SCARLET RIBBONS

by Anne McClelland

(from ‘Dreams in Amethyst’)

....And for me some scarlet ribbons.
Scarlet ribbons for my hair....
- Jack Segal

Catherine clambered down the metal rungs of the ladder, each clang of her heel sounding like a bell
tolling, announcing her arrival in the tunnel world.

Vincent required no such announcement. He had already sensed her arrival home from work; felt her
relief as she kicked off her high-heeled shoes; and shivered with pleasure when she had thought of
him. His anticipation grew as she showered and dressed. Before she could put the brush through her
hair, he was on his way to the threshold.

He paced up and down impatiently, stopping only for a moment when he sensed her leaving her
apartment. He waited for what he knew usually came next - a slight smile appearing on his face as
Catherine's stomach lurched at the beginning of the elevator's journey to the basement - Or to the
centre of the earth! he thought.
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For a moment, Vincent and Catherine stood gazing at each other, losing themselves in the whirlpools
of each other's eyes. Then, they embraced, holding each other so tightly, they could scarcely breathe.
No words were necessary to express their infinite love for one another. Smiling, they held hands, as
they turned towards the tunnels, William's kitchen and their evening meal.

Tonight they were going to listen to a very special concert being held in the park. Beethoven's Ninth
Symphony was being played and they were both looking forward to it so much.

William had already begun serving out the meal of chicken, sweet potatoes, beans and corn bread.

"Oh, Southern cooking tonight, William! | hope you did not go to all this trouble just for me?"
Catherine smiled charmingly.

William returned her smile, grinning from ear to ear. "Oh, you could charm the hind legs off the
proverbial donkey, couldn't you? Now, just make sure you don't waste any - | can't stand waste."

Catherine, enjoying the conversation, retaliated immediately. "Oh, but William, I'm sure you've already
talked the hind legs off the donkey!" She could only stay serious for a few seconds, before dissolving
into giggles. William, for once, remained silent. But he could not resist a chuckle too. William would
never admit it, but he took a great delight in food preparation and production, and deep down he



loved being complimented on it. Catherine's good-natured banter was as good as a compliment as
any.

The meal was finished at last. Catherine and Vincent set off to their own special place in the tunnels,
where they coul hear the concert.

The orchestra had just begun, so Vincent hurriedly bent down to rearrange the cushions where they
usually sat. It was while he was leaning over that Catherine noticed the tiny plait in his hair. It was in
the hair close to the nape of his neck and it was entwined with a narrow scarlet ribbon. It was so well
hidden underneath his thick mane of hair, that Catherine would never have noticed it if he had not
bent over at that moment.

"Vincent?" she asked hesitantly. "Can | ask you why you have that tiny plait in your hair - and how
long have you had it there?"

Vincent turned abruptly, obviously a bit annoyed at her seeing it. However, he sighed heavily and
relaxed again.

"It's all right, Vincent," Catherine said quickly. "You don't have to tell me. | shouldn't have pried."

"No, Catherine. I'm sorry for reacting like that. It's just that it has been my own secret for so long now,
that it was a shock for someone else to find out."

He took her hand and they settled down on the cushions. Once they were wrapped in each other's
arms, Vincent began to tell her the story of his plait and the scarlet ribbon.
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"Just over seventeen years ago, Catherine, there was one of our children - a little girl named Ruth,
who became ill. She had been born in the tunnels to a couple, David and Susan, who came to us
when | was just a child. Ruth was eight years old when she became ill. She was tired and sick all the
time - and so pale. Peter did some tests, using one of our Helpers' addresses for sending her
samples to the laboratory. We were devastated when we receive the results that day."
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SEVENTEEN YEARS EARLIER....

Peter stopped at the entrance to Father's chamber and cleared his throat. Father noticed him and
called out. "Come in, Peter - it's good to see you. Have you some news for us?" Father knew
immediately, with the look on Peter's face, that the news was not good.

Peter sat down heavily on one of Father's old carved chairs. "Jacob, it's leukemia - Ruth has
leukemia."

The two men sat in complete silence, trying to come to terms with the dreadful news. Father just
could not believe it.

"Are you absolutely certain, Peter?"
"I'm afraid so, Jacob."
"Then, is there anything we can do?"



