Teg of De’nia and the Pink
Tom and Teg made an odd pair.
Tom was as big as any eightyear-old and Teg elf-sized.
They loved watching as Chocks
jumped and danced and played.
She would eat a few oats and
then race over to the corner of
the fence where her friend the
goat stood, bleating loudly.
Skillywidden and Dancer
walked up and down the line of
sapling plum trees. Tom patted
the dark soil around a tiny tree.
“You are thorough in your work,” noted Teg admiringly.
Tom nodded and started to dig the next hole. “I have a deal with my Dad. I’m
going to earn money from plums to help pay for vet bills.”
Tom’s new dog Rain came over and helped dig. Tom moved down the row and
started another hole. Rain immediately followed him and started on the second
hole. Tom moved back to the first hole, and Rain followed him back. “Dig here,”
said Tom pointing at the first hole. Rain complied. Tom went back to the second
hole. Rain followed. So, Tom went back to the first hole and dug a bit. When
Rain started to dig again Tom said, “Dig here.” They repeated this several times.
Teg walked quietly over to Rain and said, “Rnn ‘Dig Here’ grnrr sniff sniff. Ffrr.”
He looked up at Tom and said, “He understands now. I told him what ‘Dig Here’
means.”

Rain dug furiously for several minutes, creating a hole two feet wide and one foot
deep in half the time it would have taken Tom. Rain then went over to help on the
next hole. Tom laughed and said “Dig Here.” Rain dug with marvelous
enthusiasm!
Tom called over to Teg. “I’m really grateful that the vet gave Rain to us. He’s a
retired service dog. I didn’t have any idea he could be so helpful. He spent most
of his life going to classes with a deaf kid. But he’s loving being outdoors!”
Within about a half hour they had dug ten new holes. While Rain finished the
digging, Tom went to get some new well-rooted suckers.
Teg’s eyes crinkled as he smiled. He pointed a straight and sturdy sucker. “This
one will work. My mother would have said it is “deru.”
Cool,” said Tom as he panted from the effort. He moved his shovel back a little bit
from the ‘deru’ sucker and
began to dig.
They took the roots from
suckering sprouts that
surrounded the old plum trees
in the ten acres that Chocks
played in. They would dig a
hole in preparation, put in a
mix of compost and soil, and
then go dig up the next sucker
and root ball.
When they had planted twenty
of the saplings, Tom took a
break. He shared his peanut
butter and raspberry
sandwiches with everyone.
Teg, Skillywidden, Rain, and
Dancer all liked the
sandwiches. But Chocks
didn’t want any.

Teg moved back along the line of twenty plum trees they had planted and offered
each plant a little more water. Skillywidden moved along the line, touching each
sapling and helping them to root.
Dancer followed Skillywidden and watched Chocks playing. Suddenly Chocks
spun around and raced toward Tom, butting him with her head and knocking him
down. Everyone was startled. Rain barked.

Tom just got up and brushed off the mud. “She’s been watching the baby goats all
afternoon. They keep butting each other and their mothers. Maybe Chocks wants
to be a baby goat,” laughed Tom.

Everyone chuckled.
“No, she doesn’t,” snorted Dancer in a stern tone. “And don’t encourage her.”
“No, I don’t,” declared Chocks, stamping her right front foot as willfully as a twoyear-old having a tantrum. Then she dashed back to the fence to watch the baby
goats.
Tom laughed. “I wish I’d been able to talk to you when you were mine, Dancer.”
“I wish it too, but still, it’s nice now.” Dancer flew up and landed on Tom’s
shoulder as lightly as a bird.
Chocks continued to race around, jumping and kicking just for the joy of it. Rain
joined the fun and played chase with her.
After a few minutes she transformed herself into Moonsong and flew up into a
nearby plum tree. “You can’t catch me,” she called tauntingly to Tom.
“But I can,” cried Dancer and they chased each other from tree to tree.
Tom, Teg and Skillywidden watched them for several minutes, grinning from ear
to ear. On the ground Rain was watching, chasing their movements from tree to
tree and barking.
“What is Rain saying?” asked Tom.
“He wants them to teach him to fly too.” Teg studied Tom for a few moments and
warned, “Watch it. You are getting smaller. You won’t get much digging done if
you shrink to elf-size. Sit down and close your eyes. This takes practice. Using
elf vision without becoming small is hard.”
Tom did so and immediately let out a soft sigh. His face relaxed, becoming quite
blank. The more expressionless Tom appeared, the larger he became. After a few
moments of this, Teg decreed, “Back to work!”
Teg smiled as he sprinkled a little sulfur on a cut root. “My Mother would have
loved this. She was in charge of the plum trees in Palma where I was born.”

