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Editorial
Djibril al-Ayad

The struggle for a better world is not only
unconditional, it is perpetual. Every victory, every
improvement in the state of the world or bolstering of
human rights, only reminds us that there is more to be
done. A defeat is a setback, but a win is part of the
ongoing process of getting better.
The stories and poems in this issue are not acts of
revolution, they are not bricks thrown, votes cast,
manifestos cosigned. But they are testimony to the urge
to make all of our lives more bearable. They are stories
in which the defeated know there is hope for recovery
and maybe even peace; in which those who have
escaped know the struggle for survival is not over; in
which we may dream of radically reinventing ourselves,
or remember the value of self-preservation, or are
reminded of the wanton inhumanity of others.
Not that we’re in danger of forgetting, this year of all
years, the need to keep fighting.
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On another note, later this year (probably October
but just possibly sooner) we will be publishing a Noirthemed issue of TFF, guest edited by Valeria Vitale.
We’ll be talking about this more in the coming weeks,
but for starters you can see the call for submissions here.
So don your stetson whippet and your strapless
valentino, follow your mark through the grimy streets of
the undercity, try to lose more slowly, and write some
genre-busting words about it while you’re here. Clichés
are all there to be subverted.
In the meantime please dig in and enjoy the words of
Ana, Ashley, Lam, Laura, Lynne, R.E. and Sim, the
images of Carmen, Cécile, Eric, Gwen, Josep and
Katharine (and spare a thought for our editors,
slushreaders and copyeditors); and vive la révolution,
mes amis!
Djibril al-Ayad, January 2021
Comment on the stories in this issue on the TFF blog:
http://press.futurefire.net/2021/01/new-issue202156.html
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Gendered Anatomy
R.E. Andeen

Illustration © 2021, Gwen C. Katz

Cam was pacing, stomach swarming with butterflies.
Five years of life-altering work and millions of dollars
all came down to the next fifteen minutes.
“Relax, babe,” Lore said. “You’ll be fine.”

R.E. Andeen

“Easy for you to say. You’re not the one who has to
get naked in front of millions of people.”
“Don’t be such a prude! Besides, it’s not you they’ll
be looking at. It’s your work.”
Cam walked to the stage entrance. “You know it’s
both.”
Onstage, Marketing Morgan was delivering The
Pitch.
What more and more young people today want from
their gendered anatomy is flexibility. They want an
identity that meets their needs in the moment, and they
want a body to match. There may be thousands of mods
already on the market, but they all require professional
installation and days or weeks of recovery. That
changes today with the revolutionary UMod System
One.
Sparkly graphics flashed on stage monitors and
sparkly music blared from speakers. The crowd perked
up.
Please welcome our founder, lead bioengineer, and
first customer, Cam Sarno!
Cam bounded onto the stage, shed company-blue
coveralls, and stood bare and exposed before millions of
eyes. “It’s not you, it’s your work,” Cam whispered.
Medium height, medium build, medium-brown skin,
perfect androgyny. Cam could be anyone, or no one.
The camera zoomed in on the bare skin of Cam’s crotch.
No genitals at all, just a small urethral nub.
Cam begins in the drone configuration, but that’s
just one of many options.
Cam triggered neural interface program M1, and
Cam’s body began to change, accompanied by a heavy
techno-orchestral theme. Cam’s ribs and shoulders
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expanded, hips contracted, jawline sharpened and
shadowed with stubble. The nondescript nub grew into a
very real penis.
The genitals are fully functional, always ready when
you need them!
Cam would NOT be demonstrating that on stage.
Marketing had lobbied hard, but Cam flat-out refused.
Morgan gave the crowd a moment to cheer before
moving on.
Any form can be assumed in minutes.
Cam’s skin mottled, then lightened to a uniform
marketing-selected Nordic Pale. (Cam had favored Ivy
Green, but when does marketing ever listen to
engineering?) Chromatophores were cheap commodity
tech, externally sourced, but they still impressed.
Triggering the next transform, Cam thought of all the
tech the team had invented—hyperelastic skin, rapidtransfer adipocytes, osteomorphics, and so much
more—but none of that was visible. All the crowd saw
was Cam’s angular masculine form rounding and
smoothing. Breasts and hips and soft red lips. And still,
that very real penis.
The genital mods are completely independent of the
body and facial mods.
After a moment for the crowd, Cam triggered the
final program, and the camera zoomed in. The penis
shrank back down to a nub, then even further into a tiny
pink bud, while the flesh behind parted and molded
itself into a perfect vulva.
The natural, full-depth vagina is indistinguishable
from the real thing!
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“It’s not you, it’s your work,” Cam whispered again,
then reached down, spread labia, and inserted a finger.
The crowd went wild.
The UMod System One. You can be a man at work, a
drone at the supermarket, a woman out on the town, all
in one day. Whatever form meets your needs and desires
in the moment.
The curtain came down, and Lore was waiting. Cam
sought approval in Lore’s soft face, fell into Lore’s
strong arms.
“How’d I do?” Cam asked. “I was too nervous to
tell.”
“You were amazing, babe.”
Later, Cam and Lore celebrated with a shockingly
expensive bottle of Alaskan champagne.
“Twenty million preorders in four hours!” Lore
raised a glass. “You’ve struck gold, Cam Sarno.”
“We both have, love,” Cam replied. “I never
could’ve done this without you.”
The work and all the body mods had put their
relationship on hold, and Lore had been nothing but
patient and supportive. They hadn’t been on a date in a
year, let alone been intimate. It was time for that to
change.
“So, um,” Cam blushed. “Which configuration do
you want to try out this weekend?”
Lore devoured Cam with lust-filled lilac eyes.
“All of them.”
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k.a. (birthright)
Lam Ning

Illustration © 2021, Eric Asaris.

“In my dreams,” he says, “everything I love still lives.”
We set down our tools. Early seasonal rains have
softened the earth. We’ve buried her ashes deep.
The hillside overlooks the road that her father’s army
took to capture the port city years ago. As children, we
flew kites here.
Now, I’ve returned to this place to put her in the
ground, alongside the fighters we lost.
M. drops to his knees. With head bowed, palms
upturned to the sky, he prays.

