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The Empty Can

By Cora Payne

 

            Emmy was walking home from soccer practice when she saw an empty soda can on the ground. It was lying right next to a trashcan. Emmy walked past it without throwing it away. She was in a rush to get home for her favorite TV show. The next morning, when she went outside to get the newspaper, the can was outside her front door. When she bent down to pick it up, it rolled a few inches out of reach. Each time she tried to pick it up, it would roll away again. She looked around to see if one of her friends had tied a string to the can and was playing a trick on her. No one was around. She stared at the can for a moment. It then began to slowly roll toward her. When she bent down to pick it up, it once again rolled away. It was then that Emmy realized the can was trying to lead her somewhere. She bent down just enough to start the can rolling again and…
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Emmy jogged along the sidewalk after the can. No one was around on the hot July morning. The can led her downtown by the river. She followed it across the bridge to the forest trails that she went running on with her soccer team.

            “Ughh,” she groaned. The can waited for her by the worst trail of all. Infamous for its rocks, ruts, and ankle-twisting roots, the path was dreaded by every member of her team. Emmy sighed and started to trot after the mysteriously rolling can. A glance at the now-bright sky told her it was around nine. The noises of the road had given way to the chirping of birds and rustle of leaves.

            Then she came upon a large clearing. I don’t remember this. When was this cleared? she wondered. The can had stopped rolling. She bent down to start it again, but it moved towards her. Cautiously, as one might approach an unfamiliar animal, Emmy reached for the can. It didn’t move. She gingerly picked it up and gasped as it morphed into a black metal ring with spikes around the edges. She put it on and staggered back as a glimmering silver city appeared in front of her. She blinked, but the city’s outline floated before her, imprinted on her eyelids. She opened her eyes, but the city remained.

Emmy took off the ring, panting hard. The city had vanished. But she tentatively slid the simple band back onto her finger. This time she prepared for the ghostly apparition. She took a deep breath and strode toward the high, vaulted gates. 

She did not know what caused her to stop, but she halted beneath the gates. What could be waiting on the other side? Surprisingly, the gates were unguarded. Emmy cast her eyes around the forest. Silence. The birds had stopped chirping, the wind had stopped blowing. The leaves of the trees lay immobile in the humid July air. She hesitated. Unsettled, she backed up, away from the gates, but she stepped onto a slippery, lichen-encrusted rock and lost her balance. Arms flailing, she pitched forward, skidding across the hard-packed dirt. Stars danced before her eyes. But she had passed the threshold of the gate. She was in the city.

She carefully picked herself off the pavement and surveyed the area around her. She stood by a tall, imposing gate on a sidewalk by a large, nearly empty, intersection that looked like every other sidewalk by a large intersection she had ever seen. The mysterious place was a city. The buildings looked like the ones she had seen in New York. She walked aimlessly along the street, fiddling with the ring on her finger. While doing this, she accidentally pulled it off. Surprisingly, her vision of the city didn’t change. Emmy turned to leave, but the gate had disappeared. She pocketed the ring. She didn’t like the feeling of the place. The streets were nearly silent, the quiet disturbed only by the occasional car, but after looking around she discovered the reason. The light that had previously filtered through the lush branches of the trees had disappeared, replaced by the glow of the sun before it rises.

Suddenly, the sun broke the horizon, blinding her with a starburst of light. She shielded her eyes from the brilliant glare and tried to assess her situation. She was in a mysterious city that shouldn’t be there with no way out and no one coming to look for her for hours. Her parents let her do as she pleased during the summer. Even if they did get worried, they wouldn’t think to check the woods. Emmy had the sneaking suspicion that they wouldn’t find anything even if they did. While she thought, she rolled the ring around between her fingers and across the back of her hand. She absentmindedly slipped it on and glanced around. The gate had returned! Emmy didn’t wait for it to disappear again. She made a beeline for the exit.

She stood in the forest again. A glance at the sky told her it was around ten. Ten? she thought. I was only in there for fifteen minutes-at most! Emmy took off the ring and the silvery image rippled, then vanished. It must have been a mirage, thought her stubborn side. You’re in New Hampshire, her other side argued. It may be June, but you’re not in the desert. She threw the ring as far as she could and ran away from the clearing.

