“I’ve been locked up (for disturbing the peace in Detroit) and I know you got to disturb the peace when you can’t get no peace. Jail is hell to be in. I’m going to see her free if there is any justice in our courts, not because I believe in communism, but because she’s a Black woman and she wants freedom for Black people.”
—Aretha Franklin (on posting bail for Angela Davis in 1970)
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The first time I heard about the French Revolution it was in history class, quite a few years ago. I can still remember the thrill of my very young self, living out the feelings and thoughts of those fighters. Sat at my desk, I lost myself in daydreaming, thinking how exhilarating it must have been to finally change an unjust status quo that for so, so long had seemed immutable. We need that spirit again. We have other intolerable injustices to fight against. We have new forms of servitude and privilege to eradicate.
Growing up, I had to accept that the French Revolution had several dark sides and a very infuriating political development. I stopped picturing myself running through the streets of a turned-upside-down Paris inflamed by fire and hope, and shouting with ferocious joy “Liberté, Egalité, Fraternité” to all my fellow fighters. But I never stopped admiring how beautifully simple, and yet consistent and meaningful, were those three words. I am still fascinated at how they complement and enrich each other; how they only make sense if they are taken together. We cannot be free if we are not equal. And we will never have the same rights and opportunities if we are not free to say what we think, to travel or start a life somewhere else in the world, to express safely ourselves, our beliefs and preferences. But my favorite has always been the third one: brother- and sisterhood. Because I have always had the impression that without solidarity, revolutions lose their way. It’s easy to put aside kindness when you are fighting, any kind of battle. Battles require endless energy, attention, thinking, strategizing. But when we decide to join the revolution, we should never forget that we are fighting because none of us can be free until we are all free, none of us can truly have rights, if others don’t. And we should never let the ugliness of the battle roughen us from the inside. As another, more contemporary, revolutionary that managed to overturn a fascist regime said, “we ought to be hard, but without losing our tenderness.” Without ever forgetting kindness.
There are many ways to embrace the revolution, as the authors in this issue show us. One can join urban guerrilla and hit the enemy where it hurts the most—in their carefully crafted public image—for example. But there are many different battles that need to be fought. Sometimes your revolution is getting through the day, proudly wearing a skin that makes too many around you uncomfortable. Sometimes it can be refusing to fulfill the expectations of what happiness, duty or love is; and to use satire to show how ridiculous and harmful stereotypes can be. Your revolution could choose a way that not even the other fighters yet recognise as useful or valuable, but it’s your way and you have no intention of giving it up. And if you can find at least one ally, then you won’t have risked everything in vain. But, even more importantly, our stories here also tell us that revolutions are not simply “against something,” they are “with someone,” they create sisterhoods and brotherhoods of people who want things to change and to be better for all. Rebelling, in the end, against those who know that we can be ruled and oppressed better when we are divided. We won’t be fooled. We will go to war together, strong in our differences, determined to be free, equal and solid.
Whatever your way of fighting to change things, we hope you will enjoy these beautiful stories of battle and love, of identities and belonging. Be inspired by the words of Amelia, Brian, Harry, Hayley, Isabelle, Meghan and Rufina,and the great illustrations by Carmen, Eric, Fluffgar, Katharine, Laura Anca, Miguel and Saleha.
To our past, present and future victories.
Valeria Vitale, November 2018
Comment on the stories in this issue on the TFF Press blog.
Download e-book versions: EPUB | Mobi
‘The Woman in the Pool’, Isabelle Sanders
Twelve? Or was it ten? Definitely twelve. But just to be on the safe side, I’d better start again from ten. Or should I just add two laps at the end? They could be slower, relaxed laps, so if it is twelve, they’ll just count as cool down laps, not my trying to go over my assigned kilometer.
I’ve heard that to some people, swimming laps is meditative. And I suppose to some extent meditation is all about counting, breaths, laps, floating bits of lint you see in front of your eyes when they’re closed. But it seems a bit petty to me, this keeping count of how many laps I’ve done so far, and bargaining with myself when I lose count. Plus, how hard is it to keep count? It’s not like I have anything else to think about.
The pool I’m in is clean. There is that to say for it. I had worried it wouldn’t be. All these students, without their mothers around to remind them to shower. I’ve heard that some put perfume on to cover the smell of dirt. I’ve never noticed it, because the smell of perfume itself is enough to send me running. It gives me migraines, so I don’t stick around to find out what lies underneath it. But this is clean. And remarkably student free. In fact, for the few weeks I’ve been coming, I don’t think I’ve seen more than half a dozen students. The pool is brand new. And I come at the dead hours between 10 and noon, after the early morning crowd and before the lunch one. I don’t actually know that there are such crowds, especially the early morning one. At least I imagine that some students come before their first class, and others during their lunch break. But really, I wouldn’t know, as I only have access between 10 and 12 on weekdays.
I swim my laps, I shower, I go home. I come back the next day. Except at weekends, when I go walking instead. The walk takes me past the pool, and into the hills behind it. There are a couple of farms up one hill, and sometimes I go past and look at the geese and the chicken that run free. But other times I avoid it, if I see that the dog is out on its leash. It can’t harm me, I know, but I don’t like its bark, and I tend to avoid things that make me nervous. A little further, past the first row of hills, lies the village. And I sometimes walk down there and look around. There’s a small cafe, which rarely has anyone in it, and sometimes I stop there and order tea, and the local dish of a flat bread cooked with spinach. The owner and his wife know me, and they chat to me. I pretend I don’t know the language, and just nod and smile. I don’t really know it much, but I could manage if I wanted to. I just don’t like to talk to strangers.
The village isn’t as empty as you’d think. If you travel further into the country, you’ll find a few villages where most people are old, because the younger ones have moved into the city. But here, we’re close enough to the city that it doesn’t really make sense. And life is not quite as hard as it used to be for them, or maybe it’s hard in a different way. They don’t have the lands to work anymore, as they sold that to the university—whether they wanted to sell or not, that’s another story. So they come and work for us, they clean the offices and the homes of those of us who work here, they look after our children, cook for the students’ canteen, keep the university grounds looking green and tidy, and then they get to bring the money home to their parents, their wives, husbands and children. So they’re better off, in a way, than if they had to break their backs growing potatoes, or move into the cities, packed like rats in tiny apartments, working day and night, never eating a proper meal. At least that’s what Michelle says.
Michelle was my colleague, before I stopped. She’s the one who took me to this pool the first time, and showed me around the village one weekend seven weeks ago. She made an effort to stick around, but we weren’t really friends before, and now I barely see her. Jim says she’s not socializing so much with the rest of them anymore either, so it’s not me, it’s her. He says she has a new boyfriend and spends most of her time with him in his town apartment. I think Jim is trying to make me feel better. On the other hand, I really wouldn’t know. I’m never around any of my ex colleagues anymore. Jim says he doesn’t see them either, but I reckon that on the rare occasions when he says he has to stay late for a meeting it’s actually a social of some kind. I asked him once, around new year, and he said that yes, he’d had to go to a wine and cheese event, but hadn’t wanted to tell me because he thought I’d be upset. I replied that I couldn’t care less, but that I’d appreciate he didn’t lie to me. He mumbled some sort of apology and that was that.
Now he’s home by six most nights. We have dinner at 8. I usually cook—pasta, with sauce from a jar—or we order in—pizza, with sausage and peppers. Then he sits in the study pretending to work, but really playing computer games, till bedtime. I go to bed. I don’t sleep straightaway as I’m not really tired. I stare at the ceiling for a couple of hours, and pretend it’s a pool, and I’m swimming laps.
Then in the morning I get up, just as he’s leaving. I have coffee then I put on a pair of pants, a coat and I head out to the pool. I swim my laps, then I come home, make a sandwich with whatever happens to be in the fridge or cupboard. I shower and I go and lie down. I usually sleep till about 3 and have some tea, and then I get dressed a bit more carefully, as my student is coming at 4. I work with him until Jim comes home. He pays me for an hour, but I don’t have anything else to do, so I reckon I might as well help him as go back to sleep, or stare at the ceiling. Also he’s the only person I talk to who’s not aware of my past, who doesn’t know that I was once a high flying academic who had to leave her job for vague and murky health reasons. He doesn’t know about the episode, so I don’t think about it while I’m with him. It’s just another way of passing the time, but while I help him with his school work, or listen to him telling me about something that happened at school, something funny he learned, I don’t have to think about the time passing. It just does.
This morning I was recognized. It was bound to happen sooner or later, and I thought I was prepared, but it was a shock. I shower, but manage to get a hair stuck under my goggles and as I take it out, the water gets into my eye. Then the light from the bay windows hits the water and reflect in the bleached eye and I stumble into the pool. Instead of swimming smoothly to the end lane I normally take, I tiptoe there uncertainly, bumping into the buoys on the way. I think he’s looking at me through the spy cameras, and laughing. He’s one of my ex-students. Not one from the class where the incident happened, but they all know, so it’s the same thing. He must have taken a part-time job here at the sports center—I remember that he wasn’t one of the rich students. He was at the desk when I touched my card on the sensor to get in. His eyes flashed in recognition and he greeted me by name, without having to look at the card. There was a hint of surprise in his eyes, but no more. Maybe they already know that the professor now spends her mornings at the pool, and her afternoons giving lessons to a middle school boy.
It takes me three and a half laps to get back to breathing normally. The winter sun is shining hard through the windows, and giving a false sense of warmth. I can feel a headache coming. It’s a combination of the stress of being seen, and the hard light coming through the dirty glass. I think I’ll have a migraine later. This is almost a welcome thought—at least I won’t have to ask myself why I’m spending the afternoon in bed. And it will probably be gone by the time my student comes. I try to keep my head under water longer to avoid the sun. I notice that the tile at the far corner is coming undone. I’m not surprised, even though the pool is only a few months old. Shoddy workmanship. Probably the workers were from the village. The kind of men who spend longer on their lunch and tea breaks than they do at work. The kind who work slowly, because they’re talking to their mates at the same time, and have to stop whatever they’re doing to light a cigarette every few minutes. Probably they mixed the cement with something cheaper to save some of it for themselves. When I walk to the village at the weekend, there’s always some new construction project going on, with wires sticking out of the ground and cement being poured into it. A new home for newly weds, a new garage for the business owner, a pen for the sheep. I can see some of the sheep through the window now. Not too close—whoever looks after them, and I never see them, keeps them away from anything that belongs to the university. There’s no actual fence between the campus and the village, but there might as well be. I never see the villagers here, except when they are working at their jobs, and then they’re workers, not villagers.
By the time I’ve done ten laps, I’m good again. The rhythm is back, and I’ve temporarily forgotten about the ex-student. The migraine is still brewing at the back of my head but it’s not bothering me yet. It’s waiting till I’m home, and lying down in bed to hit. That’s fine. I breathe, and I move through the water. It’s effortless, and it’s work. I nearly feel alive. I look at the lint behind my eyelids. I squint when my head comes up, and I see shapes and movements. I see naked feet walking past me on one side, I see an arm rising out of the water and in again on the other. If I open my eyes properly, they disappear. They’re not here. Just reflections of my own movements, the color of my skin, the sound my body makes as it hits the water. They’re familiar ghosts, and I have made my peace with them.
The next day when I come back I am still flustered. The migraine came, and it was a lot worse than I’d expected. In the end I had to cancel my student. I didn’t even call him, but when he came and rung on the bell, I just hid my head under the pillow until he left. I’ll probably have to call later and tell him what happened. I don’t want to, and I hope he’ll just come by as usual and that we’ll pretend nothing happened. Then Jim came home and I muttered something and he left me alone. I heard him potter in the kitchen, making himself something to eat. He didn’t clear up of course, and this morning it was still a mess. We can’t afford a cleaner anymore, so I had to get out the sponge and the spray and do it myself. This is why I only ever cook pasta with sauce from a jar. So we don’t have to peel vegetables, cut meat and fry food, and generally make a mess that has to be cleaned later. But even with a jar, Jim manages to make a mess. He also went out to buy a pack of crisps and there are crumbs in the study. Not that I ever go in there, so I’ll just leave it to him to clear it up.
And then, to crown it all, the student is here again this morning. He asked me how I was. He might as well have asked me what happened, how I have survived since the incident, and how come I’m still around, and what I’m doing with my life. That’s what I hear when he asks how I’ve been. Still, I don’t splash my eyes in the shower, don’t trip in the pool, and I begin to relax as soon as I start moving in the water. It’s quite dark today, cloudy. It could be that there’s a storm brewing, which wouldn’t surprise me—I often get migraines in that kind of weather. So maybe it wasn’t me, my ineptitude, and stress. Maybe it was the weather. This cheers me up and I swim a little faster. Then I slow down. Going faster just means I’ll be out sooner. And then what? At times like these I consider moving from one to two kilometers, or at least from 40 to 50 laps. But that’s change, and I’m trying to ease down on that. Not that I’m worried the incident will repeat itself. I’m not in that kind of environment anymore. But what if I managed to do something worse? What if I lost myself completely?
As I swim to the far corner for the eighth time, I notice that the tile has been fixed. The hairband I was wearing yesterday and didn’t know I’d lost was nearby. They can’t have done a great job repairing the tile, if they haven’t even picked up the rubbish. I swoop and grab my band. These things have a way of getting lost, and then there’s no choice but to go to the shops to buy new ones. Or I could go to the hairdresser. I shudder as my head breaks out from under the water. Much better to exchange the odd greeting with the girl at the till than be stuck in the barber’s chair for half an hour, having to do small talk. I put the band around my wrist and carry on towards the other end. Outside the sky is getting darker, and I see a silhouette of a man standing behind the grills that separate the pool building from the hills outside. He’s not watching me. He’s watching the sky, and smoking. I’ve not seen him around here before. A villager, from his dress, and he is holding a shovel—so a worker, a gardener perhaps. You’d think this time of year there was little gardening to do, but the university administration has these people working all year round. He turns a little and stares towards me. But again, not at me, in the water. I carry on.
Another two days, then the weekend. On the Thursday my student tells me he’s not coming next week. His parents are taking him to the coast. He doesn’t say, but I get the impression that they’re looking into moving, in which case he won’t come back at all. I mind terribly. I have no other source of income and nowhere to go, should my husband decide he’s had enough of dragging me along. You hear of people going home to mother, and generally taking a break from life, but that only works for thirty somethings with young, wealthy parents. For me it would mean going to camp in some NHS old people’s home back garden. That or the cemetery. I think I might have to call the student’s mother, just to find out. Maybe they are just going on a holiday.
She’s nice. I avoid her, because I avoid everyone, but I don’t mind her so much. I met her at the private Sports Center, back when I still had a job. We were taking yoga together. She was telling me about her son, about the troubles he had at school, especially with maths, and how the teachers were failing to help him. She really had it in for these teachers. She thought they were under qualified and arrogant (most of them come from North America) and that they had no or little interest in helping those students that didn’t quite fall into the norm. She’d asked me then whether I took private students, and I’d said no—I still had my job. Because I liked her I didn’t turn my nose up at the offer though, and I kept her card, which came in handy a few weeks later when I needed the money. It’s not much, really. It’s just about enough to pay for my personal needs. And I don’t really have personal needs anymore, I’m happy to wear old clothes, I don’t go to the hairdresser, I don’t buy books or sweets. The money just goes in a box, on my dresser, until such a time as I find myself needing it, or Jim finds it and has some bright idea about what to do with it. I know he’d like to spend time with his parents in the South of Spain. Unlike mine, they’re alive and reasonably well, and they do have a lovely house by the sea. I couldn’t bear it, though. All the questions. And if he goes on his own, they’re bound to fill his head with thoughts of leaving me. I’ll make sure to hide the money tonight. That will be something to do.
