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Chapter One


 
He was a boy. How old was he? ‘Old enough to know better,’ his mother often said. He was not sure just what she meant, only that it made him squirm when she said it. Not that any punishment followed. It was enough to know that he had let her down. Again. But what was he to do? He was a boy.
Who knew whether these thoughts were in his mind as he shaded his eyes against the hot summer sun and surveyed the empty fields of the old man’s property. The white fence shone and glimmered as it disappeared into the trees on his left, while to the right it followed the road. He turned away from the road. The way he had come. The way home.
The shade beckoned him on, looking cool, dark and mysterious. Who knew what adventures might be found there? He sure didn’t and that was why he wandered that way. The heavy air was a palpable weight on his bare arms, his bare head. His glasses kept slipping down his nose as sweat glistened on his face.

He pushed his glasses back in place and sighed as he worked his way through the bushes. He paused, caught by the hum of a car engine purring along the road, calling to him, but it faded and he was free to carry on. The rustle of disturbed branches died away and in a few steps he disappeared from sight and sound, swallowed up by the wood that stretched as far his imagination could reach.
He was an explorer, the first ever to walk this way and to lay eyes on the white peeling bark of this tree. He pulled back the bark. The loose bit was dry, almost crispy but the freshly torn part was soft and leathery. It was a mystery. One he forgot as he picked up a branch and brandished it about, swishing through the bushes, whistling through the air. For now he was a knight, off in search of the secret treasure that would save the kingdom. Where the treasure was or what it was, he did not yet know.
The air was light, the light was soft amongst the trees. He marched along. He was the only thing that moved. Humming to himself, vanquishing dragons on his right, black knights on his left, he was a force to be reckoned with. Or so he reckoned. The branch slashed through a bush and everything changed.
His breath caught in his throat. The branch fell from his hand, forgotten. His mouth hung open. He squinted and dared not move. A golden-orange apparition wafted up from the bush, seeming to fall this way and that. But so beautiful. He had seen nothing like it. Wings black-rimmed and so big. A body so tiny. How could such a thing be? He had found the treasure he had sought. With growing anxiety he watched the butterfly waft up into the air and then swoop down, coming to rest on his outstretched arm.
His breath came back as a loud, long gasp but he held himself still and the velvet touch of the minuscule legs was a sweet tickle on his arm. The wings fanned slowly, catching the light. He could not believe his luck. Out of nowhere it had appeared and chosen to rest awhile with him. His heart pounded so loudly in his chest he was sure the rhythmic beating would disturb the gentle creature but still it stood and so did he. He kept his breath short and shallow. In no way did he want to disturb this most precious moment. Time stretched and he was able to study the black amidst the orange, black surrounding the orange, while a scattering of white speckles defined the border between wing and reality. Each colour separate and yet so connected. Two wings on a side, each so different. On one the black/orange border defined a line while on the other the colours faded into one another, no telling where one started and the other ended. The long, tapered body with its curves and unexpected bumps fascinated him. He wanted to reach out and explore that body, feel those wings, but he thought that would upset the balance they had achieved. So he did nothing but observe. Taking it all in. Hoping it would never end. Just go on and on the way they were.
Time entered their world once more. He felt the downward pressure of the legs as they tensed, the air swirling as the wings beat faster. The moment the butterfly leapt off his arm he fell back onto his butt. Gasping, dust rose up from the ground like a magical mist. Something had been torn from him forever and yet he felt heavier than ever.
He pushed his glasses back up his nose and peered around like a cat sensing a flea. He jumped to his feet but his coordination was not what it could be, after all, he was a boy, and he slipped, falling into the bush. He ignored the pulling and tugging of the branches and the scratches to his skin. What did they matter? At that moment, not at all. He scrambled up and turned a slow circle.
A smile came to his lips and the heaviness left him, forgotten till much, much later. The butterfly had come to rest on the white fence. He moved with care, trying not to make a sound or a sudden movement that would disturb his heart’s desire. He felt himself to be a hunter, a cat, stalking a bird. He could feel his bottom twitch where a tail ought to be. His hands clenched and unclenched, itching to spring into action. Once more his heart was the loudest sound in the world and he wished it would be quieter, or at least beat a little slower. But this wish was not granted. Ever closer he crept. He wanted to push up his glasses but dared not. He licked his lips, wetting their dry surface, like a sudden squall wetting a swath of parched earth.
Even before the thought had fully formed his hands darted forward, surrounding the unsuspecting butterfly and then enclosing it with the firmness of excitement and clamping down with the eagerness of youth. He jumped up and down in jubilation, clasping his hands closed over his prize. His laughter bounced around the trees and bushes, swallowed up by the silent observers.
With care he separated his fingers and peered in at his butterfly. He liked the sound of that. His butterfly. His beautiful butterfly. His and his alone. He frowned, turning his hands this way and that until some light entered and he could see his prize. Even with his hands turned to the light, it was dark in the cavern but the wonderful wings looked squished and bent. His heart twisted in his chest. Had he hurt it? Spreading his fingers further he saw that, indeed, one of the wings seemed crumpled over on itself.
He fell back onto his rump and a loud oomph escaped his lips. What had he done? He held the butterfly safe and secure. He took a long ragged breath, pushing his glasses up with the back of his hand. Secure. Yes. Safe. Maybe. But not from him. He took away his top hand and watched in agony as the butterfly tried to straighten itself. Nothing had hurt him more. Not even the time he had fallen face first into the edge of the table. Four stitches. With more tenderness than he knew he had, he prodded at the bent wing, hoping to help bring it back up and straight. With a bit of care and time, the slight crease began to disappear and well before he was ready for it, the butterfly leapt up and fluttered to a branch over his head.
He sat there and watched as it rested, testing its wings. He pushed himself to his feet and waited. The butterfly fell into the air once more and flew further away. He followed it with his eyes and then with his feet until he came up to the white fence. He peered through it as the butterfly made its slow and halting progress through the thinning woods on the far side of the fence. It was gone. He let his head hang down. He turned. Mind empty except to what he had almost done. Hurt something so delicate and rare, something in his care. His mom was right. He was old enough to know better. As he kicked at the dirt, stirring up the dust, he thought he knew what she meant.
Leaving the woods he looked up at the sky just as a huge raindrop came his way, something like a smart bomb. Plop. Right on the nose. He rubbed the damp spot, pushed his glasses up and started to run but the rain was much faster. At first each drop was slow and huge and he jumped on the wet splotches they made on the pavement and then he was squealing as the water pounded down on him. He ran up a driveway and stood in a carport and watched the rain pound the pavement, jumping up to meet itself falling down. He grinned. Taking a moment, he pushed his glasses back up his nose and then ran out into the rain again.
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