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Ely’s parents were nature people.  They were not so much spiritual as they were organic.  They embraced the harmony of the natural world, without holding any particular hopes for a heavenly garden to tend at the end of the line.  Rather, they believed in that self-fulfilling cycle one step of which was the decay of the physical body into a good source of compost, thus completing the entirely earthly circle of life, ashes to ashes, dust to dust, soul to soil not sky.   

When the time came to buy their first home, little Ely still but a whisper in his mother’s skirts, they invested in a large piece of land just outside of the city, upon which sat a tiny house.  They painted the house blue with yellow shutters.  The yard was protected by a massive old tree-line of pine and elm, and surrounded by a river on three sides.  “Almost an island,” Ely thought secretly, before he realized that it was more of curve in the river than anything approaching peninsular. 

Ely loved his yard, maybe because it was a beautiful, magical childhood haven, but probably because he and the yard had been thrust together by circumstance.  He was always being told to go play in it, “but don’t pick anything out of mummy’s garden, and don’t go near daddy’s shed,” and there weren’t really any other children around.  “You don’t need those other kids anyway, baby.  Their mouths are rotten with candy, and their brains are rotten with TV.”  There were no sidewalks to cycle on, or to follow to a nearby playground, and the Carter-Ramsey School for Exceptional Young People was hardly the place to make friends.  So there you had it.  It was Ely, his yard, and his imagination.  All they had was each other.

Ely’s mom and dad had a lot of very firm ideas about the right way to live.  They fed his mind with books and old vinyl instead of mainstream media; they fed his body with organic vegan food instead of McDonalds, no matter how much he cried on Big Mac Day at school.  They found it very irritating when Ely did not appreciate his peaceful, harmonious way of life.

“If you had had my mother,” Ely’s mom admonished, “you’d be thanking me every day for your open mind, for your unpolluted spirit.”  

But Ely loved his Nana Connolly.  She snuck him candy when he visited, and let him watch cartoons about superheroes, like David who slew the giant Goliath, and Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego, who escaped the fiery furnace and made Nebuchadnezzar a good king.  Sometimes Ely was even allowed to sleep over, until one Sunday morning when he came home with a sparkly beaded necklace Nana gave him to say prayers on, and his mom yelled over the phone that she wouldn’t stand for “her son’s head being filled with this Roman Catholic nonsense.”  

When Nana died, Ely got to go to a church for the very first time.  It was a confusing time in his family, and there was something about stepping into high-domed, echoing space made Ely feel very calm, despite the weeping old ladies, and his anxious, tight-lipped parents.  He loved the songs, and the candles, and the beautiful paradise a priest told him about, where Nana was happy, watching and protecting him from up in the clouds.  

Ely’s mom’s knuckles were white against the steering wheel on the way home.

“Don’t be sad, Momma.  Nanny’s with the angels now.  They have these big, feathery-”

Ely’s dad turned around and spoke seriously to the boy in the back seat.  “Buddy, there are no angels.  That man was lying to you.  That’s what the Church does.  It lies to people so that it can control them and take their money.  Momma’s sad because the Church did a lot of mean things to her when she was a little girl.  Nana Connolly is going into the earth now, in the ground, you understand?  Her body is going to turn back into the soil from which it came, from which all life comes.  Remember the pink worms in the garden?  They’re going to help Nana turn into the earth again, like they help the plants in the garden grow.  Now Nana will help the plants grow, too.”

Ely clutched his hands tightly between his knees.  “Nanny’s going to be a worm?”

“No, Ely, Nana isn’t anything anymore.  The person you loved is gone, buddy, but at the same time, she’s back to being a part of the whole world.  She’s in the trees and the grass, and you’ll always have her in here.”  Ely’s dad poked him in the chest.

Ely sighed with relief. “Because she’s in the clouds, right?  She’s watching over me.”

Ely’s mom’s breath hissed between her teeth, “Ely, clouds are made of tiny drops of water.  They could not hold your Nana even if she did find a way up there, which she couldn’t, because she’s passed on.  Her journey is over.  Her body is going to dissolve in the earth just as her spirit has dissolved into the air.  That’s what happens when you die, baby.  It’s the end.”

“Listen to your mom,” Ely’s dad said, giving him an encouraging smile before turning around to fiddle with the car radio.  In the back seat, Ely began to shiver.  He gazed out the childproof window, up at the stars.  They seemed cold, like he felt.  He remembered the warm little flames in the church.  But they were liars.  The lights didn’t care.  There was no protection up there, only an eternity that struck Ely like a ball of ice in the stomach that stuck, telling him he had no part in it.  