Jim says I have three months to get out. Till the end of the semester. And then I have to look after myself. I didn’t tell him I’d lost my student, but apparently that wouldn’t have mattered. He says it’s not him, it’s me. I said that of course I have changed since I stopped working, that I thought he’d give me the chance to get back on my feet, to recover and find something to do. But he replied that it’s not what I’ve become, that bothers him, it’s what I’ve always been. He just hadn’t seen it before because he was so henpecked. Who even uses that word anymore! I wonder who he’s been talking to. I ask him: “Are you seeing anyone else?” He replies, calmly, that it’s not the point. That he wants me to leave because we’re not happy together, that really, we never were.
So that’s it. I have till May to move out, find a life for myself and somehow pay for it. I won’t be able to stay in the country, so I’ll have to go home. And I won’t even be able to claim benefits—it’s too long since I’ve paid any taxes there. At least I’ll have a place to stay, apparently. It turns out we own property: Jim inherited some money from an uncle a few years ago and bought a small flat near his parents’ house—when they’re not in Spain—as an investment, he said. I can have that when we separate. He’ll put it in my name now so that divorce lawyers don’t change his mind for him. It’s small, and it’s close to his family whom I could never stand, and it’s not in a part of the country I like. But it will do for now. The fact that he didn’t tell me he’d had the money, or bought the flat, is the real eye opener. Things weren’t going well even then. The fact that I’m not particularly upset at him having done so, or even leaving me is another. I don’t remember the last time I felt anything towards him other than irritation. I will have to see if I can get money out of him as well as the flat. My savings won’t see me through more than a month with the exchange rate the way it is. I should have asked to be paid in Euros or dollars. I’m sure she’d have said yes. Probably best to wait till the deed is in my name before I make any more demands.
As I walk to the pool, I ask myself who it is that he’s seeing. None of our colleagues fit the bill, somehow. Too old or too male. Unless he’s gay? No, I would have noticed. It has to be a student then, one of those grad students, eager to impress in any they can, to get a foot in the profession by marrying into it. I wouldn’t be surprised—he’s hardly the first in the department to do this. Oh well, I think. Good luck to her. She’ll soon find out what a sap he is. And then, when he realizes she doesn’t appreciate his slow wits, short stature, pea sized biceps and high pitch laughter, he’ll just pick another one. Maybe this one will want children. I didn’t. I still don’t. Not that it was always out of the question. I was pregnant two years ago. Then came the question of testing. I was well over the age for being at risk of having a child with Down syndrome. But the test itself was a risk, apparently. Jimmy knew someone whose sister in law had miscarried after having the needle inserted in her uterus. So he wanted us not to have the test. I wanted it—I wanted to make sure that our child was healthy. To be honest, even then I wasn’t sure I wanted a child at all, and having the fetus marked as defective would have been a good reason to pull the plug (pardon the bad metaphor) on the whole baby thing. So we argued, or what passes for argument in our marriage. Jim never raises his voice but repeats the same arguments again and again, never giving up, always coming with fresh examples and statistics to make his point. I counter them, and when that’s not working I retreat even further into myself. I stop wanting to talk at all. Eventually he breaks as it’s quite hard for most people to live in silence, especially if there’s someone right there you could be talking to. In this case Jim didn’t break, and nor did I. I scheduled the test without telling him. And I had a miscarriage the day before. He blamed himself—the stress he’d caused by insisting I don’t take the test—and I didn’t disagree. We haven’t talked about starting a family since. To be honest, it’s a relief.
This is my last day at the pool. I’ve decided to leave this weekend. My student is not coming back so I have no more earnings to look forward to here. But his father owns a company that has branches in Asia and there is a job, training workers how to do stats in English—something like that, anyway. There’s a flat too, although he warned me it is small. But it’s a life, and that’s what I need. Yesterday I celebrated by going to the hairdresser and cutting my hair short.
I feel lighter. Ready for my new life. I swim faster too. The shadows follow me though. A trick of the light and not of my imagination then. There’s one that seems more persistent than the others, an arm, moving to my right, below me. But when I turn my head, there’s no one, as ever.
The tile at the end of the lane is broken again—I knew the repair wouldn’t last. I start to think something along the line of ‘these people’ and ‘shoddy work’ but I stop. I’m not going to live among them anymore. Maybe it’s time to be a little more generous. I see again there’s something brown by the broken tile. Not my hairband, surely—I don’t remember losing a hair band last time, and obviously I don’t have one now. I swim towards it and swoop down. But the brown matter sifts between my fingers. It’s dirt. Dirt from the ground with pebbles. Surely there’s concrete under the tiles? Surely it wouldn’t work if they’d built the pool straight onto the dirt? I’m halfway through to the other side but I swim back to that corner. I can’t see the dirt now. The tile is broken, yes, but it looks like concrete underneath. Someone must have dropped some dirt in the pool earlier, and it dispersed when I picked it up. I start again towards the other end.
By the time I’ve reached the end and I turn, I can see the dirt again in the corner. It must have settled after I disturbed it, I think. But there’s more of it now. A little patch of it. I don’t look at it. I close my eyes and swim, I turn. The shadow is more insistent now my eyes are closed. I can make out the arm more clearly. It is not a naked arm, which is strange—if you are going to hallucinate a person in a pool, they should at least wear proper attire. No, my arm is dressed in layers of colorful cloth, and I’m pretty sure I saw some gold shining around the wrist. When I get to the other end, I turn, take a few strokes, and open my eyes again. And I gasp. The entire pool is covered in dirt. Not just dirt. I can see grass growing out of it. And the water has changed too. It is cloudy, just like a river. I try to put my feet on the ground, but I can no longer reach. I make to turn back, but a hand seizes mine. I turn slowly, with my eyes shut at first. I keep them shut and I swim along with my other arm. Slowly I open one: there’s a woman swimming besides me. She is fully dressed, in old fashioned peasant clothes. I can’t see her face, as she’s facing the other way. She’s swimming in that lazy way I’ve seen people do at the seaside. Pushing one arm in front of the other, hardly raising it. Her legs are moving slowly, close to one another. A sort of cross between puppy dog style and a crawl. She’s as fast as I am though. But she’s not coming up for breath. Nor am I, I realize. I reach the end and break out of the water, panicked. Everything is dark. But I can still make out the walls around me, and the window is there. I make as if to call out. I see shapes there. Faces. At least two dozen. Surely they will help me. I scream but my voice is frozen. I wave my arms. They don’t wave back. Finally, there is a tug on my foot. Her hand is soft, and mixed up with weeds. She pulls lightly at first, then hard, and I follow her down. We swim alongside each other, towards the other end. She is facing me now and I can see that she’s older than me. Or maybe not. Village life can be tough on women’s looks. She has soft brown eyes and a generous smile. She looks like she might laugh. Not at me. Nor with me, I suppose. I look in her eyes and I mouth, ‘What do you want?’ Her smile widens. I wonder what I’ll do when we reach the end, whether I’ll be able to breathe then, whether I’ll call out. But I can’t see the end of the pool anymore. It’s just the river. I recall vaguely my student saying he’d learned about the streams that used to run through this land—long since dried out—and the river itself lost to pollution. This one was clean. I could tell there were no pollutants. This was good as I’d swallowed far too much of it.
I feel surprisingly calm, given that I left the pool for a river that no longer exists, swimming alongside a woman who does not breathe—not that I am breathing much myself. I don’t feel the pressure I am supposed to feel. I don’t feel anything. It’s quite relaxing really. I wonder if I’m dead. If they’ll find my body floating somewhere. I wonder if Jim will be relieved or sad. I realize I don’t care much one way of the other. His life and mine—what’s left of it—are wholly separate now. I’m not even sure I am the same person who was married to him, unhappily, and cast away, deservedly. My old worries about myself disappear in the river water, leaving a clean, smooth patch of nothing behind. I almost feel I could breathe in relief. Then the water clears gradually, and I can see we’re still in the pool. The woman is facing away from me again and we’re swimming together towards the broken tile. I panic: does she mean to drag back there with her? But she lets go of my hand. Again I break through the water and gasp. The room is light again.
There’s no-one at the window. The student who was at reception is standing there staring at me.
“You were under a long time,” he says. “Are you alright?” I nod, and I think, thank god I didn’t scream. All I need really is for him to tell everyone there has been another incident.
‘Uniform of War’, Harry Pauff
It’s Thursday at Fire and Iron Coffee and the air is electric. The crowd is buzzing. Most of them have switched from caffeine to alcohol and they’re starting to get restless and rowdy. When Machine finally steps to the microphone, the coffee house goes quiet.
They’ve all come to see tonight’s special guest, to gaze upon his physique, and to hear his words. The voices have stopped arguing. The drinking games have been put on hold. The promises to commit violence have faded. There’s no clanking of dishes coming from a kitchen in the back. There’s no door ringing announcing the arrival and departure of patrons. There are no vehicles whizzing by on the streets outside because there are no streets outside. The silence this crowd is generating in the moments before he speaks is so perfect that I want to bottle it and sip from it because it would taste infinitely better than this fake beer. I lean back and close my eyes, breathing in the moment, hoping it will last forever. And then Machine opens his mouth and ruins it.
He starts slow, speaking of oppression and disrespect and the many conspiring enemies around; builds to the need for heroic deed, glory and honor, evoking The Great Struggle to come; and finishes with steel and iron and blood, making the public promise to give his life if needed and calling on his warrior brothers to do the same.
The coffee house erupts when he finishes. They chant his name, thrusting their fists into the air and pounding the floor with their feet. He comes down off the stage and wades through the crowd, fist-bumping here, backslapping there, and hugging when necessary. All the muscular beef in the crowd trips over themselves trying to get a word of praise to him, to get acknowledgment or to whisper just the right thing to prove their genius to him in some way.
His words were eloquent, beautifully delivered with confidence and impeccable timing. He’s a rock star for a reason. I don’t rush over and try to get in his presence, but I do clap for him. I don’t really have a choice in the matter. If anyone sees me not clapping, they might get suspicious and realize I’m not who I say I am.
When Machine finally logs off, the crowd starts to calm down and open mic night can start. Those that follow Machine on the mic are not nearly as good as he or as subtle. They speak of the enemy in cruder terms, calling for their heads, demanding we throw them back into the water, or suggesting we keep them around and throw the yoke of slavery on them. Their words are uninspired. There’s no rhyming. There’s no structure. No cleverness. No imagery. These are merely statements, wish lists, ramblings more than anything. At least Machine had style.
When they call me to the stage, the butterflies start to dance inside. It’s easy to sit back and laugh at them, harder to get up in front of them and say something challenging even though I’ve done this dozens of times by now.
I’m up on the stage looking out at the sea of white faces, grateful that there’s at least a microphone between them and me. Their hairstyles are sort of different, some have beards, some don’t, but all of them are tall, muscular, and male, like they’re all from the same white rubber mold.
I look just like them. I’m big and beefy and my beard is gnarly, but the way they’re staring at me in silence makes me wonder if any of them know that they’re looking at a lie. Or maybe this is just what it’s like to be paid attention to.
I’m a lie standing right before their eyes and I don’t feel guilty because none of their avatars reflect the real them. None of them are this tall or this muscular in reality—there’s no way—but I would be very surprised if any of them were also a little brown lady from the Philippines. They would kill me if they knew. I’m the enemy. I’m Mulan. I’m the Trojan Horse.
With my audience captive, I speak of the trees, of the refuge of shade, of the nuts and the squirrels that eat them. My arms spread and waver like branches in the breeze. In my living room, I probably look ridiculous with the bulky immersion helmet strapped to my head and my stick-thin arms flailing about, but in the coffee house I know I look strong and sturdy. I speak of the grass and the tickle and comfort it brings to your cheek, and the flowers that depend on the bees and the bees that depend on the flowers.
I’m no master poet, but I’m better than almost all of them. When I finish, there’s a smattering of applause mostly from one guy with a big red beard, but there’s more confusion than anything, even some laughs. No one pines to touch me when I get off the stage, no one comes to my table and offers to buy me a drink.
What follows me is more of the same in the spirit of Machine, and as the night goes on and the drinks flow, they get worse. Kill them. Throw them back into the sea. Kill them before they can even get to the sea. Kill them where they live. Drink their blood and build cities with their bones. Take their women and brainwash their children to do the killing for us.
There’s nothing I can do but sit there and listen. I can’t get up and leave. One, that would be impolite to say my piece and leave, and two, I don’t want to look suspicious. The five pack of beefy white guy avatars is expensive and I’ve already lost four of them to various schemes. So I have to sit there and listen, which is fine. All of that is fine. I did what I came to do.
No matter what I looked like, I could never stand up there and yell at them, tell them how wrong they are, what idiots they’re being, rattle off stats proving the level of their wrongness. They’d ban me and never even think about changing their minds. But what I can do is put on my uniform and get up there and insert just a little bit of a pause between the calls for blood and inhumanity. Maybe I get up there and talk about bunnies and sunshine or whatever and I’m just some eccentric weirdo to them. Maybe no one listens, but maybe one of them does. Maybe one of them considers the connected nature of everything just long enough for a hairline crack to form in their uniform, one that can be deepened and widened over time. I don’t expect them to log off and change everything right away, but given time, maybe just maybe. Some say there are better ways to spend a Thursday night, but I don’t think so. I’m a warrior and my battle is here.
I come back next Thursday and the Thursday after that and it’s never not stressful. When I’m not on the stage, when I’m just living my life as me, I’m always writing in my notebook, scribbling poems no one else will see. Poems just for me. Sometimes I try to share them, but no one expects much from me in the real world. Just because I’m quiet they think I’m simple. Just because I come from a different country and speak with an accent they think I don’t understand anything about anything. It makes me a little ill to know that I feel most comfortable sharing my writing when I use it as a weapon dressed in the body of someone who hates me.
When I put on the immersion helmet, I fully expect to find that I won’t be able to access Fire and Iron Coffee, but I’m let in every time.
No one talks to me, but they start to recognize me, booing me when I’m on my way to the stage. There’s laughter, lots of laughter, and plenty of unprompted guesses from the audience about what I’ll talk about next. Rainbows. Unicorns. Puppies. Cuddles and kittens. The loving embrace of ten men in my mouth.
I keep it fresh every week and watch for their reactions, hoping I might latch on to something that resonates with them, but they don’t respond to the idea that we’re all breathing the same air, nor do they care that we’re all made from the same stuff as stars.
If anything, they’re getting more hostile towards me and I’m beginning to think that maybe this is a waste of time, that I should be waging my war on a different front.
On what’s to be my fourth Thursday going, I almost chicken out. I put on the immersion helmet and take it off dozens of times. I even set it down and walk away to turn on the water for a hot shower. Rationalizing giving up comes so easy. Too easy. There are better ways. They’re hopeless. Why even bother.
But guilt is a strong force and the farther I stray from that helmet, the guiltier I feel. Someone has to try. I have to go in there. I don’t have any choice.
Smoke fills the coffee house now, obscuring the tables and the stage. Whoever owns the place must have gotten the smokers’ modification. Just about everyone is exhaling huge plumes into the air. I switch on some filters so I don’t feel any of the effects of it and I grope my way through the thick haze looking for my usual spot only to find someone sitting in my chair. He’s little more than a thick outline in this smoke, but I won’t let some shadow intimidate me. I take a seat across from him and wait for him to say something.
