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Two
Tenuto Village, ten years before the story is set.
It was morning, and the summer breeze on young Polka’s cheek made her start with surprise. She and her mother were walking, hand in hand, through a large field swathing with flowers of every conceivable hue, radiant with the sun’s light and energy. The air was refreshingly cool, crisp and sweet, saturated with the scent of the flowers in full bloom. The aroma was strong, and made Polka’s nose tickle.

A young girl of four, Polka was filled with energy and curiosity, taking long strides through the ocean of flowers, her light red dress brushing against them, as light as a ghost. She loved flowers, and especially the ones which grew in Tenuto, the village where they lived; her first memory was that of a vast, uncrossable ocean of them, swaying this way and that, pretty and nonchalant. So every day, her mother would take her out to the field beside their house and walk with her, while she ceaselessly inquired about everything that was with a curious energy.
They had been walking for five minutes, and Polka had not thought up a question to ask her mother on this occasion. Glancing around for inspiration, she chanced upon a small pool beside the field, rippling gently as the wind brushed over it. She had seen the sea do that before, when she went down to Ritardando, the port town at the foot of the hill Tenuto was placed upon.
Now why did it do that, she wondered?

She put the question to her mother, who smiled kindly and replied ‘Well darling, there are waves because of the moon.’

Polka’s eyes grew wider as she tilted her head to one side. ‘The moon?’

‘That’s right. The moon charms the water in the ocean with its beauty, and because the moon is so beautiful, the sea waves just can’t sit still.’

‘Is that true?!’ asked Polka, amazed. ‘Really?!’

‘Really!’ Her mother replied, all smiles. ‘Don’t you feel your heart fluttering inside of you when you look up at the moon?’

‘I do!’ said Polka enthusiastically, accepting her mother’s explanation. Her curiosity sated, they continued their walk.

But Polka’s thoughts kept going back to the small puddle they passed. She looked back at it, and saw the surface was as smooth and unbroken as a mirror. Curiosity got the better of her again, and she asked ‘What about the puddle? Will it make waves at the moon, too?’

‘No dear, there’s not enough water. You need lots and lots of water, like the ocean, before it can make any real waves.’
‘Oh, I see.’ The child said slowly, making the picture in her head. ‘But why can’t a little bit of water make waves too?’ She broke away from her mother’s side to the edge of the small pond. She gazed at her reflection, which looked back at her with equal intensity. Her mother was not far behind.

‘The amount of water is the most important part of creating waves.’ She said, coming to Polka’s side. ‘The same can also be said of people.’

The smile was now gone from her face, as she continued, more to herself than to her child. ‘There are many things in this world which can charm people’s hearts, just like the moon charms the sea. Things like wealth, vanity, image, status, power. People who are drawn to these things make waves, and the fear in their hearts make the waves grow bigger and stronger. The more people there are, the bigger the waves can become. And as the number of people grows, the waves grow bigger, and bigger.’

She finished with a sigh, her voice suddenly quite grave. ‘And that can lead to terrible conflicts.’

Polka finished admiring her reflection, and returned to the safety of her mother’s side. She looked up at her with a small smile.
Seeing her young daughter’s hopeful face made her smile, as well. ‘This is probably too hard for you to understand.’

Polka thought about it, and shrugged her shoulders. ‘I guess.’ She reached out for her hand, and together, they began to walk back, towards the village.

‘But, if something like that ever were to happen during your life,’ Her mother continued, ‘your only choice might be to jump into that sea. Because when you do, those big waves will calm down. It may be difficult at times, but if you try your best, you’ll bring joy to the person who means the most to you.’

‘Really?’ Polka asked, looking up at her mother.

The person who means the most to me…

She didn’t understand; indeed, she couldn’t, for she was only four. But those words struck a chord within her. She would never forget them.

‘Okay!’ She said, as they made their way back home.
 ‘Yes.’ Her mother said quietly. ‘though it’s insulting, to compare sea water stirred by the beauty of the moon, to the ugly waves of human desires.’

*
*
*

Ten years later:
It was another peaceful day in Tenuto Village. Shafts of sunlight pierced through the foliage far above, illuminating the worn path with irregular splotches of golden light. The trees rustled as though with laughter, as a gentle breeze blew by tickling all the leaves and branches. Accompanying this pleasant sound, a melodic strain of birdsong flowed through the air, along with the faint trickle of a distant stream. The symphony of nature was in full force that day, as it had been as far back as anyone could remember. But despite this, there was no one taking the path to Tenuto that day, so no one could hear the beautiful sounds of nature at work.

