now. Lungs wheezing. Eyes sunken. No longer able to stand for any time on his own. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “Who is Ny? The girl in the portrait. Like me? Another fairy queen?”
    

    
      
    

    
      He didn’t reply. Just turned back to his writing.
    

    
      
    

    
      I spent hours in his room, weeks, months. Reading his books aloud. Showering him with interest. When I was in there, in his orb, you couldn’t touch me. I didn’t have to cook, clean, scour, kowtow to your whims. His presence protected me from your demands. But that only lasted so long.
    

    
      
    

    
      And when you crossed the threshold, I had my weapon. “Grandmother,” I asked innocently, “Have you read my father’s latest works?”
    

    
      
    

    
      You shuffled uncomfortably.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Here, why not read this passage. Aloud. It’s hilarious! Father has quite outdone himself. He’d love to hear your country cadence. See the title?” I held the book up toward your face. Embossed gold glinted from the binding. The subtle scents of glue and ink still fresh from the press. You squinted your eyes.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Very nice,” you muttered. Bowing toward my old man. His eyes taking it all in. “Fairies again?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “What makes you say that?” He coughed. “Can’t you even read?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Come, child,” you recovered quickly, herding me from the room. “Your duties await.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I went willingly. Knowing I’d struck a vein. You may have known all about seasons, plants, herbs, life, death. But I knew you couldn’t decipher the words for crap from cream if you licked either off the page, ink staining your pointed tongue. 
    

    
      
    

    
      I lorded my power. I took his book everywhere with me. He was flattered. You tried your best to ignore me. Insisting on teaching me to groom my own hair. To care for my monthly curses now upon me. To understand the pull of the moon on all things bound to earth.
    

    
      
    

    
      I grew bolder in my manipulations. “Do you know, grandmother, what he writes about?” I teased daily. Luring you. Watching your reaction.
    

    
      
    

    
      “What does it matter, child? So long as you are fed, clothed, and kept in this fine house, with these fine things?” Things– they held great sway over you, even now. I see you here in this four-poster bed, rasping your last breaths, clawed fingers digging into the material wealth you claimed by your trickery and years of methodical patience. 
    

    
      
    

    
      I opened the title page. “The Adventures of Tom Thumb.”
    

    
      
    

    
      You shifted and stopped brushing my hair, just for a moment. Long enough for me to know I’d found something worth pursuing. “How one tiny man, born to parents past bearing, came to be in service to the king and all the ladies of the court.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Your fingers twisted, divided, tamed my hair. Yanking up my chin with each platt. Strong hands. Hands used to catching babies or digging shallow graves for the afterbirth.
    

    
      
    

    
      “It’s hilarious. Tom Thumb is put through all these delightfully ridiculous scenarios where he is ridiculed, literally passed through intestines, even regurgitated, and yet somehow, someway, he always ends up saving the day!” I doubled over in hysterical giggles.
    

    
      
    

    
      Your lip curled. I charged ahead, carefully probing your secret. A boil of vengeance building pressure over time. Did it ache? When my adolescent fingers found the head?
    

    
      
    

    
      “Your son, the man my mother ran off with, isn’t he called, Thom Thumb?” I feigned innocence. For my father’s benefit. Raising my voice so he’d hear me from the other room. I heard him cough. Heard the papers rustle then still. I had his attention. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “All children of this hamlet are mine. And your mother ran off with no man. It’s ‘Thum’ by the way, not ‘Thumb.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Ahhh, as in rhymes with ‘hum’ like bees in the hive, or ‘strum’ like dried guts on a lute?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I don’t care about your rhymes, girl, but I do know bees will turn on their queen if she proves to not be producing anything of benefit to the hive. I wonder child, what is the benefit of keeping you under this roof at all?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Oh, that seems rather obvious,” I snarled. “I’m the excuse that opened the gate and let you get closer to him.” I smiled sweetly and changed tack. Sailing full bore into the raging storm against shifting tides. “Still, rather a coincidence, don’t you think? This Tom Thumb being washed from excrement nearly daily by his mother, and you having a Thom Thum, out there somewhere with my tainted mother.” I jut out my chest and slapped away your hand from my hair, keeping you from fastening the braid into a bun at my neck. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Your hands grabbed my chin and yanked my face to yours. “See here, child. You will not batter me about with your wit and whims. Spirited and indulged as you have been, you still have value. To me. And I will teach you to obey. Something no other has dared to subdue. You have no one left who cares for you, other than…me.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “My father–”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Is an old fool, addicted to his imagination. Unaware of your existence and fleetingly interested in you only to enhance his stories.” Your words stung and your nails began to press into my cheeks. Your breath rosemary and garlic curling wet blasts with each word. “You may believe yourself to be smarter than me, girl, but you know nothing. You would not survive a moment on your own.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I went limp so if you wanted to keep holding me up, you’d have to use all your strength as my knees buckled, slouched, sloughed free from your weathered grasp. I held your gaze and began to sing as I crawled backward. The first song that popped into my head.
    

    
      
    

    
      This for the daughter
    

    
      This for the son
    

    
      This for the babe, unnaturally born
    

    
      This for the crone
    

    
      Wielding her power
    

    
      This for the marked man 
    

    
      in his final hours
    

    
      This fuels the devil
    

    
      This feeds the hate
    

    
      Death’s the atonement–none shall escape
    

    
      
    

    
      “Beautiful.” My old man father stood at the door, lured by my song. Rickety, dazed, sensing the ripeness of our open hostility. “I see you have my book. It’s thanks to you, Ina, that I have his name. Tom Thumb. You said you’d seen a half-man in the garden called Thom. I turned him into a comedy, obscenely vile no bigger than my thumb. I published his adventures. I can write his triumphs. I can craft his demise. Whatever I see fit. That’s the power of the press, you see. I can turn my enemies into folly.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “See,” I sneered, twisting out of your hands. “He knows.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “There’s nothing I don’t know, Ina.” My old man father balanced in the doorway, his dressing gown almost transparent. “Fairy queen.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Then where is my mother?” His acknowledgement of me not nearly as satisfying as I’d imagined. I didn’t feel like his queen anymore.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Here. Help me remind you.” He shuffled along the wall, using me as his crutch. Closer than we’d been in years. I held him up as he pulled out his earlier anthologies of fairies. “You were born of a flower. You’re a fairy, see? It’s petals opened at your mortal mother’s kiss, revealing you. Small child. Perfectly formed. Voice of an angel. A fairy queen. Ina.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Your cane tap, tap, tapped along the tile. Coming into the room with us.
    