We sit in silence until the emcee welcomes surprise guest Machine back to the stage and the man sitting across from me stands up and walks to the front. The crowd loses it. They can barely see him, but they love him. His disembodied voice blaring over the shroud covering the room is the voice of God, angrier than ever, more urgent in its demand for warrior brothers to unite and win the Final Fight against the enemy.
Those that follow him on the mic try to match his intensity, but don’t come close at all, nor are they even listened to. Most of the audience are busy mobbing Machine as he makes his way through the crowd. He gives them some of his time and poses for some photos with them before he begs them for a little peace. When they give him enough space, he makes his way back to my table and sits in my seat.
I’m stuck now. I should have left as soon as he got up to go on that stage. All the things I had thought I would say to this man if I ever got him alone now seem so inadequate.
“We’ve been watching you,” Machine says. “We’ve seen you do this shtick in other instances, in other coffee houses and other bars. Beneath that beautiful exterior you wear is something truly ugly. Whatever agenda you have, whatever you’re trying to accomplish won’t work. We’re strong. You don’t know strength like this. You can go up there and say whatever you want. We don’t fear you. No one listens to you. Your words crash on our bodies and minds like water on rock. Just know that I will kill you if we ever meet in person.”
I can hear people all around us whispering. Why is Machine talking to him? I know they don’t think this is a pep talk telling me I can do better. More likely they know he’s drawing attention to me for a reason. I feel like I should just log off here and now and take my chances elsewhere, but the man is just so damn unlikable that I don’t want to give him the satisfaction.
They call me to the stage and I bomb. Whatever I had planned for tonight departs me as soon as I crawl up there in front of all of them. There’s nothing but mush in my brain and nonsense on my tongue. The crowd’s laughter stings worse than ever.
Machine is wearing a huge grin when I get back to the table. He waits for me to lose it, to explode and unload on him, to call him names and deride him, and then log off in a huff. Everyone in the room is waiting for that so they can cheer their hero.
I take my seat across from him and smile back. They’re going to have to drag me out of this place.
Before he can open his mouth and say anything, the emcee calls the next person to the stage. The words that flow from this poet’s mouth are so banal and so beautiful. I’m trying to cast aside the smoke so I can see the man. I’ve seen him before. His fiery red hair and beard are hard to miss. His gruff voice speaks of the dogs that run alongside us on all the continents, the dogs that have run alongside us since we’ve been running. Black dogs, brown dogs, yellow dogs, white dogs, their friendship and loyalty are beautiful things.
The crowd is stunned when this gorgeous soul departs the stage. Machine is fuming, the thick tendons in his neck straining to escape his skin. He points at me and then snaps his finger.
I’m back in my living room in my own skin and I’m banned, but that’s ok because I’ve already won.
‘Six Kilometers Around’, Meghan Cruickshank
Tabby was raking the leaves on the front yard when the respirator suit walked out of the forest. It clunked up the hill in eight-pound boots. “You shouldn’t have come,” she called.
Astronaut gloves came up to slap at the valves of the helmet. When the wearer cracked the hood open and struggled it off over his head, it was a dark-skinned man under there. He patted himself down. After a few seconds with the clean air in his mouth he said, “How are you breathing?”
“You ought to head off before Mama and Papa get back,” Tabby said. Mama and Papa would be mushrooming until nightfall. They hadn’t told Tabby to rake the lawn. Nobody for the lawn to look nice to. But a strange smell came up in the house, so Tabby had gone out to breathe easier. She still tasted the smell if she poked her tongue into the soft of her cheek. The sourness of something dying. Although not here; somewhere on top of here.
“The air is fine,” the man said, astonished.
“Mostly,” Tabby said. “Mama and Papa won’t like you here.”
“I know,” the man said. “But I’m not here from CSOIA.” See-saw-ya, he said. Which was what Papa called the government. “I came by myself.”
“You’re wearing the patch,” Tabby said, motioning to the green hexagon on his breast.
“I work for them. It’s their suit. But I only barely convinced them to let me.”
“Sure,” Tabby said. “I’m just saying.”
“You four need to evacuate,” the man said. “I’m begging you.”
Tabby washed her gums with her tongue and tasted the dying smell. She shadowed her eyes to gauge the height of the sun above Mount Gertrude.
“Come in for a tea,” she said.
With his forehead creased, he followed her into the cedar cabin and jammed himself and his suit into the fourth chair around the table. She thought of it as the fourth because nobody sat in that particular one anymore.
“You’re Tabitha, aren’t you?” he said as she got the teapot out of the cupboard. “Rainie and Ed are…”
“They’re mushrooming,” Tabby said.
“And your brother? Does he still live here?”
Tabby made a noise that could be interpreted any which way. She dug through the scavenge pantry for tea bags. In there, also: baked beans, cup ramen, Kraft Dinner, beef jerky and Fruit Roll-Ups. Anything that’d stayed good for the last nine years in the Sore Creek houses, up there at the crotch of the valley with their windows blowed out.
Her mama used to straighten quilts and sweep under the sofa when visitors came over—for instance, one of the delicately preserved great-aunts, their skin white and straining as Kleenex. Aunt Eva would give Tabby and Josiah wrapped peppermints in acrid-tasting plastic. Her mother would sometimes say, in a bad mood, You don’t poison my kids like that Eva. Anyway as her guest took his gloves off at the table, Tabby, turned hostess, wished she had swept under the sofa.
“I’m Stephen. I’m genuinely sorry I’m on your land,” the man said. “My supervisors have always wanted us hands-off about this house, but I begged them. Tomorrow…”
“Sending by the foster care people that time wasn’t very hands-off.”
“What? I guess that was before my time. I’m sorry if they bothered you. Really I am,” he insisted, at some disbelief on her face. “You know, I was in care for a while. I got scared too when they’d come around.” His tone reaching out all earnest.
“Okay,” Tabby said.
Stephen’s expression bent like it would have if she’d refused his handshake. Then he leaned forward over the table. “Tomorrow the biggest storm in years is coming through. Easily up into the 12s. The nexus passes right over this house. Sincerely, we don’t think anything is going to be left in the black zone afterward. Let alone your house or what’s left of Sore Creek.”
“Huh,” Tabby said. “You take sugar?”
“Do I…?” He sighed and his shoulders went forward. “No, it’s fine. When are your Mama and Papa going to be back?”
“They can’t be rushed,” Tabby said.
“I have a helicopter pickup tomorrow afternoon on Mount Gertrude. There’s room for all four of you. I know there’s been resistance in the past but this time you’re in a serious amount of danger if you don’t evacuate. If you start packing now…”
“They said we were in a lot of danger the first time, too,” Tabby said.
“You were. You are.”
“We weathered.”
“What’s the worst storm you’ve seen? That spike in July—right? A 7.8.”
The house had tasted like needles under her fingernails and her own face in the mirror had looked, as in a bad dream, imprecisely measured.
She didn’t know if it had been July, but she shrugged. She didn’t want to think about that storm; it required thinking about Josiah, who would have sat in that very chair Stephen was sitting in now.
“I couldn’t leave you out here. My supervisor didn’t even want to try. Tabitha, you’ll be dead.”
“Probably he didn’t want to try because last time they sent out some government fella Mama shaved her head.” Tabby thought this was funny, but Stephen’s expression was alarmed. “You’ve not got much hair up there so no need to worry, I would imagine. Where are you planning to sleep tonight?”
“I have a pack.”
“I’ll convince Mama and Papa to let you sleep in the spare room. No point letting the wolves sniff you.”
“There aren’t any wolves here.”
“Something like wolves,” Tabby said. “Then you can go get your copter tomorrow. It’s all very nice of you. But Mama and Papa will never leave this house. They paid for it fair and square.”
Stephen sipped his tea like medicine.
Tabby loaded the wood stove and got a pot of water from the rain barrel while Stephen joggled his leg under the table. Soon Mama and Papa would come back to their house guest. She assessed the scene. “All right, I think you can’t sit in that chair. Sit where I was sitting. Mama sits toward the stove and Papa sits at the head of the table.”
Stephen’s expression was baffled but he hauled himself up. “And you have to take off the suit,” Tabby said.
Stephen stared at her so wide she said, “You are wearing clothes, right?”
He began to unzip and unbuckle. “Our readings just said the whole zone had gone toxic after last year. Even though you four were still alive—we didn’t know how—gas masks or something.”
“Readings don’t read right out here,” Tabby said. “Not even our little thermometer we used to have stuck to the window to see whether it was going to snow. Doesn’t snow real snow anymore, just the strange stuff. Do you like mushrooms? Cause that’s what we’re eating.”
“I have MREs, I don’t want to impose,” Stephen said. He got his boot stuck and had to hop and jiggle. He wore red wool socks. For some reason Tabby found this hilarious, but she sucked her tongue to keep from laughing.
“It’s fine,” she said. But she didn’t know how Mama and Papa would react. Now that she was Stephen’s hostess, she’d acquired a protectiveness toward him. And anyway, his arrival had brought up prickly feelings that she had let wilt, after Josiah vanished, in the storm in which her face became unmeasurable.
He folded up the respirator suit into a squarish lump on the table. The hexagonal patch sat neatly, damningly, on top. Tabby got her first real bolt of terror. “We’ll have to hide that. Mama and Papa won’t like it.”
Stephen’s expression was like he was still frightened they’d pump in the poison gas any second. But he let Tabby bring it to the spare room.
She held her breath when she went in the spare room. It was always dark. The boxes in the closet smelled wet. She blindly opened one of them and felt the soft cotton and peeling plastic emblems of Josiah’s old superhero pajamas. The respirator suit barely fit in the crevices between the old things, but she squeezed the box shut.
Mama had always called Josiah an exceptional boy. In her soppy moods—my rainbow baby. Only when Papa wasn’t listening.
He was her older brother but Tabby had looked out for him when they lived in the city. His peers used to laugh at both of them when she stomped out onto their front yard to fetch him from their clutches. They never hit him so he never told Papa. Nominally they were hanging out with him, but he didn’t seem to like it much.
Her big, doleful brother. His upper arms like soft loaves of pale raw dough. His smell like he was so embarrassed and sad all the time it got into his sweat.
Once she had gone to squash a spider with her sneaker—to save him from it in fact—but he paused his Nintendo and scrambled up to stop her; with his fat, lovely, precise hands, he caught it on a cue card and deposited it outside on the deck. As if it were an old woman in disguise from a fairy story, or his other little sister.
There weren’t any spiders in the valley anymore to squash or not squash. Like Josiah, she guessed, they had all gone elsewhere.
“So where are you from?” Tabby said when she came back; this was the kind of thing she was meant to say.
“Minneapolis,” he said. “In…”
“I know about Minneapolis. Why’d you come up here?”
He was taken aback. Thought she didn’t know Minneapolis or small talk. Swallowed half his sentence. “To live with my—my partner.”
“Like a wife. What’s she do?”
“Uh,” Stephen said, “she’s a helicopter pilot.”
“Papa says women aren’t allowed to be pilots,” Tabby said. Surreptitious. She’d meant, someday, to confirm her suspicion.
“I mean—sure they are. They’re great pilots. My friend Kath—”
The door-hinges squeaked and Tabby sat up straight. Thankfully Stephen quieted.
Her father ducked under the doorway and took off his flannel cap to slap away the dusting of gray snow.
“Getting funny out there,” Papa said. Then his eyes went squinty at Stephen.
“I’m—” Stephen said, but Tabby lanced him with a look and interrupted. “His name’s Stephen, Papa.”
Mama came in after him with a bin of mushrooms, working her jaw. She was so skinny now that a tendon pulsed visibly between her cheekbone and chin as she ground her teeth. Her eyes in her skin-draped skull were gray and flat as the heads of two roofing nails. “Would you like some tea?”
“Tabby served me tea, thank you, ma’am,” Stephen said. The mug was three-quarters full.
“Stephen came to warn us there was a big storm coming,” Tabby said.
“You think you know something about big storms?” Papa said to Stephen. “We’ll see about big storms. You’re from the government, aren’t you.”
“He came by himself,” Tabby cut in.
Papa wiped his nose. “He better be ready to head off by himself.” And added with a certain toothiness, “How long have you been alone with him?”
“He’s got to stay the night. I thought he could take the spare room. Copter’s not coming for him until tomorrow.”
“So long’s he stays quiet,” Papa said.
“Mr. and Mrs. Sorrel,” Stephen said, leaning forward again. “I have to urge you to evacuate.”
Mama said, “Don’t worry about any of that. We’re the only ones that stayed the first time, and we’re fine, honey. Here, Tabby, we got a good crop, brought in half from the tarp station out by the creek.”
“I got the water on,” Tabby said. She gave Stephen a look like I told you so, figuring it settled, but didn’t count that he wouldn’t understand her look.
“Mr. and Mrs. Sorrel,” he said. “Our… my measurements are saying this storm coming tomorrow is going to be worse than anything that’s swept through here in the last decade. The worst ever—since the first accident.”
“Listen,” Papa said, with his deep, steady voice, looking Stephen hard in the eye. “We’ve had enough of you people trying to kick us out of our home. You can stay here so long as you keep quiet, and only because my daughter kept you here till past dark and I won’t have another man’s death on my conscience. But enough of this evacuate shit.”
Stephen’s hands were quaking under the table. He pressed them together between his knees.
“You got me, Mr. Stephen?” Papa said. When Stephen nodded, Papa unzipped his coat and turned away to drape it on the warm apron of the wood stove.
“Tea?” Mama said again, brightly. Stephen tried to scrape together words, until Tabby took pity on him and shook her head. “How about some supper? You like mushrooms, Stephen? Here, we’ve got shaggy manes, hedgehogs…”
Stephen looked at Tabby. Tabby, though surprised, still did her best to share a strengthening look with him, a look of solidarity. This seemed to help him collect his thoughts, and he took a breath through his nose. “I’ll be happy to try them, ma’am.”
“Oh, I like him,” Mama said. “How well-spoken. Here, Tabby, help me cut the bad parts off the shaggy manes.”
Papa frowned into the pot of water Tabby had boiled, as though she might have done it wrong and he’d have to correct her.
#
Papa said nothing through dinner. Mama ate half her plate of mushrooms and offered Papa the rest, and he took it wordlessly. Tabby stayed standing and ate with her fingers; certainly she couldn’t sit in Josiah’s seat. She monitored Stephen’s expression. As his thoughts went round his mouth turned once in a while to a worrisome bow.
“Got funny out there,” Papa said, finally, when his plate was empty. They’d all been waiting for him to finish.
“It’s a first front,” Stephen said. “It’ll go all night, recede for half the morning, then—“
“We’ll weather,” Mama said. “Doesn’t smell like it’ll be too bad, and you can’t hear sand whipping around.”
“Sand? Can you normally?”
“When it’s bad, sure. And the trumpets.”
“And the zither,” Papa ruminated.
“And the smell,” Tabby said. “Like…”
“Tabs,” Papa said, “we were talking about things you could hear.”
Tabby nodded and drank down the rest of her water.
“Is it true your fingernails, uh…” Stephen said, leaning forward, eager.
Papa thumped his hand down on the table. His nails were bruised black. “As far as we can tell it’s just men,” Papa said.
“Right,” Stephen said. “You and Josiah, then?”
Tabby’s spine tingled and she kept her shoulders still. Mama’s jaw had stopped mid-grind. “No Josiah in this household,” Papa said.
Because she was Stephen’s hostess now and responsible for him, Tabby got offended. Her pa was lying to her guest. But it wasn’t a lie strictly speaking. Josiah was dead. Or something.
After it happened Papa never spoke of it. Except one time he looked her in the eyes and told her she was an only child. She had stopped saying Josiah’s name except quietly in the bower of her heart. Hearing Papa say her brother’s name again cracked open her old angers. He could lie to her, but he couldn’t lie to her guest.
