Chapter One
Eta Dorcas feared that, if she looked at her fingers, it would still be there. Seated in a minivan’s second row, she twiddled her thumbs. After a peek, she prayed for a miracle.
“Are you buckled in?”
“Yes, Grandma.”
As Grandma drove toward home, Eta steadied her gaze on the crown of Daria’s head as her younger sister sat pinned to the family minivan front seat by the stretched seat harness.
“Mares’ tails and mackerel scales make lofty ships to carry low sails.”
“What’s that, Grandma?” Daria asked.
“Old saying your Grandpa often repeated ever since we meet to warn of foul weather coming.”
Eta had studied clouds in last year’s seventh grade. Her gaze beyond the minivan’s side window failed to discern or gather enough wispy threads to even imagine in the Eastern Iowa clouds the outline of a horse, any fish, or a 19th Century sailing ship. Swallowing hard, she stared at her right hand’s closed fist and the exposed knuckles that rested on her seated thigh.
She closed her eyes and counted inside her head.
When she reached ten, she opened her eyes and her right fist to expose her right hand fingertips to her full view.
She gasped. The skin beneath her four right-hand fingernails glowed blue. As if by magic, the blue tint had traveled from the right forefinger to her pinkie.
Her feeling no pain reminded her that five months ago her seventh-grade teacher, Miss Slayton, convinced all, except dorky Stephen Jessup, that in the vacuum of outer space a human’s scream wouldn’t be heard.
If Eta could peer through narrowed eyes into the future, would she one day be floating beyond the earth’s atmosphere in an astral plane, her skin aglow like stratosphere plasma? If she time-traveled into the 19th Century, would a pirate force her to walk the plank from a captured merchant clipper ship, condemned to Davy Jones’ Locker by a swirling sea?
Or, within the next thirty minutes, before they arrived home, would a tornado uplift the minivan, ala Dorothy, and propel her through the western horizon’s dense black clouds?
“Eta, you all right?” Grandma asked.
“Fine,” Eta lied. To convince Grandma she was, Eta asked, “Was Grandpa a sailor?”
“Aye.” Grandma chuckled. “True and true.”
Eta wiggled her left-hand forefinger. Unable to stop the blue pigment from discoloring the pale flesh beneath her unpainted fingernail, a deepening dread engulfed Eta that she’d either be an Avatar, a Smurf, or dead within the week.
Daria asked, “Did I ever know Grandpa?”
“No, dear. Before either of you were born, no diver found him after his boat swamped near Ross Island, Ireland.”
Eta, locked into her own evolving catastrophe, haphazardly listened to, but did not join, the front-seat conversation.
“Did you live in Ireland, Grandma?”
“No. We lived outside Athens, near the port. Grandpa sailed the Mediterranean Sea and the Atlantic to the British Isles.”
“Was he a pirate?”
Grandma chuckled a second time. “No, no. Just a sailor who I’ll always remember for sending me a lovely pearl necklace.”
“Will you show it to me?”
Eta watched Grandma shake her head.
“Sorry to say,” Grandma whispered, “Lost it. Wanted to pass it on to your mother, but, then one day, discovered I’d misplaced the necklace and then . . . and then your mother passed.”
“I remember Mom wore pearls.”
“Daria, honey, let’s save this for another day.”
Eta agreed as she continued to stare at her cupped fingers. Why did the creepy blue glow skip her thumbs? Would the blue disappear if she scrubbed her fingertips with a toothbrush loaded up with hand sanitizer after she arrived home?
Since today was Daria’s birthday, Grandma granted her ten-year-old granddaughter two wishes. The first was a Saturday trip to the Mississippi River caves near Dubuque, Iowa, and the second, a round-trip privilege to sit in the front passenger seat.
For once, Eta didn’t whine on the trip home about having to buckle into the middle seat for it made it easier to hide her fingertip’s blue glow since older brother Nathan had begged to stay home while Dad left the farm for work.
Eta bent head and shoulders forward to escape Grandma’s rearview mirror detection as she let both lips seal her left forefinger within her mouth. Since a hard suck didn’t result in dizziness, she sucked again without breaking the seal of her lips.
“Eta, you ill?”
Grandma’s inquiry ignited a shudder within and through Eta’s nervous system. Eta’s lips released her finger. “There’s a bug on the floor.”
“Stomp it.”
Eta’s right sneaker kicked the seatback in front of her. “Got it.” Her second lie, she believed, no less punishable than her first.
Not wanting to again alarm Grandma, Eta lifted her head and pretended to gaze out the minivan’s windshield. She clenched her fingers on her lap as fields and trees whizzed by.
She remembered they said Daria had yellow jaundice when born, but Mom told Dad it’d go away if she breastfed. If it didn’t, they’d use special lights.
Maybe, Eta thought, if she confessed to Dad, the hospital could expose her to a magic light and cure her finger glow. If a needle injection needed, she’d endure the arm pain. Anything to return her fingers to how they appeared two days ago.