    
      
    

    
      “It’s not true–,” I interjected. “But I can tell you what the real story is…”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I do love a good story. Amuse me, my muse.” He reached for my hand and I knew it was time. The threads I’d woven together from the unraveling, became a banner bearing my battle crest.
    

    
      
    

    
      “My name is Thumbelina. My mother is a whore and I’m the bastard child of your bastard son, Thom Thum. This man,” I held up his book. “The one you’ve eviscerated in ink, is your son.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I have no son.” The old man’s face turned to ash. “Where did you learn to speak like that? How dare you speak such words to me like that. Meeeeeera!!!” He yowled my mother’s name, as if such an invocation could bring her back. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “She’s gone! She’s been gone for over two years! She left me for him! And I’m left with you, old man, and a wicked witch. Want to know who Ny is and what she became?” I threw my words at them both. “Ny for Nyleptha, your beloved is here, father. Here.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I pushed your shoulder and you caught yourself with your cane. Head slowly rising, looking me in the eye. Not blinking. Not hiding. Not denying.
    

    
      
    

    
      “No! No!” His hands balled to fists. “Just when I thought you could be tamed, Ina. Just when I thought you could be interesting again,” his nose turned. “You disgust me, in your wicked ways.”
    

    
      
    

    
      My old man father fell into a coughing fit. His body crumpled to the floor. You ordered me to right him, carry him to his bed. He didn’t want me to touch him, but had no alternative. I got him to bed and you shoved my hands away, lovingly tucking blankets around his shrunken cavity.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Nyleptha.” For the first time he saw you. Not you as his beloved. You as your true role. Village wise woman. Elder. Death’s docent. “You’re here. They sent for you, did they? I won’t be long for this world. I have to get my affairs in order. You must look after my things. Please watch out for my ward, Ina. Her mother meant well, but is not well meaning. It’s not natural to love a creature from the fairy realm. So please look out for her. I want my books. Bring my books to me.” He coughed and rasped and rattled. Meticulous even in his final hours. Clutching, reaching for things unseen. “She’s completely helpless, being of the faeries. She must be looked after.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I caught your smile from the corner of my eye. As you took me by the arm and positioned yourself between me and my old man father. “She is of an age, sir, where it does well for a fairy queen to have a consort.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “And will that expunge her from all ill humors?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Your mouth curled in distaste. “Oh, without a doubt.”
    

    
      
        

        “Then I trust you to set the match.”
      
    

    
      
    

    
      “It shall be done. Drink this. That’s right. One more swallow. All will be done.”
    

    
      
    

    
      He dutifully sipped then hacked and rasped, then went still. And you stood up and smiled. Wiping your hands. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “He will not last the night.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I stormed from the room. Racing outside. Braided hair unraveling. Up a tree. Higher and higher. Reaching for what, clouds? A place to jump from? Betrayed.
    

    
      
    

    
      The bell at the gate rang.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Mother?”
    

    
      
    

    
      I slip, slid, fell down the bark in my rush to reach the gate. Feeling my heart pounding at the possibility. Remembering the wreath. Feeling the bracelet secured on my arm beneath clothing.
    

    
      
    

    
      But you were already there before I, crone. Using keys to unfasten locks and slide back bolts. One step ahead always in your crooked ways. The gate swung open and you welcomed them in. The first guests to our home. The first youth I’d ever laid eyes upon. Ugly, sallow, wide,moist upper lip. He lumbered unsteadily uphill, hauling his bulbous body, ungainly hopping from stone step to stone step. And his massive mother, festooned in variations of silken greens framing her wide mouth and dark eyes. I’d seen her before. At the stall in the village. The taste of lemon lit my tongue.
    

    
      
    

    
      I shall not say their given names. From this point onward, the names of those who took me will not be revealed. They don’t deserve to be called. But I'll share how I saw them then and what they are to me forever. Starting with the first of my captors. Madame Toad. And her horrid son, Kroak.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      CHAPTER 5– Engaged
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      The marriage contract was signed without ceremony.
    

    
      
    

    
      I watched from outside the window where the fairies had feasted in my father’s study as you took his hand and prodded him to produce his signature in the place Madame indicated. Then you gave him more medicine and he slept. No doubt dreaming of young girls festooned with flowers, dancing among the fairies.
    

    
      
    

    
      “The dowry will be due by the end of week,” you reminded Madame.
    

    
      
    

    
      She licked her lips, looking at the portraits on the wall. Me through the years– wings, flowers, fantasy.
    

    
      
    

    
      “She’s so lovely.” Madame rubbed each eyeball simultaneously with her index fingers, clearing the lenses. “But is she obedient? My son will require a certain level of attentiveness.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Her son, Kroak. He sat and ate, gulping down an entire plate of digestifs without chewing. His tongue searching his lips for every last crumb. A fly buzzed around his hair, fiercely parted with a waxy sheen that failed to hold the strays in place.
    

    
      
    

    
      “She’s the embodiment of purity and passivity.” You quickly lied. “Never a foul word or thought escapes her delicate lips.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Madame traced my portrait. The ends of her fingers flat and round. Trapped behind glass, my likeness watched in horror. Kroak sniffed the pages of my father’s anthology of fairies. I could see him reflected in the mirror across the room from where I spied. Fascinatingly exaggerated. Truly grotesque. Dank. I thought of my old man father labeling Thom half-man, and realized he had it all wrong. Thom’s lack of limb did not shape him to be anything other than magnificent. He was indeed more of a man than I’d ever met and Kroak was exactly opposite. Huge and dull, with trace putrescence oozing from his pores, the embodiment of spite, selfishness, and greed.
    