Well, he could lie to her guest. He could do anything he liked.
“But…” Stephen said, and Tabby was unable to stop herself—she lashed a hand out and grabbed his collar at the back. Stephen cut himself off, and Papa, apparently satisfied, nodded. The back of Stephen’s neck was goosebumped, and he stayed quiet for a long time.
Nobody told Stephen whose room he was sleeping in, but as the sound of zither reverberated in Tabby’s cramped bedroom, and the hardwood walls began to smell riper and older, Tabby wondered if he had already figured it out.
Tabby turned the lights off in her room when the mottled veins on her hands began to squirm under her skin. Even in the darkness, blues at the corners of her vision pulsed and warped pungently. She closed her eyes and pulled the blanket over her head.
Somebody knocked once on the door. At first she assumed it was maybe the dresser tipping over. This why the mirror on the vanity was shattered, and also meant she hadn’t seen her own face in a long time. (Sometimes she wondered if it had stayed the way she had seen it that once during Josiah’s storm. How would she know?) But after a moment, just in case, she husked herself out of her quilts and crept to the door. “Hello?” she whispered through it.
She didn’t open it straight away because there were people it could have been that weren’t Stephen or her parents. People she’d seen at other times during the storms. Once, a stretched-out woman. So skinny, big-eyed. Swaying at the edge of the forest with her fingers twitching around her knees. And once, in the woodshed, Josiah.
It was hard to say whether it had really been him. Sometimes Tabby thought it was just a projection of him, thrown forward in time by one of the storms from when he’d been straightforwardly alive. Other times she thought that, when her father had done what he did, the storm ate Josiah whole. That she’d seen the true-blue Josiah again, spat back down/through/into their woodshed for just an instant. Then, that the storm had slurped him up again before he could so much as say, Tabby, I’m back!
Stephen’s voice came through the wood, for what proof that was: “Do you have any painkillers?”
If it was him, he sounded frightened. She opened the door, squinted in the beam of his flashlight. He was trembling; when he lowered the flashlight she saw his pupils were wide as coins.
Tabby left the door open and wobbled to the dresser, which vibrated subaudibly. On a scavenging trip in Sore Creek she’d pocketed her own bottle of ibuprofen. She rattled three capsules into Stephen’s palm. He took them and shivered, holding the doorway, head bowed. Their exchange could have been done, but he didn’t move. “Ed said only the men get squeezed. You get headaches or…?”
“Nah,” Tabby said. “I guess I kept it around for a while because I wanted to be sure I could off myself if I had to.”
Stephen, his voice gauzy, said, “Bad way to go.”
“Oh yeah?”
“I hear it takes days,” Stephen said. Still didn’t leave.
“Is something…” Tabby said.
Stephen said, “Is there someone else in the spare room?”
Tabby stared at the sweat-spangled line of his trembling jaw, lit up from below by the flashlight. The rest of his face seemed to disappear into darkness, but she was able to see him swallow.
“Did you see somebody?” she said.
“It just feels like…” Stephen’s rasp fell off like his words were ground down into dust.
“Stay here. I’ll sleep on the floor.”
“No, there’s no need, I’ve slept on floors,” Stephen said distantly. Then he cursed and doubled over, covering his mouth, as though something had happened to his teeth.
“Don’t be proud,” Tabby said, which was what her father always said, and a bit of his brittleness entered it, although she meant to comfort Stephen. She took his shoulders and convinced him down onto the bed. Then it seemed unhostly in some way to abandon him, and while she could imagine that he might be embarrassed at the intimacy, she’d feel she was deserting him if she curled up on the warping hardwood. She crawled up onto the foot of the bed and sat with her back against the wall.
Stephen’s voice was muffled after he put his arm over his face. “Will you come with me tomorrow?” he said. “If you decide you don’t want to die after all.”
“I’ll think about it,” Tabby said.
Many minutes later, Stephen said one more thing as Tabby drifted into half-sleep. Her brain sluggishly put its fingers through the noises and picked out the sentence What happened to Josiah? Tabby thought that Stephen already knew.
In the morning there was no talk of what anybody might have heard or not heard during the storm. At Tabby’s fervent insistence Stephen crept back to Josiah’s room before the sallow, uneasy dawn could claw over the valley rim.
Papa and Mama went out to fill the water-barrel. Then when they got back they expelled Stephen, with the barest of politenesses, while Tabby sat at the table and picked the grain with a raggedy fingernail. She had worried that Stephen would have renewed energy in the morning to beg them to run for their lives some more; she had worried because it would be awkward, mostly, but also because her father’s scowl had deepened in the years since the last time the ministry people had come around, and she didn’t exactly know what he was capable of.
After Stephen left, she went into Josiah’s room. She stood in the aloneness and breathed dust that had accumulated new warmth.
There was something she needed to know, she guessed. She didn’t know how to excavate it other than to ask. So she went down the damp hillside; her parents were fashioning two-by-fours to nail over the windows that had come uncovered in the previous night’s storm. She waited in the doorway of the woodshed where Papa was ripping the two-by-eights they dried in the solar kiln into halves with the circle saw. Mama huffed up behind her with a wheelbarrow of lumber and they both stood in the aura of sawdust.
It seemed safe while Papa was wearing his scuffed ear protection, while the saw choked down splinters. “Do you remember what you used to call Josiah?” Tabby said. She couldn’t remember what corner of the woodshed she’d seen him in.
At the beginning of Mama’s frown, Tabby wasn’t sure Mama had even heard her. But then her gaze clarified; a haziness sank away and her eyes seemed very blue and attentive. So Tabby said, “Where did you get that? Rainbow baby is silly.”
“It was just a little nickname,” Mama said. Tabby wished she could be surprised at the fearfulness.
“I didn’t mean it was bad,” Tabby said. “It suited him.”
“Your father was right,” Mama said. “He was a young man.”
“So?”
“Young men don’t need their mothers fussing on them. It makes them weak.”
Papa powered down the saw. Mama pushed her gaze down and it went glassy again.
Tabby said to Papa, “Are you mad that Stephen stayed in Josiah’s room last night? Do you even remember whose room that was?”
“Honey,” Mama said.
Papa twitched his mouth and wiped the expression away with his sleeve. Then he looked past her and said, “Rainie, get me that wheelbarrow.” And Mama stepped past her as though she was an unpleasant apparition. Well, Tabby could show them. She could go ahead and disappear.
Stephen turned out to be struggling straight up a slope of scree on the side of Mount Gertrude. “Hey!” she called from below; he lost his footing and skidded down a few metres, getting dust on his jeans and face.
“What’re you doing out here?” he said. Tabby shrugged. “Jesus,” Stephen said. Then peered up toward the peak. “You know a better way up this mountain?”
“Sure do.”
“Are you going to have enough time to get back to the house? It’s getting…what did Ed say? It’s getting funny. Isn’t it?”
Tabby looked up at the sky. It was textured like a fallen log bitten-up by burrowing things. She didn’t know if that was a normal weather to have. “Is it really going to be that bad?”
“Yes!” Stephen said. His tone surprised her so she stayed quiet. He calmed. “Tabby. You won’t have time to get back. To get your parents.”
“Maybe not,” Tabby said. She turned before she had to see his expression.
She led him to the decayed trailhead she remembered, marked by a split boulder. She wasn’t surprised Stephen had missed it. Since the days when her and Josiah had clambered up the side of the mountain in the swell of summer, the path had been breached by thick roots that cradled pools of red needles and little bones.
It took them most of the rest of the day to pick their way up the slope. At the moment the first raindrop landed on Tabby’s bottom lip, they hit the landing. Looking out over the crest, the whole valley was visible beneath the gray jerking midden of the storm clouds. The smoke curling out of their house’s chimney in the trees to the east; Sore Creek’s black clusters of rooves like spots of mold.
Tabby spotted a familiar low pine tree good for sitting under. Stephen had to hunch, and looked hesitant when she sat on the mat of dead leaves and hardened mud under the tree’s umbrella, but eventually he lowered himself down after her. Some nastiness still dripped through but it was better than being in the open under the numbing rain.
It wasn’t as though there was much to watch, but the two of them stared into the storm together in the companionable way campers stare into a fire. Stephen didn’t turn his gaze from it when he asked his question. “Did Josiah pass away?”
Tabby was relieved. Still, the heart of the thing seemed too heavy to say. It was tethered to her sternum and when she opened her mouth it was yanked back into her throat. “You could say he passed away. He went elsewhere. Did he die, I wouldn’t know.”
“He got caught in a storm?” Stephen said.
“You could say that too.” Stephen looked right into her eyes. If Papa’s look was a point, Stephen’s was a bowl, safe to pour things into. Tabby cut the tether. “Wasn’t his fault. My Papa took him by the collar—” she made a fist— “and threw him out.” She opened the fist.
Stephen made a funny noise like ha. Tabby would have been offended but he didn’t look like he thought it was funny.
Sometimes she thought, if he’d sucked it up a few more years he would have gotten big, really big, bigger than Papa. Then the two of them could’ve shown Papa how things should go.
It didn’t happen like that. He tripped over the doorway and shook in his lump on the ground, his face in the safe crook of his elbow, then Papa banged the door shut, and there was no more Josiah.
“You know what? It was because he was crying. His fingers hurt. Pretty annoying, even I’ll admit. Real loud. I used to hate it too. I even yelled at him, ‘Josiah, shut up!’ Well, he didn’t.”
Something cracked the sky for an instant. Like lightning; not lightning. Stephen’s breath tripped. The impact, the thunder, crawled across the valley, rippling the tips of the pines. It hit them as a warm front.
“That’s…” Stephen said.
“I know, huh,” Tabby said. She pulled her knees up to her chest and watched the storm. “It’s something.”
Stephen’s hand lifted. She felt, on her shoulder, where he’d set it. But he changed the motion, and instead he turned up his collar.
By the time the helicopter arrived they had to dash for it under a rain of an inconceivable color. Stephen pulled his coat over himself and Tabby so at least their heads and faces were protected from the spray of dirt and rain misted into the air by the copter rotors. The sounds sung up from the valley louder and louder.
The blond, crooked-nosed helicopter pilot hopped out of his seat, demonstrating with a hand that they should keep crouched. The rotors continued to turn, seemed to flex and warp. Tabby didn’t know if they were supposed to do that. Stephen and the pilot embraced. The pilot gripped Stephen’s collar hard, then his neck. Had he been worried Stephen wouldn’t be touchable, when he came back? When they broke apart they had a hissed conversation; the pilot looked at her sidelong every few seconds.
Tabby heard her name called. At first, she thought at first it was the storm.
The pilot opened the back door of the copter for them and ducked back into the front seat. Stephen turned to her with new pep in his eyes and was about to say something. Mama and Papa came up over the ridge.
Papa roared, “You fucking government faggot.”
Mama said again, jubilantly, “Tabby!”
Stephen yelled a name that might have been the pilot’s, but it was loud under the rotors. Tabby slung herself between her papa and Stephen. Papa set her aside like he was flicking a thistle from his sleeve.
“Don’t you dare,” Tabby said. It was swallowed under the burring of the rotors, the wind, the burbling dreams of the storm. Stephen choked and put his hands up as if to surrender but that wouldn’t work this time, not on her Papa, who hated things that were vulnerable most of all.
Papa pushed Stephen back into the thrumming-hot side of the copter. Tabby felt the motion too. In her tingling fingers, in her scalp. The momentum swung her stomach around. It would fling them all off the side of the mountain like so much gravel. The storm howled as if it got too excited to bear.
Tabby hauled up her breath and shrieked over the wind. “I told him about Josiah!”
The storm exploded the name’s sound, carried it elsewhere and everywhere. The howling became a hum that was too much like a mouth-sound.
“You can’t do any more pretending,” she said into the low buzz.
Papa’s look hit her like a claw hammer. His pink face, mounted on his enormous shoulders, was insane.
Stephen scrambled into the helicopter, swung his head to find her gaze, his eyes huge. Tabby made herself small and flung herself forward, under Papa’s arm. She flailed out for Stephen. Their hands locked. Her other sleeve jolted back, almost tore the jacket off her shoulders. Papa. The bones in her wrists and shoulders creaked. Any second they’d come apart. Or something would.
She saw it on Stephen’s nails first. The black sank in. Stephen yelped. Papa made a guttural sound, and that instant, as his grip loosened, she tore herself from it.
The rotors sped. Papa and Mama were blown back by the wind, Mama moreso. Stephen pulled Tabby’s top half into the helicopter and Tabby kicked and clawed her bottom half into the helicopter and she slammed the door. Then, as Papa reared up against the wind, she saw it over his shoulder.
From out of the mist. Even the dust that wreathed the copter seemed to slow. Another figure alighted on the landing, shifting the dust, the wind, the seconds, the air from Tabby’s lungs aside with its hand. With black, black nails. Expressionless. All strange and stretched out. Tall. Big! Bigger than Papa. Bigger than anybody.
The copter lifted, swayed. Papa’s face was still close. So she saw how it slackened, all at once. Her hand was still on the copter lever, and when she saw her Papa’s face relax, soften—recognize—she wanted to go where they would go, and her hand twitched.
Stephen spoke in her ear. His voice was shaky. She heard that in that instant he’d been sure he was about to die, that he didn’t have complete certainty yet that he was still alive. Tabby was used to that feeling. “That isn’t…”
“It’s him,” she said, and took her hand off the lever to clasp it, on her knee, with Stephen’s.
The figure came to Mama blindly reaching out like it would choke her, but instead its immense hands landed over her face, and hers went up to circle its wrists, with love.
The copter went up into the fog, so what happened to her papa she did not see.
“Steve,” said the copter pilot, “let’s go home.”
Stephen smiled at the pilot. It wasn’t meant for her to partake in. Or he’d forgotten. Tabby wasn’t going home.
A woman in a navy suit and a woman in a black suit wanted to talk to her for a long time. At first when nothing had sunk in she figured she would co-operate, so she did her best. They kept asking the same questions. She stopped answering after a while and just picked her nails. Eventually Stephen knocked on the door and, after a brief conversation, the women left and Stephen drew her outside into the hallway.
Outside the room dry-cleaned officey people rushed by, arms heaped with papers and coffee cups. Some of them looked at her like she was a blip. While she had been picking the fabric seat of her chair in the khaki room, CSOIA had been calculating analytics and readings and doing reports and such kind of things. Studying the storm. Out there still frenzied in its six-kilometre fishbowl.
In one or another unheard-of direction out from the storm would be her parents and Josiah. Although she repeated it to herself she still didn’t feel too sad. Probably she was in shock or denial. But then, they weren’t dead; they were on a long trip with no sure destination. And she was too. So in that they weren’t apart at all.
“It’s almost nine o’ clock,” Stephen said. “How are you feeling?”
“Lots of people here, huh.”
“Listen, Tabby. I know this is all happening fast. The last thing I would have wanted would be to take you out of your family,” Stephen said.
“There’s worse things.”
“I’m so sorry, but I have to get home,” Stephen said. “They cleared one of the spare campus accommodations for you.”
He passed her a keycard. On the keycard hanging off Stephen’s lanyard, a tiny chubbier version of him flashed a dorky smile from his photo. No photo on hers. She covered the black square with a thumb so she didn’t have to look. She still hadn’t seen her face in a mirror. “They really wanted to know what my Social Insurance Number was.”
Stephen covered his eyes. “I’m an idiot. Your documents.”
