A DAY IN THE LIFE OF ERIN THE HOBBIT

By ErinRua

Slowly was how Erin the hobbit awoke, with dawn painting silvery shadows on the wall and the first birdsong pealing outside the window.  A soft rustling across the room preceded a patter of bare feet, the woody grating of a drawer being drawn open.  However, Erin let her own heavy eyelids drift shut again, and through the open window wafted a breeze of deliciously cool sweetness. Damp, green growing things, that's what morning smelled like, as if all the world had shaken off the nasty old dust of yesterday and started off each dawn all fresh and new.

"Wake up, slugabed!" spoke a cheery feminine voice.  "I know you're not really sleeping."

"Mm, so what?"  Without opening her eyes, Erin stuck out her tongue and was rewarded with a giggle.

"Silly.  Come on now, today you're making strawberry crumble, remember?"

"Oh, that's right!"

Her summer quilt flew up and fell back empty as Erin sprang to her feet.  On the other side of the little room, the hobbit Meri stood laughing at her, golden curls bouncing.

"Hurry up, then.  I'll help you pin back your hair if you get dressed."

Meri had been her best friend since forever, and in fact they had wandered the very long road south from the Shire together, at last finding their way here to the edges of Northern Ithilien.  Now they called the Inn of the Burping Troll home, and a kitchen awaited their attentions, as well as the appetites of their friends and the guests of the inn.  Yet old habits lingered, such as hobbit lasses giggling together in ruffled nightgowns while they combed the tangles out of their hair and planned what the day would bring.

The hallway was darkly quiet and the common room echoed cavernous blue silence as the two lasses ventured forth.  The great hearth was cold and abandoned, their resident Warg probably already gone outside with the Rangers, and no sound came from the upstairs rooms. However, from the kitchen they heard a brief metallic clank.  Someone was awake before them.  Nor were they surprised when they opened the kitchen door to see a man crouched before the open firebox of the cook stove.

He looked up as they entered, his dark hair framing grey eyes that glimmered cheer in the dancing flames.  "Good morning, little ladies.  I'm just making sure the stove is heating up for you."

"Good morning, Bob!" sang Meri, as she whisked into the room.  "Thank you for starting the fire.  But don't be underfoot, it is about to get busy in here."

"As if a hobbit in a kitchen would have it any other way."

Bob grinned as he rose to his full and considerable height, which was as much a trademark of his Dúnedain heritage as his smoky eyes and black hair.  He was, nonetheless, just the right stature for a hobbit lass to hug him quickly around the waist.

"Silly Ranger," laughed Erin.  "If it weren't for us, you'd be even thinner than you are!"

Chuckling, Bob spoke as she bounced away.  "I refilled the kindling box, too."

"Thank you again."  Meri hopped up on a stool and reached into a crockery jar.  Then she hopped back down again and held out her hand.  "Here, just to take the edge off until breakfast, after all your work.  And one for Halbarad, since I know he's already outside somewhere."

"Why, thank you, Mistress Meri," Bob said.  "Yes, Hal is out walking the perimeter."

He smiled over the three fat sugar cookies she gave him.  It was a little game of long-standing that all the resident Rangers had learned; do little kindnesses for the hobbit cooks, and one was virtually guaranteed of extra treats.

Then Bob slouched out the door, which opened an instant later to admit two more hobbits, sleepily-smiling Camellia and her husband, Milo.

"Well!" cried Milo, and clapped his hands together.  "What are we having today?"

"Mushroom and bacon scrambles with fried taters," said Erin.  She turned smiling with a large bowl embraced in both arms.  "Here, Milo, you can scrub potatoes!"

Milo's expression fell.  "I always scrub."

Smiling at him beautifully, Camellia said, "That's because you do it perfectly.  Then will you please slice them?  Because you do it so much faster than us."  She leaned closer and added, "It's very sweet of you to help us like this."

"Of course!"

Bright-faced once more, Milo planted himself before the kitchen pump and set to work, never minding the giggles of the three hobbit lasses.  Camellia was the love of his life and he could scarcely deny her anything.

Now the inn began to come to life, as residents and guests awoke, some to travel and others to attend to daily tasks.  Blinking at the bright light of the kitchen, a dark-haired woman came in quietly and, at a nod from Camellia, pulled a piece off last night's left over poppy bread.

"Are you out to do the barn chores, Sevi?" Erin asked over her shoulder.

"Yes, I am.  I'll be through by the time breakfast is ready, though."

The woman's words held a slight inflection that the discerning ear recognized as the lingering accent of Rohan.  For such was Sev's birthplace, though she had wandered far from her homelands, much as Erin and Meri had.

"All right, but don't be late!  We'll ring the bell."

"Mistress Sevi, I'll be right out to help you," Milo added.  "I'm almost through slicing potatoes."

"No hurry, Milo."  

"Oh, Sevi?" Erin hailed the woman before she reached the door.  "Will Anardil be home today, you think?"

With an almost wistful look, Sev replied, "Maybe.  If not, soon."

