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Of Cabbage Soup and Chicken Pox

By Sevilodorf

Stamping her foot with irritation, Sevilodorf exclaimed, "I'm going to tell Modor!"
"Tattletale!" hissed Nathirem and tugged one of his younger sister's shoulder length braids. 

"Ow! That hurts!" She swatted at his hand and declared, "You'll end up like Galdroth. Covered with scars from head to toe."

"I don't care." Nathirem groaned and rubbed his left shoulder against the bedpost while scratching at the smattering of red bumps running along his arm. "It itches."  

She rolled her eyes and knelt to retrieve a small jar from beneath the bed. "It wouldn't if you'd use the salve Modor gave you."

"I told you it stinks! Worse than…" Disgust momentarily paused Nathirem's chafing as he attempted to find a suitable comparison.  "Worse than Grandmodor's cabbage soup!"

His sister's nose wrinkled and she shuddered. "No, it doesn't. Nothing smells that bad."

"That salve does," Nathirem declared stoutly before turning his attention to a particularly annoying spot beneath his right ear.

Sevilodorf watched with a frown as her brother vigorously attacked various portions of his speckled anatomy. Holding the jar out, she exclaimed, "Stop that. You're making me itch just watching you. This has to be better than scratching yourself bloody."

From the doorway, an amused voice suggested, "We could always put mittens on him like we did you." 

"Fæder! You didn't!" protested Sevilodorf indignantly while her brother hooted and their father scooped her up to swing her about in a circle. 

"Of course, you were only a small babe at the time." Nathrum rubbed his beard against his daughter's cheek before returning her to her feet and settling a small frown upon his son. "Not a great lad of twelve."

Nathirem squirmed and began a mumbled apology only to stop when his father patted his shoulder. "I'm only teasing, son. I've a scar or two from my own bout with the children's pox. The men in the family always take it much harder than the womenfolk." Then his voice dropped conspiratorially, as he claimed the jar of salve, "And I happen to agree with you, though don't you tell your modor, this stuff smells worse than the privy on a summer day."

Sevilodorf clapped her hand over mouth to smother a giggle as Nathirem grinned and promised not to tell. 

Tousling the boy's brown hair and sitting upon the edge of the narrow bed, Nathrum said, "Fetch me a chair and the draughts board, Sevilo. We'll distract this lad from his troubles."

Forehead creased with uncertainty, Sevilodorf hesitated. "What about the salve? Modor said…"

"I'll take care of it, lass." Nathrum gave her a reassuring smile. "Run get the chair. Your brother hasn't a chance against the two of us."

"Yes, Fæder," she responded and hurried away.

Her father waited only until she disappeared before rising and opening the shuttered window to toss the container of salve into the darkness.

"Not a word," he said, returning to his place beside Nathirem.

"I wouldn't dream of it, Fæder," Nathirem replied, rubbing thoughtfully at his collarbone.  "Do you think Modor makes it smell that way on purpose? Like when she gives Aunt Thura that horrible tonic for overeating and tells her, 'The worse the taste, the stronger the medicine'?"

Eyes twinkling, Nathrum struggled to hide his laughter. "You might be on to something there, son. But I wouldn't suggest you let her know you figured it out. Now, what stakes shall we set for this game?"

With an impudent grin, his son responded, "The next time Grandmodor serves cabbage soup, you and Sevil have to eat my share." 

"And if we win, you have to eat both our portions," cried Sevilodorf, returning with the chair and the draughts. Opening the tin of draught pieces, she held it out to Nathirem. "White or black? What if it's a draw, Fæder?"

"If it's a draw, we'll all feed the soup to the pigs," declared their father and tugged on her braid. "Just don't tell your grandmodor."

***

The Mask

By Eowyner

He glared at the wizard resentfully as he did as he was bidden: making obeisance to his master with a bow that just missed the mark of actually being obsequious. The wizard gazed back at him with a strange mixture of scorn and pity that turned the man’s stomach and sent him scurrying away beyond the reach of his master’s cruel blows. There, ignored by the wizard until he was needed, he brooded and pondered - memories of long ago vying with the present as he struggled with the confusion within.

No! he commanded himself as he felt his mind begin to slip away into madness, no – do not give in! He summoned all that he thought remained of his inner strength and pushed back against the onslaught of insanity, forcing himself to focus on one thing; finding the threads that would show him when in the tapestry of his life the design had started to go wrong.

He thought back to his father, Galmod. He had not seen much of him in his younger years as Galmod was ever out riding across the marches of the Riddermark, tending and herding one of the haras* of horses that were the life-blood of the Rohirrim. No other man among his father’s peers spent as much time away from his family on the vast plains of Rohan, his father’s easy manners and talent with horses bringing him honour amongst the other horsemen.

His mother did not speak to him much and found more in common with the contents of a jug of mead than any person he ever saw. He learned to be a quiet child – rarely raising his voice lest he aggravate one of his mother’s headaches, and never bringing other children home to play. 

Not that they would have come. He could call none of them friend, and ever since he could first remember, his presence in public was always accompanied by whispering. One of his earliest memories was being left unattended by his parents at only four years old, and tottering through the streets of Edoras. Even then he had seen a group of women huddle together and confer as he passed, uttering his name in scandalised tones when they thought he could not hear. 

They had called him something else when he was very young, but what it was he had now forgotten. Grima was the name he knew and looking back he could easily see why this had become his given name. He could not remember when he had first dissembled or told his first lie, only that it had come readily to him, like breathing or seeing. Yes, Grima – mask – was a most apt name for the boy who hid everything he did, thought and felt behind a façade of lies and deceit. 

His mother died when he was fourteen and he did not mourn her passing. He marked her death by becoming a changed lad – no longer silent and withdrawn, but companionable, having learnt a type of charm from his father in the short periods they had spent together since Grima’s infancy. For three years he drew friends to himself, the gossip in the streets dulling to an occasional murmur as everyone marvelled at the transformation the death of his mother had inspired in the boy. 

Three years until he earned himself another name – Wormtongue. He had worn the mask of a trustworthy friend well – even the son of the Second Marshall of the Mark confiding his closest kept secrets – secrets Grima had betrayed, the details now lost in the haze of memory. It took time for his peers to comprehend the truth as trouble and rumour visited any door but his, but slowly the dawn of realisation began to chase away the shadows of deception and the whispers started again. 