“I think we had a bonfire on those when I was younger.” Tabby realized how pink Stephen’s eyes were. He grimaced and smoothed his hand down his jaw. She said, “You go home. No need to fuss on me.”
They stepped out together onto the dark grass-scented campus. Tabby pictured that she could ask Stephen if she could stay with him; he would probably say yes, though maybe he’d hold his breath first. Maybe his apartment, like in Sore Creek’s abandoned and soggy Canadian Home glossies, would have all white furniture, a rangetop stove, one of those walls with a fireplace in it. But a fake fireplace, not a real one that you had to load up with wood.
And she pictured going to the accommodations—she didn’t know what they would be like but for some reason she saw flimsy nunnery cots in rows. Unless it was like a little closet where they let the security guards sleep overnight, with no windows. That wouldn’t be so bad. Things came through windows as easily as she could look through them.
All at once, superimposed on one another and cloudy, she also saw other images. Embarcaderos beside wide rivers, and city parks with yellow dogs playing, and brick buildings with funny doors up too high, and people, people, people. It frightened and excited her. She could get to those places if she waited long enough. She didn’t know what she would do except look at them and know they were real.
At the edge of the parking lot, Stephen stopped. “It’s that building there,” he said. He pointed at a white block in the middle distance, identical to all the others, lit up by fluorescents. A cold lighthouse. “Just walk this path. The security staff know you’re coming, they’ll help you get settled in. I’ll check in with you tomorrow. Okay?”
She wanted him to see it. She willed her imagination to project the images in her pupils, backward and upside down. Apricot orchards and roadside stands where they sold the apricots; beaches with palm trees and red tourists; girls who wore their hair short; old people. Then if he saw what she was thinking he could say, You can trust us and I’ll make sure they get you anywhere you want.
Or he could say let’s go right now. They would drive all night on the secret roads truckers took up and down the country. In the morning, at a harbor, sitting on the hood of the car, they could watch boats carry things far away over the swell of the earth.
“Okay,” Stephen said. She had no idea what he had seen when he looked in her eyes. He was quiet for, she thought, a second longer than he needed to be. Then he said, “It’s a big world out there.”
Did she even need him? If she walked long enough, she’d get there. Or at least she’d get somewhere. Tabby could walk a long time.
“I’ll see you tomorrow?” he said.
She felt she had talked to nobody else, even though the suited women had kept her in there so long. All the other CSOIA people were bland and unscented. In the woods everything had a smell. She remembered Stephen smelling of—something—the inside of the respirator suit, maybe. Now it was scrubbed away.
Tabby nodded; Stephen nodded. She hoped neither of them was lying.
Stephen got into a car and then he was gone. The night was devoid of animal noise.
Alone in the dubious light, Tabby peered at her blank ID card.
‘Ashen Wings and Lightless Skies’, Amelia Sirina
Umqener moved oddly, as if broken, as if ready to fall on her unbending feet. Against the lashing sleet she swayed and limped.
Nau saw her through the heavy snowfall, the Day as dark as her eyes could endure, the mocking blueness of the shrouded ground not yielding light to see with. She blinked, left the deer reins in someone else’s hands, and watched. That wasn’t her aunt Umqener. Umqener wasn’t ill or broken—she was strong and defiant when it came to running wild in the Night’s winds. But her hood was down. Her hands had no mittens on them. The sleet would scar her, on a long Night’s day such as this. Umqener wasn’t crazy to allow that to herself.
But then an old woman gasped behind Nau, “Umqener. She’s turning!” And Nau understood.
The men and women made to run to her, the sled with the walrus carcass forgotten in the gales, but Nau ran faster than anyone else. Her young legs could do this.
“Are you mad?” Nau out-screamed the hollow wails of the ice valley, dragging Umqener close, snapping her hood low. She reached for Umqener’s hands and paused. “Umqener, what have you done?”
In the wrap of Nau’s mittens cold fingers cradled a bone knife. Umqener’s blood froze the knife to the skin so completely, there was no separating the two.
Nau hugged her, shaking. From Umqener’s feet, the long trail of red ice weaved back to the hut. Women and men huddled around them, yelling, offering their unneeded helps. Nau didn’t respond. No one would understand. No one would help.
In this, the cursed women of the Karalhine were utterly alone.
They thawed the knife off slowly, leisurely—hurry was useless. Nau helped Umqener take the clothes off her back, layer by layer, and at the last one she faltered. Blood darkened Umqener’s lean shoulder-blades under the deerskin shirt, and Nau’s resolve dwindled
She knelt. “Were there…”
Umqener’s smile tore Nau’s heart apart, so hopeless it was.
“Just the barest tips.” Umqener didn’t blink. “The color of ash. They’ll grow again. They’re growing right now—I feel them sprouting.”
Nau followed her gaze to the bed. Red-tinged, spattered, tiny light-grey feathers dusted the covers. Torn, they shivered with the heat waves drawing from the hearth.
This was too much, too much to take. Nau was barely twelve Nights old, she wasn’t ready to hear this, to see with her own eyes.
“Cut them out.” Umqener clasped Nau’s fingers over the knife, her own strong and rigid. “Cut.”
So Nau did. She couldn’t disobey Umqener’s alien haggard voice, the vacant gleam of her eyes. She peeled the crusted shirt off and grabbed, slipping, the splintered bones that angled out of Umqener’s bare back. Mutilated, ravaged, frail hollow bones. They didn’t go easy.
Umqener wailed. Her breath exploded in bouts of screams, nothing remotely human, high as the keen of the ice fissures-threading wind, tortured as the dying sea lion’s plea. She began rasping when her vocal cords betrayed her.
“It goes too deep,” Nau said through her own tears. Every word hurt her. She choked on the smell of blood that drizzled the coals and steamed in suffocating fume. The whole hut blurred before her eyes, yet she still saw sunlight-clear that the alien bones and muscle clung to each other too tightly, wrapping along the spine, slithering in between the cords, worming their way into the core of Umqener’s body. “I can’t cut it—it’ll kill you.”
“You’ll have to try!” Umqener roared, rounding. Nau shrank back.
Was it really Umqener? Nau knew what the lore said. The woman would turn into a feathery beast soon, a month, maybe less away—a shallow-hearted spirit, an empty skin of herself.
Maybe Nau’s emotions showed too clear in her stare, because Umqener smiled again. She sat back on her heels, a sick shiver coursing through her frame, and swept a hand over her sweaty face.
“I’m still me, Nau,” she said. “That’s why I want them gone. You don’t have to fear me.”
Nau fell to her knees, clutching the useless knife. “I know, I know… Umqener, I—”
“Silly girl.” Umqener drew her in, a hot embrace of sticky red. “Don’t ever let a boy close to you, Nau.”
“…a boy?”
“Yes, a boy. A man. A child. Anyone who makes your heart bleed. And once your heart thaws—for a person or a dream, the wings will claim you.” Umqener’s hold of her weakened, and Nau belatedly realized blood loss might have been too great for her to bear. She wanted to rush for the rugs and spreads, but Umqener didn’t let her.
“You don’t really have a choice, dear,” Umqener said tenderly.
“Yes, I do.”
“Then you choose to be cruel. Like him. He couldn’t cut them out either.”
Nau wouldn’t listen. She broke free and ran to Grandpa Gelmetge’s hut.
They kept Umqener alive, but not for long. She cut her own throat the next night and no one was there to stop her.
Alongside her father Nau danced atop the raft, not hunted. On their broad, skin-wrapped boats upon the ice-free water, Nau rose tall and eager, her harpoon steady, aiming at narwal’s tendersoft side. Slide, dash, ravage. She was good at it, people said. They said she was the best. She really had no opinion of her own on the matter. She let them decide. She let them choose.
But today she was out there with Ioniri, not father. Ioniri made her step catch. At times, she felt his eyes on her.
Such unease. Chill in her sides. She was very clumsy today so she pulled the hunt over before clipping a whale. It was nothing. One of the hunters in the other boat had already succeeded. The whale would roll out onto the shore in a short time, and the whole village would have food enough for a third of Day’s stretch, so her decision was wise.
Still.
She had gotten a distrust for Ioniri as soon as they began hunting in a pair—a year and a half ago, probably. Not because she believed the lies Aunt Umqener had told her all those years ago, the ones about boys and men and all sorts of forbidden desire nonsense. Nau was not so young anymore to believe that, not so emotional. No. She disliked the care, the open trust in those dark eyes of his, the silence he brought with him everywhere he went. It drove her insane.
“Are all bird-women afraid of their fate?”
“Of course not,” Grandpa Gelmetge said. He worked the mortar, grinding berries, the first timid cloudberry which sprouted at every sunrise’s peak, the long-awaited and eternal Morning. The Noon had idled for so long now, and Twilight was only a vague menace. Not real, because the fuzzy white sun—that tiny dot over the horizon—still played at descent without setting.
“Your grandmother fell in love with the wind. The Karalhine wind, westward-bound. She wasn’t afraid, she welcomed it. Her wings spread soon after Umqener had her first braid cut.” Grandpa said that casually, almost without skipping the well-worn roll of his mortar—he tried not to let sadness show. “Tynjele… ask your father, he knows better. I always thought she fell in love with you right after she saw your face for the first time. Lightness. Tortuous joy. Not fear, no. She feathered and flew even before you’d learned how to smile.”
Nau let a sigh out. She sank near Grandpa Gelmetge with the impassivity she mustered so well, unlike him.
“I don’t remember her. I don’t care,” she told him.
“Yes, yes.” He savored the moment to himself. “Other Karalhine families shed daughters and wives much the same way. We don’t know why. We don’t know how. These girls—these women, they just fly away one day. Wings, what can you say.”
Nau churned the snow with her boots, too distraught to ask more. Grandpa Gelmetge was a man. He didn’t know. He could only hope to understand, fail, speak in regrets. He could only guess.
The grease-lantern they had in the hearth-lit hut to count down time, reduced itself to a dribble at the bottom. Nau passed by, and kissed her two great-aunts who minded the fire while Grandpa finished his cooking, and told them how well she’d hunted today. They wanted nothing less than to hear about her success. Old people in the village rarely caught anything else from their youngs other than the tales of misremembered luck. A gift of a shell or a round stone found on the shore. A promise of more visits. A child, maybe. The most welcome of gifts.
They reminded Nau of that. Again.
To probably pass her curse to her daughter? Never. But they still reached her heart, those words. She had to shield herself from them better, always better.
She stashed the cask of berried lard for it to draw properly, while Grandpa Gelmetge unbent from his squat and staggered into the hut.
“Leave it,” he said. “I’m not done with it. I’ll go to the range tomorrow, get herbs.”
He could barely stand straight without doddering, and Nau said, “I’ll go. Or we’ll go together.”
“I’m not that fragile yet.” He sounded huffy. “It’ll do me good, you’ll see.”
He did go without her. He tripped and fell badly, and was still in bed a week later.
When Nau came from the healer’s hut, snapping the hide curtains closed behind her, the first person she saw outside was Ioniri. Some feet afar her father stood, arms hanging, shoulders sloped—as if he didn’t know what else he could do with himself.
“I’ll find my mother, and bring her back,” Nau said to her father, her lips numb. “I promised.”
“Nau…” Even through all the layers Nau felt the tension in father’s arms, a string taut inside. “Please don’t leave. You know Grandpa didn’t really mean that. He’s delirious.”
Nau couldn’t find any strength left to argue with him. Even he had to know it would be useless.
“Stay. He’s dying, he doesn’t have long,” he pleaded. “It’s better that at least you’re by his side when that happens.”
“I promised I’ll find her. She owes a daughter’s duty to him.”
Father’s voice cracked. “I don’t want to lose you, tiny pup. What if…” He blinked furiously, watching his feet.
“I love you too,” Nau said. “But I can’t choose between you and Grandpa. He asked me first. Don’t worry. I’ll be here before Sundown.”
Her calm demeanor was breaking—a horrifying crackle of ice she’d hoped was so much thicker. Everybody depended on her being stronger than this. Chieftains owed that to their people. So she turned and walked away.
There’d be lands and waters stretched before her, lonely and forlorn, to break down in somewhere. Plenty of time to be weak then.
“Do you have nothing better to do with your life?” Nau finally spoke. She was watching the dark spread of the village that cuddled close to the cliffside—snatching a glimpse before the long road, praying with the Mother of Winds for success. Then she’d noticed a human figure trudging towards her from across the valley. He’d walked steady, and she imagined he had never let his eyes off her as he ascended the slope.
Ioniri.
Nau almost had a weak moment when she turned to be on her way, but then rethought. He could be a messenger from father or Grandpa Gelmetge. Sure enough, he wasn’t. He stopped a few feet away and regarded her. “We hunt as a pair,” he said at last.
“Well, I am not in for a hunt,” she told him, then flung the last goodbye to her home and left. She promised herself she didn’t care whether he followed or not.
Only at the Lattani cove they spoke again. The agreeable silence dragged on for five days now, so it seemed rude not to. Besides, they stood at the furthermost point of their native land where neither had ever stood before. It had to mean something.
The Lattani people burned their fires over the hills, and the distant singing and drumming lent some ease to Nau’s posture. She’d hungered the past few days, but the welcoming feast here in the village brought her strength back. However, she couldn’t stay, even for a sleep—even for an hour—with that bleak promise over her head, and the natives understood her perfectly.
Ioniri was a different game. He offended their hospitality by refusing, and now stood here with her, waiting for the boat woman to come claim them. Such offense was a deep one. Nau told him it touched her too, that he was dragging her down with him in this shame.
“How am I doing that?” His voice was a rare thing. Nau regretted ever hearing it, all those years back. It was beautiful, much like his face.
But.
It left her cold. Everything about him did. She had little choice in this.
“I know you don’t care for me. You shouldn’t.” He was very quiet, eyes wandering over the hide of grey water. “I asked you once, long ago. I heard your answer. I listened.”
“If it’s not about me or you, then what? You want to marry a chieftain? You think it’ll earn you respect?” Nau spotted the distant bead of the boat over the waves. “There’s no respect in Karalhine families. I fly away, they’ll pick another chieftain.”
“But you won’t fly.”
She looked him in the eye, and he said, “You’re not like the rest. You won’t fly, ever.” He thought of a smile, Nau noticed, but it never quite got out. “There is something about you that’s different. Solid. Maybe even cold, and harsh, like eternal ice, but true. It’s why people love you. It’s why I’m here, by your side. Always.”
The cold waters licked the shore. Nau cleared her throat. “I thought you came because you wanted to see the…” She paused, and found herself unable to finish.
The bird-woman of his family, his own mother, had abandoned eight children, escaping to the skies. They were tying her down, and she still tore away.
Ioniri didn’t reply.
“I guess it won’t be that scary if we’re together,” Nau went on, seeking to make him forget. “The Grey Waste, the nomads, the White Cliffs. It’s a hard journey for a lone traveler. The two of us, we’ll manage.”
Then Nau gladly joined the silence. Why had she ever thought of breaking it in the first place? The sea’s murmur was enough for both of them.
How long did Day last over the horizon? A month, a week, a span of a dream of never seeing the long blue Twilight? It would tip into the Night, endless and cold. A star-studded abyss.
In her bones, Nau felt it encroaching. She unbent awake, crawling from underneath the bearskin cover, and found the sickly light of Day still around.
Ioniri led the boat.
“You can sleep now,” she told him, but he didn’t move. By the tilt of the sun she counted the time, spat into the waves. They had lost so much time before, weaving through the floating ice.
“I’m not in the mood for disobedience, Ioniri.” Nau opened her hand for the paddle. “Go and sleep.”
“There was a ripple over there.” Ioniri couldn’t take his eyes off a rolling tumble in the distance. “I think it follows us.”