    
      
    

    
      “More.” Kroak gestured to the empty plate.
    

    
      
    

    
      “My son has quite an appetite,” Madame Toad smiled with pride.
    

    
      
    

    
      You nodded, understanding. My old man father wheezed from the other room, moaning.
    

    
      
    

    
      Kroak laughed cruelly and imitated him. Madame laid a hand on his leg. Subduing.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Perhaps you should hop along and make familiar with your bride–to-be while your mother and I discuss payment.” You suggested. “She’s outside collecting flowers, precious child.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Go on,” Madame urged.
    

    
      
    

    
      I ducked from the window, wondering where to hide. So many places.
    

    
      
    

    
      Kroak was faster than I anticipated. He caught the hem of my dress as I climbed a tree. He laughed cruelly as he made to duck his head beneath my skirts. I kicked, made contact, and climbed higher. His moon-round face damp with perspiration stared up at me. I scraped my heel against the tree so bits of bark and lichen rained into his eyes. He blinked. Slowly. Deliberately.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Why are you running away? I only want to get to know you.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “No you don’t.” I said. “Nobody really wants to know me.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Why not?” He picked up a small stick and chucked it at my branch. It bounced off and flicked against his shoulder. “Are you vulgar? I’ve known lots of girls, but none who climb trees. Are you really a fairy?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “My mom says you're famous.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I don’t know what that means.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “It means strangers think you’re special, even though you've never met.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I don’t think that’s true.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “If I say it's true, then it is.” Kroak cleared his throat in a strange barking gurgle and stamped. “Come down.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “No!”
    

    
      
    

    
      “You have to obey me!”
    

    
      
    

    
      “No I don’t.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Come down, now!”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Make me,” I snarled, assessing his unwillingness to climb and going even higher.
    

    
      
    

    
      Which made him grin.
    

    
      
    

    
      “I can see your secret passages.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Cannot.” I clutched my skirt closer to my legs, feeling violated. Embarrassed. Ashamed. Suddenly aware of all parts of my body, known and unknown, being of interest to someone else. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “Mother!” Kroak’s neck strained and his face reddened as he bellowed. “She’s not coming down from the tree!!!! I want her down!!!”
    

    
      
    

    
      Madame Toad waddled from the house, cradling her purse tightly near her girth. And laughed. Her wide mouth stretched across her face from ear to tiny ear.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Darling, you've scared her. She’s not accustomed to such a handsome suitor. Step back, angel. Let her come down. On her own terms. Come on, my sweetness, let me get a good look at you.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “You can see me fine from here.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Bella,” you interjected. Tapping your cane. I could see the snake of pebbles I’d laid atop the wall, tallying your offenses. It trailed down half the hillside. “Madame has made an offer to take you from here and tutor you in the ways of the world. It’s been your wish to see more outside these walls, now is your chance.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I did wish to see the world. Just not with the Toads. But I didn't want to stay behind these walls any longer. With you. Or my old man father. Having been told I could never survive on my own, I believed the only way forward was with a guide. And here she was. Offering.
    

    
      
    

    
      “I have a sweet for you, sweetness.” Madame Toad cajoled.
    

    
      
    

    
      She held a wrapped candy up. It sparkled like a beetle in her palm. Beautiful, reminding me once again of the treats my old man father offered in exchange for my stillness during our portrait sessions. Delicate gold and blue shiny paper wrapped in a secret. Not from this valley. From somewhere beyond. I remembered the lemon candy. Sweet and tangy.
    

    
      
    

    
      I climbed down. And took the treat. The paper glinted in the sun. Effervescent. Shimmering, weightless as butterfly wings.
    

    
      
    

    
      Kroak watched the candy hit my mouth. He licked his lips. I closed my eyes. Not lemon, butterscotch. Warm brown buttery sugar melted like gold behind my gums as the hard lump clicked and dissipated against my teeth, my tongue rolling it over, over, over.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Give me your hand.” Kroak grabbed at me, crinkling the pretty paper wrappers in my fist as he pulled me close into an awkward embrace that squeezed too tightly. One paper caught the wind and fluttered away. I twisted to escape, but he gripped harder and Madame laughed.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Now that’s a picture. Look at that. Young love. Nyleptha, we will return at the end of week. You, my sweetness, are going to leave this depressing cliff dwelling of grays and overgrowth for the sunshine and vastness of coastline.” The lady toad patted my cheek, knocking the butterscotch against my molars and turned to you. “Make sure she’s ready for the journey south.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “She will be,” you assured her, counting new coins in your hand. Gold as sparkly as the dribble of spit spilling down my chin as my mouth gaped open, imagining an expanse of sea.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Here, sweetness.” Madame Toad wiped my face, took a handful of candies and maneuvered Kroak’s possessive hands from my waist. She poured a pile of sweets into my open palms. “These are for later. Don’t give any to your grandmother, she doesn’t need them. Too sweet already.” You both cackled. “See you at the end of the week.” Madame winked and her grin spanned her face. Kroak crushed my fingers as he sloppily tried to kiss my hand.
    

    
      
    

    
      But they didn't come back at the end of the week. 
    

    
      
    

    
      They came back that night, unannounced. Silently. Stealthily.
    

    
      
    

    
      As you delivered my old man father his last rites, I ate the candies Madame had given me. All of them. I hid fully clothed below my covers, boots and all, horking down a private feast. Too scared to see my old man father leave his body. Unwilling to hold his cooling hand as you’d suggested, unable to listen any longer to his guttural objections to breathing– air now repugnant in his throat.
    

    
      
    

    
      The candies felt comforting on my tongue. Sweet, salty, diverting. Then cloying. Then stuck. My throat suddenly swelled shut. My eyes couldn’t stay open. My body collapsed. I was stuck in a horrible limbo of passivity and semi-consciousness. Then hands grabbed and wrapped the blanket around me, too tight. Binding, bound.
    

    
      
    

    
      I couldn't form words. I commanded my limbs to move, to fight, but they didn’t respond.
    

    
      
    

    
      I remember images, vignettes.
    