Erin lifted her chin in understanding.  Sev's man had resigned from the Rangers after losing his left arm in the last battle before the Black Gates, and nowadays his clandestine service to his King took him on far and hidden paths.  There had been a letter from somewhere on the eastward road a little over a week ago, indicating he would be coming home, but hoped-for dates could not always be certain.  In the meantime, however, Sev continued on with her everyday duties.

"Whenever he's home," Erin said, "We'll make sure he gets enough to eat."

"He'll appreciate that," Sev replied with a smile.  Munching her snack, the woman left as quietly as she came.

Soon the kitchen fairly steamed with activity, potatoes frying in an enormous deep skillet, bacon frying to crispiness in another, and a big pot of water heating for tea.  The oven breathed sweet yeasty aromas of baking sticky buns, close to a brimming basket of fresh berries.  Scrambled eggs waited to be cooked in a bowl nearly big enough for hobbits to wash in, and a huge mound of golden mushrooms lay sliced and waiting to be tossed into the scramble.  The only concession to the fact that hobbits, not taller humans, ran the kitchen was evident in three sturdy benches set about the room.  One stood in front of the stove, one at the counter, and a smaller bench could be easily moved at will.

When the potatoes were well on their way cooking, Erin drained the bacon, diced it up, and scooped it all into the bowl of beaten eggs.  Then with great care she poured the whole mix into a heated skillet, watching with satisfaction as the thick egg batter sizzled pleasantly upon contact.  Now the skillet brimmed nearly two-thirds full of egg, and fragrant bacon swirled in the heavy liquid before the gentle, steady motion of her wooden spoon.  Beside her Camellia wordlessly stepped onto the bench with a spatula to stir the sizzling potatoes, which were slowly turning a crisp, golden brown.

"Should we have onions in those?" Erin asked, as she sniffed appreciatively at the savory odors steaming under her nose.

"I thought of that," said Camellia, stirring carefully.  "But there will be onions with the roast tonight, and we probably don't want to over-do it."

"No."  Erin wrinkled her nose in agreement.  "We don't want stinky Ranger breath."

Giggling, Camellia said, "Or stinky elf breath!"

"Elves don't get stinky breath!" cried Meri, and laughed as she bent to check the baking oven.

"I bet they do!" Erin retorted.

"Should we give them onions and find out?" Camellia asked with a wink.

All three hobbit lasses dissolved into giggles, and so the work went on in a merry chaos of industry and laughter.  Soon it was time, and Erin scampered out of the kitchen.  Now she flung open the door to a common room filled with life and voices, as last night's guests and the folk who lived here were drawn to the savory odors of cooking.  In the great hearth a low fire burned, just enough to keep the tea pot hot, and several folks looked up from steaming cups.

"Breakfast is ready!" Erin cried to the room at large, and dashed on to the front door.

On the porch hung an iron bell, the rope pull of which Erin yanked with a hearty clangor.

"BREAKFAST!" she shouted through the racket.  "BREAKFAST!"

Hobbits are seldom happier than when they can feed visitors and friends properly, and thus there was never a bad meal served at the Burping Troll.  Meri beamed as hands dived into her basket of warm sticky buns almost before she set it on the table, and Erin cheerfully rapped the knuckles of one long, graceful hand that reached into her basket.

"Wait your turn," she said tartly.

The owner of the hand cocked a marvelously handsome head, his long blond hair sliding over one shoulder as clear blue eyes fixed on her face.  But the effect of exotic elvish masculinity was broken when the elf pulled his face into a truly pitiful expression.

"But Mistress Erin, I'm hungry!"

"You're always hungry, Aerio."  Erin giggled and dropped a sticky bun onto his plate.  "There you go, you poor starving thing."

Beside Aerio another elf shook his head, silvered hair shimmering.  "You hobbits spoil the lad," he said in mock solemnity.

With a bounce Erin seized another sticky sweet, scampered to the elder elf's chair, and plopped it on his plate.  "There you, go, Celebsul dear.  Now you're spoiled, too.  Be sure you eat the whole thing!"

Beaming a smile up into Celebsul's startled face, Erin then scooted away, leaving laughter in her wake.

The merry disorder of serving breakfast to residents and guests gradually subsided as hungry bellies were filled.  Gambesul the elf did not care for dry heels on his toast and surreptitiously slipped his hand beneath the table's edge.  Great fangs reached forward to very lightly brush his fingers, and the toast vanished.

"Thank you," spoke a grumbling voice beneath the table.

"You're welcome," the elf replied.

"Gambe," said Erin sternly.  "If you're going to feed Warg, please give her a plate of her own."

"No need," the disembodied voice said.  "I'm just nibbling.  Bob gave me some haggis earlier."

Nearby a man stared at the elf, and then leaned to peer at the very large, furry shadow filling the space beneath that table.  Golden canine eyes stared back at him and blinked; chillingly sentient eyes they were.

Great jaws parted and the creature said, "Hiya.  Heh heh heh."

Without a word the man returned to his meal.

Soon a shadow fell across the table where Erin, Meri, Camellia and Milo ate closest to the kitchen, and they looked up to see a massive leather belt restraining a vastly bulging belly.  Wide eyes roved upwards as the lasses sought the owner of the belly, and saw twinkling eyes looking down at them from above a bramble bush of a beard.