With this possibility, Eta cracked open the minivan window to her left. A misty, cool breeze chilled her forehead. Outside, the darkening clouds massed as an approaching storm omen. Neither the breeze nor the clouds scared Eta in the least little bit.
Eta’s paternal grandmother, one snowy winter night, to reassure Eta that threatening prairie storms would give way to a happily ever-after life, had countless times read her a story.
The picture book pages explained and illustrated the adventure of a beautiful woman, who, on her honeymoon, had been tightly caressed by her loving knight beneath a Tall Ship mainsail. After gale-force winds battered their ship, he swam to shore with her clinging to his shoulders.
On the sandy beach, drenched to the bone, they stood arm-in-arm gazing westward, crowned by brilliant sunrays. Beyond their gaze, white cloud puffs surrounded by blue held motionless by a yellow-streaked horizon to symbolize their future lived forever in tomorrow’s world.
Since a baby, Eta had braved similar Iowa storm clouds similar to today without crying. Neither did she cry after a large black spider in the Dubuque cave bit her right elbow three hours ago. The bite’s red circle itched without bleeding, but a blue glow now marched fingertip to fingertip.
After ignoring the right hand forefinger glow, Eta stifled her worries until she remembered that lit campfire firewood and bar-b-que charcoal often flamed with a blue tint. Then, with red, morphed into a gray ash that nature’s wind scattered heavenward.
Gusts, if unblocked by the raised window glass, stoked Eta’s fear she’d be blown away after her eighth fingertip glowed.
She pondered if she should tell Dad. He set animal traps near the barn and in the farm’s windbreak and often complained of bites and scratches, but never skin that glowed.
The minivan’s turn jerked her gaze away from the window.
Grandma’s stern command echoed within the minivan. “Grab your backpacks, girls; we’re home.”
Eta, obedient to Grandma’s command, tried not to kick her purple backpack as she hustled out of the minivan. Neither did she try to squash the inner contents after she leaned forward past the unlatched sliding door and, with both hands, lifted her backpack from the minivan floor. Careful not to strike her head on the doorframe, she twisted her gaze toward the minivan’s front passenger door.
Afraid Daria, who’d jumped out of the minivan first, might see the backpack vibrate, Eta sighed with relief as she watched her sister dash behind her to retrieve a birthday present from the storage compartment behind the rear tailgate.
With her fingernails pressed to the coarse fabric to clutch the backpack to her chest, Eta struggled to angle her strides to shield the backpack from Daria and Grandma.
Her backpack, near weightless when she’d hopped into the minivan at her Dad’s rented rural farmhouse, now weighed close to a ten-pound bag of sugar. With each step she took, Eta’s one regret increased. She’d given up her favorite nutty chocolate bar to lure the curious brown animal into her backpack.
Daria glanced rearward and chanted, “Eta’s got a boyfriend.”
“Do not,” Eta shouted at Daria’s backside, while wishing in secret the teasing chant was true.
When Grandma, carrying a black trash bag and a picnic basket, strode past, Eta rotated her chest and arms toward the large backyard oak tree whose branches spread like majestic angel wings.
“You’ll have angel wings to go with your lovely dark eyes,” Grandma had often whispered as she’d tucked Eta into bed. “You’ll soar with the spirit winds and your radiant light will beam prosperity to all who toil here on earth.”
Eta, who believed her Dad that Grandma was one hundred percent Greek, never expressed aloud a single doubt against the truth of Grandma’s historical myths. Although skeptical that any myth applied to her, their telling, and retelling, never gave Eta an understanding of why boys picked on her at school.
Then, one day two years ago, Grandma asked Eta to cross her heart if she wished to hear a secret. When Eta did, Grandma leaned close to Eta’s left ear and whispered, “Your great-great-grandfather was one-sixteenth Mohawk Indian.”
The next day Eta shied away from the gang of six schoolboys who daily teased or stole the lunches of classmates with Native American names or known Indian relatives. The boys’ half-breed taunts thereafter inflicted greater hurt.
Eta found it hard to believe that Grandma, as a descendant Mohawk, would quote the Bible, but she did. She also made Eta promise to have faith, to believe in herself, and to live each day by what Jesus preached.
But, this day, as she walked toward her home’s rear porch kitchen entrance with glowing fingertips, Eta refused to ponder her ancestral heritage or rely on a Bible miracle to reverse her fingertip glow before Grandma called her to supper.
She pondered a simple dilemma: Where did she hide the backpack? She crossed off her upstairs bedroom as too long a journey and fraught with too many chances to be discovered. While she needed to sneak up to her bedroom to paint her fingernails with blue nail polish and, thus, attempt to camouflage her fingertips, she had to first hide her backpack.
Under the rear porch, no good. The farm owner had nailed crisscrossed wood panels into place to prevent rabbits and squirrels from building nests or burying acorns.
