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Denny was coming home. Vanessa bounced on her toes at the thought. Denny was coming home, Mom was making meatloaf, the sun was shining, and Denny was coming home. 


The young girl opened the door from her room—yellow, because Denny liked yellow and said it reminded him of the sun—and hurried through the house to the kitchen. She thought maybe she would pick her brother some daisies to brighten up the room. She skipped over the third tile of linoleum, the one that always squeaked, and strode into the kitchen.


Her mom was on the phone, so Vanessa instantly curtailed her greeting, and just waved at her mother before hurrying outside.


The porch was her favorite part of the house, other than her room, of course. She loved following the railing all around the house, running her hand along the smooth grain of the dark wood. When she’d been younger, and much shorter, her father had lifted her on top of that railing, and held her hand as she teetered unsteadily.


“Terrific job, Vanny!” he would encourage her, smiling widely beneath his moustache. “We’ll make a circus performer out of you yet!”


She sighed, and lifted her hand away from the railing, reluctantly heading off the porch. Mom didn’t like it when she talked about Dad too much: she said it was a “durn painful topper, hon, and better left alone.” A lot of things were better left alone in Vanessa’s house these days.


The daisies lay just over the hill. Vanessa paused for a moment, looking indecisively between the daisy patch and the long, winding driveway to the small ranch house. If she went to get the daisies, she wouldn’t be able to see the car when Denny pulled in. But then again, she knew that he would love the daisies. 


Her decision was made, and she began skipping down the path to the daisies. There weren’t many daisies in this part of Idaho. There weren’t many flowers at all, really, just fields and fields of potatoes. But Daddy had planted the daisies, just over the hill the year that Denny had been sick. Now, whenever Denny came home, there were always daisies on the kitchen table.


She gathered as many daisies as she could into her arms, and began walking back to the house, dreaming about what she would do with her older brother while he was at home. They could go exploring, or just sit and talk, or maybe he would take her in the car to the Potatoville Cinemas, or buy her rock candy. 


The old, battered brown sedan was sitting in front of the house when Vanessa arrived back home, but she didn’t think that she was too much later than her brother. The dust was still billowing through the air, and her glasses were soon covered in damp, pungent-smelling dirt. She sneezed twice, and took off her glasses. There. That was better. She couldn’t see clearly now, but at least everything wasn’t brown.


She jumped up the two steps to the deck, not even bothering to use the wheelchair ramp. Denny was home, even stairs couldn’t scare her now! She threw open the door to the house, and looked around for her brother. But neither he, nor her mother, was in the kitchen. Instead, there was just a grizzled looking old man, covered by a bristly black beard.


“Hello,” Vanessa said carefully. Mom had taught her never to talk to strangers, but she wasn’t sure if that was still the rule when the stranger was already inside the house.


“Aye, matie,” the man responded. Vanessa was delighted.


“Oh!” she gasped, grabbing her glasses and sticking them on her face, so eager to see this strange new man that she forgot they were still covered in grime. “You’re a pirate!”


“I’m not pirate!” the man responded, sounding almost angry now. “I’m a sea captain, renowned through the world, traveled to ports from the Aegean to the Caribbean. I have seen sights that would shiver your timbers, withstood storms that would make the mighty quake, and seen the greatest white whale of all the world!”


“I don’t know,” Vanessa said. “You still sound like a pirate to me.”


“Fine,” the man said. “You sound like a silly sixteen year old.”


Vanessa sighed. People always got her age wrong. She wore her blonde hair in pigtails, but that didn’t seem to help.


“I’m only twelve,” she said stiffly. “And my name is Vanessa.”


“Aye, Denny has told me much about you,” the man said, inclining his head and sticking one hand out in greeting. Vanessa looked at the appendage eagerly, hoping to see a hook, and was a little disappointed that it was a perfectly normal hand. “People call me Stefanos.”


“Captain Stefanos?”


“Not lately,” the man said sadly. “Not since the shuffleboard incident. . .”