"Best eggs 'n taters I've had since Isildur was a pup," rumbled the big man.  "Thank 'ee, little folks."

"You're very welcome, sir!" chirped Erin.

"It was our pleasure," echoed Camellia.

"Are you sure you got enough to eat?" asked Meri with a worried frown.  That truly was an impressive belly.

"Oh, yes, little mistress.  I'm full fit to bust."

The hobbits' eyes grew even larger at that thought, and a rumbling chuckle followed the man as he left.  Then it was time to clean up breakfast and start preparations for lunch, and the common room once more rang with a merry confusion of comings and goings.  Erin, however, found her shoulders seized from behind by sharp little fingers.

"We'll do dishes, Erin," said Meri firmly.  "You go start your strawberry crumble."

"Yes, Mistress Meri!" she replied with a cheeky grin.

With that Erin whipped off her apron and hurried into the kitchen.  Moments later she stepped out the back door with a large basket swinging in her hand.

Ah, she loved spring, the brilliant new greens weaving verdant shadows in the woods and tiny flowers peeping among the grasses.  Even the air seemed fresh and new, as if nothing had ever breathed it before but clean growing things.  As her bare hobbit feet trod the back yard, Erin slowed upon reaching the grasses edging the tree-line, there to trail her toes through the soft growth.  The silken blades tickled and she smiled happily as she let one foot follow the other.

"And what has my lass smiling so?"

"Esgallyg!" Erin squealed, even as the owner of that sudden voice swung from green shadows to crouch on one knee before her.

Tall and lithe he was, hair flowing like sunlight down his shoulders and his smiling face was dappled in sun and leaf-shadow.  The elf, for so he was, laughed gently as he lifted her hand that held the basket.

"What are you seeking this morning?"

"Strawberries," Erin replied happily.  "I'm making a strawberry crumble for supper tonight."

Blue-grey eyes twinkled as he smiled more widely.  "Then you should have extra hands to help you pick, so there will be lots of strawberry crumble to go around.  If I help, maybe I can have some too, hm?"

"Of course, you silly goose.  You can have as much as you want, and your brothers are invited, too."

Mention of Esgallyg's brothers brought them both a smile, for there were six kindred who lived in a hidden haven further back in this wood, along with others of the Fair Folk.  Blessed had Ithilien become, when Legolas of Mirkwood led some of his people south to heal these once-troubled lands, and the Burping Troll had its own small share of that blessing in the friendship of their own little community of elves.

As Esgallyg stood Erin took his hand in a gesture of long friendship, and they walked together along the edge of the trees.  The garden for the inn had grown half again in size this spring, as new vegetables and herbs were found wanting and eager hands helped in the planting.  Yet what they sought was not in the garden at all, but among the sweet grasses further under the trees.  There the tall trunks parted around pools of wavering sunlight and the serrated round leaves of strawberries jealously hid their tender fruits.

"Be careful where you step," Erin warned, though in truth an elf trod so lightly not a leaf felt his passing.


Esgallyg merely smiled and soon they both crouched to the business of picking juicy red strawberries.  Only the best would do, leaving those still pale or shriveled past ripeness to be picked later or eaten by small woodland things.  Nimble fingers of hobbit and elf worked together and the basket slowly filled, with rarely a word spoken between them.  Once, Esgallyg paused and reached aside, where he plucked a rounded yellow blossom from among nodding weeds.

"Lean towards me," he said, and Erin was still while he tucked the wildflower among her tousled curls.  He smiled happily, she smiled back and they each ate a fat strawberry.

The basket filled much faster than Erin had supposed it would, and it also filled much more fully.  So much so, in fact, that some berries were falling out, which meant that just a few should be eaten.  Soon Esgallyg sat in a patch of sunlight with his back to a tree, Erin sat with her back against the elf, and they each nibbled a berry.

"I've got it!" she said suddenly.

"You do?  And what is 'it'?"

"What spring tastes like."  She twisted to smile up at him.  "It tastes like strawberries."

Mild surprise crossed his fair face.  "I never thought of that."

"Here."  She scooped up another strawberry and held it in front of his nose.  "Try another one and see."

He opened his mouth and she popped it in with a giggle.  Briefly he chewed, brow furrowing in contemplation.  Then he swallowed and smiled.

"Why, you are just right!  Spring is indeed strawberry-flavored."  He grinned and touched the end of her nose.  "But what flavor is summer, then?"

"I think … why, I think summer must taste like juicy purple plums!  Or perhaps peaches."

"I think peaches," Esgallyg said.  "Now what about autumn?"

"Apples!" Erin cried happily.  "Autumn tastes like apples!"

"Hm, yes.  I think apple-flavored autumn is just right."  The elf plucked another strawberry from the basket and considered it.  "What about winter?  Does it have a flavor?"

"Winter …" Erin frowned thoughtfully and tapped a finger on her chin.  "I'm not sure.  It's cold and grey and sometimes I feel sad that the colors and flowers are gone."

She sat quietly a long moment and Esgallyg simply watched the flicker of sunlight through the leafy canopy overhead.  Finally Erin sat up and turned around to sit facing the elf.

