THE SHADOW OF THE TREES

By M.N. Norton

I stood at the front window of my living room and watched the sun shine brightly against a small retaining wall across the street.  Its purpose was to hold up the embankment on my neighbor's magnificent front yard where alyssum and spreading ivy hung limply over the edge, drinking in the fresh spring air.  The lawn was beautifully landscaped with large sections of colorful flowers throughout.  The green plants were signaling that spring was ripening into summer; the flowers were well on their way.  The tall poplars in my own yard cast shadows across the flower garden, their leaves dancing gaily in the early morning light.  

I hadn't been standing there long when I saw Sheila and her two daughters walking up the street.  Kristin had to be eight by now.  She walked beside her mother, in her pink coat and black shoes, with her head perfectly erect.  She had always been high strung and stubborn.  The first time I saw her - she was only four at the time - I had chided her for being mean to my cat.  She looked up in defiance and said that my cat had messed in her yard.  She had never lost her willingness to defend herself should someone present a challenge.  She would walk by the flowers in my garden and pick one just to be obstinate, though she seemed to take great joy in breathing in their scent as she finished the short walk home.

Michelle was almost 13.  She was the fixer.  Always taking charge and trying to negotiate during the arguments.  It was hard to figure out who carried more of a burden on their shoulders, Michelle or her mother.  Michelle, though a pretty girl, was tall and gangly.  She had always struggled to get through school.  She had come to my door a few years ago with her math book in hand and a pleading look on her face that told me if she failed there would be hell to pay at her house.  I brought her inside and sat her down at the kitchen table.  We ate grapes from the fruit bowl and worked until a light began to shine in her soft blue eyes.  Finally, she understood.  Her smile, as she began to do her equations without my help, lit up the room.  She gave me a hug on her way to the front door and skipped all the way home.

As the three now walked by my front window, I saw the white Styrofoam cups in the girls' hands.  Their mother was dabbing at her eyes, trying to wipe away her tears before anyone in the neighborhood could witness her humiliation.  I could tell Sheila was using the last strength she had in her.  Her tattered jacket told a deeper story than she would have wanted me to know.  As I opened the window to say hello, I saw Kristen throw down her white cup.  It hit the dark pavement with the same ferocity as was on the face of the little girl who had just thrown it.  She stomped her foot and turned on her older sister; speaking only one word as she did so.

"No."  

Michelle looked terrified as she saw the reaction on her mother's face.  She knew they had to obey.  She went over to Kristen and took her by the arm.

"We have to."

"No I don't and you can't make me."

I knew what Sheila had asked them to do, and why her look of shame had been so austere.  They were going downtown, where Kristen and Michelle would ask rich businessman and softhearted secretaries to fill the cups they held in their hands.  Their food money was gone.  Sheila found it more palatable to beg from strangers then to ask her neighbors for help.  She took the girls because she knew it was harder for people to turn away from children.

I stood back from the window, afraid I'd be seen as an intruder, a witness to a scene the small family on the street would not want remembered.  Sheila moved forward and held Kristen's head softly as she bent down to whisper something in her ear.  I had seldom seen what a soul broken under hardship looked like before that moment.  As I looked at Kristen, saw her bend down to pick up her cup, I saw an anguish more intense than tears alone could reveal.  Sheila hugged her young child, took her by the hand and they continued down the street.  I went to my kitchen and cried.

Despite the fact that we had been neighbors for almost five years I had never gotten to know Sheila very well.  We'd had coffee a few times and would visit if we met on the street but a lasting friendship had never kindled between us.  She was quiet and kept to herself.  Though she was only in her early forties, her lined face and arched back made her look at least ten years older.  She kept her short brown hair curled close to her head and wore old, loose fitting clothes.  Life had not been kind to Sheila Halstead.

Sheila and her daughters lived in a small white house on the corner.  The outside was nicely decorated with window shutters and a vegetable garden.  Every evening Sheila and the girls would be outside finding something to do in the yard.  Raking leaves, trimming bushes, anything to keep the girls busy and the yard looking like a private sanctuary.  She had planted a hedge of lilacs on her property line to wrap a botanical wall around her and the girls, giving her some desperately wanted protection against the outside world.  

Sheila's husband had died just after Kristen was born.  She received the usual benefits from the government, but it wasn't enough.  She was physically unable to work and too proud to take handouts.  She said the girls would never forgive her.  Though I had failed to reconcile the difference between that and begging on the streets, to Sheila one held a stigma that couldn't be walked away from at the end of the day.  So, at around the same time every month, the three would walk down the road in front of my house; taking their cups and hoping to find enough generosity in the streets to hold them until the next check came. 

I simply didn't understand what gave them the courage to ask for money from people they had never met.  I had always been content to sit and write my books; living the hermit's life in my own home and seldom wandering further than the local market.  As I watched them vanish into the distance I decided to find out their secrets, to gain some insight into the life of a woman I barely knew.  I put on a light jacket, donned my walking shoes and went out the front door.   