Nau squinted. The sea and the sky were one single thing, grey and opaque, today. Hard to separate the two, and hard to focus on what looked like an utter absence of motion or life.
Underneath the grey a darker thread loomed. It didn’t surface, but it curled and twisted in an arc, away and closer again. Nau rooted her legs firm, ready to dance upon the wave-long sway like she was used to, hunting. The underwater beast was far, so she took the bow out first.
She waited. Paddles splashed through water. Nau caught Ioniri’s gaze on her and exhaled with an edge.
“You’re ruining my aim,” she said. The nimble shadow wound beneath the waves, and Nau followed its sinuous motion with her eyes and the notched arrow. The thing was enormous, long, fast. But most sea-serpents were fast under there. In the air they were soft and slow.
The outcome of this meeting would be decided by the beast’s size and brain. If it were truly monstrous, it would overturn the boat and there would be little she or Ioniri could do in the water. So Nau prayed that the beast would be stupid, at least.
“Throw the fish,” she decided. Ioniri swung the biggest char from the pile they’d caught earlier, above the darkening glimpse.
The predator in the water fell back, no more than a moment.
“Another.”
The crimson fish belly flashed in the air. It didn’t even touch the water when a giant head erupted from the waves—scales greening—its jaws opened wide and snapped over the bait.
Each of its teeth was the size of Nau’s harpoon, thin and clear as ice. Her breath stuttered. She only had a split moment to judge the distance and aim: she fired and missed the eye. The arrow dug into the side of the serpent’s head, and the monster crashed down. The force of the impact on water sent a tide over the small boat.
The shade under the wave coiled deeper for a length of a breath, and rose upwards again. Nau grabbed the harpoon.
It’ll be like striking a whale. A feral walrus. A sea lion.
Blood deafened her ears with a rush. She bit her lips raw. She screamed, not hearing herself, when the barbed head broke into the air again: a segmented worm, a pillar of translucently green flesh rising high from the sea to come crashing down. It wanted to break them. It could.
Even so Nau found it strangely beautiful. Its inner organs, the gelatinous skin, the heart, pulsing. So naked and vulnerable under the sky.
Ioniri’s arrow pierced the scaly gleam. It lodged in the surface, and the monster squirmed sideways in arching coils rather than crush them underneath. So it was stupid. A stupid animal that wasn’t aware of its doings, which didn’t choose to be dangerous. Maybe it wasn’t aware of the light or the sky. Maybe it didn’t want to kill them at all, not stupid—but kind. Maybe. Maybe not. Darkly amused, Nau took an aim and sent her harpoon flying into the glimmering flesh. The rope at the handle’s end snapped tight, and the serrated edge of the blade tore through the beast’s side. The boat lurched amidst the boiling froth, and though Ioniri cut the cord immediately, he was too late. The deck flew forward. The boards yanked out from under Nau’s feet.
She fell.
The breath-shattering waters closed overhead like a cold blanket. In the greenlit silence Nau fought the pull of the sea-monster’s thrashing. Yet waters caught her in the roil and dragged below.
Swim, Nau, she imagined telling herself. Someone had to. She wouldn’t lift a finger without being told.
The sea-serpent rushed away into the layered darkness, undulant and swift. Impossibly beautiful. Bubbles surged around Nau and she thought before dimming out in the freezing dream, of that ethereal serpentine grace she wished she had for herself. Of being her own, in the waves.
Or in the air. Higher than clouds go.
She jerked awake afloat, hauled, spewing bitter seawater from her mouth.
“The boat, Nau! The boat!” Ioniri’s voice came from a distance even though his face was mere fingers away. Numb, Nau gripped the edge of the boat. Her hands were so limp she doubted they would hold her weight, but Ioniri helped her before climbing in himself. Nau collapsed on the bottom and watched the sad grey sky above, Ioniri by her side, heaving, resting.
“Why didn’t you swim?” he rasped. Shivering, she looked at him sideways and preferred not to answer. Her teeth were barely meeting from the cold and her throat burned from the salt. He’d understand.
He didn’t. Even as they gathered their scattered belongings buoying over the waves; even as they scrambled with only one paddle left to the faraway outline of the land; even as they huddled away in an eroded cave with the porous walls and floor, Ioniri kept his eye on her. Never speaking, just scowling, judging.
Nau unwrapped the drier clothes from the waxed bundle and peeled the heavy sodden ones off. That made him stop staring, finally. After putting on the deerskin shirt and reaching down to reclaim her family’s feather necklace, she noticed Ioniri’s necklace side by side to hers. He was busy undressing himself so he didn’t see.
It must have been his mother’s feather. Women of his family had a reddened edge to their brown plumes. Nau had only ever seen the ashen ones her mother and aunt left behind them. She hadn’t really thought about other families, or what it meant to be a man in a Karalhine family before.
She put the feather’s edge to her lips and nuzzled against it.
When Ioniri was done dressing, Nau kissed him. He might have been surprised—that was why he didn’t stir.
“You changed your mind about me?” he asked after studying her face in drawn out silence. Nau shook her head, or shrugged. Probably both. He backed away to focus on her properly. “Then what’s this?”
“Something that you asked of me once?”
“You say that like it’s not you in there, even. Like you don’t care.” Nau let him search for the words, and he did it long, trying not to meet her eye once. “I guess you don’t.”
The wind wailed higher up in the cavernous hollows. Too spent to argue, Nau spoke the truth. “I can’t. You know well enough that I can’t. Everyone knows. That’s why they chose me to be the chieftain. They think I am reasonable and brave and righteous. I only do the right things. Only think the right thoughts. Only feel what’s absolutely necessary. It’s true. Doesn’t mean it’s easy.”
Ioniri smiled without mirth. “So this is it. You don’t desire and you don’t feel.” He mouthed words slowly, to himself, and turned away. “That’s how you protect yourself from the curse. I see.”
“Free will is for other people. Not me, if I want to stay human.”
Ioniri shook his head. “Free will is what makes us human in the first place. Animals and beasts don’t have it. We do.”
For some reason it stung more than Nau thought it would. “I’d rather abandon mine than turn into a beast myself, especially if I were to hurt others in the process.”
At this he snatched his feather from the ground and carefully stashed it away in his shirt. “Yes, you are very righteous, Nau.”
Nau brushed hair away from his face. A kindness. How pensive and forlorn he was. In another life she could have loved him back, or just—loved him. In this life she could only feel concerned, in an dim detached way as though unsure.
“I can give you what you asked of me once, if you want,” she whispered. He made not to listen, so Nau added, “I don’t mind.”
“Do you ever do anything you really want?” Ioniri snapped a couple of driftwood twigs in his hands, threw them at the wall. “Anything you actually feel passionate about? Do you dream? Are you even human?”
Nau didn’t bother to answer. Back to silence it was.
Since they were so far off their intended route, they had to hunt as they went. They would have been further on their road by now, if not for the damned sea beast. They’d have ridden silver deer of the Mauwe people. They wouldn’t be hungry, wouldn’t need to waste time on finding food. Most of all they wouldn’t be so late for the Sundown back at home.
But now they were. Sun dipped lower with each spin, and it almost rolled over the horizon lately. Bitterness gnawed Nau on the inside—desire to thrash and run—like a trapped, fettered, grounded thing. It was unbearable. She started getting sloppy, hunting.
Thus, she crossed the forbidden lands border one day to get to the White Cliffs faster, and that was when the savagelings caught them.
Seven deer-riders, watching her and Ioniri with tired eyes. The murky sky colored the tundra and everyone here much older, much fainter. Ioniri looked pale, at a breaking point. He hadn’t wanted to go through here in the first place. He had been right, of course.
“To pass through our land you have to give,” the eldest savageling said. She nodded at Nau’s carved tusk collar, the chieftain’s symbol, and Nau didn’t quaver before giving it away. It was truly the only sane thing to do.
When the woman demanded Ioniri’s bow, he stepped back. No, he said, simple and clear. He wouldn’t give away his ancestral bow. Not for their safe passage, not for his life, not for Nau’s.
Nau and he were apart: she was let free after this encounter, while he stood alone amidst the grim faces. This felt like a farewell. “Ioniri. I’m afraid I cannot support your rash decision.”
“Liar. You’re not really afraid, are you.” Two savagelings sidelined him, got behind his back and he couldn’t keep tracing them any more. He told Nau, “Go. I understand.”
And it was just like with that serpent, before. Nau wanted to wait and do nothing, or to walk away this instant, but in the end she saw there was so little she could have done. It wasn’t as though she had a choice. A chieftain defends her people from harm.
So Nau stood her ground. She locked her eyes with the leader of the group, hand on the long knife on her side. Grandpa Gelmetge’s knife. “Let him go, I’ll give you something else of mine. This knife?” Nau took it out slowly, backing when the savagelings moved to flank her.
“Put that down, pup,” the woman said. She didn’t climb off the deer, but every other one did. They all drew blades and spears out. Ioniri flinched to notch an arrow, but the savagelings were quicker. A flash, a cry, and a man pierced a spear through Ioniri’s thigh. Ioniri feel on one knee, gasping.
A dark cloud crawled over the land, casting them all in shadows.
Taste of blood in her mouth. Nau had no idea where it came from, but she felt better for it. She felt alive. A good thing to remember right before dying. The savageling went in to snatch Ioniri’s bow away from his weakened hand, and as he was swinging a kick at Ioniri’s side, Nau jumped, knife in hand. Someone yelled from behind. She felt a hot metal cut through her furs and skins into her back. But she didn’t stop.
Her foot caught the man in the knee, then slashed at his face. The spear fell from his grip and Nau jerked it out from Ioniri’s leg in one swift motion. He screamed.
There were too many enemies for her to strike, and Nau had no idea whom. Too many, fanning around. People were shouting, but Nau didn’t hear them: she lost herself to the beat. The pounding clamour. Her heart.
It ran so fast now, Nau imagined it multiplied, echoing through her being. From out of the skies a pale ray scrambled over her and she marveled at the stark shadows it threw against the ground. Of birds. A multitude of birds, their silhouettes distorted into giant shapeless wings, into storm clouds. And that sound around her—others heard it too. The sound of myriads of enormous wings flapping.
They circled lower, and from their descent the savagelings skittered away. Hair and clothes billowed from the rising wind, and Nau was at the center of it.
Purple-tinged, black on green, snow-white, sundown yellow, the frost lights’ blue—every one of those wings a span of a whale’s body. Karalhine women. Before, Nau had only seen drawings, carvings, heard elders recount what they had seen. No one had mentioned them also being so achingly beautiful.
There was nothing human in any of them now. Feathers covered them whole, their hands grew into wings, elongated, powerful. Their feet were clawed, all flesh gone; their faces beaked and bright-eyed. They swerved in the air and fell onto the savagelings. They struck.
Amidst the flurry of feathers, a pale grey flashed. Nau focused on it, traced its flight, throat tingling.
The color of ash.
“Mother!” she screamed against the noise: people choking in yelps of horror and pain, birds screeching. Nau’s voice was no match. She broke into a run, following the fierce flight of the ash-winged bird far above, tripping, falling down. “Mother! Tynjele!”
Tynjele canted mid-glide, swooped around. She heard.
“Mother, please!” Nau dropped to her knees when Tynjele rushed down to her. She wanted to kill her? To rip her apart? Neither happened. Tynjele landed gracefully some feet away, and Nau could only stare in shock. The bird tilted her head sideways, shook herself, reached her beak to the savageling lying close, his limbs sprawled and motionless. Tynjele clawed at the head, rolled it, then tore a strip of flesh from the cheek and swallowed.
“Mother…” Nau rose to her feet, only now feeling the weight of her tired body. Her back burning with a cut—how deep did it go?—her legs trembling. The sound of her voice made Tynjele squawk and pace. Her head moved jarringly, quick and rigid, huge yellow eyes scanning Nau’s figure. Nau gulped a raw lodge in her throat. “I… came to see you. Grandpa Gelmetge is dying and…”
The bird went back to feasting.
When Nau forced a timid step closer, the bird ruffled up. For a moment Nau was sure it would strike her next. It had that unmistakeable blank fixed stare a wild thing gives before an attack.
So this was it. A wild thing, no more than a vessel for fury and primal instincts. This was what Nau would become herself one day. Not Nau, just one of the predatory birds? Most now ravaged the bodies in the distance, and some rose heavily in the air, encumbered by their catch.
Where was Ioniri?
…Ioniri.
Nau forgot about him. She swung on the spot, and the movement spooked the bird upwards.
“No! Mother, wait!” Nau clutched her necklace, pulling the old feathers, crushing them in her shaken hands. “I’m your daughter! I’m here, I need you!”
The bird rose, too high to hear Nau’s calls. The majority of birds had already dissipated, burrowing through the clouds and going back home. Where was their home? White Cliffs? Somewhere else, closer? Nau couldn’t keep running like this. Watching the grey dot against the sullen sunlight made her eyes water, and she already knew she had mistaken some other bird for Tynjele. They were too far to see color of their wings.
There had to be a deer left alive somewhere, she’d seen one before. Nau darted to where it stood amidst the torn human bodies. Ioniri clung to the deer’s reins, sobbing. Nau pushed him away to grab the deer herself, to mount, to chase after the birds.
“Nau!” Ioniri said, a sickening waver in this one word.
“I need to. We have to ride after…” Nau unclasped his cold fingers from the reins. Her hands seemingly turned into wooden sticks: nothing bent, everything wanted to snap. “They’re so close, we can still reach them!”
“They’re gone.”
“No, they’re not! I have to get my mother, I have to tell her—”
“Nau. They won’t hear, they won’t comprehend. They’re birds. Beasts.”
Nau lashed at the body of some woman on the ground, kicked something. Could have been a limp hand. “You don’t know! You don’t understand, you didn’t see…”
“I did.”
He slumped low on the ground, in the snow grey and dirty, mixed with black earth and red blood. His frame twitched with a nasty shiver here and there. In his hand he clutched his own feathered necklace. Some feathers broke from his grasp.
“There’s nothing human in them. Not a trace. They’re gone.”
“We don’t know that,” Nau began.
“Look around you!”
She didn’t need to. The smell was high in the air, and the rush of bile to her mouth nauseated her. But, still. “They didn’t touch us. See?” The reins clinked from her touch. “They left us one single deer. They care. They recognized us. We can talk to them…”
He watched her in horror. “You can’t reason with them, Nau! Instincts govern them, not will or reason. We can’t hope to understand what they think, or even if they can think. No human leaves her children behind like garbage. So they aren’t. Not human.”
Wrong. He must be wrong. He didn’t know for sure. No one did. Only those who turned themselves.
Stubbornly, Nau gazed at the sky, searching, yet finding nothing but colorless fog. “If I give chase now maybe I can still reach her. I have to know. I have to make sure.”
Ioniri let go of the reins, his hand heavy, falling. He didn’t say a word.
And by that easy surrender to her will, he won. Nau was free to choose—at long last, for the first time in her entire life. Forward, into the unknown. Or backwards, to safety and familiarity. The sheer scope of the decision made her feel small and insignificant. Death or home? Losing Ioniri’s life or finding a hint of mother’s? Chasing after a phantom or being a loyal chieftain to her people?
She thought she knew what she wanted. What she dreamed about. If ever.
At first numbly, she patted the great silver deer on the side of its head. Calmed it down, talked to it, babbling nonsense. The poor animal. It had to carry the two of them—her and Ioniri—through the whole desolated region back to a human settlement. She had to get acquainted with it first, after all the horrors it witnessed.