    
      
    

    
      The bounce of my head against Kroak’s back as he lumbered downhill with me slung over his shoulder.
    

    
      
    

    
      A single candle blooming in the dark forest. Long shadows. Madame’s toad-like grin.
    

    
      
    

    
      A sound of rushing, gushing water. Ever growing closer, louder.
    

    
      
    

    
      Moonless night. An owl in flight.
    

    
      
    

    
      The cold damp of my hem, dragging in the water, drenching down into my boot as we boarded a boat. Talk of crossing to the other side.
    

    
      
    

    
      The slip, slap, clank of oars.
    

    
      
    

    
      And the drift downstream. Then…nothing.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter 6– Fish and Butterflies
    

    
      
    

    
      I woke with a horrible headache and wretched over the side of the boat. Sick eddying in the current dissipated downstream.
    

    
      
    

    
      Kroak laughed long and loud from onshore. “Mama! She’s awake! She’s awake!” Mist lifting off river stones circled his head and body in a vapor cloak.
    

    
      
    

    
      He flapped his arms then clutched his privates.
    

    
      
    

    
      His mother directed his hands to his sides.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Good morning, sweetness.” Her voice bounced off the stillness of the water, the river widening out creating a lake with a barely perceptible current as it drained out of the valley. “Welcome to the other side.” She gestured to shore where there in the embankment was a house carved and slapped out of earth. A soggy mud pathway led up to its door from the haphazard dock, bolstered with bits of driftwood. “We’ll pull you to shore once I’m sure you won’t be racing up the nearest tree. I daresay, you’ve probably lost your taste for candy treats. So I don’t think we’ll be able to use those again to lure you down.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I tried to stand in the boat, but it dipped and rocked, almost tipping me into the water.
    

    
      
    

    
      So much water. The river clear below me. I could see shadows and great boulders beneath. Flashes of fish scales as a small school darted from light to cover. Lilies with dinner plate-sized leaves created an unlikely garden between the boat and shore.
    

    
      
    

    
      “I’m guessing you don’t swim?” smugness dripped from her colossal maw. “So we’re going to keep you idling in the eddy until it’s night. Then Kroak will come to fetch you.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “My father.” My mouth felt full of hatching spider egg cases, sticky legs grappling every surface of my tongue. My head split.
    

    
      
    

    
      “He passed over last night, poor one. Shame, but now you’re worth even more. Pretty little thing.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Worth more?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Oh, yes. The price your grandmother was trying to haggle was exorbitant. I thought it better to leave her a taste and make off with the goods before you spoiled. Don’t worry, sweetness…she’s too old to come chasing after you. And besides, she bargained you away for a small fortune she’ll never receive from my hand, but she’ll claim it in your name once the old man is ash, nice and legal-like.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Want to make pies?” Kroak scooped up a handful of river’s edge and the water clouded opaque red. He slopped mud between paddle-like hands, squelching out liquid. He patted a cake to bake on rocks. When he grew tired of this game, he took the cake and balled it in his hands then chucked it at my boat, splatting the side.
    

    
      
    

    
      Mud flecked my face.
    

    
      
    

    
      Fish swirled to the surface to investigate.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Help me,” I whispered to them. My boat slowly turned in the eddy. My entire being dreading the moment they decided to pull me to shore.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Leave her my love.” Madame Toad wheedled her monster spawn away from bombarding my boat with more projectiles, as he moved from hucking mud cakes to launching boulders. “We have to prepare your bridal chamber, my love. Come, help me cut rushes to freshen up the marriage bed. We’ll come back for you, sweetness.” The blade on her scythe glinted. She grinned and walked away.
    

    
      
    

    
      Kroak made a humping gesture then galumphed after his mother, snatching the scythe from her grasp and cutting down everything in his path.
    

    
      
    

    
      Panic seized me. I’d never swam. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Only splashed in puddles from the spring. Been doused by buckets of water dumped overhead from the well. The thought of hurling myself into the water was tempting, but terrifying. What waited for me on shore was worse. Violence. Violation. Humiliation.
    

    
      
    

    
      A butterfly landed on the bow.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Help me,” I whispered, watching it open, close its wings. Warming in the sun. It took off into the expanse of sky. I collapsed backward into the boat, lying on the deck, shielding my eyes from the Toads on shore, content to torment me in waiting.
    

    
      
    

    
      And here, grandmother, is where instead of losing hope, I found freedom. In the bottom of this boat, looking at the sky, watching this tiny butterfly disappear. I thought, that is me. That is what I shall do. Somehow, somehow, I will fly away too.
    

    
      
    

    
      My beginnings may have been orchestrated by you, but I could craft my own ending. I felt the bracelet around my upper arm beneath my sleeve. Held it in the sun. Read the inscription round and round. Thumbelina.
    

    
       
    

    
      I will live. 
    

    
      
    

    
      I whispered over and over. I will live. Steeling myself for the plunge into the water that I knew I’d have to take. For what is river, but a reflection of sky? And if the butterfly could venture across the vastness, so could I. 
    

    
      
    

    
      I sat up and looked over the rail. My tears fell into the river as I vowed to never become a vile, bitter crone who kills spirits to feed her own loss like you did to me. My spine would not curve under the burdens of a premature belly full of a life I didn’t want to be incubating. I would never let that bestial half-man on shore fill me with hate. I would get away from it all. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The river heard my plea. Far upstream, above our mountain village, the dam, damaged by years of neglect and wars between bordering nations shuddered. Fissures once feeble formed together into a network of fault lines and the wall could no longer hold. Pressure, pressure, years of bottled up rage, burst and ravaged down stream. Scouring all in its path.
    