Wormtongue they called him behind his back, at first suspecting but not knowing conclusively that he had poisoned and deceived them; Wormtongue they called him to his face when the truth was finally revealed; and Wormtongue he began to call himself, wearing the insult as a badge of honour to his clever ingenuity at the art of dissemblance. Wormtongue – it became another mask to hide the pain of losing the friendships he had valued above all else, but inevitably destroyed.

He suddenly realised that he had never removed the mask, never asked, never demanded to know why his father rode away for such long periods, or why his mother was a drunkard. He had created a mask, pretended all was well, and hidden behind lies ever since. 

Why?Why?! he challenged himself.

He searched his mind again, but no answer was forthcoming. He was so accustomed to the mask that he could not now remove it. 

And yet he heard voices – pleasant voices – voices full of life and honesty; voices that reminded him of the son of the Second Marshall of the Mark – Brytta – he now remembered was his name. Out of all of them, he had been the one who had been most kind to him, and fleeting recollections of the happy months before he had betrayed his friend trickled into Grima’s mind. 

One voice rose above the others, one voice, offering him hope, offering him forgiveness, offering him all he had known for so short a time and had never regained. He had never felt so satisfied and complete as he had then; not even when his keen mind and clever schemes won him the position of the King’s most trusted counsellor as he plotted with his true master the wizard, to destroy them all.

He wavered, and memories of the past he had never been able to recall before flooded his thoughts. His parents had loved him once, had loved each other, had called him a name that was neither Grima nor Wormtongue, before, before… The memory of the key event that had taken all that away still eluded him, and yet he felt hope that he might once more be loved, once more be part of the warmth and sharing of a friendship. 

His master’s voice cut crudely through the sensations that Grima had not felt for over half a century. He told the truth – told the voices what Grima had really been like – evil and not nice. It was enough; enough for the barrier between his madness and sanity to break open like the dams at Orthanc. The struggle was over.

“You told me to; you made me do it!” he heard himself hiss, as the wizard accused him of murder. He barely heard his master’s response, so far gone was he. Swiftly, he withdrew a sharp knife, and taking them all by surprise slit the wizard’s throat. 

One thought occurred to him, one thought before the arrows pierced his body and killed him instantaneously. 

 I am the mask.

*haras – is a collective name for horses given in the Oxford English Dictionary. However, it notes that the origin of this word is unclear, and that when it was mentioned in the Book of St Albans (1486) with other collective nouns, it may simply have been a ‘fanciful or humorous term which probably never had any real currency’.

***

Of Tea-time and Treasure

By Pippin

“But you promised!” 

“I did nothing of the sort.  Not exactly.  I mean, anyway, I won’t get hurt, I promise.”

“There you go promising again, and what’ll happen if you do get hurt?”

“You’ll help me.”

Meri sighed as she watched her friend hitch up her skirts to walk up to her knees in the river.  The gurgling sound of rushing water filled the air and above the two hobbit children, trees swayed in the warm afternoon of mid-Afterlithe.

“Oh, you really mustn’t,” Meri started to say, but stopped with a short intake of breath as Erin wobbled suddenly and lurched forward.  “Erin!”

Tossing her curls, Erin threw a grin back to her friend, who did not return the cheery nod.  “I’m fine; just stepped on a log, that’s all! Look, I’m nearly there.  I’ll bet old Bilbo’s coins really are under there.  Why, I’ll bet we find more than that even, Meri!  You remember talk of that Mithril coat?  Maybe there’s more like it!  I’ll bet we find pearls and rubies and – whoops!  Just a wobbly stone’s all!  And I’m sure we’ll find gold dwarvish crowns from under that mountain, and…” 

Erin’s voice faded slightly as she went further into the middle of the stream.  By the cattail-covered bank, Meri found herself wringing the corner of their picnic blanket into a knot.  She should have guessed that talking about the possibility of buried treasure on the small shrub-covered sandbank that resembled an island in the middle of the river would prompt her best friend to decide on the need for an adventure.

“Nearly there now!” Erin called from near the sandbank, now almost waist-deep in the water and trying to keep her spectacles from dropping down her wet nose into the water.  

“Perhaps,” Meri shouted, “We should have let the lads go after it?”

“Oh, no!  You know they’d keep it all for themselves!  We’d share it!” came Erin’s gallant reply.  Meri sighed again and popped a fresh raspberry into her mouth, then closed her eyes.  The water was much too deep, and what ever would she do if something happened?  She couldn’t go out there too; it’d only make matters worse.  

“I’m there!” Erin declared, sopping as she stood on the small mound of sand covered in brush the stood in the middle of the river.  She muttered something else that Meri didn’t quite catch.

“What?”

“I said I wonder where it’s hidden!  Where should I dig?”

Meri opened her eyes and looked across the water, then couldn’t help but giggle.  “Erin?  Did you bring a shovel?”

Even from the bank, Meri could see her friend’s face turn red, and she quickly knew the answer.

“Oh, how deep could it be?” Erin called back with an exaggerated shrug of her shoulders.  

But as the minutes passed and Erin’s removal of the sand into the water continued, the only thing that was discovered was the fact that the island was getting smaller and smaller, and harder and harder to stand on while digging.  As the sun made the shadows tilt slowly among the trees, Meri finished the last raspberry in the small bowl and folded her napkin to place in the basket.  When she looked across the water to where Erin stood, she realized that her friend was standing in water up to her ankles, and that the shrubs which had before been standing above the river were now barely peeking out over the tide.

Sloshing back through the water to Meri, Erin’s face at first bore a look of disappointment, but by the time she reached her young friend, a smile was beginning to work its way back onto her face.  

“What is it?  You didn’t find anything, did you?” Meri asked while pulling out a small tin of biscuits to offer the dripping Erin.

“Not yet.”

Meri stated, “It’s getting late.  We should probably head back, you know.” 

“I know.  But tomorrow’s another day, and we haven’t got lessons yet until Halimath at least, so that’s plenty of time.  Tomorrow we’ll bring shovels and buckets and we’ll make a map…”

Meri asked with a tilt of her head, “A map?  What for?”

“You always need maps for adventures.  You need plans and you need tools and you need a map.”  Erin nodded her head with a decided grin.  

“We’re having an adventure?”  

“Yes!  We’ll have one tomorrow, and the day after, and the day after.”

“And if we never find the buried treasure?  You know it was only another rumor, after all.”

“We’ll have adventures just searching for it, don’t you see?