That night in bed, he couldn’t sleep.  Nana Connolly had died, peacefully, Momma said, in her sleep.  The idea made Ely sick with terror.  What if he never woke up again?  What if they put him in the ground like Nana, for bugs to eat?  Ely began to read to fill the long nights.  Most of the books in his house were too hard to understand, but he had a big collection in his room that he read over and over.  Slowly, he gathered that it was mostly old people who died, after they became – and this phrase leapt off the page at him – “wrinkled and gray.”  Ely imagined the decay of his own body, of his parents’ bodies.  Would he come down for breakfast one morning to find them about to die – their faces, their hands, wrinkled and gray? 

Ely found himself drawn more and more to fantastic tales.  He devoured stories about brave knights who rid their homelands of death, or about beautiful elves who stayed young forever in eternally summery forests.  He read children’s versions of myths about gods who had created the world and still lived in it.  He liked robot stories because the machines were indestructible.  He loved the vampire and zombie stories, and he reread Wishbone’s Frankenstein over and over, because death just couldn’t be the end.  There had to be some kind of hope, some promise that death was anything other than blackness, darkness, finished-ness; never to laugh again, never to speak, never to see his mom or dad or his cat, Ben.  It was all just too terrible.  Ely fell asleep at night with his flashlight on, and only while reading about valleys where it was always summer, where people were always young and never gray, or where bodies could crawl out of their graves or be brought back by science.  Ely wished fervently to be bitten by vampire.  Then he could bite his mom and dad, and no one would die, and they could all live together forever.

* * *

After school and on weekends, Ely plays in his yard.  The earthy lifestyle his parents embrace leave them with little free time during the day.  They both have jobs, and the rest of their time is spent maintaining the Compound.  Ely’s dad often disappears for hours into his shed, the one place in the yard that’s for grown-ups only.

Ely trudges up the rickety, faded-wood steps of his mother’s washstand, clutching a sprig of lilac from the stunted bush growing over by the forbidden shed. He clears his throat and speaks into the microphone, “testing?”  Suddenly, the spotlights dazzle him.  He pumps his mike in the air, purple petals flying everywhere, and the crowd roars.  He struts in front of them, singing, 

“Well, were big rock singers, 

we’ve got golden fingers,

and we’re loved everywhere we go…”

He loves the cheering fans.  Ely leaps up onto an amp for the grand finale.

“Ely, you get down from there before you break your silly neck!”

Some critics don’t realize that rock stars are invincible.  He jumps to the ground and races around the side of the house, crouching under a board he’s placed across two tree stumps until he’s sure no one is following him.  He emerges, cautiously at first, then brushing off his pants importantly.  He addresses his team.  It’s looking like another full day at the lab.

“Alright-y men, I’ll need some of you to get to work on analyzing those crab apple spec-mens, while the rest of you can help me finish ‘secting the mushrooms.  We’ll have to do the ones that have sprung up overnight, too. We’re going to need some good samples if we want to compete with the acorn research.”  He gestures toward the Ideas table where a series of acorns in various stages of undress and decay are displayed. “Remember folks, we’re trying to crack open the live-forever code here, and we know the plants have it!”

Ely unearths his carefully hidden tool kit, which contains everything from bone-saws to dissecticators to anti-matter rays.  Some days, he has to stay at the lab until the sun goes down.  Sometimes, he even has to miss dinner, and he gets his assistant to order out.

Other days, he goes, first thing, to Hermit’s Hovel.  Ely’s dad, who is a pretty handy guy, has built him a playhouse in the tree-line closest to the river.  It is a little blue house on stilts with a trap door painted yellow.  Ely’s mom stacks 40-gallon pails used for yard work beneath the playhouse.  Hermit’s Hovel is a sinister underground cave located behind this enchanted bucket-screen.  There are brambles here, and a powerful sorcerer who is feared throughout the land.  The sorcerer is trying to concoct a potion that will grant him eternal life, thus far with disappointing results.  He drags his heavy cauldron down to the river, muttering angrily, “If you want a job done right, there’s no use counting on yer stupid monkey slave.”

He fills the cauldron halfway with water and the sands of time from the sacred stream, and gathers the other natural ingredients he requires on his way back: dragon’s eyeballs (a terrible battle), unicorn hairs (gently), poisonous toadstools (for a different potion altogether), and the snores from a sleeping giant.  He catches them in a powerful jar that can contain anything, as long as you don’t mind the pickle smell. 

The sorcerer makes it back to his cave by the tips of his whiskers.  He is eager to begin mixing his al-chemicals, but any good sorcerer knows that a great deal of meditation is required before casting a major spell.  He sits down on his rock-to-ponder and tries to imagine time like an ocean spread out all around him.  He tries to imagine living forever, and never being scared of dying.  Would you miss you family?  Could you stay young, or would you just get older, and wrinklier, and grouchier?  Grayer!  What if your skin rots right off and you become a living skeleton?  Ely’s eyes fly open.  He runs out into the sun, yelling.  