    
      
    

    
      It took a whole day for the torrent to reach us. But no amount of warning would make Madame or Kroak believe the dam had broken. Flocks of birds raced beyond the horizon, calling their song. Animals careened from the lowside of the valley across the water and up to the canyon’s precipice. They swam past my boat. Sensing the collapse in the shudders and breaking, imperceptible to human hearing except for those near the epicenter. They knew. Power beyond their own might. But the Toads kept me in my boat tied to the riverbank, eternally eddying in the river. Bound by a single rope. Until a formidable wall of water arrived so powerfully it sucked out the roots of trees and snapped the rope binding me to the “other side.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Cold whitewash broke over the stern of the boat, plunging me into frigid wave, after wave after wave. But I held on. Somehow, somehow the little boat righted herself and rode troughs of raging water. I frantically used my skirt to dump water from the rapidly filling boat before we careened again into the next trough of whitewash. Churning, charging, scouring, the river destroying canyon walls, crumbling stone and raging downstream. Out, out, away from the mountains of my birth. Away from my captors. My parents. Their parents. Generations lost in a single wave of flood waters cleansing all in a graceless sweep.
    

    
      
    

    
      Until–
    

    
      
    

    
      I fell. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Over the falls, out of the boat. The river grabbed me. And did not let go. I was trapped in the waiting room for drowned souls. My body pressed down deeper. Under, under. The pressure, burning. All air escaped my lungs. Swallowed by darkness, so cold, so complete, I thought I died. I was ready to die. I curled instinctively into a tight ball. My knees touching my chin. 
    

    
      
    

    
      I met my mother there, in the river’s womb. And I heard the words you threatened her with on the night she left– wise woman, crone, witch–
      “...she’ll float. Of that I have no doubt. Look at her, child. Look. She knows this as well as I. Her ability to rise out of the murk and muck and breathe in the clean air above the surface of this abysmal valley will be her end. Unless, unless…she has the courage to find a new beginning.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Her prophecy became my own. I felt my mother’s hands find me, strong, determined. She pulled me from the shadows and the river expelled me from the gloom. I gasped for breath above the whitewater, the roar of the standing wave behind me so loud it drowned out all other sounds. I kept tucked and curled, feet first, nose just above the foam. Looking for my mother. But she wasn’t there. The river viscous with mud and debris passed me over under, over under rapids. The roar so loud it encompassed my existence, and then– stillness.
    

    
      
    

    
      A flat calm stretch of water pulled me downstream then circled unexpectedly upstream. I grappled to heave myself onto a log, a branch. Swirling antlers of a huge buck swam next to me. I grasped his back, his eyes wide and wild, too scared to fight. Snorting and determined, his sharp hooves dug into water, fighting the current, propelling us to shore. Giant boils of river water erupted to the surface around us like an angry dragon chuffing from the deep. I looked ahead, holding tight to the buck.
    

    
      
    

    
      Trees were stripped of branches, leveled sideways as if the earth had titled and they now grew horizontally. Tracks of mud lined the banks from the giant tidal wave washing down the valley. As soon as my feet could touch stones, I let go of the buck and crawled onto shore. Coated in mud, ears full of silt and debris. Miraculously clothed but completely waterlogged.
    

    
      
    

    
      I climbed, crawled up away from the river, away from the flood lines and drowned bodies of stranded animals. Wet and weeping, I found a maple tree and curled at its base, then woke myself enough to break off bracken and moss and pad it around my body for shelter and warmth. Shivering. My teeth convulsing in horrible clacks. Somehow I slept.
    

    
      
    

    
      I remember waking to stars so bright they seemed to be reaching down from the sky to whisper their secrets.
    

    
      
    

    
      I heard scurries of night creatures, the endless gurgle of river, the roar of rapids not so distant upstream and below. An ache in my belly from hunger and an urgency to find relief.
    

    
      
    

    
      My mother had left me, my grandmother sold me, my old man father died at the aid of your hands. I’d been stolen by Toads and drowned by the river. But my mother had come back to find me, just as she’d promised.
    

    
      
    

    
      And now, I was free.
    

    
      
    

    
      Like my mother, like you, I was condemned to live. I floated above the muck and mud scoured from mountain passes. A young woman alone. Possessing nothing but my will to survive.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      CHAPTER 7– Summer
    

    
      
    

    
      From books, poems, and songs, I’d romanticized the feeling of being alive as a sense of euphoria.
    

    
      
    

    
      The truth is, life and truly knowing you’re alive is defined by all types of sensations– none more elucidating than pain. The bruises, cuts, aches, visible, and unseen, informed me I was alive that first morning by the river’s edge.
    

    
      
    

    
      That and a gnawing sense of hunger.
    

    
      
    

    
      The river had released me in an eddy that circled upstream, swirled and deposited along the shore. Debris washed ashore from the stampede of water driving downstream on this quiet sideline. I was not the only soul abandoned here. 
    

    
      
    

    
      As the sun rose above the tangle of toppled over trees, puddles began to dry and silver bodies of fish flopped and flashed. Slowly suffocating. These I scooped up and smashed against rocks, stopping their pain. Ending my hunger.
    

    
      
    

    
      I wasn’t the only scavenger. Coyotes yapped and snarled over a bloated calf. A pair of ravens hopped along behind me. Watching, waiting. Judging.
    

    
      
    

    
      I knew enough not to eat the fish raw, but had no idea how to start a fire.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Go away!” I flapped at them. The ravens hopped backwards, aloof. Waiting. Always, watching. I set my fish down for a second to dig at something shiny in the mud. They came in fast, battering black wings and grasping claws. Eager opportunists. “No!” I shrieked. They took all but one of my fish, it slapped silver scales against rocks as it fell from their clutches.
    

    
      
    

    
      “No!” I yelped as my hand sliced against a shiny glass shard. Blood bled bright red drips decorating a spattered spangle across oily pools of sludge. I put my hand in my mouth and clutched my remaining precious fish to my chest. Then kept digging in the dirt to dislodge a broken glass jar. It shimmered in the sunlight, casting prisms. Would it be enough?
    

    
      
    

    
      I scrambled up the embankment into the trees untouched by flood plain. I gathered moss and scraps of bark, peeling from pines, brittle to my touch. Small twigs, larger sticks, until I was layered in detritus like a decorator crab and scrambling back down hill to shore. I patiently moved aside stones, my blood slippery against fish scales, unwilling to let go of my meal. The coyotes watched, their muzzles red, then went back to the calf’s gaping belly, sensing I was too much trouble.
    