And looking at Erin’s dripping face full of anticipation, Meri found herself nodding in agreement.  “I think I do.”  She paused.  “It will be grand, won’t it?  Adventures every day until lessons begin again.”  She gave a happy sigh.  “And you won’t do anything as dangerous as today, right?”

“It will be wonderful.”

“And you won’t do anything as dangerous…” Meri prompted, folding the blanket to tuck into the basket.

Without a direct answer, Erin replied, “Should we find a proper map first or decide where to dig and then find a proper map?  We’ll need one of the whole Shire, I should think, in order to make sure we have enough places to cover for as many adventures as we’ll have.” 

Despite herself, Meri grinned.  “That many?”

“Oh yes!  We’ll have so many adventures that that’s all we’ll ever do forever.”

“That’s an awfully long time, don’t you think, to be adventuring.”

“But it would be grand.”

Meri paused.  “Well, yes, I suppose it would.”  

Holding the picnic basket between them, the two friends headed home, curls bobbing in the air and crickets beginning to chirp another night into song.  And beneath the Shire sky, the two friends talked long about buried treasure and dragon gold, of maps and plans, and what to pack for the next day’s picnic. 

***

Prodigal Son

By Celebsul

I was never a child, but I must have been young, once. I recall those earliest times with my father and brother, both of whom I treasured above all else. From my sire, I inherited that which made me most like him in stature. My brother inherited other gifts; I could not perceive the value of them, only that they made him more adored than I, both by my father and myself. 

Though my talents were the greater, my brother did not envy them. He cared for me too much to resent my strength. Because he did not envy me, I felt my worth diminished. Because I admired his nebulous qualities, I sought to understand them, but could only envy them. How might I be as warmly regarded as he, when I did not know why I so regarded him, or what it was I envied?

Yet I learnt all that I could learn of everything knowable, and delighted in my father's teaching and the blossoming of my kindred. When lessons failed me, I explored the vacant realms and, being the son of my father, dreamt of what I might paint upon that limitless canvas; thus passed first youth in almost unmarred bliss.
Then my father gathered all his children, and he limned a glittering landscape more awesome than any of the daubs I ever imagined. He lit a torch within me - within all of us - so that our artistry flared a thousand times brighter than before. He bid us each adorn his vision with our own, and colours swirled around as my kin and I wound them into arabesques. I felt such exhilaration. My strength swelled ... I soared so high that I became delirious with joy.   

They stopped. They stared at me in confusion. But some began to perceive the tones and shapes I strove to bring into being, and they hastened to assist. My siblings gathered to me in the same manner as I so often sought my father. I think it was then that my true passion awoke; in that moment, I learnt hunger. 

I cannot bear to recollect the humiliation when He called my kindred away and then ridiculed what I had wrought. I challenged his cruel subtlety with my brighter lustre and deeper darkness, with broader sweeps. He tortured me with pallid triumphs, taking each of my masterpieces and subduing their splendour. Finally, he ripped from my hands all the beauty I had made, and he unmade it, saying that I could do nothing unless he bid me to - thus he also unmade all the beauty inside me. 

In the void, there is nothing to contemplate but memories. I recall the children of the Firstborn and of Men with their ineffective rage and ludicrous ambition. Their fathers tried to tame tempers and hone hopes. Some succeeded, and raised their sons into staid adults. Some failed, allowing their offspring to ripen into ravening monsters, or twisting them into something less glorious and more terrible than they might have otherwise been. Was that my fate? Am I my father's fault?

***

Intrigues of Summer

By Merithehobbit

"They had to have gone this way!"

"Shhhh! Quiet now," Merry's voice whispered as the shouts grew louder, and the scuffle of running feet raced past the thick, tickly ferns in which he and his young cousin hid.

The wide and searching eyes of the lad beside him were bright with amusement and he clamped his hand over his mouth to stifle an attack of the giggles.  Pippin could not have asked for a better playtime companion than the son of his father's sister.  Every summer and on various other occasions, the Tooks and the Brandybucks would visit one another, and while the stodgy old parents drank ale and smoked and jabbered on about who knows what, it was all adventure for Pippin and Merry.

"They're past...can we?" 

"Wait, just one moment more," Merry interrupted and clasped hands with the six-year-old at his side.  While not technically in Buckland, the Marish across the river was near as familiar a playground for the Brandybucks as Bucklebury itself, and Merry knew every back trail and hiding spot, not to mention the sneaky habits of these foes.  "Now!" 

The two mismatched hobbits, a fourteen-year-old fluffy-haired youth and the little hobbit lad dashed out of the green cover and sped down the pathway in the opposite direction of their hunters.

"How do you know they won't..."

"Whisper Pip, they won't if we keep quiet."

Following a path down to a river bank, Merry kept a firm grip on the little hand of his cousin as they navigated the tall cat-tails and lumpy, sponge-like earth before reaching the rocky edge of the water.

"Merry?" Green eyes had shifted from gleeful to nervous, as they faced the prospect of crossing the small creek.  "Should we...Mama said..."

"Your Mama left me in charge and I won't let you get in trouble.  Trust me. This is just a feeder stream anyway." Merry flashed a grin and rustled the wild mess of curls on his little friend.  "Up now."  Merry pointed at a tree stump and Pippin obliged, all doubts vanished and a new determination fixed upon his face.

Riding piggy-back, Pippin gripped Merry's shoulders tightly and clamped his legs firm as his cousin navigated rock after rock, delicately tip-toeing over the brook.  The two were nearly across when a voice from the thick reeds startled them.

"Ah ha!  We've caught you now!"

Merry wobbled on a rock, jumped to another and tried to keep his balance just as Pippin squealed and started climbing higher on his cousin's back in panic.  To no avail, the two toppled over in a magnificent splash in the chilly water.  

A burst of wild laughter erupted from the reeds as Merry and Pippin stood up, breathing hard at their sudden soaking.  Pippin gripped the soggy legs of his cousin, fighting the current that to him seemed brisk.  

"Pervinca! I should have known you'd sneak down here." Merry glared at her and slogged his way over to the side.  "Oh, and Tella too! It figures."   

Two giggling hobbit lasses, each about eleven years old emerged triumphant from the cat-tails and bushy grasses, congratulating one another on their conquest. 

"Vincie, you...you...ninnypoo!" Pippin managed to say through violently chattering teeth.

Merry wringed the bottom of his trousers and flipped his hair deliberately to shower the lasses with cold water.  The two girls laughed harder, and Pervinca came over to help Pippin wring out his things.