She helped Ioniri onto the deer’s back. In the somber howling of the winds they made their way back home.
Mauwe nomads led them to a seal-hunters’ village. There Nau traded for a boat. She made to leave Ioniri with them, seeing how his leg was swollen, the bone split, but he said he wanted to go home with her. She didn’t argue. His choice, not hers.
She was late anyway—not that he would slow her down. The tiny white sun winked, edging towards the horizon, and Nau cursed at it. She cursed at the wind that was always on the rise. The awful dull sky, neither grey, nor white.
They hadn’t yet reached their cove when Nau glimpsed something over the rocky shore, under the ridge-sharp cliff. A glimmer of scales, something long and grand, and dead, sprawling.
The translucent flesh looked as if it had been melted from the carcass. There was no blood, no organs exposed—everything had been eaten. Seagulls and cormorants rose in a startled keening from the corpse when Nau came to claim her harpoon wedged in between the ribs. She stood motionless for a long time, watching the sea beast’s bones whiten on the pebbles, softly rocking from an occasional tide.
Night descended on them on that shore, a true Night, not a hesitant Twilight. When Ioniri let her take a peek on his leg, Nau preferred not to speak. He would no longer have a leg. He had to know that himself, even before he’d decided to come back home without healing.
“Is it that bad?” he asked timidly like a little boy. “Will they cut it?”
Nau tied the lace of his pantleg, motions sharp. “You’ll be fine.” She thought of how he’d never return to the hunt or the exploration. How he’d have to go by, learn another sets of skills, change, however much it would hurt him.
“No, I won’t. It’ll rot away, and I with it.”
“Damn, Ioniri. Your family will take care of you. It’s not the end of the world if you’re crippled.”
“What if I don’t want them to take care of me?” He scrambled for words. “It’s not really their choice, is it…”
“Look at me,” Nau ordered, then gave him a hard shake. “You’ll be fine.” She thought a bit, to maybe find a lighter kindness she could offer him, and a sudden joyous memory made its way back into her mind. She cited, solemnly, “Ioniri, “under the sky, upon the snow, against the breaking wave, would you marry me”?”
The lines on his face smoothed. “Don’t remind me. That was silly and embarrassing.”
“I’m serious. Would you marry me?”
Momentarily, he grew grave. “I thought we talked about it.”
“I love you,” Nau lied—almost didn’t have to. “If you’re planning to die soon, we might not have much time.”
The sea rumbled in the night, breaking up on the rocks, carrying some distant beast’s call over the waves. There were many wonderful and horrifying creatures in the depths of the sea. Fishermen always heard one or the other weep across the the waves from far away, searching, looking for another of their kin to share that sorrow with. Such a long, lonely sound.
“This is so awful,” Ioniri finally said. “Not how I imagined this would be.”
Nau smiled at him lightlessly, leaned in closer and placed a chin on his shoulder.
“Please shut up,” she murmured in his ear. She brushed her nose on his earlobe, whispered things they both remembered from long ago, cuddled close. And then, at last, he wound an arm around her. But it stopped never reaching her shoulder. Slowing, it lay on her back, right where her shoulder-blades had been before.
Now there were pecking wings. She had hoped he’d notice them much, much later.
His shoulder touching hers went stiff. He swallowed visibly, but didn’t dare look at her. “I see,” he said. He wasn’t even that surprised.
This was exactly why she would have never even imagined herself with anyone else. Ioniri never needed many words around her.
“Nau,” her father called. “You did everything you could. You did good.”
He and Nau stood at the grave mound where the villagers buried Grandpa Gelmetge a little over two weeks after Nau had left. She took a deep breath and didn’t reply.
“Pup?”
“I’m fine,” Nau said. “I did everything I could. We did.”
Her father watched her out of the corner of his eye, scrupulously, without trust. Nau turned.
“Ioniri’s a good man,” he offered, like an apology. “I thought a lot whom you would choose one day, and—”
“I didn’t choose.” Nau smiled.
“Whomever you choose, whatever, whenever, however,” he continued without pause, “I’ll always support you, pup. Always. It’s your life.”
“Is it?” Nau didn’t let him absorb that. She leaned in and hugged him with all resolve and love she could summon. So much. This much. “Thank you, father. I love you too.”
He didn’t want to let her go. Like back then, the last time they were separating. Only this time Nau let him see her cry and smile, both at the same time. She let him hear her sob, a little. Humans need that, a show of weakness, sometimes.
Then she got into the sled and reined it back to the cove where she’d left Ioniri. The last human she wanted to see. The only one who knew.
Before they parted at the lattani, he had asked her, why?
She answered, “Why not?”
There was freedom of choice and the weight of consequence on the feeble human heart, and then there was just freedom. Letting go of choosing, letting go of deciding. Complete utter freedom. Why not revel in it?
And it was so easy, she felt as if she was flying already—out there in the clouds. Ash-feathered and free. Beautiful.
‘Last Address’, Brian Olszewski
Vye Grund’s eyes followed the gliding path of the vertical red line spanning the height of the grimed window. It drifted over the length of the reinforced glass and scanned her motionless teen frame, sliding across her chest and face. The infrared stripe passed Vye’s pinched eyes, momentarily flooding her retinas a flaring scarlet. She didn’t blink and asked her father, seated behind her, “You sure it will hold all of them?” Vye stared at the empty stage in the common square. The company reps wouldn’t take the platform until every colonist was accounted for.
With his back to the front door, Mechanic Brekk Grund sat at the small kitchen table. A number of stabilizing mods over the years had kept it sturdy and wobble-free as the day it had been issued with the two bedroom pre-fabber he and Vye had inhabited at Reirn, an isolated mining outpost. “It’ll do the job. One last time.”
Mismatched metal panels—some corrugated, many rusted, all differently sized—comprised the temporary stage outside. It had been salvaged from deteriorating mining machinery and the scraps of what remained of dilapidated storehouses. Brekk had demonstrated its efficacy to Superintendent Hale the previous night by lumbering across the patchwork of dented and fatigued plates while carrying two loaded tool crates.
Vye watched her father hunch over his ruddy drink. At the bottom of the glass was an assortment of nuts, washers and small bolts.
She waited for her father to stop the announcement, to fix it like he fixed everything else and had trained her to do. Barely sixteen and still growing into her body, Vye was to succeed him as Reirn’s Master Mechanic next year. She wasn’t ready.
“And the RL?” Brekk asked without turning.
The abbreviation stressed a company function, not the identity of the current regional liason, Zaren Smoth. The company had made little effort to know the colonists, so the colonists had decided to unknow it, in part, by only knowing the emissaries sent to Reirn by job title.
Showy with its heavy guns and armored limbs, a security team huddled around RL Smoth next to the stage. Snippets of a tight blond braid and a reinforced company windbreaker peeked from behind the shielding ring of dark blue uniforms.
“Still ground bound,” Vye said.
Brekk grunted something under his breath.
Vye couldn’t reconcile the lethargic man at the table with the man of action that she remembered, who a year ago still hustled from domicile to digger to drill, from the garages to the pits, always a tool in hand, always ready for any task. He was slowed now, by the burdens of age, decades of dust and what he owed to family, his other family. Vye bit her bottom lip, stifling words that would make it harder for both of them.
Outside, colonists shirked faceshields and filtration masks, even though the air quality reached the “unhealthy” mark. It wasn’t a communal display of strength that Vye saw. It wasn’t a performance of immunity to the elements. Low air pressure. Emissions from machines and vehicles. Swirling winds twisting the sands beyond the hills. Polluting black dust from the mines and pits. None out there escaped the conditions that incubated all the microlates blooming in the degraded Reirnian air.
No. It was an ethic. Vye knew that the gathered wanted the RL to see their faces, to look at them in the eyes, to force her to know her addressees, if only superficially, if only for the duration of her perfunctory speech. It was the only thing the colonists could make her do.
Vye withdrew her hands from the window frame, swiping graying slashes of fine powder on her dark hooded tunic. The dust always snuck in. Cloud-quiet, even with all the cracks and doorways sealed and the ventilators running, it crept deeper into homes, equipment and human bodies, burrowing inside things, until it became inseparate from them, an unnatural second skin for appliances, engines and lungs. Over time, it swarmed surfaces that it claimed, as if it were meant to, as if it were its right, its destiny all along.
“I wiped it down last night,” Brekk said, peering over his shoulder. “You’re going to have to be vigilant.”
“Dust is for a time.” Vye muttered the ubiquity without thinking.
She didn’t notice her father’s concentrated stare, while she rubbed her thumb on the tips of her index and middle fingers. Dusting had its time and place within Reirn’s natural order, unavoidable as breathing.
“It is, and it will have everything and everyone here eventually.” Brekk’s dry cough interrupted his cadence. “Our water filtration system is on the brink. Homes are falling apart. None of us lives past 60.” He rubbed his eyes and stared at the family image on the wall taken at Vye’s first birthday. Her mother held her, and Brekk’s arms encircled them both. “Everything is in decay.”
Vye’s gaze found the image, too. “Not everything.”
“And that stage,” Brekk began, not listening. “It’s the story of our people, barely hanging on, barely hanging together, at the end of our utility, and the company just walks over us, like it has from the start. Reirn never was a home for it like has been to us—a place, a place holder. A place for its things. That’s all Reirn has ever been to the company. A place for its dusted things.” His gray eyes hardened. “These are Reirn’s last days. This is our last address, but—”
“You taught me that this won’t be the end, though. For all those years, you taught me that.” She fingered the worn coin in her pocket, older than her, older than her father, feeling the history of the two numbers carved into one side of the uneven metal.
“And you were—are a good student. Maybe too good.” His lips tightened. He nodded and swallowed more boomshine. Brekk cleared his throat. The edge in his voice dulled. “Come here.” He held out his hand.
Vye stepped toward her father and took his leathery hand in hers.
He pulled her close and tightened his hug. “I’m ... If I could ... I’m sorry,” he breathed.
“Shhh. It’s OK,” she whispered through trembling lips.
She nestled into his lap and dug her fingers into his back, resting her head on his shoulder. She smelled the bite of garage-made alcohol on his breath. She squeezed her eyes shut. No tears. They had both promised.
Unsaid words enveloped the silence.
Brekk kissed her shorn head and then rubbed the rough stubble. “You won’t ever be alone—”
“Do you think this is an equal trade? You for them?” She pushed herself away and jutted her head at the door, her eyes wide. “A thousand of them won’t make me not feel your absence, won’t make me not think of you every day, won’t make me like them any more. I don’t care about the greater family.”
“Vye—”
Vye waved her hand and stepped toward the window. With her back facing her father she closed her eyes and tried to make everything slow down, her heart, her thoughts, the seconds. When she opened her eyes the troop was ascending the stage. “She’s heading up.”
Brekk lifted his glass and stared at the sliver of drink before he finished it off. The metal bits in the bottom of the glass pealed when he set it on the table.
The security team fanned out around RL Smoth, gripping their angled rifles. Heavy steps clanked against the reinforced cuts of metal siding, reverberating throughout the square. She approached the lectern with security personnel beside her.
A hacking cough broke the silence among the scattered attendees. Otherwise, the woman on the stage elicited the slightest of reactions from the crowd: shifts in weight, smirks, hat adjustments, kicks to the dirt, and spits that rolled into darkened saliva-clusters atop loose earth.
RL Smoth adjusted her voice enhancer so everyone indoors heard. “Thank you all for coming out today,” she began. “I just want to say a few words—” She turned, a thin frown etched above her goggles.
The soldier next to her continued to test his weight on the platform square that supported the lectern, pressing a leg downward into it. He shrugged.
Vye watched the soldier and RL bob up and down, as if rocking on a slightly agitated trampoline.
RL Smoth shrieked as she fell throught the collapsing stage. Crumpled metal creaked and clattered, thudding bodies against the earth that had stood near the lectern. Still-standing soldiers barked and rushed round the newly formed pit, extending arms into steel wreckage. Those at the platform’s wobbling edges aimed rifles at the crowd.
A chorus of laughter erupted in the audience, which lost momentum with a series of wheezing coughs.
“Make sure the door is unlocked.” Brekk hadn’t moved. His hold on the glass bulb tightened.
“It is,” Vye said, still at the window.
Father and daughter were in sync again, the master-apprentice tandem that shaped metal and controlled concentrated flames in the shabby hut of a garage, working together now as if it weren’t the last time they would.
The security team regrouped and established a perimeter around the stage, shielding RL Smoth from the colonists.
“Everyone knows I worked alone. If they try to drag you into this—” Brekk began.
“They won’t.” Vye shook her head. “Everyone is out there now. They’re not going to arrest me and parade me around in front of the entire colony. They’re not that stupid.”
“Mmm.” Brekk reached for a carafe and poured a caramel-hued liquid into his glass that didn’t hide the sunken geometric steel in it.
“OK. Looks like everyone’s fine. They’re helping her up.” Vye said. “Cleaning her up now. She isn’t happy.”
“It’s not a big drop. No one should be hurt.” Brekk added, “That mud should have cushioned the fall, too, at least for her, since she isn’t wearing tactical gear.”
“They’re clearing a way through crowd. Everyone, well, almost everyone is out there,” Vye said. “Pointing at our trailer now. Here they come.” She bit her bottom lip.
“Is he with them?” Brekk asked.
“Leading the way.” The RL was right behind the superintendent.
“Of course. Good.” Brekk nodded. “He’ll play both ends here. He knows that you didn’t help me last night. Unless you plan on confessing to something that you didn’t—”
“Nope. They’d separate us, anyway. They’re—”
Red dots appeared on the window.
A violent kick slammed the door against the wall, rattling the small home at its foundation.
“Dammit, Superintendent. The door was unlocked,” Brekk said, without turning.
Three red spots settled on Brekk’s back. More found Vye.
Superintendent Hale strode inside and RL Smoth followed him, stepping aside to allow the laser pointers to find Brekk again.
“Tell them to stand down, will ya?” Superintendent Hale said, his gaze moving from Brekk to Vye. “She’s just a kid.”
RL Smoth raised a hand and lowered her index finger, her narrowed eyes trained on Vye, who remained near the window with raised hands, scowling.
The dots disappeared from Vye’s chest. But they still jittered on her father’s back.
“What the hell, Brekk?” Superintendent Hale said. “What the hell was that?” Hale always talked loud. It was his way of reminding everyone of his position, as if talking at a normal volume would undercut his authority. But he verged on yelling now, with his chest stuck out and arms akimbo.
“Old equipment. Overused and repurposed. Just like everything else around here, except the people who can’t seem to make it to old age.” Brekk didn’t even twitch his shoulders.
RL Smoth removed her factory-fresh mask and swung it at her side. She inhaled with conspicuous exaggeration, smiling all the while. “Ahh. Good to take that thing off. Nothing beats the real stuff, even when it coats your inside like a good steak rub. I’ll take it from here, Superintendent.” She slid by him to stand next to Brekk.
Superintendent Hale nodded. He tugged at his belt, which secured the ill-fitting pants that had arrived with the company convoy; crisp and bright, they were just as loose in the waist and long in the leg as the faded pair splayed out on the floor near his bed.
“You wouldn’t have an extra towel handy, Mechanic Grund, would you?” RL Smoth asked. “The fall wasn’t much—startling, of course—but nothing much at all. For some reason, though, it was muddy underneath the stage. Curious. The rest of the colony is so dry. See.” She held out her arms and swiveled at the hip, showing the soiled blotches on her uniform.
“Probably from when we hosed it down,” said Brekk, staring at his glass. “We didn’t want all that rust and grit on there for you.”
“Well, don’t worry about me, I am OK, thanks for asking,” said RL Smoth.