Vanessa trembled at the way he said shuffleboard. She wasn’t quite sure what or who a shuffleboard was, but it sounded perfectly dreadful from the way that he said it. 


“Have you really sailed all over the world?” she asked him. He nodded proudly, and gazed off proudly into the distance. Vanessa thought that he looked quite impressive.


“Aye,” he said simply. Vanessa’s mind began racing.


“Have you ever sailed to Ireland?” she asked.


“Vanessa!” her mother’s voice suddenly interrupted her conversation with the very interesting Captain Stefanos. She sighed and turned around to face her mother. But it wasn’t just her haggard-looking mom who stood in the doorway, for a tall, thin, bespeckled young man was standing there as well, with a crooked smile on his face.


“Hey grasshopper,” he said. “Remember me?”


Vanessa let out a small shriek, and ran forward to embrace her brother. Denny looked much the same as he ever had. His hair was a little longer than she remembered, but she still liked it. He had gotten new glasses, too, copper wire frames. Vanessa smiled, because now their glasses matched, just like the Weezer t-shirts they were both wearing.


Vanessa drew back from the embrace suddenly, with a slight sense of horror. “Oh no!” she gasped, and her brother looked down at her with a look of concern on his pale face. The young girl, trembling, held out her hand, and tears began to appear in her green eyes.


“I’m sorry, Denny,” she said, handing him the now-crushed daisies. “I picked them for you, but then I got so excited. . .”


“A crushed sunflower is better than a fresh rose,” Captain Stefanos said proudly. Vanessa smiled a little at that. She didn’t know exactly what he meant, but it certainly sounded very nice. 


“Oh, I’m sorry,” Denny said. “Stefanos, this is my little sister Vanessa.”


“I already met Captain Stefanos,” Vanessa said airily. “He was telling me all about the dangerous shuffleboard, and his trip to Ireland. . .” 


She realized too late that she had made a mistake, when her mother’s lips tightened, and her brother closed his eyes. Oh yes. Dad. Of course.


Her mother recovered quickly, though, and suggested that they all head into the kitchen. A smile grew on Vanessa’s face again. A real meal, with meatloaf and green beans, and maybe she wouldn’t even have to eat any potatoes for the whole night.


She quickly sat down at the worn old table, with its three straight legs, and the fourth leg of egg cartons. When she’d been younger, she and Denny had taken turns trying to kick out one of the egg cartons, which would cause the whole table to tilt. She wouldn’t do that now, of course. Only silly little children did such things.


She quickly began heaping the green beans onto her plate. Denny kicked her under the table and smiled at her. She kicked him back. Mom looked at both of them sternly, before beginning to interrogate Captain Stefanos.


“So, Mr. Stefanos, I heard as you’ve been staying ‘round my son for a bit now, but I don’t know hardly nothing about you.”


“Captain Stefanos, Mom,” Vanessa said, passing the peas and reached for the platter of meatloaf. “He’s a pirate.”


“Shush, Vanessa,” Her mom said, before turning back to Captain Stefanos. “So whatcha doin’ in at the CC at this point in your life?”


“Well, I received a scholarship,” Stefanos said slowly. “I plan on studying mathematics.”


“Tell Mom about the scholarship,” Denny encouraged, aiming another kick at Vanessa. She stuck her tongue out at him.


“It was a funny one, really,” Stefanos said. Vanessa hadn’t noticed before, but he had very, very bright red cheeks. He almost looked like Santy Claus, she thought, only with a big black beard, instead of a white one. “You see, I was recruited to their soccer team.”


“You’re an athlete?” Vanessa’s mom asked. “Well ain’t that fancy! Poor Denny always loved them sports, but he couldn’t play none, on account of the asthma. . .”


“Well, I’m afraid that I can’t play either,” Stefanos said. Vanessa stared at him. Why, even his beard seemed to be turning pink! “The shuffleboard accident. . .”