"Whoo! Are you in for it when Mama hears about this," she told Pippin with a smirk.

"Don't tell Mama! She'll whip me, she told me last time...I...I...I..." Pippin's eyes filled with tears and his chin trembled.

"Don't you fret Pip, Vincie won't blab, and neither will Tella here, not unless they want to get in trouble too."

"And why's that then?  You'll have to sneak in stark naked for her not to notice, and that would be hard to miss!" Estella Bolger scoffed, proudly folding her arms and poorly concealing a grin. 

"Because, you two aren't to be playing all dirty with the lads and ruining your clothes today," Merry said in a high pitched and motherly tone.

"We haven't done that, are you blind Merry?" Pervinca said, now frowning at him like he was crazy.

"There's still time."  Merry's mischievous smile crept to the corners of his mouth, but very suddenly he grew serious and he blinked rapidly, staring behind the two girls with wide eyes.

"What?" Estella asked, turning to follow his gaze.

Pervinca turned as Merry pointed to a spot behind them, seemingly speechless.

"Do you not see it?"  

"What?" Pippin asked, standing on tiptoe to see.  

"Sn..snn...snake!" 

Immediately the two hobbit lasses screamed and frantically looked around desperately for the reptile.  They were completely taken aback when Merry gave them both a nudge from behind, screaming again as they both slipped on the muddy, swampy surface and splashed into the muck below.  

"Oh dear," Merry feigned innocence, "it sure is slippery there."

"Why you..." Pervinca started, but Pippin lobbed a blob of wet river sludge her way and suddenly an all out mud battle had begun.

A good five minutes of wet globs flying back and forth, and several more slips as evasive action was attempted, resulted in the four emerging from the reeds, sopping wet and smeared in a slimy goo, but laughing heartily at the end of their game.  

"Mama will whip me this time," Pippin sighed as they all headed back up to the path leading to the ferry that would take them back to Buckland.  

"No indeed, Pip my lad," Merry chimed in happily.  "How could anyone whip such a cute little hobbit such as yourself?"  

"Mama does say that if you weren't so cute Pip, you'd be dead already," Pervinca stated smartly, wiping a smear of mud from the freckly cheek of her younger brother.

"Don't you worry Pip; I'll tell your Mum that it was all my fault.  For sure I've got a callused backside by my old age."

Pippin grinned up at his cousin, hair dripping in muddy curls, and not a worry marking his face.  

"Can we go steal mushrooms from Maggot again now?"

Both lasses eyed Merry reprovingly, but when he broke out into a grin and said, "Well, we are already over the river, and it's been hours since I've had a proper snack...I think we're disguised well enough now, don't you?" the four broke into a run and straight for the back side of Farmer Maggots' fields.

***

A Worthy Purpose

By Deby

1393 S.R.

Gondor

“Excellent, Faramir, another bulls-eye.” Boromir clapped his brother on the back and Faramir glowed under his elder brother’s praise.

In the privacy of an unused courtyard, the younger son of the Steward of Gondor had spent countless hours under the tutelage of his brother. Over and over, he would notch, sight and let the arrow fly. Every spare minute had been spent working toward their joint goal and now, it seemed, he had reached it.

Boromir yanked the arrow from the straw-stuffed target and added it to the large ‘hit’ pile on the grey flagstone. In the beginning, the ‘miss’ pile had been the larger, now it was nonexistent. The boys had chosen their practice place well. When they started in the fall and through the long winter months, there was no one to see Faramir’s initial frustration. Now, as spring gave way to summer, the only audience for the younger boy’s efforts was the bees that flew in and out of the honeysuckle blossoms that cascaded over the stone walls of the courtyard.

“Look, brother, every one of those hit in a space smaller than the palm of my hand.” Boromir grinned happily and with open admiration. “And at forty paces I might add. I’m five years your elder and I don’t have your accuracy.”

Watching his brother swell under the hard-earned praise, Boromir wished there were more opportunities to see that light in his brother’s face. Hopefully, his plan would work and there would be one. Now if only their father would cooperate . . . 

Faramir knelt and started to load his quiver with the spent arrows. Boromir ruffled the dark, slightly too long, mop of hair. Some of his friends professed to abhor the company of their younger brothers, an emotion Boromir could not understand. With their mother dead and their father constantly busy with the responsibility of ruling Gondor, Faramir was all he had. Faramir felt the same. Still, it never hurt to remind him who was the elder and wiser, supposedly, of the two.

“It’s a good thing I’m better at the sword or I wouldn’t be father’s favorite anymore,” he teased and instantly regretted it.

The slim white hands with long supple fingers, the hands that had the look of the man he would become though Faramir was but ten years old, stilled in their labor. He raised troubled grey eyes to his brother. Eyes, like his hands, that belonged to someone much older. 

“Why doesn’t father love me?” Faramir asked in a heartbreakingly quiet voice.

It wasn’t the jest that precipitated Faramir’s question; the boys had long ago decided the title of ‘favorite’ was more of a burden than an honor. Nay, it was an oft asked question and every time Boromir thought he’d convinced Faramir that it wasn’t true, their father would destroy his painstaking work with a careless comment or deed. 

“You know Father loves you.” Boromir dropped to his knees and held Faramir by the shoulders. “Maybe not as much as I do, but he does in his own way. He just isn’t very good at showing it.”

This is why Faramir loved his brother more than anyone else in the world. And bless his heart, Boromir honestly believed every word he said, every time he said it. But Faramir had seen the way Denethor looked at Boromir and how the glow, the pride leached from the father’s face when his glance happened upon his younger son. Nothing was ever quite right. No effort was good enough. He, Faramir, would always be a faded copy of Boromir. Though, thankfully, not in Boromir’s eyes.

“Besides, wait until we show him your bowmanship.” Boromir stood, raising Faramir with him. “I cannot tell you how it pains me to admit it, but you,” he poked Faramir in the chest, “are better with a bow now than I was at your age.” The smile returned to Faramir’s face and his spine straightened. “Don’t get cocky little brother, I may not have your accuracy but I can shoot farther than you.”

If anything, Faramir’s grin widened and mischief sparkled in his eyes. “Only because you’re bigger than me . . . for now.”

“Wretch,” Boromir said affectionately and cuffed his brother. “Now get the rest of those arrows. You’re ready and we have an appointment.”