“What varieties did she grow?” asked Tom, perking up visibly. “I’ve got to find
something that sells better than the Italian plums. Our vet bills have been high.”
“There were only five varieties in Taifa de De’nia. All had a similar flavor, but
some were early and one was late season. One was new when I was little; it was
yellow and pink rather than purple, and had an especially nice flavor. They called
it ‘The Pink.’ When I was about five, I spent most of one summer grafting it onto
older plum trees. When I was six, we planted it in gardens throughout several
Taifa and even into north Africa.”
“Can we get it now?” asked Tom.
Teg laughed. “You’re a true plantsman! That was nearly a thousand years ago, so
I doubt it.”

Tom’s face betrayed his disappointment.
Skillywidden listened to this interchange in awe. No one had ever induced Teg to
speak of his childhood or his actual age. He slid in closer to catch every word. “A
thousand years!” he marveled.

“You would call our Sayyid ‘the BOSS,’” Teg related, smiling. “Sayyid Palma’s
stratagem was brilliant. He always took the long view whether it was with men,
horses, or trees.”
Teg paused in his reverie, and then in a stronger voice he continued. “The pink
plums originally came to us from Murcia. Rumor had it that Murcia got the variety
from a Greek trader. These plums were selling at great price in the markets. And
we were rivals to Murcia.”

“Our Sayyid having the pink plum was a big secret, until they had been grafted to
hundreds of trees all over the islands and southward into Africa. The plant vendor

brought the pink plum under guard from Murcia. We got only one plant. The
Sayyid traded four horses for the little tree, which was smaller than me when I was
just three years old. We waited two years to have enough branches to start
grafting. Looking back, it’s hilarious. When I was six, Mother and other field
hands made secret journeys in the dark of night under armed guard to plant little
grafted trees in far-flung gardens. Except for the one original tree, we were careful
not to let them produce fruit. We planted only sapling trees so it would take five to
ten years before they would fruit. When I was six years old, we took saplings to
Ceuta, Iveza, Marbella, and Minorca.”
Tom asked, “Were those
places far away?”
“All of them were over
water from Palma. And
all of them were in areas
controlled by other men.
The farm to the south of
Cetua was the farthest. It
lies on the North Coast of
Africa. We had no right
to be there. We took
twenty saplings to a
plantsman that my father
knew. He grew them on
as we had. However, his
Sayyid was pleased when
the trees started to fruit.
His son received royal
patronage in exchange for the fruit. No one ever figured out that we had been
grafting.”
“But anyone can tell where a graft is. The bark is different,” protested Tom.
Teg laughed and agreed. “We made a practice of planting in a depression and
burying the graft. The scion of the sapling trees set roots at the surface, so no graft
was visible. We did not plant in rows but rather spread them out along the sides of
pathways so they looked like wild seedlings. By the time they started to set fruit,
‘The Pink’ was growing all over. It was reasonable to suppose that people had

eaten the pink plums and thrown away the pits. Murcia lost their monopoly and
De’nia gained in profitable trade. De’nia was selling so many pink plums
everywhere that Pisa could not dominate the trade. Ceuta was not dependent on
Murcia in any way. The pink plum was growing in multiple Taifa. Even if Murcia
made war on De’nia, Murcia could do nothing to eradicate them and regain its
monopoly. So ‘The Pink’ did not become a cause of war.”
“Sayyid used to say, ‘Plenty is good.’ He explained that the people always need
food. Even when armies use a scorched earth approach to compel obedience, they
can’t find every tree. And even when there is too much fruit for the people, the
birds of the air, and the creatures on the ground will welcome it. So, my father
said each man should plant 20 trees. He would joke, ‘I have a wife who does the
work of 70 men.’” Teg grinned at this memory.