    
      
    

    
      I made a robin’s-sized nest of dried fuel and angled the jar glass until a single slice of sunlight hit the moss. I waited, wishing, praying, as if I knew how to invoke such mercy, and watched as light transformed to heat and hope of flame. My breath coaxed the lone strand of smoke and I yelped as the nest ignited in a burst of energy, so unexpectedly fast that the flame almost disappeared in my exultation at conjuring fire from this saturated land. My fingers shook as I added more fuel. Twigs, moss, breath. My existence depending upon these flames for survival. Suddenly, I had fire. I had coals. I wrapped the fish in wet leaves and buried it under the embers. I rushed to find more fuel for the fire, confident the other scavengers wouldn’t dare steal my fish from the heat. I ripped the hem of my sodden dress and bound my hand tight to stop the blood.
    

    
      
    

    
      I gathered a stack of large branches, intending to stack them so high the flames would never die. Breaking off boughs from fir trees, dead, brittle, and dry. Tiny holes in the bark where seasons of beetles had bored. I ran, panting, obsessive in my resolve to keep the fire burning so that I could feel warmth. Comfort, home.
    

    
      
    

    
      I pounded across a clear stream diverted from the river’s flooding, sand so smooth, only silt would remain if strained through a sieve. The ground collapsed beneath me. I sank so fast the branches flew from my hands. “Help!” I shrieked. Writhing, feeling the dank pull downward. The river bank transformed into wet mortar, sealing me in. The ravens landed close by. Cocking their heads in wonder. I froze. Imagining them first coming for my eyes. “Help me,” I whispered. Up to my chest in quicksand in a matter of heartbeats. The cold, wet ooze chilled me to the bone as I sank down deeper.
    

    
      
    

    
      The ravens hopped closer. Peering deep into my desperate face. “I don’t want to die now. Not like this. Please.”
    

    
      
    

    
      They clacked their beaks and backed away. One grabbed a twig in its beak and set it on the ground. The other laid a second stick atop, criss-crossing sticks into a thatch. They took a stick and sank it vertically into the mud. They clacked their beaks and preened eachother’s nape. I understood.
    

    
      
    

    
      I reached up an arm, slowly, took one of the larger sticks I’d gathered for the fire, leaned forward and jabbed it into the bank. Then flattened, flattened my body. Instinctive stillness slowing me from sinking. My arms strained as I pulled with every bit of strength I could muster. The scattered sticks made a jumbled mat. I inched my chest up onto them. The clear stream trickling over the quicksand trap gave slightly in a squelching release of suction. Fingerling tributaries between my body and sand, trickled then filled with water, making movement possible. I grasped with my fingers, clawing forward toward the embankment until I connected with the roots of a single clump of grass. Leaning, pulling, flattening, flattening, I wriggled from the silt, terrified, exalted. Alive. The ravens flew off, satisfied.
    

    
      
    

    
      I crossed the creek on a fallen tree. Unwilling to risk the sinking sands again and crouched by shore near the endless eddy, washing off my arms and limbs. Knowing I’d have to fully remove my clothing, but so hungry and tired, I couldn’t. 
    

    
      
    

    
      My fire still could be coaxed back to life. I added more branches and rolled the charred fish from the embers. It burnt my fingers, lips, tongue, as I consumed the flakes of dried flesh and sucked on tiny bones, unwilling to let a single morsel escape my mouth. It was the best meal of my life. One I had made on my own. All alone.
    

    
      
    

    
      There were no human settlements I could see around the vast river valley full of annihilated riverbank, mud flats, and endless forest.
    

    
      
    

    
      I added more sticks to the fire and searched for stranded fish. Moved to tears when I realized I’d lost my bracelet from Thom. Recklessly crying, I’m not sure for whom. Those I had lost, those I had left, for myself? Thumbelina. Alone.
    

    
      
    

    
      Alive.
    

    
      
    

    
      Heat warped air currents around my fire. I scoured the bank where the eddy pulled treasures and death from the river. Detritus of existence in what felt like another lifetime. My afternoon spent turning over stones and finding remains. My bracelet not among them.
    

    
      
    

    
      These I reclaimed. A canvas sack that I washed and slapped against a boulder to dry. A glittering earring. A broken wooden spoon. A tin cup without a handle.
    

    
      
    

    
      A hand.
    

    
      
    

    
      Fingers curled, reaching up through the dirt. Flat fingers. Fat fingers. Dark hair over knuckle bones.
    

    
      
    

    
      I backed away.
    

    
      
    

    
      Not wanting to find the body below, fearing I knew the toad they belonged to. The fingers beginning to bloat in the sun.
    

    
      
    

    
      I could not stay at the river bank any longer. I did not know where else to go.
    

    
      
    

    
      I scooped coals into my tin cup and bundled the damp canvas sack around it to carry in my hands, pocketing the glass shard, earring, and wooden spoon. I’d feed the embers with tiny twigs and find food elsewhere. No longer willing to eat remains leaching the same brackish water that oozed through his buried body and flowed downstream. The ravens followed. Keeping me in their sights. I found a game trail and hiked into the woods, away from the river, choosing to travel downstream. Away from the mountains of my birth, and the death that the river claimed.
    

    
      
    

    
      Up on a ridge, above the falls, a spring ran, clear, clean, with a pebbled basin. Maiden hair ferns draped from mossy rocks. Lush. Inviting. In the late sunlight, I stripped bare and washed as best I could all the grit from my body. Reclining, letting the water pull me under. Bubbles burst from my nose and popped on the surface of an upside down world. An intense pain radiated from my toe and I broke to the surface, flinging my leg from the pool, a freshwater crawfish attached. I grabbed its wriggling body and threw it onshore. Laughing. Crazed, yet delighted.
    

    
      
    

    
      Dinner.
    