"Winter tastes warm and spicy," she said.  "Like mince meat pie and pumpkin pie and apple cobbler, and the stuffing that goes in a fat roasted goose."

"You think so?"

"Yes, I do."  The hobbit nodded emphatically.  "Because those flavors are warming to the tongue and the belly and they mean friends are around to share with.  It means we have enough to eat and people whom we love are with us.  Yule is coming and spring comes after that, and after all the long grey days, the hope in the world comes up all green and it tastes like strawberries again.  So winter tastes warm and spicy, just so we have something good until the strawberries come back."

There were times when she could not read her elf friend's beautiful, enigmatic face and this was one of those moments.  Sunlight shifted across his features and his bright eyes merely observed her as he ate another strawberry.  But then he smiled, and reached long fingers to touch her cheek.

"Winter tastes like warm spices," he said gently.  "Yes.  I think it does."

Of a sudden he stood up, unfolding all at once until he seemed tall as the tree behind him, but he held down his hand to help Erin rise.

"You have a strawberry crumble to make," he said with a wink.

"Yes, I do - EEPS!"  Erin squeaked as she was hoisted to her feet in one swoop.  "What are you going to do today?"

"I haven't decided yet."  The elf's languid shrug spoke clearly of the Fair Folks' lack of the mortal need for constant industry.

"Well, just don't be late for supper.  And if you're early, you'll get the crumble still warm."

"I will be timely, Mistress Erin."  Esgallyg bowed with a flourish and used the gesture to scoop the basket of strawberries up and into her hand.

Then he strode away, and in his wake drifted a whistling bit of song that sounded like meadowlarks and tiny waterfalls warbling together.  Smiling, Erin set her course towards the back porch.  Seconds later she glanced after Esgallyg, where she happened to see him meeting Celebsul midway towards the workshop.

"Good day, Celebsul," she heard Esgallyg call cheerfully.  "Did you know that spring tastes like strawberries?  And winter tastes like warm pumpkin spice."

With a soft laugh, Erin stepped indoors, where she would begin cleaning berries for her wonderful strawberry crumble.

Elevenses and then lunchtime came and went, with again the jolly clutter of doings and eating and friendly voices.  There were fewer folk to feed this time of day, however, as those bound for the road were already gone and guests for the night had not yet appeared.  Some, such as the Rangers Bob, Halbarad and Elanna were off attending to duty.  This left only their own folk and a skinny tinker with his pack full of tools, who sat on the front porch of the inn methodically hammering repairs into some of their older pots and pans.  Erin and Camellia were able to take care of the midday meals with ease, freeing Meri to quickly clean the vacated rooms.  Thankfully she got help from two more of their elven friends, Pippin and Nellas, who found themselves strangely unable to refuse sweet hobbit pleas that were backed by promises of toffeed nuts.  It was well known among their resident elves that the hobbits made the best toffee-covered hazelnuts in all the land, and equally well known that elves had a terrific sweet tooth for these delicacies.

Thus it was the midday chores were done with the sun still high in the sky, and Erin and Meri could sit at last in the sun on the back porch.  Behind them inside, the kitchen counters held not one but two enormous pans of strawberry crumble, waiting only to be popped into the oven.

"I wonder what Celebsul is doing today?" mused Meri.

"I don't know."  Erin shook her head, watching large white clouds form fantastic shapes in the blue.  "I suppose he's in his workshop.  Did he come in for lunch?"

"No, but I made sure Gambesul took something out to him."

Erin frowned.  "Silly elf, he would forget to eat if someone didn't remind him.  I have no idea how he got along for the past goodness-knows-how-many thousand years or so."

Both hobbits clicked their tongues and shook their heads in dismay.  Dear venerable elf, though wise in so many wonderful things, he really did need some looking after.

"Why don't we go see what he's doing?" asked Erin.  "Then we can check if he really ate."

"Good idea!"

The hobbits sprang up and in a twinkling flew around the back of the inn and out towards the workshop.  A long, low building set at the south end of the property, Celebsul's workshop was both a haven for the elf and a classroom for his two much-younger apprentices, Aerio and Gambesul.  Outside in the green grass, the great, furry form of the Warg lay sprawled luxuriously on her side, soaking up the warm sun.  She raised her massive head as the hobbits approached, and blinked sleepily.

"Hello, Wargy!" said Erin.  "Are they in there?"

"Yup," Warg replied, and let her head fall back thump.  "Though I can't imagine why they want to work on a day like this.  I tried to talk them into napping sensibly."

She yawned hugely, sun glinting on enormous white fangs as her tongue curled in the grass.  Then she sighed and lay still.

Even before the lasses could see inside, the broad open doors breathed the rich fragrances of wood, sawdust and paints.  As they drew near, they could hear a quick, rhythmic rasping sound and the light, low tones of elvish voices.  The interior of the place was high-ceilinged and airy, with stacks of various woods laid in the rafters, and more boards, beams, timbers and scraps propped in the corners.  At a workbench along one wall Gambesul leaned into the task of sanding a board, his long hair pulled back in a hasty ponytail.  As the hobbits stepped in, Celebsul moved to touch his apprentice's shoulder.