“What kind of graft did you use when you were little?” Tom asked Teg.
“Stump and scion, branch and scion, and bud grafts,” said Teg. “My mother was
very fast. My father kept her grafting knives sharp. He would sharpen them at
night when he sharpened his sword. Her blades were so thin. He would do a trick.
My father would throw a hair in the air and cut it as it fell with a sweep of her
knife. I have tried it. This is hard to do!” Teg laughed.
Teg continued reminiscing. “My mother had several knives. My dad would pick
up old knives, which people thought were no longer useful. Then he would sharpen
them until they were just the right angle for grafting. Father would do favors for
people and they would appreciate him for it. If they had an old or broken knife,
they would give it to him. Knives that have chips in the blade are hard to sharpen.
But I would hear him sharpening as I went to sleep at night. My mother would
sing while he sharpened the blades. Thin blades dull quickly. So, my mother
would make several grafts and then switch to another blade.”
Teg’s voice softened as he continued his story. “Then everything changed. I
became an elf to move freely. I allied myself closely with those who wield magic
to protect my family.
Now I protect the
band.” Teg then fell
silent and still, his
eyes closed and brow
furrowed. The quiet
was interrupted only
by the sounds of
Tom’s shovel and
Skillywidden’s
whisperings to the
sapling trees.
Tom viewed Teg with
a worried frown.
After several minutes
of silence, Tom
interrupted Teg’s
reflections with a practical question. “Can you do one of those air pictures for me?
I want to see if I can find your mother’s plum now.”

Skillywidden shook his head, disappointed. He would much rather have learned
more about Teg’s life than about some ancient plum tree!
But Teg’s mood lightened immediately. He smiled and waved his hand in the air.
A large tree appeared, emerging from the ground with a sturdy trunk. It carried
yellow plums with a great deal of pink blush, on heavily laden branches. There
were more plums than leaves on the branches, which drooped under the weight of
the fruit.

Tom stood speechless for a moment. “It’s so beautiful! Will it grow in my heavy
soil?”

Teg nodded. “You are taking the root stock from your own land. You can graft
any plum on the root. My mother and later my daughter used to move roots from
plants within an area where the soil was similar. But if you move roots from a wet
to a dry area or a dry to a wet area it doesn’t work as well.”
Tom frowned. “Did you like them, the plums? Did they taste good? I mean, were
they so good that you miss them even now?”
Teg nodded again. “Yes. Those plums were for the table. If you pick them early
when they are tart, you must eat them with honey. Once they are ripe there is
nothing else like them. Everyone loved them – the Sayyid, my parents, my wife,
and my children. We also used them for wines. The fields had some grapes of
course, but we had more plums than grapes.”
Tom looked very determined. “I want to find scions from trees like this!”
Teg frowned a little and pursed his lips. “It sounds like you have a firm goal. I
suppose we could try. We could ask a swift to take us. We could fly to
Newfoundland and then cross the whale road to Palma. Perhaps an Alpine Swift
could bring us back. They are bigger and might be able to carry the weight. I
could see if there is a similar tree and bring back a couple of branches. But it has
been nearly 1000 years. Who knows what I will find? And winters in Palma are
warmer than here. Perhaps we should just look for the right plum, here, on this
continent.”
Tom stopped. “What’s a Swift?” he asked.
“It is a very fast bird. They sometimes take us places. But it would be too hard for
you to stay small. I don’t think you could go with us. I could maybe bring back 2
small scions.” Teg paused. “It is a large request to make of the birds. What could
we offer?”
“What do they eat?” asked Tom.
“Insects,” said Teg.
Tom sighed. “I don’t think I could gather enough insects for a reward.

“The insects wouldn’t like it either! Well we can think on it while you work.” said
Teg.
Rain came over with Moonsong on his back. He stood directly in front of Tom and
barked.
“What is he saying?” asked Tom.
“He is asking for a place to dig the next hole,” said Teg. “He wants to be helpful.
He is used to having a job. I think you need to ask Iris to let you talk to dogs.”

That night Skillywidden and Dancer went to visit Azia. Moonsong followed
because she wanted to visit the cats. Skillywidden and Dancer had decided that
Moonsong was healthy enough to make this trip. But after she arrived it still took
a little while to locate the cats.
“You have to listen to Adria,” Dancer instructed Moonsong. “If you get even a
little bit tired, come back to that window up there, and Azia and I will be waiting
for you. Do not fall asleep outside!”
So Moonsong went off riding on Adria’s shoulders, much as she had ridden Rain.
Skillywidden, Dancer, and Azia chatted in the dark room, lit only by a slim shaft of
moonlight entering through the window. Skillywidden lost no time in repeating
every word Teg had spoken about his past. He even recreated the air picture of the
wonderful plum tree loaded with yellow and pink plums. Skillywidden suddenly
became thoughtful. “I’ve never heard Teg laugh before.”
They paused.
“I still want to know more about Teg’s life,” said Skillywidden emphasizing his
frustration by thumping his foot on the floor. “Heatherbow told me not to ask him
for more. She says I’m being nosy.”