Peter looked at him sadly. "We could try chemotherapy - it can be quite successful, but there's no
way of knowing who will win the fight - or who will lose."

It was with a weary heart that Father made his way to David and Susan's chamber. On arrival, he
found that Ruth was feeling a bit better that day.

"Ruth," he asked. "Could you please go and find Vincent for me? | think he is with William in his
kitchen. Ask him to go to my study, because | need to talk to him about something."

"Can't he just come here?" asked Ruth.
"No. | need to show him something, my dear. Now, can you do that for me - please?"
"Yes, Father. I'll go right away. Bye, Mum! Bye, Dad!" And she was gone.

Father broke the news to David and Susan as gently as he could, but they broke down and wept in
each other's arms.

Once they had calmed themselves a little, they said that the would discuss everything with Ruth and
decide whether to try the chemotherapy, or to leave her to enjoy the time she would have left.

Ruth, having found Vincent, walked with him to Father's study. She was as delicate as a little
snowdrop, with bright blue eyes, pale skin and baby blonde hair, which was always tied up in a pony-
tail or plaits with scarlet red ribbons - red being her favourite colour. There was nowhere in the tunnel
world which had bright red, so she liked to have her favourite colour in her hair.

While they waited for Father, Vincent chatted to Ruth. They laughed again about the practical joke
they had played on William, putting rubber joke cockroaches on his shelves and in his sacks of flour.
They had hidden themselves behind a rock and waited to hear the outburst - which was not long in
coming.

Vincent was still doing hard labour in the kitchen as punishment, but it had been worth it to see Ruth
enjoying herself so much.

When Father arrived back, Ruth said, "Goodbye," and hurried off to her own chamber.

Father gently explained to Vincent about Ruth's leukemia. Vincent did not utter a single word. He
simply stood up and walked out of Father's chamber.

It was only minutes later that Father and most of the tunnel community heard Vincent's roars of
anguish.

So it was also, in another part of the tunnels, that little Ruth cried out in sheer despair, fear and anger.

Next morning, Vincent went to see Ruth. They did not need to say a word. Vincent held open his
arms and she ran straight to him, hugging his legs as tightly as she could. Vincent lifted her up and
they wept with each other, but once those tears were shed, they never cried together again. Instead,
they decided to fight this disease - together.

"Vincent, my mum and dad say that the chemo... chemo..."
"Chemotherapy," said Vincent patiently.
"Yes, that thing, might help me, but it will make me sick and I'll lose ... my hair - all of it."

Vincent stroked Ruth's hair lovingly, with his fingers. "Yes, that's true, Ruth, but ... once you are well -
it will grow again."

"Vincent, will you do something for me?"

"If | can, then of course | will," Vincent replied.



"When my hair has gone, will you wear my scarlet ribbon for me? You have such lovely hair. It can be
our secret."

Vincent blinked back his tears. "Ruth, I'll be so proud to wear your ribbon for you."
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And so on the day that Ruth was going Above with her parents, to stay with Peter and to begin her
treatment, Vincent rose a bit earlier to take time to entwine Ruth's little scarlet ribbon in part of his
hair.

He walked with them, carrying Ruth most of the way to conserve her energy. She slipped her little
hand under his mane to hold tightly onto her ribbon, tied in his hair. At the moment of parting, they
both smiled bravely and promised to think about each other every day...

A few months later, Ruth returned with Susan and David. Vincent was waiting to meet them and was
so pleased to see Ruth looking so well. He scooped her up and whirled her round.

"Oh Vincent - you're making me dizzy!" she laughed.

"Am I? Good!" And he whirled her round again, before setting off with her for home.
"Vincent! You're still wearing my ribbon!" she squealed with joy.

"Of course," Vincent replied, with a gleam in his eye.
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As the weeks and months went by, Ruth's hair grew quickly until one day, she ran into Vincent's
chamber to show off her hair tied up in little bunches, with her bright new red ribbons.

Vincent sat gazing at her, tilting his head to one side. A smile spread across his face, at the joy he felt
radiating from her.

"Oh Ruth, | am so happy for you. Come, this deserves a special celebration!"

Ruth saw the twinkle in his eye and knew he was up to something. They tip-toed into William's larder.
Vincent knew just where to look. Chocolate cake - perfect! He lifted one of the huge cakes and
handed it to Ruth. Grinning to himself, he took one more and a flask of William's homemade
lemonade. He would pay for it later he knew, but when had that ever stopped him?
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Life was perfect for a few weeks. Vincent spent a lot of time with Ruth and she revelled in his
attention.