*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*

Sweat trickled down the back of his neck and between Faramir’s shoulder blades. Why couldn’t they have set the time for the cool of early morning or, at least, early evening when the sun would have slid behind the mountains and not be beating on Faramir’s head. Or was it just his nerves? Or his prospective audience?

Boromir stood behind Faramir’s right shoulder. He flicked his finger and thunked his brother on the back of the head. “Relax little brother; it is only father, not a horde of dragons.”

Stepping back so that his booted heel landed on his elder brother’s toe, Faramir hissed, “Stop that.” Annoyance displaced some of the nervousness but not all. “Then why do I wish it was a dragon opening that door?”

The ornate doors swung open and Denethor strode down the steps outside of the Great Hall, past the withered White Tree and to the triangle of green lawn where his sons waited for him. Faramir thought he seemed tired and ill-tempered. Boromir was certain the lines on his father’s face cut deeper than usual. Just as the elder son was sure there were new threads of silver in the hair that had once been as raven black as his or Faramir’s. The Steward always seemed thus after another long night in the White Tower wrestling with ever darkening future of Gondor. His gruffness confirmed the boy’s suspicions.

“I assume you called me here for a worthy purpose.”

Faramir tried not to quail under his father’s stern glance. Maybe this was not the best time for their demonstration but it was too late to turn back now. Thankfully, they had decided Boromir would speak.

“We have, Father.” Boromir kept any last minute misgivings he had to himself and let his pride show in his voice. “Faramir and I have been working hard and there is something we, actually Faramir, would show you.”

Faramir took a deep breath and let it out slow and easy. He didn’t look at his Father; rather he fixed his gaze on the guardians of the White Tree. He remembered how he and Boromir used to try and bait the guards into speaking. They pranced around like fools, pretended to fall and injure themselves, told silly, pathetic jokes but nothing worked. They even dared each other to climb the White Tree but as neither of them were brave enough to face the whipping that was sure to follow, they never found out if that sacrilegious stunt would have gained the guards attention.

“Well boy, don’t stand there like a useless lump of stone.” Denethor gestured towards the target that stood between them and the point of the courtyard. “You brought your bow for a purpose, use it.”

Faramir bit the inside of his cheek while Boromir imperceptibly squeezed his shoulder. It was a common disparagement yet it still had the power to sting and eat away at his confidence. 

“You’re better than me and you know it,” Boromir said under his breath. “Now show him.”

Faramir dipped his chin down a hair to indicate he heard and reached for his first arrow. Boromir stepped away as Faramir turned towards the target. As he drew the string back, Faramir closed his eyes and cleared his mind. The bow was part of him and he had come to know it intimately, just as his brother had taught him. The draw wasn’t right and he knew it so let the string ease back. Confident once more, Faramir opened his eyes and in one smooth motion drew, sighted and let the arrow fly. 

There was a satisfying thwack as the dart struck the target. Even a blind man could see that it hit dead center.

“That’s it.” 

Before Boromir could rush to his defense, two more arrows, in rapid succession, sang as they pierced the air and rushed to meet their fellow. While not touching, all three were no more than a finger’s width apart.

With a noncommittal grunt, Denethor turned to Boromir. 

“The master-at-arms does not know of this skill.”

Faramir opened his mouth and shut it again, his cheeks burned. He knew better than to speak when he had not been addressed.

“Because he was not responsible.” Convinced of the rightness of what he was doing, Boromir had no difficulty in standing up to his father. “Faramir and I have worked every day. He has been a tireless and diligent pupil. If he had known, the master would have been proud of Faramir just as I am.”

Denethor’s mouth lifted in a rare smile and Faramir felt hope beating in his breast that this time it was for him. Boromir had left a massive opening that would require little effort on the father’s part to take advantage of it.

“I knew there had to be a reason.” Denethor threw a casual glance Faramir’s way. “You’re a credit to your teacher.” He threw his arm around his eldest son. “I knew he couldn’t have done it on his own, he hasn’t the patience or the perseverance. You have done wonders. An excellent steward needs to be a teacher as well as a leader. It is good to know you possess both skills.”

Faramir stood there, hollow and drained. All that time and effort had been for what, a left-handed compliment rendered invalid by the words that followed. He should have known better than to get his hopes up, it was always this way, always.

The look on his brother’s face added fuel to Boromir’s fury. He had done everything but say the words for Denethor. Nay, he had said the words; all his father needed to do was repeat them. As much as he loved his father, Boromir found that at times like this it was quite easy to hate him for his thoughtless cruelty. 

He shrugged out of Denethor’s embrace, twisting so that he faced Faramir and Denethor did not.

“I did not do this to garner your praise for myself father, you give it all too freely,” Boromir said as he tried to temper his voice. He did not want to antagonize Denethor and make matters worse. “But you have another son who has gone great lengths to gain a moment of your attention and a word of approval.”

The Steward’s face hardened. “I know what will save Gondor from darkness and I have seen her hope,” Denethor lowered his voice and injected it with ice, “and it is not your brother. He receives the attention and approval he has earned, no more. Do not speak to me of this again.”

Boromir looked at Faramir who looked at . . .  Boromir didn’t know what. Neither paid attention to Denethor’s departure. The great courtyard was silent, not even the birds dared to speak. The boys stood for a long time, as motionless as the guardians of the White Tree. From one of the lower circles, the carefree laughter of children floated on the breeze.

***

Where A Baggins Belongs

By Celebsul, ErinRua and Sevilodorf

Spring 1380 SR

Springtime blessed the thickets along the Brandywine River with green leaves and birdsong, and honeybees buzzed in gentle industry among the fields. As the late afternoon sun cast lazy golden beams, two short, round figures walked along the causeway above the river. At a casual glance, one would have taken them for two gentlehobbits out for an after-dinner stroll. However, the grimness of their faces and the muddy state of their furry feet belied that thought.

Odovacar Bolger, his extended shadow vanishing over the edge of the causeway, pointed down at a clump of reeds. "What's that?"

Marmadan Brandybuck wiped sweat from his eyes with a grimy hand and squinted at the marshy area at the base of the dike. Instinctively he noted someone would need to inform the Master of the Hall that this section of the levee needed repair, as soon as the spring runoff passed. 

Aloud he simply retorted, "It's a rotten log, you ninnyhammer!" 

Ignoring his friend's temper, Odovacar replied, "Beside the log. Come on."