I walked slowly down the long hill that led from our pleasant middle class neighborhood to the outskirts of the downtown area.  I could see Sheila and the girls several blocks ahead of me.  Every so often the white cups would appear on the side of the girls, the bright Styrofoam glistening in the sunlight.  Kristen's little head bobbed as she took long strides to keep up with the others.  She stopped occasionally to pull up the white socks that continually fell to her ankles.

My notice that I was approaching downtown came with the bustle of traffic streaming by as we turned onto a main boulevard.  Coming around a tree-lined bend, we began to see the tall buildings that marked the city center as it stood against the open sky.  With our journey almost at an end, I began to doubt myself, and the reason's I had chosen to come.  Did I have a right to be there?  I knew they were acting in secret; who was I to sneak behind buildings and watch these young girls ask for money?  Would I ever be able to look at them in the same way again?  I was crossing a bridge that would lead to enlightenment.  Would I be thankful for the knowledge once it had been delivered?  I only debated with myself for a moment.  I had come this far; I might as well go the rest of the way. 

Sheila and the girls stopped in front of the First National bank on Main Street.  The sidewalk opened up onto a gorgeous sandstone courtyard.  Tall granite pillars rose to the second story of the bank in suspended animation, towering over the people below.  It was an attractive building with smoked glass panel walls and a revolving door in front.  The new age monolith had replaced the graceful old bank building, which, for over fifty years, had been a famous landmark in the city.  I grieved as the wrecking ball made its first swing into heart of the old structure.  Modern prosperity was slowly replacing old world elegance.  Though it could be said in its favor that this new bank was open on Saturday’s, which made it possible for Sheila to be here now.

I dodged into a small cafe across the street where I could stay out of sight.  I ordered a breakfast of steak and eggs from the waitress then immediately felt guilty at the thought of enjoying a hot meal in a comfortable restaurant while Sheila and the girls begged on the street.   As I waited for my meal to arrive, I watched out the window.  The long shadows from the buildings, combined with the scene before me, created a dreary overcast to what was actually a beautiful day.

Sheila was speaking what seemed words of encouragement to Kristen and Michelle.  A few minutes later Sheila moved into a recess near the side of the building and the children began their work.  Visions from Dickens' 'A Christmas Carol' came to mind as I saw Kristen's tiny hand protrude from her jacket, holding the cup in front of her.  I imagined her gentle face staring inside the toyshop on a cold winter’s day; feeling the pain of her poverty, yet not knowing what it was.  I began to realize that I was about to get more than I had bargained for.  I was not only going to learn what gave Sheila the strength to ask for charity; I would see first hand how society treated those in need.  And these were not nameless faces on a news clip being used to juice up some human-interest story.  These were people I knew.  Kristen and Michelle were two vulnerable little girls that I cared for.  I again wondered if I were ready for the lesson.

Michelle took her place next to Kristen.  Being the protective big sister she reached down and grabbed her hand.  I prayed none of Michelle's classmates happened by.  Her teenage years would be difficult enough without being tortured for doing this with no real way to affect it until she herself was old enough to earn a living.  I wondered how she bore the burden at school.  By the time her classmates had flashed their new 501 jeans and bragged about Nintendo games, did they have any compassion left in regard to her sorrows?  Or had children become so engaged with the desire to 'have' things; so convinced that a person of substance equated to a person of ‘material substance’, that she was treated as a social outcast.  I gave more thought to the fact that I had seen few friends visit her house over the years.  I knew it wasn't because of her personality.  She was a wonderful young lady and well worth knowing.

I saw a businessman in an expensive dark gray suit drop some change in Kristen's cup.  She smiled and nodded like a little pro.  As soon as he walked into the building she dumped the coins in her pocket.  She immediately held her cup out again.  The city was waking up to the new day; the sidewalk came to life. 

As I watched the girls stand just off the sidewalk, I noticed a bedraggled looking man with a violin case stop near them.  He appeared to be in his late-twenties, thin, with a poorly kept beard.  I had to ponder whether Sheila would want her daughters near him until I saw him smile.  The expression on his face unveiled a look of kindness that would warm any heart.  He opened the violin case, withdrew his instrument and began to play a song.  The case was left open for donations from passersby.  The girls moved a bit closer to this new almsman, perhaps taking some comfort in no longer having to stand by themselves.  He bowed in greeting as Kristen and Michelle came near.  I felt certain they had shared this sidewalk before.  I found myself resisting the desire to go outside and listen.  For just a while more, I would sit at my small table and look on.

The musician began to make long sweeps across the strings with his bow, his tall, thin body moving in rhythm as the sounds from the violin grew.  As I observed the spectators, it appeared as though they were visiting a world that lie somewhere beyond a normal life, a place where pain and misery were swept away by the sounds of the violin.  An old woman in a threadbare coat, a young man in a suit and tie; any who had the courage to stop, and allow themselves to be taken to someplace unknown.  Did Kristen and Michelle feel this magic as well?  Unable to resist any longer, I got up, paid the bill and moved outside.  I too wanted to see this world; to enter a realm reserved for a chosen few.  