Then one day, while she was swimming with her friends in the pools beneath the falls, she suddenly
felt weak again. One of the children ran for help, banging out an SOS on the nearest pipe.

Vincent was there within minutes and carried her to her chamber. Father soon arrived to attend her.
Within a few days they knew that she had had a relapse. The leukemia had returned and everyone



was heart-broken. This time David, Susan and Ruth decided that she was not going to suffer all the
dreadful side-effects of the chemotherapy, even though they knew what the outcome would be.

One night, while Vincent sat reading to her, Ruth suddenly put out her hand and closed the book.
"Vincent," she said in a whisper. "l want to thank you for wearing my ribbon for me, for all this time."
"Ruth, | would wear it for you forever, if it would make you happy."

"l don't want you to have to wear a ribbon in your hair every day for the rest of your life, Vincent," she
smiled. "But | do want you to do something for me."

Vincent held her tiny fragile hand in his large, strong one and then raised his eyes to meet hers.
"What can | do, Ruth?"

She looked into those deep blue eyes which were mirrors of her own and drank in the beauty of his
face, which she loved so much.

"Vincent, can | have a little piece of your hair with my ribbon in it, to keep with me - always?" She
swallowed back the lump in her throat. "And will you promise me that each year on my birthday, you'll
wear one of my scarlet ribbons in your hair again?"

Vincent let go of her hand and stood up, straight and tall. Ruth watched as he walked over to her
desk and picked up the little scissors lying there. She loved to watch him move - he was so majestic
and graceful. He sat down on the edge of her bed, with his back to her. He turned to her and smiled,
hardly trustiing himself to speak.

"Can you do it, Ruth?"

She took the scissors from him and as he turned away again, she parted his hair to reveal the tiny
plait with her ribbon. She carefully snipped it off and placed it tenderly on her bedside table. Then she
untied one of her own ribbons from her hair and folded it carefully. She lifted one of Vincent's hands
towards her, turning it palm up. She gently placed the ribbon on it and closed his fingers round it
firmly. She squeeze his hand tightly with her own two small ones, then reached down to place a kiss
on the fur on the back of his hand.

There was no need for any words. Vincent took her in his arms once more and whispered. "I
promise..."
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As Catherine sat watching him through blurred eyes, he sat so still, staring off into the distant sky
above - remembering.

After a few minutes, he blinked away his tears and turned to face her. "She was so lovely, Catherine -
inside and out - just like you."

Catherine threw herself into his arms and they both wept for the loss of the beautiful child - the
wonderful person that had been Ruth.

"Thank you, Catherine, for allowing me to share this with you. It is a grief and a secret | have carried
for too long on my own."

Catherine smiled at him. "You never need to be alone, Vincent. | want to share everything with you. |
want to know every part of you."

They listened to the remainder of Beethoven's Ninth Symphony.



"The Ode to Joy chorus," said Catherine at last, as the concert finished. "How ironic."

"Yes itis - in a way," Vincent replied. "And yet, somehow | have never felt really saddened by the
thought of Ruth. | miss her, of course, but the tears | have cried have always been ones of pity for
myself, for her loss, never for her. She was such a happy person, Catherine, you would have loved
her."

"Oh yes, Vincent," Catherine whispered. "l know ..."

She reached up and parted Vincent's hair gently to reveal Ruth's little ribbon entwined there. She
caressed it and leaned closer to kiss it softly. Vincent turned to look at her once more. For only the
second time since they had known one another, their lips met for a few beautiful moments.
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Later that evening, they walked all the way to the Mirror Pool and stood gazing into its waters.

For a moment, the moonlight seemed to shimmer across the still water and they both caught a
glimpse of long golden hair with a red ribbon flying out behind it.

Catherine turned to look at Vincent and opened her mouth to speak, but Vincent put his fingers to his
lips.

"Sshhhhh... don't say it, Catherine." Silently, they turned away to begin the long walk home. Vincent
whispered. "Be happy, Ruth - wherever you are."

They could never be certain, but somehow they just knew, that the childish giggle they heard - carried
on the wind - just had to be ... Ruth's.

END