Lam Ning

I watch the clouds. They’re rolling in, heavy and
dark. The almanac predicts rain.
A light mist falls after a time. M. stays on his knees.
He finishes the prayer, even as the droplets wet his hair
and soak through his shirt.
When the ritual is complete, we take our tools and
leave.
The rig is waiting by the roadside, its engine running.
We stow the tools in a utility cabinet in the back. I climb
into the driver’s seat. M. gets into the passenger side.
I turn up the heat as M. dries himself off with a
towel.
A few years ago, he was just a field medic we had
abducted from a guard station in a small town to the
west. We had taken him because the Commander’s
daughter was sick. Though he had wanted no part of our
operation, he would take care of her until she recovered.
By mid-winter of that year, she had fallen in love
with him. Her father arranged for a spring wedding.
The groom-to-be tried multiple times to escape.
Eventually, the Commander ordered us to break one of
his legs.
The trees grew pale white flowers every spring in the
city where we had set up base. The couple exchanged
vows under one of those branches, in front of a crowd
made up of family members of the Commander’s
private army. The bride smiled brightly through a veil,
while the groom looked away, unable to hide his tears.
I never thought that, years later, he would mourn her.
The rain beats down on the windshield, hard and
heavy. I steer the rig onto the road. As we emerge from
a tight corridor near the base of the hill, the shower
stops as abruptly as it had started.
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M. is curled up in his seat, turned away from me. His
chest rises and falls in an even rhythm. Around his neck,
tucked under his uniform, he wears a chain. He has two
items attached to it. Dog tags and his wedding band.
Between us, there is an unspoken agreement. Don’t
speak her name. Don’t enliven the past.
Those who hate us have every right to. We can either
make peace with it or kill ourselves.
We find them within sight of the road: the remains of
a small caravan. They must have attempted to cross
during the night.
Another vehicle is also approaching from the
opposite direction.
I know the unit by the markings on the doors. M.
knows them too. He doesn’t say anything, only grabs
the trauma kit and moves quickly.
I intercept the other crew. These guys are young,
eager, suited up, gear in hand. Per protocol, harvest
teams can’t move in until we clear them. However, this
crew travels with a doctor, who has the authority to
override us. The doctor glides past me and approaches
the scene, where he hovers impatiently while M. does
his work.
This scene is different from what we usually find.
There are three, perhaps four, bodies intact. The rest
are in pieces, scattered and frozen in the desert cold. Ice
has settled in the creases of their clothes. They had
dressed in layers in an attempt to live. Of the ones that
still have faces, their eyes are open.
Snowfall was mild last night. We are at high enough
elevation for small patches to form on the ground.
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M. finds a pulse in one, a small one, buried under
some limbs and a torso. But he finds no signs of life in
any of the others. He works on the child while the rest
of us watch.
The other team is agitated. The longer the delay, the
less likely they’ll be able to find usable tissue. Finding
anything intact is a decent payout at the border.
We’re all vultures out here. I am not in a position to
judge.
“This guy…” one of them mutters. “What’s he
fucking doing?”
Another one, the only female crew member, looks
me up and down. I’ve positioned myself between them
and the scene playing out behind me. She has scars on
the side of her face, ritualistic patterns curling around
the corner of her mouth. Thorns like teeth.
I don’t know if the rest of her team understands what
that means. I do.
Eventually M. lifts the child into his arms. He walks
past us to the rig.
I grab the bag he left behind and signal to the other
crew that they can go ahead. Their doctor is waiting.
“Finally…”
If M. hears the comment, he ignores it. He climbs
into the back of the rig with the child.
I follow him and reach up to close the doors. He has
the kid laid out on the gurney, a small bundle of limbs in
a brightly colored jacket. He’s attached the oxygen tank
and started an IV.
I slam the doors shut and get into the driver’s seat. I
radio the nearest checkpoint from the road.
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In the rear view mirror, I can see him moving in the
back. Over the engine, I hear a song, its edges rough, a
language I don’t understand.
There is a sigh. A condemnation, a stone thrown at a
giant. Once again, a prayer.
“It was heavy artillery,” he tells me later.
The last of the day’s light falls across the table,
filtered through the dusty cafeteria blinds. The
accommodations at this rest station, like all the others,
are fairly basic. Most of the other tables are empty. A
group of delivery drivers takes up one near the front.
We take up another in the back.
I sign:
—Did you put it in the report?
“Yes.”
—It happens.
“We should have had more help.”
—Not even kidneys.
“What?”
—Or corneas or skin grafts. Those guys were hoping
for a decent payout. Instead they got nothing.
M. shakes his head. “It looked like a drone strike.”
—Not the cartels then. That’s a nice change.
“Stop saying that. They don’t operate out here.”
—It was a joke.
He doesn’t reply. He’s been quiet since we had to
surrender the kid’s body to the hospital.
We’re close to the demilitarized zone. Any drone
presence would be a treaty violation. The consequences
for that are heavy.
I tell him:
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—Either way, it’s none of our business. We did what
we were supposed to do. Let the hell patrol deal with it.
“We’re technically the same department.”
—Auxiliary medical services. We’re rovers. They
don’t even let us carry.
He’s looking out the window, out to the main
highway and the desert beyond. The road was originally
named The Great Promise. But no one calls it that. Here,
they call it La Promesa Rota.
Turning back to me, he says, “People deserve to raise
their children in peace. Families belong with each
other.”
—They’ll be buried together. Whatever parts of them
are left.
“Is that the best this world can offer?”
—If it bothers you, keep praying.
He has more to say, but the bell attached to the
cafeteria’s front door jingles. We both glance that way,
out of habit. In walks one of crew members from this
morning. She’s still in uniform.
Instead of approaching the service counter, she heads
towards our table, nodding at the delivery drivers as she
passes them.
“Do you mind if I sit with you?”
Bold. I can respect that. But I am in no mood to deal
with strangers. My yes collides with M.’s “no.”
She takes a seat next to me. I am wearing a dust
mask. Most people stay away from me because they
think I’m infected with a respiratory disease. But this
one clearly has no fear.
“I remember you guys from this morning,” she says.
“Was hoping I’d run into you again.”
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M. nods. “Good to see you.” His tone is controlled
and polite. He is suspicious.
“Have you been working the border long?” She’s not
talking to me.
“This is our first year,” M. says.
“Hm, yes. Same for me. My name’s Oe.”
M. glances at me, then back at her. I look her over.
Nothing about her face seems familiar.
“Call me Ming-xin,” he says. “The ugly one sitting
next to you is called Yang.”
“You don’t look much like someone who would be
named Ming.”
“It’s just a name.”
He speaks with his head turned slightly to the side.
He has this habit. He does it in an attempt to hide the
scars on his face. Like hers, they form a pattern, lines
curving over his left cheekbone. Unlike hers, his take
the form of a flower without thorns. It is a bit unusual to
see a man with this type of a marking, outside of prison.
It is impossible to claim it as an accident or a battle scar.
The shape is too deliberate.
Oe slides a business card across the table. “I don’t
know how much longer you guys have to serve, but my
company doesn’t discriminate. If you’re interested,
please contact us.”
“Thank you.” He makes no move to take the card.
Most crews, whether private or under government
contract, avoid us. They know we’re probationers, that
we picked this assignment to get out of prison. They
know we’re tagged subdermally and our actions are
remotely monitored by the warden’s office. You can just
barely hear our chips beeping whenever we pass
through a checkpoint.
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But Oe looks like she understands it all a little too
well. She says to M., “I was also wondering if you were
available later.”
“What for?”
“For a little get-together. We’re kind of having a
party later tonight.”
Their speech is coded but just barely. Dealers,
mercenaries, whores, it’s all the same. We all know
each other when we meet on these roads. She has read
his scars. I watch M.’s face closely. He seems
conflicted.
It is a legal grey area. For us, it is too close.
“I can’t give you an answer right now.”
Oe flips over the business card. She draws a pen
from a pocket, writes down a number, an address. She
pushes it toward him.
“This is how you can find me. My unit leaves
tomorrow afternoon.”
“All right.”
“I’ll see you around.”
Then she was up and gone out the door, the little bell
tied to the handle jingling at her exit, the same way it
had at her entrance.
Bold and more bold. The young ones are all like that.
I tell him:
—We start early tomorrow.
M. doesn’t answer. He looks down at the card.
He’ll call her, I know he will. It’s pointless to argue
or try to talk him out of it.
I was not called Yang in my homeland. I only took
that name after my mentor’s death.
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Commander Mah Yang followed the doctrine to the
bitter end. Our war finished with him. We never
recovered after his loss, and defeat came hard. We all
went to prison for a bit, those of us who survived,
anyway.
I stayed a few years longer than the others. I killed
someone while inside. Self-defense. But the courts still
needed to punish me.
I only heard of her death after I got out. No one had
claimed her ashes.
It took some time to track down her remains. I didn’t
realize then that M. was also looking for her.
I found him in the worn-down lobby of a neglected
government building. We had both been assigned to the
same probation office.
His dark hair was cropped short, and he had grown
out just the barest signs of facial hair along his jaw line.
He had always been a product of a land foreign to me, a
collision of features both soft and hard. He was dressed
for the road, with jacket and heavy boots. The mark on
his face was impossible to hide.
I was on a bench in the hallway, trying to fill out a
stack of paperwork, legal documents, none of which
made any sense to me.
He took a seat next to me. We ignored each other at
first. We had both been warned against associating with
each other.
But eventually he reached for the papers in my hand.
He explained to me what they meant. He showed me
how to fill them out.
Through the open front of his jacket, I saw a navy
blue uniform underneath.
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When we were finished, he handed me a business
card.
“They’ll give you a choice,” he said, “for how you
want to complete your service. I think, this option might
be the best for you. But it’s up to you. We might work
together, or we might not.”
He stood up to leave.
“Goodbye, Yang.”
I watched as he turned and walked out of the lobby.
I realized then that the future I had planned for
myself was dead. The dreams I’d held on to all
throughout my years in detention were shattered, swept
away by a tide I couldn’t control. All our losses, all our
sacrifices, meant nothing.
She was named Rei-ha, after a long gone pop singer.
She had once dreamed of becoming a ballerina. She had
been small when we first met, small and dying of
gangrene at a border camp. On a dirty cot in a hospital
tent, she had waited for the surgical saw like a princess
waiting for a royal carriage. Through a mess of tubing
and wires, she had seen me on the cot next to hers and
had reached for me with fingers blackened by necrosis.
She had called to me with the name of a dead brother
she had once loved.
And I had reached back. Since then, she vowed that
we would never be apart.
Maybe the ghosts of our teachers had brought us to
this. Somewhere out there, human hands had signed
papers in countries more powerful than ours, had
redrawn borders and lines and poured the gravel for
what would become the roads we now wander, the roads
we carry. Maybe, for us, there is no choice and never
was.
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With a handshake between some important strangers,
our country disappeared. With the stroke of a pen, we
became stateless.
And like a lost dog, a stray without a master, I turned
away from freedom. I killed my instinct to be free. I
followed M. out the door, into the street. To serve the
same system that had condemned her to die.
I wake up alone. Breakfast is a pre-made box offered
by the boarding house kitchen: hard boiled eggs,
biscuits, dried apricots. They have hot tea and water in
the dispensers. I fill up a thermos and take two of
everything.
In the dark of the parking lot, I climb into the rig and
start the engine. Last generation bio-diesel systems take
a while to warm up. I turn on the heat.
Within fifteen minutes, I’m pulling up to the place
written on Oe’s business card. It’s a larger hotel in a
brick building. Her company can obviously afford nicer
lodgings than ours can.
The door to one of the second story units opens.
Someone walks down the steps, stands under the street
lamp, and lights a cigarette. I don’t recognize the face.
I climb out of the rig, leaving the engine running.
She is: short, dark, and doe-eyed with long lashes,
perched on a tall chair on the sidewalk. She has her hair
in long tiny braids, under a pink baseball cap. She
watches me approach.
“Mornin’. You here for the other one?”
I nod. I assume she knows the uniform or the rig and
which company I represent. Her voice sounds familiar.
The shirt she’s wearing is the same as Oe’s, unbuttoned.
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“I think I know you.” She looks me up and down.
“Are you the one talking in Morse code over the radio?”
Again, I nod. Dispatchers hate that about me.
She shakes her head. “I’m guessin’ you ain’t got a
choice, huh?”
I shrug.
“Well, sorry to bring it up. It’s none of my business,
really.” She motions toward the door. “You can head on
up. Or wait right here. He’ll be out in a minute.”
I realize then that the uniform she’s wearing must
actually belong to Oe. The name, L. Oe, is on the front
name plate.
I start up the steps.
I’m halfway up when the front door opens.
M. emerges in uniform, jacket, boots. He glances at
me but doesn’t say anything. He walks past me down
the steps. The scent of soap and clove lingers.
Someone is standing in the doorway. I raise my head
and meet his eyes without meaning to. He’s tall and
pale, dressed only in sweat pants, chest bare. His left
arm is grey and blue with tattoo ink.
Because he won’t break eye contact, neither will I.
M. tugs at my sleeve. “Let’s go.”
So I turn back. M. follows me to the rig.
We’re inside before he says anything.
“I need you to make a stop.”
Outside, Oe’s friend is heading up the stairs. Her
other crew member is still in the doorway, watching us.
“Just drive.”
I take the steering wheel and pull us out onto the
road.
“Stop by the gurdwara.”
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We have to pass it en route to the main highway, so
there is no inconvenience to it.
I turn and pull into the dirt parking lot. The building
is made of worn down wood. There is a vegetable
garden in the back, grown from desert-resilient strains.
At one point, it had been a restaurant until the owners
sold it and opened a convenience store on the next street
over. The front gate is always open, and the lamp in the
window stays on throughout the night.
M. climbs out. I watch him remove several folded
bills from his pocket. He slides it through the mail chute
on a locked wall panel. The family that runs the
gurdwara handles the last rites of unclaimed bodies
found along the border.
When he returns to the rig, he pulls himself into the
passenger seat and slams shut the door. Then he folds
his arms across his chest, sinks into the seat, and closes
his eyes.
I steer us onto the main road.
A flock of crows leads the way.
Around midday, we find a body lying alone in the
field. A teenage boy, on his back, head propped up on
his backpack, as if he’s taking a nap.
His face, masked with dust and dirt, is frozen in a
small smile, eyes closed.
M. finds a pulse. I bring the stretcher. Together, we
carry him back to the rig.
I take us to rendezvous with a hospital transport.
The boy wakes up along the way. I know because I
hear M. talking to him in the back.
“¿Como te sientes?”
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“Vi un ángel.”
“¿Ángel?”
“Sí.”
At the crossroad, the other crew is waiting. We
transfer the boy to the back of their rig. M. reconnects
the line from our oxygen tank to theirs. I hand over the
backpack. His papers are in the front pocket. A birth
certificate, a list of names and addresses, a high school
diploma, a faded family picture.
Before we leave, the boy reaches out and takes M. by
the wrist. His eyes are open. He’s taking in oxygen
through the mask. The strange smile is still on his face.
He presses something into M.’s hand.
It’s a rosary.
His voice is muffled by the mask, but still clear.
“Para mi amor.”
M. wraps the beads around the boy’s wrist and folds
those skinny dirt-covered fingers securely around the
cross. “Esto te pertenece.”
Then he lets go.
We watch them take him away. They turn down the
road heading into town.
Some of the ones we find may make it to whatever
sanctuary they seek. But it is a rare thing.
The engine stalls and gives out before we reach the
next checkpoint.
I pull over to the side. Dispatch asks if we can walk
to the rest station. They’ll arrange for a tow, but the
truck won’t arrive until next morning.
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We take the jump bags and go. I leave a placard in
the window with contact information and notes on the
direction we’ll be walking.
The sun hangs low. We have just enough time before
dark if we hurry.
The road is longer beneath your feet than it is under
four wheels. There is no denying this. We lapse into a
silence.
Here, you’ll find the presence of humanity in the
things left behind by travelers. You’ll find broken glass,
shoes, clothing, old photographs, even furniture. It’s as
if they learn to give up more and more of themselves as
they go on. When they arrive to their promised land,
wherever that may be, it will be with hands empty,
histories blank.
Here, you’ll also find clay containers, shaped like
large bowls, placed near the road, meant to catch snow
and rainwater. Those who have made the crossing
sometimes come back and leave these things. They also
leave care packages with food and water under
protective tarp coverings, brightly marked. They leave
maps and emergency blankets and instructions. They
leave religious artifacts, prayer books.
We don’t touch these things. Except for M., we’re
not all saints. But on most days we’d rather carry the
living than the dead. The dead are never found in good
condition.
We were sent here to hold the line, to honor a broken
treaty. Without us, another road would come to exist,
one which intersects this boundary, one which
transgresses it. We are here to destroy that pathway.