The harsh light of day burns the vampire’s skin terribly.  With lightening speed he morphs into a bat and swoops up into the dark, cool safety of Ancient Pine.  The vampire can hear the townspeople screaming for his blood way down below.  They have already torched his family castle, but he is not afraid.  Silly mortals, he has seen their kind come and go over the centuries, and it is always he who spills the last drop of blood!

“Bwahahahaha,” the bat cackles to himself.  He’d sure like to get a better look at those angry peasants.  Their lives are so fragile, their joys and furies so tiny and unimportant.  They wave their fists and brandish their stakes, but all vampires have to do is sit back and let time do its work.  The bat sidles out along his branch a little further to gaze down at the rabble.  The pine bough sags towards the ground, but the bat remains shaded from the glaring sun, so he is not worried.  He creeps out a little further and there is a cracking sound.  The bat spreads his wings to glide to safety, but it is too late, he plunges downward into the gaping maw of the mob.  Ely breaks both of his arms and fractures his tailbone.  The pain makes him pass out almost immediately, no bedtime stories required.

 Ely has to stay inside for a long time.  His parents buy a TV for him to watch, because there is nothing else to do with the kid.  He gazes at the screen, slack-jawed, sometimes from morning til night.  The pain, and the rapidly flashing images, give Ely all kinds of information about the world that he never understood before.  He is still afraid of dying, but he is no longer confident of escape; evasion, on the other hand, may be a possibility.  Ely’s favorite shows are about spies, secret agents, and supersoldiers.  As far as he can tell from watching the James Bond marathon on TBS, those privileged few operating incognito for Her Majesty’s Secret Service not only stay forever young, but cannot be killed by conventional weapons.

  The next time Ely gets to go play in the yard, it is fall, almost winter.  Everything is bare and brown and scraggly.  Because he hasn’t been out in so long, Ely’s mother reminds him, “Don’t go playing around the shed, baby,” but when he gets out in the yard, the big pine tree seems to be bearing down on him menacingly, and for some reason, he doesn’t want to go to the laboratory, which is beneath the kitchen window.  He runs around to the side of the shed facing away from house and tree.  He doesn’t want to be watched.

It is important for spies to go unnoticed, but at the same time they’ve got to see everything.  Spies live by a code of secrecy.  They watch, and wait.  The spy wiggles his way in behind some boards leaning up against the side of the Russian base.  It is dark back there.  The spy sneaks his periscope up to window-level to have a peek inside, but those clever Russians have blacked the glass somehow.  Very sneaky.  The spy sees all, however, and is quick to notice a slit in the bottom of the outer screen, out of which is pouring a thin beam of intense light.  There is a strong, musky vegetable scent in the air, kind of like the smoky incense that the spy’s mother burns at night.  He notices a vent in the wall above his head, near the roof of the base.  It is emitting warm, fragrant air.  The spy begins to peel up the edge of the screen using super-spy tools, not detectable to enemy radar.  Once he has forced up the screen enough, he begins to use his diamond-edged cutting tool to bore a tiny spy-hole in the soaped glass.  To the spy’s horror, the window suddenly shatters, spilling intense yellow light out into the small lean-to space.  The spy is blinded; he thinks he sees flashes of greenery, the rustling of leaves in a rush of breeze, the faint gurgling sound of water.  Have they somehow trapped the very essence of eternity of green summer of lifelifelife in this tiny room?

The spy gasps as he is caught by his jacket collar and jerked out into the world.

“What the hell’d’you think you’re doing there?”  Ely blinks rapidly, dazed and disoriented.  “Ummm…”

“Get into the house, boy.  What’s gotten into your head?”

Ely stumbles towards the house, aided by a push from his father.  What has he seen?  Some kind of miracle?  Was it the coveted mystery of life?  Why would his parents have told him dead is dead?  They’ve had the secret all along.  Ely angrily recalls the many nights he’s lain awake, poring over his books, searching for some kind of comfort, some answer.  And all that time the scent wafting up the stairs to his room, the same scent he had detected in the shed, had been the key.  Summer in winter; life in death; and a secret!  That they are hiding from him!  He has to know; he will find out.  He vows to sneak out in the middle of the night if that’s what it takes.  But that evening, Ely’s dad and his brothers put the whole shed on a trailer and haul it out of the yard with a truck.

Ely cries bitterly.  His mom says she doesn’t get where he’s coming from.

“It’s not a big deal, baby.  Just grown-up stuff, like daddy’s beer.”

“I want to know what’s inside.”

“Maybe when you’re older and you can understand,” she says reassuringly, but  terror shoots through Ely’s body, making his arms ache.  She was the one who didn’t understand.  What if he were to die before being old enough to learn the secret?  What if he were to gray?