“I didn’t—”
“I’ll freshen up in a bit.” Her words were tight and sharp. She flung her long, blonde braid over her shoulder. “Interesting looking drink, Mechanic Grund.” She leaned closer to it, tapping her mask at the table’s corner. “Hmm.” She wiggled it to little effect then rapped the tabletop with her knuckles. “Despite the wear and tear, this table is rock solid. I bet a mechanic like you can keep just about anything in working order, almost as good as new, at least functionally speaking.” RL Smoth stepped to the other side of the table. She stared at the drink, still tapping her mask.
“We make do.”
“We have to,” said Vye, stuffing her hands under her arms, not knowing what else to do with them, staring at all the guns trained on her father, ignoring those ready to be aimed at her again.
“Vye.” Brekk shook his head.
“I know that, dear. One might say that you were made for such conditions. You are all so hearty and resourceful,” RL Smoth said, her eyes still on Brekk’s drink. “That’s the unfortunate reason why we have to point these weapons at your father, isn’t it?”
“Point them at me all you want just—”
“Ice is hard to come by out here in this over-sunned, rocky wasteland.” RL Smoth flicked the base of the glass. “Souvenirs, maybe?”
“We haven’t had ice in a while. So we chill spare nuts and bolts outside overnight. It gets surprisingly cold out there.” He met her hazel eye to send a clear message. “I found this bunch near the stage last night.” He inched the glass toward her. “Help yourself. Our water is the cleanest it’s been a while.”
“Indeed.” RL Smoth smiled at Hale and clasped her hands. “Thank you for that wonderful story, Mechanic Grund. I’m sure that you’ve been practicing that little speech for me all night and all morning. Bravo.” She nodded. “Well, superintendant. That’s a good enough confession for me. Right here in this glass Mechanic Grund has saved for us all the little reasons why the stage fell apart.
Superintendent Hale bent toward it. “I told you. It wasn’t an accident.” He looked at Vye again. “Stinking dust bunnies,” he snarled through tight teeth. “Always making life harder than it needs to be.”
“Same dust is on you, company shill.” Vye glowered. “Same dust.”
The superintendent took a step toward her with clenched fists. “Not for long, girl.”
Brekk stood up, sending his chair skidding into Hale, over whom he towered. He spun around, daring Hale to take another step toward his daughter.
Hale kicked the chair away. “Watch yourself,” he said, pointing at Brekk, smiling at the all those red marks dancing on the mechanic’s chest.
“Relax, gentlemen. Relax.” RL Smoth walked between the men. “So, easily provoked, aren’t they?” She looked at Vye, who had tightened into a knot of unmoving bones and flesh. “It’s a wonder that you’ve lasted this long out here, Hale. I don’t know how you survived. I mean, you are out of your element,” said a smiling RL Smoth.
“I serve at the leisure of the company, ma’am,” Superintendent Hale mumbled. “Anywhere, anytime.”
“Yes. Yes. Of course. And we thank you for it. I am sure that you’ll be taken care of when the operation shuts down.” RL Smoth gestured at the soldiers. “Secure Mechanic Grund and escort him to the shuttle.”
“What about her?” Hale pointed at Vye.
“The mechanic is dead. Long live the mechanic. She’s your last one, Hale.” RL Smoth dipped her head toward Hale. “I would stay off the stages she builds, though.” She smirked. “Let’s go, people. I want him on the shuttle a minute ago.”
Two soldiers cuffed Brekk and pushed him toward the door. He didn’t resist.
RL Smoth affixed the mask over her mouth. “Play my recorded announcement for them. They obviously don’t need the personal touch. I mean, it’s not like they don’t know Reirn is no longer needed. The news preceded my arrival,” she told Hale. “It always does. Colonists, they tend to know these things one way or another, like it descends from the sky, from some cloud that watches over them.” She straightened her jacket. “If it were only so,” she said to Vye with a mocking grin. “If it were only so. We know how fast news travels down the rail line.”
Vye watched RL Smoth tap a rifle barrel that kissed her father’s back.
“We don’t need to aim these anymore,” RL Smoth said, turning to Vye. “I think everyone here has gotten the point.”
Vye half-listened, capturing the lines on his face with her eyes, the scar above his brow, his crooked nose, the unkempt beard in the remaining seconds they had together.
“I will leave a squadron behind in case there are further complications,” RL Smoth said to Superintendent Hale. She loped past Brekk as if he wasn’t there and walked outside, cutting a line through the thickening crowd.
Vye watched that golden braid disappear behind the safety of the stage and soldiers without another word for the population of Reirn, which had gathered outside the Grund residence.
Brekk was shoved out the door.
“Be strong, Vye,” Brekk said, using all his strength to maintain eye contact with his daughter.
He was gone before she whispered, “You too, Papa,” unable to steady her voice for another word. She sucked in the grit, as they said at Reirn, drying out the tears, stifling the pain from the inside, as her father was escorted to a shuttle.
The world became a contradiction. Vye’s body suddenly was a burden, a growing encumbrance for muscles and a skeleton that struggled to keep her standing. But all objects around her bled weight, big and small, heavy or light, as if the essences of everything in the trailer threatened to follow her father in a show of solidarity.
She pushed into the counter, to hold it down, to hold herself up, breathing hard, clenching her teeth behind tight lips, cracked dry. Then Vye turned toward the window, seeing the thronging colonists outside.
They tipped hats when her father passed, as soldiers gripped his arms tight. The miners holding jack guns laid them at their feet when Brekk went by, a communal “thank you” from the greater family.
“You’ll see none of that kind of respect from me, kid.” Superintendent Hale hadn’t left yet. “Your first job is to reassemble the stage. Alone. And I want you to use these bits to do it.” He picked up the glass and threw it against the wall. It shattered, sending the nuts and bolts rolling under furniture. “It better be put together by suns up.”
Vye looked at the washer that stopped at her foot.
“Actually, your first job is to find all those fasteners and connectors that I dropped. Be careful not to cut yourself.” Superintendent Hale turned but paused, lowering his voice. “I never counted you guys as among the dumb sort,” he said, crunching glass as he stepped toward her. “Your dad was close to retiring. He just had to keep his head down and fix the junk around here, or wherever he would’ve worked out the remainder of his contract. Now he’s going to work the salt mines for at least five years. That’s hard on the body, especially one that’s getting up there in years.”
“He has family there,” Vye said. “He’s not worried. I’m not worried,” she said, needing to hear those words.
“Yeah. I know that.” Hale ran his hand through his hair. He exhaled. “But I also know he’s going to miss one family member more than any other.” Hale raised his eyebrows and nodded. He straightened his back, waiting for a response. When none came, he pivoted and shouldered his way through the crowd outside.
A friendly face with deep lines in her weathered forehead peeked into the doorway. “Hey. You OK, Vye?”
“Yeah,” she said, eyeing Hale sandwich himself between two soldiers near the concave stage.
“Your dad, he’s—”
“Gonna be fine,” Vye said. That’s what he’d told her all these years, prepping her for this day. That it hadn’t been a matter of them or her. It was a matter of them all, everyone at Reirn, everyone cracking rocks and tunneling earth throughout the company’s galaxial holdings. It wasn’t one or the other. Without the greater family, there was no one, he often said.
“So are you. We’re going to see to it.” The concern in the soft eyes was earnest.
“Thanks. I know.” Vye forced out the words and turned away.
From the stoop the woman slunk into the crowd.
Vye felt her and everyone else behind her, like they were waiting for her.
She bent down and picked up the moistened washer streaked with clumping dust, feeling the warmth of the morning suns on her back. Vye held the washer tight, like she had gripped her father’s chunky index and middle fingers when a child, like she had held tool-handles in the garage as an adolescent, like she had clutched for the first time the metal ring that her father had fashioned for her mother for their union ceremony, like she had pressed the small disc with “58” carved onto its otherwise blank face when her father had given her his drawing-day number, the disc that he had drawn on his 18th birthday designating his obligation to the greater family would occur during his 58th year of life, which now in her pocket pressed snug against her thigh on Reirn’s death day.
Vye took a deep breath, as if she attempted to inhale all the memories she had of her father, imprinting them on her lungs. She picked up a cup and grabbed the turned-over chair. She sat down at the table where her father had waited all morning, not bothering to shut the front door, not caring how many people stared at her back. She dropped the washer into the glass, where it landed with a “plink.”
You are potential. Each Reirnian can block. Clog. Actualize that power. Congesting agent. One dust speck. Never alone. Part of a cloud. Become dust. Slow the company machine. From within. Overpower it. Swarm it. A cloud of dust. Surround it. The shared struggle. Resistance. Here. Elsewhere. Rides the solar winds. Gathers strength. A tempest is born. A family. Your endless family. The greater family. As one. Stronger than the rocks that we break. Stronger than the company.
The scattered flecks of creed that her father had preached to her over the years sedimented. “Dust is for a time,” Vye said.
Unbound from the mundane, the phrase rang kinetic now, mobilizing a sense of the past, present and future for Vye.
She rose and looked out the window again. Vye focused beyond the colonists, past the crumpled stage and settled her gaze on the parked shuttles cutting shapes into the orange horizon. With binos, she examined the compact frame of RL Smoth’s vessel, noting its shape and contours, the balance of its weight, the thrusters, the wings, seeking out a sense of the whole to locate structural weaknesses.
The air-filtration system clicked on above Vye. She looked at the vent-plate, its ridges grayed in rolling waves that darkened at corners. Dust webs ringed the vent’s edges like the metal had been burnt. The sucking air agitated thicker tresses amassed there, as if awakening them.
Despite the droning fan whirling the indoor air clean, Vye felt the dust accumulating on her skin, kissing her body, like bits of herself returning, knowing that she had a home, a place, among the great gathering of familiar faces that lingered outside her door at the dying colony, a home that stretched farther than she could see, to settlements on moons and distant planets, a family that she would harness to rescue her father and more by squeezing that potential tempest of dust into a searing meteor that leveled the company.
‘Results of Your Quiz: Which Survivor of the Trojan War Are You?’, Hayley Stone
YOU ARE…
HELEN
holding the ash of Troy in your lungs,
trying to breathe farewell to the lover you left
hanging
on the city gates.
They will call you
faithless
and late at night
when your husband comes
to you, striking his body
against yours like a match
you will wonder
if they are right.
CASSANDRA
watching the sails of Greek ships snap
in the wind of your dreams, forever
working your jaw toward a scream
no one will hear.
In your bed, instead of a girl
they will find the impression
of a girl, your sheets soaked
in sweat, a body-sized bruise
left in the linens.
BRISEIS
kept like a fine piece of armor:
used
spat on
worn until bloody, a possession
to make other men jealous.
Your body is an inheritance,
grabbed by the next man
who thinks this story is his.
You’ll try to love that one, too.
HECUBA
howling to the gods
on all fours, praying
to join the ones they took,
unable to make sense
of the slaughter.
Feasting upon the scraps
of your own mind, how quickly you forget
the gods don’t throw bones
they make bodies.
DON’T LIKE YOUR RESULTS?
Click here to take the quiz again.
‘A 구미호 Invites a Soucouyant to a Picnic’, Rufina Jinju Kang
For Kimberly
Greetings and good health to you,
my sister, ma soeur, 언니,
so many miles away from me,
from one sojourner to another.
I am sending you lightning to rekindle your heart
and sugar to remove the bitterness left upon your tongue.
When you have healed enough to travel,
please cook a bowl of black-eyed peas and wrap it in a cloth,
then don your black gown embroidered with gold sequins,
tie the peas to your broom, catch a northward night wind,
and join me in my walled garden in the hidden hills.
Be sure to bring this letter with you.
The brass walls are thick and high,
the door invisible to anyone who lacks an invitation.
For you the door will swing wide open,
so walk inside and take the flagstone path between
laden fruit trees, tall tasseled maize, golden pumpkins,
milky cabbages, purple eggplants, and scarlet chilies.
You’ll find me beneath the ancient cedar tree
adorned with red lanterns like glowing apples.
I’ll be wearing my black hooded robe with a crimson sash,
spreading a fine carpet, plumping velvet cushions,
lighting a brazier, arranging night-blooming jasmine
in a celadon vase upon a hexagonal tray-table.
I’ll dance with joy to see you.
You’ll call me short; I’ll point out that you’re shorter.
We’ll laugh and remove the veils we wear almost all the time,
the ones that dim the rage in our eyes and blunt the retorts on our lips
as we encounter barbs, bad faith, and opportune amnesia—
the veils which most cannot see but which are there all the same.
We’ll embrace, breathe freely, speak freely, for
you’ll know that your skin is safe here with me
and I’ll know that my tails are safe here with you.
I’ll urge you to sit by the brazier and let its heat
melt the snowflakes from your thundercloud hair
as I pour you icewine into a silver goblet and serve our meal.
We’ll break bread warm from the hearth,
have eggplant and pumpkin roasted with cumin,
sip soup made from cabbages that grew by moonlight.
I’ll eat more than my fair share of the peas,
which you’ll pretend to find upsetting.
Dessert will be a basket of pomegranates and plums.
As I open the pomegranates for us,
their seeds will tumble out like polished rubies and we’ll feel rich.
I’ll brew us tea smelling of cinnamon and cloves
and we’ll watch the steam curl upward toward the stars,
forming sinuous mist dragons that vanish into the sky.
We’ll imagine where the dragons go, and what worlds they find.
Are we truly witches, unholy, loud, belligerent?
Or are those the names they give us because
they want servants who are grateful to serve,
content with crumbs, eager to forgive and forget unpaid debts,
while we demand what we’re owed
and refuse to be complicit in subjugations gross and subtle?
So be it: we are long-memoried, sharp-witted witches,
and our magic is truth-telling, balance-restoration—exhausting!
I crave someone who’ll look upon my nine tails
with tenderness and affection, and not terror or annoyance.
You deserve someone who’ll anoint your skin
with rainwater and rose petals instead of violating it with coarse salt.
We fight to protect others but who fights for us?
So, after our meal, let us draw a circle with sand and salt,
arrange marigolds and chilies in pretty patterns,
light candles in the cardinal directions,
clasp hands, and call across the oceans and the centuries
for strength and succor from our beloved dead and from
Εκάτη, who guides sojourners at crossroads and thresholds,
Tonantzin, who feeds the hungry and resurrected herself with a new name,
바리공주, who knows the way to the underworld and back again,
観音, who chooses to help others rather than to look away,
Durga, who achieves the impossible and liberates the besieged,
Inanna, who does not rest until justice has been served to the violator,
Isis, who loves and restores what has been broken,
Nephthys, who loves her sister and runs to her aid, and
Oya, who wears the whirlwind and commands the storm.
Let us feel sunlight rising inside our bones
and steel humming in our spines
as our ancestors gather and enfold us in their arms.
Then let us sit and sew with our convened foremothers,
stitching names and stories into patchwork cloaks of power
to hide us from those who hunt us,
to sift those who have honor from those who are hollow,
to keep us safe and whole while we curl in uneasy sleep,
for there are too many who seek your skin for spoils, my tails for trophies.
Let us have faith that shrapnel can be the seeds of pearls,
and that what has been shattered can be mended
even if the pieces must form a new pattern, a new path.
Let us trust that the flagstones beneath our feet
will bring us to each other no matter what shape we next wear
just as they have already done in this vast world, this fugitive life.
Hummingbird-warrior and sister-shifter,
you are so precious a treasure
I refuse to lose you, even to yourself,
for we have many picnics left. I am sending you
lightning to remind you that you are the lightning
and sugar to remind you that true sisterhood is sweet.
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