23

Lam Ning

But in actuality, that other road, the secret one, lives
on in spite of us. It runs in the blood of the daring and
the desperate. It is untouchable by us.
So we are here, if for no other reason than to fill the
hours of the days. The game plays out like a ritual. I
collect a check for every pay period, and I subtract
hours from my mandatory service sentence. I will
become a free agent once the counter hits zero.
We are close to the next rest station when M. slumps
to the ground. The sun is red, halfway below the
horizon. He is tired. He exhausted himself the night
before.
He tells me to keep going.
Instead, I reach down and pull him up by the arm. I
draw his full body over my back, across my shoulders
lengthwise. Hunched over beneath his weight, I move
on.
“Put me down.”
I ignore him.
I saw him do this for others, years ago, when he
carried our wounded.
“Yang, you asshole.”
I know he hates it because it reminds him of the time
we broke his leg. I carried him then too.
I keep walking.
Night comes on quicker than I expect. Ahead of us, I
see bonfires against the hillside.
An encampment. Tents, trailers, trucks. Makeshift
shanties. People are gathered around the fires. A few
approach as we get nearer.
They are kind once they see the medical emblem on
our uniforms. They offer water and cups of the soup
they are cooking. M. hands out some of our rations and
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items from his first aid kit. A few of the older camp
residents start to gather around him with questions about
various ailments they seem to be suffering from. He’s
grown accustomed to performing physical exams by
firelight. He has a supply of herbal treatments and low
grade pharmaceuticals he’ll offer up in exchange for
little to no payment.
Their faces are diverse but mostly brown or black.
They are young and old. Entire families live here. Their
children run in circles around the fires, clutching toys
made from trash. M., who has a weakness for them,
starts patching up holes in soccer balls and teddy bears
with medical tape.
One girl is dragging along an object on a string. I see
that it is a kite, fashioned out of sticks and plastic bags.
A reflector is fixed to the underside of it.
By the campfire light, I watch the kite start to take
off, only to crash into the ground, again and again. I
stand up and offer some help.
After a few tries, I’m able to get it high enough to
catch the wind. Its light is small against the sky. The
stars are bright out here.
I hand her the string and watch her eyes flicker as
she cuts patterns in the dark.
I radio in our coordinates to both our central dispatch
and to the warden’s office, notify them that we’re
spending the night in the field, that we’re deploying our
shelter, that we don’t need extrication. I don’t mention
the encampment. They don’t need to know about it.
They always give me shit for having to decode my
messages anyway.
Desert nights are extremely cold. The forecast does
not rule out snow.
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“I forgot your name,” M. says, head pressed to my
shoulder. We are alone in the same tent, under the same
blanket. “You had another name, before you called
yourself Yang.”
I shrug. It doesn’t matter.
“I was named after my father’s brother,” he says,
“who died before I was born. My younger brother is
Amir. Our elder sister is called Fahtia.
“If I die here, tell them that I…”
He doesn’t finish.
I touch my chin to his head, just so he knows I heard
him.
In the morning, we hitch a ride with a passing
delivery driver. The children wave to us from the
roadside.
In the rest station laundry room, stripped down to his
underwear, he’s pulling his clothes out of the dryer as I
watch.
When he straightens up, his shoulders and back
muscles tense. His backside is marred with scars, a
different kind than what is carved into his face. The
imprints on his back are chaotic, a blueprint of trauma.
He pulls a shirt on and then slides into his pants. He
turns to sit on top of the dryer to tug on socks and his
boots. He ties the laces and hops down to grab the rest
of his things.
I follow him out into the hallway. We exchange a
few nods with the other occupants. Most are truckers or
utility workers. I’m wearing my dust mask, and no one
is staring.

26

k.a. (birthright)

The room is the size of a closet with a single bed. We
split the cost between us.
He likes keeping a small lamp by the bed, for some
reason. Its light is very faint. But sometimes it keeps me
up at night.
We lie in silence for a while. Then he reaches over
and pulls the mask off my face.
I have a deformity. The man I killed in prison had
attacked me because he didn’t like my face. It came
down on my record. In order to secure a reduced
sentence, I had to give up an eye and a kidney to the
prison donor program. I was then offered probation
through community service. And so I ended up here, at
the border, with a glass eye and one kidney.
I suppose it’s not wrong to say that I am
exceptionally ugly. When I was thirteen, I bit down on a
lit firecracker and held it in my mouth until it went off.
The right side of my jaw is now mostly gone.
I did it because we were in love and she told me to.
M. is the only one I let see it up close.
Now he rests the back of his fingers against the side
of my face.
The day’s been long, the tension’s been building, and
suddenly I am in the mood for a bad decision. My hands
give form to thoughts better left unsaid.
—Did you sell us out?
He narrows his eyes. I see his jaw clench.
He turns from me.
I grab him by the shoulder and move to pin him
under my weight.
His arms come up against my chest. But otherwise
he doesn’t move.
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The chain around his neck lays out in the open. My
mentor’s dog tags and a wedding band. The ring is
neither gold nor silver. It is solid black and embedded
with a microchip. It was once synced to her neuroactivity. The ring has a locator that activated in response
to his pulse, so she could track him when he was
wearing it. They could feel each other’s heartbeats
through it.
Since her death, it’s gone cold.
Without thinking, I wrap my fingers around the
chain. Both of these things should belong to me.
He throws me off and hits me in the face.
I grab his fists to make him stop.
In a cracking voice, he curses me. Blood drips onto
his cheek. It’s mine.
He looks up and turns to the side so I can see the
mark, the shape of a flower, cut into his face.
“You see this, you piece of shit? I can’t go home
because of it. They know what it means. I went down
with the rest of you dumbfucks.”
I somehow hold him still again. It’s always hard to
control him. And it’s worse this time. But this is us. To
what extent there is an us and not just two animals
caught in the same trap, fated to die together in hate.
The look in his eyes is dangerous now. He won’t be
subdued.
We’re at a stalemate.
But slowly he starts to let me in. He always does. I
have callouses on my hands molded to the shape of his
bite. It happens every time.
If she was the ocean in a typhoon, then he is the
break of waves against the rocks. Call her my long dive
off a cliff, and call him my impact with the water below.
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This is a nameless feeling pulled from the darkness
rooted in the heart of the universe. The same turmoil of
the seas and all the world’s hurricanes steers me into the
space between his thighs.
We crash. We break.
A silence follows.
And then Mahmud says, to this ghost of Yang:
“What was the reason? Your reasons? For any of
you? When we took up arms, it was because they came
for us. They took our elders. They took our leaders. And
then, our children started disappearing. One by one. No
one would help us. No one listened. Anyone who spoke
out was arrested. We were silenced. They strangled us
slowly with curfews, taxes, blockades, travel
restrictions. They imprisoned our teachers. They tore
down our places of worship. And they took our names.
“When some of our lost children finally returned,
they couldn’t speak our language anymore. They were
like strangers among their own families. They had new
names, new identities. They didn’t know their own
culture, and they didn’t believe in it. Our communities
started to break down.
“We knew what was happening. We had to face that
reality. We were being erased.
“So we had to fight. For us, it was a matter of
survival.
“My younger brother was one of those taken. He’s
still missing, and I want to believe that he’s still alive,
that he’ll find his way back to us somehow. But I just
don’t know anymore. My sister slept with a machete
beside her bed, thinking they would come one day to
take me too.
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“But it wasn’t them that did it. It was you. You came
and stole me. Stole me because it served your own
purpose. What were you? You were child soldiers
following a homicidal cult leader. You took his orders
like he was a prophet of heaven. And he treated all of
you like weapons. He disposed of you as he saw fit. But
you all called him father. He was the only family you
had.
“I had a family once too. And I always knew that
they would cast me out one day. But I just wanted a
little more time with them.
“The day after you took me, my sister picked up a
rifle and went into the mountains. She’s still there. Now
she leads the guerillas in our name.
“I originally became a medic for their sake. All I
wanted was to give them a chance to live. Even though I
knew that they wouldn’t want me in the end.
“What was your reason? Yours or his? Or hers? You,
all of you, moved like a calamity. Like a plague. You
bled out and destroyed everything you touched. But for
all the homes you torched, for all the mothers you
buried, for every grandfather you beheaded in front of
his grandchildren, for all the girls you nailed to your
crosses and left to die… for every nightmare I’ve
carried in my heart since then, no one has ever told me
why any of you did it.”
When he turns from me and sleeps, curled on his side
like a child, he pulls my arm around him and leaves me
to think the answers to his questions and everything I’ll
never tell him.
I used to have brothers too. Some of them may still
be living.
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It’s true that we were young back then. We all were,
M. as well. And that may have been the reason why he
didn’t fire at us when we came for him. That may have
been why he let us take him. He was only a few years
older than us, but we must have reminded him of his
lost brother.
And he stayed with us until the end. Went to prison
with us. Was disowned by his family for us.
Or was it for this? Me. At his back. My hand over
his. Our fingers interlocked.
If he ever decides to kill me, he could add a thorn to
the flower on his face. He could cleanse the shame of
what we did to him. But it would be the end of him as a
medic.
Mah Yang used to say that Heaven accepts only
blood as tribute.
Of crimes committed against humanity, we were all
guilty.
I ride with the tow truck to retrieve the rig.
The driver is a man named Bereket. I’ve ridden with
him before.
Lean and brown-skinned, he drives his flatbed truck
like a sports car. His cream colored shirts are always
collared and pressed clean. Behind his eyeglasses, he is
inconspicuous but alert. He is good for information.
As we’re hauling the rig back to the station, I let him
know about the recent deaths at the border.
“They were brought down by the angel,” he says.
I remember that I am still new to the border. Things
changed in the world while I was in prison. There is a
lot that I don’t know.
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—Explain.
He keeps one eye on the road and the other on me.
“How many were killed?”
—Around twenty.

Illustration © 2021, Eric Asaris.