    
      
    

    
      The embers in my cup could be coaxed to life. Branches were abundant, fallen to the forest floor. I clawed through leaves, unearthing rook worms, and making a dirt pit that I surrounded with stone. I tossed the fat, curling grubs to the ravens. Then built the biggest fire I could safely contain and threw the crawfish into the coals. It boiled alive from the inside out, hissing and crackling. The ravens cawed from branches overhead. I gave them the carapace and crisped legs, but ate the succulent innards. They waited with me as my clothes dried, hanging on a leaning stick structure, just out of reach from the tongues of fire.
    

    
      
    

    
      I slept deeply that night with the fire at my back, pushing back the overwhelming darkness. Tendrils of smoke announced my presence and kept larger predators at shadows’ edge, except for Kroak who haunted my dreams, pushing out of the muddy river bank with those horrible hands, flat, bloated fingers leading his bulging body, forever searching, forever hungry. For me.
    

    
      
    

    
      Night terrors woke me. Stars consoled. They’d seen worse and still watched. Still shone. I added more wood, and scrunched beneath bracken. Exhausted.
    

    
      
    

    
      Days passed quickly in the fulfillment of my basic needs. I was a child of the forest, a student of my old man father’s collections, my mother’s knowledge of plants, and your disciplined sculpting on how to attend to basic needs and daily tasks. Not fairy queen, but drone to my own survival. I found food, fed, and cared for myself. I gained confidence, autonomy, but sometimes longed for a companion that would respond with words I could recognize when I posed a question aloud. Or at least someone to gloat my successes to when life went well and commiserate when I blundered, as I did often. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The ravens had each other. Though they spent their days amused by my ungainly survival, they didn’t accept me as an equal. I was opportunity for an easy snack and something for them to squawk about in ridicule. I had my life. My will. My wild. Myself. And nothing more.
    

    
      
    

    
      CHAPTER 8 – The Cockchafer’s Warning
    

    
      
    

    
      He crawled on my arm, tickling me awake.
    

    
      
    

    
      I cracked an eye open, resisting the urge to brush him away. His golden fronds feathered against the hairs on my skin in the early morning light. Sensing, teasing, tickling. His body was covered in fuzzy fur like down and dark brown armor.
    

    
      
    

    
      “If it’s a bride you’re after, you’re tickling the wrong fancy.” He crawled higher up my arm, his body delicate pearlescent blue and white as two sets of wings unfurled in the sun. The front opaque brown, the back wings golden veined on shimmering, translucent paper.
    

    
      
    

    
      I murmured the nursery rhyme from long ago, echoed by my mother, old man father, even you. Watching him crawl over my fingertips. My breath, rustling his wings.
    

    
      
    

    
      Listen, listen, 
    

    
      clicks and clacks. 
    

    
      Beetles tell with colored backs. 
    

    
      Back be blue, and dappled white, 
    

    
      Fall will end overnight
    

    
      Frost and snow before you’re home
    

    
      Harsh and long, Winter roams
    

    
      But if you heed the beetle’s warning
    

    
      You won’t die of cold one morning!
    

    
      
    

    
      The cockchafer buzzed his wings, fluttering, once again exposing his back, forecasting my fate. These days of plenty were numbered. Summer, when earth provided berries sweet for the taking– first, tiny strawberries, no bigger than my pinky tip, followed by delicate currants, high up red and tart, thimble berries, wild grape, blackberry– would not last. And once blackberries ended, the frost would come. Even in this foreign land, away from my mountain village, I knew the forest would not be so habitable, welcoming, for a girl alone with threadbare clothes and holes in my boots. My sheer will-power and obstinate survival skills against all odds would not keep winter away.
    

    
      
    

    
      I worried a thread from my ripped hem, unraveling the distance of two turns around my dress. Then I captured the beetle between my thumb and finger and brought him to my eyes. His six slender segmented rust-ochre legs flailed and he tried in vain to beat his wings. But I held tight with a practiced grip between his wings. His large, dark eyes seemed to widen in panic.
    

    
      
    

    
      “I won’t eat you, tiny creature. But I also don’t want you to leave. I have no one else. And though you may not like it, you get to be my friend.” I tied the string from my dress around his middle and let him free. A buzzing, clacking, beetle kite. And suddenly, I was a child again in my garden. The surrounding walls sprang before me in imagination, holding the forest at bay, and me in isolation. But there was a home. Warmth. Certainty of meals and bed. The luxury of books. I opened my eyes. Now that I was free from the garden, I was still in isolation. And in need of a home.
    

    
      
    

    
      The beetle beat his wings against the end of his tether. Pulling upwards, toward a pine. Instinct, hunger, or lust driving him. Those fronds on his antennae, golden orange, waggling, searching, tasting the wind. I gave him lead, then teased it taut, just as others had done to me.
    

    
      
    

    
      He zipped vertically, into a sunspot. Suddenly joined by a bevy of translucent wings.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Clever beetle,” I praised, recognizing the hum of wild bees. He whirred, twisting, cycloning down toward the ground. Exhausted. Spent. I felt enormous pity for the creature I’d captured. “Thank you for your company.” I whispered, breaking the thread, setting him free. “Go find your true love. You don’t have much time.” Knowing now, that cold dark days would soon fill this forest. But not yet.
    

    
      
    

    
      I eyed the trail of bees.
    

    
      
    

    
      Inadvertently crunching the freed beetle underfoot. I cried and tried to revive him. Then buried him at the base of the pine tree, disproportionately appreciative that he’d shared his secrets and revealed another’s. Other cockchafers scoured the bark and I felt the loss of him never joining his tribe. And I calculated by their arrival that it was either May or June. Summer would end in less than three months. I pushed the thought back, focusing on the treasure the beetle had led me to. A hive. Sweet, succulent, abundant honey.
    

    
      
    

    
      In the cold of the next dawn, I climbed the brittle bark of the pine tree with a smoking, smoldering stick between my teeth. I broke into the hive, alerting a sleepy swarm of bees, but escaping  with a few minor stings. It was worth it as I lapped up the queen’s bounty from the waxy comb and warmed my fingers by the morning’s fire.
    

    
      
    

    
      Summer was abundant, saccharine, hot. But not for long. I would have to find someone willing to shelter me before the blackberries molded and the creatures burrowed deep. Someone other than the creatures of the forest. Someone human. Like me.
    