Dancer cautioned, “Shhh! Someone will hear you throwing a fit like that. Teg
doesn’t want to talk about it. He opened up to Tom because sorrow rests close
beside the happiness of their shared love of plants, especially plum trees. If you’re
willing to walk beside Teg for a long time, you’ll learn both his joys and his
sorrows. You learned what you learned today by being quiet and listening. Learn
to listen to bits and
pieces of stories as they
come out, even while
you’re being
interrupted by life’s
events. People tell
ponies all kinds of
things, because we
never talk back and we
don’t ask questions.
We just listen and
understand.
We also understand
sorrow. We’re broken,
bought and sold, and
killed, all the while we
would rather run wild
as part of a large herd.”
Azia patted Dancer.
“Are you sad that
you’re no longer a
pony running free with
a herd?” she asked.
“No!” Dancer snorted.
“I’m not that self
anymore. Now I love to fly. Before everything around me started to change, I was
just doing what ponies do best. I ran. I ate. I played. Then changes began to take
place, and the herd split. There’s less fighting and more fun in a small herd. I was
happy. But a small herd is easier for men to catch. So, when change arrived, I had
to adapt in order to live. I was broken, and then sold. Tom’s Dad bought me at
auction. Tom was nice and I liked him, but I missed having other ponies around.

That change was created out of necessity. Then, I had to change myself again to
be with Knockers, and yet again with Moonsong. That was love. I’m more fairy
than pony now. But I do remember running into the wind with my herd when I
was little. Just thinking about it makes me want to bite long green grasses.”
Azia giggled. “I can totally see you doing that, Dancer! Are you happy to be
‘Friend of Skillywidden’ now?”
Dancer snorted again. “How could you be so RUDE! You ask me this right in
front of Skillywidden. Of course, I will have to get used to him,” she said and
flicked her tail at him, nearly knocking him over.
They all fell about laughing, and started jumping on the bed.
When they became tired, they sat down in the scant light of the moon. “I toast the
moonlight to Teg and Tom!” proclaimed Azia.
“I toast the moonlight to the Stone. Long may it shine,” responded Dancer.
“I toast the moonlight to new friends,” added Skillywidden and flopped down on
the bed.
“Skillywidden, can you think of something we can do to help Teg and Tom?”
questioned Azia softly. “I can bring him a hive of bees to help with pollination of
the plums.”
Skillywidden stroked Dancer. “We can ask the birds if they know a Frigate bird
who could help Tom and Teg. They are big and fast. They need protection from
hunting in their range, so it would be easier to give them help in exchange for their
help for us. It would take a week to fly from Seattle to Palma, and a week to fly
back. Miro and Knockers might want to help too. It would be nice for them to be
part of our plans.”
“Hold up!” Dancer suddenly stood up and planted her hooves firmly. “You just go
off and do things for people and elves, and as you do, you’re doing things to
people and elves. You don’t know if what you’re planning will help! You have to
ask Teg first. What if he doesn’t want to go to Palma? He has outlived his family.
There must be a reason he never visits. We don’t know what we’re asking of him!
And you must be considerate about how you ask him. Make it easy for him to say

‘no’ if that’s his wish, or he may feel pressured into saying ‘yes.’”
“Thank you,
Dancer. You’re
absolutely right. I
think you should
help Skillywidden
to ask Teg
properly. This is
so good!
Skillywidden, you
can ask Teg
tomorrow!” said
Azia holding her
hand up for a High
Five.
Skillywidden
viewed her with
concern. “Are you
going to hit me?”
he asked. “I
thought you liked the idea!”
“Oh no!” exclaimed Azia. “I do like the idea. It’s a High Five. We do it to
congratulate each other.”
Skillywidden shot a quick look at Dancer.
“It’s true. I’ve seen Tom do that many times,” said Dancer.
Skillywidden held his hand up and looked at her uncertainly. Azia tapped his hand
playfully. “That’s how we do it. But usually we slap a little harder.”
Skillywidden slapped at her hand, watching her steadily with both eyebrows raised.
“Perfect!” declared Azia. “You’ve got it now! And if we find a Frigate Bird for
Teg and Tom, you can say ‘Give me Five’ and Tom will do it with you.”