Behind the barn a possibility, but Dad often walked around the barn’s exterior as he set out or checked his traps. Eta had no guarantee he wouldn’t do so today and spy her backpack and tote it to the house, thinking he was engaged in a good deed.
Stymied. Eta shook head-to-toe when the backpack in her hands wiggled. When her hands squeezed, something inside the backpack kicked her right palm. Must be brave.
She lowered the backpack into the rear porch’s corner and let it rest to the left side of a wood-slat swing. Lucky for her the empty plastic flower pots and ratty wool blankets didn’t tumble off the swing’s seat when struck by her left knee.
The backpack’s third, stronger wiggle scared Eta to her core.
She pressed her lips tight to create a sound barrier should she scream. Better yet, she dared not scream and alert Grandma.
What if the animal growled or yelped? The question deepened Eta’s fears until she realized she couldn’t control any creature outside herself. Best she do what she could and hope her hand pressure would not agitate the animal and he or she lived until Eta searched the barn for a better cage.
Without lifting the backpack, she began three steps to the rear. First a left, then a right followed by a second left convinced her Iowa’s darkening evening shadows dulled the psychedelic purple backpack color enough so that it blended into the porch rail and swing shadows. She inhaled. After no pack wiggle, Eta completed a slow exhale as she heard no animal squeak.
If Dad were in the house, Grandma would join him after supper in the living room to watch TV. With them distracted by Dancing With The Stars, Eta would have the chance to sneak out the kitchen door, grab the backpack and run ’round the barn. A trophy she prized said she’d won a fifth-grade foot race.
“Eta, hurry up. Time to get in here for supper.”
She pivoted, careful to keep her body between Grandma, still inside the opened rear door, and her backpack.
While her Grandma didn’t holler like other times, the impatience in her voice struck a familiar chord. “Don’t make me come out onto the porch. Did you hear what I said?”
“I heard you. I’m coming.” Eta tiptoed to the swing to slide two blankets a few inches left.
“You better. I’ve a pot on the stove.”
Eta bit her lip and whispered, “You don’t have to yell.”
The backpack shuddered and nearly toppled onto its side. Before Eta could twist toward the kitchen door, she choked on the terrible smell.
Ewww. Cows on the farm dropped that smell from beneath their tails, and she’d stepped into it once. Dad had called it a pie before he laughed.
If Grandma hadn’t seen the backpack, Eta feared she’d open the door again, smell it and discover Eta’s finger glow. Grandma would then panic and drive Eta to the hospital emergency room. Dad would go bonkers and scream he had no money for doctors.
Eta grabbed her backpack by one strap, jumped off the porch and ran fifteen steps while her outstretched right arm held the backpack away from her body.
Breathing hard, she dropped it next to the backyard oak tree. Satisfied the tree’s trunk blocked it from being seen by a person at the kitchen door, she ran unburdened to the porch.
Huffing and puffing, she let the rear kitchen door bang closed behind her. She hurried past her brother, Nathan, Grandma and Daria. All sat ready to eat and take advantage that an absent Dad couldn’t enforce his rule that supper not start without him.
When Grandma frowned, Eta slowed, clasped her hands behind her butt, out of everyone’s sight, and tiptoed backward into the adjoining bathroom.
After she locked the door, Eta scrubbed her eight fingertips hard, then harder. The blue glow beneath her nails had spread to seven fingertips, no thumbs.
She glanced at the sudsy sink water, no blue tint. A streak of pale pink she attributed to her yet-to-be affected fingertip. The reddish afternoon bite on her elbow appeared unchanged.
Her frantic two-drawer search uncovered no nail polish. A second trembling shiver of fear dived down her spine. Do I smell bad? Tried not to squeeze it, only touch the outside strap. Maybe it bumped against my hip when I ran?
Eta pressed her nostrils against her clothes the best she could. The bubbling Ivory soap, after the Lava, smelled nice between her fingers. When she lifted her party/school dress skirt to her nose, it didn’t smell like a cow pasture.
She cracked the bathroom door and, when she heard Grandma rattle silverware in a kitchen cabinet, Eta dashed up the stairs to her second-floor bedroom before Grandma could yell at her.
Eta didn’t care what nail polish color she grabbed. She twisted a cap off of a red. With haphazard strokes, she applied the deep burgundy until the blue glow couldn’t be seen unless she touched a fingertip to her nose.
With a budding confidence her secret would stay undiscovered, Eta slipped downstairs and into the kitchen. Seated for supper, she kept her hands beneath the kitchen tabletop as much as she could and tried hard to keep her mind from wandering what might happen to, or inside, her backpack beyond the closed kitchen door.
When Grandma asked Daria how she liked her party, Daria replied, “Eta’s got a boyfriend.”
“Do not.” Eta snapped her gaze to Grandma. “Tell Daria to stop.”
(Excerpt end)
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