"Not so hard," he said quietly.  "Don't fight the wood.  Let it come to your hand.  Easy strokes."

Pausing to offer a quick, apologetic glance, Gambesul said, "Yes, Master Celebsul.  Walnut is rather hard, so I suppose I was getting a little hasty."

"Think like an ent," Celebsul said with a smile, then turned to face his guests.  "Hello, hobbits.  Have you come to see if I truly ate my lunch?"

He laughed quietly at their twin looks of surprise, and reached behind him to hold up an empty plate.  "See?  All gone."

"Hmph," Erin huffed as she flounced forward to snatch the plate from his hand.  "Of course it's gone."

"I think we should check behind your scrap piles or paint pots," Meri stated.

"Or under your plans or patterns," Erin added.

A stifled snort came from Gambesul but the easy rhythm of sanding did not slow.  Celebsul, however, merely smiled as he turned away.

"What are you making, then?" asked Erin.

"A cabinet," said Celebsul, his tone becoming distracted.

He walked slowly to face another workbench, this strewn with various shaped pieces of finely-crafted wood.  As the hobbits slipped closer, however, it became apparent that the pieces were not finished.  On the face of a single panel was a lightly drawn chalk pattern that curled and wound in graceful shapes, but though the carving tools lay at hand, the master had not made a single mark in the smooth wood.

"What is it for?"

"It's for Azaelia," the elf replied, elbow in one hand and the fingers of the other touching his chin, as he pondered the pieces before him.  "But something about the pattern does not please me."

"Really?"

Two hobbit heads popped up to either side of him, peering earnestly at the pale swirling lines.

"What will she use it for?" asked Meri.

"Is it for pretty things or useful things?" echoed Erin.

"Both, I suppose," was Celebsul's musing response.  "It's for her baby Tigerlily's room."

"Ohhhh," said both hobbits, and nodded knowingly.  The birth of a child to the elves Azaelia and Brillamen had been a marvel beyond compare, the rarest gift in these waning days of the elves, and the charming, lively child was a favorite of all.

"But you don't want the traditional baby things, right?" Meri looked up at him.  "No rabbits or butterflies or ponies?"

"No …" Celebsul shook his head slowly and dropped his hands to rest on the edge of the work bench.  "I originally planned a tiger lily motif, in keeping with the babe's name, but somehow that seems too …."

"Formal?" suggested Erin.

"Yes!"  The elf nodded, face clearing as if finally catching an errant thought.  "Lilies alone seem formal for a child, but leaves and vines don't soften it as I'd like.  I've been walking outside hoping something would suggest itself."

"Strawberries," said Erin.

"Beg pardon?"

"Strawberries."  Erin nodded decisively.  "Spring tastes like strawberries; this is a springtime present.  I think it needs lilies and strawberries and apples."

"And a basket," Meri added.

"Hm …" A light frown creased Celebsul's brow as he pondered the untouched wood, and the unlikely combination of lilies, strawberries and apples - with a basket.

Then he blinked.  Frowned.  Smiled.  And next he laughed so that Gambesul stopped sanding and looked up in surprise.

"That is it!" Celebsul cried.  "Perfect!"

With a quick swipe of his sleeve he obliterated his earlier chalk outlines from the wood, before seizing a page of well-rubbed vellum and a charcoal pencil.  In long, quick strokes his hand flew about the page, and the hobbits' eyes grew round to watch.  In mere moments forms took shape and smiles grew all around.

"There!" said Celebsul, straightening in satisfaction.  "This is just the preliminary sketch, of course, but I think this will do.  It is attractive but whimsical."

The lasses crowded at either elbow as they marveled at what his swift strokes had rendered.  There a tall, graceful stand of lilies leaned their elegant blossoms and long spears above a half-spilled small bucket of apples, which were topped by a merry tumble of little dimpled strawberries.  Almost it seemed the lilies smiled at the sweet harvest at their feet.

"Ohhh," the hobbits breathed.

"Butterfly," said Gambesul from behind them.  At his master's inquiring look, the younger elf reached out and pointed to a blank space on the right side of the page.  "Just there.  It needs a little butterfly."

"Yes and no," said Celebsul.  "I will put the door pull there.  I think I will carve it as a little butterfly."

"Perfect!" cheered Erin and Meri, and clapped their hands with glee.

"It will look like it's coming to the lilies!" Meri exclaimed.

"Or looking at the strawberries," Erin noted.

"But either way it will be precious!" proclaimed Meri with a smile.

"And Azaelia will love it."

"We'll leave you to your efforts, then."

"And wherever you hid your lunch," scolded Erin.  "Don't leave it there or you'll draw mice."

"And don't be late for supper," Meri called over her shoulder.  "Erin is making her wonderful strawberry crumble!"

So the hobbits scampered outside and away, leaving Gambesul to chuckle as he returned to his work.  Meanwhile Celebsul studied his sketch and nodded to himself.

"Springtime tastes like strawberries," he murmured, and smiled gently.