 

The next day, she went outside to get the mail. When she saw no can on her doorstep, she breathed a deep sigh of relief. She wanted nothing to do with the strange place in the woods where time slows. As she opened the mailbox, she noticed a rather battered and yellowed envelope with no stamp or return address. Intrigued, she pulled it out. Upon closer inspection, she realized it contained little of a real address either. Instead, Emmy  was written in faded black ink in cramped, spidery handwriting. She opened the package. Inside lay the ring. Emmy almost screamed with frustration as she rested her eyes on the hated band. She delivered the rest of the mail-all normal-to her parents and set off for the woods with the ring and her watch.

Outside the city she checked her watch. It read eight, giving her plenty of time in the city if time in the real world really did move four times as quickly. She slipped on the ring. Steeling herself, Emmy stepped through the gates.

This time, it was later in the city and she was instantly assailed by the blaring of horns and screech of wheels. She stood in the center of the city on the same sidewalk by the same intersection beneath a huge, elaborate gate. She put away the ring and the gate vanished. A quick look at her watch told her it was ten, city time. She wandered around the streets, trying to find any sign that the city wasn’t real. But all she found were perfectly normal indications of city life: sidewalks teeming with people, streets teeming with cars. The buildings were tall with advertisements plastered everywhere. A throng of people pushed and heaved around her. 

Before long she came to a small, grassy park. Sitting at a picnic table were two girls: one looked to be around her age, but the other seemed to be older, maybe in high school. She approached them. The older girl had long blond hair and clear blue eyes, with which she regarded Emmy, daring her to speak.

“Umm…Hi. I’m Emmy. I-I’m new here.” Emmy stammered. The older girl gave her a withering look and raised an eyebrow.

“Nobody’s new here.” she said nastily.

“Anna, Anna,” the other girl whispered. “She could be…from there.”

Anna snorted. “No one has come for years, Katrina. I should think that even you would know that.”

“Anna, we’re making a scene. We should go home. Mom and Dad will be wondering where we are.” Katrina tugged on Anna’s sleeve. “I’m sorry, but we have to go,” she said to Emmy. “It was nice meeting you.”

“No. I want to talk to Emmy for a bit longer. We can talk on the walk back home.”

The three girls rose from the table and set out across the city, with Anna in the lead and Katrina trailing behind her and Emmy. They had walked about a block before Anna broke the silence.

“Well?” she demanded. “Where is it?” She halted and pulled the other two girls over to where she stood next to the side of a tall office building.

“What do you mean?” asked Emmy.

“You know perfectly well what I mean. The passage opener…You wouldn’t be here if you didn’t have it.”

Emmy got the sense that she was talking about the ring, but she was wary of this strange, rude girl. “I-I don’t know what you’re talking about.” she replied.

“You know, Anna, she might not. They often don’t. Because the passage opener always appears differently. When you came it was a key. And after you it was… I think it was a pendant. And the time before you…Oh, I can’t remember. But my point is, she might not recognize it.” This came from Katrina, the smaller girl with shoulder-length light brown hair and wide green eyes.

“Recognize what?” wondered Emmy.

“The passage opener! Did you find any odd objects before you came here? A coin? A key?” asked Anna.

“Why do you want to know? Why do you want the ring?” the words escaped her mouth before she realized that she had just revealed that she had it.

“I want it…because it is the only way out of here. This city. This place.” she spat. “I’ve been trapped here for ten years. I was only seven when I found a key. When I picked it up, I saw the city in my back yard. I entered, not knowing any better. I lost the key. I didn’t think it was important. Then I went to leave through the gates, but they were gone. I’ve been looking for them-and the key-ever since. A few years ago a man came through the gate. I tried to take the passage opener from him, but I failed. He ended up going back. With the pendant he used to see the gate. Please give me the ring. My parents are waiting for me. I can still get back before high school ends. Please.”

“Anna, Anna…I don’t think your family is waiting for you…Time moves more slowly here. Fifteen minutes here are equal to an hour in the real world…Anna, it’s been 40 years since you left.” Emmy was dumbfounded. This girl had been stuck in this place for 40 years, but it had felt like 10 to her. She checked her watch. If had been forty-five minutes since she had entered the city. She had been gone for three hours, plus the fifteen minutes it took her to get to the clearing. Her parents wouldn’t be looking for her yet, but this strange girl was making her nervous. “Ummm... I have to go. My parents will be worried.”