“I would say that must be our Lady Helga. She must
have woken up.”
—Who?
“She used to patrol the skies here. She was hunting
for insurgents back then. Now, maybe, she is hunting
for trespassers.”
—A drone.
“A kill angel.”
—Same thing.
“No, my friend. They are different. Trust me. I am a
migrant in this country. Where I come from, we had
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many Helgas. They were smaller, but very destructive.
At night, we saw them in our dreams. We wrote poems
about them in school. When we were kids, the teachers
would make us practice drills. Find shelter and hide.
Hold your head down and cover it like so. Later, when I
grew up, I realized that the drills had no effect. Nothing
can protect you when they strike. Our teachers only
wanted to give us some hope.”
We lurch back and forth, trying to navigate a broken
road. I have never seen Bereket slow down for potholes,
turns, vehicles, or pedestrians.
—Who does she take orders from?
“Foreign powers. You already know which ones.
Some angels turn on their masters and go rogue. But
Helga is a loyal soldier.”
—When was she last sighted?
“Last year, I think.”
—How does she refuel?
“The same place where she reloads. You wanna see?
I can show you.”
—Not re—
He takes a sharp turn onto a dirt road. Now we’re
climbing up the side of a hill. The road winds.
Eventually, he pulls over.
We both get out.
He points toward the horizon.
I look across the span of the desert, over trees and
low-growing shrubs. There are mountains in the
distance. But the longer I look, the more I become
convinced that one of them isn’t a mountain. Its edges
are too smooth.
“It’s an armory.”
Helga’s base.
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She visits me in dreams, on nights when I forget the
shape of his face.
In the dream, we won the war. The country is ours.
Aki, our birthright.
On the hillside overlooking the capitol, I hold her
above my head, my hands at her waist, while she
extends herself lengthwise, legs and body horizontal,
arms outstretched like the wings of a bird. We’re posed
like dancers in the pictures she used to study, convinced
she could one day dance on some world renowned stage
in front of an audience.
But the squalor of the camp where she spent her
early years had given her one disease after another, until
the only way to save her had been to amputate all four
limbs.
Even so, she used to write with a stick in her mouth,
drawing symbols in the dirt. Female soldiers, recruited
by her father to be her companions, combed her long
black hair while she worked. They brought her writing
brushes and ink and paper. Topographical maps and
satellite images. Pen in mouth, she drew out battle plans
for her father’s army.
She’d been born a prodigy. Mah Yang had seen this,
adopted her, pampered her, educated her, cultivated her
skills. And when she fell ill, he brought her a medic who
would later become her husband.
All of our victories belonged to her.
All of our crimes. Our losses. Our lives. Our deaths.
There was nothing that we were, nothing that we
had, that didn’t belong to her.
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The ground rumbles, shakes me out of the dream.
He throws an arm over me, an instinctive reaction.
But I roll over, pull him under me, and reach for the
blinds over the window.
Outside, there are lights. I hear sirens in the distance.
Gunfire.
Without a word between us, we slide out of bed and
dress quickly in the half-dark of the nightlight. I wrap a
scarf over my face. He shoulders the trauma bag. I take
the lead.
The hallways are busy. Our radio comes alive with
noise. I try to listen as we move. Emergency lights on
the ground point the way to underground bunkers.
But we move in the direction away from shelter. We
step out into the truck port where the rig is parked.
There, we run into Bereket.
“Don’t go that way,” he says. “Lady Helga is
fighting for her throne.”
—Explain.
“She’s being challenged. There is a new demon in
the sky.”
The horizon is on fire. M. recognizes the location.
“The camp,” he says. “We were just there. It’s
burning.”
“How many people?” Bereket asks.
“A lot. Women, children, elderly.”
“Don’t go. You can’t help them. Not now.”
Red flashes in the dark. The desert is illuminated.
For a few seconds, we see their forms. Like mountains.
Like monsters. One is white-winged, large; the other
darker, smaller.
“They are about to fight,” Bereket says. “And no one
can stop them.
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“Here, we have the Lady Helga.
“And the other is a rogue weapon. They call her the
Broken-Boned Sparrow.”
The two giants clash, wing to wing. The air fills with
dust and the groan of twisting metal.
Helga, hunched like a shrouded woman, unloads her
guns. The Sparrow, agile and deft, flips and turns and
dodges. She climbs high, and then her wings open to
full span.
M. seizes my hand. “Yang!”
I turn as another volley hammers the desert floor,
making us all stumble. Bereket ducks behind a wall, and
I pull M. with me as I do the same.
Huddled beside me, M. yanks open the front of his
shirt. One hand makes a fist over the chain around his
neck.
“It’s hot,” he gasps into my ear.
I don’t know what he means until he tugs the chain
off his neck and lets the black wedding band fall into his
palm. He grabs my hand and places it over his.
The band burns us both.
Firelight forms crescents in his eyes.
“It’s her.”
I watch as he reattaches the chain around his neck.
My mentor’s dog tags fall against his chest. But he
keeps the ring in his palm, folding his fingers around it.
“She’s alive, Yang.”
I shake my head.
—She’s dead.
Like my brothers. Like our enemies. Like our
country.
She’s gone. In the earth. I buried my soul with her. I
wasn’t meant to go on like this. I didn’t mean to outlive
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her. I couldn’t help it. I don’t know why. Why I live.
The ghost of Yang can’t cry.
Mahmud’s kiss falls on my right cheek, the damaged
side of my face. I watch him rise, turn, and run from the
safety of the wall into the wide exposure of the
battleground.
Like a dog, I take off after him, Bereket shouting for
both of us.
Crossing an open field during combat feels like the
prolonged last moment before a fall.
The promise of pain reminds you that you’re just
another beast under heaven, no different than the bag of
bones you carried through the snow last winter.
Animals run just like this when pursued by predators.
My heart pounds, and I am alive.
I know when he puts on the ring. I know because he
comes to a stop and so does she. Her armored body
pivots in mid-air, arcs across the pre-dawn sky, and then
she’s coming at us.
Not us. Him.
We’ve made no vows to each other. Him and I.
But I run.
Not only is he in her sights, but he’s in Helga’s as
well.
I reach him a second before the Lady’s guns unload.
We tumble together. Live rounds punch the ground,
and I feel it in the air, hot against my skin. He is
breathing underneath me, under the dust and smoke.
The mechanical squeal of an engine announces the
Sparrow’s descent. What comes next is an earthquake
accompanied by thunder. Screaming metal and rapid
fire.
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His hand is against my chest. When I look up, our
baby has her wings wrapped around the Lady. The
tearing of new age alloy and steel is the sound of
machine death. She is caught under the Sparrow’s
claws, razor edged propellers spinning like buzzsaws.
She fires until her guns are empty. But the Sparrow is
latched to her main body, past the muzzle of her
cannons, unreachable by her long range weapons. So
she shudders and trembles, and the air smokes, as she
comes apart.
Her gun arms break off first.
The rest is inevitable.
And the Sparrow doesn’t stop cutting until the
Lady’s indicator lights fade out.
When the loyal soldier goes dark, the rebel rises.
I watch as she climbs. Higher, higher. I scramble to
my feet as she turns, makes for the distant horizon,
leaving us behind. My impulse is to give chase, but it’s
hopeless.
He comes next to me. The ring is off his finger,
clutched in his fist. We watch the sky.
When she is small in the distance, we hear the sound
of helicopters. The patrolers. Late to the party. They
seem to be in pursuit, but they’ll never reach her.
The smoke is rising from the Lady’s remains. The
world is quiet, soft, like morning dew.
I swallow down words I can’t say.
—You used to want me.
—Do you still?
The soul of an angel is messy, Bereket claims.
Drones are machines under the command of human
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controllers. A drone has no use for vengeance. It knows
neither hate nor mercy.
But an angel can be petty. She can be cruel. She feels
as humans do.
They are self-driven, instinctual. It is not an AI that
lives under the armor. It is an intelligence born from
flesh and bone. But once removed from the body of
living tissue, it becomes an entity without natural
boundaries. It shapes itself like water filling an empty
vessel. It expands, the way cancer cells grow,
uninhibited. What it feels—its rages, its restlessness, its
hunger—it all simply explodes. Without biological
feedback loops, without neurogenic pathways or
hormonal regulation, it has no way of maintaining
emotional homeostasis. It lives in a constant state of
catharsis, a mind trapped at the moment of a
psychological breakdown.
Bereket told me a story that day as we gazed out at
Helga’s armory. “My school was a recruitment center,”
he said. “And a testing ground. Some of my classmates
were taken to become test subjects.
“It’s believed that an angel’s last strongest emotion
before she takes her throne will be the feeling that
defines her in her next life.”
Joy. Rage. Purpose. Fear. Sorrow. Pain.
I don’t know how or why. But she’s found a way to
outlast her enemies.
Maybe, like us, she was also serving out a sentence.
But, unlike us, she’s broken free. She’s reclaimed
herself from them.
Any one of us who knew her could have foreseen
this outcome. She was known best for her relentless
hunger. There never was any cage that could hold her.
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In the early morning hours, we arrive at the
encampment. Somehow, there are survivors.
Oe’s unit is among the responders, combing through
the black tags for useable tissue.
Bereket brings his truck to move debris and to
transport the walking wounded.
The work takes us all day. Mahmud carries the most
badly injured among the living. I load them and drive.
It’s night again. And we’re parked by the road,
outside the rest station.
They’re out of beds. We’ve just cleaned out the
inside of the rig. Right now, there’s nowhere else to
sleep.
In the back, I lie down next to him. He’s turned
toward the wall, exhausted, eyes closed, breathing slow
and steady.
I keep the radio close. I scan the channels. Listening.
Somewhere, in the dark, she is sleeping too. Either
nestled in the depths of Helga’s base, sheltered and
secured in a stolen fortress, or else, out in the
stratosphere, so high up they can’t find her, orbiting
with the satellites, watching the planet spin, dreaming
her dreams of… what? Fire and failed states? Or kites
flying under a blue sky.
He turns toward me, one hand wrapped around the
chain, clutching the wedding ring and the dog tags in his
palm. He is warm and bruised from last night’s
violence.
Tomorrow, there will be more work. The road will
find us again. On and on, until we finish this sentence
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and repay our debts to a society that never cared for us,
never fed us, never sheltered us, never fought for us.
Will she wait for our release?
If we called her now, would she break us free from
this prison?
Would she honor the vows we made to each other
when we were young?
Or will we spend the rest of our lives looking to an
empty sky.
In the dark, I am holding him. And he allows it. And
for once, I want him more than her.
But when I close my eyes, I can hear her laughing.
Tomorrow, tomorrow, I’ll fly higher. I’ll grow
stronger. They’ll never catch us, my love. We own these
spaces in between the barriers, the unnamed places
where only the beaten and the lost can thrive.
We are the children of dissidents, orphan birds in
windy nests, crying for worms and dirt. We run faster
than their laws. We cross borders at will. And we’ll
burn brighter than they’ll ever know.
—Then wait for me, Rei-ha, and we’ll burn together.
Yes, yes. We will.
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2019—Phoenix, Arizona
Angie is suplexing Bo into couch cushions when I spot
the wedding invitation on the fridge.
“Why is this here?” I tear it off the magnetic clip.
Bo, wearing only a pair of underpants and my pink
skull scarf as a cape, climbs onto Angie’s back and puts
her in a headlock.
“I think we should go.”
“We’re not going,” I say, dropping the invitation into
the recycling bin.