The entire inn simmered with the delectable aromas of baking strawberry crumble by the time the Rangers Halbarad, Elanna and Bob returned.  Heavy steps clumped on the front porch and Erin looked up from sweeping the common room floor as the door opened.

"- Hate to see something like that," Bob was saying as they entered.  "But I don't know what anyone could have done."

Elanna was a tiny thing between the two tall men, her long hair pulled back in a thick, black braid from lovely features that reflected her mingled elven and human heritage.  However, her lithe figure was also dressed in Ranger grays and greens, and at her back was sheathed an unstrung bow, at her side a smaller but thoroughly-effective sword.

"It was simply an accident," she said, as she paused to close the door.  "But I feel so sad for the family."

Halbarad did not reply as he wandered the length of the room, where he stopped at the cold hearth.  There he leaned one hand on the mantle and drew the other through his hair, and heaved a long, soul-weary sigh.  Erin looked from him to the other two with a worried frown.

Elanna shook her head, as she and Bob dropped onto nearby benches.  "There was an accident several miles down the road," she explained.  "A wagon over-turned and the driver was thrown and killed.  It was a father and his two sons, fetching firewood to sell in Henneth Annun."

Erin's mouth formed a silent O of pitying understanding.  Quickly sweeping her little dust-pile to one side, she leaned the broom against a table and scooted to sit beside Elanna.

Whispering, she asked, "Is that why Hal is upset?"

"Yes."  Elanna nodded and cast a troubled glance towards where he stood, the man who was not only her captain but also her husband.  "The father was still alive, but just barely, when we got there.  He was too badly hurt."

"We tried to help as we could," Bob added, and leaned a heavy elbow on the table between them.  "We righted the wagon and helped pick up all the wood.  But there was nothing else we could do."

With a sad sigh, Erin asked, "How old were the sons?"

Bob and Elanna exchanged thoughtful glances, and Elanna spoke.  "One was perhaps sixteen, the other probably fourteen, at best."

Erin grimaced and patted Elanna's hand.  "Old enough to work, but young enough to still need their dad."

"Yes," Elanna said, and gave her hobbit friend's hand a squeeze.  "And they were trying so hard to be strong.  The youngest was crying, but the older boy refused to, too proud.  He kept saying he had to take care of the family now, and he didn't want their mother to have to take in any more sewing."  Dropping her voice, she added, "I think that's what troubled Hal.  They were so young to have to bear so much."

Slowly Erin nodded in understanding.  Their Halbarad was nothing if not a compassionate man, and he took the hurts and troubles of others very much to heart.  Even if he had never taken a Ranger's oath to protect and defend the innocent, he would still try to take the burdens of others on his shoulders, no matter if he was powerless to help.  As he was now.

Erin slid from the bench and padded quietly down the room, stopping at last at the tall Ranger's side.  He pushed himself back from the mantle and straightened to offer her a grim parody of a smile.

"You heard the sort of afternoon we found, then," he said.

Nodding, Erin reached up and grasped one of his hands.  Cool and calloused it was, and much larger than her own, but the strength that enfolded her fingers was gentle indeed.

"I know you would tell me I did all I could," he continued.  "And that some things can't be helped.  Elanna has been telling me the same, all the way home.  And she's right."

"But you can't help caring," Erin said, and patted his hand with her free one.  "I know.  I feel sad, too, and I wasn't even there.  There is one thing, though."

He looked down at her with grave curiosity.

"That man raised good boys," she said, and gave Hal's hand a little tug to make sure he was paying attention.  "I know that because Elanna said how the oldest son is worried about his family and his mother, and he's promising to take care of them.  And only very good boys think like that.  So in a way, the father is not entirely lost, because all the things he knew and all the fine things he did are still in his sons.  And that won't go away, ever.  They will still miss him terribly, of course, but the mother will look at her good boys every day and see him in them, and that will help her heart not be so sad."

She was not sure she could read the expression on Hal's face, a strange blend of a frown, a grimace and the ghost of a smile.  But then his fingers clasped hers tightly and his other hand came to rest on top of her head.

"Everyone should have a hobbit or two about," he said.

Smiling brightly, Erin exclaimed, "I know something that might help."

"And what is that?"  Now a faint smile did warm the Ranger's face.

"Strawberries!  The crumble is just out of the oven and too hot to eat, yet, but Esgallyg helped me pick so many berries that there were extras.  So you come sit and I'll bring all three of you some strawberries with cream.  Come along now."

Bob and Elanna only barely kept from laughing at the sight of their captain being towed to the table by a hobbit, but they noticed that Hal did not protest.  As he sat down he gave them both a wan smile and took Elanna's hand, softly kissing her fingers.


"Wait right here!" Erin instructed.  "Don't move; I'll be right back with strawberries and cream!"

Then she scampered away into the kitchen, crying, "Meri!  Where's the cream?  The Rangers need a strawberry snack."

Supper preparations were well underway by the time the common room of the inn began to fill once more.  Now, savory aromas of roast pork wafted enticingly from the kitchen, mingling with the rich scents of baking and warm strawberry crumble.  Guests seeking rest from the road found seats along with a handful of men and dwarves from one of the local road-construction crews.  Their Rangers took a table near the back of the room along with several of their elves, and Erin was pleased to see Esgallyg and three of his elven brethren slipping quietly in to join them.