Carefully, for the shadowed flank of the dike was both steep and crumbling, the pair zigzagged their way down to the river's edge. Mud sucked at their feet as they waded into the reeds.     

"Glory be, Odo, it's the lad. Do you think he's …?" 

Unable to give voice to the fear that had chilled his heart during the past hour, Marmadan fell silent as Odovacar rolled aside the sodden log partially hiding the still form. 

"He's breathing." Odovacar straightened the child's limbs carefully. "Can't feel any broken bones, but he's got a knot the size of a melon on the side of his head. Let's get him out of this muck."

With some effort, for the lad was taller than most his age, they struggled up the embankment to lay him gently upon the roadway. Odo pulled from his waistcoat pocket a red-spotted handkerchief and began to wipe the youngster's face. Meanwhile Marmadan, cheeks aglow with exertion, bent forward and set his hands on his knees as he gathered his breath.  

"Fetch the others, Marmadan, let them know Frodo lives."

"Aye," wheezed the stout hobbit. He sucked in little gulps of air as he continued, "I'll go to Maggot's farm and bring a wagon to carry him up to Brandy Hall. Rory will want the lad safe under his roof tonight. Primula was always his favorite sister. He set quite a store by Drogo, too."

"We all did, Marmadan," Odo answered bleakly.

Only two hours had passed since horrified relatives pulled the bodies of Primula and Drogo Baggins from the river. At first, it was believed they'd been alone in the boat found overturned and half-submerged below Bucklebury Ferry.  But Rosamunda, Odo's wife and Primula's first cousin once removed, insisted she'd seen Frodo trotting along beside his mother and father as they walked to the Brandywine. Given her delicate condition - Rosamunda being close to term with her first child - no one, least of all Odo, wished to argue with her, and a search had been initiated for the lad at once. When no sign of him was found in any hole or cot upon the hill, the hunt extended to both sides of the river.