The Listener

Angie grabs Bo’s torso, flips him over her head, and
slams him into the couch. “Don’t you think Bo should
meet his family?” she pants, getting up.
“You’re my family.” I pour apple juice into a sippy
cup, sloshing some over the side.
“Well, I still want to meet them, and your brother
sounds cool.” Angie retrieves the invite from the
recycling. “The wedding’s at his organic, no-dig,
permaculture food co-op, whatever that means.”
“Even if I wanted to go, I can’t. Spring is the worst
time for my allergies.”
Angie rolls her eyes. “No one has tree
pollen allergies so bad they can’t leave Arizona. You
grew up there, right? You survived. We’ll bring
Benadryl.”
Outside the apartment’s large picture window, the
sun glares off our white stone yard and the asphalt
streets. There’s a big agave near the driveway, but not a
woody plant for miles around. “The wedding’s in the
piney woods. I could mainline Benadryl and still be
miserable.”
Bo has wrapped himself around Angie’s leg, and she
steps towards me, dragging him along the floor.
“So what then? We’re never going anywhere? Bo
never gets to leave the desert?”
I shrug and hand the cup down to Bo.
“You want to go to Texas, Bo-Bo?” she asks,
squatting down. “You want to meet your uncle? And see
a forest?”
Bo’s lips smack off the cup, eyes wide. “Yeah!”
I narrow my eyes at Angie.
“Uncle! Forest!” he cries, words he only knows from
TV.
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Angie’s right of course—I’m lying about the
allergies. The real reason I can’t face the trees of my
hometown is something I know better than to tell
anyone, even my wife.
But two pairs of eyes that look nothing alike stare up
at me, pleading, and when they team up like that, I don’t
stand a chance. I can already picture us barreling East
down I-10, windows down, scene kid throwbacks
blasting out the car stereo.
2008—Conroe, Texas
The night I became a Listener, I was in my room
getting ready, probably listening to Fall-Out Boy,
probably flat-ironing my side-bangs or buckling on a
second pyramid belt. Delia’s new boyfriend Ricky had
scored mushrooms, and we were going to TRIP at a
RAVE. It was supposed to be the most exciting night of
my short, miserable life.
Then Carol—mom, though I’d quit calling her that a
year before—came in and told me to turn my music
down. I turned up the volume instead.
Carol jerked the plug of my stereo out of the wall,
silencing Patrick Stump mid-scream.
“What are you doing?” I hissed. Carol coiled the
cord on the 50-CD changer—my pride and joy, my
sanctuary—and stooped to pick it up. “That’s my
property!”
“Everything in this house belongs to your father and
me. So if you don’t want to act like our daughter—” she
grunted, hoisting up the stereo. I laughed at her then,
bowlegged under its weight, neon windbreaker suit,
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helmet hair, lipstick stains in the cracks around her lips.
It was funny until she started heading towards the
window. Wide-open. Second story.
“You can’t be serious. Carol—Mom!” I tried to grab
the stereo, but she swung it, knocking the sharp corner
into my elbow, right in the funny bone. “Ow! What the
fuck?”
She shook her head. “I’m doing this for your own
good, Jane. Pastor Dave says all this racket is corrupting
the youth, giving you attitude, making you worship
these—” she bobbed her head at my Brendan Urie
poster, “—ho-mo-sexual idols.”
“Oh my god, he’s not even gay!”
But Carol had reached the window. With a grin of
triumph, she heaved her torso and pushed the stereo out.
Time stopped for a half-breath. It was like getting a
new piercing—how it doesn’t hurt until you see the
blood. Then came the sickening crunch.
Jason, watching from the doorway, went, “Ohhhh,
shit.”
I grabbed Carol by the wrists then and shook her,
screaming something along the lines of “YOU
FUCKING BITCH!” I wanted so badly to punch her,
right on her pancake-makeup’d cheekbones. Maybe I
would’ve, but then Jason was pulling me off. I used to
be able to beat him in every fight, but he’d gotten his
fucking unfair boy hormones the year before. He hurled
me away towards the door and stood between us, one
hand out. Two sets of pale blue eyes watched me, wide
with fear. Like I was an alien. An enemy.
“Get out of this house,” Carol hissed. “And don’t
come back.”
“Honey? What’s going on?”
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The rumble of Dad’s voice came from the den
downstairs, and it was my turn to be afraid. I made for
the back door and got the hell out of there.
“Duh you can stay with me,” Delia said. I was in the
backseat of Ricky’s car—the only good thing about the
two of them dating. We were driving from Conroe up to
Sam Houston Forest, where the rave was supposed to be
popping up, somewhere in the woods.
“I can’t believe she threw out your stereo,” Ricky
said. “What’s her deal?”
Delia answered for me. “Carol’s a control freak. She
thinks Jane should be this perfect little girly-girl who
gets straight A’s and sings at Youth Group and, like,
dates the quarterback.”
Instead, Carol got a dyslexic fuckup who couldn’t
get above a C to save her life, who played trumpet like a
dying parrot, and gave blowjobs in the back of the band
room to prove to herself she wasn’t gay.
“When Jane was born, Carol was like bleeding out,
almost died—and Carol wasn’t supposed to be able to
have kids after that. So as soon as Jason the ‘miraclebaby’ came along, they started treating Jane like shit.”
I had said these same words to Delia lots of times,
but for some reason, I hated hearing her tell Ricky, right
in front of me like that.
“That’s fucked up,” Ricky said, catching my eye in
the rear-view mirror, making my stomach go all jumbly.
Baby-queer me was sick in love with Delia and
confused-as-hell by Ricky. He wore girls’ skinny jeans,
because they were tighter, and had a duct-tape wallet on
a chain, and chucks covered in Cursive lyrics. And he
46