Soon every plate was laden with thick slices of roast with rich brown gravy and sweet onions, along with candied new carrots, spinach greens, mashed squash with butter and bowls of thick vegetable soup.  Even as they sat with their own suppers, the hobbits kept an eye on the room to see how the meal was received.  Erin noted one sour-looking fellow who sat hunched over his end of a table, but while his expression never changed, he ate every bite.  Not only that but he had seconds, and then sopped his plate and soup bowl clean with a large chunk of bread.  When at last he sat back, he gave a long, contented sigh and Erin nodded to herself in silent pleasure.  One did not have to be a bright, cheery soul to appreciate good food, and perhaps the man's disposition might improve for having a proper meal under his belt.

Then it was time for strawberry crumble, and Camellia and Erin proudly carried the big pans out of the kitchen.  As supper dishes were cleared away, the elf Pippin brought out a stack of dessert plates and extra forks.  The sweetness of springtime rose on tendrils of steam as Erin began dishing up servings of strawberry crumble.  Meri quickly stepped in to help as plates were whisked away.  By now all the hobbits knew of the Rangers' sad day, so they made sure the Rangers got extra large helpings of dessert.

As Erin placed Halbarad's share before him, she patted him firmly on the arm and matched his smile with her own.

"You'll see," she said.  "It will all come right."

"Thank you, Erin," he replied, blue-green eyes bright with merriment.  "I expect strawberry crumble is helpful for a good many things."

"Including loose trousers," said Bob, and straightened in his chair to take a deep breath.

"Now!"  Erin gave him a mock frown.  "You Big Folk never do eat enough to put proper weight on your bones, and with all the ranging you Rangers do, you had best eat enough that you don't wither away to nothing!"

A muffled giggle caught the hobbit's attention and she turned to shake a finger at Elanna.  "That goes for you, too, little missy.  You're a married lady now and you had best keep proper care of yourself.  That Ranger star does not mean I'll let you start neglecting yourself, don't think it does!"

Elanna's giggle became a laugh as with a quick grab she caught Erin's wagging finger.  "Silly hobbit," she said.  "I don't think I'm in any danger of wasting away, with you feeding us."

"Good," sniffed Erin, and grinned before flouncing off.

She made sure Sev and Celebsul each got their own ample share of desert also, despite Celebsul's raised eyebrow and Sev's look of weary astonishment.  Erin had not liked the sad look of the empty space beside Sev at supper, so she hoped the sweet treat might help cheer things up a bit, until Anardil could get home.

"Where am I to put this?" the Rohirrim woman asked.

"In your stomach, silly!  And if you can't eat it now, just sit a bit until supper settles and then you can fill in the corners."  Turning to the elf, Erin smiled and said, "That goes for you, too, Master Celly."

As the hobbit scampered away, Sev sighed and looked across at Celebsul.

"Do I look like I have any corners left to fill?"

Chuckling, Celebsul said over his laden fork, "No more than I.  But perhaps if we just … nibble."

Sev laughed quietly and took a taste.  Then her expression changed to pleased surprise.

"This is very good!"

"Erin said it's her specialty," Aerio observed between bites.  "It's a recipe from her mother, and before her a grandmother and great-grandmother, back in the Shire."

"Mm, old family recipes," Sev said approvingly.  "Those are the best kind."

There was, happily enough, a good deal of strawberry crumble left, when everyone was done and the hobbits were assured that nobody went away wanting.

"Good," said Meri.  "This way there will be leftovers if anyone wants a bedtime snack."

"Or a midnight one," Camellia added.

Nodding happily, Erin said, "We'll leave it out with a cover on, then, so anyone who wants can help themselves."

At last the dishes were done, the tables were cleared, and Warg made sure there was not a single crumb or speck of food left on the floor.  She also had eaten her own large plate of strawberry crumble, since no one could imagine how that could possibly harm a warg's cast iron constitution.  Now the big wolf-creature lay sprawled before the hearth, as Sev relaxed on a couch, Celebsul lounged beside her with a glass of wine in hand, and the Rangers arranged themselves contentedly on other pieces of furniture. At one of the tables two guests sat quietly over a board game, and at another Aerio and Gambesul were sitting with their heads together, talking quietly as they sketched notes of some sort on several sheets of paper.

In the kitchen doorway Meri and Erin exchanged pleased smiles.  Other than the disappointment that Anardil had not come home as hoped, all was well at the Burping Troll.  Behind them soft steps whispered and they turned to see Milo's and Camellia's smiling faces.

"If you don't need us," Camellia said, "We're going to take a little after-supper walk."

"Oh, of course!"  Meri shooed her hands at them.  "Off with you.  It's a lovely evening, go enjoy yourselves."

Hand in hand the two hobbits turned away, and Meri and Erin sighed and smiled as they watched them go.  Milo and Camellia were as perfect a hobbit couple as could be found anywhere in the Shire or beyond, on that everyone was agreed.