No one, that is, save for one fourteen year old girl returning home from Ritardando.

Polka squinted as a shaft of light spilled into her eye, as she emerged from a particularly shady area of the forest trail. Startled by the sudden light, she brought up her parasol to block the rays from her eyes. Once she could see again, she looked over at the nearby signpost, which read ‘Path to Tenuto Village this way.’

It was almost evening.

‘I guess I took longer than usual.’ She sighed, resuming her leisurely gait through the woods. ‘Mom’s probably worried about me. I’d better get home before it gets dark.’

As she made her way closer to home, the light slowly began to fail, turning more incandescent with each passing minute and bathing everything in an eerie orange glow. Seeming to notice this, the wind died down, and the birds sung with less vigour, allowing an unfamiliar calm to settle in the forest. With the drop in light, Polka suddenly realised her own fatigue, and began to droop.
‘I’m so tired.’ She yawned, stopping to rest against a large tree. For a while, she stood there, taking in the scenery and letting time pass her by. Her mind drifted back to the events of that day, and she let out a long sigh. Today hadn’t been very profitable in Ritardando, she recalled. Even with sales of floral powder as bad as they had been the past few months, there had always been at least one person willing to buy, even if it was only out of pity.

Today, there had been no customers.

‘There are so many people living in Ritardando,’ She said to herself. ‘Why won’t any of them buy from me anymore?’

Polka clenched her eyes shut as she remembered that that wasn’t even the worst of it.
Because someone saw her use magic.

But what else could she have done? There he was, an elderly gentleman lying wounded right out in the middle of the street, right where Polka had set up shop to sell floral powder. She recalled how everyone simply walked around him, pretending not to notice, as though he wasn’t even there, or worse, he was something to be avoided.

Before Polka had realised what was happening, she was kneeling beside him, her hands hovering over his chest. Passers by stopped to watch in awe as a soft, orange glow fell upon the man. Upon its touch, his bruises and cuts melted back into spotless skin, as though nothing had happened. 

And then the glow died out. It was done.

But as Polka was about to ask if he was alright, he suddenly scrambled upright, fleeing from her as though she were an attacker.

‘Stay away from me!’ He had cried. ‘D…don’t touch me!’

Hurt, Polka got up, and the crowd that had formed around her backed away. A small boy cried out in delight at the display, but his mother took him by the hand and moved away without a word.
No one had come within five meters of her after that.

By the time Polka realised where she was, it was almost dark. Hurriedly picking up her belongings, she took off down the final stretch leading to Tenuto Village. Moments later, she spied the archway marking the entrance to Tenuto. With a sigh of relief, she passed through them into the village. She was home at last.

After greeting the villagers, Polka made her way over to the last house by the river, where she and her mother lived together. 

‘I’m home.’ She called out as she opened the front door.

Her mother was waiting for her in the kitchen, labouring over the stove. When she saw Polka, she beamed.

‘Welcome back, Polka. Oh, you must be exhausted.’ She said, noting the way her daughter slouched. ‘I’ve made some nice hot stew, so just wait there, okay?’

Polka said nothing, but simply stood in the middle of the room, looking at the floor. It was then her mother realised something was wrong.

Before she could ask, though, Polka blurted out ‘Mom, do you…’

Oh, no, she thought to herself. She couldn’t have, could she…?

‘A… are you afraid to touch me, mom?’ she said finally, looking away.
Her mother’s heart sank, as did her expression. ‘You used your magic in Ritardando, didn’t you?’

Polka didn’t answer directly, for it wasn’t needed. Instead, she asked ‘Why does everyone avoid me?’

Polka’s mom hesitated. ‘Because, they think they’ll get sick if they touch you.’ 

Polka choked as tears ran down her face. ‘Is… is that true? Will they really…’

Her mother put a comforting arm on her shoulder, which made her look up. ‘Of course it’s not true. I’m living proof of that, after all.’

Nothing was said between them for a while, and Polka was comforted by the silence. Then her mother asked gently ‘You’re not afraid, are you?’

‘I’m not afraid of dying, mom.’ Polka responded. ‘It’s just… well… I’m just sad that no matter what I do…’ she sniffed as the tears came back to her. ‘I can’t… make any friends…’

With a small cry, she fell into her mother’s arms, weeping silently into her shoulder. She tried to comfort her daughter as best she could.

‘Oh, Polka…’ she said sadly, gazing out of the window.

The sun vanished beneath the horizon, and the curtain of night fell over Tenuto.
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