The Listener

had a car. He was so fucking cool that I didn’t know
whether I wanted to kiss him or be him.
A few other cars were parked alongside the Farm-toMarket road that bordered the National Forest. Ricky
parked alongside them and pulled a plastic baggie from
the console.
He said one mushroom would be plenty for our first
time, but when Delia passed me the bag, I was thinking
about Carol—probably changing the locks or talking to
cops on the front porch right then. She had finally made
good on all those threats and now my life, as I knew it,
was over. Seeking oblivion, I shoved a whole handful of
mushrooms in my mouth.
They were tough as shoe leather and tasted like shit,
but I choked them down.
“Damn, dude,” Ricky said. “You’re gonna trip your
face off.”
“Good,” I said. “I’m sick of it, anyways.”
None of us had thought to bring a flashlight, but the
full moon was bright enough to see the path between the
tall pines. “Shouldn’t we be able to hear the rave by
now?” I asked, after we’d been walking for ten minutes.
“Maybe it hasn’t started yet…” Ricky trailed off,
peering through the trees.
“Maybe you just brought us out here to steal our
kidneys,” I said. “Are we going to Candy Mountain?”
Delia laughed and imitated the shrill horses from our
favorite viral video. “Candy Mountain, Charlieeee!
We’re going on an adventure!”
“You guys are dorks,” Ricky said.
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“Hey Delia,” I ducked a low-hanging branch. “You
think there’s badgers in these woods?”
“Badgerbadgerbadgerbadger—” she chanted.
“MUSHROOM! MUSHROOM!” we shouted at the
same time, busting out laughing.
“Because it’s like, actually mushrooms,” Delia said,
wiping a laugh-tear from her eye.
“Ahhh, I didn’t even get that!” I cried. We were
bust-a-gut laughing then—me bent over at the waist, her
leaning against a tree trunk, definitely entering a drugaddled state. When I caught my breath, I tried to keep
the string of references going, but Delia was too busy
staring in Ricky’s eyes. Then they were sucking each
others’ tonsils, and I suddenly needed to puke.
I stumbled off the path just as the visuals kicked in.
The tall-tall pines had dropped millions of needles on
the shorter saplings below, draping every branch in a
pine-needle fringe. Now these saplings became dancers
in fluttering gowns, swaying to a distant drumbeat. I
threw up into a mat of writhing pine-needles-turnedworms until there was nothing left in my stomach.
When I straightened, the clearing was illuminated by
fireflies—rainbow-colored ones, pulsing in time with
the quickening beat. The fireflies formed a path leading
deeper into the woods, and I followed, thinking they
were taking me to the rave. I heard voices ahead. One
was deep and booming, like a kindly grandpa, and I
made for it like a compass.
The dancing trees whirled faster now, slashing my
face with their lower branches, and I was starting to
panic. My legs weren’t working great. Finally, I burst
through grasping thorns into an open space.
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Moonlight pierced the canopy, frosting all the fallen
leaves in glittering ice. A single massive oak, old as the
world, rose above the forest floor. Its moss-laden
branches had pushed the rest of the forest aside long
ago, and when a gust of wind blew, ten thousand leaves
dipped and rose in greeting.
The grandpa voice boomed inside my skull.
Greetings, Listener.
The oak didn’t speak in words, of course, but in
parcels of perfect meaning.
“Hi,” I said back. I was tripping hard enough that
talking to a tree seemed perfectly reasonable.
The oak told me it hadn’t met a Listener in a long
time. I asked what a Listener was, and it told me the
obvious—that I’d been granted the power to listen to
trees. I told the oak it reminded me of Treebeard. It
didn’t know who that was, so I launched into a full plot
synopsis of The Lord of the Rings. I’m pretty sure oaks
can’t even grasp the concept of a fictional narrative, but
it listened indulgently as I ranted on, drawing a map of
Middle Earth in the dirt around its trunk, until a couple
of humans burst into my clearing.
“Hey!”
“There you are!”
“You just stepped on Isengaard!”
“Wha—?” The girl looked at the crushed circle of
twigs under her feet and stepped aside, scattering the
stone spiral of Minas Tirith.
Finally, my brain recognized who I was yelling at.
Delia. Ricky. My friends.
“Dude, why didn’t you answer us? We’ve been
shouting for you, for like, literally hours.” The
sharpness in Delia’s voice burst my trip like a bubble. I
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saw that my “map” was nonsense, looking like a set
from the Blair Witch Project. I realized I’d just spent—
how long? Talking to an oak, alone in the woods,
dangerously high.
“I’m sorry… I—I couldn’t hear you over the drums,
and all the voices—”
“What voices? There’s no one here.” Delia glared at
Ricky. “No rave. Just, like, coyotes and shit and maybe
some rednecks out hunting. Fuck, Jane. I thought you
were dead.”
They wanted to go home, immediately. As I reached
the edge of the clearing, the oak’s farewell vibrated in
my skull, standing up the hairs on the back of my neck.
But I’d sobered up enough by then to know it wasn’t
real.
I woke up in late afternoon, crammed into the crack
of the inflatable couch in Delia’s bedroom.
“How you feel?” She moaned, peeking at me from
the bed.
“Everything hurts.”
“Same.”
We were silent for a while, and I think she dozed off,
but I couldn’t. “That chanting is fucking annoying,” I
said.
“What chanting?”
“Listen. It’s like hmmmm-hnh. Hmmmmm-hnh.”
“I don’t hear it.”
I figured it must be some new age CD Delia’s mom
was playing. I peeled myself up, determined to silence
it. I stumbled around the house—checking the stereo in
the living room, the radio in the kitchen—but they were
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both off. Delia’s mom was out on the back patio, chainsmoking and drawing a mandala in her sketchbook. She
waved. I pushed the door open.
The chanting was clearer outside. It sounded like,
“Ahhhhhhhh, sun. Ahhhhhhh, sun.”
Delia squeezed onto the stoop behind me, flinching
against the slam of the back door.
“What’s with the chanting?” I asked Delia’s mom.
“Dude, there’s no chanting. All I hear are those damn
grackles,” Delia said. A flock of them were in the trees
at the edge of the yard. Delia sat across from her mom
and grabbed a cigarette out of the pack. Delia’s mom
frowned but didn’t stop her. As usual, she was wearing
a chunky crystal around her neck and a tie-dyed t-shirt
with some kind of Indian design on it. “Are you hearing
the cars on the highway, sweetie?” She asked. “I like to
pretend they’re the ocean.”
“No. Listen, it’s going, Ahhhh, sun. Ahhhh, sun.”
“You broke your brain,” Delia mumbled, cupping
her hands around a lighter. “You shouldn’t have eaten
so many ’shrooms.” At this, I shot a cautious look at
Delia’s mom, but she just grinned.
“That’s right, you girls tripped last night! How was
it?”
Delia started bitching about Ricky’s non-existent
rave, and I wandered towards the border of the yard.
The grackles were whistling and clicking, sounding
more mechanical than avian as they darted in and out of
some scraggly-looking trees. With every step, the
chanting got louder. Aaaaaah, sun. AHHHHH,
SUN. Delia came over and rested her elbow on my
shoulder.
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“Remember how I said I could hear the trees last
night?”
She nodded.
“I think I still can.”
According to HighTimes.com, psilocybin hallucinations were only supposed to last 8 hours. But in the
forums, plenty of folks said they’d heard disembodied
voices or seen trails for days or weeks after “tripping
face,” so I clung to the hope that the voices would soon
fade.
Those first few days, I drank tons of water, hoping to
piss out the remnants of my trip. I stayed indoors as
much as possible to mute the voices. Carol and Dad had
made no attempt to contact me since the stereo incident,
so I was still staying with Delia. I saw Jason at school,
of course, but he just gave me sad looks from across the
cafeteria. By an unspoken, mutual agreement, we had
never talked at school. Because we looked nothing
alike, most people had no clue we were family. Now we
really weren’t.
My grades tanked that week, but it had nothing to do
with getting kicked out. The school wrapped around a
central courtyard, in the center of which was a hundredyear-old tree with droopy leaves, and that thing was a
fucking nightmare.
Uuuunnnggghhh, it moaned, all day, every day. My
leaves—something’s wrong with my leaves! The bigger
a tree was, the louder and clearer its voice sounded in
my head. This fucker was so loud that if the classroom I
was in was courtyard-facing, I couldn’t hear my
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teachers over its moans. I was bound to fail junior year
if it didn’t shut up.
Friday morning, I swiped a fallen leaf from the
courtyard. It was saw-toothed and speckled with yellowringed dark spots. It occurred to me that this was April,
not September, and it probably shouldn’t be dropping so
many leaves. In tech lab, I got a computer facing away
from the teacher and used a tree identification website to
figure out it was a Dutch Elm. With black spot disease.
Head ducked behind that boxy desktop, I fought off a
full-blown panic attack. I was already technically
homeless, and now trees were telling me things. Things
which turned out to be real.
After school, I paced beneath the elm, feeling my
grasp of reality slipping away from me.
“What’s so important you had to text me during
Seventh?” Delia asked, crossing the courtyard. “Mrs.
Robison almost took up my sidekick!”
My voice shook as I told her what had happened.
“The tree told me it was sick. And look!” I kicked the
yellowed, spotted leaves underfoot. “It’s fucking sick!”
Delia peered up at the crown of the elm.
“It does look sick. Huh. I guess I never pay attention to
trees. They’re just, like, background?” She bit some
black nail polish off her thumbnail and thought for a
moment. “Okay, here’s what happened. Your
subconscious noticed this tree looked sick, and your
fucked-up, still-kinda-tripping brain turned it into a
hallucination.” Delia prided herself on being a stonecold atheist and pragmatist, the opposite of her woowoo mother.
“It’s been a whole week,” I hissed, “and the voices
aren’t even getting softer.”
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“Well, maybe you have to help the tree. Maybe then
your brain will get closure or something?”
It made a kind of sense to me, and I nodded, slowing
my breathing. “Thank you,” I said. “For everything. I
know this is crazy. I’m fucking crazy.”
She just hooked her arm in mine and said, “Rawr.”
It was a meme every scene kid knew: Rawr means ‘I
love you’ in dinosaur.
That was one of those moments, when the urge to
grab her around the waist, push her up against the tree,
press my hips into hers and kiss her more intensely than
Ricky-fucking-Chambers could ever manage was so
strong it made me physically dizzy. Of course, I didn’t. I
pressed my palm against the elm’s bark to steady
myself.
“I know your leaves hurt,” I whispered. “I’ll try to
help.”
The head custodian guy looked at me very strangely
when I told him the elm in the courtyard needed an antifungal injection from a reputable arborist, but a week
later, he stopped me outside the cafeteria to thank me.
Without treatment, the tree would’ve likely died.
The elm didn’t stop talking, though after a few
weeks, it stopped complaining so much. Now it
chanted Aaaahhhhh, sun or Mmmmmm, rain or Oo-hoohoo, wind! Depending on the weather. This was an
improvement. Sighs of contentment are much easier to
block out than howls of suffering.
One afternoon, Delia announced she wanted to
“experiment” with me. Not in the way I was hoping. We
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walked around her neighborhood, as I translated the
trees for her.
On the first block, every tree was happy-chanting,
but when we turned the corner, a wailing grated along
my spine, so shrill I wanted to turn and run.
“That one,” I pointed.
“What’s wrong with it?” Delia asked, moving closer.
“It’s in pain. Everywhere. Its bark hurts. Its roots
hurt. It’s very, very thirsty.”
Delia stopped beneath the tree and looked up into its
canopy. I didn’t know, then, that it was a black walnut
with thousand cankers disease, but I knew those dark
splotches on its bark were bad news.
“Come on,” she said, skipping up to the front door
and ringing the doorbell.
The woman who cracked open the door glared up
and down at Delia—rainbow-colored racoon-stripe hair
extensions, Emily the Strange tee, and a plaid miniskirt.
“Excuse me, Ma’am,” Delia said in a bubblegum lilt.
“We were wondering if you knew your tree is sick?”
The woman’s frown deepened. “Is this some kind of
prank?”
“No ma’am, my friend here—uh, her dad is a
biologist,” Delia lied, “so she knows stuff about trees.”
She started to close the door. The tree wailed in pain.
“Look, whatever you’re selling, I’m not—”
“See these black spots on the trunk?” I interrupted.
“They mean your tree is dying.”
She stuck her head back out and looked at the tree,
blocking the rest of the doorway with her body, like she
expected us to shove past and rob her. “Huh…,” she
said after looking for a few moments. “I guess it hasn’t
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always been like that…I’ll call someone out to take a
look.”
Delia skipped as we rounded the next corner. “What
an old bitch,” she said. “But hey, you helped that tree!
You’re like that dog whisperer guy, only a tree
whisperer!”
“Listener.”
“What?”
“Nevermind. Come on, let’s find more trees to save.”
We informed a confused middle-schooler that he
should tell his mom the sycamore out front needed its
dead branches pruned. In an overgrown lot, we ripped
down a morning glory vine that was strangling a plum
sapling.
But as we headed down Laurel Street, a sudden
wailing from behind a high, wooden fence shook my
spine so intensely, I doubled over.
“What is it?” Delia asked.
“I don’t know,” I choked, sinking to the sidewalk.
The tree beyond the fence was too sick to do anything
but wail in pain. “Whatever’s back there… it’s dying.”
Delia jumped up, grabbed the top of the fence, and
scrambled her feet against the wood to peer over. After
a moment, she jumped back down, out of breath.
“There is a bushy thing back there that’s got mostly
brown leaves…” Her voice sounded distant.
I pressed my hands to my ears, thought it did
nothing—the tree’s voice was inside my skull.
“Should we knock?” she asked.
“It’s too late to help it,” I shook my head. “I have to
get out of here. I can’t—I can’t take this anymore.” I
started smacking my head with my palms. “Shut up,
shut up!”
56