Not long after, Erin and Meri sat on the front steps and watched swallows flicker on swift wings among the velvet shadows of sunset.  Soft lavenders and blues sifted from the forest and overhead mares-tale clouds ignited in a final blaze of fiery color.  The jagged peaks of the Ephel Dúath captured the last flame of the day, until it, too, faded slowly to dusk.  Somewhere bright song warbled from tiny, unseen throats in a last joyous paean to a golden day.  Around the end of the inn at the bottom of the yard they heard a gentle series of wooden thumps, and knew that Celebsul's apprentices were closing up the workshop for the night.

"We could have fish tomorrow," mused Erin.  "Baked fish with butter and a bit of garlic."

"That would be nice," Meri replied.

"Of course first we need fish.  Do you suppose we could get some Rangers or elves to catch a mess for us?"

"They will if they want to eat them!"

The hobbits giggled together and it was decided.  Though their fishermen had yet to know of their impending task, tomorrow would be a fish dinner.

Then far down on the road a faint clatter grew, and became a rapid beating of hooves.  From the purple shadows a figure emerged, a man sitting tall on a fast-trotting horse, and he turned from the road towards the inn.

"Anardil!" the hobbits cried and sprang happily to their feet.

The rider had not yet reached the porch before the door of the inn banged open and quick footsteps thumped the steps.

"There you are!" said Halbarad, and laughed in relief as he caught the horse's reins.  "You old rascal, if there's any supper left for you, it's stone cold."

"It is not!" cried Erin indignantly, and the rider laughed.

"Cold or hot, I'll eat it all," said Anardil, and swung from the saddle in his odd, wrong-sided way.  "I was thinking of starting on this horse an hour ago, I'm that famished."

"We'll take care of the horse," said Hal, and returned Anardil's quick, hard hug.  "You clean up for supper.  Someone's waiting on you."

"We'll get a plate ready!" said Meri, and turning whisked herself inside.

Erin followed a bit more slowly, but only so she could glance back as another figure walked onto the porch to meet Anardil.  Sev spoke not at all as she reached up to touch Anardil's cheek, and then they were lost in each other's embrace.  Smiling, Erin skipped away to the kitchen.

Later, the shadows of a spring night wrapped the Burping Troll in a vast velvet cape and lanterns shone warm pools of light.  Now the inn was quiet, most of their guests gone to bed and the residents vanished to their evening relaxations.  In the nearly-deserted common room the wanderer made up for missed meals, while beside him Sev sat with her elbow on the table and her chin in her hand, peace shining in her face at last.

The hobbits' reward came with the expression of sheer gastronomic ecstasy that flooded Anardil's face, when the sweet, fruity flavors of strawberries and crumbly-buttery pastry filled his mouth.  Meri and Erin grinned from ear to ear as he appeared too overcome with delight to utter more than inarticulate noises of approval.

"No wonder the hobbits miss you," Sev observed wryly.  "Nobody else displays the proper appreciation for their cooking."

Anxiously Erin said, "If you want more, there is a lot left of everything."

Swallowing to speak at last, Anardil said, "No thank you, little ones, I am content."

Erin watched his gaze shift to Sev's face and his smile softened.

"More than content," he echoed softly.

Then he gave his fork a final swirl around the plate, assuring that he did not miss a single drop of sweet berry syrup.  One last lick of the fork, and he was through.

"Strawberries," he said, and sat back with a satisfied sigh.  "Now that tastes like home."

"It does?" Erin's pleased surprise was visible on her round face.

"Oh, yes."  Anardil smiled as Sev's fingers found his on the table.  "In the North we had wild strawberries that appeared in certain glades every June.  When I was a boy I would go out and pick as many as I could find.  My mother would wash them and put them in a bowl for me, and I would have a strawberry feast."

His gaze touched the two hobbits warmly as he added, "Thank you, little lasses."

Erin and Meri both dimpled prettily, and with cheery wishes of goodnight they scooped up his empty dishes and left Sev and Anardil to their reunion.  The kitchen was already neat as a pin and ready for tomorrow, so it was only the work of a moment to wash two plates and some silverware.  Then Erin planted her hands on her hips and heaved a great, satisfied sigh.

"Well," she said.  "I think today went quite well."

"Your strawberry crumble certainly did."  Meri poked her playfully in the side as she passed.  "I'm going to get in my nightie and read for a little bit."

"All right.  I'll see you shortly."

The hallway door closed softly and Erin stood alone in the empty kitchen.  Warm aromas of good food and happiness lingered there yet, and she smiled to herself.  On silent feet she passed into the dark hallway and then out onto the back porch.  Gentle night enfolded the inn closely, whispering in secret voices among the leaves of the nearby wood.  Overhead the bright stars hung in a vast, glittering canopy and there strode Menelvagor, Swordsman of the Sky, with his shining belt of stars.  An answering shimmer seemed to flicker through the woods at the very edges of sight, which she knew to be the hidden lanterns of their elves' secluded haven.

Erin was glad she had made strawberry crumble.  When one considered everything, strawberries in general seemed to have a very positive affect on people.  And they truly did taste like springtime.

Then she turned back to golden lamplight and friends within, where soon she would embrace a good sleep with naught but friendly hobbit dreams.

******
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