Without bothering to wipe away the tears that now streamed down his face, Marmadan gave a nod to Odo and hurried north along the causeway toward Maggot's farm. 

~~~

A day after the double funeral, most of the visiting relatives stayed on in Brandy Hall or surrounding Buckland. Feasting and much chatter would normally mark such gatherings, for wakes were, more oft than not, celebrations of well-lived lives. However, the tragic deaths of Primula and Drogo, who left behind a young orphan, cast a sorrowful cloud over almost everyone. A mark of the general gloom lay in the fact that there were leftovers after second breakfast, and again after luncheon.

"A terribly pity," one the guests from Hobbiton sighed. "No good can ever come of hobbits and boats. And what's to become of the poor lad?"

Frodo himself remained almost totally silent, and no one could find the right words to comfort him. He accepted well-meaning offerings of cakes and sweets with grave thanks, but the hobbit mothers shook their heads knowingly.

"It's not natural," they said, "for the lad to be so quiet. Mark you, the tears will come soon enough."

Thus, in respect for his grief, they let him wander alone in the gardens where nature might offer her healing warmth. Peonies lifted their lush blooms above daisies and shy primroses, and nasturtiums poured their jeweled blossoms over low stone walls, but the young hobbit had eyes for none of it. He walked slowly on the green grass, trailing his hand among the taller blooms, but heeded not their beauty.  Truly, a sadder figure was seldom seen.

Finally a puffing of breath jarred Frodo from his reverie, and he turned to behold the arrival of the rotund Reginard Took, a half-year younger than Frodo and half a head shorter. But as the younger hobbit fell in beside him, he merely offered a wan smile and stuffed his hands in his pockets. Perhaps the lad's mother sent him to keep Frodo company, but Frodo did not mind. With Reginard beside him, he resumed his forlorn stroll.

After a time, the pair plopped onto a stone bench in the sun, where Reginard pulled out a handkerchief wrapped around a handful of plump dried apricots. He offered them to Frodo, and they munched companionably.

"I found a bullfrog the other day," Reginard said.

"Did you?"

"Yes, and it was big as my gram's butter churn."

Frodo snorted softly.  "Bullfrogs don't get that big."

"Do so. You can ask Toto Goodbody. He saw it, too. I watched it eat a dragonfly."

Two more apricots disappeared before Reginard asked with the artlessness of youth, "Where are you going to live, now, Frodo?"

"I don't know," Frodo replied, and sighed.

"Mother says you belong with your closest relations. I guess that would mean staying at Brandy Hall, wouldn't it? Though of course you have your cousin, Bilbo." Reginard popped another apricot in his mouth and frowned.  "Does he really have dragon gold?"

A breath of sound that in other times would have been laughter escaped Frodo's lips. "I have no idea, Regi. He doesn't show it off to visitors, if he does."

"That's because he's a miser." The derisive new voice startled them both, and they looked up with matching frowns.

Coming to a halt before them was none other than Lotho Sackville-Baggins, at sixteen years already taking on the mean-faced portliness he would wear in later life. Though dressed according to the station the Sackville-Bagginses aspired to, in a handsome jacket, crimson brocade weskit, and fine trousers, his mocking grin revealed bits of apple cake between his teeth. The cake itself he raised in his right hand, taking another bite before speaking with his mouth full.

"You know what they're saying." Receiving no response, the disdainful sneer inherited from the Sackville side of his lineage deepened upon Lotho's face. "They're saying your father tipped the boat on purpose." 

Reginard jumped to his feet, hands clenched at his side. "Leave him be, you pimple-faced weasel."

Slyly satisfied at getting a response, Lotho bit into the cake again, ignoring the crumbs dribbled upon the velvet jacket his mother declared made him look the perfect gentlehobbit.  "Who's to make me? You?"

"If need be." Though a quiet lad, more given to spending afternoons with a fishing pole than hunting mischief, Reginard possessed two qualities for which his rowdy, boisterous Took cousins might have warned Lotho: a streak of stubbornness and a powerful right hook. 

"I can defend myself, Reginard." Frodo's mouth tightened, the bruising that darkened one side of his face seeming to stand out even more against the pallor of his skin. "It wasn't my father's fault, Lotho. You and anyone else who says so will have to answer to me." 

Lotho sneered, "If not him, then your ma did it. She always wore the trousers in the family by all counts anyhow. Folks say it was unnatural how she bossed your dad about."

Yet Frodo did not respond to the vicious cut of that old bit of gossip. The lad knew people had laughed at how Primula was the light of Drogo's life, how his father did anything his mother wished and encouraged her to make all the decisions. But Drogo had always been quite easy going in nature, happy to please the mother of his son. Frodo remembered what his father said about it, once: "Don't let it trouble you lad, for I know it doesn't bother me. It pleases me to let your mam manage things, and she's right good at it." However, any explanations would be lost on the likes of Lotho Sackville-Baggins.

"Folks need to keep their mouths shut," Reginard grumbled, and scowled sullenly as he scrunched his handkerchief around the remaining apricots and stuffed them back in his pocket.

"Best beware, Took," Lotho gave an unfriendly grin, and popped the last of his cake into his mouth so he could dust both hands in Reginald's face. "A little dunk in the river and you'll be all wet, too!"

He gave a bray of laughter, which was cut short by the swing of Reginard's bony fist right in Lotho's soft belly. However, Lotho outmatched the lad in girth and years, and at Reginard's first shriek, Frodo sprang into the fray. In a twinkling, a perfect tangle of hobbit lads rolled and kicked and yelled about the lawn.

"Now see here!" a commanding voice cried. "What is the meaning of this?"

Instantly they scrambled apart, and looked up in dismay at the stern face of Frodo's much-older cousin, Bilbo Baggins.  Bilbo folded his arms on his chest and eyed the three miscreants up and down.

"And here we've just come from a burying - for shame! And you, Master Lotho, a great brute of a lad, you should know better than to scrap with those smaller than you.  Run along now, and we'll have no more of this nonsense."

Lotho picked himself up, scowling as he dusted ineffectively at the grass stains on his fine clothes. But when he drew breath to defend his actions, Bilbo cut him short.

"Tut! That will be enough. Off you go."

Grumbling, Lotho slouched away, leaving a hangdog Frodo and Reginard to Bilbo's mercy. Mercy did seem the order of the day, for Bilbo's expression softened and he heaved a great, deep sigh.

"Oh, lads." He reached out to tip Reginard's chin up for better viewing of his face, and then gave him a pat on the shoulder. "You've a bit of a scrape there, Regi, and you're grass all over. Why don't you go have your mother tidy you up, hmm?"

"Yes, sir," Reginard replied, and quickly made his escape.

Which left Frodo staring at the grass between his toes.

"Frodo? Do you want to tell me what this was about?"

A frown furrowed the young hobbit's brow, but he merely hugged his arms around himself and did not answer.

"Come now," Bilbo said, "I know Lotho's tricks, but it's not like you or Reginard to come to blows with anyone. What's the mischief about, hmm?"

"It's nothing, really," Frodo muttered glumly. "It was stupid and I should have known better."

Bilbo cocked his head as he studied his young cousin.  "Nothing that threatens to leave yet more bruises on your poor face?"

At the mere mention of his bruises, Frodo's undamaged features blanched bone-white, and he turned away.

Instantly contrite, Bilbo explained, "Frodo, my lad, you can't let the spite of a Sackville-Baggins add to the sadness you already bear. No good can come of it, and it's not worth your bother."

"I know," Frodo replied miserably. "But it's just ...he said ..."

Comprehension dawning, Bilbo touched Frodo's shoulder and guided him back to the nearby bench. "What did he say?"

"Lotho said my father ... my father tipped the boat on purpose, but he didn't, he ..." Pinched and pale, Frodo's boyish features described such absolute misery as no face so young should wear. Then the dam of words broke into a torrent of anguish.

"He was wrong; he was wrong, because it wasn't Dad's fault or Mam's either, it was mine! I asked to go fishing and Mam said yes and then Dad came too and he can't swim, you know he can't swim, but he said he'd come, anyway. And then I caught a fish and Dad tried to help me pull it in, and all of a sudden the boat tipped and we all fell in the water! I tried to yell but I swallowed a bunch of water and then an oar hit me and - and -"

Sobbing for breath, Frodo buried his face in his hands; and as Bilbo laid an arm gingerly about his shoulders, Frodo wailed through his fingers, "It's all my fault!"

"Now, my lad, you know that's not so. Recall the tale of Dodinas and Dinodas Brandybuck. No one was to blame for what happened. It just did. It was an accident." In an attempt to distract the distressed lad, Bilbo changed tack. "You and your mam and dad had only been doing a spot of fishing. That's a sensible enough thing to do, if you don't mind the water. But me, I once almost drowned a dozen dwarves as well as myself."

Frodo slowly lowered his hands and gazed up at his notorious cousin through tearful but curious eyes. "How did you do that?"

"Using barrels to float away from an elven prison." Smiling to see the look of incredulity on the lad's face, Bilbo went on to recount his ridiculous but successful escape from Mirkwood.

A while later, when Frodo had dried his eyes of mirth as well as sorrow, Bilbo ventured, "You know I was going to leave Bag End to your dad, along with all the treasures I'm supposed to have hidden there?"

Frodo nodded but said nothing.

"Well, if I don't choose another heir, everything will go to those Sackville-Bagginses."

"Lotho always says it should go to his dad. That my dad…" Frodo's voice wavered for an instant, and he paused to draw a deep breath before continuing. "That Dad had no business tricking you out of it."

"Tricking me!" exclaimed Bilbo. "The only tricks played were by Otho and Lobelia Sackville-Baggins. Having me declared dead and auctioning off my effects! I never did get all my silver spoons back. Lobelia's got them, I suppose, but she won't get Bag End. If you're agreeable, lad, I'll name you my heir."

"Me?" Frodo gasped in astonishment. From feeling still adrift on a log where everything swirled uncertainly around him, he now saw a possible future - a future that he might even one day be able to enjoy.

The neat, cozy home where Frodo had dwelt could in no way be compared to Bag End. For a hobbit hole, Bag End was very grand, and rumors abounded not only of crocks of gold in the many rooms, but also magical contraptions and strange creatures and goodness knows what else. Every child in the whole of the Shire dreamed of a chance to sneak behind Bilbo's green door and search out his secrets. 

"Does that mean I'm to live with you at Bag End?" Frodo asked.

"Well now, there's been quite a bit of discussion about that. There's some that insist a lad your age still needs a bit of mothering, and being that I'm an old bachelor, it's been proposed that you stay here in Buckland for a while with Saradoc and Esmeralda." 

At the dismay gathering on Frodo's face, Bilbo grinned and rushed on. "Only until you're a bit older. Meanwhile, you can come to visit me now and again. Then, in a few years, you'll come back to Hobbiton to stay. After all, for all the Brandybuck and Took in you, you're still a Baggins and that's where you belong."

'Where he belonged.' Frodo found unexpected comfort in that thought. Though his childhood seemed to have ended, perhaps new beginnings were within reach. Feeling Bilbo's guiding hand on his shoulder, he turned away from the past, and towards whatever the future might hold.