The Listener

Delia grabbed my arms and pulled me into a hug,
and I must have hugged back too tightly—I must’ve
hugged wrong, because after she helped me stand and
hurry away, after I couldn’t hear the tree anymore, and
I’d wiped the tears from my cheeks—Delia cast cold
side-eyes in my direction.
“How did you know?” she asked quietly. “That the
tree was there?”
“Wha—? It told me,” I said. “Like all the others.”
“Yea but… we could see the other trees. We could
see what was wrong with them.” Her voice was so
distant. “Oh my god… did you, like, crawl over that
fence last night? Are you pranking me?”
“No! I just listened to it. Like all the others.”
I hated how she looked at me then. Like she had no
idea who or what I was.
Things were different with Delia after that. She
started spending all her after-school hours at Ricky’s
house and never invited me along anymore. I spent
nights alone in her room, bathed in the glow of her
desktop, reading about tree diseases and pests until I
heard Ricky’s car in the driveway. By the time Delia got
upstairs, I’d pretend to already be asleep on that godawful inflatable couch. And a week or so later during
chemistry class, I got summoned over the PA to the
guidance counselor.
In Mr. Andersen’s office, a braided ficus in a pot by
the window was scream-giggling, My roots! It tickles!
Eee-hee-heee-aaarrrrghhhh! So loudly, that at first I
didn’t register what he was saying.
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“Your friend Delia came to talk to me this morning.
She’s worried about you.”
The bottom dropped out of my stomach.
“She says you’ve been staying with her ever since
you got in a conflict with your parents? And that, ever
since, you’ve been… hearing voices?”
That fucking snitch. “I don’t know what you’re
talking about,” I said.
“Sometimes trauma or stress can manifest in
symptoms of—”
“I’m not having any symptoms.”
“So you haven’t been… talking… to trees?”
“Look, Delia told you a bunch of bullshit to get
me—I don’t know—locked up in a psych ward or
something, because she’s too chickenshit to kick me out
of her house herself.”
“Do you want to talk about this conflict between you
and Delia?”
“No.”
“Tell me about the tree fixation, then.”
The ficus tree broke into another fit of giggles that
dissolved into a sob.
“You know, Mr. Andersen, last time I was in here,
you told me to ‘take an interest.’ Find some direction in
life. Well, I’ve found one, okay? I’m interested in trees.
That’s—that’s what I want to do after I graduate. Tree
science. Does that make me crazy?”
“Do you feel crazy?”
“The only thing that makes me crazy,” I stood and
loomed over him, “is when people don’t take care of
their fucking trees!” I crossed to the window in two
steps, and Mr. Andersen flinched like I was going to hit
him. But I just grabbed the ficus’s braided trunks and
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pulled. Its roots sprung from the pot, and about a
thousand termites swarmed over the lip. Mr. Anderson
screamed and shot back his chair.
“You need to treat this with insecticidal soap,” I said,
setting the plant down and stomping some termites off
my Docs. “And for Christ’s sake, get a bigger container.
Look how bad it’s pot-bound.”
After school, I boarded my old bus route. When
Jason saw me, he smiled, although he didn’t break away
from his baseball team friends. At our stop, when I
started off down the sidewalk next to him, he asked if I
was coming home.
“I guess,” I said.
“For good?”
I shrugged.
When we got to the house, I stopped on the front
porch.
“They’re not home yet,” he said.
“Is Carol gonna, like, call the cops when she sees
me?”
“No…” he paused. “I won’t let her.”
I arched an eyebrow.
“I won’t! Come on, let’s play Smash Brothers. I’ve
been practicing with Samus.”
“That’s my character!”
“I know,” he grinned. “And I’m gonna destroy you
with her.”
“We’ll see about that,” I said, pushing past him into
the house. The smell hit me right away—Carol’s unique
blend of preferred cleaning products, with notes of
freezer-burned meat. Dread and nostalgia. Home sweet
home.
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Two hours later, Jason and I were laying on the floor
of the living room, Gamecube controllers in hand, necks
propped up on couch cushions, when Carol appeared in
the doorway.
“Well you have a lot of nerve—”
I brushed Cheeto powder off my chest and started to
stand.
“Mom,” Jason said in a lion-tamer’s voice. “She’s
sorry.”
“—Showing up here, no apology, after what you did
to me?”
I wanted to scream, You’re the one who threw my
stereo out the window! But this time, if she kicked me
out, I’d have nowhere else to go. I looked at the ground
and mumbled an apology.
“I don’t know how I can sleep at night with you in
this household.”
“Come on, Mom, it’s just Jane,” Jason said.
Carol looked at Jason, and her eyes softened. She
took his cheeks between her palms.
“Oh my sweet boy. Such a good brother,” She
forcibly pulled his head down and pressed it to her
bosom. I looked at the floor—never got used to that
Oedipal shit. “You were born with a Christian heart.”
“So she can stay, right?” Jason mumbled, cheek still
smushed against Carol’s tits.
Carol’s lips curled into the semblance of a smile, and
she came forward, reaching for my hands. I extended
them warily, like I was about to pet a snake.
“I want my sweet baby girl back,” she said, grabbing
my wrists. “Remember those girl-time lunches we used
to have?
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She always used to take me to AJ’s Diner for
pancakes on Sundays after ballet class, while I was still
wearing my pink leotard and tutu. She’d always get so
many compliments on how cute I looked. That’s not me
anymore! I wanted to scream, And AJ’s pancakes
suck! But I did my best to look meek. “I miss that too,” I
said, and it wasn’t entirely a lie.
“And you need to pay your father back for that
stereo.”
I bit back a cry of injustice.
“—and join us in church every Sunday,”
I barely managed not to groan.
“—and stop dressing like a Satan-worshipping
prosti—”
“Mom!” Jason barked.
“Fine,” she said, pulling me into a hug. “Welcome
home, Jane.”
I wondered whether her letting me stay stemmed
from real affection, or if it was just Christian duty. I
wondered how long it would last.
During the last week of school, Mr. Andersen
handed me a business card.
“You were right—about the termites, I mean—but
also about how it’s good, you taking an interest in
something. I went to high school with this guy, Ed
Merkel, who owns Eastex Tree Service. I talked you up,
so if you want a summer job, just give him a call.”
I was too excited to sleep the night before my first
day at Eastex. I had accepted by then that the trees
would speak to me forever. I believed their voices were
real, not just hallucinations. And I believed I’d been
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chosen to save them. I’d start this summer, in backyards
around Conroe, but eventually I’d go to college, learn
tree stuff, and find a way to save all the trees threatened
by humanity’s stupid bullshit. I saw this apprenticeship
as the first step towards my destiny.
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The Master Tree Surgeon who’d be training me
pulled up to my house in an unmarked white van. A
dark-skinned Latinx guy waved from inside, and I won’t
lie—climbing up into the passenger’s seat for the first
time, I was scared for my life. Carol had raised us racistas-hell, which I knew was bullshit by then, but still
hadn’t fully deprogrammed. Plus, cops had taught us
since grade school to never get in stranger’s vans, and
this particular van was full of chainsaws.
But I quickly learned that Hector was one of a few
truly gold-hearted humans in this world. I think he cared
about trees even more than I did, and his head was like a
forestry Wikipedia. He taught me how to treat
anthracnose and spot oak blight. I got comfortable using
giant syringes and chainsaws, learned to tie a climbing
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hitch and hoist myself fifty feet into a canopy with only
a rope and a carabiner.
Every day I sweated through my clothes many times.
I stopped teasing my hair, because that only made it
hotter. I stopped wearing eye makeup, because it’d just
sweat down my face. Even on my off days, I didn’t feel
like putting on a whole scene outfit. Delia and I still
hadn’t spoken, so who would it even have been for?
When I wasn’t working, I went hiking, looking for
good company. The older the tree, the better the
conversationalist. The ones who’d lived a hundred years
or more would tell me about how things had changed
since they were saplings—all of it a bummer. Fewer
birds visited their limbs now. Summers were hotter and
longer. New pests foraged beneath their bark. I listened.
Sometimes I bitched back about Carol or Delia, though
they couldn’t really grasp human relational conflicts, let
alone the significance of Delia dropping me from her
Myspace Top 8.
On one brutally hot day in late August, Hector and I
got called in to assist all the arborists on a big job. A
hundred-fifty-year-old magnolia grandiflora on the post
office property was dying from verticillium wilt. It had
to come down, Ed said. Left standing, it was a danger to
the post office, and all the other Southern Magnolias in
the area.
“It must come down,” I repeated to myself, as the
chainsaws bit into its limbs, eliciting shrieks of agony.
My job was hauling the smaller branches into the wood
chipper. Its leaves were long as my palm—browned
around the edges—but the centers were dark green and
thick with sap, still bursting with life. I’ll never forget
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the sickening-sweet smell of that carpet of blossoms, big
as my head, trampled underfoot by a dozen workboots.
After four hours of carnage, the magnolia’s voice
finally fell silent. Only a stump remained. Hector and I
sat in silence in his van. Neither of us had much appetite
for the foil-wrapped tacos getting soggy in our laps.
“I’ve got to tell you something,” Hector said, rolling
down the window, letting in a blast of heat. He lit a
cigarette. “This is my last week.”
“What? Why?!”
“Because fuck Ed Merkel.”
“He fired you?”
“No. I just don’t want to work for that butcher
anymore. I got another job in Houston.”
I remember ferociously fighting back tears. If I’d
cried, Hector might’ve realized that he, a middle-aged
family man, was the closest thing I had to a friend. It
was true, but it made me such a pathetic excuse for a
teenager that I was sure I’d die if he figured it out.
“Wait, what do you mean Ed’s a butcher?” I asked,
once my voice had steadied.
“Verticillium Wilt isn’t a death sentence,” he spat
out the window. “Prune the dying branches, water it
during droughts, and stay on top of raking the fallen
leaves. Do that and the Magnolia could’ve easily lived
another hundred years.”
“No…” I breathed. Bile with onion and cilantro rose
up the back of my throat. “Then why did he—”
Hector rubbed his thumb across his first few fingers.
“Cutting down big trees pays for Ed’s yacht. A fertilizer
treatment is a couple hundred bucks. That job billed five
thousand.”
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I worked the rest of the week with Hector, then quit
without giving notice.
By the start of senior year, I was unrecognizable. The
stacks of rubber bracelets, neon barrettes, and pyramid
belts were gone. I’d started wearing baggy men’s thrift
store t-shirts with photo-realistic wolves on them, my
work pants from Eastex, and hiking boots. Kids at
school called me a dyke—so not much had changed,
then, except Delia wasn’t around to tell them to shut the
fuck up anymore.
Delia, on the rare instances our eyes met on accident,
gave me a sheepish frown, which might have been
apologetic, but she never actually apologized, and that
was pretty much ON HER since she’d ratted me out to
Mr. Andersen. So I kept to myself, eating my lunches
with the elm in the courtyard
My GPA was trash, so my plan was to graduate, do a
few years at community college, then transfer to Texas
A&M to study forestry. Beyond that, I had vague
dreams of traveling the world and “doing tree science.”
Traipsing through jungles on other continents. Humbly
accepting awards for saving the planet. Stuff like that.
My dream didn’t get very far. The summer after
graduation, I took Intro to Environmental Science at
Houston Community College. Our professor had
worked for the Texas Commission on Environmental
Quality. He often interrupted his own lectures to say,
“Look, kids. Here’s the score,” and would tell us how
the TCEQ was in the pocket of big oil, how every time
he wrote up a chemical refinery for dumping cyanide
into the ship channel, the company might get charged
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half-a-day’s profits, if that. How he fought against thisor-that plant for air violations, only to have his boss
approve a permit to increase their legal emission limits.
He was possibly even more of a bummer than a
dying tree, and that summer, a lot of trees were dying.
We were in the midst of a drought. Everywhere I went, I
heard voices begging me for a drink of water or
moaning in agony as the last of their phloem shriveled.
There was no way to save them all. I told myself to
just focus on school. Getting my degree was the best
way to help the trees long-term. But with the voices of
the dying ringing inside my skull, it felt like I’d already
run out of time. It felt like the end of the world.
On my last day in Texas, Carol sent me to a new
grocery store. Buying food had already become an
agonizing experience for me, as we’d recently learned
about deforestation and the global food supply chain in
my class at HCC. I was trying to eat vegan and local,
but Carol liked buying the cheapest, rainforest-sourced
meat and dairy. I was trying to be helpful to her, so
she’d let me keep living at home rent-free.
The new grocery store had been built on what, as of
a month ago, had been a wooded lot along the highway.
They’d left one big oak right in the middle of the
parking lot, and I pulled into a shaded space beneath its
sprawling branches.
Is that a Listener? Oh, listen, they killed my saplings.
Hundreds of them. All of them. Our roots shared the
same xylem, and I knew them all from acorns in my
arms. Now their voices are gone, and I’m all alone—
It started to wail, a sonic distillation of the oldest and
sharpest pain in the universe. I could feel the loss of its
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hundred children in my blood, and I doubled over the
steering wheel with the pain of it.
Something in me broke then.
When I caught my breath, I screeched out of the
parking lot, at first thinking only about getting away
from that bereaved oak. But the moans of three hundred
million trees dying in the worst drought in Texas history
chased me clear across the state. In El Paso, I ditched
Carol’s car in a Whataburger parking lot and boarded a
Greyhound to Phoenix.
2019—somewhere near Jasper, Texas
The ceremony is held at dawn on the shore of a
pond, smoking with golden mist. Goats graze the
pasture behind us, bordered on all sides by a forest,
where the trees mostly sigh contentedly. Their voices—
even those of the few sick and dying trees—don’t bother
me as much as they used to. In fact, as we sped East
across Texas, as the shrill voices of squat junipers gave
way to the booms of sprawling oaks and towering pines,
it’d felt like greeting old friends.
Speaking of—the bride and groom, both in white
linen, stand barefoot in algae-scummed mud at the edge
of the pond. Many of the guests are barefoot too—an
eclectic bunch, waxed mustaches and mermaid-colored
hair, pork pie hats with suspenders and glittering tie-dye
jumpsuits. Angie, Bo, and I, in our matching black suits
and bolo ties, are the most conservatively dressed
guests. Carol and Dad are not here, something I notice
mostly with relief. I knew better than to expect tearful
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regrets and a homecoming embrace, but a small part of
me had hoped for it anyways.
Jason seeks me out right after the ceremony breaks
up and pulls me into a bear hug. I can hardly believe this
bearded,
slightly-balding,
faintly-reeking-of-weed
farmer is my little brother—although there’s still a hint
of the straight-edge jock in his ramrod-straight spine
and pulled-back shoulders. He and Angie make fast
friends during a tour of his woodworking shop. She is a
woman easily wooed by antique band saws. Jason
carries Bo on his shoulders—safely above the fingerchopping level of the machines—and it feels right.
Seeing him up there.
After lunch, Angie and Jason rally all the children in
the pasture for some elaborate game of tag. From the
farmhouse deck, I spot Bo wander off from the pack of
happy-shrieking children. He’s headed up the hill,
towards an ancient live oak whose voice has been
buzzing at the back of my skull all morning. Bo moves
towards it dreamily, like one who’s been summoned.
I scramble up the slope after him in a panic,
muttering, “No-no-no.” I don’t want this curse for him.
Cresting the hill, the tree’s greeting booms in my skull,
just as Bo flings back his head to look up into its
canopy, mouth open, eyes wide.
I scan his face for some sign of inaudible
communication.
“Look at this tree, mommy! I bet it’s, like, a
thousand years old!”
“I don’t know about that, Bo-bo,” I say, voice tight
with anxiety. “Maybe a couple hundred years… Does
it—Can you hear it?”
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Bo just gives me a confused look and runs closer to
the tree. One of the oak’s branches dips clear to the
ground, like it’s resting from the burden of holding up
the sky. Bo climbs on and starts scooting up the slope of
its branch. His tentative movements make it clear he’s
never climbed a tree before. I feel a stab of guilt over
this.
“Is he a listener too?” I whisper, just loudly enough
that the oak can hear me.
Your sapling? No, not a Listener.
I am sagging with relief when a human voice startles
me.
“Do you still hear them?”
It’s the bride. Dew darkens the hem of her simple
linen dress, and her hair hangs loose, crowned with
bluebonnets. The curves of her face have sharpened
over the past twenty years, and hairline wrinkles crinkle
in the corners of her eyes when she smiles.
When I recover (because everything is there, strong
as ever, still knotted in my chest after all these years), I
answer her. “Yes.”
“What’s it saying?” Delia asks.
“The usual.”
“Aaahhhhh, sun?”
I nod.
“He’s beautiful,” she says, meaning Bo. We watch
him for a few moments, as he scoots towards the oak’s
trunk, getting higher and higher off the ground. Then
Delia catches my wrist in her hand. “Jane, I’m so sorry.
For everything—”
“I know,” I say. “I got your emails.” I just never
responded to them. I open my mouth to explain—the
speech I rehearsed to Angie the whole way here. How at
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the moment I’d needed Delia most, she’d betrayed me.
How I didn’t owe her—or anyone—my forgiveness. But
maybe it’s the smothering heat of the afternoon, or the
sangria in my belly, but holding a grudge suddenly
seems pointless and exhausting. I realize that the secrets
I guarded so fiercely back then have no power to hurt
me anymore. So a deeper truth slips out instead.
“I was in love with you.”
Delia meets my gaze and holds it. “I know, dude. I
know. Shit, maybe—I mean… maybe I felt? The same
way? Or something close? Hell, I married your freaking
brother.”
I laugh at that, and she laughs too. It feels good, us
laughing together again. “How did you two wind up
together?”
“This town gets real small after you graduate. After a
few years, the age difference didn’t matter anymore—
nothing about high school mattered anymore. And one
night at Star Bar, we got to talking—about you, actually.
Just remembering things, wondering where you were…”
I turn to keep an eye on Bo, who’s rocking back and
forth on the tree limb, yelling “Giddyup, horsey!” I like
this idea—that my brother and ex-best-friend got
together because they were basically obsessed with me.
“Jason and I both blamed ourselves for you
leaving—”
I shake my head. “No, no, it was them I couldn’t
take.” I gesture at the oak. “I couldn’t keep caring about
things that were doomed to suffer and die.”
Delia crinkles her forehead. “But that’s… isn’t
that everything?”
Even as her meaning hits me, Bo leans too far to one
side of the branch, yelps, scrambles, and falls from five
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feet up in the air. Time stands still as he hangs there,
tilted too far. I reach out, like I can still undo this
moment. Then, with a sickening thud, he lands in a heap
in the dirt. He’s not moving. I shout and rush forward,
but by the time I reach him, he’s up and brushing off his
knees.
“It’s okay, Mommy. I’m okay.” He takes off running
downhill, back towards the other children playing in the
pasture.
I sit in a hollow of gnarled roots at the base of the
oak, and Delia finds a seat beside me. We listen to the
grackles and the cicadas, the contented hum of the oak
lulling my still-racing heart.
“You know, when I lived here before, I only paid
attention to the sick and the dying. I tuned out all the
happy trees. I obsessed about not being able to save
them all.”
Delia smiled sadly. “That, uh, that was a lot of
pressure to put on a sixteen-year-old.”
I snort. “I thought it was my destiny. But maybe I
wasn’t meant to be their savior. Maybe I was just
supposed to listen.”
Delia rests her head on my shoulder, gazing down
the slope towards the wandering creek and the piney
woods beyond. In the distance lay the fields and
orchards where she and my brother are growing food
from the earth in the kindest way humanly possible.
“Stay here,” she says, in almost a whisper. “For a
while, at least. We’ve got room.”
My mind races with possibilities. Maybe Angie
could figure out a remote-work-thing. I could help in the
fields, or even go back to school. Not for forestry
though. I read an article once about how trees give off
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chemicals that are like anti-depressants. I’d like to study
whatever science that is.
Maybe Bo could grow up climbing trees on a farm.
A gust of wind ripples towards us from the horizon.
Each of the ten thousand treetops in sight dips and rears
consecutively, in a cresting wave that sweeps up the hill,
sending ten thousand arboreal sighs shimmering along
my spine. I crane my neck as the wind hits our oak. The
sun glitters between the tossing leaves, warming the
skin of my face with the fire of creation from ninety-two
million miles away.
And I get it. The feeling only lasts a moment, but I
finally fucking get it.
Ahhhhh, sun.
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Rumors of Women
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The eel that slides within the dark
gap where it has been sleeping.
Now, I clench my stomach
as it rustles awake.
In the street, the restaurant,
the outside world, I think
there is nothing to fear from me.
In my bedroom, alone, I think
they should be afraid. There is everything
to be feared from me.
To understand a woman,
we explore the woman
itself. Any woman’s body
expresses like the rest,
speaks for the rest. In dreams,
in the darkness. In the day
when everyone is watching.
We’ve all been wronged before.
We create nightmares, not realizing
they don’t need to stay
locked inside our heads.
As we breathe in our sleep
we pull them out, our throats
swell and extend
to make room.
Welcome, my love.
I’ve pulled you again, out
where our breath can mingle.
A kiss, a marriage, a ceremony,
a unity forbidden.
A unity to be feared.
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You expand,
gory and stark
against the light-filled room.
There are rumors of women
making love to invertebrates.
Agape mouth matching
agape mouth.
They are killed for it. My love,
if the crowd came
to my locked door with pitch forks
and fire, I’d swallow you if I could.
If I couldn’t, I would kill you and deny
everything.
I’ve been wronged before.
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my gender dysphoria is:
wishing in the depths of night for breast cancer,
for a family history, a BRCA gene—
nothing life-threatening, just enough
to justify their removal, a trigger
to make me take that leap
onto a smooth and flat plane.
my gender dysphoria is:
loving the space I find in loose pants,
and loving being held tight in corsets,
molded by fabric, being ogled and adored
by you, even if I wish it was different parts
you lingered on.
my gender dysphoria is:
knowing I would take testosterone in a heartbeat,
the way I dream of becoming firm and strong,
because it is not just that I have a woman’s body
but that it is so soft,
so woman.
my gender dysphoria is:
loving thrusting into you,
getting to plumb your depths, but also
needing you in my innermost places,
the tip of you tipping me into a burst
of glorious stars.
my gender dysphoria is a mountain:
77