Just then Moonsong appeared at the window, quite out of breath.
“Are the cats okay?” questioned Azia.
“They’re all hunting right now,” said Moonsong. “They made me go away
because they said I scare the mice.” Moonsong sprawled on the bed and scratched
her back like a puppy. “I’m tired, Momma.”
“Go to sleep then, little one,” comforted Dancer.
Dancer lay down beside Moonsong. Skillywidden leaned his head on Dancer’s
folded wing. Azia moved farther away, knowing that both she and Moonsong
would grow while they slept.

After Tom had waved farewell to Moonsong he went inside and got on the Internet
to look at varieties of plums. Rain curled up beneath his chair and fell asleep.
Tom located a plum called ‘Mirabelle’ that looked much the same as Teg’s plum,
“The Pink.” He learned that it had originated in Anatolia, inside Turkey. Some
websites posited that the Mirabelle had arisen from a cross between a cherry and a
plum.
Tom said to himself, “It makes sense that a thousand years ago people could have
thought it came from Greece.” Rain lifted his head, squinted sleepily at Tom and
then went back to sleep.
Tom found hundreds of pictures of Mirabelle plums from Spain, France, England,
and Germany. The color of the Mirabelle’s fruit was a puzzling range from pure
yellow to quite pink. There was also a similar Asian plum; it was small and pink
with yellow and pink flesh. The Asian plum was used for wines in Japan and
China. These lovely fruits could have been carried to Greece following the silk
roads. It was easy to imagine traders selling them along the many silk roads, until
the variety was widely distributed.

But Tom also found alarming information about Sharka, a plum disease that’s
killing plum trees in Europe. “Teg was sooo right!” he gasped. “We must not
import scions from Europe. We risk bringing Sharka into this country.”
Tom began scouting the local nurseries.
He found a plum variety at the Raintree Nursery that had the look of the Mirabelle.
The gray of the bark had a bit of red to it; the leaves and the color of the fruit all
looked right. But he would have to visit the nursery with Teg to taste it, and the
fruit wouldn’t ripen until August. The plum was marketed as Geneva Mirabelle.
There were also two other varieties with very little pink that ripened in September.
Tom addressed the images of plums on his computer screen: “I’ll have to see if
Teg likes any of you. I’m still young. I’ll be crossing plum trees until I’m old.

But when I discover you, I will name you ‘The Pink’ in honor of Teg.”
“What are you talking about?” asked his mother in a sleepy voice. She was
standing in the door.
Tom startled and thought quickly. “Mom, I’m going to develop a cool new type of
plum.”
“Not tonight. It’s two o’clock in the morning and you were supposed to be asleep
hours ago. Don’t make me ask you again. Go to bed!” His Mom turned to close
the door.
Tom interjected quickly, “In the morning can you help me understand more about
plum genetics?”
His mom grinned. “I’ll ask the university librarian for some papers. We’ll talk
after dinner if your chores are done.”
Tom looked at his sticky note and asked, “What is a meristematic cell?” He

sounded out the word carefully.
His Mom answered, “It’s a cell that can become a stem or a leaf or a root. Did you
read that on the web?”
“Yes,” Tom answered.
She nodded and smiled. “Go to bed,” she said.
Tom tried again. “Can you clone a plum from a small amount of tissue?”
This time his Mom frowned. “Go. To. Bed!”

When Azia awoke in the morning, both fairies and the elf were gone. Sunlight
streamed through the window, glancing silver off the gathering rain clouds.
She decided to grab a bowl and pick some fruit before the rains came. For a
moment she wondered if there would be plums rather than raspberries, but then she
remembered that it was still early summer, much too soon for plums. Twenty
minutes later she was smashing raspberries onto her toasted waffle. She paused
before taking a bite. “Teg is so brave,” she thought to herself. “Teg, Dancer,
Iris…they all make it look easy to transform yourself. But I’m sure it’s not easy.
Iris was half-starved and sick. Dancer wanted to see her baby grow up. I think
something dreadful happened to Teg’s family. When someone surrenders who
they are to become something new, it has to be because they can see no other
options.”
She finished her waffle, then sprang up to go online and learn more about Taifa de
De’nia. She would relay all of it to Skillywidden.
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