Vanessa’s mother instantly covered her mouth with her hands, her eyes wide. Vanessa stared at the bowl of potatoes as it was passed to her. Why did there always have to be potatoes? Every single meal. . .hash browns for breakfast, potato pancakes for lunch, and piles of mashed potatoes for dinner. Maybe if she passed it down, Mom wouldn’t notice. . .but as she tried to hand the bowl across the table to Denny, she felt the hair at the nape of her neck prickle. Sure enough, when she turned around, Mom was staring daggers at her. She sighed, and put a very small portion on her plate. When her mom continued to stare, she sighed and put a heaping spoonful in the exact middle of the meatloaf. 


After dinner, Vanessa was sent to wash the dishes, while everybody else walked out onto the porch. Stupid dishes, she though angrily, as she cleared the table and turned on the faucet, trying to ignore the low murmur of voices from outside. And stupid potatoes. They were the hardest to get off the plate. If only she lived in New York, she would never have to see a potato again. There was a girl in her class who came from New York, and she was so smart and so old. She had two piercings in each ear, and Vanessa wasn’t even allowed to get one. Denny had told her that he would take her to New York when he graduated from college.


Or if she lived in Ireland. She was sure that there couldn’t be any potatoes in Ireland. Daddy had hated potatoes almost as much as she had, and if he had moved to Ireland, then surely that had to mean that there weren’t any potatoes there. She thought that Ireland must be a wonderful place, with trees and mountains, and maybe even unicorns. She had never seen a unicorn in Potatoville. They must be an endangered species.


Vanessa stacked the last, blue painted plate in the cabinet, and turned to head out to the porch. Her mom was talking to Denny, waving her hands intensely. She began to blink hurriedly, which Vanessa knew meant that she was talking about school. Stefanos stood by the rail, running his hand lightly over the wood.


“This is my favorite part of the house,” Vanessa told him, walked over and joining him in the slow caressing of the silky wood. 


“It reminds me of my ship,” Stefanos said. “Of the salty spray peppering my beard, the harsh cries of the gulls in the sky, the crashing attacks of the waves on the hull. Oh, to be on the sea!”


Vanessa frowned. Captain Stefanos didn’t talk much the way that she had always thought a pirate would talk. Instead, he sounded like her English teacher. That, in Vanessa’s mind, was a very bad thing indeed, because she hated English class.


“Why did you draw all over your arms?” Vanessa asked curiously. She had wondered ever since the man had entered why he had the green and blue imprint of pen all over him, but she hadn’t wanted to ask for fear of sounding stupid. But she figured that if he was willing to talk about the crashing of waves, he couldn’t be a very scary pirate, and probably wouldn’t make her walk the plank.


“They’re tattoos,” he told her. He rolled up his sleeve, showing her a picture of a strange creature that was half-woman and half-fish. Next to the woman was a small, strangely shaped blob. “See? There is a mermaid for every love of my life, and a picture of every place that I’ve been.”


“Really?” Vanessa asked. “Could you show me Ireland?”


Captain Stefanos’ face turned red again. “I don’t think you want to see that one,” he told her. “How about if I show you Greenland instead?”


The next morning Vanessa woke up late, the sun’s rays falling across her face and making her yellow room look brighter than usual. She leapt out of bed, and hurried downstairs, hoping to see if Denny would go looking for bugs with her, or maybe if Stefanos’ would show him more of the countries that covered his body. But the only one at the kitchen table was her mom, sipping at a cup of what she knew would be bitter, black coffee.


“Where’s Denny?” Vanessa asked, looking around for her brother. “And where’s Captain Stefanos?”


“Back at school, course,” Mom said, more intent on sipping her coffee than speaking to her daughter. Vanessa sighed, and headed out to the porch again. She looked up at the sky. It just wasn’t fair. Everybody left. Daddy left, that crazy Asian woman left, and Denny left. Sure, Denny came back sometimes, but it was never enough. And now that pirate had left.


She didn’t much feel like picking daisies. Nor did she feel like heading back to her room to grab one of her bug nets. Today she would pick grasshoppers. Those were a challenge. They weren’t easy to catch. She liked the idea of capturing something that could easily hop away. At least when the grasshoppers escaped she could find them again.