I found a place to stand at the edge of the crowd and allowed the music to carry me away.  Should God exist, he surely dwelled in the sounds coming from the violin.  I wondered how long I could listen before salted tears would flood my eyes.  But the dream didn’t last; the music faded away.  As I came back to my reality, I saw the patrons go about their business.  I then found myself staring eye to eye with the two girls I had wished to avoid.  I stood for a moment hoping he would begin to play again, and allow me to delay our meeting.  But he didn't.  He walked over toward his case and began tuning his violin. Slowly altering the beautiful, surreal sounds that reached for perfection.  The musician seemed to need something more from his tone, something I could neither identify nor understand.  With only silence between myself and the girls, and not knowing how else to handle the situation, I walked over and said hello.  To my relief, they seemed happy to see me.  Kristen looked up at me with her big blue eyes; her blonde curls hanging softly around her face.  She held out her hand and greeted me with her soft, melodic voice.

"Hi Sally, how did you get here?"

I took her hand in my own.  As I looked down at her, I thanked God for lies; at this moment in time they were medicine for the soul.

"Hello honey, I was out for a walk and heard the music, how are you?"

"We come here on Saturdays sometimes and meet Joseph."  She held out her white cup for me to see.  "He gets money for playing and we help."

"That's wonderful Kristen.  Joseph plays very well."

She gave me a big smile.

"I know, he asked my mom if we could stand with him one day.  We used to have to stand out here all alone."

As she spoke her last words I felt a knife go through me.  I hid my thoughts.  "That wouldn't be very fun.  I'm glad you’ve made a friend."  I looked up at Michelle.

"Did you hear the music Sally?  Isn't it great?"

"Yes, Michelle.  It's very great.  How are you?"

Michelle rocked on the side of her foot as she thought up a suitable answer.  Her teenage attributes were definitely showing.

"I'm fine."

No sooner had she finished her sentence than the notes flowing from Joseph's violin disappeared.  He arose from the sidewalk and came toward us.  I took a step back.  The force of his presence was astonishing.  There was a depth of understanding almost never seen in ones lifetime let alone in one who at first glance seemed a beggar.  I extended my hand as Michelle offered an introduction.  When he looked into my eyes, I felt as though he could read every thought in my mind.  

His voice was soft and deep.  His accent spoke of being from somewhere far away.  

“You’re the neighbor.”

It wasn’t a question.  He knew.  

I simply whispered, “Yes.  I live nearby.”

“The girls speak of you often.”

What was it in his dark green eyes that made me see my soul?  How could any human come out of a novel and stand before me?  Listening again, I let his voice drive away the outside clatter; hearing his words as I had heard his music.

“It’s beautiful here in this place.  The buildings are life, the streets its foundation.”

An odd comment I thought, thinking the countryside far more befitting his observation.  I hadn’t caught my expression in time.  His response caught me off-guard.

“All life has meaning.  In a tree, or a lamppost.  How you have chosen to view your life makes the difference. Can you not see the joy here?”

I had to admit that as accustomed as I was to using my imagination, I had never considered a lamppost a thing of earthly beauty.  I had no idea what to say.   Fortunately, Joseph did.

“Surely, you hear the sounds and echoes of the music when I play. “

I nodded.

“Then you must see that if we were not right here, in this place, the sounds could not be.  They would take on a new resonance; a different life.”  

A small light bulb turned on.  It was only flickering as I thought through his words, but there was an unmistakable glow.  These gray, unmoving aberrations were slowly becoming a part of the world I had entered as he played.  

He waved his hand towards the skyscrapers.  

“See the shadows, how they drape themselves over us?  They are the same wandering shadows that come from the trees.”

I fought with myself, and against myself to either comprehend or reject what he was trying to say.  He took my hand and stared into my eyes.  Locking me in his spell, forcing me to let go of my truths.

 “Nothing stands alone.  A violin must have more than strings and wood to be complete.  It must have a soul.  Otherwise it is nothing.” He held out his violin. “Touch this.”

Slowly I reached out to feel the dark, lacquered wood of the aging violin.  It seemed a thing of wonder.  The strings forced themselves over the bridge and up the long neck to the tuning keys.  They would break if pulled too tight, yet would not play at all if not pulled to a perfect tension.

“Put this together, with an understanding that music, like all things, has essence.  All becomes one.  It makes this magic.”

I stood there waiting to think of a response when he gently smiled and gave a short bow.

“I must leave you now and earn my keep.”

I saw him walk through the shadows.  As he left I felt the pain and wonder of an insight newly born.  I was finally at peace.

I took Michelle’s hand into my own, feeling a closeness to her I’d never known before.

“Why don’t you come over to the house later today?  I have some work for you to do if you have the time.”

Michelle beamed.  “I’ll be there as soon as I can Sally.”

I fluffed Kristen’s hair and got ready to leave.  Before I did I took one last look in the shadows, where Sheila was standing alone.  She gave me a nod; the glimpse of a smile crossed her lips.  I nodded back and turned away.