~~~

A Promise Broken

By Rilith

Rivendell

Rilith gazed mesmerised by the ruby droplets which beaded in a marching line upon her arm. A new sensation filled her body as her arm appeared displaced from the rest of her while still remaining visible. All her previous thoughts had flowed from her mind just as the crimson liquid flowed over her porcelain skin.

She had never seen a colour so deep and rich. For her this was a blissful moment and one she would never forget in all her long life. It lasted much the same as a leaf's descent in autumn, languid and swift altogether, but she kept that image for an eternity. Then, suddenly, she became re-aware of her whole world. 

'Rilith! What do you think you are doing playing with your Father's sword?' Her mother cried as she entered the room. 

'Mother I am sorry. I was preparing to become a warrior. The sword slipped, I did not know this would happen,' Rilith intoned before pausing to gaze at her arm. 'What is happening Mother?' Being still a child, this was her first experience of such an occurrence.

As her mother drew near and began attending to the wound she sat Rilith down and attempted to explain.

'You have heard how that on rare occasions our folk may die of a broken heart,' she stopped briefly as Rilith nodded. 'Sadly we have another path to the sleep of death.' 

Sule took up the sword that lay discarded upon the floor. Turning it over while trying to form the words to explain she saw some of her daughter's blood upon the keen blade. Her heart jumped and an inexpressible fear entered her mind. This she did not show to Rilith but continued with her words.

'Swords and other weapons have the ability to take life not just from our enemies, but also from us. What was flowing from the cut this sword made is called, as you have heard too often already in your life, blood. It is life and swords are made to take it from you if you let them bite.'

Her daughter seemed unafraid by the news, which worried Sule much more. She sighed and took Rilith's face in her free hand, turning the child's attention from the injured arm to herself. 

'Rilith promise me that you will not play with or touch any sword from this moment on,' she pleaded. 

Rilith saw no reason not to promise and so after a brief pause she nodded her assent.

Mirkwood

'Rilith!' Legolas cried as another arrow flew past him. 

The Prince of Mirkwood bent to avoid the bombardment while seeking signs of the horses. The shadowy intruders still cackled safely hidden, as they were, by the knots of bough and leaf. Legolas scanned the area for shelter as he knelt beside his friend giving up hope of horseback. She was wounded but he could not spare time to locate and attend to the injury. He whispered a prayer as he heaved from the ground; with her in his arms he began to run. They had not been far from the last sentry post when they were attacked. 

He pelted through the undergrowth somehow remaining steady while bearing his injured friend. He made no sound despite his burden and would not call as the Shadows would begin their assault again with increasing accuracy. That is how they came to find the two elves. Legolas had been reprimanding Rilith for following him despite his being completely capable of surviving a solitary ride. Rilith never one to be silent had cried she was ordered to follow her Prince. Now that order might very well cost her life. 

He finally caught sight of the lighted area which was the sentry post and almost breathed a sigh of relief. 

A cry went up and he knew his people had seen him. Whistling filled the air as guards rained down arrows upon their Prince's pursuers. Legolas, in the knowledge that they were safe, lay his burden down a little past the battle, which would be swiftly over. 

'Rilith, who, dare I ask, ordered you to follow me?' Legolas demanded while searching for the cut which still stained her garments. He had guessed the answer but was afraid to broach the subject of the injury.

'The King ordered it,' she replied vaguely. 'I feel very strange. Am I hurt?'

'Yes you are,' he stated bluntly after being confronted with the subject so directly.

'Sule …' she whispered. 

'Pardon?' Legolas stopped his search abruptly surprised by the clear signs of weakness his friend displayed. It was her Mother's name, but Rilith rarely spoke of any of her family, least of all her mother and her sister. 

'She is delirious my Prince,' said one of the sentries who had approached with the fighting over. 

'Sule, Mother, I am sorry.'

'Rilith you are not dying. I will not have you die. You are not allowed. Do you understand me? This is a command from your Prince.' Fear seeped into his demeanour through his voice. 

Following orders had become her life and thankfully her life was not to finish lying on the remains of a battle field. Rilith nodded her understanding to her Prince. Legolas finally sighed in relief, at least duty could redeem her as well as condemn. Yet he could not help thinking of some future point where duty and orders might very well destroy his friend's life.

Northern Ithilien - The Burping Troll Inn

The day had been long and warm, so much so that Rilith had spent most of it outside, albeit under the guidance of certain hobbit lasses of The Burping Troll Inn. She sat now upon the porch looking out across the kitchen garden in which Meri and Erin were busy collecting necessities for the evening meal. Somewhere a long way off Rilith could hear laughter. Behind her within the Inn she heard the distinct sound of tables and chairs being cleaned and placed by a few elves and some conscripted Rangers who, like her, made the Inn their home.

Her hands which were deep in water clasped an earthy potato as she washed it. She had been reflecting upon her present circumstances when it had occurred to her that the most at home she had ever felt was upon that porch performing tasks assigned her by hobbits. Not the elegant halls of Rivendell, the trees of Mirkwood, nor even the small community of Erynlond, the elven houses in the woods behind The Troll, had ever truly been home for her. That knowledge warmed her and as she peeled the last of the potatoes for supper she looked up again at her small friends in the kitchen garden. Distracted, with her thoughts engaged elsewhere, the knife slipped. 

'Ouch!' she exclaimed before examining her finger. 

'What have you done now?' asked Camellia exiting the kitchen. 'We don't want your fingers for dinner.'

When Rilith made no reply but stared at her injury for a long silent moment Camellia approached softly.

'Does it really hurt?' concern replacing laughter in her voice. 'Are you alright Rilith?' 

As if waking for the first time and discovering hobbits were real Rilith turned and stared in surprise at Camellia. Then Rilith smiled making her eyes glitter oddly.

'I will live my friend.'

'Well certainly you will,' the hobbit laughed at the elf. 'But I can't let you bleed all over our food. The guests wouldn't take kindly to it, now would they?'

'No I do not suppose they would.' Rilith laughed then became momentarily silent before rising and following her friend. 

'Rilith? What were you thinking just now?'

'Oh, of nothing. Just a memory or two …'

*** The End ***
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