    
      
    

    
      But for now, I listened to the lilting birdsong. Bathed in my spring, tended my fire, and ate the abundance of nature’s bounty. I was queen, once again, among my court of beetles, bees, and raven guards.
    

    
      
    

    
      Days passed, moons. Light filtered differently. The valley filled with fog. Flocks vanished.
    

    
      
    

    
      And before I was ready. Frost.
    

    
      
    

    
      The beetle told the truth. This winter would be early. And harsh.
    

    
      
    

    
      I would not survive on my own. You told me that, grandmother. I had defied your proclamations until this moment, but now agreed.
    

    
      
    

    
      I needed help.
    

    
      
    

    
      I had no idea how or whom.
    

    
      
    

    
      I relied on those around me. This time, swallows. On my ever-growing searches for dry wood and food, I spotted them. Above the oaks. Circling, darting, swooping. Flashes of color. Red, blue, gold, green, white. I followed them down a ravine, up over a hilltop. Then another. And another.
    

    
      
    

    
      A valley opened up below me. A monochrome of human innovation. Giant cornfields stretching as far as my eyes could see. Further. The swallows swooped over the field. I blew into my chilled fingertips. Somewhere below me, in the midst or on the fringe of this great monoculture, was the one responsible for its creation.
    

    
      
    

    
      I did not hike back to revive my embers. My nose ran and my fingernails were caked with grime, hair long past brushing.
    

    
      
    

    
      I pushed my way into the corn rows.
    

    
      
    

    
      The swallows dipped and darted above.
    

    
      
    

    
      I found a forgotten ear of corn. Dry and gummy with a hint of sweetness ending in a moldy tang that filled my sinuses. It tasted like progress.
    

    
      
    

    
      My breath made bursts of clouds. Filtered sunlight through saber shaped leaves illuminated this man made forest that swallowed me. Some fronds were still green, others yellow, rusted, dusted with mold and fungus. Season’s end. I felt so small. At times the sky was completely eclipsed by giant stalks and a wind would whip up, rattling the tips that once blew pollen into a frenzied dance.
    

    
      
    

    
      I spent one freezing night curled among the roots of the corn. Completely lost in the middle of the maze and burrowing down into an irrigation rut, now cracked and dry. I pulled my legs into the canvas sack and snailed around my organs, shivering, hating the long, seemingly never-ending night. I woke before dawn and licked leaves for a drip of water condensed from the chilling fog and followed a flock of wild turkeys that pushed past me as if I was part of the landscape. That’s how wild I had become. Absorbed by a field of corn, smelling of nothing but earth and salivating at the thought of catching a turkey and sinking my teeth into its flesh, using its feathers to warm my freezing body.
    

    
      
    

    
      The turkeys camouflaged so completely into the dried corn maze, I lost them and may have walked straight or circled indefinitely had it not been for the voice. A raspy caw of my raven guides, flying overhead followed by the first human I’d heard in months outside of my own rare exclamations.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Come on, you greedy birds. Get some while you can! Winter is coming. Soon enough. Fatten yourselves up, damn you.” 
    

    
      
    

    
      I latched onto the sound, high-pitched, chattery, and pushed my way through stocks. Not but a body’s length from a dirt track, all but invisible had it not been for that blessed voice which stuttered and slandered as I stumbled from the corn, “Sweet mother of god and all that’s holy. Who the bloody hell are you! And what the devil do you think you’re doing crashing through my field!” 
    

    
      
    

    
      I blinked. Unable to find my voice. To speak to a human after so long being on my own. I tried again, pushing out air. My tongue wouldn’t form words. Steam burst from my mouth.
    

    
      
    

    
      Her mouth and nose twitched. Bright eyes took me in. Assessing. “Well you look worse than the business end of a drowned rat. Ran away, did you? Plenty of your kind around here. Need some place for a few days out of this cursed cold blast til you can find your feet again? I can set you right.” She rambled without needing a reply, scurrying about, tossing more corn to the wild turkeys from a bowl clutched to her ample waist. “Eat it, you great, greedy things. And in a month’s time, I’ll eat you.” She laughed wickedly and smacked her lips. “Dumb creatures. They come here, year after year, for the fermented corn. This stuff’s too old for market, too nasty to preserve. So I make them the mash. Year after year, they come here and get so drunk that I can scoop them up with one hand, wring their neck with the other and they’re none the wiser. Bring their babies when they’re ittie bittie. Teach them it’s the bountiful land. And forget to tell them the part about never leaving.”
    

    
      
    

    
      My face must have registered some sort of surprise because she softened her voice. “Oh, don’t worry. I don’t take all of them. I leave the brooders so they are forced to bring the babies back. Then, snatch! Crunch! I live high off the turkey…as it were. But you look like it'll take more than mash to loosen your tongue. Or maybe you’re a mute? Dumb? No…you don’t look dumb. You’ve made it this far. It doesn’t matter to me what you are. I don’t get much female company now that my litter is ousted and married off to farms near here. Six babies. Six! And all of them girls. Useless to me. My teats hang about to my knees from nursing each greedy bitch, but I got them knocked up by respectable laborers because nothing will keep you in line like having a family to feed. Are you keeping up, turkey girl? We’ve got just a few more steps to my door.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Never have I felt so grateful. I didn’t care who she was, only that she seemed hospitable enough in her bustling, noisy, nervous twitchy ways, reminding me of the busy mice I’d seen scurrying in meadows to pack their nests with down while simultaneously shoving food in their cheek pockets while stashing more with nimble mitts.
    

    
      
    

    
      I call her the Fieldmouse. She took me in like I was one of her own. She bantered about in that industrious way, serving me tea, then broth, then a steaming tub with soap that smelled of oats. I was tempted to eat it, but refrained. Only just. Scoured by her quick hands, clean, and draped in her nightgown much too large, but soft, my feet covered in knitted socks, I fell asleep in a chair by the fire. She chattered past my consciousness, never waiting for me to form an answer or offer opinion and formulated her own conclusions about my origins that I couldn’t have refuted, even if I tried. 
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