“NO. You can’t go. I need that ring. It has been ten years, but they will welcome me. How could they not?” Anna advanced on Emmy, despite Katrina’s hand on her back.

Emmy broke in. “Anna, what year is it?”

“Why does that matter? I know it has been ten years. I know my parents are waiting. Now, give me the ring.”

“No.” Emmy responded, shaking her head. “Answer my question. What year is it?”

“Well…I came here in 1961. But I’ve been here for ten years so…it’s 1971.”

“Anna…it’s been a long time…it’s 2011 now.”

“No. It can’t be. Th-That is a lie. Katrina, thank your parents for helping me these years, but I have finally found my way home.” A mad light glinted in her eyes. “Now, give me the ring. My parents are waiting. Give me the ring, I want to go home! GIVE ME THE RING! NOW!”

She lunged at Emmy and wrenched the ring from her grasp. She took it and stared at it, entranced. Then she took off, diving and lunging through the shocked crowd that had gathered to see the girls’ fight.

“What are you waiting for? Go! You need it more than her! She has no family to return to!” shouted Katrina.

Emmy seemed to realize that her passage home was escaping. She leapt after Anna, sprinting in hot pursuit. She ran along the street that she had come on, her only thoughts on getting back. She saw Anna up ahead. The girl may have been older, but age alone was no match for Emmy’s speed. She gained on her. Anna ran forward blindly, knocking into people left and right.

“I’m coming home!” she shrieked. “Don’t try to stop me!” She fumbled with the ring and shoved it onto her finger before continuing. Soon she screeched to a stop, Emmy close behind her. They had reached the intersection. Anna stared at where Emmy knew the gate was. “I’m going home!” she cried.

Emmy lunged with a final burst of adrenaline and wrapped her arms around the older girl, trying to drag her to the ground. But Anna was stronger; she struggled against Emmy’s grasp, dragging the smaller girl along the pavement. Emmy cried out in pain as the asphalt scraped her knees bare. 

“Your family is here, with Katrina and her parents. 40 years have passed in the real world. A seven-year-old coming back after being gone for 40 years as a 17-year-old? No one will believe you; your parents won’t recognize you. And what about Katrina? You’d leave her here? What about her parents? Don’t they want to go back?”

“It’s different for them! Her mother has lived here her entire life. So has Katrina. Her father came here, but couldn’t go back. But he’s fine. His family is here. They are all happy. But I am not! Because I have a family waiting for me to come home out there. I HATE IT HERE!” She struggled against Emmy’s grip, scrabbling against the pavement towards the gate. Emmy leapt from her position on the ground and wrested the spiked band from Anna’s finger.

Emmy fended off Anna as she attempted to regain the ring. People walking by stopped to stare at the commotion on the ground. Anna was on top of Emmy and was trying to pry her fingers off the ring, even as Emmy struggled to throw her off. With a desperate twist. Emmy rolled out from under the larger girl and hopped to her feet. She sprinted away from her pursuer towards the gate. She was within a yard of it when a huge weight slammed into her. The pavement rushed to meet her and she closed her eyes, awaiting the pain.

Her face thudded to the ground. She had failed. She was stuck in the city forever. 

She took a deep breath and smelled the earthy odor of the forest. She was home! Back in reality, not some cosmic prison. She lifted her face and saw the tall trees surrounding the clearing. The air had never tasted so sweet. Behind her, the gate to the city glimmered as if written on the air in silver ink. She did not want to return. Emmy picked herself up off of the forest floor gingerly and stretched. Slowly a smile spread across her face, happy to be where she belonged. She let out a laugh of relief. She looked at the city one last time before she turned her back it and started away. Suddenly, she heard a loud noise coming from behind her. 

She whirled around just in time to see a boy tumble out of the air in front of her. He clutched a large, gaudy necklace in his fist. His eyes were wide and he stumbled back when he saw her.

“W-W-Where am I?” he asked. “I was in my backyard when I found this under a tree.” He held up the necklace. “I-I grabbed it and I saw this-this…shining forest past a gate. Th-This place must not be real. Can you help me to get back home?”

THE END

PAGE  
5