Lynne Sargent

I know I would probably enjoy the climb,
but there is so much preparation, and it is so large
so steep. The top would be cold,
and my lungs are ill-adapted for thin air
yet I dream of the views from its peak.
If only it took a wave of the wand
and not a whole hero’s journey.
The world seems safe, if I don’t embark
but all may be lost if I take
that first step.
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One heavy, solitary cloud
Burst over town the night of Wolf
When undead strigoi come to roam
The frost-glazed streets.
The town stays home
all night. We hang
Long, braided, fragrant garlic strands
On door jambs
And the window trims
To ward us from man-tonguéd beasts
Who’d lure us out
And gnaw our bones.
St. Andrew brings us year’s first frost
We leave out water bowls on stoops
To freeze by morning
Mat-de-lup (the wolf’s entrails)
Are said to freeze inside the bowls
And drive the beasts away
Until next fall
But if the water doesn’t freeze
On night of Wolf
If milder zephyr blows, not eastern criv,
And—worst of all—the saint cries tears of rain
It’s sad that wolves will choose a home
A babe in crib
And claim her for their own
And she will grow to bring bad luck to all
And pain
Rain washed our empty streets, that night
From eastern end of Main, to west
And not a step beyond—the saint cried just for us
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His tears contained between town gates
I was a babe of three or four
And mother
Feared my fate
Grandmother—maie—cut a garlic clove
And moved me from my crib into her bed
They wailed long prayers begging I be spared
But maie’s mother scoffed
And said
No prayer safeguards girls from fool men’s fears
And putting on her slippers, rubber-soled
She shuffled, squeaking, to the church next door,
Unlocked it
(How, she never told)
Laboriously climbed the belfry floors
And rang the bells
(Her song, we didn’t know)
And the clouds broke before the hallowed peals
And then she went from door to door
And, crouched over the rain-filled bowls
She whispered words we didn’t hear
And made them freeze
She said to me: Don’t fear the wolves
Or cower before saintly tears
Don’t trust your fate to garlic prayers
Or neighbors’ legends
Or first frost
The world is Wolf to women, dear
And you must learn
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To rip its guts
And fight.
And while town slept on
She taught me ancient, howling songs
And hunting tricks, all night
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How to Dismantle a Defective
Sex Droid
Ashley Bao
I. Recognition
A plastic film covering cold epidermis.
Steel-reinforced subcutaneous tissue.
A soft face, airbrushed smooth.
Rusted-over corneas, manual pupils.
White teeth that reek of lead paint.
Liquid lipstick mouth without pucker.
Touch the ulnar vein and no
tendon is felt, only metal skeleton.
II. Deconstruction
A knife’s edge is most dangerous when
twisting left. The left kneecap goes first,
then the right elbow. The screws were
installed for simple disassembly.
Press the blade against the scapula;
once it cracks, take it off and set aside.
Ribcage bolts are laid out as a compass,
north tucked in the nape of the neck.
III. Incapacitation
Iron melts at 2800 degrees, but it only
needs to be softened enough to pry bones apart.

Ashley Bao

Be careful of the battery acid stomach
and bleach-tinged blood. They may splash.
Chromium heart, the shine is easy to spot.
A number carved in the right ventricle,
record it to send back to the manufacturer.
Rip it out and breaths should cease in a minute.
No need to turn it off first;
they won’t remember the pain.
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Guidelines for submissions
The Future Fire welcomes submissions of
speculative fiction and poetry with progressive,
inclusive and socially aware disposition. We are
particularly interested in feminist, queer,
postcolonial and ecological themes, and writing
by under-represented voices.

•
•
•
•

Fiction (up to 1000 words): pay $10 per story
Fiction (up to 17500 words): pay $20 per story
Poetry: pay $10 per poem
Illustrations: pay $10 per story illustrated
(+$10 for the image we use as cover art).

Submissions by email. Responses with 30 days.
No multiple or simultaneous submissions, please.

All guidelines at http://futurefire.net/guidelines/

